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My dissertation analyzes culinary ephemera, built environments, propagandistic film, and 
kitchen objects.  I juxtapose female citizens’ tactics with Fascist regime strategies, demonstrating 
how women and the state feed Fascism through daily habits like cooking, eating, and shopping.  
Ultimately, I argue for tabletop politics: the idea that power exists in the small decisions that we 
make every day at the kitchen table.  Previous studies of Italian Fascist culture have examined 
the regime’s monumental cultural productions and national bids for control.  I contribute to this 
scholarship by situating new examples of culinary culture within the broader context of 
manufacturing conditions, circulation patterns, and domestic practices to show how institutional 
structures operate through dynamic social formations.  This inquiry speaks to recent Feminist 
debates concerning the politicization of women’s health and nutrition, to deliberations about 
food’s role in reconstructing the history of gender and sexuality, and to discussions of state 
power in the private sphere.   
 
I sequence my dissertation chapters to trace women’s bodies and feeding work across four 
Fascist political projects (pronatalism, rationalism, autarchy, and colonialism).  This narrative arc 
moves from internal to the external in terms of both women’s bodies (pregnancy and early 
childcare to agricultural labor) and their location in space (nursery to field).  Part I of my 
dissertation examines the propagandistic film To the Mothers of Italy in relation with obstetric 
clinic architecture, construction, and use.  This integrated analysis shows that the regime treated 
breastfeeding as a means to form the future citizenry’s character, revealing how women’s private 
maternal practices assumed public dimensions of governmentality.  In Part II, I compare the 
narrative strategies of architecture journals and domestic manuals to explore the symbolic 
relationship between individual kitchens and the national larder.  I contend that women and the 
state used this formulation towards opposing ends: the state to rationalize intervention in cooking 
practices, and women to justify their defiance of state mandates in order to nourish their families.  
Part III uses women’s work songs and testimonials to investigate how migrant agricultural 
workers used birth control and abortion to manage the state’s demands to (re)produce infants and 
rice to feed them.  I contend that by doubling women’s bodily labor the regime extended the 
concept of autarchy to include the increased production of Italian children as well as traditional 
domestic goods.   
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INTRODUCTION: Food: A Critical Ingredient in Women’s History 

“Proud of our traditions”  

 “Yes to polenta. No to couscous.” In January 2009, the Tuscan town of Lucca banned the 

establishment of new ethnic restaurants as a means to defend traditional Lucchese food and 

foodways. In words that echoed the rhetoric of Benito Mussolini,1 city council members 

defended the move by invoking an idealized national past, one that cast Italy as rural, religious, 

socially homogenous, and, perhaps most importantly, politically conservative.2 Thus began the 

so-called Kebab Wars,3 a modern-day incarnation of the Duce’s alimentary “battles” for 

autarchic foods like grain, bread, and rice. Extreme right-wing groups began to adopt Lucca’s 

culinary conservatism as a cultural symbol for neo-Fascist and post-Fascist4 ideology. Political 

contagion spread the concept across Northern Italy through a potent blend of mass media (Fig. 1) 

and personal promotion. Spurred on by his constituencies, Triestine mayor and Lega Nord5 

                                                
1 Lucca city council member Filippo Candelise was particularly widely quoted by both Italian and international 
papers. He attempted to cast this culinary protectionism not as anti-foreigner, but rather as pro-Italian. As he put it, 
“We absolutely reject the racist label. We simply want to preserve our cultural and historical identity.” See Rachel 
Donadio’s March 13, 2009 article “A Walled City in Tuscany Clings to its Ancient Menu,” in The New York Times.   
2 This idea is highly problematic for several reasons: first, the exact date and location of this “past” is hazy.  Because 
the “past” could potentially date to so many different time periods and geographic regions, its material dimensions 
defy historical specificity. One might say that the idealized national past exists in the Italian language’s imperfect 
tense, indicating an ongoing action, to be repeated but not completed. Indeed, this trope is also problematic due to its 
own repeated past uses: Benito Mussolini frequently relied on this “past” to promote Fascist social policies ranging 
from pronatalism to racial law during the late 1930s.   
3 Il corriere della sera in Italy, The Guardian in England, and The New York Times in the United States used this 
moniker to refer to the Northern Italian anti-ethnic restaurant legislation throughout 2009. 
4 Many of these political officials affiliated with the far right-wing group Lega Nord.  I refer to these groups as both 
neo-Fascist and as post-Fascist to reflect the debate that swirls around the use of the terms both in Italian media and 
amongst Lega Nord members themselves. Generally speaking, Lega Nord members refer to themselves as “post-
Fascist” rather than “neo-Fascist” due to the group’s history. Under founder Umberto Rossi, Lega Nord took pains 
to distance themselves from explicitly neo-Fascist groups, such as the Movimento Sociale Italiano and the Aleanza 
Nazionale. Under the current leader Matteo Salvini, they have become more closely tied with Marine Le Pen’s 
French far-right group, the Front National. Contemporary scholars of Fascism, such as Mabel Berezin, have 
acknowledged the debate and typically affix the term “neo-Fascist” to Lega Nord members. Carlo Ruzza and 
Stefano Fella investigate the contemporary tension between the terms in Re-Inventing the Italian Right: Territorial 
Politics, Populism and 'post-Fascism'. London: Routledge, 2009.  
5 For more information on Lega Nord’s construction of traditional Italian culture, see Maria Stampino’s “Forgetting 
the Mediterranean: Renaissance Historiography and Xenophobia in Contemporary Italian Culture” in The 
Renaissance: Revised, Expanded, Unexpurgated.  Ed. Medina Lasansky.  Pittsburgh: Periscope, 2014. 
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member Enzo Bortolotti passed an ordinance requiring all Middle Eastern and African 

restaurants serving the twelve thousand inhabitants of Azzano Decimo to serve a selection of 

Italian dishes.  Bortolotti specifically cited the inclusion of three regional dishes of Friuli-

Venezia Giulia: polenta, brovada (sauerkraut), and musetto (soft salame).  Minister of 

Agriculture Luca Zaia then blessed the bans, moving regional gastronomic racism6 and 

“traditional” cuisine into the national conversation.7   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
6 Paolo Cocchi, council member to the Board of Tuscan Culture, Tourism, and Commerce, first coined this term in a 
newspaper interview with Francesco Alberti of Il corriere della sera (January 27, 2009, “E Lucca vieta kebab e cous 
cous. Nuove norme: via dal centro i ristoranti con piatti ‘di etnia diversa.’) Although in the original quotation Cocchi 
attempted to use this phrasing in his defense of the bans, the political opposition soon adopted his phrasing as their 
rallying cry.    
7 Giani, Roberta. “Niente couscous se non c’è la polenta: La crociata del leghista Enzo Bortolotti contro i locali 
etnici: ‘Dovranno inserire in menù i nostri piatti tradizionali. E quelli già aperti dovranno adeguarsi,’” Il piccolo, 
February 3, 2009. 
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Fig. 1 “Sì alla polenta, No al couscous: Orgogliosi delle nostre tradizioni,” “Yes to polenta, No 
to cous cous: Proud of our traditions.” Lega Nord campaign poster. 2012.   
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In Lucca, and in other Northern Italian towns with this new legislation, the “ethnic” label applied 

almost exclusively to Middle Eastern and African restaurants. By contrast, these townships 

welcomed Asian, American, and Western European cuisine, as evidenced by the plethora of new 

Japanese sushi spots, American burger joints, and French creperies that opened in these 

townships throughout 2009 and 2010.  One could divide legal and forbidden restaurants on the 

basis of the cook’s skin tone – brown and black marked illicit cuisines.  The inconsistent 

application of this law suggests that the designation of a certain cuisine as “ethnic” is by no 

means stable across time and place.  Many ingredients that characterize so-called “traditional” 

Italian cuisine arrived from the Americas on Old World shores at the relatively late date of 

1504.8 And adoption was slow: tomatoes, for instance, were considered poisonous. Nearly two 

centuries passed before they became key ingredients in classic sauces like bolognese, arrabbiata, 

and puttanesca. By contrast, centuries of Arab influence in Southern Italy marked regional 

cuisines their so heavily that, to give but one example, the North African origins of Sicilian 

desserts (gelato, granita) and their ingredients (saffron, almonds, oranges, rose flower water) 

came to be considered local food ways rather than imported ones.9 Despite the hysteria 

engendered by the Kebab Wars, Southern Italian food history suggests that Middle Eastern and 

African flavors and recipes have been part of “traditional” Italian cuisine since before Italy was a 

unified nation. Less than one hundred years ago, the Fascist regime pushed Italian consumers to 

embrace colonial food stuffs like Somali bananas and Ethiopian coffee, if not the East African 

preparations for these foods. Contemporary Italian resistance to Middle Eastern and African 

foodways stems from the geopolitics of human migration: the 20th-century Italian government 

                                                
8 For a history of how the Age of Exploration impacted Western European food and food ways, see Stewart Lee 
Allen’s In the Devil’s Garden: A Sinful History of Forbidden Food (New York: Ballantine Books, 2002). 
9 To offer another example: what could be more Italian than an espresso or a cappuccino? And yet Italy traditionally 
imported almost all of its coffee from sub-Saharan Africa, particularly Ethiopia, a colonial territory during Italy’s 
Fascist period.   
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embraced foreign foodstuffs as part of the Fascist regime’s imperial projects and the foodways of 

European settler colonialism in North and East Africa.10 By contrast, the 21st-century Italian 

government denigrates these cuisines: transnational migration from the former colonies has now 

brought Middle Eastern and African preparations to Europe. To achieve “traditional” Italian 

food, one would have to subsist entirely on watered-down cereals rather than on the delectable 

products associated with “traditional” Italian cuisine today. Suffice to say, the attribution of 

“ethnic,” and, I would argue, “traditional,” are always enmeshed in political concerns like 

migration and religious difference, as well as social issues like perceived hierarchies of race and 

culture.11   

Tabletop Politics 

 The Italian table, whether in a public trattoria or in a private kitchen, provides an 

intimate stage for national politics. The table, the literal and metaphorical center of everyday life 

in Italy, resonates deeply with Italian culture, society, and politics. In the pre-Fascist period, the 

table had been the site of ancient Roman excess amongst the elite and intense privation for the 

poor; during the Fascist period, it was the site of statescraft, with economic, artistic, and 

linguistic initiatives to nationalize and Italianize. The defeat of Fascism did not signal the end of 

the table’s cultural and political significance. From the Economic Boom to the contemporary 

                                                
10 The Fascist regime advocated the adoption of colonial foodstuffs into Italian foodways.  In other words, they 
pushed Italian citizens to cook with new foods, but to prepare them with Italian methods.  This generally involved 
slotting new foods (like bananas) into older recipe forms (like millefoglie). The Fascist regime’s approach to the 
culinary realm is thus consistent with their approach to other primary materials from the colonies: the materials (for 
example, cotton) were deemed useful, and their cultural context (for example, local weaving traditions and forms of 
textile production) useless. The regime seemed to believe that racial and ethnic mixing became problematic at the 
level of food culture (recipes) rather than at the level of the foods themselves. Further, it suggests that the national 
ownership over foodways can change a food’s cultural meaning: a Somali banana that arrives via Italian steamship 
is less threatening than one that is carried to Italy in a Somali immigrant’s knapsack. In transnational foodways, 
trajectory matters. 

 11 Politically-inflected culinary conservatism can be found in many European countries, not just Italy.  See, for 
example, Dan Bilefsky, “Denmark’s New Front in Debate Over Immigrants: Children’s Lunches.” The New York 
Times, January 20, 2016.  
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period, the table was, and is, a vital component of the Italian private sphere and public policy. At 

once concrete and symbolic, it evokes the material world (as a piece of furniture, and as a place 

to eat) and cultural meaning (as a national cuisine).12 The concept itself is a convivial one, 

building connections between squabbling binaries such as the national and the regional, the 

government and the individual, the abstract and the concrete, the public and the private. Food 

provides the means to invite these disparate concepts into a cohesive conversation. Put another 

way, the Italian table encompasses not only the polenta and couscous served on it, but also the 

political debate that occurs above it.   

 “Fast life, which disrupts our habits, pervades the privacy of our homes and forces us to 

eat Fast Foods… Our defense should begin at the table with Slow Food.  Let us rediscover the 

flavors and savors of regional cooking and banish the degrading effects of Fast Food.” In 

November 1989, Carlo Petrini issued these words in the Slow Food Manifesto, the charter of a 

soon-to-be global organization devoted to the preservation of “traditional” food, cooking, and 

agricultural practices. This culinary call-to-arms was a response to the opening of Italy’s second 

McDonalds, an emblem of creeping globalism symbolically located at the nation’s capital in 

Rome, at the base of the Spanish Steps. Like Lega Nord’s Kebab Wars, Slow Food engaged in a 

politicized culinary movement, this time driven by the political left13 rather than the right.   

 Perhaps because of its proudly liberal orientation, few scholars14 have noted Slow Food’s 

near-perfect mimicry of the conservative rhetoric that surrounds the Italian table.  Taking the 

                                                
12 To use the terminology of Material Culture Studies, the table is ideo-technic. Just as a physical factory suggests 
the idea of industry, and a concrete church raises the abstract specter of religion, these ideo-technic sites, to use 
Binford’s original phrasing, “signify and symbolize a broader social system and provide a literal and symbol milieu” 
(1962). 
13 The history of this food activism group predates its manifesto by over a decade. It originated in the 1970s, as the 
Piemontese branch of the leftist Associazione Ricreativa Culturale Italiana, known as ARCI.   
14 Gender Studies scholar Lynn Walter and Anthropologist Anne Meneley have been two of very few Food Studies 
writers to critique Slow Food’s popular prescriptions for “slow living” as unintentionally misogynistic and classist. 
See Walter’s “Slow Food and Home Cooking: Toward a Relational Aesthetic of Food and Relational Ethic of 
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snail as their symbol, Slow Food advocated for farm-fresh produce and home-cooked meals. But 

in their celebration of Italy’s “traditional” culinary canon, Petrini and his followers invoked the 

same idealized national past heralded by Lucca’s post-Fascist city council. They differ only in 

their emphasis: whereas Italy’s political right focuses on what must go (the “ethnic” restaurants), 

the political left concentrates on what should stay (“’traditional’ Italian food and foodways”).   

 Regardless of one’s attested affiliation, using romantic rhetoric to describe a bygone-Italy 

privileges the point of the view of the speaker, the one doing the dreaming.  In contemporary 

Italian politics and public life, this is still, more often than not, a white, upper-class male Italian. 

As such, calls for the return of the past implicitly minimizes, and in some cases even celebrates, 

the gender inequality, working class labor, and racial homogeneity that contributed to this 

specific group’s astounding privilege. Someone has to make those homemade dinners, and that 

someone is typically assumed to be female.  Without a concurrent conversation regarding who 

will prepare these meals, this rhetoric seems to imply that women ought to go back to the 

kitchen. Similarly, farm work may be picturesque, but it is very difficult to do. Ignoring the 

strenuous conditions that have historically characterized agricultural labor risks privileging 

aesthetics over worker’s rights. It also obfuscates the misguided assumption that only Italians 

labored in the fields.15  And lack of immigration tends to signal economic depression, not 

growth. Until the 1950s, Italy framed the national conversation on migration as a problem of 

Italian emigration to other countries, rather than immigration to Italy. In sum, these 

conversations tend to occlude the people who conducted these forms of labor.   
                                                
Home,” in Provisions: The Journal of the Center for Food in Community and Culture 1 (2009) and Meneley’s 
"Extra Virgin Olive Oil and Slow Food". Anthropologica (Canadian Anthropology Society) 2004 6(2): 170–172. 
More generally, Food Studies scholar Carole Counihan has devoted extensive research to the role of gender in 
Italian food activism.  See Food Activism: Agency, Democracy and Economy. London: Bloomsbury, 2014 and 
Taking Food Public: Redefining Foodways In a Changing World. New York: Routledge, 2011.  
15 Many contemporary field workers in Italy are recent immigrants from Eastern Europe, chiefly Romania and 
Albania.  From the late 19th through the early 20th century, Ethiopian, Eritrean, and Somali field workers comprised 
the vast majority of total agricultural laborers working on Italian estates in the Fascist regime’s imperial territories. 
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 This is not to say that Slow Food is, to coin a term, gastro-Fascist.  As a global group, 

they have many noble goals, such as reducing childhood obesity, promoting the work of small 

craftswomen and men and improving rural economies. Rather, I hope to suggest that we closely 

examine the assumptions upon which the dictates of these food movements are predicated.  

Oftentimes, the extreme-right and the extreme-left do not run in parallel lines of thought but 

rather intersect in reasoning. In many ways, this dissertation uses food as a means to denaturalize 

the automatic attributions that one might make based on personal political stance.      

 Food matters: as the right-wing Lega Nord and left-wing Slow Food cases show, 

questions related to purchasing, cooking, eating, and representing food indicate social norms as 

well as personal choices. Further, food constitutes the point at which politics, economics, and 

law physically touch the individual through the material reality of everyday life. I refer to this 

interaction as “tabletop politics,” a phrase meant to evoke the intimate and everyday nature of the 

connection between the state and individual, the public and the private, the abstract and the 

material. As a reduction, tabletop politics not only offers a bridge over troubled binaries, but it 

also points towards a new approach to historical analysis. Culinary ephemera can provide 

concrete evidence to investigate abstract ideas, a method that Food Studies scholars refer to as 

using “food as a lens.” This approach suggests that plate of polenta (or a Lega Nord poster) 

provides rich cultural information that traditional historical materials cannot capture. When 

combined with more orthodox sources such as maps, letters, diaries, and oral interviews, culinary 

ephemera can connect women’s political lives with the places that they lived and worked, and 

the objects that they owned and borrowed. Crossing disciplinary boundaries in material selection 

not only allows the historian to critically examine state narratives using a broad body of 

evidence, but also highlights the cultural history of the women and the masses, not just the male 



	   21 

elite. Food complicates the idea of an all-powerful government monolith by revealing the local 

variations of manufacturing, construction, and financing for state enterprises. These regional 

histories demonstrate the unexpectedly significant extent of women’s involvement in public 

projects. Put broadly, this dissertation uses food to chronicle the history of those who did not 

write it.   

Feeding Fascism 

 Tabletop politics are particularly useful as a means to understand women’s subjectivity 

during Italy’s Fascist period (1922-1945). During this time, the Italian state attempted to control 

food in its many manifestations - cooking, feeding, and eating - to assert and negotiate power. As 

such, the Fascist ventennio is not so much representative of Italian cultural history as it is hyper-

representative. Amplification and hyperbole in government rhetoric and policy provide a 

magnifying glass to observe the quotidian interactions between female citizens and the state that 

the less bombastic regimes often obscure. Further, many of the Fascist state’s key projects used 

food as a means to accomplish political goals. Autarchy, or economic self-sufficiency, dictated 

that citizens eat only domestically produced and locally sourced foods, thereby crafting a 

patriotic gesture out of economic necessity. The Fascist regime clearly recognized the outsize 

impact that food had on the local and national budget: nearly 70% of family income went 

towards groceries during this period.16 They also realized that the regularity of food purchases 

meant more opportunities for government invention in citizen’s menu choices.  If urban women 

                                                
16 Government memos and communiqués repeatedly suggest that food provided a key means to push for the larger 
autarchic project because the majority of family budgets, regardless of region or class status, went towards food.  
Scarpellini’s pricing data suggests that within these food budgets, extras like butter, coffee, and beef stood in stark 
pricing contrast to basics like starches and grains.  She gives the average annual consumer prices for one kilogram of 
the following products in lire: bread: 2.06, pasta 2.96, rice 2.30, potatoes 0.65, butter 14.16, coffee 32.27, sugar 
6.50, and beef 10.99 (2008, 110).  Also see the Unione delle Camere di Commercio Il problema del costo della vita; 
the Associazione Comuni Italiani Considerazione sul problema annonario, and G. Martinelli’s E’ possibile 
diminuire il costo della vita? (Arezzo: Editoriale Italiana Contemporanea, 1928.)   
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went to the market, they had to make daily or weekly choices regarding what foods to buy for 

their families, whereas other purchases, like clothes and housing, occurred far less frequently.  

 In short, Fascist Italy provides a particularly fruitful time and place for the analysis of 

gender and culture for two reasons: first, because the self-mythologizing tendency of 

dictatorships boosts the production of material culture and offers a wealth of materials to study, 

and second, because the period presents a hyperbolic cultural moment that makes subtle 

phenomena more readily observable to the historian. While this intimate food production and 

consumption represents a significant political struggle over the care and nourishment of future 

generations, Food Studies and food history rarely examine this practice in the context of national 

foodways. My dissertation constitutes an attempt to unite the two in a specific historical context, 

to unite feeding with Fascism.  The scope and intensity of these state interventions into private 

life are not unique to Fascism: indeed, their legacy persists today in farms and factories, kitchens 

and clinics.  But the Fascist period offers a useful point of departure for the study of women’s 

tabletop politics because of the regime’s own intense interest in the private lives of its female 

citizens.   

Notes on Sources 

 In line with cultural historians of the Fascist period like Ruth Ben-Ghiat, Mia Fuller, 

Medina Lasansky, and Jeffrey Schnapp, I argue that the small, the regional, and the concrete 

realms of history are important precisely because they constitute the point at which the state 

touches the individual through the physical conditions of daily life. My research helps to 

reconstruct women’s lived experiences of politics by first dismantling the idea that we can speak 

of Italian women as one cohesive population, and then matching specific demographic groups to 

my examples of power in the home and the town square.   
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 We currently lack a study of power negotiations that balances analysis of the regime’s 

cultural productions with a counter consideration of how individual women actually used these 

built environments, objects, and ephemera. I contribute to this line of scholarship by examining 

minor cultural works like country clinics and household manuals to suggest that women worked 

through material culture to control specific moments and spaces in the private and public 

spheres. This approach provides tangible evidence (cookbooks, dishware, advertising) that 

incarnates abstract and theoretical ideas (gendered labor, sovereignty, biopower). In the specific 

case of Fascism, the government physically touched the populous through the production and 

consumption of commercial goods and spaces. Food thus provides an ideal medium for 

uncovering the mechanisms of national politics at work in women’s everyday lives. In doing do, 

I make a larger disciplinary argument for the use of Food Studies as a means to illuminate 

Women’s History.  But what sources can one use to study food, a material object that physically 

disappears through digestion (if eaten) or through decay (if not)?   

 I study the traces left by people, places, and things.  As such, my work in women’s 

cultural history is primarily archival in nature. To prepare this dissertation, I have conducted 

extensive research in over 30 Italian museums, libraries, and archives.  In selecting my sites, I 

have endeavored to visit three different types of institutions: first, I studied at major archives and 

libraries such as the Archivio Centrale dello Stato di Roma17 and the Biblioteca Nazionale di 

Firenze to examine their collections of traditional historical materials such as newspapers, 

magazines, letters, and government and industry memos. These major archives help to answer 

                                                
17 These materials provided me with the broad historical framework that I use to contextualize the vivid examples of 
material culture that I focus on in this dissertation. Every major book on Italian history begins at this archive – 
Victoria De Grazia, Mabel Berezin, Stephen Gundle, and David Forgacs have drawn entire books out of this archive 
alone.   
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questions about the places: architectural journals like Casabella, Domus, and Costruzione detail 

the emerging building plans and developing debates on the male, upper-class production side.   

 At the same time, unpublished financial contracts and building plans that went through 

government offices clarify the use, or “consumption,” of these structures by working-class 

women. Another large archive, Archivio Luce,18 houses propagandistic newreels and 

documentaries. The vastness of their holdings allow the careful researcher to spot internal 

inconsistencies in the Fascist building projects, and then use these cracks in the regime edifice to 

identify arenas for further study.19 Studying buildings as processes, that is, over time, 

demonstrates how these structures changed as a result of constant negotiations between different 

social groups. Embracing this double focus allows me to reconstruct the interactions between the 

male creators and female (re)creators of lived spaces like public housing projects (especially 

family apartments and their kitchens), rural dormitories for female workers, and women’s health 

clinics.  

 Next, I refined my search to focus on sites specializing in Fascist period holdings, on 

material culture, such as the Wolfsonian in Miami and the Wolfsoniana in Nervi and Genoa.20 

                                                
18 Numerous scholars of Fascist culture have examined the Archivio Luce, both at the level of the film industry 
(Millicent Marcus, Robin Pickering-Iazzi, Stephen Gundle, David Forgacs) and at the level of individual 
productions (Ruth Ben-Ghiat, Medina Lasansky). Although many scholars have worked with photos and clips from 
this archive, its holdings are so vast that scholars could potentially cover different materials, or even genres, without 
overlapping. The archive itself is well-known, but the materials that I present here are new, with only a handful of 
exceptions. In my analysis, I follow Lasansky’s style in treating filmic propaganda as prescriptive documents. I also 
follow Ben-Ghiat in my attempt to contextualizing films in terms of audience reactions and original screening 
spaces (both indoors and out). 
19 For example, Luce documentaries on the Opera Nazionale per la Protezione della Maternità e dell’Infanzia (the 
Board for the Protection of Motherhood and Childhood) used newly-built Rationalist clinics as architectural proof to 
herald the modernity of their health care system. But Luce newsreels promoting the regime’s rail lines and roads 
reveal a different scene in their scenic pan shots from the train cars, and inadvertently show the reality of regional 
country clinics in disrepair. This type of discrepancy provides a point of entry to study the regime’s claims in 
relation with women’s experiences of Fascist period health care. 
20 In working with the Wolfsonian collections, I follow in the footsteps of cultural historians such as Ruth Ben-
Ghiat, Jeffrey Schnapp, Medina Lasansky, and Mia Fuller. These scholars have investigated Fascist period art and 
architecture in its social context, with an eye to the connections between political aesthetics and the mass culture. 
The Wolfsonian object collection and ephemera library have been particularly influential in this body of work, 
thanks to the quality and breadth of their holdings. The reach of the Wolfsonian also extends beyond the academic 
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Taking a thematic approach, I have examined their culinary ephemera including objects like 

bread plates, tea sets, toasters, and texts such as menus and recipe pamphlets.  The outsize 

influence of the Wolfsonian might partially account for scholars’ recent emphasis on Material 

Culture. Indeed, many academics have treated the Wolfsonian in explicitly materialist terms: 

Jeffrey Schnapp conducted his work on aluminum and rayon here as part of his broader body of 

work on industrialization and speed, and Medina Lasansky and Mia Fuller have examined 

concrete and linoleum against the broader framework of autarchic architecture.   

 But this dissertation’s main contribution of new sources to the study of women’s history 

under Fascism does not focus on places or things, and nor does it come from these large and 

classic sites. Rather, it focuses on people, the voices of rural and urban working-class women, 

and it comes from the large collection of regional sites that I have visited over the course of 

seven years. In my study of people, I focus on the first-hand accounts of working-class women 

across textual, visual, and audio sources. Although the low literacy rates and general poverty of 

this group during the Fascist period would seem to indicate a lack of suitable material for study, 

the Economic Boom lifted many of these women out of the working class, and allowed them to 

obtain advanced education later in life. Many wrote and illustrated testimonials to record their 

lives under Fascism.  These documents can be found at the out-of-the-way Archivio Diaristico in 

Santo Stefano, outside of the city of Arezzo in Tuscany. Few scholars have visited this site, and 

so I follow in the lead of Christopher Duggan, one of the very few to have worked extensively 

with their holdings.  Duggan analyzes short sections from diaries and letters written primarily 

(though not exclusively) by middle- and upper-class men. I apply his perspective to lower- and 

middle-class women, focusing on extended close readings of female perspectives to trace the 

                                                
world. For instance, in Spring 2014, the Guggenheim showed their collection of Futurist dinner plates for their 
“Italian Futurism” show, and in 2012, MoMA displayed their colonial-themed children’s plate set as part of their 
“Century of the Child” exhibit. 
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numerous currents of women’s political thinking during the Fascist period. The archive not only 

contains first-hand accounts from formerly illiterate female agricultural and urban workers, but 

also includes ephemera from the time period, like their school workbooks, and their artistic 

productions, such as poems, drawings, paintings. Many testimonials intermix the mediums, and 

thus function as heavily mediated scrapbooks, with photos, picture cards, and art produced by the 

women. These first-hand written and visual accounts intertwine with my audio materials: at 

CGIL workers’ archives spread across Northern Italy, I have found a trove of women’s work 

songs and interviews with former female laborers.   

 This out-of-the-way element constitutes a methodological theme: I purposely look for 

archives that are small, isolated, and difficult to find, not simply because they have received few 

visits from scholars and little academic notice of their holdings, but because they have proven to 

be more likely to hold the types of regional, everyday ephemera of women’s lives that I study 

here. The company archives held by Barilla and Buitoni-Perugina, respectively located at the 

outskirts of Parma and Perugia, provide an excellent example of these types of sites and their 

materials. The Barilla archive and their associated Gastronomic Library provided an impressive 

collection of menus for the project.  All are lavishly decorated, from the expensive hand-painted 

watercolors gracing the menus of society banquets to the cheap but no less beautiful mass-

produced color lithographs enlivening the cocktail menus for local bars. Splotches and stains 

attested to the ghosts of puttanescas past - that is, the markings on the menus suggest that many 

of these items were frequently used. The Barilla archive also contains culinary magazines like La 

Cucina Italiana, autarchic and wartime cookbooks, and numerous almanacs and household 

manuals, all written for and by middle-class Italian women. The Museo della Figurina in Modena 

contributed a huge collection of illustrated food packaging and labels, as well as rare 
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promotional ephemera like scented pocket calendars (used to advertise colognes and perfumes) 

and illustrated matchbook covers. The Archivio della Communicazione in Parma provided a 

huge collection of artists’ studies for food advertisements. These bright chalk-renderings and 

paintings reveal the individual artists’ decision-making process that led up to the creation of the 

stereotypical culinary images that papered the city walls and illustrated everyday life during the 

1920s and 30s. Other rarely consulted archives were hidden in plain sight, as unadvertised 

sections of larger institutions. For example, the Ministero della Salute manages a health archive 

in the EUR district of Rome. This collection contains a massive repository of materials related to 

women’s sexuality and reproduction, such as STD propaganda warning against racial mixing in 

the Italian colonies and medical conference proceedings complete with records of audience 

interactions like whoops and whistles. Apparently non-academic government and industry bodies 

often conceal excellent academic archives.  

Orienting Questions 

 Three questions structure my analysis of women’s everyday lives under Fascism.  First, I 

ask a broad theoretical question about the role of interdisciplinary inquiry in illuminating 

women’s history, focusing on how thematic approaches, such as Gender Studies, Food Studies 

and Material Culture Studies, might be combined with the pre-existing methodologies of 

established historical fields so as to produce new insights that neither open “studies” nor closed 

disciplines can achieve in isolation. I argue that focusing on the relationship between the female 

body and the material world reveals how knowledge is produced through the body and embodied 

ways of being in the world.  Feminist biologist Lynda Birke’s assertion that, “Bodies may 

consistently undergo interior change, but within apparent sameness” not only applies to the 
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interior cycles of the female body, but also to the ways in which food physically reforms for the 

body through the digestion and incorporation of proteins, fats, and nutrients.   

 Eating unravels all bodily essentialisms, or, as culinary historian Kyla Wazana Tompkins 

puts it, “eating reveals the self to be reliant on that which is beyond epidermal limits,” that is, 

eating reveals how the self is enmeshed in the material world. Breastfeeding provides an 

excellent example of this idea, in that the producer of food, the mother, physically links to the 

consumer, the infant.  In another bridge between Gender Studies and Food Studies, women, like 

food, have historically been treated as objects, that is, as pieces of material culture. So at a very 

basic level, these trajectories explore how subjects and objects emerge, revealing what social 

anthropologist Marilyn Strathern has termed “the production of subjects” (1988). It is with this 

fruitful clashing of binaries in mind that I suggest that Feminist theories of embodiment in 

relation to Food Studies might be fruitfully redefined through the productive nature of 

consumption. 

 Second, I ask how these everyday practices of food production and consumption (eating, 

feeding, and cooking) coalesce at both regional and national levels.  Relatedly, I ask how the 

individual body figures the body politic. These interlinked methodological questions address 

current debates about the relationship between local food choices and global food ways and 

challenges the assumption that personal choices must have a noble goal in order to have a 

positive impact. Choices need not be conscious to be meaningful.  Feeding Fascism is the 

governing metaphor of the bottom-up process by which individual women across the peninsula 

participated in and rebelled against Fascist political projects.  Whether women agreed or 

disagreed with the regime’s dictates, the fact that they engaged with them on a daily basis proves 
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Fascist ideology and policy to be salient to even to apparently apolitical moments of daily life.21 

In line with social-cultural anthropologist Ian Hodder, I argue that food, and more broadly, 

material culture, “transforms, rather than reflects, social organization” (1982). To connect the 

local to the national, I avoid the usual scholarly practice of analyzing spaces and objects as text, 

and instead focus on bodies and objects as they travel. Following social-cultural anthropologist 

Arjun Appadurai’s focus on “things-in-motion,” I studied the ways in which people and objects 

move between social contexts, gaining new meanings through successive recontextualizations 

(1986). Following these trajectories allows me to examine people, places, and things at different 

moments in their life span, at the points of manufacturing, circulation, use, and discard. Perhaps 

even more importantly, this methodological approach reveals places and things as indicators of 

individual actions and recurring practices whose meaning derives from the broader historical 

context of Italy’s Fascist period. 

 A third, historical question merges my theoretical and methodological propositions. I 

now question the nature of political interactions between women and the regime, focusing on 

quotidian situations so as to characterize these negotiations in realistic terms. Essentially, I ask 

how politics and women’s subjectivity related on a daily basis - what types of interactions 

occurred that cannot be characterized by the current polarities? What happened between rebellion 

and consent? In this task, I pay close attention to the prescribed and actual use of culture. In line 

with social historian Michel De Certeau’s theory that consumers do not passively use culture, but 

actively make use of it. I predicate my analysis on the assumption that trends move from the 

bottom up and from side to side as well as from the top down. Women did not simply absorb 

Fascist dictates, but rather reconfigured its commands for personal use. I argue that practicality, 

                                                
21 My formulation assumes that, just as one cannot step outside of history, one cannot step outside of politics.  As 
such, I consider refusal to engage as being a meaningful choice as well.   
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rather than political enthusiasm, characterized many women’s strategies for survival. When 

women modified Fascist messages to suit their own ends, they also reinscribed their own value 

systems into the current political paradigm.   

Guiding Assumptions 

A core group of methodological presuppositions encompass the whole of this 

dissertation. First, women produce culture through everyday habits and rituals. Put another way, 

women are not pure consumers who unquestioningly receive cultural messages from above. 

They do a spectrum of different things with it: they accept, modify, and reject. In other words, 

buildings, texts, and objects do not exist in a vacuum: they are processes of signification 

materialized by women’s use of them. The consumer is, in this way, a producer of culture. 

Second, “Italian women,” as a cohesive entity, do not exist. Although I speak of women here for 

the sake of expediency, these case studies reflect the socioeconomic and geographic diversity of 

the peninsula. In other studies, I also explore ethnic, racial, and religious diversity. Throughout 

this dissertation, I will indicate the demographics of the individuals and groups in question. 

Third, everyday decisions have enormous power not just because they add up to the national, but 

because they construct peoples’ sense of themselves as citizens.  Fourth, in the home, individuals 

and the state touch through industrial design.  Cristina Cogdell and Cynthia Weber have explored 

the relationship between government, citizens, and design in the context of 20th-century United 

States, but they have applied it to the question of power’s operation across public/private 

boundaries.  Pushed further, this presumption suggests that power lives in things as potential 

energy, which individuals can either use as directed, or make use of in novel ways. With 

creativity, consumers can “unlock” additional meanings and uses for any household object. But 

in either case, interacting with state-produced goods means making political choices. Fifth, 
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power in the private sphere is in a constant state of flux, or negotiation. The power of an 

individual may not be equal to that of the state, but even small choices can create moments of 

independence.  Even the smallest assertion of will constitutes a form of power. These are, 

naturally, sweeping assertions best tested against historical particulars. So to these let’s now turn 

by way of some of the major themes that characterize the daily negotiations of power between 

Italian women and the Fascist government. 

Mapping the Terrain Ahead 

 This dissertation attempts to analyze various women’s experiences of Fascism by 

examining the material world in which they lived in relation with the historical archive of their 

feelings, thoughts, and actions. I do not claim to speak for all women, but rather to contextualize 

the experiences of a few women in great historical detail. Depth, rather than breadth, thus 

characterizes my approach.  To honor the vividness and diversity of these voices, I focus on site-

based case studies (the nursery/clinic, the kitchen/urban workplace, and the field/rural 

workplace) that I have selected for their ability speak to larger themes regarding individual 

women’s bodies and the national body politic in 20th-century Italy. 

 A single study could not encompass the heterogeneity of that female chorus without 

resorting to archetypes and stereotypes, or to the empty figure of the Italian every-woman. As 

such, while I do discuss iconic female ‘types’ of the 1920s and 30s such as the donna crisi and 

the massaia, I do so only to open my discussion of women’s opinions of and reactions to these 

mass media creations. The Fascist iconography of women in print advertising and in film is 

important for what they can tell us about the ideology of the Fascist party and the economic 

goals of private industry. Other scholars, including Karen Pinkus, Stephen Gundle, Marcia 

Landy, Millicent Marcus, and Robin Pickering-Iazzi have already written about these topics with 
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great sensitivity and skill.22 Rather, my question is how living women felt about these two-

dimensional representations of their gender, and how such images impacted their lives. In my 

dissertation, human voices must always accompany media images.   

 Just as I do not attempt to address the history of all women living in Fascist Italy, I also 

do not claim to discuss every space relevant to life’s events, particularly with regards to the 

public sphere of life. Factories,23 schools,24 and children’s colonie would all provide fascinating 

sites for analysis, as would canonical locations such as the church25 and the piazza.26 I focus 

instead on the domestic realm, as it has received relatively less attention from scholars than these 

other arenas. Discussion of Italy’s imperial projects in Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Somalia is also 

absent from this dissertation, as my next project focuses on East African women’s domestic 

work in Italian homes and markets, with particular attention to intimate forms of feeding like 

interracial wetnursing and the preparation of African foods for Italian children. Scholars, largely 

women, are now turning their attention to the tracing the contours of everyday life in the 

colonies.27 Here again, I aim for a complete analysis of a few significant arenas of everyday life 

rather than for the exhaustive coverage of all possible places.  

                                                
22 See Karen Pinkus’ Bodily Regimes: Italian Advertising Under Fascism. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1995, Stephen Gundle’s Bellissima: Feminine Beauty and the Idea of Italy. New Haven [Conn.]: Yale 
University Press, 2007, Millicent Marcus’ Italian Film In the Light of Neorealism. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1986, Marcia Landy’s Fascism In Film: The Italian Commercial Cinema, 1931-1943. Princeton, 
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1986, and Robin Pickering-Iazzi’s Mothers of Invention: Women, Italian 
Fascism, and Culture. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995. 
23 See Luisa Passerini’s Fascism In Popular Memory: The Cultural Experience of the Turin Working Class. 
Cambridge [Cambridgeshire]: Cambridge University Press, 1987 and M. Matteotti’s much-cited La classe 
lavoratrice sotto la dominazione fascista 1921-43.  Milan: Annali Feltrinelli, 1944. 
24 See “Growing Up” in Victoria De Grazia’s How Fascism Ruled Women: Italy, 1922-1945. Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1992, and Lorenzo Minio-Paluello’s seminal Education In Fascist Italy. London: Oxford 
University Press, 1946.  
25 See Susan Zuccotti’s Under His Very Windows: The Vatican and the Holocaust In Italy. New Haven [Conn.]: 
Yale University Press, 2000.  
26 See Mabel Berezin’s Making the Fascist Self: The Political Culture of Interwar Italy. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 
University Press, 1997 and Medina Lasansky’s The Renaissance Perfected: Architecture, Spectacle, and Tourism In 
Fascist Italy. University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004. 
27 For many years, Italian colonial studies were blinkered by lack of access to historical materials.  In the 1990s, 
Italy’s main colonial archive, the Archivio Diplomatico in Rome, finally opened its doors to scholars rather than 
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 In terms of the dissertation’s arc, I have designed the trajectory to carry the reader from 

the intimate to the foreign, in terms of location and life history (moving from the nursery to the 

field) and argumentation (moving from the conventional to the controversial).  I divide the 

dissertation into three parts, each of which introduces the reader to the colorful representations 

and even more dramatic realities of different groups of women in the larger context of the places 

where they lived and worked. To that end, my study focuses on three topics: (1) negotiations 

between women and the regime in terms of the industrialization of breastfeeding to decrease 

infant mortality, (2) debates over proper kitchen design and use to economize domestic work, 

and (3) arbitration of the mondine’s (female rice workers’) political identity through women’s 

work songs and regime propaganda. Focusing on the mondine in Part III allows me to juxtapose 

two different forms of gendered labor – urban domestic work and rural agricultural labor.28 

Although I examine interactions between female citizens and the Fascist regime in every chapter, 

I have organized the dissertation to focus first on state attempts at control, then on women’s bids 

for sovereignty, and finally on the negotiations themselves to highlight how women and the state 

use power in different ways, to different ends. To conclude, I bring the reader full circle, 

underscoring how the exotic mirrors the familiar. I have organized the dissertation’s structure in 

this way primarily to focus on women’s subjectivity, and secondarily to underscore the 

importance of location and material conditions in shaping habits and identity. This departure and 

return also underscores the limits of women’s movement in a period often characterized by 

increasing geographic accessibility. By tracing women’s paths from the private to the public 
                                                
former government officials. Cultural historians of Italy and Ethiopia such as Tekeste Negash, Mia Fuller, Ruth 
Ben-Ghiat, and Richard Pankhurst have since traced the cultural, racial, and economic legacies of the Fascist period 
into modern-day East Africa. More recently, Cristina Lombardi-Diop, Sandra Ponzanesi Ruth Iyob, Barbara 
Sòrgoni, Giulia Barrera, Patrizia Palumbo and Irma Taddia have also produced exciting critical race studies, as well 
as new Feminist ethnographies and oral history work.   
28 Even among these geographic groups, numerous differences persist.  In terms of pay, hours worked, and types of 
labor undertaken, the experience of a mondina working in Piemonte would have been very different from the 
experience of a sharecropper working in Tuscany.  
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sphere and back once more, I demonstrate how the female body transforms the body politic 

through daily practices of feeding.  

Dissertation Overview 

Part I: Prolific Mothers in the Nursery 

Part I (chapters 1-3) exemplifies my approach to women’s cultural history under Fascism in its 

integration of women’s voices and Fascist material culture. I begin with the nursery to examine 

the first foods, habits, and spaces of peoples’ lives in the political context of Mussolini’s push for 

pronatalism (the bearing of numerous children). To do so, I interweave evidence from 

propagandistic film, periodicals, and clinic architecture promoted by the National Bureau for the 

Protection of Maternity and Infancy (known by the Italian acronym ONMI) to compare 

recommended and actual use of clinics, ultimately arguing that the state tried to seize control of 

breastfeeding by framing it as a public, medical practice.   

Chapter 1: Industrial Motherhood: How to Build the Perfect Mamma 

What habits and practices make a mother good or bad? The Fascist regime posed this question to 

ONMI in the 1920s, and the effects of their answer reverberate today. To illustrate this 

phenomenon, I analyze ONMI’s propagandistic film (Alle Madri d’Italia [To the Mothers of 

Italy]) on mothering in terms of its content, circulation, and reception among working-class 

women. I contend that the film’s dichotomization of the midwife/home and the doctor/clinic used 

gendered characterizations to denigrate female healthcare practitioners and practices as old-

fashioned, dirty, and immoral. Over time, this move eroded women’s faith in traditional 

midwifery and created a professional lacuna to be filled by male state-affiliated medics. Due to 

the legacy of this shift, breastfeeding remains a highly medicalized and male-dominated practice 

in Italy today.   
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Chapter 2: Private Midwives and Public Doctors: The Paradox of the Closed-Open Clinic   

Alle madri d’Italia opens with a paradox: ONMI created this film to encourage working-class 

women to visit their clinics. And yet every film sequence that might demonstrate the content of a 

medical examination slams the clinic door on the audience, their potential clients, with an abrupt 

camera cut. The closed door opens a question: why does the film linger here, at the threshold of 

public and private? The answer has broad implications for how ONMI used Alle madri d’Italia 

to redefine the appropriate spaces, people, and practices for women’s health care.  

Chapter 3: Moral Hygiene, Taylorist Breastfeeding, and the Reproductive Factory  

The politics of breastfeeding thus entered the national discourse. Among all activities associated 

with motherhood, ONMI celebrated breastfeeding as the most important, suggesting that it not 

only formed children’s bodies, but also their character. By extension, the formation of individual 

bodies shaped the national body.  In propagandistic film and periodicals, clinics house organized 

rows of women breastfeeding at timed intervals overseen by a foreman-like doctor, a practice 

that I term “Taylorist breastfeeding.” I demonstrate that the coerced shift in breastfeeding 

location from the home to government-run clinics illustrates the struggle for control over 

maternity and thus the future body politic.   But how did clinic architecture impact women’s 

nutritional and health care decisions? Ideal rationalist clinics served to naturalize a factory-like 

vision of women’s healthcare by casting breastfeeding and childbirth as forms of mass 

production belonging to the state. ONMI periodicals (Maternità ed Infanzia [Motherhood and 

Childhood]), and clinic financing, construction, layouts, and rules reveal intended and actual use 

of these spaces.  At this nexus of medical and design history, state imperatives combined pieces 

of preexisting gender roles from mass media, the Catholic Church, and medical literature to 

create a new model for industrial motherhood. In doing so, however, the regime implicitly 
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endorsed women’s labor in the public sphere, which had the ultimate effect of undermining its 

own promotion of socially conservative gender roles.   

Part II: Cooks and Ladies in the Home 

In Part II of the dissertation (chapters 4-7), I move out of the nursery to explore Italian homes at 

large to answer a question provoked by Part I: How did women organize their time in domestic 

as opposed to public spaces? But one (upper-class) woman’s domestic space is another 

(working-class) woman’s work place: how did cooks and ladies understand the classed and 

gendered work and work spaces in the home? Part II thus continues the exploration of 

Rationalism as a means to control gendered bodies, and expands this idea to explore women’s 

understanding of their own and other women’s social class. To investigate these questions, I 

examine objects like appliances and dishware, and spaces like kitchens for upper-, middle-, and 

working-class households, in relation to directions for their use as prescribed by cookbooks and 

described in almanacs. These analyses point to yet a larger question: how did national politics 

affect these everyday interactions? And to what extent do they continue to shape local food and 

foodways?   

Chapter 4: Kitchen Conversations and the Cookbook Cohort 

Echoes and entanglements characterize the vibrant debates amongst cookbook authors and 

domestic encyclopediasts regarding how to cook for war.  Writers including Lidia Morelli, Ada 

Boni, Amalia Moretti Foggia, Erminia Macerati and others held the liminal ground between 

Fascist food policies of autarchy and rationing, as well as debates regarding women’s public and 

private social roles under Fascism.  Tracing the arc of their professional development from home 

economics teachers and newspaper columnists to culinary authorities in their own right 

demonstrates how disparate publications intertwined through financial and social arrangements, 
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and further reveals how women used literary techniques and culinary preparations to mediate a 

wide spectrum of responses to Fascist food policy. 

Chapter 5: Electric Servants for the Modern Hostess: Class Politics from the Kitchen to the 

Salon 

Turning to Lidia Morelli’s popular home encyclopedia Dalla Cucina al Salotto provides a 

template for understanding Fascist politics shaped kitchen design and use during the 1930s. 

Reading her work alongside the 1930s cohort of middle-class female domestic writers as well as 

the Domus architectural plans of white-collar male architects like Ignazio Gardella and Piero 

Bottoni shows how disparate demographic groups engaged in a collective conversation regarding 

the meaning of gleaming countertops and gliding kitchen tables against broader government 

policies promoting hygiene and speed in the workplace. 

Chapter 6: Almanacs: Narratives of Urban Cooking in Public Housing Projects 

In this chapter, I use kitchen plans and cookbooks to return to the question of how spaces and 

bodies affect one another in the politicized context of Fascist domesticity.  Specifically, I 

examine how architecture journals such as Domus and Casabella’s Costruzioni advocate 

rationalist kitchens design in the new case popolari (public housing) to increase the productivity 

of women’s domestic labor. I investigate how culinary propaganda translated calls for autarchy 

as a specifically cooking-oriented project for women. But I contend that convenience, rather than 

consent, motivated women to adopt these practices or not: by tracing the narrative treatment of 

autarchy in best-selling household manuals as well as articles and cartoons in women’s almanacs 

from major publishers, I show that women appropriated the rhetoric of economy and war to 

justify food purchase decisions and preparation methods that promoted the good of the family 

over the good of the nation.    
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Chapter 7: Autarchic by Design: Aesthetics and Politics of Kitchenware 

To study the formation of social class in the domestic sphere, I focus on appliances, known in 

Italian as elettrodomestici, or “electric servants” as a novel means to study how women of 

different social classes made sense of paid and unpaid (and electrically powered!) domestic work 

and its relation with national policies of autarchy (Italian economic self-sufficiency). I then 

broaden this analysis to examine the aesthetics and use of kitchen appliances and objects 

(toasters, tea and coffee sets, bread plates) to show how women used Italian designs to inscribe 

foreign foodstuffs and rituals, like afternoon tea, within the acceptable definition of domestic 

products and practices. This close reading of material culture suggests that the state used the 

relationship between the home and the homeland to advocate economizing time and ingredients 

in the kitchen to benefit Italy’s economy, whereas women made use of this relationship to 

elevate the status of their family’s needs to a matter of national importance.   

Part III: Patriotic Countrywomen in the Field 

Part III (chapters 8-10) fuses the major concerns of pronatalism (the production of bodies as 

explored in Part I) and rationalism (the ordering of bodies as detailed in Part II) under the aegis 

of autarchy, a major theme of Patriotic Countrywomen in the Field. Here, I argue that the state’s 

call for increased domestic production of both consumers and consumables played out both on 

and in the female body. But as women’s diaries, work-songs, and testimonials demonstrate, 

Fascism’s vision of hyper-productive female bodies collectively working to support alimentary 

autarchy ultimately disintegrated in the face of women’s insistence on the right to consume a diet 

that was not only nutritious, but also flavorful.   
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Chapter 8: Liberal Thinkers, Fascist Symbols 

What does it mean to be celebrated as the living symbol of a political system that you despise? 

Using testimonials, interviews and work songs, I use the mondine’s own words to explain how 

they reconciled personal aversion to Fascist policy with their agricultural work on behalf of the 

regime’s call for alimentary autarchy. I frame these women’s tactics against state narratives that 

attempt to cast the mondina as a symbol of productive Fascist womanhood, regularly producing 

rice and infants in accordance with government policies of autarchy and pronatalism. Here, 

photocollages in varying states of completion reveal the design process by which the graphic 

artists for the Ente Nazionale Risi (National Rice Board) constructed agricultural propaganda for 

the Fascist state. As unfinished documents, these collages lay bare the visual and textual 

strategies used to cast the mondine as figures of consent, ultimately revealing the limits of state 

power in orchestrating enthusiasm for the regime in this celebrated female work force.   

Chapter 9: Singing Truth to Power 

This chapter investigates how the mondine (female rice weeders) interacted with state demands 

for female bodies to simultaneously feed and populate the nation. First, I analyze popular work 

songs as both collective expressions of culture and as social tools: culture, in that the songs’ 

popularity, persistence, and pervasiveness suggests that they captured common and deeply felt 

aspects of the mondine’s work and life; tools, in that the mondine used them to accomplish a 

specific goal, to keep their spirits up even as their bodies lagged. I frame these tactics against 

state narratives that attempt to cast the mondina as a symbol of productive Fascist womanhood, 

regularly producing rice and infants in accordance with state policies of alimentary autarchy and 

pronatalism. To demonstrate how women dealt with the regime’s call for doubled labor, I turn to 

former mondine’s accounts of how they managed reproductive issues such as menstruation, 
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miscarriages, abortion, breastfeeding, and birth while working in the rice fields. In sum, these 

two analyses suggest that the state’s call for increased domestic production of both consumers 

and consumables played out on and in the female body. But as the mondine’s songs and 

recollections attest, Fascism’s fever dream of hyper-productive female bodies ultimately 

disintegrated in the face of biological and financial limitations. Family planning trumped state 

ideology. 

Chapter 10: Recipe for a Nation 

This final chapter traces the trajectory of the ricettari from their production in Northern urban 

centers to their consumption among women in impoverished Southern townships. Containing 

royal testimonials, scientific graphs, and military watercolors in addition to recipes, this hybrid 

form of ephemera challenges the notion that Fascist policy ignored the banal aspects of so-called 

“women’s work.” Rather, I argue these ricettari show how the regime attempted to shape 

cooking practices for the national promotion of autarchic eating. In other words, the regime 

prescribed domestic work to resolve Domestic Affairs. Analyzing ricettari content, circulation, 

and use in relation with broader issues of gender and class suggests that the regime used this 

propaganda as a form of culinary contract to link individuals to the state through everyday 

cooking practices. This contractual approach blurred the lines between public and private by 

elevating mundane decisions such as whether to serve pasta or rice for dinner to the level of 

national importance.   

Conclusion: From Feeding Fascism to Eating Mussolini 

Rather than focusing on the history of the few women who formally engaged with politics, I use 

food to investigate the history of women from all social classes. Most past discussions have 

posited two opposing approaches, suggesting either that the using food, cooking, and feeding to 
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decipher women’s daily political lives recreates patriarchal power structures and reduces women 

to domestic roles or that the culinary does not constitute a sufficiently serious topic for inclusion 

in the history of gender. In contrast, I argue for a food-based material culture studies reading in 

this context. I contend that the study of cooking is important precisely because women spent 

much of their daily lives engaged in this activity. Excluding consideration of food from women’s 

history means ignoring how many women spent much of their time. Further, I argue that 

ignoring this aspect women’s history reflects the historic denigration of practices, work, and 

spaces associated with women.   

Postscript 

To conclude, I use original East African and Italian sources to examine the colonial marketplace as a 

key plank in the social construction of race and racism. Specifically, I examine the Fascist regime’s 

propagandistic newsreels and unpublished photographs of breastfeeding in Ethiopian and Eritrean 

markets in Addis Ababa, Harrar, Quórum, and Asmara in relation with postcolonial oral histories and 

architectural studies of these spaces. Because breastfeeding simplifies and essentializes all other 

foodways, this activity provided a powerful symbolic arena for forming, shaping, and perpetuating 

the racial thinking that defined food, markets, and people in terms of black and white.  This idea 

grows out of the research presented here, but also expands and enriches its focus, pointing to 

different places across oceans and to time periods closer to the present day.  Here I move out the 

Fascist period to consider its legacies by focus on East African women’s voices.  By focusing my 

historical study on tabletop politics to reveal women’s political agency, I frame the contemporary 

issues of literary, bodily, and culinary production across Africa and Europe within the questions of 

control over food and foodways in the global south.   
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Contributions to the Discourse 

 In many ways, my dissertation contributes to the current body of work on women’s 

history under Fascism, most notably Victoria De Grazia’s seminal book How Fascism Ruled 

Women. In its attention to the clinic, the home, and the field, my dissertation also builds on 

works focusing on similar sites, such as Elizabeth Whitaker’s Measuring Mamma’s Milk, Carol 

Helstosky’s Garlic and Oil, and Perry Wilson’s Peasant Women and Politics in Fascist Italy. 

These studies, including mine, are part of a broader move by Feminist historians to counteract 

women’s historical invisibility in the empiricist, Marxist, and Annales schools of history. As 

Anna Green and Kathleen Troup intimate, women’s history contributes to Italian history at large 

by explaining and thus denaturalizing present historical conditions, “If gender is a social 

construction, then gender has a history.” I add to this scholarship by reconstructing women’s 

history using such an extensive archive of culinary ephemera. Whenever possibile, I avoid the 

histories of the great and powerful, and instead focus on reconstructing working-class women’s 

history through popular materials. Ultimately, studies such as De Grazia’s, Whitaker’s, 

Helstosky’s, Wilson’s, and mine attempt to open up the possibility of a more egalitarian future.  

 Many Feminist historians, in Italian Studies and beyond, are now re-examining how 

feminists have historically constructed “women,” placing greater emphasis on ethnicity, sexual 

orientation, age, marital status, religion, and ability. My work engages with these debates by 

rejecting the essential category of Woman, and embracing the inherent complexity of each 

woman’s story. I assume that the subjectivity of each subject contains multitudes. I focus on 

Italian women’s socioeconomic diversity to investigate the meaning of gendered labor in the 

historical context of Italian Fascism. Along these lines, I pay particularly close attention to how 

women constructed their understanding of social class through labor, kinship, and geographic 
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ties. By choosing to examine women’s bodily labor in the broadest possible sense, including 

reproductive, domestic, industrial, and agricultural work, I follow the Feminist Marxist historians 

who first combined the gender dimension with existing class analysis. My dissertation thus 

responds to Sheila Rowbotham’s famous question, “In what conditions have women produced 

and reproduced their lives, both through their labor and through procreation?”29  

 Gender History and Food Studies inevitably overlap: I focus on the physical presence and 

reality of both people and things, examining women’s embodiment and objects’ and spaces’ 

materiality. In terms of the first term, embodiment bridges the disciplinary divides between 

women’s labor history and material culture studies. In line with Zoe Crossland and Lynda 

Birke’s Feminist adaptations of Pierre Bourdieu, I treat the female body as a habitus, the inner-

most concentric circle of lived space.  I extend this concept by connecting the biological 

processes and states of women’s bodies (breastfeeding, menstruation, pregnancy, digestion) with 

the material conditions in which they worked, and the political systems that they dealt with on a 

daily basis. Extending outwards, I agree with Crossland that objects ought to be considered 

extensions of the body.   

 Moving further outwards still, I borrow from Victor Buchli in my focus on the domestic 

sphere and his concept of “home cultures,” the idea that houses are the context in which most 

material culture is used, placed, and understood (2002). I treat houses as processes, as places to 

study gender, sexuality, consumption, techniques of governance, the impact of new technologies, 

and new conceptions of the body and the experience of personhood. Houses and homes represent 

dynamic, fluid, and lively environments in which to undertake material culture studies. In my 

framing of homes as sites of ongoing experiments in politics, economics, and gendered labor, I 

                                                
29 These lessons apply equally to studies outside of female spheres, provided that the researcher approaches men, as 
well as women, as gendered subjects. By approaching gender as a historical construction, researchers might also 
apply this approach to study to everyday histories of those with non-binary genders. 
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follow the work of second-wave Feminist labor theorists such as Catherine Hall and Marilyn 

Waring, as well as historians of the domestic sphere, such as Leonore Davidoff, Ruth Cowan, 

and Marjorie DeVault. And although I focus primarily on women, I take Barbara Spackman’s 

lead in my approach to Fascism as a masculine ideology. My dissertation examines men as 

gendered subjects, beholden to the same larger systems of cultural production and consumption.    

 As such, my work is part of the cultural history vein of Italian Studies.  Many scholars of 

Italian history, and particularly those focused on Italian Fascism, such as Ruth Ben-Ghiat, Mia 

Fuller, and Medina Lasansky, have shifted away from the study of literature and film in isolation 

and towards the integration of their analysis with regards to the social contexts and built 

environments that surrounded them. It is also part of the general move in Italian Studies away 

from high culture, and towards popular culture.  Emanuela Scarpellini’s Material Nation: A 

Consumer’s History of Modern Italy recently brought these concepts to the fore when she argued 

that food could do more than simply represent ideas, it could also create contexts and culture. 

Thanks to her contributions, scholars of Italian Studies have now joined the larger debates 

occurring in the interdisciplinary arena of cultural history.30   

 Chief among these issues is the meaning of things. What is the best approach, to treat 

objects and places as texts (Hodder 1986), as fully agentive (Latour 1993), or as indexes of 

human agency (Gell 1998)? Thanks to affiliations with disciplines such as Art History, 

Architectural History, and Urbanism, Italian Studies scholars contributed a key insight to this 

question in their observations of how the material durability of objects over time (their 

                                                
30 Italian food historians such as Massimo Montanari and Alberto Capatti have done excellent work on medieval and 
renaissance cookery.  I focus on Emanuella Scarpellini’s work due to our shared temporal interest in the modern 
period, as well as her consistent focus on female agency and women’s history. 
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formation, decay, durability) shapes their social use.31 Until recently, Italian Studies of Fascist 

period material culture failed to take account of the ways in which people used things in 

everyday practices. The symbolic quality of objects and mass media are important, but more 

recent work has moved from the interpretation of meaning to the role of materials in everyday 

practice, performance, and memory.    

 This new body of evidence not only leads to new conclusions regarding the nature and 

extent of women’s involvement in national political projects, it also reframes current 

historiographic debates by integrating traditional approaches to women’s history with a new 

emphasis on material culture, ultimately opening a new line of argumentation:  Against the 

dominant characterization of women’s response to regime dictates as one of passive consent, I 

contend that female citizens and the state actively negotiated for sovereignty over women’s labor 

in both the public and the private sphere through food, ultimately revealing how political power 

worked from the bottom up as well as from the top down.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
31 Medina Lasansky and Jeffrey Schnapp have pointed out the central role of materials (aluminum, rayon, glass, 
concrete) and manufacturing conditions in determining the use of autarchic objects and their political symbolism.   
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PART I: Prolific Mothers in the Nursery 

Breastfeeding: The First Foodway 

Breastfeeding bonds mother to infant through the fleshy connection of nipple and mouth. 

Breastmilk is almost every human being’s first food, and it is certainly mankind’s oldest. No 

time, space, or additional actors stand between the food producer and the food consumer. The 

mother feeds as the infant eats – because these actions are simultaneous, breastfeeding simplifies 

and essentializes all other foodways.32 33 Although we rarely think of breastmilk as a food34 or 

breastfeeding as a foodchain,35 they most certainly are. For this reason, I begin with my 

dissertation with an exploration of breastfeeding. Investigating breastfeeding distills the 

complexity of local, regional, and national foodways down to the most elemental form: a one-to-

                                                
32 Foodways, a comparatively recent term, is the study of the procurement, preparation, and consumption of food. 
More general, foodways is the study of what people eat and why they eat it.  While the term’s origins are murky (see 
Pauline Adema, “Foodways,” in The Oxford Companion to American Food and Drink. Ed. Andrew F. Smith, New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2007), its importance to the Food Studies field is clear. Food and Foodways, one of 
the field’s top refereed journals, owes half of its title to this term. 
33 Despite the international importance of infant nutrition, we rarely speak about breastfeeding as a foodway. This 
occlusion may be due to the fact that we typically speak of the breast in terms of carnality, rather than nourishment. 
In contemporary Italian and American media, breasts are for male sexual pleasure, not for providing food to infants. 
While advertisements displaying exposed breasts in an erotic context cause little notice or alarm, many mothers note 
that passersby react to breastfeeding with embarrassed silence or disgusted outbursts. In a small way, this section 
constitutes an attempt to break down this bifurcation of the breast as erotic/pleasant or nourishing/repulsive by 
tracing the historical formation of these binaries.  
34 Anthropologist Penny Van Esterik is one of few academics to argue for the inclusion of breastmilk in Food 
Studies scholarship. She has called attention to international discussions of the relative merits of breast- versus 
bottle-feeding. See Beyond the Breast-Bottle Controversy. Rutgers University Press, 1989. Since the publication of 
her groundbreaking book, international debates over milk and formula have intensified.  Debates swirl now around 
La Leche League’s staunch pro-breastfeeding stance, and the Nestlé’s infant formula scandals across Asia, and in 
China in particular. See Yanzhong Huang, “The 2008 Milk Scandal Revisited.” Forbes. July 16, 2014 and Jill 
Krasny, “Every Parent Should Know The Scandalous History Of Infant Formula.” Business Insider. June 25, 2012.   
35 The occlusion of breastfeeding from food chains is a contemporary Western idea. East and Central African 
societies, by contrast, acknowledge this critical link in aphorisms and popular metaphors that compare the fertile 
female body to an oven that “cooks” or “prepares” breastmilk for infant consumption. This metaphor even applies to 
the fetus itself, with women asking a mother-to-be if the child is “done.” See Valentina Peveri, L’ Albero Delle 
Donne. Etnografia Nelle Piantagioni e Cucine d’Etiopia. Bologna: Emil, 2012. While the American and British 
English metaphor a “bun in the oven” also compares pregnancy to a cooking process, the purpose of this metaphor 
seems to be a recourse to euphemism to avoid talking about the body. By contrast, the African metaphors serve to 
highlight this process as a gendered form of labor on behalf of the community. Taken in sum, these linguistic 
traditions upend Claude Lévi-Strauss’ theory of the “the raw and the cooked,” which characterizes cooked food as 
evidence of advanced, and definitionally Western, culture. See Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Raw and the Cooked. 
Translated by Doreen and John Weightman. Vol. I. Mythologiques. University of Chicago Press, 1983. 
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one exchange of nutrients, fats, and proteins. Just as breastfeeding provides a key to unlock the 

meaning of foodways, foodways can also be used to denaturalize breastfeeding as a cozy, 

domestic act insulated from political meaning.36 Economic, social, and political concerns do not 

stop at the transom of the home, but rather intensify as they are enacted through cooking, 

feeding, and eating. Abstracting breastfeeding as a foodway demonstrates how public and the 

private spheres of life merge at the level of the everyday.   

Among all foods, breastmilk connects human bodies most intimately, physically linking 

the producer (mother) and consumer (infant) in a simultaneous act of nourishing (mother to 

infant) and feeding (infant from mother).  Recognizing breastfeeding as a tight, and thus 

powerful, foodway helps to explain why governments, especially dictatorial ones like Italian 

Fascist regime, pay so much attention to breastfeeding and food preparation for toddlers and 

young children.37 Perhaps this intimacy preconditioned the widespread belief that infants 

absorbed the mother’s moral and spiritual characteristics during breastfeeding, as well as the 

nutrients present in breastmilk. The Fascist regime made two foundational assumptions regarding 

the nutritive capacity of breastmilk: first, good nutrition led to strong character, and second, 

mother-child bonding led to strong bodies.  Underlying both ideas is a biopolitical understanding 

of food that food changed, formed, and created physical and mental traits in the inchoate infant 

                                                
36 Put another way, breastfeeding connotes the maternal, the domestic, and the private. In academic discussions of 
Women’s History, these three terms have been disparaged for their lack of political significance and limited national 
importance. Such false equivalencies belie the power of breastfeeding to shape the demography of future 
generations. By reimagining breastfeeding as a foodway, we can strip away the patronizing tone of contemporary 
debates that minimize the biopolitical implications of this act. For an example of how such scholarship might 
address the female body both within built environment and as a lived space, Nathan Stormer, “Mediating Biopower 
and the Case of Prenatal Space.” Critical Studies in Media Communication. 2010. 27 (1): 8-23. 
37 This concern spans time (20th century to the present day) and space (Europe and the Unites States).  Writing in the 
context of the 20th to 21st century United States, Amy Bentley has noted that the development of baby food 
emblematized the nationalization of foodways and the culinary reflections of American identity.  See Inventing Baby 
Food: Taste, Health, and the Industrialization of the American Diet. Oakland, California: University of California, 
2014. Press. Today in Europe, mass food preparation for infants and young children continues to serve as an arena 
for the negotiation of national identity. See Dan Bilefsky, “Denmark’s New Front in Debate Over Immigrants: 
Children’s Lunches.” The New York Times, January 20, 2016.  
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body. Although anachronism bars possibility that the regime could have described breastfeeding 

as a national foodway, their treatment of this act evokes and foreshadows this characterization. 

As “Prolific Mothers in the Nursery” will demonstrate, regime officials and their media 

mouthpieces celebrated breastfeeding as a nutritive as well as an emotional bond between mother 

and child. Through media and in built-environment, Fascist propaganda abstracted breastfeeding 

as the individual practice of a national norm. And inside government clinics and mothers’ 

refectories, dietary directives and nutritional tables demonstrate that the regime conceived of 

breastfeeding as a body-to-body exchange of nutrients that could be manipulated to favor 

demographic increase.  By moving mothers out of familial, domestic spaces and into 

government-controlled ONMI auspices to eat and to breastfeed, Fascism creates a form of 

biopower38 specific to a certain population.  Private breastfeeding in the home gave way to 

collective breastfeeding in factory-like clinics.  This move served socially conservative goals as 

well.  By making breastfeeding a laborious, medicalized process, breastfeeding women could not 

maintain regular work outside the home unless supported by the regime.  The Fascist regime, the 

sovereign, effectively seized ownership of breastmilk as a commodity, suggesting that all bodies 

and biological exchanges belong to Fascist biopower. 

Mothers’ Refectories: Feeding Mothers to Feed the Future 
 

In 1933, LUCE and ONMI released a newsreel, Per la protezione della stirpe (For the 

Protection of the Race). At the time, the typical duration for these mini-films ran from one to 

four minutes. Clocking in at twelve minutes and six seconds, Per la protezione della stirpe 

extended the normal length by a factor of three. In its filmic content, a day in the life of a Casa 

della Madre e del Bambino unfolds as a set of variations on the same central theme: large 

                                                
38 Here I use Michele Foucault’s definition of Biopower, “an explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for 
achieving the subjugations of bodies and the control of populations” (1977, 140). 
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collections of mothers, children, and infants working, eating, and feeding in the clinic complex 

and the nearby textile factory. As propaganda, it manipulates these three variables to create an 

equation: food and built environment to draw working-class mothers into the regime’s nascent 

health care system. Why was ONMI, and by extension LUCE, and larger still the Fascist regime, 

so eager for these women to accept their aid? To answer this question, let us examine the gifts 

proferred, and then follow the strings attached.   

At its core, the newsreel concerns interactions between food, bodies, and built 

environment.  The heart of the newsreel (5 min. 40 sec.) seats the viewer in front of the weekly 

menu of the Mother’s Refectory, a critical space found in nearly every clinic. Menu offerings 

(Fig. 2) range in content, but all are cheap and filling - Monday offers minestrone with rice and 

tripe with potatoes, Friday brings risotto, codfish and tuna with salad. These proteins, tripe and 

codfish, evoke economic concerns in that they cost far less than meats like beef or pork, but they 

also speak to also old religious traditions and new eugenic thinking. Regime nutritionists 

heralded tripe for its high quantities of assimilable proteins, ideal building blocks for 

strengthening fetal formation.39 The Catholic tradition of meatless Fridays dictated fish for the 

day’s dish.40  Looking more closely, we see that the menu privileges two foods: milk and rice. 

Milk appears every day, in an obvious conclusion at the end of every meal selection. Rice 

appears nearly every day as well, though masked as rice minestrone (Monday), rice in broth 

(Wednesday), risotto (Friday).  Pasta (Tuesday, Thursday) and raw and cooked vegetables 

(daily) round out the menu in terms of its language, but likely added little variety in terms of 
                                                
39 See Attilio Lo Monaco Aprile. 1934. La protezione della maternità e dell’infanzia. Rome: Istituto nazionale 
fascista di cultura. 
40 Prior to the Fascist period, the Catholic Church managed the majority of Italy’s charitable soup kitchens and 
clinics. Funding for these social services came from the local gentry, as well as from the church itself.  During the 
1930s, many of the priests and nuns continued their work in these aid centers although their approval and 
approbrium of the regime varied widely.  See Susan Zuccotti. Under His Very Windows: The Vatican and the 
Holocaust in Italy. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2002. 
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taste. But milk and rice are particularly interesting, as they speak to two of the regime’s 

dovetailed concerns: the promotion of pronatalism, and of autarchy through social services. 
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Fig. 2 Film Still of “Per la protezione della stirpe,” Casa della Madre e del Bambino in 
Ventimiglia, 1933, “Menu materna” (Archivio Luce D065901) 
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According to the Fascist regime, milk for mothers improved the quality and quantity of 

their breastmilk.  According to nutritional studies conducted by the Fascist regime, mothers’ 

diets controlled the quality and quantity of breastmilk available for their infants.41 Refectory 

menus largely eliminated plants from the Liliaceae family, like garlic, onions, asparagus,42 as 

well as some Brassicaceae, like cauliflower and broccoli. These vegetables were believed to 

diminish the flow of breastmilk, and to give it a sour or bitter flavor that infants supposedly did 

not appreciate. Good-tasting breastmilk enticed the infant to eat more, resulting in its physical 

fortification. Further, dense, solid foods and loose, liquid porridges were added or subtracted to 

thicken or thin breastmilk consistency. Put telegraphically, ONMI believed that the dishes on 

refectory menus could directly impact the physical and spiritual development of breastfeeding 

infants. This is why, as a Maternità ed Infanzia article on the Mothers’ Refectories put it, only 

the pregnant or breastfeeding “woman as mother”43 and the “child as potential energy”44 were 

eligible for ONMI aid. Food served a prophylactic purpose: feeding mothers translated to feeding 

infants, the future of the race. Per la protezione della stirpe gives filmic form to this line of 

thought.45 Following the footage of the still shot of the weekly refectory menu, we see images of 

women eating, and then breastfeeding. By temporally linking these scenes, the activities appear 

                                                
41 This reasoning accords enormous creative potential to flavorsome breastmilk.  It also demonstrates that ONMI 
ranked the infant’s supposed desires above those of the mother, priviledging the formation of the inchoate national 
body over the personal preferences of the maternal body.   
42 This classification remained in place for the entirety of the Fascist period. Since then the Liliaceae family has 
been split into two separate families, with alliums in Amaryllidaceae and asparagus in Asparagaceae.  
43 “Nessun dubbio che la donna durante la gravidanza e l’allattamento ha esigenze alimentari qualitative e 
quantitative del tutto speciali e variabilissime in rapporto al mutare del suo stato di salute e della sua attività 
lavorativa con consequenze notevoli sulla gestazione, sul feto e sull’infante (5).” “No doubt that the pregnant or 
breastfeeding woman has alimentary needs that are special and variable in relation to differences in the state of her 
health and work activities with notable consequences for gestation, for the fetus, and for the infant.” 
44 “I Refettori materni … vogliono sopratutto proteggere e favorire lo sviluppo numerico e qualitative della razza 
attraverso il benessere attuale procacciato alla donna come madre e al fanciullo in quanto energia potenziale,” “The 
Mothers’ Refectories want above all to protect and benefit the numeric and qualitative development of the race 
through the current wellbeing provided for the woman as mother and the child as potential energy.” See “I refettori 
Materni,” Maternità e Infanzia. May 1935, p. 5.    
45 This film constitutes an explicitly eugenic forerunner to Alle Madri d’Italia, the key film examined in Chapter 2. 
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causally connected as well. And that is why every day of the week, the cafeteria provides milk 

for the mothers to drink, underscoring the regime’s hopes of feeding infants through mothers, 

rather than feeding women as a means to an end.46  

Breastfeeding under Fascism: Part 1 - Pronatalism  

The perceived problem of low population levels factored heavily into the Fascist regime’s 

push for pronatalism.  One could make the case that they had reason to worry: heavy loss of life 

due to World War I, the Spanish Flu in 1918, and extensive emigration certainly took their toll 

on the Italian population. This was particularly true in Southern Italy, which was historically 

prone to emigration, both internally (to Northern Italian cities) and externally (to foreign 

countries such as Argentina and the United States). Mussolini’s preoccupation with Italian 

demography colored his Ascension Day speech. Delivered in 1927, the discourse addressed the 

‘problem’ of a decline in national fertility.47 The intensity of his fear, and the fact that it seems to 

have resonated with the population at large, helps to explain the period’s obsession with 

demographic statistics. The regime sought to marshal the nation through numerical analysis.  In 

an era that equated a large population with military and economic might, pronatalism thus 

emerged as a key issue for the regime.48  

                                                
46 Through digestion, mothers were to convert animal milk to breastmilk.  While suitable for mothers, ONMI 
considered anything other than breastmilk to be a nutritional disaster for infants. Dietary tables (tabelle dietiche) 
posted in the refectories compared the nutritional content of human, cow, donkey, and goat milk to human milk, and 
heralded the value of the latter. As ONMI dietician Eugenio Schwartz exulted in Alimentazione nell’età scolare, “E’ 
l’alimento completo, necessario all’accrescimento nel primo semestre di vita,” “…is the complete food, necessary to 
growth in the first semester of life.” (1936, 38). 
47 In Dictating Demography: The problem of population in Fascist Italy, Carl Ipsen notes that Mussolini “equated 
declining fertility with moral decadence and cited statistics that demonstrated Italy’s decline.  Mussolini blamed two 
basic causes for this decline: industrial urbanism, as borne out by the low fertility of Italy’s most industrial cities 
(Turin, Milan, Genoa); and small property holdings, which gave rise to the fear that having several children would 
lead to the eventual division of an already small holding” (1996, 66). 
48 Like rationalism, pronatalism was an international phenomenon.   However, as with the architectural aesthetic, 
pronatalism’s expression in Italy possesses unique characteristics.  For instance, the negative attention paid by the 
Regime to traditional midwives appears far greater in Italy than in other countries.  See Nancy Triolo, “Fascist 
Unionization and the Professionalization of Midwives in Italy: A Sicilian Case Study,” Medical Anthropology 
Quarterly 8, no. 3 (Sept. 1994), 259-281. 
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During the Fascist period, Benito Mussolini’s Fascist regime exhorted Italian mothers to 

breastfeed, ostensibly for breastmilk’s nutritional benefit to the infant, and the bonding 

experience that breastfeeding provided for mother and infant. No previous Italian government 

had ever deemed breastfeeding to be a matter of national importance, or made nursing the subject 

of propaganda and legislation. This was part of the regime’s larger push for pronatalism, the 

bearing of numerous, healthy children.49 Pronatalism emerged as a guiding principle of Fascist 

domestic policy due both to the regime’s intense preoccupation with Italy’s declining birthrate 

and its potential implications for global political and economic dominance and conservative 

social politics seeking to keep women in the domestic sphere. But the success of pronatalist 

policies depended on the participation of Italian women, particularly those who were pregnant, 

nursing, raising small children, or engaged in several of these activities at once. To combat infant 

mortality, the Senate established the National Bureau for the Protection of Maternity and 

Infancy, known by the Italian acronym ONMI. Originally titled Opera Nazionale Fascista per la 

Protezione della Maternità e dell’Infanzia, a subsection of law #2277 created this group on 

December 10, 1925.50 On April 15, 1926, additional regulatory procedures for ONMI were 

published.51 Collections of the 1927 Bachelor Tax, which assigned an increased tax to able-

bodied, adult men for every year spent single, went straight into ONMI coffers. Because the 

Fascist party provided the primary push in ONMI’s initial legislative creation and continuing 

financial sustainment, in this chapter I assume general, though not exclusive, concordance in 

beliefs regarding the practice of breastfeeding and the role of maternal bodies between ONMI 
                                                
49 As part of a larger demographic project, Pronatlist policies worked in concert with other strategies for population 
control, such as re-routing external emigration to the United States, Canada, and Argentina into internal immigration 
to the Fascist New Towns in the Agro Pontino.  See Federico Caprotti, “Internal Colonization, Hegemony, and 
Coercion: Investigating Migration to Southern Lazio, Italy in the 1930s.” Geoforum. 2008. 39 (2): 942-957.  
50 This is the standard English translation for ONMI used by scholars of Fascist maternal policy, such as Elizabeth 
Dixon Whitaker, David Horn, and Maurizio Bettini. Translations are the author’s own unless otherwise specified. 
51 On the regime’s legislative and financial support of O.N.M.I., see Urbano Cioccetti, “Il finanziamento,” 
Esperienze e prospettive dell’ONMI (Rome: Opera Nazionale Maternità e Infanzia, 1956), 38-60. 
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employees and regime officials. Prevention, rather than treatment of disease, was the focus of 

ONMI’s activities.  

Breastfeeding under Fascism: Part 2 - Autarchy  

For the regime, demography and economics went hand in hand. The milk-filled menu of 

La protezione della stirpe’s model refectory shows how ONMI pushed for pronatalism through 

thrifty meal plans. But it also speaks to the regime’s subtle cross-promotion of another concern: 

autarchy. Economic policies of reducing imports and stimulating domestic production promoted 

the regime’s political goal of national self-sufficiency. The refectory menu speaks to these 

concerns directly in its emphasis on rice in particular, and autarchic foods in generally. On June 

14, 1925, Benito Mussolini launched the Battle for Grain to liberate Fascist Italy from the 

‘slavery’ of foreign bread. This 10-year campaign focused on increasing consumption of non-

standard grains, such as rice, and to a lesser extent on decreasing consumption of pasta and 

bread, with the ultimate goal of promoting economic self-sufficiency. In place of grain-based 

staples like bread and pasta, the regime advocated rice and rice-based products.52 To push rice as 

a substitute for pasta in propaganda,53 the regime established the National Rice Board in January 

1928, and established the National Day for Rice Propaganda one month later. But many Italians, 

particularly Southern Italians, resisted the official line that rice offered superior nutrition and 

flavor due to lingering associations between this product and the privations of World War I, 

when the government distributed rice as a bread substitute (Helstosky 2004, 79). Moreover, 

incorporating rice into the Southern Italian diet ran directly counter to traditions of regional 

foodways: pasta ruled the Mezzogiorno menu. Little wonder then that rice figured prominently 

                                                
52 Although rice flour-based pastas are now popular among gluten-free consumers, this contemporary solution to 
Mussolini’s autarchic problem does not trace back to the Fascist period. 
53 In line with David Forgacs and Stephen Gundle, I take propaganda to mean “any communication designed to 
express the opinions, beliefs, or values of an organized collective group and to persuade others of its truth, or at least 
of its ideological force” (2007, 214). 
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on refectory menus: working-class mothers had little choice but to eat what the clinics provided. 

As the aphorism admonished, “O mangi questa minestra o salti dalla finestra,” “Eat this soup or 

jump out the window.” As Monday’s menu shows, that soup was filled with rice.   

Because mothers ate autarchically, their infants did as well. Although regime propaganda 

does not refer to breastfeeding as an autarchic activity, the factory-like setting of the ONMI 

clinics and the denigration of foreign formulas suggests that the regime considered the economic 

implications of breastfeeding, and characterized it as a form of domestic manufacturing. 

Women’s magazines such as La Cucina Italiana promoted these activities as forms of culinary 

patriotism (Fig. 3). Propaganda related to the production of autarchic food and breastmilk make 

parallel cases for the finer flavor and nutrition of domestic products.54 By contrast, imported 

foods, including Nestlé infant formula (Fig. 4), drew coins from domestic coffers and deposited 

them in foreign wallets. Fascist propaganda tried to tip the scales in favor of breastmilk. Popular 

publications55 and targeted films56 alike characterized it as the ideal food for infant bodies due to 

its nutritional value and the bonding experience provided by breastfeeding. As such, we might 

view the promotion of breastfeeding in the context of other regime-advocated activities, such as 

raising rabbits and chickens, or creating a home garden. By recognizing breastfeeding, cooking, 

cleaning, shopping, and gardening as forms of work like manufacturing and business, the regime 

could apply policies of economy in the domestic sphere as well as in the industrial sector. Once 

                                                
54 In the wake of international sanctions against Italian trade, the regime promoted eating autarchically as a patriotic 
value. Such protectionism came with a cost: the application of effort and time often yielded a lower quality product 
with respect to what was available abroad. In the context of breastfeeding, women attempted to balance the low 
monetary cost of breastfeeding against its high cost in terms of labor hours.   
55 A wide variety of women-centric publications supported the regime’s push for breastfeeding. These included both 
publications that assumed a female readership, such as the cooking magazine La Cucina Italiana, as well as 
periodicals aimed at men concerned with maternal and infant care, such as ONMI’s publication Maternità e 
Infanzia. 
56 ONMI, in partnership with LUCE, produced a variety of didactic films and newsreels directly related to 
breastfeeding, such as La protezione della stirpe and short features featuring award ceremonies for prolific mothers, 
showcases of new clinic openings, and instructions for hygienic infant feeding practices.  
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the regime placed these forms of gendered labor within the broader frame of autarchic and 

pronatalist production, they could shift interventions from the public market to the private, and 

thus control productivity at the level of everyday life. This framing did not valorize women’s 

labor so much as open their private lives to government interference.   
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Fig. 3 Magazine cover “Verso la Vita,” “Towards Life,” caption reads, “L’Assistenza 
all’infanzia alla mostra delle colonie estive,” “Early Childhood Assistance at the Summer 
Colonies Display” (La Cucina Italiana [August 1937])  
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Fig. 4 Severo Sepo, Artist’s study for Nestlé artificial milk advertisement, Paris (Archivio della 
Communicazione) 
Thesis 
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With no temporal or spatial interval between its production and consumption, breastmilk 

appears to be that rare food that lies beyond the reach of government interference. Yet the 

powerful biological exchange inherent in breastfeeding proved too enticing for the regime to 

ignore. All foods shape the body, but ONMI films, newsreels, and periodicals insisted that 

breastmilk possessed the unique capacity to create the mind and spirit of the developing infant as 

well. A broad body of evidence attests to the Fascist government’s exploitation of the biological 

capacity of this food towards eugenic ends.57 Prolific Mothers in the Nursery focuses on how the 

regime modeled Taylorist breastfeeding through propagandistic film and then reinforced this 

new method of mothering through built environment. With the nationalization and 

industrialization of women’s healthcare, ONMI clinics emerged as a primary means for the 

regime to control food and feeding, and thus to control infant bodies through maternal ones. 

What had been a private practice became a public production. Didactic films advocating new 

methods and regulations for the care and feeding of newborns shifted the location of 

breastfeeding from homes to health centers. Built environment served as Fascist propaganda, in 

that the regime constructed Rationalist clinics to create new forms of industrial motherhood. 

Here in the health centers, architectural interventions asserted biopower over lactating mothers. 

Taylorized58 maternal bodies became factories within factories, whose smooth productive 

                                                
57 For the purposes of this chapter I use Francis Galton’s definition of eugenics, "the science which deals with all 
influences that improve the inborn qualities of a race; also with those that develop them to the utmost advantage.”  
See “Eugenics: Its Definition, Scope, and Aims.” American Journal of Sociology. 10 (1): 1-25. 
58 Taylorism, also referred to as scientific management, breaks down and analyzes the movement of man and 
machine on the assembly line to find the most efficient actions. I will use this term to signify the improvement of 
production efficiency in factory settings. When this idea applies to a more general location, I will use the term 
rationism. See Frederick Taylor’s The Principles of Scientific Management. Boston: Harper Brothers, 1911. 
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functions depended on the maintenance of hygienic59 conditions. By controlling the flow of 

breastmilk, the government hoped to shape the development of the future body politic.60  

Part I Overview 

 More and better breastmilk promised to minimize infant mortality while fortifying the 

national body, a key plank in the regime’s platform for demographic control of the Italian 

populus. Recognizing how this food could promote their party’s pronatalist goals, the Fascist 

regime approached breastmilk with economic, autarchic, and biopolitical considerations in mind. 

But the physical closeness of breastfeeding posed a problem. With no space between breast and 

mouth, where could the government push in? Put more broadly, is it possible to intervene in 

“intimate foodways”?61 And if so, how?   

 To resolve this paradox, the regime elected to work around, rather than inside, the 

nutritional exchange between mother and infant. Specifically, the Fascist state assumed control 

of breastfeeding’s location, its physical context within the built environment. ONMI propaganda 

served to naturalize a factory-like vision of women’s healthcare by casting breastfeeding and 

childbirth as forms of mass production belonging to the state. At this nexus of medical and 

design history, state imperatives combined pieces of preexisting gender roles from mass media, 

the Catholic Church, and medical literature to create a new model for industrial motherhood. In 

doing so, however, the regime implicitely endorced women’s labor in the public sphere, which 

had the ultimate effect of undermining its own promotion of socially conservative gender roles.  

                                                
59 In Fascist Italy, the idea of hygiene encompassed both concrete and abstract cleanliness. See chapter subheading 
“Moral Hygiene” for additional explication.  
60 Because of the common, though erroneous, belief that one cannot conceive while breastfeeding, controlling this 
element of women’s fertility directly impacted the Fascist pronatalist project. Although regime propaganda does not 
highlight this connection, early 20th century doctors regularly acknowledged the link in Maternità ed Infanzia. 
61 Here I use the novel term “intimate foodways” to evoke the foodways that directly link the food producer with the 
food consumer. Breastfeeding, for example, collapses the distance between producer and consumer.  But this term 
could also be expanded to apply to foodways that involve tight as well as direct links of time, space, and subjects.   
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 Chapter 1, “Industrial Motherhood: How to Build the Perfect Mamma,” explores the 

production (1934-1935) and distribution (1935-1936) of the forty-one-minute film Alle madri 

d’Italia and related propaganda to demonstrate the regime’s explicit pedagogical intent in 

creating this film and to point to the effect that clinical space had on female bodies. Chapter 2, 

“Private Midwives and Public Doctors: The Paradox of the Closed-Open Clinic,” then applies 

this relationship between female body and built environment to the filmic content of Alle Madri 

d’Italia.  This chapter examines the dichotomy of doctor and midwife to highlight how medical 

tools and surveillance mark ONMI clinics as spaces of Fascist sovereignty. Expanding on these 

themes, Chapter 3, “Taylorist Breastfeeding and the Reproductive Factory” explores moral 

hygiene in regime propaganda and posits an antecedent for the supposed physical and spiritual 

properties of breastmilk. Here, I investigate how and why factory-like clinics emerged as an 

architectural solution to a demographic problem. Concluding discussion of built environments, 

specifically, the Rationalist ONMI clinics in Chapter 3, suggests that these structures served as 

factories for producing breastmilk. Taylorist breastfeeding, a distinctly Italian phenomenon, 

emerged from these clinics as an expression of Fascist biopower.62  

Chapter 1 How to Build the Perfect Mamma: Constructing Industrial Motherhood 

Alle madri d’Italia Part 1 - Production and Distribution 

Alle madri d’Italia celebrated the maternal body as a productive apparatus. Produced by 

the Istituto Nazionale Luce,63 directed by Pietro Francisci,64 this 41-minute silent film was 

                                                
62 Moreover, Fascist biopower drifted into eugenic concerns. Portraits of breastfeeding mothers regularly illustrated 
the pages of the racist periodical La difesa della razza from 1938 to 1942. 
63 The Istituto Nazionale Luce (L’unione Cinematografica Educativa) produced and disseminated propagandistic 
and didactic films, as well as entertainment films, on behalf of the Fascist Regime. See David Forgac’s Italian 
Culture in the Industrial Era, 1880-1980: Cultural Industries, Politics, and the Public. Manchester, U.K.: 
Manchester University Press, 1990 and David Forgacs and Stephen Gundle. Mass Culture and Italian Society from 
Fascism to the Cold War. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007. 
64 During the Fascist period, Francisci directed a number of short films and documentaries before turning to more 
commercially viable initiatives such as Attila (1954) and Le fatiche di Ercole (1958). See Marcia Landy’s Fascism 
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commissioned for the tenth anniversary of the ONMI organization (Caldwell 1991, 43) to 

instruct women how to hygienically breastfeed and care for their young children. Indeed, the film 

states its pedantic intent at the very beginning, “Questo film dimostra come l’Opera prepara la 

donna alla sua missione di madre e le insegna ad allevare e i propri figli sani e forti,” “The film 

shows how the Institute prepares the woman for her divine mission of motherhood, and teaches 

her how to raise her children to be big and strong.”  

 In reflection of the pedagogical importance that the regime accorded to this film and its 

themes, ONMI began to publicize Alle madri d’Italia one full year in advance of the inaugural 

screening in Forlì. Proximity to Predappio, Benito Mussolini’s birthplace, ensured ample regime 

funding for Forlì and other Romagna towns. From April 1935 to September 1936, ONMI’s 

monthly periodical Maternità ed Infanzia published a number of articles on the film’s staging, 

production, screening, and reception in national and international presses. Broad newspaper 

coverage points to the ubiquity of Alle madri d’Italia film screenings in Italian cities in the mid-

1930s. Further, the attendence of Mussolini’s second wife, Rachele Mussolini, at Alle madri 

d’Italia’s screening at the Cinema Teatro Esperia for the opening of the Casa della Madre e del 

Bambino di Forlì65 further underscores the film’s importance to the regime.   

The first article devoted to Alle madri d’Italia took its name from a provisional title for 

the film. “Quando la culla è vuota” (When the Cradle is Empty) appeared in Maternità ed 

Infanzia in April 1935 and presaged three key elements of the film. First, the film defined 

improved national moral hygiene as a goal of Taylorized breastfeeding. As the article stated, this 

film aimed to be “etico-sociale” (socioethical) as well as “tecnico-medico” (medical-technical.) 

Such phrasing suggests that medical techniques buttress the film’s sociopolitical goals. Second, 

                                                
in Film: The Italian Commercial Cinema, 1931-1943. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014.  
65 See A. Cappelli Vegni, “La Casa della Madre e del Bambino di Forlì,” Maternità ed Infanzia. (Apr. 1936): 5.  
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disdain for the viewing public, expressed in terms that fuse the biological and the intellectual, 

emerges in a discussion of the film’s production challenges. The film producers struggle to 

“rendere l’argomento intelligibile alla parte profana del pubblico e [per] non turbare la 

suscettibilità tanto facili,” “render the argument intelligible to laymen so as to not perturb their 

delicate sensibilities.”66 This phrasing casts the public as emotional rather than logical, easily 

influenced by argument. Finally, the extensive discussion of where and how the audience ought 

to view the film to properly absorb its messages foreshadow a major theme of the film’s content: 

how a rationalist built environment renders the female mind and body more compliant to regime 

control. In characterizing this private practice as public work, however, the regime also directly 

contradicted its claim that women belonged in the home. Further, ONMI relied on an unpaid 

female labor force drawn from Fascist women’s groups to run the clinics. In calling for female 

clients and staff’s public participation in the clinics, the regime worked against its goal of 

fostering social conservatism in women of childbearing age. The contradiction in this film 

suggests that the regime’s push into citizens’ private lives had the unintentional side effect of 

creating new opportunities for women’s labor in the public sphere. 

Was Alle madri d’Italia propagandistic or documentary? Both. ONMI used real clinics 

and clients in the film to lend authenticity to state narratives of omniscience and control. The 

film was shot in recently contructed rationalist clinics and private homes and used practicing 

doctors and nurses instead of professional actors (Fig. 5). Because ONMI clinics housed 

screening rooms (Fig. 6) where this film was shown, the viewing public (Fig. 7) would have 

experienced the peculiar mimesis of watching a clinic while sitting in a clinic. The rationalist 

design and regimented use of the model clinics must have appeared to be a cinematic fantasy 

rather than a realistic documentary to the female audience. As clients, these women would have 
                                                
66 Paolo Gaifami, “Quando la culla è vuota,” Maternità ed Infanzia 10 (Apr. 1935): 3. 
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been familiar with the chaotic daily operations and jumbled architectural design that 

characterized the majority of clinics. By emphasizing ideal clinics to the exclusion of typical 

clinics, this film unintentionally focused the audience’s attention on the regime’s failure to create 

a unified system for maternal healthcare. To ONMI’s female clients, these screenings likely 

enumerated the discrepencies between the regime’s idealized vision of maternal healthcare and 

its messy reality.  
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Fig. 5 Photograph of Alle madri d’Italia film set, 1936, accompanying caption reads “Mentre si 
gira una scena del film ideato dall’ONMI ‘Alle Madri d’Italia.’ Com’è noto questo film è stato 
completemente ripreso nelle case degli assistiti dall’Opera e con il concorso degli stessi,” “While 
shooting a scene of the film realized by ONMI. As noted, this film was filmed in the homes of 
those assisted by ONMI and with their involvement.”  (Maternità ed Infanzia 16 [September 
1935]: 16) 
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Fig. 6 Photograph of film projector in an ONMI screening room, 1927, located in Asilo Macchi 
di Cellere, S. Saba, Varese province (Maternità ed Infanzia 2 [Feb. 1927]: 50). 
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Fig. 7 Photograph of O.N.M.I. film screening. Accompanying caption reads “Conversazioni di 
propaganda di igiene pre e post natale alle maestranze femminili di stabilimenti industriali,” 
“Propaganda-based conversations of pre- and post-natal hygiene with female workers in 
industry.” (Origine e sviluppi dell'Opera Nazionale per la Protezione della Maternità e 
dell'Infanzia, 1936, p. 87) 
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ONMI prescribed Alle madri d’italia as cinematic medicine to cure working-class 

mothers of old-fashioned childcare. To do so, they relied on Maternità ed Infanzia to disseminate 

instructions for proper film-viewing protocol to regional clinic facilitators in both urban centers 

and rural townships. The descriptively titled March 1936 article “Pellicole specializzate per 

l’educazione e la profilassi,” “Specialized films for education and prophylaxis67” called for free 

fifteen-minute projections of the film at schools, Opera Nazionale Dopolavoro (OND) centers, 

meeting rooms at large businesses, community centers, and mobile cinemas. This article 

demands that these screening rooms be hygienic68 and the viewings brief so that the audience 

members can properly assimilate the film’s messages. The film is intentionally episodic in 

structure, so that it can be “dosed” like medicine, the better to “penetrate the mind and spirit of 

men.” A “teacher” would read this silent film’s “brief and clear captions” and then discuss the 

“lessons” after the showing.69 But who facilitated these didactic events?   

The teacher would likely have been a middle- or upper-class woman interested in both 

secular and religious social welfare projects. The regime’s volunteer force of ONMI workers 

came from groups traditionally associated with the care of mothers and infants, particularly 

Catholic charity organizations. These groups predated and then coexisted and occasionally 

merged with ONMI initiatives at the town level of organization. Local nuns and priests not only 

staffed many ONMI clinics, but also, in many cases, personally raised funds for their 

construction.70 

                                                
67 The titular appearance of the medical term prophylactic suggests that O.N.M.I. viewed both film and food as 
consumable entities that could inoculate the maternal body against infectious agents.   
68 In describing hygienic built environments, the article names features associated with Rationalist architecture, such 
as circulation of light and air.   
69 Maria Costa, “Pellicole specializzate per l’educazione e la profilassi,” Maternità ed Infanzia 11 (Mar. 1936): 8. 
70 For letter exchanges between Segretario Particolare Osvaldo Sebastiani and local religious figures regarding 
ONMI clinic construction and refurbishment from 1934 to 1936, see ACS PCM b. 9.4 f. 4587. 
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Audience members also received an educational booklet, La tutela della maternità e 

dell’infanzia in Italia, filled with movie stills, so that they could further study its teachings at 

home.71 This gift suggests the belief that repeated exposure to the film’s images would promote 

reception of its dictates.72 The booklet casts the pedagogical work of the film as a quasi-

biological process of absorption, precipitated by the rationalist built environment. Such framing 

suggests two underlying assumptions: first, that the audience could soak up instruction through 

gradual osmosis; and, second, that specific architectural styles would enhance this process. 

Viewing instructions for the film suggest that ONMI viewed their audience in bodily 

terms. Biological concerns in the screening supported pedagogical aspirations for the content. 

La breve durata della proiezione è richiesta anche dalla preoccupazione igienica di nuocere a coloro che 
sono abituati ai larghi respiri possibili a quanti vivono e lavorano all’aria aperta, nonchè alla particolare 
fatica alla quale si verrebbe a sottoporre l’organo visivo di chi non è abituato allo sforzo di concentrazione 
nell’oscurità di una sala. 
 
The brief duration of the projection is requested also due to the hygienic concern of harming those who are 
used to the deep breaths possible for those who live and work in fresh air, to say nothing of the particular 
exertion to which one must put the visual organ if one is not used to the effort of concentration in a 
darkened room.73  

 
This phrasing suggests a belief that the audience member’s body acts as a filter that the 

film must pass through to reach her mind. The closed, darkened screening room, though 

necessary for the film’s projection, could potentially harm the body and disrupt the successful 

transmission and absorption of the film’s messages. By contrast, the film’s content explains how 

the hygienic properties of the circulation of air currents and ample sunlight fresh ONMI centers 

and promote their clientele’s well-being.  
                                                
71 See Pietro Corsi, La tutela della maternità e dell’infanzia in Italia (Rome, 1936). In the late 1930s, the Novissima 
publishing house issued an expanded 127-page version of this booklet for public sale. Novissima eliminated the the 
majority of ONMI’s film stills from this subsequent edition. 
72 This line of thinking can also be found in Italian advertising tracts from the 1920s and 1930s. Graphic artists like 
Severo Sepo and Leonetto Cappiello created posters with bright, iconic images for industrial food products like 
Cinzano liquors and Motta pannettone. Colloquially referred to as the pugno nell’occhio or “punch in the eye” style, 
advertisers believed that these bright visuals would sear their products into consumers’ minds thereby increasing 
sales.  For more details on pugno nell’occhio style, see Adam Arvidsson. Marketing Modernity: Italian Advertising 
from Fascism to Postmodernity. London: Routledge, 2003. 
73 Maria Costa, “Pellicole specializzate per l’educazione e la profilassi,” Maternità ed Infanzia 11 (Mar. 1936): 9. 
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And who was the audience for Alle madri d’Italia? The majority of protagonists and the 

film’s intended audience fit the same demographic: poor, unmarried women. Celebrated for their 

fertile bodies in film, they were denigrated for their feeble minds in periodicals. According to 

Maternità ed Infanzia, Alle madri d’Italia was “semplice, chiaro, alla portata della mentalità 

della massa studentesca, operaia, o paesana” (Costa 1936, 8), “simple, clear, geared to the 

mentality of the student, worker, or country masses.” Elsewhere, the article points to the hygienic 

concerns inherent in film watching for “un pubblico eccezionale (bambini, operai, contadini, 

ecc.)” (Costa 1936, 9), “a unique audience (infants, workers, countryfolk, etc.).” This denigrating 

tone erodes the mother’s authority to make choices regarding breastfeeding, and creates a space 

for ONMI to instruct women in this practice. Further, as the passage below suggests, ONMI 

viewed their audience in almost purely bodily terms. In result, a pedagogical goal can only be 

achieved with biological considerations in mind. 

The popular press echoed ONMI’s evaluations of the audience’s bodies and minds, and 

echoed their assumption that built environment would play a critical role in supporting the 

regime’s pronatalist goals. After a showing of Alle madri d’Italia in a popular Roman piazza, 

Corriere della Sera published a laudatory review of the film.74 The article drew attention to the 

film’s realistic portrayals of architectural structures, specifically, “Istituti di maternità alle Case 

di ristoro, dagli ambulatori alle cliniche odontoiatriche … degli interni delle case dei nostri 

operai e dei nostri contadini” (“Alle madri d’Italia,” 19), “Maternity institutes at the rest homes, 

the mobile dental clinics … the insides of the houses of our workers and farmers.” The article 

notes that principles of hygiene and nutrition (educazione alimentare) govern ONMI’s activities, 

                                                
74 This Corriere della Sera article reprints sections from the September 1936 edition of Maternità ed Infanzia.  
Lacking other authorial information, the reappearence of ONMI text in a popular newspaper speaks to the regime’s 
omnipresence in mass media. Because O.N.M.I. printed only portions of the Corriere della Sera review of Alle 
Madri d’Italia, their decision to highlight sceneography commentary further emphasizes the importance that the 
group assigned to built environment. 



	   72 

and that their ultimate importance lies in “della sanità e dello sviluppo della nostra razza,” “the 

health and development of our race.” To the nameless journalist, built environment serves as a 

hygienic factory to produce the regime’s ideal Italian mothers. In turn, their bodies serve the 

same purpose as these buildings: they temporarily house and nourish new bodies for the nation, 

until the young Italians are strong enough to leave the proverbial nest.   

Alle madri d’Italia Part 2 – Filmic Content 

As the previous study has demonstrated, ONMI publications fused hygienic concerns 

with architectural aesthetics under the aegis of pronatalism. This understanding of built 

environment and its impact on the reproductive female body is symptomatic of Fascist 

approaches to women’s health care during the late 1930s. Broadly speaking, the regime moved to 

nationalize and industrialize the medical services available to pregnant and nursing mothers.75   

Alle madri d’Italia provides a microcosm of these parallel developments in its gendered 

treatment of a professional dichotomy: the midwife and the doctor. The film’s approach to these 

two figures provides a lens through which to examine the construction of the rhetoric of hygiene, 

and how it came to be imbued with moralistic tones. 

In the clinic, the doctor oversaw the all-important process of birth, but, in the home, the 

midwife reigned.76 In the promotion of clinics serving huge numbers of patients, one first notes 

the regime’s gender bias towards male doctors and against female midwives. While gender 

concerns form part of the move towards the clinic, the regime’s wish for surveillance of maternal 

bodies plays an even more significant role.  Moving health care into a public, industrial space 

                                                
75 Healthcare’s industrialization also correlates with the system’s expansion under Mussolini.  Prior to the Fascist 
period, the State invested little in national medical services.   
76 Geography dictated doctors’ reach: whereas state-affiliated practicioners tended to reside in Northern, urban cities, 
midwives managed women’s health care across the Mezzogiorno and the Italian countryside. Nonetheless, ONMI’s 
presence reached some rural townships thanks to the spread of filmic propaganda via cinema trucks and through the 
the partial state-sponsorship of local charitable institutions. 
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enhanced medical monitoring. It also promoted pronatalism by eliminating the possibility of 

abortion; historically, midwives held the dual role of obstetrician and abortionist, as implied by 

the period’s alternate term for the midwife: the fattor d’angeli (angel maker). For these reasons, 

the regime worked to pull male doctors into its orbit even as it pushed female midwives away.  

New laws required doctors to be formally affiliated with the regime, and barred midwives from 

the use of forceps and other medical tools.  Professional legitimacy in the medical field became 

synonymous with the regime’s stamp of approval.77 The primary effect of this move was to 

distinguish state-affiliated midwives from independent practitioners of the profession.78   

In Alle madri d’Italia, the spaces occupied by the midwife and the doctor point to a 

potentially problematic association for the regime: the national imaginary held that the country, 

the realm of tradition, was more fertile than the city, the realm of modernity and science. 

Historically high birthrates in the countryside complicated ONMI’s assertions that their clinics 

were needed in these spaces to improve fecundity. And, indeed, government demographers note 

that the Italian countryside boasted a far higher birthrate than the city before ONMI policies went 

into effect. How then to address the paradox of the fertile countryside and its need for regime 

intervention?79 Alle madri d’Italia establishes the future mother’s choice as one of moral 

hygiene: she can either submit herself to the regime’s medical surveillance of ONMI-affiliated 

doctors and visitatrice to ensure proper care for her body and her child, or she may choose to 

                                                
77 Perhaps this politicized lowering of the perceived value of this medical profession motivated the Fascist Midwives 
Union to change their title from “the old-fashioned sounding levatrice to the more scientific-sounding ostetrica” (De 
Grazia 1992, 68) in 1937. This label adjustment suggests that midwives themselves perceived surveillance, rather 
than gender considerations, to be the regime’s goal in moving healthcare into the clinic. 
78 In her anthropological examination of the professionalization of midwives in Italy, Nancy Triolo notes that, 
Another explicit aim of the fascist unions was to deal with the unregulated activity of private practitioners (liberi 
esercenti), now deemed a threat to the concept of the total state (Lucina 1934a:6).  This was an issue particularly 
relevant to midwives because private practitioners made up the majority of licensed midwives (1994, 267).  
79 Although ONMI propaganda (filmic, textual, and architectural) did reach some towns in the countryside, the 
board tended to debate rural women’s healthcare instead of intervening in its practices. Direct ONMI interference in 
breastfeeding, childbirth, and early child-rearing rarely occurred beyond city and township limits. 
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gamble on the dubious, unhygienic practices of the local midwife. The film frames selecting the 

proper medic as a reflection of the mother’s character. This moment of choice could be 

considered the rare case in which the regime treats the mother as an active agent.80 As such, it 

underscores the fact that women maintained relatively more agency in home-based health care 

than they did in the public clinics.    

Prior to the Fascist period, patients received health care primarily in private homes. 

During the 1930s, the regime attempted to move health care out of the domestic realm and into 

public clinics. The film presents both spaces, but the camera lingers nearly twice as long on the 

clinics. When scenes unfold in the home, the text admiringly points to their clinic-like traits, such 

as lack of clutter and circulation of air and light. The film’s presentation of this spatial 

juxtaposition evokes the numerous dichotomies emerging contemporaneously with the change 

from private health care administration to public: the home versus the clinic, the midwife versus 

the doctor, antiquated versus modern, irrational versus rational. The latter figures, spaces, and 

qualities thematically coalesce around the common conception of the clinic as a factory for new 

bodies. High statistical output, expressed in the number of people aided by a clinic, came to 

signify successful production. Fascist enthusiasm for population increase rose over the 1930s, 

assuming religious fervor: like the proverbial loaves and fishes, goodness lay in ever-increasing 

quantity. This Fascist aphorism held true across maternal bodies and Fascist boards: the regime 

awarded prizes to prolific mothers, and celebrated ONMI for its numerous legislative acts.  

Spreading the good word via Luce newreels, the regime ascribed miracles of hyperproduction to 

                                                
80 Lesley Caldwell, providing the sole extant essay on this film, connects this filmic framing to the regime’s 
understanding of motherhood. According to her reading, the film evokes, “an initiative that replicates and carries 
forward policies also being implemented elsewhere. Through a combination of images and intertitles, it instructs and 
disseminates dominant understanding of what being a mother entails and how this is understood, conceived, and 
valued by the Fascist regime” (1991, 43). 
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miraculously pure factories. Here, Gentile’s concept of Fascism as a political religion takes on a 

material aspect, as the clinic-cum-factory assumes the qualities of the church.81 In a resurgence 

of Renaissance imagery, Fascist period religious art frequently used the Madonna lactans as a 

prescriptive model for motherhood.82   

Moral Hygiene 

Moral hygiene refers to the conflation of literal and metaphorical cleanliness. This idea 

suggests that hand washing is not only a hygienic action, but an ethical one as well. While this 

fusion predates Fascism, the regime’s enthusiasm for prophylactic measures to decrease the 

national incidence of infant mortality gave this idea a political platform as well as national 

attention through media distribution. The ubiquity of the term in ONMI propaganda underscores 

its importance for the Fascist regime’s pronatalist projects.83 In this realm, Fascist thinking about 

moral hygiene posed science and religion to work in concert. Scientific reasoning cloaked 

religious fervor with tones of rationality and modernity. Catholic beliefs and practices provided 

                                                
81 Emilio Gentile characterizes this ideas as Fascismo di pietra (Fascism in stone), the idea that the regime 
materially enacted its belief system through building construction and city planning. See Fascismo di pietra. Milan: 
Laterza, 2007. 
82 Writing on the Renaissance figuring of the breastfeeding Mother of Christ, Yael Manes points out that early 
humanists texts like Barbaro’s De re uxorial suggest that breastmilk had the power to shape both body and mind, 
“Because Renaissance medical theory perceived breastmilk as a transmution of the mother’s menstrual blood, 
physicians, humanists, and moralists argued that the milk transmitted not merely nutrients but also the physical and 
moral attributes of the parent” (2014, 371-372). Although Fascist medical theory took this idea to eugenic extremes, 
its Renaissance origins suggest that beliefs in the formative power of breastmilk are more generally Italian rather 
than specifically Fascist. In a further connection between the Renaissance and Fascist period conceptions of 
breastmilk, Manes notes that the Papal state decried wetnurses for fear that they might “pass on bad habits and 
inferior morals” to infants (2014, 373). Although control over wetnursing passed from Papal decrees to Fascist 
legislature, this belief in the formative nature of breastmilk and the role of the mother as a Mary-like mediatrix 
persisted across the centuries. 
83 Citing a government communiqué regarding ONMI’s creation in Stato e Assistenza Sociale in Italia: L’Opera 
Nazionale Maternità ed Infanzia 1925-1975, Mario Bettini highlights the fact that the concern of hygiene dominated 
the organization’s activities from the very start, “A differenza del modello belga, l’Opera nazionale italiana non si 
sarebbe dovuto occupare solo della protezione igienica della prima infanzia ma avrebbe dovuto farsi carico di 
un’assistenza assai più ampia che comprendeva la protezione igienica della maternità; la difesa morale e materiale 
della fanciullezza e dell’adolescenza fino al diciotessimo anno d’età; l’educazione della donna alla maternità,” “In 
contrast to the Belgian model, the Italian national institute would not have had to concern itself solely with the 
hygienic protection during infancy, but would have had to charge itself with providing a far broader health service 
that included the hygienic protection of maternity, the moral and material defense of infanthood and adolescence 
until 18 years of age, and the education of women toward motherhood” (2008, 24).   
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an institutional structure to enact moral hygiene through the rhythms of everyday life. And 

together, they concentrated and compounded the other’s power through architecture and design. 

An example from the Quaderni dell’Istituto Nazionale Fascista di Cultura84 characterizes the 

idea’s typical use in the context in Fascist urbanism. The key features of moral hygiene 

elaborated here also served as preconditions for the function of factories, be they buildings or 

bodies. 

E’ una grave questione d’igiene morale e di profilassi sociale, che sta ancora sul tappetta nella massima 
parte dei paesi civili. Una notte passata un ragazzo in camera di sicurezza o in carcere è quasi sempre un 
passo avanti sulla strada del vizio e del delitto” (41-2). 
 
It is a serious question of moral hygiene and of preventative social treatment, which is still swept under the 
carpet in the majority of cities. One night spent as a boy in lock-up or in prison is almost always a step 
forward on the road to vice and crime. 

 
This use of moral hygiene suggests that even a short time spent in particular built environments 

at a formative age has an outsize effect on the individual’s future morality. This text goes on to 

suggest that the state should treat for “moralement abandonati,” “morally abandoned,” youths by 

removing them from the “vicinanza dei criminali adulti e alla deleteria impressione del carcere,” 

“vicinity of criminal adults and from the damaging effects of prison.” Both the problem and the 

solution arrive in architectural terms: the Social Service Institute (Istituto d’assistenza) and 

Reform School (Istituto di rieducazione) promise to recuperate these youths “come elementi utili 

e profittevoli per la Nazione,” “as useful and profitable elements for the Nation.” This phrasing 

suggests the assumption that physical proximity to vice prefigures a life of crime. Vice and crime 

emerge as viral symptoms in the body politic. If one can catch morals as one might catch a cold, 

then hygienic production conditions assume a heightened importance to the smooth function of 

the factory. This language evokes Taylorism as applied to hygiene by architecture. As industrial 

                                                
84 This periodical attempted to forge and disseminate new cultural definitions during the Fascist period.  The regime 
created its publishing body, the Istituto Fascista di Cultura (IFC), to develop and spread Fascist ideals and Italian 
culture both within Italy and abroad.   
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design historian Christina Cogdell observes, “visions of a speedy, progressive, streamlined 

technology thus worked hand in hand with the corresponding social amelioration that was 

proffered tantalizingly through the implementation of eugenics and health reform” (2006, 242).85  

In the highly biological view of society presented in this text, disruptive members should be 

isolated and contained so as not to infect the national body.   

In the case of both built structures and maternal bodies, moral hygiene characterizes ideal 

factory conditions. Rationalism as an architectural style works in concert with rationalism as a 

factory practice, with moral hygiene bridging the two. Cogdell characterizes the goal of 

rationalism86 in the private sphere as “smooth flow, a pursuit that conjoined notions of the 

efficiency of bodies and products with the eugenic idea known as ‘national efficiency’” (2006, 

220).  She notes that efficiency can be understood in physical, economic, or moral terms, but it is 

her conception of its function in biological terms that is most applicable to the idea of 

rationalized breastfeeding.When biological efficiency is “measured in terms of bodily energy, 

function, and output and enhancing the chances of evolutionary success” (ibid.), the traditional 

definition of the factory enlarges to include the biological production by maternal bodies. ONMI 

propaganda applies the idea of moral hygiene to breastfeeding with the goal of preventing both 

disease and moral degeneration in future Italian citizens. By complicating heretofore basic 

processes to such a level that a doctor’s advice and equipment is necessary, ONMI was able to 

control breastfeeding. Alle madri d’Italia’s carefully selected shooting locations help to explain 

how the regime attempted to draw mothers into this means of production. 

 

                                                
85 Although Codgell’s point of reference is the United States in the 1930s, the statement is equally applicable to the 
situation in Italy, and offers some insight as to the reason for the inclusion and repetition of this trope.   
86 I will only capitalize the term Rationalism when referring to the specific, architectural movement.  All other 
references to rationalism as applied to other concepts, such as childrearing, will be lowercase to denote their 
generality.   
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Chapter 2: Private Midwives and Public Doctors: The Paradox of the Closed-Open Clinic 

Alle madri d’Italia opens with a paradox: ONMI created this film to encourage working-

class women to visit their clinics. And yet every film sequence that might demonstrate the 

content of a medical examination slams the clinic door on the audience, their potential clients, 

with an abrupt camera cut. The closed door opens a question: why does the film linger here, at 

the threshold of public and private? The answer has broad implications for how ONMI used Alle 

madri d’Italia to redefine the appropriate spaces, people, and practices for women’s health care. 

In the film’s first extended sequence, the camera accompanies a prospective ONMI client on her 

visit to an obstetric clinic (Consultatorio Ostetrico). The camera follows her into the 

examination, with its sheet-covered table and elevated metal stirrups. By shooting at the 

woman’s shoulder level from a distance of two feet, the camera’s perspective allows the 

audience to experience the entrance to the examination room as though they were this client, or 

perhaps a female friend or family member. This shared perspective ends as the exam begins: now 

the camera pans back to the threshold, shooting the scene from the door frame. Standing, the 

woman turns to face the doctor.  She begins to take off her coat in preparation for the exam. The 

doctor, also standing, watches her, slightly slumped with his hands in his white medical coat 

pockets, as a nurse washes an array of medical tools at the back corner sink. The film cuts here, 

at 5 minutes 21 seconds. The next two shots draw attention to this visual lacuna: first, the camera 

trains on the closed door to a pediatric clinic. The audience will not see the woman disrobe, 

although it is understood the doctor will. They also will not see the doctor-patient actions that 

comprised a standard exam at an ONMI clinic. Instead, the audience reads intertitles introducing 

the next filmic vignette projected onto the closed clinic door, “ONMI è sempre presente nella 

casa al tempo del parto,” “ONMI is always present in the home at the time of birth.” This 
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ordering suggests that the private home can become a public clinic simply by inserting a doctor 

to act as a medical agent of the state. Closed or closing doors, followed by camera cuts to 

intertitles, shut the audience out of ONMI-controlled medical visits in the next film segment as 

well. Following this metaphoric sequence of the private home as public clinic, the film deposits 

the audience at an actual ONMI clinic, this time to witness the swiftly closing door of the 

Delivery Room (Sala da Parto). Although these occlusions of the naked female body and its 

medical examination may initially appear meant to preserve the woman’s privacy, the filmic 

emphasis on this gap in the narrative arc of the clinic visit points to respect for a different subject 

altogether. Only ONMI, personified by the doctor, possessed the authority to examine, quantify, 

and prescribe actions to potential mothers. He could go where cameras, and by extension, the 

audience, could not – at least not as witnessing subjects rather than witnessed objects.87  

In this film as in reality, ONMI hoped to use doctors to penetrate formerly intimate 

spaces so as to instruct mothers in new, regime-approved approaches to breastfeeding and early 

childcare. Blending the public and private spheres of life accomplished two demographic goals 

for the regime. Explicitly, it promoted hygiene to reduce infant mortality. But it also implicitly 

advocated for labor-intensive maternal practices. So complex were these new procedures that 

they require an affiliate of ONMI to demonstrate how they are done, thus opening the private 

sphere to state surveillance and control. But to create this new role of the state in private homes, 

ONMI must first create the demand for such advice. Traditionally, the midwife instructed 

women during pregnancy, childbirth, and breastfeeding, not the doctor. As the following filmic 

                                                
87 This sequence divides the audience’s identity into their dual roles as film goers and clinic clients. As film goers, 
they cannot enter the exam room, but as ONMI clients, they must. In other words, the camera work divides the 
audience into subjects who are not allowed to look, and objects to be looked at by others. This type of division 
typifies Laura Mulvey’s characterization of film’s male gaze, in that it occludes the possibility of establishing and 
maintaining a female perspective on the clinical scene. See Visual and Other Pleasures. Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press, 1989. 
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analysis of Alle madri d’Italia will show, ONMI believed that it was necessary to first discredit 

midwives, the former medical authority in women’s health care, so that doctors could assume her 

advisory role.   

Slippery Hygiene: The Dirty Midwife and the Promotion of Pulizia 

Alle madri d’Italia promoted Taylorist breastfeeding through negative binary contrast, 

suggesting that it might serve as a modern, rational, and hygienic alternative to old-fashioned, 

chaotic, unhygienic approaches to early infant care. It is within this latter context of superstition 

and disorder that Alle madri d’Italia first introduces the midwife, damning her through her 

associative context. Countrified spaces, the film suggests, lead to harmful medical practices. The 

film suggests that medical practitioners who work in such spaces should not be treated as 

authorities on maternal or infant diets. Following an injunction not to drink or smoke during 

pregnancy and to eat lots of fruits and vegetables during breastfeeding, intertitles warn, “Non 

ascoltare a quelli che danno consigli cattivi,” “Do not listen to those who give bad advice.” The 

film cuts to a sunlit country house, with two chickens pecking at the ground outside. Two elderly 

women round the corner of the house, animatedly conversing and using expressive hand 

gestures. The negative text primes the audience to view this positive scene with doubt.  In doing 

so, it also undermines the key features of this environment: rural, local, domestic, and female – 

all elements associated the midwife. Note that the film does not attack female bodies of 

knowledge directly – it does not name these women as midwives, and it does not offer intertitles 

revealing the content of their speech. Instead, prefacing this scene with negative insinuation 

encourages the audience to use their imagination – What awful things did those women say? Did 

I listen to similar bad advice? – to cast a specific location, the country village, in disrepute.   
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With this negative spatial context established, the next scene introduces the midwife. 

Grim and still, this first filmic portrayal of the midwife recalls the faux-anthropological ethnic 

types and hierarchies used to justify Fascist imperialism and anti-Semitism. These images 

worked to construct ethnicity and race by naming differences in facial features, bodily structure, 

and skin tone, and assigning a relative value to each. In the case of the midwife, the film labels 

her as a practicona qualunque (literally, “just any would-be practitioner”), a pejorative term for a 

midwife that also highlighted her dual role as an abortionist.88 As with the term fattor d’angeli, 

this terminology recalls the Fascist regime’s fears of independent health care providers and the 

possibility that they privately engaged in abortion practices despite the pronatalist laws enacted 

by the government. Through imagery as well as labeling, the film encourages the audience to 

read the woman as an undesirable racial other. The camera remains still, and shoots the midwife 

in a lengthy three-quarters shot. This treatment, along with the use of ticket-like labeling, is 

consistent with the period’s anthropological photography for racist publications like the Difesa 

della Razza (The Defense of Race) and LUCE photography in the East African colonies. This 

close range long shot allows the audience ample time to note the dark pigment of practicona’s 

skin. In contrast to the Aryan fairness of the doctors, nurses, and visitatrice presented in other 

segments, the midwife’s skin is strikingly dark. Dressed in the traditional black of Southern 

Italian women, she could be from a small town in the Mezzogiorno or Calabria, or even from one 

of the gypsy encampments dotting the city outskirts.89 By associating this woman with Southern 

Italian regions, the film also invokes racial and ethnic inferiority as well as low social class. As 
                                                
88 In distinct contrast with the other terms used in the period, such as the neutral levatrice, or explicitly abortionist 
term angel-maker (fattor d’angeli), the suffix –ona and the modifier qualunque work in concert to intensify the 
visceral sense of negativity in the film’s phrasing. See “Praticona,” Garzanti Linguistica On-line. 
http://garzantilinguistica.sapere.it/it/traduzione/en/cerca?q=praticona&dizionario=iten&commit=%C2%A0 
(accessed 2 Nov. 2010 and 31 July 2012). 
89 Roma, not gypsy is currently the academic and journalistic term favored for these ethnic communities. However, I 
use the term gypsy here for two reasons: first, because the term Roma is anachronistic to the Fascist period, second, 
because contemporary gypsies refer to themselves as gypsies, not Roma.    
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Cristina Lombardi-Diop and Gaia Giuliana have shown, early 20th century understandings of 

race in Italy conflated region with race and class. Southern Italy, they note, both threatened and 

constituted the whiteness of Northern and upper-class Italians by representing the peninsula’s 

internal blackness.90 The still portrait of ethnic disdain comes alive, to make a tiny but significant 

movement. The midwife rubs her hands together. Those hands, her most important tools in 

caring for the health of the maternal body, are too dangerous to touch. To cement these regional 

and ethnic characteristics as markers of medical jeopardy, intertitles intervene: “Questa donna è 

sporca!” “This woman is dirty!” written in white, are superimposed over her face (Fig. 8).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
90 Bianco e Nero: storia razziale degli Italiani. Florence: Le Monnier, 2013.  
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Fig. 8 Film Still of Alle madri d’Italia, 1935, intertitles read “Questa donna è sporca!” “This 
woman is dirty!” (Archivio Luce) 
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Sporca is a loaded term. What forms of dirt and disorder are implied by the word choice 

and imagery used in this brief scene? Let us first consider why the intertitles label the midwife as 

dirty in the sense of microbial contamination, as the film addresses this element of her hygiene in 

the most strident terms. This film sequence shows one action only: we see the midwife rub her 

hands together. The next sequence mirrors this actor and her actions, but through a glass lightly: 

a blonde nurse in a white uniform sterilizes a set of plastic gloves in hot, soapy water. The 

words, “Pulizia!  Pulizia!” “Cleanliness!  Cleanliness!” pop at the center of the screen. A healer’s 

hands are their primary tools: hence the gravity of the difference between plastic gloves and bare 

hands, and between washing with soap and hot water versus not washing at all. But between 

these two scenes, the meaning of hygiene slides: the film portrays the midwife as essentially and 

irredeemably dirty. This suggests that the relative degree of hygiene is a naturalized and 

inescapable quality. By contrast, the film’s portrayal of the midwife nurse suggests that 

cleanliness is a desirable but temporary state, one that can be held in place by taking specific 

actions. By twinning these scenes, the film invites the audience to compare the midwife to the 

nurse in terms in opposing, but not opposite, characterizations of hygiene. But to be logically 

consistent, hygiene cannot be a permanent quality for the midwife and a temporary state for the 

nurse. More than microbial hygiene is at stake in this contradictory assignation.  

This paradox illuminates an additional dimension in the film’s definition of hygiene.  

Between the hand-rubbing and the implied exam to come, both women, it is implied, have made 

a moral choice. Read in this light, the midwife’s conspicuous hand-rubbing calls attention to the 

fact that she has chosen not to perform this same physical gesture with the soap and water used 

by the nurse. And further, she elects not to wear plastic gloves. These three elements, unlike 

medical objects and spaces, were freely available to all. Faced with the choice between dirtiness 
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and cleanliness, the midwife voluntarily elects the unhygienic option. This is the first moment in 

which the film implies a sort of moral dirtiness, in the implied decision of the midwife not to 

wash her hands, and thus to potentially infect her client with germs. And it is this willful decision 

not to wash her hands, rather than the handwashing itself, that marks the midwife as sporca: 

figuratively as well as literally dirty.   

Creating a Need for the Doctor: Dangers in the Professional Void 

By establishing a moralized rhetoric of hygiene, Alle madri d’Italia cast the medical work 

of the midwife into disrepute. This move created a professional vacuum, one that ONMI hoped 

to fill with their preferred figure of medical expertise, the doctor.91 To hasten this exchange of 

medical authority, the next section of the film works to cast the world as an inherently hostile 

and dangerous place. The film admonishes the audience to remain ever vigilant, as “Mille 

pericoli minacciano in ogni momento,” “A thousand perils menace at every moment” (Fig. 9).  

Mothers must combat a visual parade of hazardous elements and products: boiling water and 

blazing fire, needles and scissors, benzene and bleach. By exaggerating the level and likelihood 

of environmental threat through these violent vignettes, Alle madri d’Italia engenders a keen and 

immediate desire for a powerful new medical figure to battle these modern terrors. 

                                                
91 Paradoxically, the regime decried professional breastfeeding by wetnurses as harmful to the developing body and 
mind of the infant.   
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Fig. 9 Film Still of Alle madri d’Italia, 1935, intertitles read “Soveglianza!  Mille pericoli 
minacciano in ogni momento il tuo bambino, hai il dovere di sorvegliarlo,” “Surveillance!  A 
thousand dangers threaten your child at every moment.  You have the duty to supervise him.” 
(Archivio Luce) 
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This is very much the case in the film chapter entitled, “Il bimbo e il medico,” “The 

Infant and the Doctor.” Following an image of an eerily still infant in a bed with his eyes closed, 

the film presents the viewer with the intertitles, “E’ grave errore chiamare il medico quando la 

malattia è già avanzata,” “It is a grave error to call the doctor when the illness is already 

advanced” (Fig. 10). The image of this infant, who appears nearly dead, is coupled with text that 

evokes an aura of guilt around the absent mother who has failed to call for the doctor’s aid. By 

juxtaposing image and text in this fashion, the film suggests that this infant’s mother is implicitly 

responsible for his state. In other words, the advanced state of the infant’s illness is portrayed as 

a result of the mother’s choice not to call the doctor. While the film does not explore her motives 

for this decision, her grave errore is painted in terms that imbue the practical decisions involved 

in childrearing with moral implications. The viewer thus perceives that the mother is guilty of 

poor decision-making. Mothers, as well as midwives, can be guilty of poor moral hygiene.  

Feminist historian Elizabeth Dixon Whitaker observes a similar phenomenon in Measuring 

Mamma’s Milk: Fascism and the Medicalization of Maternity in Italy: women were widely held 

accountable for the loss of a pregnancy. She notes that this type of reasoning “reflect[s] the 

growing belief that medical interventions were harmless to women and children, but that 

women’s misbehavior could have grave and fatal consequences” (144). And as we shall see in 

the parallel filmic context of Alle madri d’Italia, Whitaker’s remark helps to explain how and 

why ONMI attached maternal responsibility to little girls as well as to grown women. 
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Fig. 10 Film Still of Alle madri d’Italia, 1935, intertitles read “E’ grave errore chiamare il 
medico quando una malattia è già avanzata,” “It is a grave error to call the doctor when an illness 
is already advanced.” (Archivio Luce) 
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In the context of Alle madri d’Italia, hygiene provides the key to female health. Medical 

dictates, couched as modern aphorisms, frame cleanliness as a natural and eternal female virtue.  

Youth and springtime color this succession of images devoted to bodily cleanliness. A three-

quarters shot shows a little girl brushing her teeth by a barrel of water, accompanied by the 

injunction, “La bimba deve amare la pulizia,” “The little girl must love cleanliness.” The camera 

cuts, and the location changes to open-air bathtub set on a bucolic hillside. Time has passed as 

well as distance between these two shots: we now see a girl in her early teens. She smiles as she 

washes her body, then languidly turns to examine her reflection in a mirror hung from a 

flowering tree, ONMI’s official insignia. Here, the obviously male gaze of the camera suggests 

that Francisci, the director, has temporarily forgotten that his audience consists of working-class 

women.  One imagines that they were quite familiar with the contours of the female body and 

might have found this sudden genre deviation from propaganda to soft core to be jarring at best 

and laughable at worst. The film links these idealized images of cleanliness with the doctor via 

continuity of the young, female subject in the next injunction, “La giovinetta non deve temere il 

medico,” “The young girl must not fear the doctor.” Intertitles command that the little girl and 

the young girl feel specific emotions for particular qualities and people. But the film draws a 

distinction between the bimba and the giovinetta on the basis of developing sexuality, and their 

function as future mothers. Loving cleanliness is a fine start, if the girl is young. But for the 

Fascist regime, the stakes rose during adolescence. The giovinetta’s body, with its emerging 

capacity for childbearing and the attendant activity of breastfeeding, could be used to serve the 

regime’s demographic goals. From puberty until menopause, only the male doctor, not the 

woman, could be trusted to watch over the all-important project of female bodily hygiene. 
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Establishing Medical Authority: How Clinics and Test Tubes Make the Doctor 

Traditionally, the midwife’s medical authority derived from years of service and 

longstanding relationships with a specific geographic community.92 But time invested and bonds 

forged are both intangible, local forms of value.  By contrast, the doctor’s medical authority 

manifested in outwardly visible signs: his diploma, his clinic, and his tools. Historical 

anthropologist Nancy Triolo notes that,  

…the authority of the surgeon/obstetrician, as distinguished from that of the midwife, was based on the 
physician’s exclusive use of surgical instruments.  By the end of the 18th century, in many parts of Italy, 
this new authority was being legislatively reinforced as laws were passed forbidding the midwives’ use of 
surgical instruments and manual versions (1994, 261). 
 

The Fascist regime both intensified and extended this legislation by obstructing midwives’ 

access to higher education and certification in obstetrics. New laws fixed this professional 

competition from the start by putting doctors in control of all new medical spaces and 

technologies. Ultimately, these legislative moves placed female reproductive power in doctors’ 

hands. Alle madri d’Italia takes pains to emphasize these places and objects in the next section – 

they not only mark and maintain the doctor’s authority over the maternal body, but they also 

commemorate the doctors’ victory in this professional battle.   

Having established that “The young girl must not fear the doctor,” the film cuts to an 

image of a doctor in the clinic. In a filmic incarnation of Fascist legislation, the camera defines 

the doctor’s medical authority through his surroundings and his tools. An extended pan shot 

sweeps the immaculate clinic floor. A long cut follows, drinking in the sparkling test tubes and 

shining glassware arrayed in the open shelving above. These two sequences demonstrate 

ONMI’s fetishistic approach to technology. This filmic treatment of the doctor in the clinic 

suggests that medical spaces and objects do not simply support the health provider’s work, but 
                                                
92 On a literary front, Luigi Pirandello explored Fascist society’s diverging expectations for a country-based midwife 
(levatrice) and a city-educated obstetrician (obstetrica) in the short story Donna Mimma. See Novelle per un anno. 
Milan: Garzanti, 1945. 
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actually constitute his expertise. No patients mar the perfect hygiene of this modern, scientific 

space. In a later film sequence, the camera treats the dentist’s office in a similar way, lingering 

over the space and objects and largely ignoring the agents who use them. We see a line of 

dentist’s chairs, with one infant being examined at each. The room is so conspicuously clean that 

the room reflects the entire scene in a mirrored lake of artificial light. A close-up zooms towards 

a little girl: she appears marooned on a bright medical island. Depopulating the clinic in this way 

suggests how ONMI viewed perfect hygiene: it lay in the quarantining or absence of working-

class bodies and their microbial mess.   

According to ONMI, doctor’s clinics and tools qualified them to dispense social advice as 

well as medical care. Alle madri d’Italia used intertitles on the nutrition of breastfeeding to 

bridge these two realms. Upon leaving the clinic with a camera cut, the text suggested that 

women visit the doctor for good advice on breastfeeding and what to eat during lactation. From 

here, the structure of the film and the language of the intertitles worked in concert to convince 

the audience that the doctor’s knowledge of her body and her infant was far superior to her own.  

By dint of his medical background, the film suggests that the doctor possesses the ability to 

ameliorate emotional as well as physical states. The next section of the film entitled, “Quando la 

Culla Resta Vuota,” “When the Cradle Remains Empty,” uses a long take of a couple playing 

cards to suggest the monotony and emotional void of married life without the presence of 

children. Intertitles then promise an institutional solution to domestic distress, “consiglio medico 

può portarti la felicità che non hai mai sognato,” “medical advice can bring you happiness that 

you’ve never dreamt of.” Because of the inherent assumption here that having children results in 

marital bliss, the doctor assumes the role of advisor of the female heart as well as the maternal 

body. This development evokes a potential problem, however: by creating such pressing need for 
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the doctor, who predominantly conducts his work in a clinic, ONMI also leaves the space of the 

home largely unattended.  Could women in the home simply do as they pleased, without regime 

oversight and interference?   ONMI’s response to this issue, as legislative historian David Horn 

notes in Social Bodies: Science, Reproduction, and Italian Modernity, was to make the home “a 

target of investigation and intervention; it was also imagined as a tool or technique for the 

production of ‘eugenic’ behaviors”  (1994, 112). Let us examine how Alle madri d’Italia 

modeled such behaviors, and to what effect. 

Chapter 3: Taylorist Breastfeeding and the Reproductive Factory 

Industrial motherhood emerges from the film’s conflation of manufacturing and 

maternity under the aegis of gendered bodily labor. Motifs of surveillance and order fuse the 

textile factory and the factory nursery, establishing twinned areas of production and control. In 

an early sequence that highlights ONMI’s role in creating nurseries for factories, we see a group 

of women working in rigid rows (Fig. 11). The camera angle shoots downwards so that the 

audience viewpoint is conflated with that of the factory boss. Fabric-based debris is utterly 

absent from this hygienic space of production; no fabrics mound the factory floor, no dust motes 

dot the air. The rhythmic choreography of human hands and mechanical gears signals industrious 

production. As such, the factory allows for two types of production by female workers: cloth and 

bodies.   
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Fig. 11 Film Still of Alle madri d’Italia, 1935, factory line up (Archivio Luce) 



	   94 

In both cases, the female laborers are under constant surveillance. The camera then cuts 

to a close-up of a clock. “E quando dovranno tornare al lavoro potranno allattare i loro bambini 

che sono assistiti nel nido della fabbrica,” “And when they must return to work, they can 

breastfeed their infants, who are taken care of by the factory nursery.” As one, the somber 

workers rise. In a swift shift of emotional tone, the next shot depicts them blissfully 

breastfeeding their infants in the nursery, a petite Victorian building that bespeaks bourgeois 

femininity. Lacey patterns of sunlight and shadow, cast by the elaborate latticework of the doors, 

cloak every verticle and horizontal surface in a single looped pattern. Although the nursery is 

under the auspices of the factory, its small scale, light color, and playful decorations mark its 

separateness. In its resemblance to a country cottage, the nursery appears to be a feminized space 

of production.   

The sudden sentimentality suggests that breastfeeding brings these women greater 

happiness than their work at the textile factory. It also underscores the regime’s contradictory 

support of certain types of female labor in the public sphere, like textile work, rice harvesting, 

and Taylorist breastfeeding, and its denigration of female labor in manufacturing plants and 

refineries. The cut from the factory to the nursery further undermines state claims that women 

belong solely in the home by showcasing how easily these women combined factory work and 

childcare – with the state’s help, no less. As a levatrice looks on with approval, a smiling woman 

breastfeeds her infant, her face bathed in sunlight. The camera then zooms in, cutting off her 

head to focusing on the infant’s mouth at her breast. Her body becomes pure productive capacity, 

doubly monitored by the regime’s representative and the camera (Fig. 12).  
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Fig. 12 Film Still of Alle madri d’Italia, 1935, breastfeeding at the factory’s nursery (Archivio 
Luce) 
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Alle madri d’Italia presents the timed breastfeeding schedule, known as the orario, as a 

means to regulate the frequency and duration of breastfeeding in clinics and homes, promoting 

rationalist maternal practices across both the public and the private spheres of life. The section 

“Come si allatta il bamnino” (How One Breastfeeds the Infant) conveys the complete domination 

of rationalization over instinct through time management. Five close-ups show a clock reading 

2:50 p.m., a crying infant, a second cut to the clock, the mother gazing up towards the clock (Fig. 

13), and a third cut to the clock. The mother tucks the infant into a nest of blankets and marches 

away. In a somewhat unconvincing proposition, intertitles suggest that infants’ cries often mean 

that a pin is poking them. In other words, the orario is always corrent; infant hunger that does 

not conform to this schedule, established by the doctor, is wrong. As such, the mother keeps the 

doctor’s schedule by using the clock as a tool for a medical purpose. Intertitles further warn, “la 

madre saggia attende che giunga l’ora fissata se non vuole arrecare un danno al suo bambino,” 

“the wise mother waits until the established hour has been reached if she doesn’t want to bring 

harm to her infant.” A fourth image of a clock, positioned directly behind the word “ora,” 

visually reinforces the importance of the orario (Fig. 14). This technique transforms the clock 

into a medical tool to regularize the flow of breast milk from maternal to infant bodies.93   

                                                
93 Similarly, techniques for infant abthing transformed kitchen thermometers into medical tools. “Il bagno del 
bambino” (The Infant’s Bath) opens with a sequence of long takes showing a mother as she determines the 
temperature of bathwater through a laborious series of steps. First, she holds a thermometer under the water. Then, 
she test the thermometer’s reading by dipping her elbow into the water. A second version of sequence demonstrates 
how to accomplish these tasks in a country home without a thermometer or running water. In an exclamatory phrase, 
intertitles admonish the mother to test with the elbow, “non con la mano!” “not with the hand!” Finally, we watch as 
the mother lowers her infant into the bath, and then wipes his face thoroughly with a cloth. After the bath, she 
douses her tiny body in huge clouds of talcum powder. Concluding intertitles stress that the mother must wash the 
infant every day, a time-consuming tas, given the specificity and complexity of actions required by ONMI.   
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Fig. 13 Film Still of Alle madri d’Italia, 1935, timed breastfeeding (Archivio Luce) 
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Fig. 14 Film Still of Alle madri d’Italia, 1935, clocks as measurement tools (Archivio Luce) 
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This technique works in tandem with another quantifying practice, the doppia pesata 

(double-weighing) (Fig. 15). In the next film segment, a doctor weighs an infant before handing 

it off to the mother for breastfeeding. The camera shows the mother as she goes to remove her 

shirt as the doctor watches (Fig. 16). A film cut eclipses the act of feeding. This suggests that 

only the doctor, and not the plebian audience, possessed the authority to oversee the doppio peso.  

We see the woman covering her breasts once more. She hands the baby to the doctor, who then 

weighs the infant a second time. A mathematic formula then subtracts the first weight from the 

second to demonstrate how to determine the exact grams of breastmilk the infant consumed. 

Medicine, measurement, and math, rather than maternal knowledge or infant hunger, govern this 

act. The orario and doppia pesata evoke the rationale of Taylorishm and an aesthetic that 

Christina Cogdell characterizes as “’smooth flow,’ a pursuit that conjoined notions of the 

efficiency of bodies and products with the eugenic idea known as ‘national efficiency.’”94 

Taylorist breastfeeding emerges from this biological characterization of efficiency, with which 

the regime could quantify mothers’ bodily energy, function, and output.  

                                                
94 Christina Cogdell, “Smooth Flow: Biological Efficency and Streamline Design,” Popular Eugenics: National 
Efficiency and American Mass Culture in the 1930s. Eds. Susan Currell and Christina Cogdell. Athens, OH: Ohio 
University Press, 2006: 220.  
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Fig. 15 Photograph of Double-weighing, 1936, located within the clinic of a Casa della Madre e 
del Bambino, unspecified city, caption reads, “Il doppio peso di un bambino in un consultorio 
dell’ONMI” “The double-weighing of a baby in an ONMI clinic.” (La tutela della Maternità e 
dell’infanzia in Italia) 
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Fig. 16 Film Still of Alle madri d’Italia, 1935, breastfeeding and doppio peso under medical 
surveillance (Archivio Luce) 
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Clocks and scales quantitatively monitored breastfeeding in the clinic. But how could 

ONMI track and improve the quality of breast milk? Alle madri d’Italia outlined the descending 

hierarchy of nutritional value for various milks: mother’s breastmilk, wetnurse’s breastmilk, cow 

milk, other animal milks, and artificial milk. Mother’s milk was celebrated for its capacity to 

bond parent and child. As the clip “Come si allatta il bambino” (How One Feeds the Baby) 

exhults, “Il latte della mamma rappresenta la migliore garanzia di vita e di sviluppo del 

bambino,” “Mother’s milk represents the best guarentee for the infant’s life and development.” 

However, the regime believed that even highly nourishing human breast milk could be improved 

through nutritional science.  

To improve mothers’ milk, Alle madri d’Italia dictated the foods that ONMI clients 

should and should not eat. Nutrition and economy ruled over taste, as the clinics provided meals 

for lactating mothers, not for their welfare, but to improve the nourishing capacity of their breast 

milk for their infants. Because ONMI clients often did not have enough money to eat at home, 

clinic refectories could enforce these menus. But for those who could afford to choose, 

propaganda evoked the consequences of insubordination to regime dictates. A menacing image 

of a snake coiled around a tree illustrates the intertitles, “Non devi mangiare troppo. Questa fa 

male a sé e al bambino che attende,” “You shouldn’t eat to much. This is bad for you and the 

infant to come.” The image of the snake recalls Eve’s fall and elevates the mother’s disobedience 

and gluttony to the level of a mortal sin. Clearly, such injunctions used Catholic imagery to make 

a virtue out of the daily deprivations faced by the majority of ONMI’s clientel and also provided 

a nutritional justification for the meager options available at the clinic refectories. As with the 

injunction to avoid meats, liquors, and tobacco (Fig. 17), Alle madri d’Italia’s promotion of 
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fruits and vegetables meshes with regime concerns.95 Widespread adoption of autarchic eating 

promoted the domestic economy and thus connects individual bodies to the national body 

through prescribed food consumption. Taylorist breastfeeding can thus be viewed in the context 

of state-endorsed autarchic food production by women, such as home gardening and chicken 

raising. Produced by Italians for Italians, mothers’ breastmilk constituted the ultimate autarchic 

food.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
95 The film presents these foods in a series of binary oppositions: no to meat, alcohol, and tobacco, yes to fruit, 
vegetables, or a daily spoonful of vitamins. Alle madri d’Italia presents autarchic eating as immensely satisfying: 
first, the came trains on a countrywoman at a rust table, shoveling boiled vegetables into her mouth from an 
enormous plate as another woman washes dishes in the background. The next clip shows a woman closing her eyes 
in delight as she savors a spoonful of nutritious syrup. She vigorously smacks her lips after swallowing. But boiled 
vegetables and medicinal syrup range in taste from flavorless to bitter, or, in value-based terms, from neutral to 
terrible. Based on this discrepancy between propagandistic image and reality, this film sequence demonstrates a 
regime attempt to redefine taste on a gendered and classed basis.    
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Fig. 17 Film Still of Alle madri d’Italia, 1935, exhortation against liquor (Archivio Luce) 
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The second section of “Come si allatta il bambino” concerns the hygienic preparation of 

various animal milks and artificial milk. The film defines artificial milk as a last resort; as the 

intertitles insist, “Solo quando non sia assolutamente possibile l’allattamento materno o a balia se 

provvede a quello artificiale nella forma e nelle dosi stabilite dal medico secondo l’eta,” 

(emphasis in film intertitles), “Only when breastfeeding by the mother or wetnurse is absolutely 

impossible can one provide artificial milk in the form and doses established by the doctor 

according to age.”96 The sterilization process detailed here for the cow’s milk, as well as the 

measurement and mixing involved in the preparation of powered milk, involves many steps, each 

with their own specialized tools (Fig. 20). No tool appears to be used more than once, a 

hygienically motivated decision that leaves a pile of dirty implements in the wake of this process. 

In contrast to the clock, an object common to the home, these tools are highly specialized. 

Among the implements, we see metal funnels, oversize thermometers, and sophisticated 

glassware recalling a pharmacist’s laboratory. Such technological specialization indicates that 

these tools served no prupose beyond aiding the complex operations of childcare shown in the 

film to a mother well acquainted with proper tools used in the proper way – a use that 

mechanized the daily business of motherhood.97  

 

                                                
96 This prescriptive approach to feeding bears out Elizabeth Whitaker’s observation, “As in all other decisions 
regarding infant nutrition, only the physician was held to be competent to judge whether ‘deficiencies’ in the mother 
(including work away from home) or her milk warranted recourse to mixed or artificial feeding” (2003, 166).   
97 The inclusion of medical tools within this schema may be understood as a use of specialized equipment and 
practice. As Christina Cogdell notes, “visions of a speedy, progressive, streamlined technology thus worked hand in 
hand with the corresponding social amelioration that was proffered tantalizingly through the implementation of 
eugenics and health reform” (2006, 242). Although Cogdell’s point of reference is the United States in the 1930s, 
the statement is equally applicable to the situation in Italy, and offers some insight as to the reason for the inclusion 
and repetition of this trope. By complicating heretofore basic processes to such a level that a doctor’s advice and 
equipment become necessary, ONMI was able to enter and control maternal activities in private homes. 
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Fig. 18 Film Still of Alle madri d’Italia, 1935, hygienic preparation of cowmilk for bottle 
feeding (Archivio Luce) 
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ONMI was not the first Italian organization to address maternal welfare as a social 

problem; the Catholic Church, regional governments, and philanthropic societies historically 

addressed this issue, working in both the public and the private sphere to finance, construct, and 

staff clinics. Of these, the Catholic Church presented the most consistent public face of maternal 

aid and continued to do so both during and after the Fascist period. However, one cannot speak 

of a strict equivalence between the Catholic Church and the Fascist regime in terms of their 

understanding of women’s role in society. Whereas ONMI policies promoted pronatalism both 

with and without nuclear family structures, Catholic charities continued to stress the importance 

of the nuclear family unity. Paradoxically, the state’s myopic fixation on increasing Italy’s 

population promoted a more expansive definition of legitimate family than the church had 

traditionally supported. So whereas the church used the connection between mother and child to 

highlight the importance of family ties in sparking religious feeling in the next generation of 

Italian Catholics, the state pointed to the intensity of this link to suggest that family interests 

constituted legitamite grounds for government intervention. This line of reasoning further 

suggests that if numerous families compose the state, then the state can justify interference in the 

domestic sphere by recasting the private realm as constitutive of the public. But the church and 

the state did share a focus on and promotion of the priviledged bond between mother and child, 

often employing iconography of the Madonna and Child in both religious and lay publications 

promoting breastfeeding. This effort constitutes a gendered manifestiation of what Emilio 

Gentile referred to as the “sacralization of politics.”98 In this case, because breastfeeding assumes 

a potent religious symbolism, the mother’s choice of whether or not to engage in state-sponsored 

Taylorist breastfeeding in rationalist clinics takes on a heightened moral charge.  

                                                
98 See Emilio Gentile, The Sacralization of Politics in Fascist Italy. Trans. Keith Botsford. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1996. 
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The La tutela Pamphlet: ONMI’s Pocket Propaganda 
 

After their free Alle madri d’Italia screening, audience members also received a parting 

gift: an instructional pamphlet, La tutela della Maternità e dell’infanzia in Italia. An article for 

ONMI clinic directors in Maternità ed Infanzia explains the gift’s purpose. The pamphlet would 

provide a means for working-class women to study the film’s messages and absorb its dictates 

long after projection. In other words, ONMI intended La tutela to traverse the borders that Alle 

Madri d’Italia, being projected to groups in public spaces, could not. Tucked into a pocket, La 

tutela brought ONMI-approved images and dictums into individual women’s private homes. But 

the brevity of the pamphlet format99 constrained ONMI to select only the most important film 

stills for inclusion. Would they select images of Taylorist breastfeeding? Baby bottle 

preparation? No: the majority of the images selected for this booklet do not show how one ought 

to breastfeed, but where.   

La tutela offered a photo-album of rationalist clinics. Its content consisted almost entirely 

of postcard-sized stills of the buildings filmed for Alle madri d’Italia, captioned with descriptive 

titles. The booklet features a collection of buildings (“Una colonia profilattica per bambini gracili 

e predisposti,” “Il centro di osservazione per minorenni traviati, abbandonati e delinquenti,” and 

numerous Case, “A Prophylactic Colony for Weak and [Disease-] Prone Children,” “The 

Observation Center for Wayward, Abandoned, and Delinquent Minors,” and numerous Homes) 

marked by Rationalist aesthetics.100 Images of rationalist architecture dominate images of 

rationalist breastfeeding almost three to one. This ratio underscores the importance that ONMI 

assigned to built environment in promoting Taylorist breastfeeding as the means to achieve its 

                                                
99 If ONMI had allocated the funds for mass distribution of longer printed accompaniment to the film, then their 
choices of film stills for inclusion would not support conclusions of publisher intent.  
100 Like the buildings constructed in the New Towns, these buildings constitute the vanguard of architectural 
innovation, and should not be interpreted as a norm for the buildings in use in Italy during the 1920s and 1930s. 
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pronatalist goals. But would the working-class women reading La tutela have chosen to use 

ONMI’s services based on the architectural style of their clinics?101 The unlikelihood of such a 

scenario suggests an alternate explanation for the huge number of rationalist buildings in this 

pamphlet. Nor does it explain the preponderance of this style in similar Fascist publications 

focused on the institutional care for women and children.102 To understand why rationalist 

structures eclipsed maternal practices as La tutela’s key photographic subject we must look 

closer, at the buildings themselves.   

Here we note the qualitative aspects of these clinics: they visually impress with their 

modernity and cleanliness. Forced to express Alle madri d’Italia’s key arguments pictorially, and 

in extreme synthesis, La tutela shows what the pages of Maternità ed Infanzia tell: for ONMI, 

rationalist clinics gave physical form to the abstract ideal of moral hygiene. Analyzing the 

architectural features of one ONMI center, the Home of the Mother and Child of Sabaudia (Casa 

della Madre e del Bambino di Sabaudia) (Fig. 19) demonstrates how the regime mobilized 

architectural aesthetics towards this scientific-religious paragon. Like many rationalist structures, 

this Casa features a plethora of square and rectangular windows, regularly spaced along the 

second and third floors of the building. A curved porch breaks the monotony of this cubist grid, 

as does a porthole-style window on the first floor.  Bathed in sunlight, appearing at once 

substantial and weightless, this white, three-story building gives one the impression of a Futurist 

ship sailing above the empty Pontine plane. Note that La tutela uses a titling system for the 

photographs of these structures that defines them on the basis of their intended function and 

                                                
101 This group could not be indoctrinated with textual propaganda, and was often too poor to attend the cinema, 
where LUCE newsreels highlighted ONMI activities before the feature film. Photography-based booklets provided a 
way for ONMI to reach their target audience. 
102 See Le scuole all’aperto in Italia (Milan: Alfieri and Lacroix, 1940) and Assistenza igienico-sanitaria negli 
impianti industriali, (Milan: Montecatini,1935).  
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inhabitants when an official name for the building is not available. This editorial decision points 

to the dual importance of the buildings’ appearance and specialized utility for ONMI operations.   
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Fig. 19 Photograph of Casa della Madre e del Bambino, Sabaudia, 1936  (La tutela della 
Maternità e dell’infanzia in Italia) 
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In a pamphlet whose title seems to indicate content relating to childcare, architecture 

emerges as the most prominent photographic theme instead. Pictures of happy mothers and 

children represent a distinct minority. Even when present, these pairs are ensconced in interior 

architectural spaces marked by the rationalist aesthetic. Everywhere we see them lined up in 

orderly rows, moving from the ONMI clinic filled with gleaming metallic surfaces, to the 

similarly spotless refectory, to the orderly on-site gardens and sunlit terraces. The building 

appears built to process the normal domestic activities of the mothers and children en masse. It 

taylorizes the daily rituals of the private home.  Below a photo featuring children washing their 

faces in sync at a line of sinks (Fig. 19), the text proclaims, “La vita negli asili-nido dell’ONMI:  

pulizia e igiene,” “Life in the ONMI preschools:  cleanliness and hygiene.” And indeed, the 

cleanliness of this building impresses itself upon the reader just as the sheer number of people 

“processed” by the building. The rationalist exteriors of these buildings gesture to the 

rationalized activities that occur therein. 

Taken in sum, La tutela suggests a porous understanding of what constituted a factory: 

this structure evoked the conventional image of an industrial plant producing commercial goods, 

but it could also refer to a clinical center producing an ideal environment for breastfeeding. It 

might even have suggested a biological entity, such as the mother’s body with its reproductive 

capacities. An open-ended definition of the factory, coupled with the centrality of this structure 

to Fascist urban planning, grounds the peculiar relationship of buildings to bodies that pervades 

ONMI propaganda.  
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Fig. 20 Photograph of Children Washing Hands, 1936 located within the bathrooms of a Casa 
della Madre e del Bambino, unspecified city, caption reads, “La vita negli asili-nido dell’ONMI: 
pulizia e igiene…” “Life in the ONMI nurseries: cleanliness and hygiene.” (La tutela della 
Maternità e dell’infanzia in Italia) 
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An Architectural Solution for a Demographic Problem 

What did the regime’s ideal clinic look like?103 Rationalist architecture characterized the 

majority of ONMI’s newly built clinics: regular, geometric lines, extensive use of autarchic 

materials such as local marble and reinforced concrete,104 and swooping curves predominated 

(Fig. 21). In a true union of form and function,105 autarchic ONMI clinics housed maternal 

bodies engaged in domestic reproduction. The design of these new buildings encouraged the 

smooth flow of labor in terms of both work and childbirth. Not so much clinics as factories, the 

aesthetics of these structures served to regulate the production of healthy children with the time-

bound regularity of a manufacturing plant. In this sense, these new ONMI clinics were 

representative of the preponderance of other new buildings commissioned by the regime during 

the 1930s, including post offices, railay stations, stadiums, and Fascist town headquarters. State-

affiliated architects, like Gio Ponti and Angiolo Mazzoni, often treated buildings like bodies. 

These leading architects along with other desigers tried to rationalize circulation to promote 

efficiency and often referred to the health of a building. Ponti, Mazzoni, and lesser-known 

architects created structures that used streamlined reception areas and wide hallways to 

encourage women to walk through the building in prescribed ways. These buildings quickly 

processed ONMI’s clientel by depositing them in their proper locations, much in the way that 

                                                
103 Although a hodgepodge of architectural styles characterized the majority of ONMI clinics in the 1930s, regime 
propaganda focused on their modest collection of newly built rationalist structures to the exclusion of the more 
pervasive refurbished buildings. As such, the modern aesthetics of these new built environments serve as an 
architectural form of Fascist propaganda.   
104 Note too, that materials synthesized in Italy, i.e., those not naturally occurring in the earth, were marketed as 
autarchic. For example, by the late 1920s paid advertisements in architecture magazines Domus and Abitare 
regularly proclaimed linoleum to be un produtto Italianissimo,” “a very Italian product,” In a true union of form and 
function, ONMI buildings temporarily housed maternal bodies engaged in another type of autarchic reproduction: 
the birth of new Italians. 
105 Diane Ghirardo observes, “In their manifestos they favored enormous extensions, vast openings, the extensive 
use of glass for surfacing, and an absolute correspondence between structure and the purpose of the building,” 
“Italian Architects and Fascist Politics: An Evaluation of the Rationalist’s Role in Regime Building,” Journal of the 
Society of Architectural Historians 39, no. 2 (1980), 109-131. 
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people digest food. This analogy of the building as body helps to account for the concern for 

hygiene that permeates ONMI’s proposals for clinic designs and explanations for their use. 

The rhetoric of moral hygiene that pervades descriptions of ideal clinics in ONMI 

propaganda also emerges in leading architectural publications. In Domus and Abitare, references 

to moral hygiene often appear in a causal structure; possessing a clean body becomes a 

prerequisite for being an upstanding member of Fascist society. Hygiene emerges in these 

structures as a concern for bringing light and air into the living space to capture their salubrious 

effects as disinfecting agents. These two natural elements warded off the germs that could slow, 

disrupt, or cease the smooth temporal flows of breastfeeding and infant development with a bout 

of sickness or infant death. The ideal clinic provided a germ-free environment as a precondition 

for the regularized production of breastmilk. These built environments showcased a streamlined, 

assembly-line organization of bodily female labor (childbirth, breastfeeding, food preparation for 

mothers and infants). However, the design and proposed use of these model clinics did not 

represent ONMI clinic architecture and function as a whole. 

The regime’s suggestion that all clinics shared stylistic and functional uniformity belied 

fragmented approaches to funding,106 design, construction, and operation.107 National, 

government-run competitions selected famous architects or architectural groups to design 

prominent clinics, and town government coalitions made selections at the regional level. 

Typically, prefects and the local gentry picked a hometown architect on the basis of his 

                                                
106 The Fascist regime sponsored the construction of new clinics in poor city neighborhoods and rural town centers 
across continental Italy. Government funding also supported the interior conversion of preexisting buildings, such as 
family estates, into institutes for social welfare, such as the rehabilitation of wayward youths. Wide variety of 
architectural style characterizes these structures.  
107 By contrast, site selection proved consistent. ISTAT listings of clinic locations suggest ONMI likely chose these 
sites for their proximity to the poor, often single, mothers who comprised the majority of their clientel. Government 
programs targeting specific demographic groups, such as the Opera Nazionale Dopolavoro and Massaie Rurali also 
selected meeting areas for propinquity. Although the Regime considered Italian East Africa part of the Italian 
Empire, O.N.M.I.’s reach was confined to the country of Italy.  ONMI did not build clinics in the African territories.   
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commitment to constructing buildings in the community. In Trieste, for example, the city prefect 

selected native Triestine architect Umberto Nordio to construct the city’s ONMI clinic based on 

his previous work on the city’s Stazione Marittima, Casa Zelco, and Casa della Ras.108 Although 

ONMI propaganda continually featured images of rationalist clinics, it occluded information 

regarding architects’ biographies and the details of clinic construction. To judge from film clips 

and photos disseminated by the regime, these structures appear to have spontaneously sprung 

into being, fully formed. Naming the living architect who designed each building would have 

called attention to the often provincial, fragmentary nature of construction, contradicting the 

regime’s attempt to cast these structures as impressive mainstays of nationalized, modern 

medicine. Further, by focusing intently on the intended use of these buildings rather than their 

construction, regime propaganda naturalized their rapid proliferation across Italy during the 

1930s. Focusing on the existence rather than the recent creation of such structures obscured the 

magnitude of this change. This tactic shifted the onus of negotiating the anonymity and public 

nature of industrial medicine from ONMI to their clientel. In essence, ONMI delegates the work 

of adapting to the new spaces associated with modern medicine to individuals, allowing the 

clinic to function with increased efficiency in service of regime goals.  

Maternità ed Infanzia demonstrates how ONMI translated this abstract aim into concrete 

practices. The periodical discusses room function and activity flow in “L’organizzazione della 

casa” (The Organization of the House), a subsection of an article inaugurating Forlì’s new ONMI 

clinic.109 Textual elaboration of the floor plan provides a window into the interior workings of 

ONMI clinics to the extent that this heralded example of built environment generalizes to similar 

model structures constructed in the mid- to late-1930s (Fig. 22).   
                                                
108 See Giuseppe Pagano, “Architetti a Trieste,” Casabella 8 (April 1935): 16-23. 
109 See A. Cappelli Vegni, “La Casa della Madre e del Bambino di Forlì,” Maternità ed Infanzia 11 (April 1936): 5; 
hereafter abbreviated “La casa.”  
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Out of the twenty-one ground floor rooms, nine housed activities relating directly to food. 

Kitchens, pantries, milk dispensaries, breastfeeding rooms (divezzi) and refectories abound.110 

Other rooms secondarily managed food consumption, such as the combined client intake office 

and mothers’ refectory situated in the back of the building. Arrows pointing to the main entrance 

from Piazza XX Settembre indicate that clients were to move directly into one of the two 

centralized breastfeeding rooms upon arrival. Arrows at the side entrance near the back of the 

building directed mothers through a series of rooms for clinical oversight, including consultation 

rooms and offices, before leading up two flights of stairs into the central breastfeeding room.  

This floor plan suggests that the flow of maternal bodies in this building was connected with, and 

resulted in, the flow of breastmilk. This prescriptive floor plan precludes both aimless wandering 

and individual decision making regarding movement. A Rationalist approach to labor emerges in 

the prescribed motion of maternal bodies through the rationalist clinic; regimentation of travel is 

designed to produce maximum efficiency in this factory-like space. 

                                                
110 Refectories further divided into dining halls for mothers of small children (refettori madri) and mothers of 
breastfeeding infants (refettori divezzi). ONMI believed that these two groups had distinct nutritional needs, as 
evidenced by the fact that two pantries typically supplied the separate pantries for the dining halls. 
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Fig. 21 Floor Plan of Casa della Madre e del Bambino, Forlì, 1936, ground floor (Maternità ed 
Infanzia 5 [April 1936])  
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Description of room purpose also suggests the rationalist approach to feeding. The article 

discusses the nursery (asilo-nido), mothers’ refectory, pediatric and obstetric clinics, milk 

dispensary, and social service office (ufficio di assistenza) at length (see “La casa” p. 6). Rooms 

are differentiated based on the type of milk consumed therein. Infants raised on a combination of 

animal milk and artificial milk, collectively known as mixed milk (allattamento misto), occupied 

the nursery next to the quarantine area for sick mothers and infants. Because ONMI priviledged 

human breastmilk above all other kinds of milk, this layout seems to punish mothers who were 

unable to breastfeed by placing them in the undesirable area closest to ill clients. This placement 

also suggests that women who could not breastfeed were sick themselves. 

In an expressly Taylorist design, this room included a rolling cart that permitted ONMI 

personnel to transport infants from room to room in the manner of factory goods.111 This cart 

similarly suggests the predominance of hygienic considerations in room function: ONMI 

personnel did not permit mothers to enter the space.  Instead, clients passed their infants to 

volunteer caretakers (vigliatrici) through “due sportelli a vetri appositamente costruiti,” “two 

glass counters expressly created for this purpose” (“La casa,” p. 8). Personnel then removed the 

infants’ clothes and dressed them in blue uniforms (divise) bearing the ONMI insignia. These 

moves equated the inability to breastfeed with the larger inability to care for one’s children. 

Separating infants from their mothers and then renaming them with ONMI’s stamp casts the 

state, not the mother, as the parent. By contrast, breastfed infants remained with their mothers in 

the breastfeeding rooms and wore their own clothing. Lined up in organized rows, mothers were 

to breastfeed their infants collectively. This plan suggests the assumption that infants could and 

                                                
111 “Un carrello fasciatoio permette di portare i piccini dalla culla nella sala bagni e nei servizi igienici ad essi 
particolarmente riservati, senza prenderli in braccio.” See “La casa” p. 6. 
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would breastfeed on demand. The total absence of furniture beyond low benches (panchine) 

indicates that mothers were to concentrate exclusively on the work of breastfeeding. 

Clinic operations cast eating and feeding as prescriptive practices requiring intense 

medical monitoring. In the nursery’s kitchen, cooks prepared different meals for infants at five 

weaning stages.112 Concern for infant nutrition prevailed for the mothers’ refectory as well. Here, 

cooks adjusted the general menu according to doctors’ prescriptions to thicken or thin individual 

mothers’ breastmilk. The health commission (Commissione sanitaria) posted dietary tables in 

both the kitchen and the director’s office.  In a telling division of work, the building’s female 

authority (la dirigente) oversaw quasi-maternal activities of daily upkeep: infant check-in, 

clothing change, cleanliness, and feeding.  By contrast, a male doctor watched over “l’igiene dei 

locali,” “the hygiene of the premises,” and provided “prescrizioni individuali,” “individual 

prescriptions” to mothers regarding the appropriate amount of breastmilk to feed their infants 

(“La casa” p. 9).  This gendered division between cleanliness and hygiene points to the scientific, 

medical, and modern associations of the latter trait. Drawing this hierarchical distinction between 

cleanliness and hygiene suggests the lower, material status of the former and the higher, abstract 

status of the later.  Hygiene emerged as an element to be rigidly controlled by medics in spaces 

where infants consumed milk of any sort.    

 Regulated use of the milk dispensary illustrates how hygiene connected to medical 

surveillance (Fig. 23). This image shows the assembly-line style of work involved in the 

hygienic preparation of artificial milk.  Rows upon rows of glass bottles await their sterilizing 

dip in boiling water.  Each week, the clinic doctor provided a summary table of medical 

                                                
112 Because ONMI employed female cooks, all kitchens included cradles to ensure that employees as well as clientel 
regularly breastfed. 
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prescriptions for each infant’s formula.113 A health assistant (assistente sanitaria) conducted 

daily inspections of the milk dispensary. In this lablike space, the specialized female cook (cuoca 

specializzata) mixed powders and sterilized glass. As the use of the dispensary demonstrates, 

milk reined as a priviledged food to be carefully dosed by medical authorities. In the clinic, 

doctors used measurement tools, such as clocks, scales, and charts, to scrutinize the female body 

and the body of the infant during breastfeeding. The regime could thus potentially control: (1) 

who breastfed – ideally, the mothers themselves rather than wetnurses; (2) the qualities and 

quantities of food and breastmilk consumed – dietary tables governed the mothers, with the 

express purpose of changing the consistency of their milk, while the orari and doppia pesata 

ruled the infants; and (3) when, where, and how feeding and eating took place. 

 

 

                                                
113 Although not physically present, medical authorities oversaw this work, which involves “secondo le prescrizioni 
mediche, risultanti da un quadro nominitivo degli assistiti, viene preparato dalla cuoca specializzata sotto il controllo 
dell’assistente sanitaria ogni mattina, nella cucina lattanti (la quale è provvista di apposite sterilizzatrice),” 
“according to medical prescriptions, resulting from the summary table of those assisted, will be prepared every 
morning by the specialized cook under the control of the health assistant, in the bottle-fed children’s kitchen (which 
is furnished with a sterilizer for this purpose” (see “La casa,” p. 9).  
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Fig. 22 Photograph of Milk Sterilization Room,1927, located within a Casa della Madre e del 
Bambino, unspecified Southern city (Maternità ed Infanzia [January 1927]) 
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The regime obsessively tracked the number of bodies processed by its health care 

services. ONMI’s role in this endeavor cannot be underestimated. In the year 1935 alone, 255, 

605 pregnant mothers came to an ONMI-run obstetric clinic for their first visit, and 485,958 

infants were taken to their first visit to an ONMI-run pediatric clinic, according to the Istituto 

Centrale di Statistica del Regno d’Italia (ISTAT), the Fascist government’s official arm of 

statistical analysis. Further data details visitor totals for ONMI’s refectories, milk dispensaries, 

and nurseries. ISTAT data for ONMI’s activities lists increasingly specific and numerous public 

institutional settings for the years 1936-1946. By and large, architecture trumped agency: 

emographers working on behalf of the regime divided this data not by who serves the mothers 

and children, but rather where they are served, that is, primarily in clinical settings rather than in 

the home. Rationalist ONMI centers emerged as an architectural solution to a seemingly vast 

demographic problem.  

These themes are not confined to the auspices of ONMI.  Similar preoccupations figure 

in the city planning of the New Towns in the Pontine Marshes.  Situated within the broader 

Fascist perception of the city as a barren, diseased body and the countryside as a fertile and 

healthy zone, these towns simply shift the Taylorist objective of the factory from maximized 

production of goods to maximized production of healthy children.  Long after Fascism was 

discredited as a movement and Mussolini had met his end, the architectural and social legacy of 

these ideas lives on.  The suburban building boom that accompanied the Economic Miracle of 

the late 1950s and early 1960s harkens back to the Garden City ideals espoused in New Town 

literature, and the accompanying population jump leaves one with the uneasy realization that the 

Fascist period union of Rationalism and pronatalism continued to express itself well after the 

regime’s demise.    
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Part I: Conclusions 

What did it mean to be a good mother according to the Fascist regime? In this section, I 

have suggested that Fascist motherhood is something that women did, as well as something that 

they were.  Scholars of women’s history under Fascism, including Victoria De Grazia, Elizabeth 

Dixon Whitaker, Perry Wilson, and Lesley Caldwell, have generally defined the ideal Fascist 

mother in terms of physical qualities like high fertility and physical robustness.  I expand on this 

characterization by examining ideal Fascist motherhood primarily in terms of a series of actions, 

and secondarily as a collection of characteristics.  As the previous three chapters have 

demonstrated, good Fascist mothering derived from women’s actions and decisions like Taylorist 

breastfeeding and using rationalist clinics to do so.  But collapsing breastfeeding with 

motherhood obscures two issues: first, some women – by choice or by nature – could not 

breastfeed their own children, and second, other women – for financial gain or necessity – 

breastfed children who were not their own.  Wetnursing brought these two groups together.  As 

employers and employees, it would seem that both groups fulfill the Fascist regime’s primary 

demand.  Collectively, they nourished the next generation with Italian breastmilk.  But as we 

shall see, the regime rejected wetnursing on the same grounds used to denigrate midwifery: poor 

moral hygiene.114  This intriguing parallel between the midwife and the wetnurse provides a 

useful way to understand the social values at stake in Taylorist breastfeeding, and the meaning of 

Fascist motherhood.   

                                                
114 In the eyes of the regime and state-affiliated doctors, the midwife and the wetnurse shared negative associations 
with the working class, both in terms of their demographic origins and in terms of the populations who they served. 
But more class, gender roles and the sub-economy surrounding reproductive labor account for the anxiety 
surrounding these two professions. Historically, men controlled wetnursing: as Yael Manes points out, “In 
[Renaissance] Tuscany, it became a business transaction that men usually carried out: the new father, the wet nurse’s 
husband (the balio) and an agent. A contract was signed with stipulations concerning the duties of each, the 
penalties for failure to perform these duties and for breaking the contract early, and the terms for payment. Even the 
rates were fixed by law” (2014, 373). The moral hazard of wetnursing lay not only in the out-sourcing of motherly 
duty, but also in the threat of cutting out the middlemen from financial transactions between mothers and wetnurses.   
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This antipathy is evinced by increasing use of the term baliatrico mercenario in the 

Fascist and far-right press.115  While so-called mercenary wetnurses (sensale or mandarine) 

provided the necessary nutrients of human milk, regime propaganda tarred them with the same 

brush applied to the midwife.  The press linked wetnurses to the dirt of the countryside and the 

moral opprobrium. As with the midwife, concrete and abstract filth combined to form a lack of 

moral hygiene. Because some women were physically incapable of breastfeeding, Giovanni 

Fagioli, founder of the Istituto di Baliatico “La nutrice” (The Wetnurse Institute “The 

Nourisher”), framed wetnursing as a necessary evil. At best, the wetnurse menaced “la salute 

materiale e morale della famiglia,” “material and moral health of the family.”  At worse, she 

threatened “un pericolo mortale per la sua integrità fisica e morale” (185), “a moral danger to its 

physical and moral integrity.”116   

A poll of Roman doctors and pediatricians conducted by the right-leaning newspaper 

Giornale d’Italia framed the perceived problem of the wetnurse as one of hygienic and 

unhygienic built environments.  The newspaper characterized their January 1929 poll as an 

“esercizio della vigilanza igienica,” “exercise in the surveillance of hygiene,” regarding the 

“condizioni sanitari” (cited in Fagioli 1940, 182), “sanitary conditions,” of the wetnurses’ 

surroundings.  But the poll was also an exercize in state surveillance: the regime’s Office of 

Hygiene (Ufficio d’Igiene del Governatorato) examined, and edited, all interviews results prior 

to publication (ibid.). Though these medics certainly condemn the wetnurse for her chief interest 

in payment rather than infant health, they primarily decry the unhygienic built environments 

where wetnursing occurs.  Dimestore novel language colors the descriptions: wetnurses 

                                                
115 Both prior to and after the Fascist period, the unmodified term fare la balia was more commonly applied to 
wetnursing.  It could also indicate more general forms of paid infant care provided by a non-relative. 
116 See Giovanni Fagioli’s medical guide to wetnursing, Il bimbo al seno: Le grave conseguenze del baliatico 
mercenario (The Infant at the Breast: The Grave Consequences of Mercenary Breastfeeding).  
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supposedly worked in “antri luridi e fetidi,” “lurid and fetid dens,” and “ambienti del tutto 

malsani,” “altogether unhealthy environments” (cited in Fagioli 1940, 186). This booklet 

highlights regime-affiliated centers for wetnurses as a hygienic solution, a move that also 

increased medical surveillance and government oversight of this practice.  The only photos in 

this book show the interior rooms of one such center.  In every photo, a male doctor surveys the 

scene, whether in person at a desk, as in the photo “La Direzione,” “The Management,” or from 

the height of a wall-hung portrait, as in “Salottino per la scelta delle balie,” “Room for the 

Selection of Wetnurses” (Fig. 23). Portraits of the King and Mussolini hang just to the right of 

the Director’s, creating a space of classed and gendered hierarchy to bring wetnursing under 

regime control.  In a textual reflection of this visual argument, the article also applauds the 

regime’s recent decision to criminalize wetnursing without government documentation.  

Wetnurses endangered Fascist motherhood.  But why?  Alle madri d’Italia hints at an answer: 

collapsing breastfeeding with motherhood allowed the Fascist government to monitor women as 

well as children.  Wetnursing limited the regime’s reach by giving middle- and upper-class 

women control over their time, and by giving poor and working-class women control over their 

finances.  This is why the film demonstrates the preparation of artificial milk for poor and 

working-class mothers who could not breastfeed.  To the regime, the problem with wetnursing 

lies not in its nutritional deficits, but its social ones.   
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Fig. 23 Photograph of Istituto Baliatrico “La Nutrice,” 1940, front office (Il bimbo al seno: Le 
grave conseguenze del baliatico mercenario 103 [1940]) 
 



	  128 

Like midwives, wetnurses lacked formal association with the Fascist government.  

Because of their status as independent practitioners dealing with women’s reproductive health 

and labor, both groups differed from male doctors on the basis of political affiliations as well as 

their female gender.  And in terms of social class, wetnurses stood alone.  Whereas doctors came 

from the upper middle classes and midwives represented a range of classes, wetnurses came 

exclusively from poor and working-class backgrounds.  Wetnursing implicated class issues in a 

way that midwifery did not: it created woman-to-woman relationships of financial 

interdependence and physical intimacy between adult and infant bodies across social classes.  Put 

more broadly, wetnursing threatened to undermine Fascist hierarchies gender and class by 

placing local infant foodways in the private homes, outside of regime control. By extension, 

wetnurses – working-class women – could have an outsize impact on the regime’s national 

economic and demographic projects.   Little surprise then, that Fascist propaganda worked to 

ameliorate wetnurses’ moral hygiene through greater intensity of medical surveillance and 

regimentation of feeding.   

Constructing Industrial Motherhood 

Taylorist breastfeeding persists today; unaware of the practice’s origins in Fascism’s 

promotion of state healthcare, many Italian women continue to follow doctor-recommended 

orari in their homes and purchase scales for the doppia pesata. The persistence of these 

procedures suggests the partial success of ONMI’s initiatives during the 1930s. In contemporary 

Italy, breastfeeding remains a regimented, medicalized activity.  The majority of maternal health 

care now takes place under doctors’ supervision in clinics rather than in the home.  By contrast, 

the regime’s original goal for denaturalizing maternal care, to use rationalist clinics to monitor 

and improve mothers’ bodily efficiency and enhance the future body politic, proved untenable.  



	  129 

Despite the glowing portrayals of ideal clinics in propaganda like Alle madri d’Italia, the regime 

failed to draw mothers into these specialized spaces of control.  Women’s healthcare largely 

remained a home-based enterprise until the 1950s. Further, although propaganda suggests a 

preponderance of Rationalist clinic constructions during the 1930s, these buildings constituted a 

mere fraction of the clinics available, the majority of which operated on a local level with no 

nationally consistent aesthetic or operational style.   

Yet more broadly, Taylorist breastfeeding and rationalist clinics contributed to a new 

model of thinking about women’s roles and gendered work in Italian society. With these two 

inventions, the Fascist regime expanded the traditional definition of the factory to include 

women’s biological labor. In Alle madri d’Italia, the ideal clinic’s form and function 

demonstrates that the regime conceived of industrial production in the broadest possible terms: 

women’s bodily work of (re)production constituted a form of labor analogous to factory work 

like textile production and automotive manufacturing. Characterizing breastfeeding as a form of 

industry permitted the Regime to redefine early childcare as subject to state regulation and 

oversight. This move also created a novel way of thinking about womanhood that defied the 

period’s dichotomization of women into the categories of the modern, frigid donna crisi (crisis 

woman) and the florid, fecund massaia (country woman). Industrial motherhood evoked ordered 

fertility on a mass scale, resulting in the accelerated production of more and better Italian 

children. This new gender model exemplified the constellation of motives and contradictions 

inherent in the regime’s recruitment of women into industrial production and its concurrent 

espousal of traditional gender roles.   

This is not to say that concern for pronatalism and eugenics applied exclusively to Italy 

or to Fascism. The fact that numerous countries (France, Italy, and Germany among them) 
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inaugurated their first “Mothers’ Day” during this period suggests the trope’s ascension. Period 

magazines often applied near-identical nomenclature to emphasize the mother-child relationship, 

as evidenced by publications such as La Mère et l’Enfant, Maternità ed Infanzia, and Mutter und 

Kind.  The context of French and German pronatalism however, also reveals the uniqueness of 

the Italian iteration. The Alliance national contre la dépopulation (National Alliance Against 

Depopulation) imposed repressive measures against abortion and contraception in France in the 

early 1930s, but also provided family welfare packages that included financial allowances and 

improved housing. In contrast to the strong ideological, legislative, and financial connections 

between the Italian Fascist government and ONMI, the Alliance held a politically neutral stance. 

Both liberal and conservative political groups in France supported the majority of the Alliance’s 

initiatives. German pronatalism, promoted by the Deutsches Frauenwerk (The German Women’s 

Bureau), emphasized racial policy to a greater extent than did Italian pronatalism. Racial 

emphasis also differed between the two countries: while the Italian stirpe and German Volk 

evoke race as well as nationalistic ethics and culture, Volk stresses race whereas stirpe accents 

the latter elements. Mention of razza (race) only began to proliferate in Italian propaganda after 

the Ethiopian Invasion.117 Variant meanings of race also help to explain the fact that in Germany, 

pronatalism twinned with sterilization; minimizing the reproduction of “undesirable” racial and 

social groups promoted eugenic aims.   

In Italy, propaganda encouraged potential mothers to participate in Taylorist 

breastfeeding by redefining the proper location and overseer of maternal health care. To 

naturalize industrialized healthcare, ONMI incorporated the rhetoric of moral hygiene, conflating 

germs with evil. This characterization valorized the doctor as a model of medical authority, 

                                                
117 This distinction partially clarifies the nebulous boundaries of racial conceptions, but it does not exculpate harmful 
acts committed in the name of stirpe.   
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ultimately displacing the midwife as the guide to maternal healthcare. Such a move is consistent 

Fascist policies promoting party-affiliated professionals over independent practitioners. This 

privileging evokes broader cultural changes taking place in the Italian medical profession, as 

medical care moved from the home to the clinic, and incorporated new tools and protocol.  

Doctors’ dictates extended the state’s presence into the privacy of the patient’s own home via 

prescriptive breastfeeding schedules and complex hygienic practices for bathing infants, 

monitoring wetnurses, and preparing artificial milk. The total effect of such moves was to change 

the relationship between healer and patient from a personal into a professionalized one, in which 

the doctor held far greater authority over his patient than in the past.  Health care began to 

operate on a mass scale, using approaches to the maternal body that are almost industrial in 

nature. In this vision of medicine, the doctor functioned as an omniscient factory boss, and the 

mother as a compliant worker engaged in the constant and hygienic production of breastmilk and 

thus of healthy future citizens for Italy. Ultimately the regime, despite its claims, did not oppose 

to women’s labor in the public sphere per se; rather, it objected to women’s participation in 

prestigious and/or wage-earning work. Enlarging the idea of industrial production to include 

Taylorist breastfeeding points to a more specific aim: the regime sought control over women’s 

labor in terms of location, methods, and (lack of) payment. As such, ONMI clinics evince the 

cohesiveness of the regime’s actions in seizing control of gendered labor and the fallacy of its 

oft-stated desire to relegate women to the domestic sphere.    
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PART II: Cooks and Ladies in the Home 

Cooking under Fascism: Autarchy  
 
 The tug-of-war between the regime’s emphasis on culinary economy and female citizens’ 

concerns for finding flavor on a family budget exemplifies a broad phenomenon – under 

Fascism, power struggles over public politics and private practices materially manifested in food. 

As I explained in the introduction to chapter one (“Breastfeeding under Fascism: Part 2 - 

Autarchy p. 50), the regime believed that culinary movements like the Battle for Grain would 

defend the alimentary front of a larger economic war: the struggle for autarchy. Autarchy 

signified economic self-sufficiency at the national level.  For the Fascist regime, financial 

sovereignty also translated into political autonomy. In a loop of tautological reasoning, autarchy 

served as both the means and the end for unilateral action and conquest in the greater 

Mediterranean. To raise domestic production, Italy increased their domestic territory – by 

claiming the quarta sponda, the so-called “fourth shore” of Italy in Italian East Africa. Benito 

Mussolini invaded Ethiopia in September 1935, establishing the Italian Empire in East Africa. In 

October, the League of Nations countered with a raft of economic sanctions against Italy, 

curtailing trade with key partners such as Turkey, from whom Italy received the majority of its 

grain. The regime then shifted its focus from expanding the boundaries of the domestic to 

increasing the capacity of production, formulating policies to rationalize and modernize Italian 

industry. By reducing imports and increasing production, the regime hoped to attain economic 

self-sufficiency and imperviousness to war.  Autarchy, unlike the Battle for Grain, was not 

strictly a food-based policy – rather, it promoted the production and consumption of Italian 
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goods, both material (linoleum, marble) and abstract (Italian labor, Italian language118). But 

promoting autarchy in industry, agriculture and the arts provided insufficient leverage to 

counterbalance trade deficits. How then to increase autarchic production and consumption after 

market saturation? Mass culture pointed to a previously untapped resource: women’s domestic 

labor. By recognizing breastfeeding – and, as we shall see here in Part II – cooking, cleaning, 

shopping, and gardening as forms of work like manufacturing and business, the regime could 

apply policies of economy to the domestic sphere as well as to the industrial sector. Once the 

regime placed cooking within the broader frame of autarchic production, they could shift 

interventions from the public market to the private, controlling productivity at the level of 

everyday life. This framing did not valorize labor in the home so much as open the kitchen to 

government interference. Autarchy pushed Domestic policy into the domestic sphere.   

Cooking under Nazism and Stalinism: Comparative Autarchies 

 The Italian Fascist government was not alone in embracing autarchy as a means to 

unilateral military action. German Nazism and Russian Stalinism pursued autarchy for analogous 

motives, but the geopolitics of their national foodways created divergent culinary effects.119 

These three dictatorial states shared a common framework in their initial approach: each relied 

on regime-affiliated women’s groups to promote autarchy to working class mothers as a classed 

and gendered culinary project. In Nazi Germany, organizations like the National Mothers’ 

Service (the Reichsmutterdienst, part of the Deutsches Frauenwerk) and the National Economy 

                                                
118 In his 1932 cookbook La cucina futurista, Marinetti famously proposed new Italian terms for English and French 
import words. For instance, “sandwich” would become “tramezzino” and “bar” would become “quisibeve.” The 
former caught on, but the latter did not (Helstosky 2004, 87).   
119 Very little work has been done on alimentary policy in Francoist Spain. In the more general realm of women’s 
history under Spanish Fascism, Mary Nash has noted that while the civil war created new roles for women, it did so 
within the parameters of the traditional understandings of gender roles. She argues that, in line with the Bolshevik 
and French revolutions, apparently dramatic social change among the milicianas (female volunteer soldiers) masked 
underlying continuities in women’s work.   
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and Home Economy Boards (Volkwirtschaft and Hauswirtschaft) counseled women on patriotic 

practices for the market and the kitchen by suggesting specific food choices and preparations for 

national shortages. The Home Economy Board recommended vegetables over meat, and heavily 

promoted the Eintopf (the ‘one-pot dish’) as the meal of sacrifice for the nation. They advised 

German civilians to develop a ‘political stomach’ to face wartime cookery. As in Italy, patriotism 

offered one justification for augmenting foodways, but advocating self-denial to promote 

national interests failed to convince women to change their recipes. Recognizing this, Home 

Economy propaganda increasingly supplemented the call for culinary sacrifice with practical tips 

to point out the personal benefits that autarchy provided for housewives. Later Eintopf 

preparations emphasized the health benefits of eating vegetables and the time saved by preparing 

one-pot dinners. German Nazism originally promoted alimentary autarchy as a cultural and 

nationalistic issue, but for Italian Fascism, this arose from economic necessity. Wartime food 

shortages created larger culinary shockwaves in Germany than they did in Italy, where autarchy 

simply provided a new name for the way that families had eaten for centuries. Many Italian 

women had extensive experience with la cucina povera (the ‘cooking of the poor’), but 

Hamsterfahrten (so-called ‘hamstering trips’ into the countryside to forage for food) and black 

markets constituted new social phenomena for the German women who came of age during 

Nazism.120   

 Italy’s history of culinary austerity found a closer corollary in the traditions of the 

Russian kitchen. The obshchestvennitsa or ‘civic-minded woman’ movement drew tens of 

thousands of women into the Stalinist reconstruction of daily life through their volunteer work 

and influence in the domestic sphere. This group constituted one element of the broader 

                                                
120 See Lisa Pine’s “Food in Nazi Germany: Consumption, Education and Propaganda in Peace and War.” Paper 
presented at the “Food and History” panel for the Institute of Historical Research, London, July 2013. 
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movement to modernize Russian motherhood by applying principles of science and design to the 

home, and to the kitchen specifically. Like their Italian counterparts in the Fasciste Femminili, 

these modern mothers sought to prepare meals for their families using the latest nutritional 

information provided by state science boards. But the communal nature of Stalinism meant that 

alimentary autarchy also applied heavily in public dining settings: members of the 

obshchestvennitsa supervised meal preparation in factory cafeterias as well as in family homes. 

By contrast, the Italian Fascist women’s groups rarely cooked for public groups, but rather 

supervised food preparation at communal kitchens in nurseries and soup kitchens as part of the 

their volunteer efforts. Supervision of cooking even extended into the private homes. As 

explained in “Alle madri d’Italia Part 1 - Production and Distribution” in chapter 1, ONMI used 

volunteer social workers (visitatrici – typically the wives of middle- and upper-class Fascist 

officials) to inspect the cooking and cleaning habits of the working-class women who relied on 

state cafeterias to supplement their family food budgets. As such, social class control shaped the 

Italian Fascist promotion of domestic cookery in a way that it did not in its Stalinist counterpart.  

The promotion of alimentary autarchy in Russia was also less rooted in the cult of domesticity 

than it was in either Germany or in Italy. This was due in part to the collectivization of daily life 

and in part to women’s greater participation in the workforce. Although similar rhetoric 

connected home and homeland – the obshchestvennitsa was to be the “housewife to the nation” – 

these inventions were primarily aimed at the public sphere, and benefited women workers as 

well as men.121   

 Writing in the context of everyday history in the Soviet Union, cultural historian Sheila 

Fitzpatrick has noted that individuals’ stories from the same time and place will often order 

                                                
121 Pravda May 10, 1936, cited in Rebecca Balmas Neary’s “Mothering Socialist Society: The Wife-Activists’ 
Movement and the Soviet Culture of Daily Life, 1934-41.” Russian Review 1999 58(3), 396-412, citation p. 403. 
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themselves around the same master narratives (1999, 403). Applying this idea to food history, we 

might ask if individuals’ recipes follow the same patterns in terms of ingredients, preparations, 

and cooking technologies, like the use of an open fire versus a stovetop. Attendant considerations 

such as the amount of time and labor expected for a certain dish to be considered worth cooking 

would broaden the cultural implications for these questions. European historians Paul Steege, 

Andrew Stuart Bergerson, Maureen Healy, and Pamela E. Swett have observed “it has become 

trendy for historians to flavor their narratives with tastes of the everyday.”122 As Part II will 

argue, the culinary, the lexical field from which these scholars draw their terms, provides a 

powerfully explanatory arena for examining the history of everyday life, or Alltagsgeschichte.   

Fascist Foodways from Breastfeeding to Cooking 

In this chapter, we move from government clinic to private kitchen. As demonstrated in 

Part I, the Fascist state’s interventions in breastfeeding spoke to their interest in using women’s 

reproductive feeding work to support pronatalism. Similarly, the regime intervened in cooking, 

using women’s productive feeding work to support autarchy. So how do the foodways associated 

with women’s feeding work - breastfeeding and cooking – differ? First and foremost, the regime 

attempted to use breastfeeding and cooking to support political different goals: government 

interventions in breastfeeding relied on the biological properties of food to form Italian infants 

from the inside out. By feeding working-class mothers particular foods and controlling the time 

and place of breastfeeding, the regime manipulated infant foodways – or, to coin a term, 

milkways – in order to strengthen the individual bodies and increase the total number of the 

national population. Put telegraphically, the pronatalist project was eugenic: the government 

manipulated the biological qualities of food to shape the bodies and character of future Italians.   

                                                
122 See Paul Steege, Andrew Stuart Bergerson, Maureen Healy, Pamela E. Swett.  “The History of Everyday Life: A 
Second Chapter.” The Journal of Modern History 2008 80(2), 358-378, citation p. 377. 
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In contrast to breastfeeding, the Fascist state used cooking to meet economic and social 

goals rather than eugenic ones. Here, the regime relied on the daily repetition involved in food 

preparation and on cooking’s tradition for prescriptive literature to mobilize the current 

population to support autarchy. Fascist speeches and haute cuisine menus alike suggested that 

preparing an Italian-style vegetable soup instead of a French meat dish profoundly impacted the 

national economic picture. This culinary example points to two key differences between 

breastfeeding and cooking in the context of Fascist foodways:123 first, whereas breastfeeding 

interventions remained a profoundly governmental project, commercial as well as political 

publications took up the call for autarchic cooking. But not every cookbook author and kitchen 

designer who promoted autarchic cooking also supported Fascist politics. Rather, many used 

governmental enthusiasm for this project for their own purposes, such as securing funding for pet 

projects or sounding a timely note to invigorate revised editions of classic cookbooks. Part II 

examines designers’ and writers’ political beliefs through a series of thematically linked case 

studies to demonstrate how Italian citizens from Fascists to Socialists actively engaged with and 

made use of political culture to personal ends at the level of the everyday.  But despite wide 

variation in political opinion, one culinary consensus emerged: each kitchen (the part) 

metonymically figured the national larder (the whole). This popular synecdoche of domestic 

cooking and Domestic Affairs constitutes the second key difference between the Fascist 

foodways of breastfeeding and cooking. Put in concrete terms, this formulation heightened the 

                                                
123 Analyzing Fascist foodways means looking the people, places, and practices that surround food.  In other words, 
I focus on materials that concern food, like cookbooks and dishware, rather than on food itself.  In many ways, this 
chapter builds on Carol Helstosky’s foundational work in food history, which looks at food to understand the past.  
For further information on the methodological distinctions between foodways and food history, see Enrique C. 
Ochoa’s “Political Histories of Food,” Jeffrey M. Pilcher’s “Cultural Histories of Food,” and Tracey Deutsch’s 
“Labor Histories of Food.”  For contextualization of Helstosky’s work in the Food Studies discipline, see R. Kenji 
Tierney and Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney’s “Anthropology of Food,” The Oxford Handbook of Food History. Ed. Jeffrey 
M. Pilcher. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2012. 
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importance of stirring a pot of risotto to the level of supporting soldiers on the front.124 This 

construction apparently valorized the socially denigrated work of cooking, but with a Fascist, not 

socially progressive, goal in mind: to open up food preparation – from bodies (the bend of the 

back over the risotto pot on the electric stove) to activities (the number of stirs per minute, the 

time of day of the meal preparation) to spaces (the washable linoleum floor beneath the cook’s 

feet, the aluminum of the risotto pot) – to regime intervention. 

As we move from the public clinic to the private kitchen, it bears noting that the private 

kitchen was not actually private.  First, government interventions directly targeted this space.  

For example, the Fascist state ran and judged competitions (concorsi) to select the architectural 

firms to design and construct new urban public housing units and their kitchens and canteens.  

They also funded these projects, and installed building managers to supervise their use by 

working-class populations in cities from Bari to Milan.125 These types of architectural 

interventions in the kitchen parallel the clinic treatment examined in Part I. But as we shall see 

here in Part II, kitchens, unlike clinics, also saw extensive commercial interference. In a second 

form of interference, prescriptive literature like cookbooks, cooking magazines, and almanacs 

translated, and in some cases disagreed with, regime dictates for kitchen design and use. Each 

document and design told women to cook in slightly a different way, creating a cacophony of 

voices echoed in the private kitchen. To be more accurate, Part II does not move from a public 

space (the clinic) to a private one (the kitchen). Rather, it moves from private activities in public 

spaces to public activities in private spaces. But why did the kitchen, rather than the living room 

                                                
124 To read more about this specific example, see Chapter 3, Nephritics and Knights: Ricettari Bodies at Risk, Part 
2. 
125 Piero Bottoni, “Determinare i criteri della casa di Oggi,” Domus. n. 145, 1940, pp. 23-24; Vanna Fraticelli, 
“Parva sed apta mihi: Note sulla cultura e sulla politica della casa negli anni venti in Italia,” Nuova DWF. n. 19-20, 
1982, pp. 39-47. 
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or bedroom, emerge as the locus of government invention and personal power struggles? Unlike 

rooms meant for display, like the living room, or rest, like the bedroom,126 the kitchen was a 

functional room, a space of gendered and classed labor and production. And, after all, the 

majority of the family budget went towards food.127       

An entire sub-economy revolved around cooks’ salaries and housewives’ invisible labor. 

The urban kitchen served as a female workspace, with its own forms and norms of labor 

practices and payment for the processing raw goods for consumption. The vast majority of the 

kitchens discussed in Part II are urban ones, in major cities and in smaller townships. Although 

the regime hoped to intervene in rural kitchens as well, they were largely unsuccessful in 

changing the domestic landscape in the countryside.  I focus on the relatively more rapid and 

widespread changes in urban kitchens.128 And as a workspace, the kitchen served as a key arena 

for interclass negotiations, dialogues, and disputes: in upper- and middle-class kitchens, the lady 

of the house surveyed and monitored the working-class cook’s work.  In working-class 

households, the homemaker cooked in addition to her other work both in and outside the home. 

In middle- and lower-middle class households, the situation was further complicated by broader 

socioeconomic shifts: many domestic workers left their work as cooks and maids for 

                                                
126 One might argue that bedrooms contain reproductive work, whereas the kitchen contains productive work. Both 
activities drew regime attention. And indeed, the government encouraged pronatalism in the home by creating 
separate bedrooms for parents and children. However, government interference in reproduction did not go so far as 
to dictate a Taylorist or rationalist approach to sex. These practices only emerged in the productive bodily function 
of breastfeeding.  By contrast, they did advocate such practices in the kitchen.   
127 In Dalla Cucina al Salotto, Lidia Morelli provides an intriguing illustration that divides middle-class household 
costs by months of work required for their payment. Food requires four and a half months of the yearly salary, 
whereas the second most expensive bill, rent, requires only two (1935, Fig. 71). 
128 For more information on rural kitchens and the regime’s unrealized plans for their refurbishment, see Ugo 
Cerletti, “Il problema della casa rurale,” Difesa Sociale: Rivista Mensile d’Igiene, Previdenza ed Assistenza. n. 5. 
May 1933, pp. 200-201, Romano Gestri. Il problema della Casa Rurale dal punto di vista medico-sociale. Presented 
to the IX Congresso Nazionale dell’Associazione Italiana Fascista per l’Igiene on September 19-23, 1934). Bari: 
Dante de Blasi, 1935 and La Case Rurali in Provincia di Mantova: Relazione della commissione nominata dal 
consiglio provinciale di sanità di Mantova nella seduta del 9 giugno 1934 (Presented to the township on April 30, 
1935). Mantua: Stamperia Paladino, 1935.  
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employment in city factories. The wages for those remaining in domestic service rose 

accordingly. As a result, many women in the middle- and lower-middle classes began to take on 

cooking work for the first time in their lives, a shift that caused social anxiety and fear of 

diminished class status. In other words, most cooks were in charge of more than one kitchen, 

their own plus that of another women from a higher social class.129 In this way at least, working-

class kitchens were more private than middle- and upper-class kitchens because the massaie did 

not have the financial option of employing other women to help.   

 This social and economic backdrop helps to explain the nature of Fascist period 

interventions in urban kitchens. Recall the period population of the kitchen-nation synecdoche. 

Change the kitchen, the cooking method, or the recipe, the thinking goes, and you will see the 

effects of these changes in the national economy. For the regime, intervening at the level of 

everyday practices allowed for intervention in private lives. Rationalism, this time accompanied 

by practicality, once again promised to discipline the unruly gendered and classed bodies, 

activities, and spaces to render them productive, efficient and hygienic. Prescriptions of science 

and modernity counter the supposedly inherent messiness of the cook, cooking, and the kitchen. 

Hygiene did not function as a trait, but a set of practices held in place by regular washing and 

wiping. The kitchen, being inherently dirty, thus required constant cleaning. Zeno’s paradox 

became Cinderella’s: the shining surfaces could forever approach cleanliness, but they would 

never be complete clean.130 

                                                
129 Throughout this chapter, I will refer to each group by a separate term evoking their social class and their central 
duty in home-based work. A married, upper-class women is the lady of the house (signora), and the working-class 
woman in her kitchen employ is the cook (cuoca or cuciniera). A middle- or working-class woman who cooks in 
addition to all other forms of work is the country housewife (massaia). Partially due to its former ubiquity during the 
Fascist period, the term massaia has fallen out of common use, and has been replaced by casalinga.    
130 This characterization fits into the regime’s treatment of the social body with regards to hygiene.  In Social 
Bodies: Science, Reproduction, and Italian Modernity, David Horn notes that “Social bodies, like physiological 
bodies, could be cured, defended, and made objects of an ongoing prophylaxis … the medicalized metaphor of the 
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Because the regime sought to improve productivity across all workplaces, it entered the 

private sphere in a bid to control cooks, a previously unacknowledged female workforce. 

Additionally, female writers made deft use of the pervasive rhetoric, employing it to perform 

obeisance to regime dictates as a tactic to provide for their families, denigrate classed bodies, and 

mitigate public entrée into the private realm. Recognizing the kitchen as a space of work put the 

question of women’s agency and culinary practices at the center of questions of power, tactics, 

and strategies. In the case of cooking, the majority of interventions focused on the body of the 

cook. How these publications address cleanliness points to what is really at stake kitchen 

interventions: the gendered, classed body at work.131 For the regime, the cook evoked a series of 

negative traits: she was wasteful, old-fashioned, illogical, and above all, dirty.132 For some 

commercial cookbook writers, anxiety related to cleanliness in the kitchen also suggested social 

hierarchies in a state of precariousness. Clearly the cook, like the midwife of “Slippery Hygiene: 

The Dirty Midwife and the Promotion of Pulizia,” presented a problematic figure for the regime.  

But unlike the midwife’s foe, the doctor, the cook’s upper-class male corollary, the chef, was not 

a viable replacement. After all, the government did not employ chefs, individual families did.   

Moving from the government clinic to the private kitchen demonstrates how tabletop 

politics shaped relationships between women across and between different social classes.  

                                                
social body served not only as a basis for political characterizations but also as a framework for specific 
interventions…” (1994, 23).   
131 As Feminist theorist Susan Bordo notes, such a body is historically located, and constantly created anew by 
practices, “The most powerful revalutions of the female body have looked, not to nature or biology, but to the 
culturally inscribed and historically located body (or to historically developed practices) for imaginations of alterity 
rather than ‘the truth’ about the female body” (1993, 41).   
132 Strategies for improving hygiene that cast the cook and cooking as messy, unruly, and disordered should be read 
as a specific expression of social relations in Fascist Italy rather than as a naturalized fact that the female body and 
women’s work are dirty. As Mary Douglas observes in Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution 
and Taboo, dirt is in the eye of the beholder, “If we can abstract pathogenicity and hygiene from our notion of dirt, 
we are left with the old definition of dirt as matter out of place. This is a very suggestive approach.  It implies two 
conditions: a set of ordered relations and a contravention of that order. Dirt then, is never a unique, isolated event.  
Where there is dirt there is a system. Dirt is the by-product of a systemic ordering and classification of matter, in so 
far as ordering involves rejecting inappropriate elements” (1966, 35).  
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Rationalist use of kitchens prescribes practices of autarchy (economy, Italian materials and 

methods) that are specific to women and the lower class. Further, working-, middle-, and upper-

class women embody modernity and rationalism by making use of different cooking practices 

and implements. For upper-class women, autarchy provides a voluntary means to display 

concern for health.  Working-class women did not have a choice in the matter. They ate 

autarchically before the term existed, simply because cereals and vegetables were cheap. These 

varied practices suggest class-marked representations of modernity. Women’s connections with 

one another, be they economic or social, complicit or contested, ground the following questions.  

It is their arguments and agreements, their battles and truces, that lie at the heart of this study. 

Thesis 

What do the foodways of breastfeeding and cooking share, and where do they diverge? First of 

all, both share the capacity to create biological changes in the population. Food forms the body 

from the inside out by contributing vitamins, fats, and proteins to form muscles, to fire synapses, 

and to power every heartbeat. In less obvious ways, feeding work shapes the body from the 

outside in through the effects of repeated movements.  Breastfeeding a child can chafe a 

mother’s nipples, as well as swell and distend her breasts over time. Cooking can hoop backs or 

callus fingers through daily chopping while bent over a cutting board. The regime’s promotion of 

regional foodstuffs extends beyond the celebration of Tuscan grapes and Piemontese rice.  As 

Part II will demonstrate, autarchy also encompassed actions associated with food: one could 

cook, eat, shop, and clean autarchically.  Autarchy is not only a noun and an adjective, but an 

adverb as well.  Second, the Fascist government recognized both forms of breastfeeding and 

cooking as work, and intervened by using Taylorism and rationalism. Increased hygiene and 

productivity went hand in hand, as both projects were predicated upon the same underlying 
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assumption: the conflation of women and the working class with dirt and waste. In the context of 

breastfeeding, rationalism and Taylorism provided the means to pronatalist and eugenic ends.  

They worked through mothers to shape infants.  But the relationship between rationalism and 

Taylorism and autarchy differs from this formula.  Here, there are two differences: first, 

rationalism and Taylorism work directly on the female body.  Incursions to kitchen design, like 

the implementation the Taylorist work triangle and increased use of electricity/water 

flow/sunlight, aimed to sterilize and rationalize working-class female bodies directly. The daily 

work of chopping and mixing develop certain muscles, repeatedly hunching over a work table or 

sitting straight created bent backs or straight ones. And spending hours in a dark, cramped, and 

unwashed space or a light, open, antiseptic can make a cook more or less susceptible to 

sickness.133 And this brings us to the second difference: autarchy – unlike pronatalism – provided 

a stepping stone to reach a higher ambition.  These kitchen spaces and cooking practices aimed 

to reform the working-class female body.  Put telegraphically, rationalizing the cook provided 

the regime’s means and its end as well.   

Part II Overview 

 Mussolini called for rationalism and autarchy in speeches and propaganda, but 

commercial publications translated these abstract policies into specific guidelines for kitchen 

management. Part II examines the urban Fascist kitchen in terms of its design, use, and contents 

to better understand how women from different social classes negotiated politicized food 

decisions in their own homes, and in the homes of other women. To do so, the narrative arc 

                                                
133 Cooking practices, habits, and routines constitute the patterns that add up to form culinary culture norms.  
Speaking more generally, Susan Bordo points to the centrality of the body in this process, “Through routine, 
habitual activity, our bodies lean what is ‘inner’ and what is ‘outer,’ which gestures are forbidden and which 
required, how violable or inviolable are the boundaries of our bodies, how much space around the body may be 
claimed, and so on. These are often far more powerful lessons that those we learn consciously, through explicit 
instruction concerning the appropriate behavior for our gender, race, and social class” (1993, 16).   



	  144 

moves from model urban kitchens and their prescribed use to real urban kitchens and their actual 

use. Although comparative in structure, Part II is integrative in nature: to create a holistic 

analysis of women’s lived experiences, I examine a range of kitchen-focused materials, such as 

architectural plans, cookbooks, almanacs, appliances, and dishware. Part II’s thematic approach 

evokes its larger argument: I move from the urban kitchen space to its use to its contents to 

evoke the constant debates that occurred across different professions and regions, as well as 

genders and social classes, during the Fascist period.  Put simply, I aim to illuminate connections 

among individuals rather than to reify separations between them. Part II is, above all, about these 

kitchen conversations.   

Chapter 4, “Kitchen Conversations and the Cookbook cohort,” explores how female 

cookbook writers engaged with government food policy, providing instructions for how to cook 

autarchically, and how to run a kitchen under Fascism. This cohort includes Lidia Morelli (Dalla 

Cucina al Salotto, 1925), Maria Diez-Gasca (Cucine di ieri e cucine di domani, 1928), Ada Boni 

(Il talismano della felicità, 1929), Amalia Moretti Foggia (Ricette di Petronilla per i tempi 

eccezionali, 1941; Ricettario per i tempi difficili, 1942, 200 suggerimenti per … questi tempi 

difficili, 1943; Desinaretti per … questi tempi, 1944), Elisabetta Randi (La cucina autarchica, 

1942; A cucina del tempo di Guerra, 1943) and Erminia Macerati (Casa Nostra, 1942). Written 

for and by middle-class women, these guides speaks the high degree of involvement between 

writers and architects not only across their relative professions, but also across differences of 

gender, class, region, and political affiliation: Morelli – who dealt with politics as a matter of 

practically rather than personal investment – adopted her ideal kitchens from the Piero Bottoni’s 

design work for Domus, the glossy architectural periodical134 edited by Gio Ponti135 during the 

                                                
134 Piero Bottoni was one of the leading practitioners of Rationalism, serving from 1929 to 1949 as the Italian 
delegate to the International Congresses of Modern Architecture.  Domus featured many of his kitchen designs in the 
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Fascist period. Apparently innocuous commercial publications like cookbooks and almanacs 

slipped into the kitchen as prescriptive literature: texts that instruct their middle-class readers to 

either supervise or carry out specific actions to achieve a specific result.136 Because the 

bourgeoisie used these guides in their capacity to govern their own cooking as well as that of 

their peasant cooks, these documents shaped daily practices regardless of individual cooks’ 

degree of literacy.  

The theme of conversations across publications continues in Chapter 5, “Electric Servants 

for the Modern Hostess,” which examines ideal urban kitchens to understand how architects and 

writers translated Fascist policies into architectural design and layout.137 Here, I compare Lidia 

Morelli’s ideal kitchens in her immensely popular housekeeping guide, Dalla Cucina al Salotto 

(1925) with the layouts and use proposed by upper-class male architects in Domus magazine to 

show that multiple demographics came together to translate ideal domesticity into a new, Fascist 

political context. Although many of its contributors heralded the Fascist regime, it would be an 

oversimplification to characterize Domus as a Fascist periodical: debate, rather than consensus, 

                                                
mid-1930s. Educated at the Politecnico di Milano, he distanced himself from the institution and from 1927 to 1937 
for political reasons. 
135 As an architect, industrial designer, teacher and publisher, Gio Ponti’s prolific production rendered him a 
towering figure in the field.  He founded Domus in 1928, and served as editor until 1941 when he left to establish 
and serve as editor for Stile, where he stayed until 1947.  He then returned to serve as editor of Domus in 1948, 
remaining in the post until his death in 1979.  Working as a professor on the permanent staff of the Faculty of 
Architecture at the Politecnico di Milano from 1936 until 1961 allowed Ponti to mentor young designers and thus 
influence emergent building initiatives both directly and indirectly.  His architectural contributions also helped form 
the modern skylines of Turin and Milan.  Smaller in scale but broader in scope, Ponti’s product designs could be 
found in many high style stores.   
136 Many types of How To books, like cookbooks, almanacs, and etiquette guides, fall under this category. For more 
information on the linguistic properties of prescriptive literature in cookbooks and recipes, see Tim Wharton, 
“Recipes: Beyond the Words.” Gastronomica. 2010 10 (4): 67-73. Additionally, Feminist theorists such as Andrea 
K. Newlyn have noted that prescriptive literature, and particularly cookbooks, has historically targeted women. See 
“Challenging Contemporary Narrative Theory: The Alternative Textual Strategies of Nineteenth-Century 
Manuscript Cookbooks.” The Journal of American Culture. 1999 22 (3): 35-47.  Also see Moroni, Salvatori and 
Maria Paola, “Ragguaglio bibliografico sui ricettari del primo Novecento,” L'alimentazione (Storia d'Italia - Annali 
13), Eds. Alberto Capatti, Alberto de Bernardi, and Angelo Varni. Turin: Einaudi, 1998. 
137 Hygiene meant increased flows of water, electricity, and sunlight.  Autarchy required Italian-produced materials. 
And finally, Taylorism arrived via the introduction of the kitchen work triangle, an American home economics 
invention. All three of these Fascist tropes and their material incarnations in the kitchen spoke to two larger 
concerns: modernity and productivity.   
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characterized its mood. In tone as well as content, these documents typify the cross-pollination of 

ideas common to domestic publications of the period.  This complexity also breaks down many 

assumptions regarding gender and class in the kitchen. An architecture magazine will feature 

glossy photos, whereas a household manual will offer practical tips for scrubbing floors and 

serving soup. Both shared a common set of assumptions regarding kitchen work that developed 

in tandem over the Fascist period: 1920s publications assume a working-class cook in the 

kitchen, whereas 1930s publications assume a middle-class lady in this space.138 But while both 

magazines and manuals do include these instructions and illustrations, they also include some 

suprising reversals. Morelli’s housekeeping guide discusses rational design at length. She also 

regularly contributed to the pages of similar magazines, like La casa bella.  The highly 

feminized arenas of textiles and interior design, rather than kitchen architecture, characterize her 

contributions here.139 Modernity marks her dedicatory letter to the 1936 edition of Dalla Cucina 

al Salotto: “Non sono laudatrice dei tempi antichi,” “I’m not one to laud the old days,” Morelli 

claims.  She characterizes homelife in 1936 in terms of newness and in terms of speed, invoking, 

“questa vita nuova dal ritmo acceleratissimo,” “this new life of very accelerated rhythm,” to keep 

up with “nuove mode, nuove gusti, nuovi progressi, nuovi orientamenti,” “new ways, new tastes, 

                                                
138 Shifting forms of address in Morelli’s texts and in Domus’ articles signal this change through the shift from 
directive to communal address.   
139 See Lidia Morelli, “Mèzari tessuti e mèzari stampati,” La casa bella. n. 7, 1928, pp. 36-39, “Una mostra d'arte 
applicata,” La casa bella. n. 9, 1928, pp. 21-24, “La raplina,” La casa bella. n. l0, 1928, pp. 37-39, “L'alloggio a 
crescenza,” La casa bella. n. l0, 1929, pp. 32-37, “Piccoli problemi nella decorazione della villeggiatura,” La casa 
bella. n. 7, 1929, pp. 41-45, “Il punto cavandoli,” La casa bella. n. 9, 1929, pp. 25-27, “Elogio del cotone da calza,” 
La casa bella. n. 11, 1929, pp. 41-45, and “Arte paesana,” La casa bella. n. 12, 1929, pp. 33-36. Note that Morelli’s 
fellow journalists Emilia Rosselli and Maria Croci also appear to have either chosen or been nudged towards textiles 
and table settings at Domus and La Casa Bella. For Rosselli’s work, see “Stoffe per tovaglie,” Domus. n. 87, 1935, 
pp. 44-45, “Alcuni esempi per tende,” Domus. n. 88, 1935, pp. 48-49, “Insalate e insalatiere,” Domus. n. 89, 1935, 
pp. 50-51, “Lo spogliatoio della signora,” Domus. n. 90, 1935, pp. 48-49. For Croci’s work, see “Stoffe d'arte 
francesi,” La casa bella. n. 6, 1929, pp. 37-39.“Passaggi parigini,” La casa bella, n. 5, 1929, pp. 38-40, “La mostra 
parigina delle arti domestiche,” La casa bella, n. 3, 1928, p. 40, “Il ricamo bandera,” La casa bella. n. 3, 1928, pp. 
45-46, “Una mostra documentada a Parigi,” La casa bella. n. 2, 1929, pp. 14-16, “Al Pavillon de Marsan,” La casa 
bella. n. 3, 1929, pp. 23-25, “Passaggi parigini,” La casa bella, n. 5, 1929, pp. 38-40, “La decorazione della tavola,” 
La casa bella. n. 7, 1929, pp. 37-40, “Gli insieme decorativi di Eugène Prinz,” La casa bella. n. 9, 1929, pp. 29-33, 
“Gli italiani al Salon d'Automne,” La casa bella. n. 12, 1929, pp. 50-53. 
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new progress, new orientations.”  And as we shall see, Domus also breaks the mould: Ignazio 

Gardella wrote a regular column on proper kitchen use, including distinctly unglamorous details 

such as how to conserve stale breadcrumbs and where to store a soaked mop. By examining each 

of these documents in terms of content, financing, production, circulation, and use, we see how 

different people maneuvered through the complex political landscape of the humble kitchen.   

Once across the threshold, almanacs – along with appliances, dishware, and the design of 

the kitchen itself – could establish behavioral norms for each step of the cooking process. In 

chapter 6, “Almanacs: Narratives of Urban Cooking in the Public Housing Projects,” I examine 

ideal kitchen use as portrayed in prescriptive domestic literature.  To do so, I move from the top 

of the masthead to external freelancers: analysis of kitchen-focused articles, plans, and photos in 

yearly household guides. Lidia Morelli, this time in her capacity as the guest editor of Il libro de 

casa 1938, a popular Domus almanac for working-class women, bookends this investigation. 

Throughout, I note parallel concerns for home economics amongst other cookbook writers 

(Maria Diez-Gasca, Erminia Macerati) and analogous shelter magazines (La bella casa, now 

known as Casabella). Taken in sum, these arguments and agreements once again underscore the 

interconnected relationships between these influential kitchen thinkers and their respective 

publishing houses. And these writers shared more than a common topic, they also advocated for 

similar interventions: rationalist design and cooking aimed to change the layout and use of the 

kitchen as well as the foodways that it contained. Recommended modifications ranged from 

setting out shelf-stable products like sugar and flour before perishable dairy goods like butter and 

milk to sweeping stray breadcrumbs from the linoleum floor as a plum crostata baked in the 

electric oven. Reading these texts both with and against the grain offers two different insights: 

reading with the grain reveals how writers and publishers publically performed political 
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affiliation to Fascism to varying degrees while prescribing actions for the female public to make 

practicing its policies less burdensome in a daily basis. And reading against the grain, that is, 

reading for intensifications, contradictions, complaints, and occlusions, indirectly suggests how 

Italian women actually organized and used the kitchen space – both their own and other 

women’s.  

In chapter 7, “Autarchic by Design: Aesthetics and Politics of Kitchenware,” I show how 

cooks and industrial designers negotiated autarchic cooking through the material contents of the 

kitchen, that is, through dishware and appliances.   Because my materials shift from secondary 

textual and photographic accounts of the kitchen (chapters four, five, and six) into material 

analysis of the objects themselves (chapter seven), my methodology evolves accordingly.  Here, 

I treat these appliances and dishware as  “scriptive things,” to use Africana scholar Robin 

Bernstein’s useful term. That is, I approach kitchen objects as items of material culture that 

prompt, but do not dictate, meaningful bodily behaviors, in this case cooking actions like pouring 

water into an aluminum Moka coffee maker. As Bernstein clarifies, “the set of prompts does not 

reveal a performance, but it does reveal a script for a performance. That script is itself a 

historical artifact. Examination of that artifact can produce new knowledge about the past” 

(2012, 8-11). In this final chapter of Part II, following a Galvani tea cup’s trajectory from kiln to 

kitchen accomplishes two goals: it contextualizes the tea cup in relation with broader patterns of 

ceramic manufacturing and tea distribution, and it reveals how the tea cup’s physical properties, 

like small size and light weight, encouraged different forms of packaging and handling at each 

step of their journey.140    

                                                
140 Examining kitchen objects through commodity chains and aesthetics reveals industrial design colludes with 
Fascist politics. Like cookbooks, kitchen objects appear to be apolitical. As such, no alarms sound when they carry 
public politics to the private sphere. And even more than cookbooks, kitchen objects constitute a form of political 
intervention in daily life that often passes undetected by the object’s user. Its meanings travel not through textual 
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Having contextualized these objects within their broader industrial context, I then analyze 

how different women used these objects, and what these objects meant to them in political terms. 

Here, I focus on how women used the modern and traditional aesthetics of tea sets, toasters, and 

trays to show how women used the contents of the kitchen to perform autarchic cooking, and to 

explore their motives for doing so, from patriotism to practicality. Streamlined design and 

autarchic materials evoked modernity, speed and hygiene as Galvani’s gleaming ceramic tea set 

and Arrigo Finzi’s metallic tea and coffee set will demonstrate. Electric technology promised to 

accelerate cooking processes, as we will see in the case of an ItalToast toaster. Examining these 

objects in use demonstrates that middle-class women did not passively accept the regime’s call 

for autarchic cooking, but instead made active use of the connection between modernist 

aesthetics and autarchic cooking to mark themselves as fashionably modern, and, in direct 

opposition to the regime, to reframe forbidden foreign foods and foodways, like English 

afternoon tea, as patriotic expressions of Italian modernity. By reducing Fascism to fashion, 

women emptied much of the intended political content of these objects, thus creating an aesthetic 

blind behind which they could continue to pursue their preferred culinary tastes and kitchen 

practices. 

Many women took a similar approach to traditional aesthetics in popular dishware.  

Ceramic plates and bowls bore illustrations of pristine country kitchens and hearty farm work. 

They both invented and romanticized the Italian national past – a Brigadoon that served the 

regime’s call for autarchy by celebrating pastoral bounty through social conservatism. Designer 

Lino Berzoini mapped these new traditions onto heavy ceramic and tin serving bread plates. 

                                                
dictates, but through material details: the extent and type of decoration, intended and actual use, materials, size, and 
heft of objects. These meanings are so subtle, yet so ubiquitous, that even the designers themselves may be unaware 
of their presence. Put more broadly, interventions need not be created with the goal of controlling population in 
order to possess a controlling function, they may simply be by-products of a society infused with such reins.   
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Along with Virgilio Retrosi’s “Amate il Pane,” “Love Bread” ceramic plate and Eugenio 

Colmo’s “Autarchia” ceramic bowl, these pieces prescribed autarchy as a means to food 

conservation.141 Set high on the wall, these decorative plates were meant to remind diners to save 

bread, and to frame food convervation as the practice of moral value, a gluten-free celebration of 

hearth and homeland. But looking closer, scratches and cracks suggest that women served and 

scraped from these plates. Economic need pushed the purpose of these objects from decoration to 

service. This move from prescribed to actual dishware use speaks to the distance between the 

idyllic country kitchen scenes shown on these plates and the harsh realities of the kitchens in 

which they served endless dinners of beans, rice, and the other economical legumes and grains 

that formed most families’ daily diets.   

To conclude, Part II uses the comparative case study of regime kitchen plans for the case 

popolari (public housing)142 and their actual use by working-class women to investigate what 

                                                
141 Although mass-produced, these objects were not in wide circulation: because Berzoini, Retrosi, and Colmo 
designed these plates as limited editions pieces for the Fascist state and sold them directly to the government, their 
total production numbered in the hundreds. See Dennis Doordan, “Political Things: Design in Fascist Italy” and 
Marianne Lamonaca, “A ‘Return to Order:’ Issues of the Vernacular and the Classical in Italian Inter-War Design” 
Designing Modernity: The Arts of Reform and Persuasion, 1885- 1945. Ed. Wendy Kaplan. London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1995. 
142 Although case popolari and the apartments that they contained varied widely, the Casabella Costruzione article 
“Case Popolari per Aosta,” provides a characteristic example of these lodgings and of the social concepts behind 
them: families received larger or smaller homes depending on the number of children they had. An apartment for a 
family of six included an entrance way (4.23 meters squared), a kitchen (8.23), and a living room (20.44) on the first 
floor.  On the second floor, prolific parents were granted their own bedroom in which to create more children 
(12.40), a second bedroom for their kids (11.23), a bathroom and toilet (1.78 by 1.53 and 0.98 by 0.80 for a 
combined total of 3.57), and a hallway (3.69).  They also received a basement cantina (34.75), a covered space and 
pavement outside (dimensions unlisted), and a terrace above at (11.12).  In terms of location, many case popolari 
were built in city exurbs, but attempted to create semirural settings by adding garden spaces in between family 
apartments to offer air and light circulation for hygiene (p. 4). Ing. Dott. De Simone specifically recommends that 
each split-level apartment look over a garden of 150 by 180 square meters. “Alloggio minimo” style apartments 
would round the sides of the courtyard, and a walking gallery would connect all apartments with a common 
staircase.  This architecture shows how even the “private sphere” for the working class remained firmly in public.  
Not just in terms of other working class folks seeing each other in the garden and meeting on the stairs (and they 
would have met often: this high density building housed 256 people per hector) but also in the sense that working-
class residents being triply monitored: by their neighbors, by the engineers like De Simone, and by those who read 
Casabella.  The urban working-class was monitored by multiple people, in multiple ways even in their own homes.  
And the costs, to both the state and to residents, were high: construction cost 355,233 lire, the orti installation and 
outdoor work cost 13,275 L, the electric work 10,125 L, the hydraulic work 21,500 L, and the gas for kitchens alone 
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was really at stake in autarchic cooking, and the Fascist politicization of the urban kitchen.  

Architectural plans and articles in Casabella Costruzione depict the cook as a worker, and the 

kitchen is a workspace. Comparisons to public, regime-controlled workspaces, such as factories 

and offices, predominate descriptions of this domestic space. But kitchen designs contain a key 

difference: dimensions, layout, and building materials all work to hide, contain, and obscure the 

messy bodies and disordered labor of female and lower class workers. Comparisons between old 

and new urban kitchens identify antiquated models with the feminine and with lower classes via 

the shared traits of disorder and mess: chaotic workflows, time- and energy-wasting practices, 

and lack of air circulation and light as evidence of the old-fashioned 19th-century kitchen’s 

unsuitability, and the need for intervention. Invisible work, hermetically sealed: the structure and 

use of the ideal Italian kitchen (according to the regime and these leading architectural 

publications) exemplifies these hygiene-inflected attributes. Hygiene, rather than autarchy, 

reveals itself as the chief concern.143 By working to contain rather than nourish the body, these 

writers reveal a fear of the female, the lower class, and the private space – and with it a tacit 

acknowledgement of their productive power. And in the case of the case popolari, working-class 

women made use of this power to profoundly influence upper-class architecture and design. This 

case study examines how one Brescia-based group of mothers refused to eat in communal 

cafeterias, and cooked meals for their families outdoors instead, a decision that profoundly 

shaped the urban landscape outside of Milan, Brescia, Turin, and other northern urban centers. 

                                                
(termocucine) would be 44,000 L, for a total of 444,133 L to get 129 lodgings for 256 people up and running. Lauro 
and Bernascioni. “Case Popolari per Aosta,” Casabella Costruzioni. November 1939, vol. 143, pp. 7-10. 
143 Paradoxically, the writers and architects with the closest ties to the regime appear to be the least interested in 
changing private kitchens to support alimentary autarchy. In the rare references to autarchy in the kitchen, these 
cultural creators treat it as supporting element for economy as an abstract aesthetic of thrift and sobriety rather than a 
concrete means to preserve the domestic economy. In other words, saving time, space, and effort, rather than money 
or food, constitute their key goals.  See Gaetano Vinaccia. Per le Città di Domani: Come il clima plasma la forma 
urbana e l’architettura, La sanità e l’igiene cittadina. Rome: Fratelli Palombi Editori, 1937 and Giuseppe Vidoni, 
“Il problema della casa,” Difesa Sociale: Rivista Mensile d’Igiene, Previdenza ed Assistenza. n. 5. May 1933, pp. 
201-202.  



	  152 

Power worked from the bottom up as well as from the top down. And in both cases, those 

struggles focused on the kitchen.   

What all these writers share regardless of their gender or geography is the conceptual link 

between home and homeland and recognition of its power to elevate individual actions to a 

national stage, and to personalize national struggles to fit into everyday practices.  In this space, 

housekeeping manuals and shelter magazines alike framed the individual’s cooking practices as 

part of the national economy. The writers’ range of attitudes towards autarchy and their 

audience, itself a mix of classes and political affiliations, demonstrates that almost no publication 

found cooking autarchically to be a worthy project unless coupled with a personal motive.  

Although they employ the rhetoric of the state, their domestic tips deviate from supporting its 

policies. Rationalism in the kitchen takes the form of practicality, merely the means to cooking 

autarchically. But more often, we see that middle-class female cookbook authors’ celebration of 

autarchy amounts to the performance of consent. Consequences, rather than intentionality, 

matters most: these strident claims for the support Fascist food policy in theory deflected regime 

interference in the private sphere in practice. Whereas previous scholars of Fascist cooking 

practices have depicted this work as the “Cooking of Consent,”144 narratives of making due in 

publications written by middle- and upper-class women for their own demographic group more 

specifically suggest what we might call the “Cooking of Convenience.”   

Chapter 4: Kitchen Conversations and the Cookbook Cohort 

 Opening the door to a model kitchen demonstrates how domestic experts like Lidia 

Morelli, Ada Boni, Amalia Moretti Foggia, along with lesser-known authors like Maria Diez-

Gasca, Vanna Piccini, and Erminia Macerati, maneouvred through the tabletop politics of the 

                                                
144 See Carole Helstosky “The Cooking of Consent, Italy 1925-35,” Garlic and Oil: Politics and Food in Italy 
(Oxford: Berg, 2004).  
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Fascist period. Against the backdrop of Domus and Bemporad’s publishing house dramas, these 

middle-class female authors successfully negotiated the competing calls of the regime (for 

autarchic promotion), their publishers (for numerous editions), their advertisers (for product 

placements) and their audience (for practical advice). These women, along with upper- and 

upper-middle class male architects like Piero Bottoni and Ignazio Gardella, translated abstract 

ideas like economy and productivity into concrete cooking actions such as frying onions, sifting 

flour, and stirring a bubbling pot of polenta. How did such apparently different people come 

together to discuss what was at stake in Fascist kitchen?   

 To illuminate how these diverse voices coalesced as an ongoing conversation across 

different types of publications, this chapter examines the professional trajectories of three 

authors and the narrative structures of their cookbooks and housekeeping guides: Lidia Morelli’s 

Dalla Cucina al Salotto: Enciclopedia dalla vita domestica, Amalia Moretti Foggia’s Ricette di 

Petronilla, and Ada Boni’s Il Talismano della Felicità.  Arguably the most popular 

housekeeping guides of the Fascist period, these books overlap in content (kitchen plans and 

use), structure (opening letters), and tone (friendly and communal but also authoritative and 

classist), three characteristcs that emblematize the Fascist period debates about why kitchens 

mattered, and the cohesive nature of those discussions.  

Lidia Morelli, Amalia Moretti Foggia, and Ada Boni could be considered three of the 

most influential homemaking experts of the Fascist period. Morelli’s publication record alone 

topped 30 titles by the time of Italy’s entry into the Second World War.  Boni’s Il Talimano della 

Felicità remains in print today: the seventh and most recent edition appeared in 1999. These 

women produced an immensely popular body of work on practical homemaking under the 

League of Nations sanctions, one that exemplified the home economics interests of a larger 
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group of urban middle-class female writers in Italy.145 In terms of their professional 

backgrounds, academic interests, and approaches to publication, this group shared a number of 

commonalities. Many came from recipe publishing backgrounds, whereas others came from 

teaching backgrounds that also managed to privilege writing and cooking. Ada Boni, for 

instance, had worked in publishing from the very start.146  But both Morelli and Macerati took a 

circuitous route to cookbook writing, beginning their careers in education: Morelli as a 

secondary school instructor of Linguistics and Literature and Macerati as a department head of 

Home Economics. Foggia shared their scholarly background, having come to cooking from the 

medical sciences.  Hers path from the Bunsen burners of the Univeristy of Padua to her recipe 

column “Tra I Fornelli (Among the Stove Burners”) at La Domenica del Corriere is particularly 

interesting, as it highlights the astounding professional backflips that these women executed to 

bring their visions of food, health, and cooking to the public.  

Roberta Schira, along with Alessandra De Vizzi, and the popular publications like Lettera 

D and Elle Italiana who cover them, deserve credit for having brought the gendered significance 

Petronilla’s professional case to light.147 Schira contextualizes Foggia’s professional life and 

personal friendships within the broader framework of contemporary Feminist practice.  She 

argues, “Il suo era un femminismo moderno, che ancora oggi è attualissimo,” “Hers was a 

                                                
145 Maria Diez-Gasca was particularly influential in this regard.  In addition to editing a home economics magazine, 
she also published across numerous Fascist hygiene and industry journals.  See, for example, L'organizzazione 
moderna della casa per la contadina svizzera, in L'organizzazione Scientifica del Lavoro. n. l0, 1928, p. 654 and 
“Un consultorio per l'economia domestica a Roma,”  L'Organizzazione Scientifica del Lavoro. n. 5, 1928, p. 347. 
Additionally, Diez-Gasca wrote a number of textbooks for home economics courses in public schools, including her 
1930 magnum opus, Le donne e la casa. Le scuole di educazione e di economia domestica in Italia e all'estero, a 
cura di un comitato promotore per le scuole operaie femminili di educazione e di economia domestica nelle 
fabbriche focused on the role and teaching of home economics in the larger context of Italian industry. 
146 Ada Boni’s most famous cookbook, Il talismano della felicità, was the fruit of her prior publishing projects.  In 
1915 Boni founded Prezioso, a monthly home economics magazine that she would continue to run until 1959.  By 
the mid-1930s, this magazine had collected, tested, and published over 800 recipes that eventually comprised the 
talismano. 
147 See Roberta Schira and Alessandra De Vizzi’s Le Voci di Petronilla: Storia di una modernissima donna d’altri 
tempi, uno scorcio di vita femminile italiana dal 1872 al 1947. Milan: Salani Editori, 2010. 
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modern Feminism, that even today is very current.”  Schira, a prolific Feminist food journalist in 

her own right, reads the broader narrative of Foggia’s friendships with Feminists like Anna 

Kuliscioff, Sibilla Aleramo, and Ada Negri as “una sorta di suora laica: il suo modo di essere 

donna, di essere femminista era quello di aiutare le altre donne,” “a sort of lay sisterhood: her 

way of being a woman, of being Feminist was that of helping other women.”  In this same 

interview with Elle, Schira voices Foggia, suggesting how she might respond to the 

contemporary issues that Italian women confront in the workplace, such as potential employers 

requesting a signed promise that they will not to become pregnant if hired.  To the question “Che 

direbbe Petronilla?” “What would Petronilla say?” she responds, “Che bisogna essere padrone di 

se stesse, il che non significa fare gli ometti con il tailleur e la 24 ore se non vuoi, e nemmeno 

essere obbligata a firmar carte in cui prometti di non rimanere incinta.” “That one needs to be 

one’s own boss, which doesn’t mean to make omissions with a suit and 24 hours if you don’t 

want to, and neither to be obligated to sign papers in which you promise not to stay pregnant.”  

“E la cucina?” “And the cooking?” the interviewer asks.  “Lei diceva che con un bel pranzettino 

si risolve tutto, ed è vero … Se vuoi tenere insieme la tua famiglia mangiare insieme almeno una 

volta settimana è imporante, non importa quello che c’è nel piatto: basta stare insieme,” “She 

said that a nice lunch resolves everything, and it’s true… If you want to keep you family together 

eating together at least once a week is important, it doesn’t matter what’s on the plate: it’s 

enough to be together.”148 

 Amalia Moretti Foggia came from a long line of Mantovese pharmacists. Although her 

father hoped that she would follow this filial line in her career path, a brief romantic relationship 

with an anatomy assistant inpired her to enroll in University of Padua’s school of sciences rather 

than their pharmacology division. She graduated with a science degree in 1895, and then 
                                                
148 Antonella Scutiero, “La Storia: Petronilla, Femminista Ante Litteram,” Lettera D for Elle It.  March 5, 2015. 
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continued her studies in the esteemed school of medicine at the University of Bologna, funded by 

a 1000 lire scholarship that allowed her to maintain her own apartment while far from home.  

She successfully defended her degree with a dissertation her experimental work on women’s 

reproductive health, focusing on experimental cures for peritonitis of the ovaries. Foggia briefly 

moved to Florence to practice in a pediatric clinic before settling in Milan. Having arrived in 

Milan with only 500 lire to her name, she found professional and social support amongst a group 

of fellow Feminists: Alessandrina Ravizza, Paolina Schiff, Linda Malnati, and Ersilia Maino.  

Maino was critical to Foggia’s success, as she helped her to secure a position in medicine at the 

Società operaia femminile.  Here in Milan, she worked on a number of hygiene initiatives, 

including the fight against tuberculousis.  In 1902, she was hired as a doctor for the hospital 

Poliambulanza di Porta Venezia, where she would work for the next forty years.  That year, the 

also married her beloved husband, fellow doctor Domenico Della Rovere, whose presence peeps 

through Veneto recipes like risi e bisi (rice and peas) across her many culinary publications.149  

Midway through her medical career, during the 1920s, she also began to write a medical advice 

column for the popular illustrated newspaper La Domenica del Corriere, under the male 

pseudonym Doctor Amal. She soon took on other columns under other pseudonyms as well, “La 

massaia scrupulosa,” “the scrupulous housewife,” which offered advice in home economics, and, 

most famously, the column on cooking for health that provided as the recipe base for her future 

books: “Tra i fornelli,” “Between the Burners,” as “Petronilla.”   

                                                
149 In a lovely and consistent detail, Foggia’s treatment of Veneto recipes consistently evokes, but never names, her 
husband and the cuisine of his regional origins in northeastern Italy.  No other recipes ally geography with 
matrimony. But across all four of her major cookbooks, Foggia always opens the Veneto recipes in the same way: 
she professes a personal ignorance as to area’s cuisine, but then complements its economy and its good taste. In a 
nod to marriage that both hides and highlights her own, she then goes on to say, “If you have a husband from the 
Veneto, here is a dish for risi e bisi that will delight.” In this cyclical narrative introduction to the Northeastern 
recipes, one can almost hear Foggia and Della Rovere at the table together, happily slurping their peas and rice. 
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A shared interest in spreading the gospel of home economics through recipe writing and 

kitchen management brought these different women together through epistolary discussion and 

debate. Typically, friendships bloomed out of reading: one woman would read another’s work, 

and would then write an admiring letters, sparking an exchange of ideas. After an extended 

written exchange, these women began to work together, often by contributing small pieces to 

each others’ collections or by editing one another’s books. Morelli and Macerati followed this 

exact order of social connection, establishing a friendly professional rapport that supported the 

publication of Macerati’s Casa Nostra: Trattato di economia domestica (Milan: Società Edizione 

Nationale, 1942) for which Morelli served as both a secondary editor and content contributor.  

This ongoing social and professional exchange illuminates how culinary ideas traveled not only 

from pen to paper, but from woman to woman. These authors enjoyed warm professional 

relationships with established men as well: Foggia obtained her post at La Domenica del 

Corriere thanks to the invitation of the newspaper’s male director, Carlo Zanicotti. Foggia’s 

dedication of her second cookbook to Zanicotti suggests that he mentored her turn towards 

journalism even as she continued to practice medicine. The frontespiece to Altre Ricette di 

Petronilla presents Zanicotti and Foggia in miniature, questing across the newsroom-cum-

stovetop, moving ever forward through the flames. “Per Carlo Zanicotti, che mi ha battezzata e 

che mi guida ‘tra i fornelli’ della Domenica del Corriere,” “For Carlo Zanicotti, who baptized 

me and who guides me ‘between the burners’ of the Domenica del Corriere.” This metaphor 

blends the biblical and the lyrical, casting Zanicotti as the Vergil to Foggia’s Dante.   As this 

allusion suggests, these cookbooks contained vibrant literary worlds that defied the categories of 

high and low culture: we need look no further than Foggia’s female doctor Dante, braving the 

hellfires of Milanese journalism.  
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In addition to sharing a common career arc, these popular cookbook authors also shared 

common approaches to their celebrity. Early in their publishing careers, many women used pen 

names to sign the first, turn of the century editions of their housekeeping guides. It was at the 

height of the Fascist period that their writings on household management rose in popularity and 

prominence: only then did Doctor Amal and Petronilla150 reveal herself to be one, female author, 

Amalia Moretti Foggia, Lunella de Seta151 to be Elisabetta Randi, and Donna Clara unveil her 

given name of Lidia Morelli. This shift from pseudonyminous attribution to given names spoke 

to a larger shift in professional identity: the timing of this change typically coincided with a 

decision to leave their former careers behind so as to devote their full energies to writing and 

journalism. Popularity convinced Morelli to stop teaching part-time and to start writing full-time. 

She soon became a public personality in her own right. Her media contributions extended across 

newspapers (La Stampa), magazines (La Casa Bella, which later became Casabella), cookbooks, 

and almanacs. She even had her own radio show, the ironically titled Florentine program 

“Abbassa la tua radio, per favore, “Turn down your radio, please.” So why did Morelli become 

as popular as a movie star right after Mussolini marched on Rome? Why did the arc of public 

interest in these kitchen experts so closely mirror a darker trend, that of the population’s cresting 

enthusiasm of the Fascist regime?   

Home economics and Fascism politics paralleled one another in popularity at least 

partially due to their common concerns with social class and their shared methods for increasing 

                                                
150 Saint Petronilla appears to have been Foggia’s inspiration for her pseudonym.  Traditionally identified as the 
daughter of Saint Peter, Aurelia Petronilla was an early Christian saint venerated as a virgin martyr. According to 
legend, she died of hunger: in response to the pagan king Flaccus’s proposal of marriage, Petronilla refused to eat 
until he ceased his attentions. His continued obsession with her beauty led to her death by starvation. On female 
Catholic saints’ use of anorexia mirabilis as an extreme form of self-expression and self-determination, see 
Catherine Walker Bynum’s classic study, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to 
Medieval Women. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987. 
151Like Foggia’s allusion, Randi’s pseudonym evokes feminine divinity, although in this case her references the 
pagan moon rather than a Catholic saint: Lunella de Seta translates to English as Little Silken Moon. 
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domestic productivity. In both cases, dictating how to perform cooking and cleaning in the 

kitchen promised to promote autarchy and class control by working through the private sphere.  

This is not to say, however, that all household management booklets were really Fascist tracts in 

disguise.152 Rather, common ideas related to chaos and control found parallel expressions both in 

the kitchen and in the Campidoglio. Correlation, not causation, bound the two. And this link was 

not limited to Italy: Fascism rose in Spain and Nazism in Germany, and, less obviously, home 

economics rose internationally as well. The trend began in the United States,153 and moved 

outwards thanks to Catharine Beecher’s courses and publications on the science of running a 

household.154 Her popularity, and that of home economics, crossed national boundaries as well: 

her books were published in German, French, and Spanish during the 1930s and 1940s. Home 

economics rose not in response to Fascism, but in response to a series of broader social changes: 

working-class women began to leave domestic service for higher paying factory work, leading to 

what was popularly known as the “servant crisis.” Middle-class women had to cook and clean 

their own kitchens for the first time, creating a market for domestic how to manuals. For middle-

class women, this change created class anxiety: if they had to work in the kitchen when their 

                                                
152 Although some were – see Chapter 3, “Ricettari as culinary Trojan horses.” 
153 The Morrill Act of 1862 established domestic science as Cornell University and other land grant colleges created 
new departments, courses, and syllabi to educate farm wives in running their households as their husbands were 
being educated in agricultural methods and processes. Iowa, Kansas, Nebraska, Illinois, Minnesota and Michigan 
were early leaders offering programs for women. As a formal discipline, the home economics movement started 
with Ellen Swallow Richards, who was the first woman to attend Massachusetts Institute of Technology and later 
became the first female instructor. Through her chemistry research, she became an expert in water quality and later 
began to apply scientific principles to the domestic sphere. At the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893, she designed the 
Rumford Kitchen, which was a tiny kitchen that served nutritious meals, as well as dietary education, to thousands 
of fair goers. She shunned an invitation to participate in the Women’s Building as she said none of her research was 
just women’s work, but rather information for all. The female graduates of her programs, along with those at land 
grant institutions, later came together at the Lake Placid Conferences, a series of events that established the 
importance and popularity of the home economics movement on an international scale.  
154 Catharine Beecher, an abolitionist, anti-suffragist, and educator, published over 20 books, essays, and educational 
tracts on social issues, including A Treatise on Domestic Economy for the Use of Young Ladies at Home and at 
School (1842), Principles of Domestic Science as applied to the Duties and Pleasures of Home (1870), Woman's 
Profession as Mother and Educator, with Views in Opposition to Woman Suffrage (1871) and Housekeeper and 
Healthkeeper (1873).  Her sister, Harriet Beecher Stowe, famously authored Uncle Tom’s Cabin. 
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mothers did not, were they the new working class? Home economics provided one possible 

solution, raising the social status of feminine cooking by classifying it as masculine science.  

Broader social moves made cooks more rare, and the class distinctions all the more pressing. 

Morelli, for instance, typically wrote their books for middle-class women with the assumption 

that they had a maid, but not a cook. Boni, by contrast, assumed that her middle-class readers 

had neither. And Foggia shows this social shift in action: Foggia’s frequent in-text dismissals of 

her servetta’s intelligence and ability, coupled with her low pay, cast the larger economic and 

social issues of domestic workers’ choices to leave homes for factories in stark personal terms.  

In the introduction to Ricette di Petronilla (1938), she scoffs, “la servetta da un scarso aiuto (se 

poco mi rende, poco però anche mi costa!), “the servant offers very little help (but although she 

gives me little, little as well she costs me!).  A mere four years later, many of these servette have 

left.  In cookbooks like Ricette di Petronilla per tempi eccezionali (1942), Foggia’s well-to-do 

characters, always including the literary version of herself, still have both maids and cooks, but 

middle-class women lament their lack of help at home.  Changes to recipe content and format in 

this generation of writers evidences these changes: unlike earlier cookbooks that assumed 

extensive culinary knowledge, Morelli, Boni, Macerati, and Foggia’s books offered precise 

measurements, cooking times, and detailed instructions. And in contrast to Pellegrino Artusi’s 

cohort, these women did not assume that their audience would know the “requisite ingredients” 

for besciamella, or how to prepare this sauce “in the typical manner,” as a typical 19th century 

Italian recipe published in La Scienza in Cucina e L’Arte di Mangiar Bene reads.155 This 

distinction highlights the social change that the ladies of the house, and not their servants, had 

                                                
155 See Rina Simonetta’s interview of Marietta Sabatini in La Cucina Italiana. February 1932. Sabatini served as 
Artusi’s chef for over forty years. As Pellegrino notes, all of his recipes are really hers – she invented them, tested 
them, and codified them. As he notes in his introduction, he collected and published these results under his own 
name. See Pellegrino Artusi, La scienza in cucina e l’arte di mangiar bene. Florence: Landi, 1891, introduction. 
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begun to cook. And how did the lady of the house learn the culinary arts?  In an uneasy division 

of social authority between upper-class taste and working-class experience and ability, middle-

class women learned from books and cooks in tandem.  Angst clouded the kitchen as women 

from different social rungs renegotiated their standing and its value. Interclass sniping marks 

these moments of anxiety: Foggia, for instance, invokes the servetta’s supposed feeble-

mindedness even as she suggests that the lady of the house learn to cook from her, 

Ricordate, però, che parlando del come io abbia istruita la mia servetta, vi ho accennato  alla prova 
 generale che la faccio sempre fare sul come si devono presentare i piatti delle portate e mutare i piatti 
 personali.  Ebbene; se ancora inesperte – forse quanto la mia sempliciotta servetta – voleste osare… 
 Ascoltatemi: di un pranzo, fate anche voi la prova generale; fatela fra stretti parenti o intimi amici; e … se v
 i avvederete di qualche mancanza, di qualche lacuna, persino di qualche magagna nel pranzo… potreste, 
 così, tosto provvedere e riparare.  Non c’è che fare, per imparare!   

 
Remember, though, that in talking about how I instructed my servant, I have signaled to you the general 

 test that I always have done on how one must present the dishes and move the personal plates.  And then, if 
 she is still not an expert – perhaps as much as my sweet and simple little servant, you must dare … Listen 
 to me: give a lunch, you too must do a general test; do it with close relatives and close friends; and … if 
 you notice some lack, some lacuna, even some problem with the lunch, you could, thus, promptly see to it 
 and repair it.  There’s nothing like doing, for learning!156 
 

This brief introductory passage includes multiple textual strategies for establishing social 

hierarchy. First, Foggia casts herself as a teacher twice over: she tutors her readers in household 

management by describing how instructs her servant. She defines her servant in the negative, by 

what she is not: an expert. In establishing what she is, Foggia encases her employee in 

diminuitives and endearments, denigrating both her profession and her intelligence. She is not a 

serva, but the feminized and minimized servetta, the sweet little servant.  Moreover, she is not 

merely semplice (simple) but semplicotta: sweet, little and simple.  

 But who is teaching who?  Although the first two sentences cast Foggia and her readers 

as the culinary experts, an ellipsis silently points to their unspeakable lack of cooking experience 

and ability.  The final two phrases speak to this lacuna, as Foggia recommends that her readers 

                                                
156 Altre Ricette di Petronilla, Milan: Sonzogno, 1937: p. 56. 
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experiment with new kitchen techniques in a low-stakes social setting. She does not say who 

they will learn from, but there is only one other person in the kitchen: the servant.  

 But more and more often, the lady of the house might look around the kitchen for aid in 

preparing a fancy lunch only to find herself alone.   

 
 Voi risponderete che è molto facile trovare una cuoca e trarsi rapidamente d’imbarazzo.  Ebbene no.  Ciò 
 poteva accadere molti anni addietro; ma adesso, credete, questi tempi felici son passati, e le cuoche si fanno 
 sempre più rare.  E in ogni caso, anche quando Voi per una fortunate combinazione foste riuscite a pescare 
 questa perla rara, vi trovereste necessariamente costrette ad abdicare ad ogni Vostra autorità, a rinunziare a 
 qualsiasi controllo e lasciare che una persona mercenaria faccia e disfaccia a suo talento, imponendovi le 
 sue opinioni, il più delle volte interessate o illogiche, spendendo il Vostro danaro senza menomenete 
 preoccuparsi di realizzare la più piccola economia.  Inoltre le cuoche hanno i loro piatti di battaglia dai 
 quali non ci si libera …157 
 
 You will respond that it is very easy to find a cook and to rapidly remove oneself from embarrassment.  But 
 no.  That could happen many years past; by now, believe me, these happy times have passed and cooks 
 make themselves ever more scarce. And in any case, even if by some happy coincidence you have managed 
 to reel in this rare pearl, you might find yourselves necessarily constrained to abdicate your authority, to 
 renounce any control and to allow that a mercenary person does and undoes according to their talent, 
 enforcing their opinions, which are often biased or illogical, spending you money without hardly bothering 
 to realize the smallest savings. Moreover cooks have their canon of dishes from which they will not part… 
 

Boni speaks to the double-bind that this dilemma presented: the woman of the house needed 

either a cook or cooking skills, but the former were increasingly difficult to find.  She compares 

the process of successfully employing a cook to fishing “a real pearl” out of the oceanic depths.  

On the other hand, cooking knowledge marked one as working-class.  How then to reassure her 

elegant readership that they could learn to cook while maintaining their high-class status?  

 Boni considered this last dilemma key to her book’s success.  She devotes the majority of 

her introduction to raising the social status of domestic activity, framing cooking as both the 

gayest of arts and the most pleasant of sciences.  Thousands of royals, artists, poets, and other 

donne eletti, according to Boni, not only do not distain the culinary arts but brag about their 

knowledge of them.  She goes on to directly confront her readers’ fear of status loss: “E’ 

                                                
157 Ada Boni, Il talismano della felicità. Rome: Carlo Boni, 1937: pp. 9-10. 
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sopratutto non temete di degradarvi, manipolando degli intingoli,” “And above all, do not fear 

degrading yourself, but handling the cooking sauces.” It seems that some middle-class women 

feared not only the cooking sauces, but the cookbook itself. Boni went so far as to indicate where 

middle-class women ought to place Il Talismano when not in use, “Voi potrete accogliere 

liberamente il presente volume nella biblioteca e nei giorni di ricevimento mostrarlo, senza 

dovere arrossire, a tutte le Vostre amiche, siano esse, come Voi, dame di fine eleganza e di 

impeccabile buon gusto,” You can freely welcome this current volume into the library or show it 

on social visiting days, without having to blush, to all of your female friends, being these, like 

you, women of fine elegance and impeccable good taste (10). Fumes of social anxiety waft off 

this assertion, and suggest that, although women may have needed to learn how to cook, they 

also wanted to hide the evidence.158  

 In reflection these social shifts, book structure and design changed as well: rather than 

resembling a recipe box filled with recipes in alphabetical order, the 1920s and 1930s editions 

typically opened with a letter of welcome.  The warm communal tone of this epistolary format, 

typically used for friends on equal social footing, belied its divisive function: these opening 

letters established both the readers and writers of these cookbooks as middle-class by drawing 

clear class boundaries even as women transgressed the physical class boundaries of the home by 

crossing the kitchen transom to engage in working-class cooking labor.  Ada Boni’s two-page 

opening letter, Alle Gentili Lettrici, frames social class in terms of pastimes and competencies, 

 Di Voi, Signore e Signorine, molte sanno suonare bene il pianoforte o cantare con grazia squisita, molte 
 altre hanno ambitssimi titoli di studi superiori, conoscono le lingue straniere, sono piacevoli letterate o fini 
 pittrici, ed altre ancora sono esperte nel ‘tennis’ o nel ‘golf’, o guidano con salda mano il volante di una 
 lussuosa automobile.  Ma, ahimè, non certo tutte, facendo un piccolo esame di coscienza, potreste 
 affermare di saper cuocere alla perfezione due uova al ‘guscio’ (9). 
 
                                                
158 In other words, both Boni and Foggia predicate the arguments for their books’ existence on dual threats of social 
embarrassment, one gendered (not knowing how to cook as making one less of a woman) and one classed (knowing 
how to cook as making one less upper-class).   
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 Of you, Gentlewomen and Young Ladies, many know how to play the piano well, or sing with exquisite 
 grace.  Many others have very ambitious scholastic titles, know foreign langues, are pleasingly well-read or 
 fine painters, and still others are experts in tennis or golf, or guide the steering wheel of a luxurious 
 automobile with a steady hand.  But, alas, certainly not all of you, doing a small examination of 
 conscience, could attest to knowing how to perfectly boil two eggs. 
 

“You may know how to drive a luxury car, but you can’t boil an egg.” The very first words this 

massive tome of cookery, weighing in at over 2000 recipes, contextualize the work of cooking as 

a necessary body of knowledge for women of all social classes.  Boni’s gentle mockery of her 

readership affirms their high-class status even as they prepare to engage in working-class labor 

that might threaten their social standing. Foggia takes a similar tact in her introductory letter, 

once again poking fun at the upper-class so as to reassure her readership that she and they share 

similar class status, she scoffs, “Oh, non pensatemi di professione cuoca; nè da mane a sera fra 

pignatte e padelle ad almanaccare nuove pietanzine e piatti ricerati!” “Oh, don’t think of me as a 

professional cook, nor as someone who is from morning to evening among the pots and pans 

daily inventing new foods and sought-after dishes…” (2). But if she is not a professional cook, or 

one who works from morning to night amidst the clatter of pans, she is also not a professor of 

gastronomy, “…io non sono una professorona che parli dall’alto d’una cattedra culinaria,” “I am 

not a professor who speaks from on high from a culinary pulpit” (10).  Rather, Foggia goes on to 

claim, she belongs to same class as her readership, “io sono semplicemente una ‘qualunque 

donnetta’ che della sua borghesissima cucina dice quali piatti ella riserbi per le sue colazioni e i 

suoi pranzetti,’ ‘I am simply a ‘woman like any other,’ who from her very middle-class kitchen 

says which plates she sets aside for her lunches and little dinners’ (10).  Boni and Foggia take a 

similar tone, both poke fun at the upper class, and both mock a specific subset of women in this 

class – women in academia, be they those with lofty titles who speak foreign languages as in 

Boni’s text, or those who are chaired professors, as in Foggia’s. Given that both Boni and Foggia 
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were academic women themselves, with backgrounds in education, and, in Foggia’s case, a 

career in medicine, this mockery suggests some self-consciousness as to their own standing vis-

à-vis their readership. But in a sense, Boni and Foggia are correct: they are neither upper-class 

professors speaking down to their students, nor are they cooks preparing dishes for the dining 

room upstairs.  They are – at their core – writers, chatting with other women at the same social 

standing. 

 They then organized their recipes to proceed in the order of a meal, with appetizers at the 

beginning and desserts at the end. Boni follows this format, which had the added bonus of 

moving from easy to difficult dishes.  Il talismano begins with basic concepts (like preparations 

for consommé, caramel, etc) before proceeding into sauces, cold appetizers, soups and pastas, 

fried dishes, eggs, fish, meat, cold dishes and salads, green sides, pastry, syrups, and liquors, and 

conserves.  Illustrations were few, but provided aid for esoteric challenges.  They showed how to 

make a vol au vent, how to open a lobster, how prep a filet of sole, how to cut a cooked goose, 

how to sew, chop, cut a chicken, how open a dry peach, and showed which cuts of beef came 

from which parts of a cow. Cookbook production, circulation, and material properties shifted 

during the Fascist period as well: as household guides shifted from working- to middle-class 

status, their paper and cover quality rose. They also gained weight: books went from cheap 

tablets to leather-bound tomes.  Perhaps most significantly, the books began to cross the 

threshold from public publishing to private homes in new ways. Previously, ladies bought these 

documents for their working class cooks at the start of employment. All of these new household 

guides, but Il talimano in particular, signaled a break in the social order. By the mid-1930s, 

wedding bells and Boni’s book went hand in hand. As Lidia Bastianich recalled, the mother-in-

law would present Il talimano to the bride in hopes that she would cook good things for her son 
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over the years of marriage to come. From that point on, the book would move from mother to 

daughter as an heirloom, crossing the threshold on each generation’s wedding day.159 

Additionally, middle-class women began to clip recipes from the culinary columns of 

newspapers and magazines to use in their kitchens.  When splatters and splotches inevitably 

soiled the cheap paper, women wrote letters to the columnists, requesting the recipes anew.  But 

as reprinting of the same recipe went against writers’ contracts, women turned from journalism 

to book publishing and enlarged their work from individual columns to full compendiums.160  

This is not to say, however, that the publishing companies acknowledged the value of these 

particular forms of culinary knowledge.  An advertisement for cookbooks tucked mid-way 

through the meat section of Foggia’s Altre Ricette translates forms forms of culinary knowledge, 

and their authors’ gender and nationality, into a sliding scale of monetary value (220).  At the top 

of the economic food chain sat Paul Beboux’s Nuovi regime, at 7 lire. The cookbook, the ad 

exclaims, contains over three-hundred recipes geared towards medical conditions like enteritus, 

diabetes, arthritis, rheumatism, and obesity.  By contrast, the Sonzogno-published cookbooks on 

regional Italian cuisine and home economics, written by women, cost a mere 2 lire per copy 

during the 1930s. To put this ratio in the culinary costs of the day, Beboux’s cookbook was 

worth 1 kilogram of sugar but Foggia’s was only worth 1 kilogram of bread.161  Legacy reverses 

these monetary values, as Nuovi regime has been consigned to a historical footnote, whereas 

                                                
159 As Bastianich observes “Ada was a feminist, if you will, but in a very nonthreatening way to the Italian male.  
She said, ‘Cook a home meal,’ but at the same time there was a message, ‘You can do other things, and I'll help you 
with the recipes.’”  Interview with Lidia Bastianich by Bill Daley in “Culinary Giant: Ada Boni,” The Chicago 
Tribune. May 15, 2013. 
160 In a colorful narrative, Foggia’s opening letter of Ricette and Altre Ricette provides a window into the personal 
use of the material culture of newspaper recipes by middle-class women.  She claims to have written this book 
because, “mi avete sì spesso pregata di trascrivere e di mandarvi – giacchè (le sventate!) non riuscivate più a trovare 
il foglietto ritagliato dal giornale e … messo con tanta cura da parte!” “you have so often begged me to transcribe 
and to send to you – because (the scatterbrains!) you can no longer find the little piece of paper cut out of the journal 
and  … put aside with so much care!” (1).   
161 Emanuela Scarpellini traces the relative monetary values of different foods across time in a useful chart on 
Material Nation: A Consumer’s History of Modern Italy. New York: Oxford University Press, 2008: 110-111. 
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Ricette di Petronilla remains in print today. In this way, these household management guides not 

only mark the emergence of the middle class but also its continued existence and the contours of 

women’s understanding of their own social class.   

Narratives 
 
 Book structure reflects a meal, but recipe structure reflects a conversation.  Authors 

create the conversational format in two ways.  First, as previously mentioned, a common conceit 

of Fascist period cookbooks is to open with a letter to the readers from the author, written in a 

warm personal tone.  Morelli, Foggia, and Boni all use this format. But of course, it is the author 

who speaks, and the readers who listen.  Some authors, like Boni, stop there.  Her recipes evoke 

a lesson: she is the speaking instructor, and her reader is the silent learner.  Imperative 

commands (Prepare … Mix… Fry…Boil…)162 and third person descriptions (One prepares… 

One mixes… One fries… One Boils…)163 predominate.  The recipes consist of an ingredient- 

and preparation-based title, like Beccaccia Farcita, beccaccia being woodcock, the main 

ingredient, and farcita being stuffed, the preparation.  A paragraph-long narrative description 

provides the recipe in a conversational, but largely instructional format, not unlike the Fanny 

Farmer cookbooks of the same period.  The number of people served, the types and amounts of 

ingredients, and the cooking times and methods are never found above the text, but must be 

mined from the body of the recipe.164 This narrative format is much closer to oral transmission of 

recipes, in that it describes the cooking process chronologically without providing an overview at 

                                                
162 For an example of a recipe dominated by imperative commands like “Preparate una pasta à choux, infornate 
tutto,” “Prepare a choux pastry dough, put everything in the oven,” see Bombe alle uova, p. 223.   
163 For an example of a recipe dominated by third-person descriptions like “Si spiuma la salsa, si fiammeggia e si 
sventra la beccaccia,” “One foams the sauce, one singes and removes the innards of the woodcock,” in Beccaccia 
Farcita, p. 423.  
164 Even this empirical information is not always present.  For instance, the recipe for zuppa inglese e chantilly 
indicates that it serves six and references measurements ranging from teaspoons to liters (635), but the charlotte 
romana recipe just one page before includes neither (634). Boni does, however, describe the shape and properties of 
the uncommon tools involved in the charlotte romana, including the charlotte mould, and indicates that it ought to 
hold roughly a liter of berries and batter.   
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the start.  Boni’s treatment of measurement also reflects this moment of transition from oral to 

textual transmission of recipes: in addition to grams and liters, you also see more casual 

measurements, like two fingers of oil to put in a pan for the coniglio in padella on p. 396.  Often, 

sensory cues mark the dish’s progress rather than the ticking of the clock’s hand. In the case of 

the rabbit in a pan, Boni suggests that the reader pour half a cup of dry wine over rabbit once the 

meat has fried to a rosy hue.  The color pink, rather than the 5-minute warning, indicates the next 

step of the recipe. Only at that point should you “Aggiungete un pochino d’acqua – non troppa – 

moderate il fuoco, coprite il recipente e lasciate che la cottura termini dolcemente, e la salsa 

possa bene addensarsi”  “Add a little bit of water – not too much – moderate the flame, cover the 

dish and let the cooking sweetly finish, and the sauce can nicely thicken.”  Although this simple 

recipe is very short, it is also incredibly subjective.  How should the novice cook know how 

much water is “a little bit” and when they have sloshed in “too much”? Further, in a move from 

everyday cooking to culinary history, Boni often concludes with a brief note on the recipe’s 

regional history.  She notes, for instance, that English pudding is, despite its nomenclature, a 

classic Roman dessert.    

 By contrast, Foggia fully embraced this moment of transition from oral to textual relation 

of cooking skills, playing on the literary associations of textual storytelling.  Continuing the 

precedent set by her introductory letter, she embraces the warm tone and choral format of an 

egalitarian conversation amongst female friends in the recipes themselves. Her first book, Ricette 

di Petronilla (1938),165 introduces a cast of characters drawn from Foggia’s life.  We meet her 

butcher, Nene, and learn his recipe for beef roast (108-109).  And just as these people stayed 

with Foggia without her life, so too do their characters persist across her cookbooks.  We meet 

Damia, a friend of Foggia’s from elementary school, when she shares her economical recipe for 
                                                
165 Amalia Moretti Foggia, Ricette di Petronilla, Edizioni Olivini, Milan, 1938. 



	  169 

veal and tuna (vitello tonnato all’economica).  The dish promises elegance on a budget: Damia 

concludes the recipe with the impressive claim, “You will even see your dear mother in law, I 

swear, lick the point of her finger when she thinks no one is looking.”  We wave goodbye to 

Damia in the dessert chapter, where she chats with Foggia about the best way to prepare fried 

cream (crema fritta) (178-179), but greet her again the following year, when she pops up in 

Foggia’s introduction to her second cookbook, Altre ricette di Petronilla (1939).  Characters like 

Nene and Damia populate and personify Foggia’s recipes: Nene, being a butcher, provides meat 

recipes. Damia, whose work pays little, offers recipes for stretching a household budget. In her 

wartime cookbooks, when budgeting becomes a central concern, Foggia assigns different 

characters to personify different budgets.   

 In Ricette di Petronilla per tempi eccezionali, Foggia marks the shift between two similar 

fish recipes, one expensive and one economical by shifting speakers, “Ben fortunate tu e 

l’Adalgisa che potete permettervi il lusso di piatti sopraffini (interrompe la cara Gemma).  Io 

invece .. io, per il pranzo d’oggi, ho comperato 800 gr. di economiche sardelle che in pescheria 

ho viste fresche…” “How fortunate you and Adalgisa are that you can allow yourself the luxury 

of very fine dishes (interrupts dear Gemma).  I however … I, for lunch today, bought 800 grams 

of cheap sardines that I saw fresh at fish monger’s today …” (20).  In this cookbook, Foggia 

introduces and defines her ten female characters by traits that range from their regional origins, 

education, families, to their cooking proclivities.  Readers could have easily found a character 

similar to themselves, in terms of budget, tastes, and cooking style. Then they could have 

followed that character’s recipes throughout the books, creating another form of identification 

and connection between the reader and the cookbook text.  Although Foggia typically defines her 

characters with three or fewer identifying traits, this minimalist personality palette allows her to 
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shape each recipe as a dramatic tale, opening with a social problem and concluding a culinary 

solution.  In “Angela’s Ravioli,” a mother is locally famous for her pasta.  She becomes jealous 

of her neighbor Angela, a pasta expert in her own right, because the mother’s son prefers 

Angela’s ravioli to hers. Angela kindly agrees to teach the mother her ravioli recipe, and the 

social order is restored.  Foggia devotes equal space – one page apiece -  to the recipe and to this 

tale, indicating the dual importance of food and story. Similarly, Foggia couches a recipe for 

boiled fish with mayonnaise dressing within the larger narrative of a woman chasing her, Foggia, 

across the town’s central piazza to ask for her advice on how to cook trout.  Foggia invites the 

woman home, ties on an apron, and demonstrates how to make mayonnaise.  The recipe narrative 

reads like the script for a contemporary cooking show. They all manage to recreate the sense of 

closeness with Foggia, as if she were our friend or neighbor.  We might be the woman who 

chases her across the town square, in desperate need of cooking advice.  These recipes speak to 

the rhythms of daily life in a small Italian town: each recipe is a short story that invites the reader 

to participate in communal life through cooking.   

 But of course, time matters as much as place.  In Foggia’s first wartime cookbook, 

Ricette di Petronilla per tempi eccezionali (1942), the narrative shifts.166 Once again, Foggia 

frames the book as a conversation among female friends, but silences  - indicated with ellipses - 

mark all that they cannot bear to say.  Even the title includes an ellipsis, and its placement points 

to a euphemism: Ricette di Petronilla per tempi … eccezionali. The times are not simply 

exceptional: they are bad. Petronilla indicates as much with her exclusive use of the ellipses in 

all in-text citations of her book title.  Further, the characters in her cookbooks consistently rely 

on the ellipses to avoid discussing the negative effects of war: absence, want, disease, and death. 

                                                
166 Amalia Moretti Foggia, Ricette di Petronilla per tempi eccezionali, Milan, Casa Editrice Sonzogno, 1942. 
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The daily battle for nourishment in wartime is the “eternal theme” of their discussions: they bend 

their brains to get more out of less, to get something out of nothing.   

 They meet every day, “chiacchierando sugli … eventi” “chatting about the …events”167 

while spinning wool, knitting socks, and repairing shoes (sferruzando). These women have 

gathered to talk – and here Foggia draws attention to her own lacuna, “Chiacchierando… 

chiacchierando … su che?” “To talk …to talk… about what?”  They cook with “poco grasso, 

poco riso, poca pasta, poca farina e poco zucchero, spendendo pochetto ma … nutrendo però 

bastevolmente” “little fat, little rice, little pasta, little flour and little sugar, spending very little 

but … nourishing sufficiently” (Introduction, i).  Six repetitions of the word “little” hammers in 

the nail: wartime cookery is defined by absences rather than presences.  The form generally 

deviates from the courses of a normal cookbook.  It does not begin with appetizers, but with 

pasta dishes instead, “…che oggi chiacchierano di minestre asciutte..”  “…today may we speak 

of pasta dishes [lit. dried soups]” (10).  Turn-taking between speakers occurs when one person 

wants to save gas for the oven, but another wants to save her ration of flour.  And indeed, Foggia 

draws on the broader context of war to frame the conversational round-robin to come. The group 

gathers to discuss how women might use their culinary skills to manage the effects of war at 

home.  Foggia’s ellipses wreath each stoic understatement, conspicuously marking these lacunas. 

They are, Foggia announces, a group of friends, gathered in a time of strife, to pass the time 

away by telling tales.  Each day’s recipes follow a single culinary theme, to be decided by the 

first speaker.  In Foggia’s hands, the deprivations and deaths of 1940s Fascism echoes the Black 

Death of Boccaccio’s famous tales.  Cookbooks can be literary creations: this book is not just a 

collection of recipes: it is Foggia’s culinary Decameron.   

                                                
167 Here one assumes that Foggia uses this elipsis to indicate that the events refer to the far away battles won and 
lost, and the lives of loved ones hanging on that balance.   
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Foggia, Boni, and Morelli wrote for the middle-class, and were highly popular with this 

group.168 But they also generated a broad body of home economics materials aimed at working-

class girls. In a reflection of her professional background in teaching, Morelli wrote numerous 

pedagogical titles for use in public middle schools, including Massaie di domani: conversazioni 

di economia domestica: per le scuole secondarie di avviamento professionale a tipo industriale 

femminile (1942) and Case e bambini: Conversazioni di economia domestica per le alunne della 

terza classe della scuola media (1943).169 A single copy of either of these books would be used 

to teach a class of up to 40 students. So although her books for the middle-class have been 

heralded for their popularity, publishing statistics alone cannot capture Morelli’s influence. Put 

broadly, we must consider not only how many books were published in total, but also how 

widely each individual copy was circulated. 

Looking at these books in use reveals a larger point: through their housekeeping guides, 

Morelli, Boni, and Foggia defined class boundaries even as they crossed them. This is not only 

true in terms of their middle- and working-class book audiences, but also in terms of how they 

collected the recipes that comprised the majority of their books’ pages. Morelli, and these other 

writers, were wildly prolific. But no one can annually invent, test, and publish twice as many 

recipes as there are days without daily assistence.170 Who provided that help?   

Ironically, at the very moment that working-class women left middle-class women’s 

kitchens as poorly paid employees, they also began to send in recipes to middle-class women 

authors and private food company recipe contests, even with no expectation of financial 

                                                
168 Scholars of Italian women’s history during the Fascist period, including Emanuela Scarpellini and Victoria De 
Grazia have noted this trend.  Carole Helstosky explores it in the context of Food History.   
169 In a further reflection of Morelli’s collaboration with other kitchen experts, she worked with Giovanni Battista 
Allari to co-author this book, and with Enrico Montalto di Fragnito to illustrate it. Case e bambini: Conversazioni di 
economia domestica per le alunne della terza classe della scuola media. Turin: Editrice Libraria Italiana, 1943.   
170 During the late 1930s, Morelli regularly published over 600 new recipes per year every year. 
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remuneration.171  Occasionally they received a minor form of recognition, such as having their 

first names published near the recipe heading. But they never received any share in book profits 

generated by their culinary inventions and expertise.  Ada Boni’s famous Talismano derived 

from her Preziosa recipes, but those recipes came from working-class readers who sent in 

recipes in hopes of seeing their name a national magazine.172 Coty cosmetics also contributed 

funds to Boni’s text by purchasing advertising space on the most prominent pages of her books.  

The inside front cover of Il talismano evokes a Cinderella transformation, showing how 

facepower might transform the cookbook reader from rags to riches: a pen and ink sketch of a 

carriage, drawn by winged horses and attended by cherubs, flies across the pages.173 The sense of 

Lidia Morelli’s cross-over projects with Italy’s processed food industries heralded such 

connections explicitely in commercial publications like Nuovi orrizonti per la vostra mensa: 300 

ricette scelta tra le 1224 premiate su 18000 inviate al concorso pomodoro pelati cirio da 3000 

concorrenti.174 Although it would be tempting to read the Cirio publication and others like it as 

evidence of an exploiter-exploitee relationship between urban middle-class female authors and 

                                                
171 Boni was known for privileging reader recipes from her native Lazio, and more generally, from central Italy.  
This preference also shows up in her cookbooks, La cucina regionale italiana and La cucina romana. In 1929, Boni 
published a compendium of 882 recipes from her columns.  Subsequent editions rose to over 2000 recipes.  By 
contrast, Pellegrino Artusi, writing 20 years earlier, came up with a mere 600 recipes.  Artusi for one solicited the 
nucleus of his original recipes from his much celebrated, but unnamed, working-class female cook.  Subsequent 
recipes came from working-class women’s letters sent from across Italy.  In many ways, Boni’s class-based culinary 
appropriation follows Artusi’s.  As such, these appropriative trends intensified under Fascism, but they did not 
originate under it.  Food Studies scholars writing in the American context, such as Dora Witt (Black Hunger: Food 
and Politics of US Identity, 1999) and Frederick Douglass Opie (Hog and Hominy: Soul Food from Africa to 
America, 2010) have shown how culinarly appropriation occurred along lines of racial inequity, when white 
employers published the recipes of black cooks without financial remuneration or authorial credit.   
172 During the Fascist period, many culinary magazines drew their recipe content from reader letters, including La 
Cucina Italiana, which featured a series of thematic columns dedicated to these contributions. 
173 The advertising text below anchors this levity, casting female beauty as something that can be broken, and which 
requires cosmetics for protection, “Coty, che come una serra, protegge la fragilità della vostra bellezza e della vostra 
freschezza…” “Coty, who, like a nursery protects the fragility of your beauty and your freshness” (frontmatter).  
174 Nuovi orrizonti per la vostra mensa: 300 ricette scelta tra le 1224 premiate su 18000 inviate al concorso 
pomodoro pelati cirio da 3000 concorrenti.  Introduction by Lidia Morelli. Portici: Tip. E. Della Torre, 1937. 
Subsequent editions in 1939 and 1940.  
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urban or migrant peasant working-class female cooks, the truth is not so simple.175 Although they 

did not receive financial and authorial acknowledgement for their food work, they did shape the 

nation’s culinary canon.  Further, although middle-class women actively solicited recipe 

submissions, working-class women voluntarily provided them. And once printed, the recipes 

traveled across the peninsula where other women recreating them in their own kitchens. Through 

these semi-exploitative means, working-class women shaped Italy’s national cuisine from the 

bottom up.  

To create a cohesive conversation about what was at stake in the Fascist kitchen Morelli, 

Macerati, Diez-Gasca, Piccini, Boni, and Foggia crossed lines of gender and profession as well 

as class and industry. Morelli, for instance, regularly worked with male-dominated architectural 

periodicals like Domus and La bella casa. She used kitchen plans and layouts from their 

architects and designers in her domestic guides, and they in turn published her essays and 

financed her almanacs for working class women. In her work for Domus’ high status 

architectural periodicals and their low status almanacs, Morelli exemplified how many kitchen 

thinkers worked at the time, and how pervasive their influence was. It also demonstrates how 

middle-class women served as gate keepers for upper-class men’s ideas: Morelli can largely 

claim credit for Gardella’s fame among working-class women: his ideas would never have 

reached these groups without her almanacs and radio programs. Domus and La bella casa would 

never have reached semi-literate and illiterature demographics without Morelli’s star power and 

media saturation.   

                                                
175 Francesco Cirio founded his namesake company in Turin in 1856 while still in his 20s. The company base spread 
southwards, opening satellite factories across the Mezzogorno with a regional base in the San Giovanni a Teduccio 
quarter of Naples. More than food, his firm sold food conservation technology: tinned peas, corn, and the famous 
Cirio tomatoes drew on canning techniques first developed by French inventor Nicolas Appert. Just as Appert’s 
business benefitted from war (Napoleon Bonaparte requested long-lasting foods to feed soldiers on the march) so 
too did Cirio, exported canned tomatoes to East Africa during the first waves of Mussolini’s imperial campaign.  
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 Multi-platform publications for domestic science meant that Morelli and her cohort, 

crossed different forms of boundaries.  In turn, these social, financial, and culinary relationships 

between these middle- and working-class women speak to larger conversations that fused the 

public and private spheres of life. First, Morelli’s approach to product placement in her domestic 

guides blended promotion of private industry and public government. For instance, her 

publications for Cirio used the rhetoric of patriotism to promote the tinned tomato company that 

paid her bills.176 But she also continued to promote Cirio in government-financed publications, 

such as her household guides for the Societa reale mutual di assicurazione, the Fascist 

government insurance provider.   

Morelli’s embrace of Fascism’s bids for autarchy can be read as one point on a wide 

spectrum of domestic writers’ reactions to government policy. For context, let us consider two 

case studies of how individual middle-class female domestic writers negotiated Fascism’s call 

for autarchy: La Cucina Italiana editor Delia Notari and Casa Nostra author Erminia Macerati. 

To maintain focus, I will examine alimentary autarchy specifically, with an emphasis on the 

treatment of meats. First, let us consider how Notari, the head of Italy’s most popular cooking 

magazine under Fascism, negotiated government edicts. Many popular women’s magazines, 

such as Bellezza, Cordelia, and La donna italiana, included regime-friendly articles such as 

autarchic fashion spreads. To provide a more extreme example, La Cucina Italiana constitutes a 

unique case of a hobby magazine’s direct adherence to state dictates. Founders and Editors 

Delia177 and Umberto Notari178 enthusiastically supported the Fascist regime by promoting 

                                                
176 In addition to the Cirio cookbook cited above, Morelli also produced multiple editions of Cirio per la casa, 
Cirio’s annual almanac, which was meant to instruct both middle- and working-class women in household 
management while promoting Cirio’s canned vegetables.  Morelli began this publishing collaboration with Cirio in 
1939, and paused only with Italy’s entry into World War II. 
177 Delia Notari, not Umberto, pushed for the creation of La Cucina Italiana and controlled the editorial slant of the 
magazine as Director.  A widow of engineer Joseph Magnaghi and the owner of the Salsomaggiore baths, Delia née 
Pavoni married Umberto and appears to have shared his pro-Fascist politics.  During her tenure from the first Milan-
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Mussolini’s autarchic campaigns with reader contests and letters to the editor.179  Proponents of 

Fascism from arts world such as Giovanni Pascoli, Ada Negri, and Margherita Sarfatti 

contributed articles as well.180  Massimo Bontempelli and F.T. Marinetti served on the tasting 

committee, whose enviable duties extended to sampling the magazine’s autarchic and Futurist 

recipes before publication.181 As La Cucina Italiana’s sudden enthusiasm for rabbit and 

inclusion of Fascism-friendly columnists suggests, not all women’s narratives of autarchic 

cooking contested regime dictates. Rabbits and poultry emerged as primary autarchic meats 

because housewives could raise them themselves quickly and cheaply in their yards.  Whereas 

beef and pork required time and specialized skill to butcher, these smaller animals provided 

protein to families on a budget. La Cucina Italiana recipe content underlines the intensity of this 

shift. Prior to the sanctions, the 1934 index of La Cucina Italiana provides only 3 rabbit recipes 

in the 12-issue total. In December 1935, just after the November call for autarchy, 22 recipes for 

rabbit appeared in a single issue. Other proteins rose in prominence as well. 1936, La Cucina 

Italiana began to emphasize fish dishes to such a degree that editors provided a new column 

heading in that year’s index to collect them. La Cucina Italiana further attempted to cast 

autarchic cooking as a means to demonstrate one’s modernity. Illustrations showing fashionable 

women holding autarchic fare such as plucked pigeons and elaborate French-derivative recipes 

                                                
produced issue of December 15, 1929 to her final Rome-produced issue of December 1934, she encouraged 
contributors to incorporate recipes for autarchic eating to support the regime.  
178 Umberto Notari’s adherence to Fascist political doctrine appears to have developed in his early 20s, during his 
collaboration with F.T. Marinetti on the magazine Poesia.  His enthusiasm for social conservatism in general and 
Fascist racial policy in particular manifested in many of his publications, from La donna ‘Tipo Tre’ to his signature 
on Manifesto della razza and Panegirico della razza italiana. 
179 In many ways, late 1920s and early 1930s editions of this “Giornale di Gastronomia per famiglie e buonguai,” 
“Journal of Gastronomy for Families and Connoisseurs,” resembled just that - a culinary journal or newspaper - far 
more than a magazine.  With no cover page to speak of until Fanny Dini’s appointment in January 1935, the 
prelimary layout of this culinary monthly offered a headline and columns only. 
180 Giovanni Pascoli, “Risotto Romagnolo,” La Cucina Italiana. June 15, 1930, Ada Negri, “Il companatico 
dell’illusione,” La Cucina Italiana. August 15, 1930, Margherita Sarfatti, “Zuppa d’aragosta,” La Cucina Italiana. 
October 15, 1930 and “La botte piena e la moglie ubriaca,” La Cucina Italiana. April 1931. 
181 Tiziana Scarola. “Le riviste gastronomiche dei primi decenni del Novecento,” Appunti di gastronomia. 45 (2004), 
pp. 134-140. 
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featuring the poorer meats cast autarchic cooking as a chic practice, as in the line drawing 

accompanying a sanction-inspired recipe competition (Fig 24). But even those friendly to the 

regime continued to inscribe autarchic meats within traditional hierarchies of value.  

Housekeeping manuals treat these meats as less prestigious than beef or pork.  Variously, they 

note that these meats provide less protein or flavor than those desirable alternatives. In framing 

rabbit and poultry comparatively against other meats, they establish beef and pork as the ideal 

standard against which all other meats’ nutrition and taste should be judged. Even when obvious 

comparisons to beef and pork are absent, rabbit, fish, and chicken recipe narratives evoke their 

primacy. La Cucina Italiana regularly heralded autarchic meats for their lightness and 

digestibility. Such statements simply cast the housekeeping manual’s contention of low 

nutritional value in a positive light. They also suggest that beef and pork, being less “light,” offer 

more nourishment pound for pound than lean meats. But taste went unmentioned, a conspicuous 

exclusion for a magazine ostensibly concerned with good eating. Autarchic meats, being “good 

for the nation,” emerged as almost definitionally not good for the palate. This characterization 

suggests the subjectivity of flavor. Beef and pork may have tasted good simply because many 

Italians considered them to be prestigious meats. Very few families possessed the funds to 

consume red meats on a weekly basis. Even the “lesser” meats such as chicken, rabbit, or fish, 

would have been a rare treat after a week of grain- and cereal-based dishes. As such, these texts 

do not document a nation-wide change in diet so much as a redefinition of how the social value 

of these foods were purposefully recharacterized because of political events such as the 

sanctions. As Carol Helstosky puts it, “What was miserable and inadequate in the nineteenth 

century became healthful and patriotic under Fascism” (65).  
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Fig. 24 Bruno, Magazine article illustration, line drawing accompanies article “Mogli di 
cacciatore, vittime ignorate,” “Wives of Hunters, Ignored Victims” (La Cucina Italiana 
[September 1935, p. 15]) 
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For comparison, let us examine how home economics expert Erminia Macerati’s 

introduction to rabbit recipes in the household manual Casa Nostra: Trattato di Economia 

Domestica exemplifies this tendency.182  Her book’s section on meat provides a strict 

hierarchical structure. She discusses beef first, and further divides her discussion of this meat 

into three categories of cuts in descending quality, moving from filets and roast beef down to 

organ meats. Veal, mutton, pork, and horse follow, before she addresses rabbit, the last “animale 

da macello,” “butcher animal” (92). Other categories of small animals and animal products 

considered lesser meats, such as foul, fish, and eggs, follow rabbits. In these sections, Macerati 

notes that such meats are widely available in the Italian countryside, economic, and easy to grow.  

Of the rabbit, she writes, “E siccome l’allevamento del coniglio costa relativeamente poco, è 

anche carne di vero buon mercato.  La conigliatura è quindi vivamente da raccomandare,” “And 

since rabbit raising costs relatively little, it’s also truly cheap meat. Rabbit-raising is thus highly 

recommended” (97). So while Macerati points to both the virtues and benefits of autarchy for the 

housewife and her family, her approach to Fascist politics is more conservative Notari’s 

enthusiastic embrace, and less financially-inflected than Morelli’s calculated approach.  Macerati 

continued to inscribe autarchic meats such as rabbit within the persisting value framework that 

                                                
182 Erminia Macerati was a Home Economics teacher working in the tiny Alpine town of Vergeletto in the Valle 
Orsenone and a proponent for obligatory Home Economics courses for female students.  She began her career at age 
21 as an elementary school teacher in Brissago, where she worked starting from 1892 until 1901.  In 1902, 
supported by the Department of Public Education and the Società Demopedeutica, she attended the school of home 
economics in Neuchatel and began independent explorations into other home economics schools throughout 
Switzerland. She helped to found the Associazione “La Scuola,” a group of liberal educators.  In 1903 she organized 
her first home economics course in Ticino, work that later qualified her to be the docente superiore of home ecomics 
in the Scuola Professionale femminile of Lugano in 1910.  With her work as her inspiration, she published Casa e 
lavoro in 1927, reprinted six times over the following nine years, in 1929, 1931, 1933, 1937, 1942, and 1946. Lidia 
Morelli contributed an introductory piece to the 1942 edition. Macerati originally composed Casa e lavoro as a 
resource for students enrolled in her courses. The work was so successful, both in Italy and in Switzerland, that 
Swish National Exhibition for Women’s Work (known by the acronym SAFA) requested a presentation of her 
findings and named her to the directors’ commission of Educatore della Svizzera Italiana in 1929.   
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assigns a low rung to these meats. Her gestures towards autarchy do not upend the pre-existing 

definitions of what is good to eat.183   

Issues of social class bind Morelli, Notari, and Macerati’s texts: all recommend raising 

chickens and rabbits for similar, practical reasons and provide recipes for these meats. However, 

none describe the outdoors work involved, such as how to build henhouses or hutches.184 

Although all three celebrate kitchen garden produce and the virtues of gardening, none explain 

how to sow a plot. One possible reason for such occlusion lies in the social classes and 

occupations of their writers, who tended to come from urban middle- and upper-class 

backgrounds.  Morelli, Notari, and Macerati may have focused on and elevated the importance 

on cooking and eating because of their familiarity with these realms, occluding the importance of 

working-class women’s productive work in gardens, courtyards, and fields in the process.185   

 Over time, Morelli developed her blend of industry interests and government policy into 

a personal brand, allying herself with alimentary autarchy with titles like Le Massaie Contro le 

                                                
183 Such continuance is not unique: we can find comparable, though by no means identical, adherence to established 
food norms during wartime in other countries with far less entrenched culinary traditions. Amy Bentley notes that 
American Office of Price Administration (OPA) propaganda during World War II relied heavily on the “icon of the 
ordered meal,” which consisted of one meat and three sides.  Repeatedly deploying this imagery implied the 
necessity of maintaining a particular meal structure even under rationing.    The woman of the house, the “Wartime 
Homemaker,” a white, middle-class woman, would serve this meal to her family.  As such, this iconography evoked 
a racially and economically homogenous America.  It also obfuscated the turbulent gender roles and dietary 
privations of wartime.  See Amy Bentley, Eating for Victory: Food Rationing and the Politics of Domesticity 
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1998). 
184 This type of information could be found in technical manuals for farmers, such as F. Maiocco’s Il conglio (Rome: 
Ramo Editoriale degli agricoltori, 1937). The cover, designed and signed by a certain Martinatio, featured two 
oversized black rabbits cuddling in front of a fashionable red-headed woman shown in profile, flaunting a green V-
neck dress and with a white rabbit fur-trimmed collar. The Biblioteca per l’insegnamento agrario professionale (The 
Library for the Instruction of Professional Agriculture) published a series of these instructional booklets, at the 
affordable price of 3 lire apiece.   
185 Although the Fascist Massaie Rurali group conducted courses in gardening, rabbit- and poultry-raising, along 
with silkworm farming and bee keeping, mass media and household manuals tend to emphasize a later stage of food 
preparation and consumption rather than the early stages of production.  The national and local directors of the 
Massaie Rurali as well as teachers at Sant’Alessio College, the training school for these leaders, came from wealthy, 
urban backgrounds. Many of these middle-class urban women were ill prepared to advise countrywomen in matters 
of rural productivity. Throughout the 1930s and early 1940s, the Massaie Rurali struggled to find qualified 
Technical Leaders to provide courses.  See Perry Wilson, Peasant Women and Politics in Fascist Italy: The Massaie 
Rurali. (London: Routledge, 2002). 
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Sanzioni (Turin: Lattes, 1935 and 1936), Le Massaie e l’autarchia, (Turin, Lattes, 1937), and La 

Vita Sobria (Rome: Sales, 1941). Lidia Morelli went so far as to introduce the 1935 reprint of her 

popular housekeeping manual Dalla Cucina al Salotto: Enciclopedia della vita domestica by 

addressing how the sanctions affected the vocabulary she could and couldn’t use in her book.  

Speaking to “the readers of today” in a note dated November 18, 1935, she notes that words such 

as marmitta norvegese, salsa ginevrina, sformato inglese, pagnottine scozzesi, baking powder, 

bridge, and tè alle cinque were perfectly permissible “quando un vocabolario estero non voleva 

dire ‘appartenente a Stato ostile e sanzionista,” “when foreign words didn’t mean ‘belonging to a 

hostile, sanctionist State” (Morelli 1935, 1). In other words, Morelli classifies all foreign 

elements of cookery, from phrases to habits to foods, as outdated. Her stance towards this 

attitudinal change is one of consent: she casts the situation as one of moral choice for the 

housewife, thus elevating the stakes of Italian food purchases (“Questo tempo di ‘sanzioni’ ha 

veramente un alto valore morale, del quale dobbiamo compiacerci,” “This time of ‘sanctions’ has 

a high moral value, of which we must satisfy”). Directly connecting linguistic autarchy with 

autarchic cooking, she claims to be pleased (“sono io sono la prima a rallegrarmi che questo 

abbia fine,” “I am the first to delight in the fact that this has happened”) that this shift not only 

resulted in the “innocent rebaptizing” of certain food terms (likely a reference to F.T. Marinetti’s 

Manifesto della cucina futurista translations, such as changing the foreign-sounded bar to the 

Italian neologism quisibeve, “here one drinks”) but also led to newly positive attitudes towards 

Italian products and culinary industry. Similarly, Foggia’s Ricette di Petronilla per tempi 

eccezionali notes the shift from English to Italian terms, “una volta si chiamava roast beef, ma 

che ora venne italianamente battezzato in arrosto al sangue,” “once it was called roast beef but 

now it has been rebaptized in an Italian way as roast blood-style” (1942, 30).  Language and 
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autarchy intertwine in the cookbook’s cross-publication Sonzogno advertising as well as the 

recipe narratives.  Ricette di Petronilla contains an advertisement for African language 

dictionaries, suggesting that women might have bought these books for their husbands and sons 

at the front. Right across from a recipe for califlower in besciamelle sauce, the first page of the 

vegetable side dish chapter, an ad hawks dictionaries for major languages such as Amharic, 

Tigrinya, Arab (East Africa, Egypt, Asia), Arab (Libya, West Africa), as well as less common 

languages like Galla, Migiurtino, and Benedirese. For a mere six lire per dictionary (one lire less 

than a French cookbook) these Italian-African phonetic translations compiled by Ferruccio 

Caressa for Sonzogno in Milan could be yours. Cookbooks contained empires. Turning the 

constraints of the sanctions into a personal challenge for her readers, Morelli notes her regret that 

certain recipes do not evoke the recent turn towards autarchy in the kitchen, 

meglio sarebbero se più adatte ai tempi, se semplificate o cambiate, secondo un regime fatto più severo.  
Ma confido nel buon senso, nell’ingegnosità delle lettrici per una scelta sensate, per una sostituzione 
razionale … e razionata. 
 
It would be better if [these recipes were] more adapted to the times, simplified or changed, according to a 
regime that has become stricter.  But I rely on the good sense, on the ingenuity of the readers for a sensible 
choice, for a rational, and rationed, substitution. 
 

Whether or not these were truly Morelli’s opinions or if she merely felt compelled to perform 

obeisance in this public text matters less than the fact of this text’s overwhelming popularity. 

Morelli’s articulation of linguistic questions as being less important than kitchen methods and 

market choices casts autarchy for the massaia (housewife or country woman) as a set of practices 

grounded in the material world.  Linguistic changes from sandwich to tramezzino merely herald 

the more substantive decision to prepare the sandwich with chicken rather than salame.   

 Boni goes so far as to open her book by framing the promotion of Italian cuisine as a 

form of culinary nation building.  Immediately following her letter to her readers, Boni provides 

an “Elogio alla Cucina Italiana,” an essay framing international French and regional Italian 
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cookery as a contested culinary binary. While the French have been, she claims, more successful 

at exporting their cuisine, Italian regional specialities rival the French in their exquisitness and 

variety. A rhapsody to the geese of Northern Italy, and swoons the pheasants, turkeys, pigeons 

and poultry of Tuscany, frames her critique: we do not lament the Bresse chickens or capons of 

Mans.  Like Morelli and Foggia, Boni suggests that this disparatity arose from the traditions of 

culinary language. To raise Italy’s culinary status, she argues that women must list ingredients in 

Italian, and not in other languages “In Italia si deve cucinare da per tutto all’italiana e ci si deve 

adoperare a far conoscere questo nostro patrimonio agli italiani prima, e poi agli stranieri,” “In 

Italy one must cook first in an Italian style, and one must set oneself to introducing our 

patrimony to Italians first, and then to foreigners.”  They seem to be much in need of her advice,    

 not only have the French successfully exported their cuisine, but the Americans have begun to 

cook Italian food … badly.  In American houses, she confesses, they prepare spagetti in sauce 

already cooked and preserved in cans and boxes, “cibo da non augurarsi neanche al peggior 

nemico!” “Food not to wish even on your worst enemy!” (12) Italian foods, Italian words, and 

Italian preparations: Boni’s culinary project fully supports domestic affairs, without a single 

utterance of the word “autarchy.”  

The cookbook authors took different paths to the same destination. Ada Boni, for 

instance, promoted De Cecco pasta as part of her larger regional preferences for Central Italian 

ingredients, recipes, and even food companies. She did not receive any pay from the company.  

In these recipes, pairing promotion of autarchy, a Fascist policy, with private food companies 

like Cirio and De Cecco, buttressed arguments for cooking with domestically, and in some cases 

locally, farmed and manufactured foods. By contrast, Morelli’s motives in supporting alimentary 

autarchy appear to have been largely financial, other authors came to the same conclusions for 
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personal reasons. Autarchy provided Morelli, Boni, and Macerati with convenient labels for their 

project. In other words, they used political trends to argue for culinary ideas, rather than the other 

way around. Morelli’s constant negotiation and renegotiation with politics lies at the heart of the 

tabletop politics of the Fascist kitchen. Being a public figure under the dictatorship, Morelli’s 

career reveals the types of dilemmas and choices that middle-class professional women made 

under Fascism. Her politics, like her recipes, reveal a practical and culinary bent, one that uses 

politics when convenient. By understanding both her assertions and her compromises, we can 

better the mechanisms – the daily sayings, jokes, assertions, and denials - that people used to 

deal with the Fascist environment.   

Little Oil, Little Butter, Lots of Cabbage: How Wartime Shaped Cooking and Taste 
 
 Foggia’s final two cookbooks, Ricette di Petronilla per tempi eccezionali (1942) and 200 

Suggerimenti per … questi tempi (1943) offer a time-lapse microcosm of how women changed 

their cooking ingredients and preparations in response to autarchy and wartime sanctions.  But 

more broadly, they also show how women redefined the boundaries of acceptable ingredients, 

recipe preparations, and meal structure to manage extreme privation. In her first wartime 

cookbook, Foggia evokes the ambient anxiety of the Italian homefront, suffusing the text with 

the constant mental calculus of ingredient costs, amounts, and availability. In her recipe for 

vegetable soup, which is not an expensive dish to begin with, her character Carla recommends 

adding six tablespoons of her rice ration (“il mio riso tesserato”) but only “se posso disporne,” 

“if I can spare it” (6-7). In other words, women faced cupboards so lean that the decision to use 

roughly one third of a cup of rice required serious deliberation and accounting against the other 

recipes for the month. Selecting a cooking method required the same forethought: what if you 

want to serve rice, but save gasoline? The next woman addresses this question, “io che al pare 
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non voglio tanto spendere il gas per bollir verdure, io preparo assai spesso minestre con fiocchi 

di cereali che non siano tesserati,” “I by contrast do not want to spend gas to boil vegetables, I 

frequently prepare soups with grains that are not rationed” (7). In this recipe and others, women 

constantly track the foods that are and are not rationed (tesserati).186 Foggia’s characters begin to 

characterize their recipes by their ingredients, especially rationed ingredients like oil, butter, and 

meat, and by items found in abundance, like cabbage and rabbits. Ingredient quality becomes 

salient: for the first time, pasta comes with rankings: Foggia suggests “qualità #2” in an early 

recipe (11). Eating formerly disregarded (or discarded) foods becomes newly acceptable. It took 

tempi eccezionali for Foggia to devote an entire chapter to cooking with innards. If punctuation 

like ellipses mark the abstract absences and terrors of the times, then quantitative adjectives like 

poco (little) denote the more concrete deprivations of cakes without sugar and meatballs without 

meat. A recipe for spaghetti calls for “poco olio poco burro tanta verza,” “little oil, little butter, 

lots of cabbage”). For foods like oil and butter, she goes so far as to give two different 

measurements. One pasta recipe calls for a small spoon and a half of butter, or 45 grams on the 

kitchen scale (13). In reflection of the increasing importance of rationed foods, Foggia introduces 

exact measurements for the first time.187 Wartime shortages forced women to reevaluate not only 

the boundaries of what was good to eat, and what was edible, but also where foods belonged in 

the course of a meal or in the context of a recipe. Rationing turned bread into a treat, a shift 

reflected by Foggia’s reclassification of toasted bread from an invisible supporting ingredient 

used to stretch meat-based dishes to a starring role as dessert. Foggia’s inclusion of toasted bread 

in the dessert section speaks to just how much the traditional Italian meal forms and accepted 

tastes shifted. As might be expected, Foggia recommends sweet toppings for the bread, like 
                                                
186 The Italian term for “rationed” derives from the card (tessera) used to obtain rationed goods. 
187 This is an interesting contrast with Boni, who introduced measurements because her middle-class readership did 
not know how to cook and needed empirical guidelines. 
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conserves, but she recommends savory ones like spicy tuna as well. This dish may look familiar 

– it is essentially crostini - but its placement in the dessert section suggests that wartime 

rationing vaulted this humble appetizer to new social heights.   

 The crostini’s unexpected flight to the dessert section speaks to a broader move to 

redefine the social meanings of food while maintaining a familiar recipe form with known 

ingredients and preparations. But many recipes did change: with the onset of war, the quantity of 

non-rationed ingredients per recipe (for example, the amount of cabbage in a single minestrone 

recipe) and their frequency across recipes (the number of cabbage-centric recipes across the soup 

section) rose in tandem. This shift reflects the additional steps that women began to take to 

obtain food prior to preparing it. It reveals a move from urban markets and shops to rural 

hillsides and rivers. Gardening, foraging, hunting, fishing, and animal-raising inflect these 

dishes.  Wild vegetables and game ascended the culinary ladder, moved from side dishes to main 

courses.188 Woodland finds like mushrooms, chestnuts, and chicory grow from minor to main 

ingredients. Egg-based dishes proliferate: omelets lay siege to the meat section, and the dessert 

chapter is covered in meringue. In a similar trajectory from side to center, Foggia recommended 

that women prepare regional recipes emphasizing these ingredients, a move borne of privation 

with the potential to nationalize cuisine. One woman makes the argument for increasing reliance 

on recipes from the “muddy earth” of the Lombard rice fields during wartime. With only a 

spoonful of rationed goods, she claims, she was able to present “ the most delicious dish:” boiled 

frogs. The recipe is fairly simple, and begins at the marketplace rather than the marshes: buy two 

big, fat, decapitated, skinned frogs, boil them for 20 minutes in salt water. Make a roux with a 

                                                
188 This is the first cookbook where Foggia assumes that her readers have a home garden. Her characters model this 
behavior, as when Carla brings a gift of homegrown cauliflower to Foggia’s house on the day she hosts her ten 
guests. Wartime did not diminish Foggia’s concern for social status: her autobiographical character maintains a 
servant in this book, and tells her to get the door when Carla rings (65). 
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spoonful each of of butter and flour, add that to the frog broth, along with salt, pepper, three egg 

yolks and juice of two lemons, combine sauce with frogs and frog broth, warm plate with cover. 

Foggia’s narrative indicates that women may have been more concerned about crossing 

boundaries of class rather than taste to prepare this new recipe. “Siete piuttosto… schizzinosette.  

Non sono io … [essendo] della ‘bassa,’ cioè della grassa terra tutta acquitrini di risaie. E 

nell’acqua fangosa delle risaie, non gracidano le rane?  Ebbene, ligia alle costumanze familiari e 

regionali, io stamane ho presentato in tavola un bel piatto di rane in salsa,” “You are so … 

snobby. Not I … [being] from the ‘lowlands,’ that is from that fat earth, all marshland rice fields. 

And in the muddy water of the rice fields, do the frogs not croak? Well, faithful to the familial 

and regional customs, this morning I presented at the table a beautiful plate of frogs in sauce.” 

(23). Several recipes featuring salamanders follow, although rice figures more predominantly in 

their titles: risotto alle salamelle (salamander risotto), arancette di riso (fried rice balls), and 

pasticci di riso (a big mess of rice). As this narrative shows, Foggia dangles regionality as bait: 

women could claim that their motive for cooking this dish was culinary exploration and a desire 

to try the ingredients and preparations of Lombardy, rather than economic privation and a need 

to buy cheap ingredients and to learn new preparations to go with them.189 This move reshaped 

what a typical dinner would consist of both at the level of a single Wednesday dinner and at the 

level of the Italian culinary canon.  

 Even when women cooked the same foods as before, they began to use more and 

different parts: in the case of meats, Foggia’s chapter on innards (frattaglie) chapter includes 

                                                
189 Even in her first cookbook, Foggia uses regionality to frame atypical ingredients. Her earliest version of 
salamander risotto opens with multiple markers of Northerness, “Questo risotto … da noi, donne d’Alta Italia, nelle 
nostre cucine, vien fatto così: Si toglie alle salamelle (1 ogni 2 persone) la pelle; se ne versa il sapido contenuto, con 
poco burro…” “This risotto, at our house, the [houses of] the women of Northern Italy, in our kitchens, is made like 
this: skin two salamanders (1 for every 2 people); pour the savory contents into a pan with a little butter…” (1938, 
92).  
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recipes that predate the Fascist period, with dishes such as zampone (Bolognese boiled pig’s foot, 

often served for Christmas and New Year’s) and ingredients like liver, tongue, and other 

sweetbreads, as in the recipe for lingua in gelatina (tongue in gelatin). However, the sheer 

predominance of head- and heart-based recipes does appear to depart from previous traditions.  

Foggia devotes many pages to testina, and prominently features dishes like cuore in salsetta 

d’acciughe (heart in a little anchovy sauce) and cuore in padella (heart in a pan). For Foggia, the 

metaphorical potential of the head and the heart transcended their culinary value. As an 

ingredient and as a symbol, the heart in particular spoke to the emotional costs of wartime, and 

of going from cooking with little, to cooking with nothing at all. In Foggia’s final book, written 

in 1943 at the nadir of the war, she concludes every chapter with a pen and ink illustration. 

Recipe becomes augury. Her final cookbook ends with cuore grigliate: two hearts, skewered by 

sharp metal tines.   
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Fig. 25 “Grilled Hearts,” in Amalia Moretti Foggia’s 200 Suggerimenti per … questi tempi. 
Milan: Sonzogno, 1943: p. 118 (image repeats throughout cookbook). 



	  190 

 The literary and culinary elements Amalia Moretti Foggia’s final cookbook, 200 

Suggerimenti per … questi tempi (1943) speaks to the lowest depths of wartime cookery.  Gone 

are the chatty tales of wild piazza chases for trout recipes.  Gone too are the round robins of 

women gathered together for solace.  200 suggerimenti shows a world depopulated: stories and 

dialogues give way to measurements and imperatives.  Foggia’s narrative treatment of the 

recipes suggests the elimination of all unnecessary expenditure, including the effort that it takes 

to speak.  This text is terse.  It reads like martial law.  Recipe format diverges as well.  The 

header for “Zuppa per … questi tempi,” “Soup for … these times” includes a sub-heading with 

the absent ingredients that she would mark, but not highlight, in her 1942 publication.  The 

header for wartime soup lists all of the rationed ingredients that you do not need to make this 

recipe rather than those that you do, “niente pasta, niente riso, niente grassi,” “no pasta, no rice, 

no fats.”  Bare cupboards guide this cookbook’s use.  The highlighting of what is not contained, 

rather than what is contained, shows a shift in focus in the way that women approached cooking 

in the late war years.  The repeated poco of 1938 had dissolved into niente by 1943. Absences of 

people, and ingredients, are so vast that they balloon into presence.  

 Foggia recommends this recipe for the end of the month, when the rice and pasta have 

been eaten and the oil has long since been poured.  All you need are common garden vegetables 

(carrots, onions, cabbage, beets, potatoes, turnips, celery, and parsley), two or three cubes of 

bouillon, and cheese shavings (“but only if you have them,” she kindly adds).  Special versions 

of this soup, added at the end, include adding old bread, or – luxury of luxuries - a bit of butter. 

She reassures her readership that they are not at fault, and that they are not alone, “è cosa che 

puo capitare a tante in questi tempi eccezionali,” “it’s something that can happen to many of us 

in these exceptional times” (7). Concern for absences mark the cooking methods as well.  Instead 
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of describes culinary flourishes that might add to the dish, Foggia devotes a significant amount 

of space to cooking techniques to save gas, “ma il contatore di gas corre sia per poca sia per tanta 

minestra, dunque… preparate la zuppa in quantita bastante per due ed anche per tre pasti,” “but 

the gas counter runs whether its for a little or a lot of soup, so … prepare the soup in sufficient 

quantities for two and even for three meals at once” (7).  Long before the microwave, reheating 

was part of cooking.  Repeated boiling would have changed the flavor and consistency of the 

soup.  These recipes reveal that rationing impacted ingredient use.  But less obviously, they also 

demonstrate that cooking methods – and thus the Italian culinary canon - changed as a result of 

wartime gas shortages.  How women cooked mattered just as much as what foods they had 

available. 

 Along these lines, Foggia’s 1943 recipes both continue and intensify many of the culinary 

shifts to ingredients, preparations, and meal forms begun in her 1942 cookbook.  Garden 

vegetables, one of the few remaining foods found in abundance, now appear in every course, 

redefining where greens do and do not belong. Potatoes, carrots, and beans now fill out cakes, 

pies, and puddings. When both the ingredients and the cooking style have changed due to 

shortages of sugar and gas, the original dish might be held in place by the title alone, as in “a 

plum cake…per questi tempi.”  The comparative rarity of meats means that women took a 

different tact to obtaining the protein that they needed. Here, the ingredient selection grows 

sylvan: wild bird eggs take the place of chicken eggs in some recipes, indicating that women 

ventured deeper into the swamps and forests to forage for food than they ever had before. Foggia 

now assumes that husbands hunt wild game, and that women maintain rabbit hutches in addition 

to the gardens dug in the 1942.  Her recipes for innards devolve into alchemy.  Across from the 

preparation for the grilled hearts, the canonical recipe of this text, sits a recipe for fried blood 
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(86-87). Foggia’s lurch from the kitchen table to the surgical table finds a counterpart in the 

move from the culinary to the chemical.  Bouillon cubes and Vegetine, faux-foods with origins 

in labs rather than in the earth, can be found in every course.  The dessert section features a 

vegetine tart as well as a vegetine pudding. Futuristic industrial products proliferate alongside the 

primordial blood and hearts. Wartime pushed women to negotiate the boundaries of Italian 

cuisine to the outer limits of taste and edibility. But this does not mean that they engaged in such 

projects willingly.  Perhaps Foggia’s conclusion to her letter to the readers’ is most telling in this 

regard.  Her final cookbook, and her work as an author, concludes with a plea for peace, even if 

it comes at the expense of her legacy.  Above the image of the white dove with the olive branch 

in its beak, she expresses her wish for peace in terms of the future demise of this cookbook, 

“questa opera mia (diventata vana) possiate metterla – e definitivamente – da parte,” “that 

(having become done in vain) you may put my work – definitively – aside.”  May the war end, 

and may my work here become irrelevant, consigned forever to a dusty kitchen shelf.  

Chapter 5: Electric Servants for the Modern Hostess: Class Politics from the Kitchen to the 

Salon  

 This chapter provides the case study of Lidia Morelli’s Dalla Cucina al Salotto: 

Enciclopedia dalla vita domestica and the utopic urban kitchens celebrated therein.  Arguably 

the most popular housekeeping guide of the Fascist period, this book’s content (kitchen plans), 

structure (opening letters), and tone (friendly and communal but also authoritative and classist) 

emblematizes the Fascist period debates about why kitchens mattered, and the cohesive nature of 

those discussions. First, I analyze Morelli’s ideal kitchen layout in relation with trends in 

architecture and design to understand the political and social significance of these changes. 

Reading these documents both with and against the grain illuminates the overlaps and gaps 
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between ideal urban kitchens and actual kitchen use.  In other words, Morelli’s ideal kitchens 

reveal how middle-class women related to working-class cooks.  But indirectly, the gaps, 

occlusions, and complaints in her texts also intimate how cooks might have thoughts and felt 

about their employers. Next, I contextualize Morelli’s ideal urban kitchen within the broader 

design and publication trends of the period. To do so, I investigate the origins and trajectories of 

her ideal kitchen plans to reveal how different authors and designers listened to each others’ 

ideas, debated and developed them, and then offered new possibilities of their own. For instance, 

Morelli, Bottoni and Gardella often use the same images of kitchen layouts and descriptive text 

in their books and articles for Domus, La bella casa (now Casabella), and household guides and 

almanacs, but each writer focuses on different elements of the same spaces.  Morelli may note 

the fact that her ideal kitchen’s white tiles reveal dirt and are easy to clean, whereas Bottoni 

might focus on their bright modern aesthetic. Tone varies as well: to return to the example above, 

Morelli often takes an inclusive tact by addressing her readers as a collective noi, a move that 

equalizes author and audience by placing them in the same social category of middle-class 

women. By contrast, Bottoni addresses his audience with commands in the voi, leaning on his 

expert status to impress the importance of his views on the readership. These are but two 

examples of a broader phenomenon: tracing these threads demonstrates how architects, authors 

and designers connected with one another through both in terms of specific source materials and 

more general commonalities of kitchen treatment. Women are, as always, at the center of this 

chapter. In turning to Lidia Morelli first, this chapter mimics the movement of 50,000 massaie 

who had purchased her book by 1935, and will provide the first taste of the culinary themes to 

come.190  

                                                
190 See Lidia Morelli, Dalla Cucina al Salotto: Enciclopedia della vita domestica. Turin: Lattes, 1936: front matter. 
Although Morelli does not explain the provenance of this number, the prominent placement of the 50,000 figure on 
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 Morelli’s movement from the cucina to the salotto illuminates the shifting lines of public 

and private within the Fascist period domestic sphere. At first, the trajectory appears to shift 

from private to public. The kitchen houses productive work behind the scenes. It is an area that 

supports the semi-public meetings of the salon, a space of social display. Solitary cooking and 

cleaning took place in the kitchen, whereas the social rituals of afternoon tea took place in the 

salon. But these definitions of private and public within the house are predicated on a middle-

class perspective of the home. For the working class women employed in the kitchen, this was a 

semi-public space of employment. Many of these women worked in more than one kitchen each 

day: they would have cooked for their own families in the tiny kitchens of the case popolari 

exurbs before traveling into town to work in the kitchens of the middle- and upper-class.  

Further, even urban working-class women’s own kitchens should not be considered entirely 

private.  State interventions constructed the kitchens of the case popolari with Fascist goals in 

mind: by introducing the Taylorist work triangle, regime-affiliated architects attempted to 

rationalize case popolari kitchens so as to increase the hygiene and productivity of female 

working class spaces and bodies. Numerous regime-affiliated groups collaborated in this process, 

including the Istituto fascista autonomo case popolari (IFACP), Istituzioni pubbliche di 

assistenza e beneficienza (IPAB), Istituto nazionale fascista previdenza sociale (INFPS), and the 

Ente Opere Assistenziali (EOA), as well as many other aid groups.191 In addition to architectural 

interventions, the regime entered these kitchens with prescriptive literature like household guides 

and almanacs. Taken in sum, these interventions underscore the fact that as Morelli moved 

across the kitchen and the salon, she moved through working- and middle-class distinctions 

                                                
the book’s cover suggests that the publisher tracked bool sales and conveyed this information to their authors. 
191 Just as ONMI seized on breastfeeding to improve hygiene with goals for increasing working-class women’s 
reproductive work, so too did these Fascist boards seize on cooking to increasing their productive work.  In both 
cases, architecture and propaganda provided two key means to seizing working class women’s work in the private 
sphere with the goal of hyper-productivity.    
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within the middle-class home as well as spatial ones. But they also point to the necessity of 

deprovincializing the kitchen. The kitchen, and cooking, both implicate spaces outside the home 

and actions in the public realm. More broadly still, the kitchen implicates food production in the 

factory and the field. Read within this larger context, the kitchen shows how daily actions fed 

Fascism. 

The prescriptive nature of Domus and Dalla Cucina al Salotto unites these documents.  

Not only do Morelli and Bottoni establish the characteristics of the ideal kitchen, they also 

include instructions for its construction and use. They are not just books, but how-to books, 

providing the upper-, middle-, and working-class with different scripts for daily, repeated actions 

in the private sphere. She assumed an audience of middle-class women, with a working-class 

cook in their employ. Her treatment of these two figures, the middle-class lady and the working-

class cook, speaks to interclass issues in the politically charged context of the late Fascist period.  

From the very first page of the 1936 edition of Dalla Cucina al Salotto, Morelli frames the 

importance of rationalist kitchens and autarchic cooking in the context of the League of Nations 

sanctions. Indeed, she uses the sanctions as a springboard to launch one of the main points of this 

book, and of her platform as a writer: to combat the sanctions at home, middle-class women 

ought to adopt practices to increase productivity and to decrease waste. Morelli was a rationalist 

of the first hour. Along with other home economics experts in the United States, Germany, and 

France, she anticipated the application of rationalism to the private sphere as early as the 1921 

edition of her book: long before Gardella and Bottoni, Morelli translated the rationalism of 

industrial and factory settings into a series of culinary practices and plans for kitchen design.   

Fascism’s affinity for seizing working-class women’s labor through a series of projects centered 

on autarchy, hygiene, and productivity provided her with a politically salient framework to argue 
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a point that she held from the beginning. For Morelli, autarchic materials and hygienic practices 

met through kitchen floors and walls. For instance, she recommends Italian-produced linoleum 

as a covering for the kitchen table, as it is both impermeable and washable. White walls and 

cupboards provide a “methodo più moderno e igienico,” “a more modern and hygienic method” 

(Morelli 1936, 46) to “impedire un viavai ingombrante e un perditempo in cucina,” “prevent 

awkward comings and going and a waste of time in the kitchen” (Morelli 1936, 30). She engaged 

her readers in this project as active subjects. Each woman was to be “an agent of reform who 

restores an otherwise marred domestic landscape” (38). They were the generals of the home.   

Generals give commands, but soldiers fight the war. Morelli characterizes the cook as a 

soldier who fights a host of abstract enemies, ranging from dirt to hunger. This narrative casts 

her in a heroic light and lends gravity to her work. Morelli frequently deploys this portrayal in 

the context of providing the cook with the necessary tools to do her job, be they the proper 

garments or utensils, “Allo stesso modo che non si può esigere da un soldato che ben combatta se 

lo si lascia senza armi, non si potrà pretendere da una cuoca che estrinsechi le sue abilità, se non 

avrà sottomano le efficacissime armi per la lotta contro la fame,” “In the same way that one 

cannot expect a soldier to fight well if you leave him without weapons, one cannot expect a cook 

to express her abilities if she does not have very effective weapons for the fight against hunger” 

(Morelli 1936, 49). Morelli’s analogy heightens the cook’s similarities to the soldier by repeating 

the word armi twice, rather than relegating weapons to soldiers and whisks to cooks. Because 

many families included a soldier at the front, emotional ties stretched from the kitchen to the 

battlefield. As this rhetoric shows, Morelli’s characterization of the interclass relationships in the 

kitchen was highly influenced by Fascism, and by the mounting bellicosity of years leading 

towards World War II.   
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A Common Conversation: How Kitchen Authors and Designers Connected 
 
 Looking at Morelli, Macerati, Bottoni, and Gardella as members of a common kitchen 

conversation reveals which domestic designs emerged during the 1930s and how they evoke the 

period’s evolving inter-class relations. But even more interestingly, they also show how trends 

traveled across different social groups during the Fascist period. The theme of kitchens and 

cooking united authors across publishing genre boundaries, both at the level of the publication, 

and at the level of individual authors. La Cucina Italiana published articles on kitchen 

architecture, and Domus published recipes.192  Similarly, Morelli discusses Bottoni and 

Magnani’s architecture, layout, and design throughout her work. The 1936 edition of Dalla 

Cucina al Salotto included 75 illustrations and 12 tables, the majority of which were originally 

printed in Domus. Morelli opens “La cucina,” her third chapter, with Domus photography of 

kitchens and worktables designed by Piero Bottoni and Minali. In her discussion of stoves, 

fridges, and other appliances, she also uses photography from brands that advertised in Domus. 

For example, she shows an Algidus Radaelli fridge, its door open to reveal the stuffed shelves of 

eggs, milk bottles, and tempting paper-and-string packages within. Algidus used this image to 

hawk its products on Domus’ pages throughout the 1930s (Morelli 1936, 31). In other words, the 

                                                
192 Starting in 1935, Domus ran a recurring feature on regional cooking so as to provide a “gustoso giro d’Italia,” “a 
delicious tour of Italy.” As Domus’ offices were in Milan, it is perhaps unsurprising that the inaugural column 
opened with the rice- and cream-based dishes of the north, like risotto alla milanesa and il riso in cagnon. The 
recipes contained in this article demonstrate that region, not class, had the greatest effect of the types of foods that 
people ate. Recipes assumed a family of six, and an autarchic diet largely based on rice and vegetables. Although 
couched as a elegant recipe due to its garnishes (truffle, parmasean cheese) and spices (saffron), this risotto could 
also find a place on a working-class table. The main ingredients needed - rice, onions, cream, white wine, beef 
extract, were widely accessible, as were the dishes and tools required - a casserole dish, a wooden spoon, and a 
ladle. The next recipe, il riso in cagnon, is even more economical, consisting of rice, salt, and butter.  And the third 
recipe in the article features a cheap protein from the “fifth quarter.” Two kilograms of tripe, prepared with onion, 
clove, celery, carrot, pork cheek, tomatoes, beans, cabbage, potatoes, pepper, and bread crumbs in butter, would be a 
very economical dish for a family of six, as one could add more vegetables to compensate for a lack of meat. The 
fourth dish presented is minestrone: once again, we return to rice and vegetables. Granted, the article does goes on to 
describe more expensive meat dishes like costolette alla Milanese and ossobuco alla gremolata, and pricy pastry 
like panettone but the article order deemphasizes these costly dishes. Cheap autarchic ingredients like rice and 
vegetables predominate. See “La Cucina Elegante: Specialità di Milano,” Domus. December 1935, pp. 102-105. 
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characteristics of the ideal Fascist kitchen design and layout did not emerge fully formed from 

the minds of a handful of male Milanese architects. Rather, they emerged through a collaborative 

process involving multiple players, female and male, across a variety of disciplines.   

 These sorts of citations between authors and designers also took place at local and global 

scales. In terms of the former, conversations could occur between authors and designers working 

at the same publication. In his writings for Domus Ignazio Gardella followed Morelli’s lead. To 

describe ideal kitchens in his long-running domestic advice column, he often reproduced photos 

from earlier issues. And like Morelli, he frequently cited Bottoni as a kitchen expert. For 

instance, in his May 1939 article “Consigli tecnici per la casa,” Gardella cites Bottoni both 

directly in the text, and visually in images.193 Specifically, he shows one of Bottoni’s designs for 

a new type of kitchen worktable: the tabletop is autarchic linoleum, and the slide-open drawers (a 

ribalta) are rationally designed. Another kitchen table, also by Bottoni, features drawers that slide 

out to the side, as well as a pull-out natural wood board for pasta making (Fig. 26).194 Gardella’s 

self-conscious citation of Bottoni’s fame in the kitchen debates (he uses the term “reproduction”) 

serves to assure the Domus readership that Gardella understands the key figures in the kitchen 

debates. Therefore, his own counsel in this area ought to be taken seriously. In this same article, 

Gardella also moves from the hyper-local environment of the Domus offices to point to 

international developments in kitchen design. He unfavorably compares old-fashioned Italian 

kitchens with the modern ones emerging from Swedish and American architectural firms. He 

further notes the link between national industry and the aesthetics of appliances: for example, he 

                                                
193 Ignazio Gardella. “Consigli tecnici per la Casa,” Domus. May 1939, p. 23-24.  
194 The placement and design of kitchen worktables was a key issue in the kitchen debates of the Fascist period. In 
the 19th century, kitchens typically placed a large table in the center of the room.  Bottoni’s designs are typically of 
emerging 20th-century designs that shrank the table and pushed it flush with the kitchen walls so as to rationalize the 
kitchen space by creating an open central space. Similarly, the pull-out drawers reflect a new concern with 
eliminating unnecessary physical effort in the kitchen, as well as an emerging interest in organized storage. Late 
1930s designs attempted to remove the worktable entirely. 
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notes his jealousy of American factory standardization that allowed for matching appliances of 

the same colors and dimensions, lamenting the fact that Italian firms rarely produced fridges and 

ovens en serie. In sum, not only did these conversations occur vertically, across hierarchical lines 

of social value like class, gender, and their associated disciplines like architecture and cooking, 

but they also occurred horizonally, within firms and across oceans. 
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Fig. 26 Photograph of Piero Bottoni kitchen table in Ignazio Gardella’s “Consigli tecnici per la 
Casa,” Domus. May 1939, p. 23-24.  
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Lidia Morelli’s Ideal Kitchens, Part 1: Working-Class Apartment Model 

 How did Morelli characterize the titular cucina of her famous housekeeping guide? And 

more broadly, what can her work tell us about the ideal Fascist kitchen, and the social and 

political concepts expressed through Securit glass work tables and tiled walls of white and 

celestial blue? From her dedicatory letter describing the sanctions as a motive for rationalist 

housekeeping, Morelli proceeds into “La casa nel suo insieme” “The House in its Entirety,” 

before focusing in closer still on the kitchen in chapter three.195 Using a warm collective address, 

she walks us through the house, “Cammina cammina, traverseremo il vestibolo, infileremo un 

corridoio o una serie di stanze, e senza lasciarci distrarre o incuriosare, punteremo dritto sulla 

cucina,” “Walking, walking, we will cross the vestibule, pass through a hallway or a flight of 

stairs, and, without letting ourselves get distracted or curious, we’ll head straight to the kitchen.”  

She then leads us towards what she considers to be an ideal kitchen for working-class women.  

Pausing with her at the threshold, what do we see? 

 Standing at the kitchen entrance, we see a small, white room with a black floor with four 

discrete zones: a work area (a table), a storage area (a cabinet), a cooking area (a stove), and a 

cleaning area (a sink). Moving clockwise from the left, we begin with the work area, composed 

of a preparation table with a chair. An apple pie appears to be in preparation: on the tabletop, we 

see a black ceramic mixing bowl filled with flour.  A half-peeled apple posed on a napkin sits 

beside a small, serrated knife and a white ceramic plate. This first zone is the cook’s primary 

workspace, where she would sit to peel and chop apples, to sift flour, and to form the pie for 

                                                
195 Morelli’s epigram to this chapter, “La vita umile dai lavori facili e noiosi,” “The humble life of easy and boring 
works” (Section III, p. 24) jars strangely with her treatment of both the lady of the house and the cook in the 
introductory letter.  Moving from elevating to minimizing kitchen work, Morelli may have intended this epigram to 
serve as a decorative element to enhance her chapter’s central text, like a plaque on a kitchen wall. Such decorations, 
bearing homey sayings, were common kitchen decorations in Italy, the United States, and in Great Britain during the 
1930s. Style, rather than content, seems to underlie this choice. 
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baking. Moving a tick to the right, we enter the storage area. Here, a cabinet twice as tall as the 

worktable stands flush with the back wall. Glass cabinets open to reveal white tea and coffee 

cups. Just below, the counter provides a space to set the ingredients and machines for preparing 

afternoon coffee: sugar, coffee, and a coffee grinder, a new appliance for the period. A black 

cord snakes between the grinder and the wall, marking a key modern innovation in this kitchen 

that would be otherwise invisible: this kitchen is wired for electricity. Although we cannot see 

the contents of the pull-out drawers and swing-open cabinets below, Morelli’s “Fabbisogno” text 

hints the drawers might contain flatware and kitchen tools like ladles, with that pots and pans 

neatly stacked in the cabinets below. At the very center of the image, we see the two most 

important elements of the kitchen, both contained in the cooking area: the clock and the stove.  

This photo appears to have been shot at an angle so as to put the clock at the very center of the 

kitchen. The effort that the photographer put into placing the clock at the heart of the kitchen 

suggests that time ruled women’s cooking work as well as their breastfeeding orario. It is a 

quarter to two, and the three-top stove bears a double boiler, perhaps gentle simmering a soup for 

a late lunch. Below the burners, the oven awaits the apple pie in progress. Although no wires are 

visible, four circular dials mark the oven as electric. Finally, in the cleaning zone, we see two 

white towels hung from dedicated hooks standing ready for use above the sink filled with dishes.  

Like the electric wires of the coffee grinder, tubes and pipes mark the modernity of the kitchen, 

rendering hidden hydraulics conspicuously visible. From top to bottom, we see a water tank, the 

external pipes, the faucet, the sink itself, and the release pipes below.196  

                                                
196 Morelli’s ideal kitchen thus includes every element described by Ignazio Gardella in his ideal kitchen list for 
Domus: in order of importance, he recommends that every working-class kitchen have an electric clock, appliances 
“for coffee grinding, potato mashing, meat grinding, etc.,” a trashcan (vuotatutto) for that “must be emptied often to 
keep flies away, and a hydraulic set-up: an instant water heater and a water softener (addolcitore d’acqua)” Gardella 
appends these two final suggestions, clarifying the need for a water supply where no hydraulic set up is available, 
and explaining the need for the water softener in terms of the effects of excessive calcium on cooking times and 
food taste.  These two concessions to the minimal hydraulics in the case popolari shows that he is one of few Domus 
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Like Gardella and other Domus architects, Morelli couches this new kitchen design as a 

remedy to be constructed in the “alloggio insufficiente e mal congegnato,” “insufficient and 

badly designed lodgings” of public housing developments. Morelli’s treatment of the kitchen in 

chapter three demonstrates how middle- and working-class women negotiated the challenges of 

modernity. Class disruption, the discovery of germs, and the spread of electricity all played out 

through objects like swiveling stools, linoleum floors, and aluminum toasters. To examine these 

issues, let us follow Morelli’s chapter structure. In her How To guide, Morelli discusses the 

space, the materials, the oven, the sink, the tools (fabbisogno, literally, “the dream-makers” so-

called because brides typically received dishes and flatware as wedding gifts), and the 

governance of the kitchen. What problem was she trying to solve? Analyzing the ideal kitchen 

dimensions, layout, and contents sheds light on women’s understandings of their and others’ 

social class during the Fascist period. 

                                                
writers with an awareness for the reality of working-class kitchens. See Ignazio Gardella. “Consigli tecnici per la 
Casa,” Domus. May 1939, p. 23-24.  
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Fig. 26 Kitchen photograph (Dalla cucina al salotto; enciclopedia della vita domestica [1935, p. 
24a]) 
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Shrinking Kitchens, Expanding Living Rooms 
 

Morelli’s ideal kitchen in Fig. 27 emblematizes the Fascist period trend towards 

shrinking kitchens. Her caption for this ideal kitchen conflates small dimensions with an 

organized work flow, “L’insieme di questa cucina, tutt’altro che grande e ingombro, provvede in 

tutto alla sua funzione.” “This kitchen set-up, anything but large and awkward, arranges 

everything according to its function.” As this caption suggests, examples of modern 20th-century 

kitchens partially derive their value from contrast against the old-fashioned 19th-century designs, 

revealed here as “large and awkward” spaces where function did not follow form. Prior to the 

19th-century, the majority of Italian homes consisted of one, large multi-purpose room. Warmth, 

rather than specializing of purpose or division of inhabitants, was the key concern. For this 

reason, the kitchen served as a communal bedroom as well as a workspace. Similarly, people and 

domestic animals slept together to increase the heat. The hearth fire, as well as any cows, 

chickens, dogs, and cats, served for heat as well as for cooking, eating, and companionship.197 

These types of communal, all-purpose lodgings persisted into the early 20th-century, especially in 

working-class exurbs and poor rural areas. The petite dimensions of Morelli’s ideal kitchen 

reacts against these qualities: its small size squeezes out everyone but the cook, confining the 

room’s purpose to cooking only. These two trends reached an apex in the kitchen, but also 

emblematise two larger trends in domestic design during this period: rooms became specialized 

in their use and in their inhabitants. In the case of the kitchen, it became a space for food 

preparation only, to be used by a single, female worker. Two key factors drove the trend towards 

diminishing kitchens: first, rising domestic labor costs meant fewer workers in the kitchen. In 

                                                
197 “Intolerable Kitchens,” a 1910 prefect’s report from Udine, lists the characteristics that public housing planners 
for the regime would later deem unacceptably old-fashioned: many families slept in their kitchen, because these 
rooms were large and warm, thanks to open hearths. Because these spaces housed many lower class bodies, either as 
a workspace or a domicile, they held negative associations as dark, dirty spaces. 
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middle-class households, the former lady of the house often became the de-facto cook. Second, 

and relatedly, the rise of the home economics movement aimed to rationalize and sterilize food 

preparation. Smaller workstations with continuous countertops saved time, and proper lighting 

and ventilation improved hygiene, remodeling the large and cumbersome kitchen of the past into 

a “small, sanitary laboratory” (Frazer 1997, 97).  

 Morelli’s ideal kitchen can thus be seen as part of the Fascist period attempts at the social 

engineering of the working class. Domus advocated a specific form of family-level social control 

in the private sphere: as kitchens shrank, living rooms grew. For example, Ignazio Gardella 

suggested that the apartments in the new Milanese apartment blocks be built with kitchens in the 

smallest possible dimensions “per impedire (emphasis Gardella’s) che la famiglia si raccolga a 

vivere e a mangiare in cucina,” “to impede that the family comes together to live and eat in the 

kitchen.”198 Put another way, architects shrank kitchens not so much to keep working-class 

women in, but to keep their families out. And where were they to spend their time instead?  The 

living room: Gardella goes to suggest that working-class families spend more time actually 

living in their living rooms, rather than cordoning it off as a space of formal display.199 Public 

housing for the working class set these ideas in cement: the cheapest available housing in a new 

Milanese apartment complex laid out in the November 1939 issue of Casabella Costruzione 

listed the specialized rooms it contained according to their size: the living room: 9.35 meters 

squared, the bedroom (8.37), the bathroom (2.77), and finally the kitchen: 2.25 mq.  A semi-

public an entrance added 1.26 meters squared for a total of 24 meters squared in this alloggio 

                                                
198 Ignazio Gardella. “I servizi della casa: la cucina.” Domus. January 1939, pp. 56-59. 
199 In his article, Gardella specifically suggests shifting the locus of working-class family life from the kitchen to the 
living room.  In addition to hectoring families for gathering in the kitchen, he also decries their avoidance of the 
living room due to decorum, “lasciando il soggiorno a funzioni solamente ‘rappresentative’ per quello sbagliato 
senso di ‘decoro’ …” “leaving the living room only to ‘representative’ functions for a mistaken sense of decorum.” 
Ignazio Gardella. “I servizi della casa: la cucina.” Domus. January 1939, pp. 56-59. 
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minimo. The living room is the largest room in the house, almost three times the size of the 

smallest room, which is the kitchen.  In many ways, this tiny kitchen and large living room flips 

the original housing structure: in 19th-century homes the kitchen was the living room, and was 

the largest room (if not the only room) in the house.  The relatively large size of this living room 

almost seems like overcompensation, an acknowledgment that this was a contested space.  For 

working-class Italians in the Fascist period, the living room and the leisure that it contained was 

not yet viewed as a necessary or useful. While the middle-class women of Morelli’s text were 

gently ushered from the cucina to the salotto, Domus pushed working class families from the 

kitchen to the living room. 

But the ideal Fascist kitchen was not always a small one. Kitchen dimensions depended 

on the owner of the space rather than the worker therein. In other words, social class dictated 

kitchen size. As Gardella mused, 

Mi pare si possano raggruppare I servizi di cucina delle normali abitazioni, soprattuto per quanto riguarda 
 la loro disposizione nell’alloggio in due categorie: servizi di cucina per appartamenti popolari-economici, 
 dove il lavoro di cucina è svolto direttamente dalla padrona di casa; e servizi di cucina per appartamenti 
 dove il lavoro di cucina è svolto da una persona di servizio.200   

 
It seems to me that one can group the kitchen services of normal homes, especially in terms of their 

 placement in the lodging, in two categories: kitchen services for popular-economic apartments, where the 
 kitchen work is undertaken directly by the woman of the house; and kitchen services for apartments where 
 the work of the kitchen is undertaken by a service person. 

 

Of course, Gardella’s differentiation between the “woman of the house” in the case popolari 

apartment and the “service person” of the middle-class kitchen obscures the fact that these two 

figures were the same person. A working-class woman’s identity shifted from woman of the 

house in the morning, when she prepared breakfast at dawn for her own family, to service person 

at her place of employment in another woman’s kitchen for the majority of the day, and then 

back to woman of the house again when she returned home in the evening. The same woman 

                                                
200 Ignazio Gardella. “I servizi della casa: la cucina.” Domus. January 1939, pp. 56-59. 
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would work in more than one kitchen per day. Although she stayed the same, the kitchens that 

she worked in would have been very different. Morelli’s ideal kitchen is one of two. 

Lidia Morelli’s Ideal Kitchens, Part 2: Middle-Class Apartment Model 

 Whereas the clock dominated Morelli’s first ideal kitchen, gleam – sunlight from the 

window bouncing off linoleum shelves and aluminum appliances, characterizes her second 

kitchen.  Moving from left to right, this kitchen is a hall of mirrors: a large shelving unit’s 

spotless metal backsplash reflects an open shelving unit and its drawer pull – the cleanliness of 

the room allows us to see invisible parts of the kitchen that are obscured by the camera angle. A 

large pot with an inexplicable number of handles casts shadows against the shelves. At the center 

of the photograph, a large horizontal window provides the all-important natural light source that 

animates this space.  Also central this scene are the five domestic trophies – new appliances – 

arrayed on the worktable and electric stove below. A stand mixer with its bulbous balloon whisk, 

an orange juicer, and a coffee grinder stand all at the ready. Both the stand mixer and the orange 

juicer flaunt their status as electric rather than hand-powerered tools. Like the coffee grinder in 

Morelli’s first ideal kitchen, their black cords twirl frontwards like a beauty queen’s sash. These 

electric wires and the modernity they display trump rationalist injunctions to keep the cooking 

workspace clear and unencumbered. On the four-top electric stove, a pot and a Moka await the 

cook’s attentions.  Here, the cook can chose from three different cooking zones: the stovetop, the 

upper oven for broiling meat and vegetables, and the lower oven for baking bread and cakes. As 

with Morelli’s first ideal kitchen, this major appliance sits front and center, indicating its 

importance.  Sun from the window says that it’s morning, and that we are approaching breakfast 

time. But come sundown, an electric light on the right wall of the room will illuminate dinner 

preparations. And that dinner will likely uphold the latest nutritional studies: is that a tabelle 
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dietiche that we see above the sink? Light and electricity flow through this scene, implicating a 

common concern for hygiene.  Sunlight and electric light reveal kitchen cleanliness by showing 

gleam on wiped surfaces, and by evoking a dull reflection on dirty ones.  A new emphasis on 

glass and metal intensifies this effect. Appliances minimized or eliminated cooking actions 

where the cook’s hands touched the food, as in whipping cream, squeezing oranges, and grinding 

coffee.  This focus on the importance of washable materials and sterile machines is purely 

Morelli’s: this ideal kitchen photograph appeared in other publications, including on the pages of 

Domus, but the values ascribed to this space are Morelli’s, as evinced by her characterization of 

the space in her figure citation, “Arch. Piero Bottoni. Cucina, questa, più grande e completa, 

dove dalle pareti in materiale gommato lavabile ai mobili di vetro e metallo, agli scaffali in 

linoleum, tutto è perfetta espressione di igiene,” “Arch. Piero Bottoni.  Kitchen, this one, larger 

and more complete, where from the walls in washable rubberized material to the glass and metal 

furniture to the shelves in linoleum, everything is the perfect expression of hygiene.” When we 

speak of the ideal Fascist kitchen, what is the significance of this perfect hygiene?  In other 

words, what does gleam really mean? 
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Fig. 27 Piero Bottoni, Kitchen photograph (Dalla cucina al salotto; enciclopedia della 
vitadomestica [1935, p. 24b]) 
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Hygienic Kitchen Surfaces and the Meaning of Gleam 

Designing for cleanliness carried a moral, and as we shall soon see a political charge – it is not 

just the frequent washing of these materials that marked the housewife as good, but her selection 

of these materials in her kitchen construction in the first place. Bacteria had only recently been 

discovered to be the origin of tuberculosis, the iradication of which obsessed of the Fascist 

regime.201 In her description of the ideal outfitting for the model kitchen, Morelli places 

materials as the foremost consideration for hygiene. Colors transcend workaday cleanliness, and 

seem to aspire to celestial purity: she recommends clear glass tabletops, white linoleum floors, 

sky-blue tiled walls, chrome backsplashes and silver aluminum pots and pans.  Domus’ editorial 

staff echoed Morelli’s focus on color, opening a collectively-authored article on ideal kitchens 

with the injunction that “Tutt’è bianco, o meglio, azzurro celeste,” “Everything is white, or 

better, sky blue.”202  As Morelli’s photo shows, everything shines in the clear, silver, white, and 

blue colors of the sky, indicating that a woman has recently wiped every surface: the gleam of 

the stove’s chrome-plated nickel reflects in the spotless linoleum floor. The materials for the 

kitchen floors and walls as well as the kitchen furniture like shelving and tables, marked and 

promoted hygiene by being easily washable, and by revealing dirt on its light-colored surfaces.  

Brightly colored foods, like the red tomato, the orange, or the tuft of parsley reflected across 

these mirrored planes, rendering the kitchen “vivo ed adorno,” “alive and adorned.”203 But the 

constant wiping necessary to maintain these shining surfaces would have been impossible 

without the new hydraulic capacity behind these sinks and the electric (and gas) connections 

behind the stoves and appliances.  This new attention to kitchen cleanliness became possible 

                                                
201 David Horn, “The Sterile City,” Social Bodies: Science, Reproduction, and Italian Modernity. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1994, pp. 108-109 and 120-121. 
202 “Parliamo un po’ della cucina, razionalmente,” Domus August 1937. 
203 ibid. 
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during the Fascist period due to improvements in electricity, ventilation, and hydraulics in 

private homes.  Consider the attention that Domus paid to sinks: they specify that each sink 

should have two basins and two faucets (rubinetti) with hot and cold water, as well as, ideally, 

two draining spaces (sgocciolatoi). Sinks were novelties: a generation before, indoor plumbing 

was rare. This set-up provided a linear workflow: first, one placed the dirty dishes in the left 

drainage space, then washed them in the first sink in hot water, then rinsed them in second, and 

then left them to dry on the right drainage space.  Underneath the sink you put your soda and 

pumice stones (pomice) stood ready to help.204  Hydraulic capacity of the working-class Italian 

kitchen suggested nothing less than the glories of Roman acquaducts, and the Fascist realization 

of Romanità.  As Architect and Casabella Costruzione editor Giuseppe Pagano put it,“Quando la 

percentuale dei bagni nelle abitazioni italiane sara salita da 9 a 25% sara una bella tappa nella 

riconquista della civilta e ci saremo avvicicinati alle tradizioni romane ben piu che con la 

scimmiesca imitazione degli anacronistici colonati’  “When the percentage of bathrooms in 

Italian homes has risen from 9% to 25% it will be a great step in the reconquest of civilization, 

and we will have come closer to Roman traditions much more than with the apelike imitation of 

anachronistic columns.”205   The invisible kitchen infrastructure of pipes, tubes, cables, wires, 

and ducts in each individual kitchen connected with larger water mains, generators, and exhaust 

valves at the level of the apartment complex.  Such infrastructure, in middle-class and working-

class homes, was quite new during the Fascist period.   Little wonder then, that the appliances 

wear their wires like a beauty queen’s sash: their invisible flows and currents indicated a new 

domestic modernity – one that was marked by hygienic machines, the new electric servants.  

Electric Servants for the Modern Hostess: The Stove 

                                                
204 ibid. 
205 Pagano, Giuseppe. “Case per il popolo,” Casabella Costruzioni. November 1939, vol. 143, pp. 3-6. 
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Chief among the new cast of “electric servants” for the modern hostess is the stove: as 

Morelli affirms, this appliance “tiene – è evidente – il primo posto,” “has, it’s evident, the first 

place.” Electric stoves cooked food faster and with less effort, making them a Taylorist addition 

to the modern kitchen. They also provided cleaner cooking: whereas wood and even gas create 

ash, smoke and fumes, electricity burns without a trace.206  And perhaps most centrally, they 

replaced the female working-class cook with a sleek and sexless metal box: what could be more 

modern?  Morelli intimates all three of these benefits of the electric stove: first, she suggests that 

electricity’s inherent hygiene is reason enough to convert from another type of hearth.  Next, she 

further characterizes electricity as practical and easy to adopt. And finally, Morelli suggests that 

form indicates function in the context of stoves, in that solid materials and construction assure 

regular function and steady flame. Whereas a cook necessitated constant superveillance, 

governing an electric stove simply meant turning a dial.  In middle-class kitchens, middle-class 

women took on working-class cooking, and the cook became a stove.  But what of upper-class 

kitchens that maintained a cook and a stove? Intriguingly, Morelli treats those cooks and 

appliances differently, promoting the status of both: the cook becomes an army officer and the 

appliances serve as her foot soldiers, or, at the very least, as her weaponry, “Così preparata ad 

attaccare l’ignobile lotta contro l’unto, la servetta – o la massaia – si accinge coraggiosamente e 

con l’ausilio di armi adatte, a debellare il nemico,” “Thus prepared to attack the ignoble struggle 

against grease, the maid – or the housewife – courageously gets ready, and with the auxiliary of 

appropriate weapons, to defeat the enemy” (Morelli 1936, 56).  And who might that enemy be? 

Hygiene slides into autarchy in the context of Fascist period kitchen design: it is no 

coincidence that every material presented here is not only washable, but also made in Italy.  

                                                
206 Discussion of old-fashioned wood-burning stoves evokes the context of war due to the rarity and price of newer 
models.  Political events once again enter the kitchen through economics, and Morelli offers modernity in the form 
of electricity as the ideal solution, and antiquity in the form of wood as a suitable back-up.   
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Man-made domestic materials reign: Securit and Temperit glass, stainless steel, linoleum, and 

aluminum were all major Italian industries that took off under Fascism.207  New, scientific-

sounding material names – like Securit and Temperit208 – proliferated, and, oddly, made use of 

the association of Anglo-Saxon morphemes and scientific modernity to connote Italian invention. 

Because the majority of these new materials shined, light came to signify autarchy: an ideal 

kitchen209 photo published in Domus the same year as Morelli’s text reflects this connection: 

here, sunbeams bounce off shining tiles, lacquered furniture, chrome metal finishes, and Securit 

glass tables.210   In Morelli’s text, aluminum receives a soliloquy for its hygiene, “Più 

conveniente … privo d’ogni pericolo, di cui si spiega il grandissimo attuale favore … e si pulisce 

con la massima facilità,” “More convenient … and without any danger, which explains its 

current great favor … and one can clean it with the greatest of ease” (Morelli 1936, 47).211  

Morelli’s passion for aluminum is rivaled by her love of linoleum, which she suggests as a 

covering for the floor (“so much easier to clean than old-fashioned stone floors!”), but also the 

                                                
207 For this reason, modernity often provides a by-word for autarchy: for example, Morelli similarly decries copper 
as unnecessary in this day and age, especially when iron can be cheaply had and steel does not oxidize.   
208“Casa M.: Cucina” (Domus January 1937) heralded the invention of Temperit with a photographic feature 
showcasing a series of shining black tabletops. 
209 Domus’ and Morelli’s Ideal kitchens, like ONMI’s ideal clinics, provided an architectural design to elicit 
rationalist (re)productive work from working-class women. Triangulating the analysis of these spaces (reading 
against the grain, material culture study, scriptive things) suggests two key points: first, ideal kitchens should not be 
considered emblematic of all kitchens constructed or in use during the Fascist period.  Many middle-class kitchens 
were remained dirty, cluttered, or fusty.  Many working-class kitchens resembled stables due to the presence of 
livestock for warmth.  Second, women used and mis-used these spaces in a variety of ways that designers did not 
intend.  I will detail this as we go along, but note that ideal kitchens reveal much of how actual kitchens functioned.  
Here I focus on middle- and working-class kitchens in the urban context because these spaces were particularly 
susceptible to forced regime kitchen changes: Casabella costruzione provides an useful case study. Being protected 
by the geographic distance, rural lodgings absorbed politicized design changes more slowly, and in different ways. 
210 “Parliamo un po’ della cucina, razionalmente”  
211 In “The Romance of Caffeine and Aluminum,” Jeffrey Schnapp points to the 1930s as the “golden era of 
aluminum designs for the kitchen and the beginning of Fascist Italy’s pursuit of domestic autarchy” (Schnapp 2001, 
245).  He further notes how aluminum kitchen products evoked abstract concepts of “lightness, speed, mobility, 
strength, energy, and electricity” (ibid.).  
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walls and even the tabletops.212  Again, hygiene – now conflated with modernity as well – 

provides the justification for selecting autarchic materials. But there is tension here too: Just as 

Italian chemical industries used Anglo-Saxon terminology to signal Italian modernity, so does 

Morelli use Anglo-Saxon science to suggest the superiority of Italian materials.  She notes that 

laboratory tests conducted in Glasgow demonstrated that no food can alter aluminum utensils.  

Broadly speaking, Morelli’s emphasis on these easy-to-clean materials speaks to the Fascist 

period’s obsession with hygiene, and to the recent discovery of microbes and germs. But it also 

speaks to the strengthening links between national, and even international chemical, plastics, and 

glass industries and the home. As detailed in Part I, hygiene under Fascism can be characterized 

as slippery: the period’s associations with soap and water slide from the Catholic morality of 

cleanliness to washable autarchic materials.  But light not only broadly signified autarchy – it 

also cast a moral halo over patriotic purchases thanks to their moral hygiene.  Giuseppe Pagano 

went so far as to decry such architecture – not its construction, but the building itself, as 

immoral.  Conflating the unhygienic (malsana) with the immoral (male), he argued that 

“malsana e immorale architettura” “unhealthy and immoral architecture” created an unhealthy 

home (“casa malsana”).  This negative model, perhaps the opposite of the ideal kitchens 

examined here, was characterized by its poor construction, faulty electric wiring, and excessive 

decoration (“male illuminata, male costruita,” “false decorazioni”) which combined to produce a 

“fabbrica di malattie infettive”, the dark shadow of these bright and hygienic Taylorist dreams.213   

Taylorist Work Triangles, Frankfurt Kitchens, and the Meaning of Glide 

                                                
212 Similarly, a photo of a chrome-nickel blend used in a sink receives the compliment, “E’ orgoglio nostro che li 
construisca una veneta italianissima acciaieria,” “It is a pride of ours that a very Italian, Venetian steelworks 
constructs it” (Morelli 1936, 48).   
213 Pagano, Giuseppe. “Case per il popolo,” Casabella Costruzioni. November 1939, vol. 143, pp. 3-6. 
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 By examining Morelli’s treatment of kitchen hygiene in this larger political context, we 

can better understand interclass relationships between women during the Fascist period. 

“Governance: The Cook in Action:” this chapter, Morelli’s final section, concerns the 

relationship between the working-class cook, the middle-class lady, the kitchen, and cooking. 

To demonstrate the ideal interactions for these two actors, the space they occupy, and the actions 

that they undertake, Morelli advocates that women install Frankfurt kitchens in their apartments 

so as to place cooks within the Taylorist worktriangle.  Both of the ideal kitchens visited thus far 

exemplify both of these terms, but let us examine what each of these terms meant in the context 

of the Italian Fascist period.214 

 German domestic economist Margarete (“Grette”) Schütte-Lihotzky was one of the first 

European designers to translate modern theories about efficiency, hygiene, and workflow from 

the factory to the kitchen. During the interwar period, her original research, consisting of time-

motion studies and interviews with housewives and women’s groups, proliferated across upper-

class shelter magazines and working-class housewifery guides alike.  In Germany, inflation 

destabilized housing costs in nearly all German cities, including Frankfurt.  But there, the 

ambitious New Frankfurt housing initiative aimed to construct affordable public housing and 

modern amenities – including 10,000 kitchens designed by Schütte-Lihotzky - for the German 

working-class, more than 10% of Frankfurt’s then-total population. In 1930, the Soviet Russian 

government invited Schütte-Lihotzky to implement her designs on an even larger scale: she 

planned the kitchens for the majority of new industrial towns constructed across the Soviet 

Union. For Italian designers, Schütte-Lihotzky’s expertise lent an aura of expertise to German 

                                                
214 On the Frankfurt kitchen, see Jerram, Leif. “Kitchen Sink Dramas: Women, Modernity and Space in Weimar 
Germany.” Cultural Geographies, 13(4) 2006, 538-556; Henderson, Susan R. “Housing the Single Woman: The 
Frankfurt Experiment.” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 68(3) 2009: 358-77; and Schütte-
Lihotsky, Margarete, and Peter Noever. Die Frankfurter Küche Von Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky. Berlin: Ernst & 
Sohn, 1992. 
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home economics in general, at least from the point of view of Italian designers.  The following 

quotation from a Domus article typifies this attitude, ““E qui c’è una cosa interessante da 

osservare per noi Italiani: tutti i libri tedeschi (e in questo genere di studi i tedeschi sono 

all’avanguardia) parlano della cassetta di cottura che …”  “And here there is an interesting thing 

to observe for us Italians: all the German books (and in this area of study the Germans are the 

vanguards) speak of the oven that…”  This same article also cites “La ‘Bauentwursfslehre” from 

Prof. Neufert as expert testimony to the fact that the ideal dimensions of a kitchen should be 1.90 

by 2.30 meters squared – dimensions identical to those of Schütte-Lihotzky’s Frankfurt 

kitchen.215  

Spatial and temporal organization marks the Frankfurt kitchen and prime the cook for the 

Taylorist work triangle.  Each specialized workspace procedes in a logical order: the cook moves 

from preparation at the work table to cooking at the stove to cleaning at the sink to placing the 

plated meals at the final counter under the cupboards.  Like a factory’s clock, this timepiece set 

high on the wall marks the rate at which the cook completes her daily work. And indeed, the 

kitchen is set up like a small factory, complete with a Taylorist work triangle: the preparation 

space, the cooking space, and the cleaning space.  In an image that will recall Morelli’s text and 

Bottoni’s designs, each of Schütte-Lihotzky’s Frankfurt kitchen came complete with a swivel 

stool, a gas stove, built-in storage, a fold-down ironing board, an adjustable ceiling light, and a 

removable garbage drawer. Labeled aluminum storage bins provided tidy organization for staples 

like sugar and rice as well as easy pouring. Careful thought was given to materials for specific 

functions, such as oak flour containers to repel mealworms and beech cutting surfaces to resist 

                                                
215 (“Parliamo un po’ della cucina…razionalmente,” Domus August 1937). 
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staining and knife marks.216 Although she does not use this term specifically, Morelli evokes the 

Taylorist work triangle in her text, advocating scienza pratica as a key element of modernity in 

the kitchen with an animating effect in the massaia.  In short, Bottoni’s new rationalist kitchen 

designs, derived from Schütte-Lihotzky’s Frankfort model, allows for “minore spreco di fatica e 

di salute,” “less waste of effort and health” (Morelli 1936, 60). Morelli and Bottoni were not 

alone in their enthusiastic application of Schütte-Lihotzky’s kitchen designs, and the 

understanding of gendered- and class-based food work underpinned by organized cupboards and 

spinning stools.  Domus writers in general, and Ignazio Gardella in particular, played an outsize 

role in translating the Frankfurt kitchen and the Taylorist work triangle into the Fascist context, 

and further disseminated these designs to the Italian middle-class via Domus photographs, 

layouts, plans, and even free carpentry guides. 

 Domus heralded the Frankfort kitchen and the Taylorist work triangle in a long-running 

series of articles by Ignazio Gardella. Hailing from a family of architects, Ignazio Gardella 

graduated in engineering from the Politecnico di Milano in 1928.  Together with university 

acquaintances, he took part in creating the Italian Modern Movement before turning to 

Rationalism.  His work in this realm, featuring autarchic building materials, found early success 

in several architectural competitions, such as the 1934-38 Dispensario Antitubercolare di 

Alessandria and the 1944 Milano Verde Plan, featured in the pages of Domus.  Figs. 28  and 29 

characterizes how designers217 envisioned kitchen layout – in terms of Morelli’s elements of   

                                                
216 Design notes from “The Frankfurt Kitchen,” in Counterspace: Design + the Modern Kitchen, The Museum of 
Modern Art, Sept. 15 2010 – May 2, 2011.   
217 Italian and French architects like Piero Bottoni and André Hermant demonstrate pan-European dimension of 
these kitchen conversations, but the dialogue spread both within the Italian peninsula and across the Atlantic as well. 
The January 1939 issue of Domus also featured kitchens by architects like W. and I. Sloane, William Lescaze 
(Domus listed Lescaze as an architect, and adds Virginia Williams as a “collaborator”), and Giancarlo Palanti and 
Camillo Magni.  In a further exemplar of these professional border-crossings, Morelli features one of Magni’s 
kitchens in her 1936 edition of Dalla Cucina al Salotto alongside Bottoni’s work.   
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treatment of working-class women’s labor.  Some of these themes we have already seen: 

Gardella, like Morelli, argues for the shrinking kitchen so as to decrease the number of people 

who spend time in this space. He states that the kitchen should only be large enough to allow one 

person to work, dimensions that he fixes at three to seven meters squared.  He does concede that 

a ten meters squared kitchen could allow two kitchen workers. Reducing the number of bodies 

relates to increasing the number of machines: he suggests that all appliances ought to be 

purchased in series for design consistency, and placed along the walls.  He suggests clearing the 

19th century work table out of the center of the kitchen and pushing to up against a wall to create 

space for movement and creating the top point for the triangle, the focal point of the new kitchen.   
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Fig. 28 André Hermant, Rational Kitchen Floor Plan, plan illustrates Ignazio Gardella’s article “I 
servizi di casa,” “House Services” (Domus [January 1939, p. 59])  
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But how would these principles have worked in action?  People (the cook), objects (food, 

pots, pans, mops, and brooms), and energy (sunlight, air, water, gas) moved through this space.  

And matter transformed as well: from raw to cooked, and from cooked to wasted.  This photo 

reveals the how to manage these flows and facilitate of hygienic practices.  First, we see a bid to 

organize food and waste movement in the numerous Catherine wheels and pipes.  Space K, a 

Catherine wheel with access to the dining room, allows the cook to place finished dishes on the 

wheel for dining room service, moving food from one room to another without being seen.  This 

architectural inclusion occludes the cook and the kitchen space: the diners may consume their 

meals with no hint as to the messy production involved. Space C contains trash prior to moving 

through space D, composed of tubazione (tubes or pipes) to move garbage out of the kitchen.  

With these two spaces, the kitchen suggests a body performing the invisible digestive work of 

eliminating waste.  Eliminating waste also occurs on the metaphorical level of diminishing effort 

through rationalist movements.  Every space contains a minutely specified type of kitchen work: 

space A and A’ hold the prep table and a small recess for recipe ingredients, a dish drying rack 

on top of the refrigerator constitutes space G.  In each space, architecture supports the particular 

type of work involved.  Hermant notes, for example, that the table topping Space C’s trash 

receptacle stands at the same height as all other work surfaces, an American innovation in 

kitchen design inspired by Taylorism.  Concern for hygiene touches each space.  The trash, 

features a hermetic seal.  Space B, a cupboard, contains Lazy Susans for easy ingredient access 

to avoid spills and ventilation to decrease spoilage.  This plan suggests that directed, hygienic 

flows of material and labor render the kitchen modern and rational. Similarly and more 

explicitly, Ignazio Gardella articulates this conception of the kitchen in his inaugural January 

1939 column on home economics, “I Servizi della Casa,” which focuses exclusively on the 



	  222 

kitchen.  He echoes the sentiment that the kitchen serves as a place of work, “di un determinato 

lavoro, importantissimo nell’economia della famiglia,” “of a specific work, extremely important 

in the family economy” (Gardella 56).  Of course, this phrasing means more than just money.  

Family economy can also refer to the functionality of the family unit.  In this article, Gardella 

treats the two as definitions as inseparable, in that improving one necessarily benefits the other.  

Gardella’s ideas in this realm were not new: they derived from home economics.218  In this 

holistic view, rational kitchen design, coupled with rational cooking methods, benefits the family 

purse.         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                            

                                                
218 Although primarily led by women, Domus chose to primarily publish articles by male authors on this topic.  See, 
for instance, Domus’ publication of Prof. Ernesto Romagnoli’s adaptation of the Organizzazione Scienfiica del 
Lavoro’s domestic studies in “Il valore economico e morale delle attività casalinghe delle donne” “The Economic 
and Moral Value of Women’s Housework.” 
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Fig. 29 “I servizi della casa: la cucina” photograph of A. Hermant’s kitchen. Article by Ignazio 
Gardella. Domus. January 1939, p. 59.   
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The photo’s accompanying caption reads,   

 Architetto A. Hermant. – Vista della cucina modello dalla porta H.  Questa cucina ha una superficie di circa 
 6 mq. Comprende due centri ben distinti: uno di preparazione e cottura verso il pranzo.  Il lavoro è facilitato 
 al massimo.  La tavola di preparazione nell’angolo sotto la finestra è ben studiata, con l’armadio per 
 casseruole, spezierie, ecc. sospeso a muro, alla destra, e la cucina elettrica a sinistra.  Si puo preparare e 
 cuocere comodamente le vivande senza muoversi dallo sgabello.  Va notato in particolare l’armadio-
 dispensa girevole (utilizzazione dell’angolo sotto il tavolo) ventilato direttamente dall’estero. Al disopra un 
 cassetto per posate, pure girevole.  In primo piano, il centro di lavaggio e servizio con a sinistra l’acquaio.  
 A destra (non visibile in fotografia) un armadio alto, girevole, per stoviglie.  Utilizza un altro angolo della 
 cucina, e consente una grande superficie di ripiani accessibili.  La parte di mezzo serve da passapiatti.   
 
 Architect A. Hermant – View of the model kitchen from door H.  This kitchen has a floor area of roughly 6 
 meters squared.  It includes two distinct centers: one for preparation and cooking for lunch.  The work is 
 eased to the maximum.  The preparation table in the corner under the window is carefully placed, with a 
 closet for casserole dishes, spices, etc. hung from the wall, on the right, and the electric oven on the left.  
 One can prepare and cook the same food without moving from the stool.  It should be noted in particular 
 the revolving closet-storage space (using the angle under the table) ventilated directly from the outside. On 
 top a drawer for silverware, also revolving.  In the foreground, the wash center and services with a sink on 
 the left.  On the right (not visible in the photograph) is a cupboard, revolving, for dishes. It uses another 
 corner of the kitchen, and allows for a greater surface area of accessible shelves.  The part in the middle 
 serves as a passapiatti.  
 
This caption reveals two key aspects of the Frankfurt kitchen in the Italian context: first, 

Gardella’s decision to highlight the work of a French architect speaks to the international 

dimension of this project.219  To trace the Frankfurt kitchen’s development from its conceptual 

origins to its appearance in this photo, we must cross oceans as well as Axis and Allied lines: 

American home economics inspired a German designer – at this point, all of the creators in 

question are women.  From here, a French architect adopted the Frankfort kitchen: André 

Hermant worked as an architect, furniture and lighting designer, and editor on projects ranging 

from museum design in the 1930s to town reconstruction the post-war years.  Alone in his Paris 

office, he continued to publish the noted trade journal L’Architecture during the German 

occupation of France.  In yet another crossing of international home economics, the article cites 

French home economics expert M.lle Bernege, the author of “La Methode Menagère,” 

applauding her call to “classificare gli oggetti per categorie, definirne le funzione” “classify the 
                                                
219 Gardella also reprints a photo and a kitchen plan taken directly from the pages of the French shelter magazine 
Décor d’aujourd’hui, and explicitely cites this source not once but twice, in captions like “La cucina razionale 
studiata da Décor d’aujourd’hui” and “La pianta della cucina nella sistemazione di Décor d’aujourd’hui.”  See 
“Parliamo un po’ della cucina razionalmente” kitchen photograph and plan. Domus, August 1937, p. 30. 
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objects by category and define their functions,” before cooking.  She further states that each 

cooking task must be “preparato intellettualmente prima di essere eseguito materialmente,” 

“intellectually prepared before being materially enacted.”   In the end, an Italian architect and 

writer interpreted and disseminated, but did not create, this ideal Fascist-period kitchen on the 

pages of Domus.   

 Second, Gardella’s caption evokes how Domus architects viewed the role of the cook 

within the broader context of the kitchen:  she is a worker, with tools at the ready, stationed at 

center of the work space.  And the work place, according to Gardella, must be specialized so that 

she cannot create disorder or confusion.  Although new ideas in kitchen architecture placed the 

cook in a central position, physically at the center of the kitchen on her rotating stool, with all 

room and appliance dimensions tailored to her body, the goal of this design is to control her 

movements.  This characterization of the work triangle and its use characterizes the broader body 

of articles on the cook and her use of the ktichen in Domus.  For example, note the 

commonalities of phrasing in this collectively-authored article “Parliamo della cucina… 

razionalmente,”220  

 La cuciniera stando seduta su uno sgabello rotante ha a portata di mano la tavola per la preparazione, la 
 cucina, l’acquaio, non solo, ha riunite in un solo armadio grande tutti gli utensili, gli alimenti, le droghe, 
 ecc. che le sono necessarie, senza possibilità, data la grande specializzazione di ciascun scompartamento, di 
 creare alcun disordine o confusione tra le cose contenute.  Ciò permette di organizzare razionalmente, direi 
 quasi scientificamente il lavoro, dando così anche a chi si deve occupare di queste funzioni che fino ad oggi 
 sono state considerate esclusivemente pratiche, la possibilità di giungere al loro perfezionamento attraverso 
 un’organizzazione di pensiero piuttosto che attraverso un semplice e meccanico lavoro manuale.”   
 
 “The cook, being seated on a rotating stool, has at hand the table for preparation, the oven, the sink, and 
 that’s not all – all together in one closet she has all the utensils, the foods, the spices, etc. that are necessary, 
 without any possibility, given the great specialization of each compartment, to create any disorder or 
 confusion of the things contained.  This permits rational organization, I would say almost scientific 
 organization, of work, given also that the person who must manage these functions that until today were 
 considered only practices, the possibility to achieve their perfection through the organization of thought 
 rather than through a simple and mechanical manual work. 
                                                
220 “Parliamo un po’ della cucina… razionalmente” (Domus, August 1937) was a landmark article on the ideal 
kitchen.  Although authorless, Ignazio Gardella likely contributed, along with other staff writers at Domus 
specializing in Frankfurt kitchens.  In his capacity as Editor, Gio Ponti would have influenced the tone and content 
of this article as well.  See Zanolla, Linda, ed.  Volumi in Cucina: Storia del progetto cucina. Milan: Archeo, 2010.  
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“These functions, that until today considered only practices” (emphasis mine). This phrasing 

underlines a key shift in designers’ understanding of food preparation work during the Fascist 

period.  As cooking transferred from working-class to middle-class women’s work (note the 

roundabout references like “chi si deve occupare di queste funzioni”  “the person who must 

handle these functions” that define the worker by, again, the functions that the they perform 

rather than their inherent qualities as people.221  In “Parliamo un po’ della cucina,” the cook 

Reconceptualing cooking work in this way signals a shift from cooking as physical practice 

(“simple and mechanical manual work”) to mental function (“the organization of thought”) 

thanks to the “rational … almost scientific” organization.  In other words, the “perfection” of 

work proceeds along Darwinist corridors, moving from hand to the mind. 

 And third, we see how the specificity of the Taylorist work triangle translates into more 

general principles of hygiene, modernism, and rationalism through the management of motion. 

Everything spins: the cook at her stool, the revolving closet-storage space, the silverware drawer, 

and the dish cupboard. Drawers move in and out on runners, and tables glide forward and back 

on casters.  Whereas a large work table stood at the center of the 19th century kitchen, empty 

space for bodily movement between work stations (a large kitchen) or the famous spinning stool 

(small kitchens) characterized the 20th century kitchen.  What does this new emphasis on glide 

mean for kitchens, and for daily life, during the Fascist period?  Historians of the Fascist period 

have generally agreed that acceleration, speed, mechanization, and new forms of movement 

characterized Italian modernity.  In providing exemplars, most have turned to new transportation 

technologies like airplanes, trains, and cars, and more generally to the aviation developments, 

                                                
221 In its focus on activities over persons, this process quarters the body into parts.   For example, the kitchen of 
“Parliamo un’ po della cucina…” offers a plan to support maximum economy of space, time, and effort in cooking 
and cleaning.  The dimensions and layout of the kitchen and everything in it focus on the cook’s body, but on a part-
by-part basis.  For example, table heights mention leaving space for human legs, rather than for the cook herself.   
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rail lines, and highways that spread across the country to support them.  But there is more than 

one way to move a human body.  In addition to the overwhelmingly male realms of Futurism, 

aeropittura, and the Tripoli car races, we ought to also example the subtle ways that daily life 

accelerated for working class women during the Fascist period.  Not every social change of the 

Fascist period exploded into view like Marinetti’s motorcycle crash.  For working-class Italian 

women, the embodied experience of modernism arrived as quickly and quietly as the spin of a 

stool or a drawer sliding open.  

Storage Space and the Meaning of Mess 

In a way, storage was to the kitchen what the kitchen was to the apartment.  Both constituted the 

hidden, unruly mess of the domestic sphere, to be organized, rationalized, and sterilized with 

architecture and design.  Drawer contents mattered: during the Fascist period, domestic 

economists and designers alike placed a new emphasis on the importance of kitchen storage.  In 

a broad sense, adding cupboards and closets to the kitchen moved food, tools, silverware, plates, 

linens, and cleaning from visible spaces on tabletops and counters to invisible spaces inside of 

drawers.  Along with this “disappearing” of kitchen clutter by adding additional storage space, 

designers also moved to specialize the storage that was already there.  Domus specified storage 

by food type: perishable foods went in a small electric refrigerator, and dry foods – the article 

further arranged rice, pasta, and flour, according to their hierarchical degree of autarchy, went in 

high cabinets, complete with a “little drawers for spices.”  Low cabinets held pots and pans, and 

used internal divides to discouraged messy piles (ammucchiare).  An armadio held the kitchen 

linens, rags, and dish towels (bancheria di cucina, strofinacci, asciugamani), and the kitchen 

work table offered a drawer for knives and a little cutting board (una piccola asse per tritare), as 

well as a specialized section for the rolling pin.  Even the electric oven provides as a form of 
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specialized storage: a specialized shelf directly over the three to four burners took advantage of 

the ambient heat, and provided a holding space to keep food warm before service.222  In fact, 

Domus placed so much importance on storage that it provided free carpentry plans for both 

kitchens (Fig 30) and kitchen storage (Fig. 31) in hopes of wide adoption by the middle class, 

both at marriage and as their families grew (Fig 32).223 

                                                
222 “Parliamo un po’ della cucina… razionalmente” 
223 Gio Ponti, ed. “Un esempio di composizione,” Domus. September 1936, pp. 15-17. 
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Fig. 30 “Un esempio di composizione,” kitchen plan. Domus. ed. Gio Ponti. September 1936, p. 
15. 
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Fig. 31 “Un esempio di composizione,” expansion of family and kitchen storage. Domus. ed. Gio 
Ponti. September 1936, p. 17. 
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Fig. 32 “Un esempio di composizione,” kitchen storage. Domus. ed. Gio Ponti. September 1936, 
p. 16. 
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Accompanying text clarifies the meaning of the gift, 

 Disegni per il falegname che deve costruire la vosta cucina: alcuni elementi che si possono aggiunge man 
 mano che la famiglia aumenta.” Domus dà ai suoi lettori delle idée e il modo di tradurle in pratica.  Con 
 questi disegni, un bravo falegname vi può costruire quella cucina che a voi serve meglio, componendola 
 con gli elementi che sceglierete.  Questa cucina può essere poi arrico…   
 
 Drawings for the carpenter who must construct your kitchen: some elements that one can slowly add as the 
 family grows.  Domus gives to its readers the ideas and the means to translate them into practice.  With 
 these designs, a good carpenter can construct that kitchen which works best for you, composing it with the 
 elements that you will choose.  This kitchen can then be enriched… 
 

Normally, Domus articles celebrated aspirational images of ideal kitchens designed by famous 

architects.  This inclusion of carpentry plans for middle-class family kitchens stands out for its 

rarity: these free kitchen plans evoke pedagogical, or even propagandistic forms of design work.  

This gift of kitchen storage design also points out the different ways that different classes would 

have experienced this particular kitchen plan: middle-class women and men would have 

indirectly experienced this kitchen through reading, and then perhaps through ownership and 

surveillance of the finished kitchen.  But working-class male carpenters and female cooks would 

have directly experienced this kitchen, by building it and cooking in it.   

 Further, the article’s treatment of storage tells us that the ideal kitchen was an ongoing 

process rather than a completed state.  Here, the rising number of children marks the passage of 

time, and indicates the need for expanding storage.  Rather humorously, we also see the physical 

toll of parenthood: over the course of the images, the woman gains weight, and the man takes up 

pipe smoking.  Family income does not appear to keep pace with the increasing number of 

children: clothes fray, marked by patches and scratches. Storage physically dwarfs the tiny 

family – perhaps they should have spent their shelving money on new shirts and pants instead?  

Some of these new organizational objects and techniques – like convertible chair/ladders and 

horizontally mounting wine bottles neck-to-neck -  did in fact save space and time, and perhaps 

even money. But adding and specializing storage space to the kitchen could also create clutter 
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rather than remove it.  Many new types of storage were designed to house a single product – 

Domus advertised specialized drawers with holes to balance eggs, as well as “dedicated potato 

closets.” This article names the typical kitchen storage needs as: one closet for pots, pans, and 

ladles, two closets for fruit, two closets for bottles – a vertical one for milk, and a horizontal one 

for wine, a vegetable drawer, a glass-fronted closet for flatware, a bread storage area, a vertical 

space for brooms, and a table with a pull-out cutting board.224  In other words, storage could 

clutter the space it meant to clear.  

 And if we were to open those kitchen drawers, what might we see?  Perhaps knives, 

specialized tomato slicers (affetta-pomodori), universal cheese/bread/meat/potato grinders 

(tritatutto-universale), egg cutters (taglia-uova), apple corers (leva-torsoli), pear seeders (togli-

semi), citrus zesters (coltellino per agrumi e per dolci) and fish scalers (paletta per togliere le 

scagli dei pesci). Drawings and explanations for each of these objects appear in the advice 

column-style advertisement, “La Rinascente presenta: delle novità per il servizio razionale della 

cucina e della casa,” “La Rinascente Presents: The Latest Products for Rational Service in the 

Kitchen and the Home,” which appeared on page three of Domus’ June 1940 issue. Here, the 

famous department store hawked these grinders, corers, and peelers by deploying the rhetoric of 

rationalism and hygiene. All of the objects for sale are touted for their ability to regularize and 

sterilize kitchen work.  In the text, rationalism translates as the vegetable knife’s ability to cut 

zucchini and peppers with increased regularity and precision, evoking factory output more than 

human work.  Hygiene comes to the fore in the text advertising the universal grinder: “E’ un 

                                                
224 Other articles generally agreed with these storage needs.  Gardella, for instance, suggested that every kitchen 
possess: a fridge, storage space for perishable and semi-perishable foods, storage space for pots, casseroles, linens, 
utensils, dry goods, storage space for dirty utensils, rags, and brooms, chairs (small kitchen – one spinning stool, 
larger kitchen – spinning stool, plus one or two collapsible chairs). Ignazio Gardella. “Consigli tecnici per la Casa,” 
Domus. May 1939, p. 23-24.  
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utensile della massima praticità ed igiene, poiche evita di toccare con le mani le cibarie (es. il 

formaggio sulla grattuggia).  E completamente smontabile e può essere lavato in ogni sua parte.”  

“It’s a utensil of the maximum practicality and hygiene, because it prevents one from touching 

crumbs (ex. cheese on the grater) with one’s hands.” Like rationalism, hygiene promises to 

replace human hands with metal planes.  In the first case, rationalist knives diminish human 

variation in chopping movements to promote a more regularized end product: identical vegetable 

slices.  In the second case, hygienic grinders separate bits of cheese from human hands in the 

first place, and allow for easy washing if such contamination does occur. Taking these kitchen 

tools out of the drawer and considering them within the greater historical context of the period 

reveals that different groups, from cookbook authors to architects to ad men, made use of the 

Fascist rhetoric of rationalism and hygiene for a range of goals that stretched broadly – from the 

benign (selling apple-corers and fish-scalers) to the sinister (social control over women and the 

working-class).   

The Problem with Rationalism  

 Morelli, Domus, and other kitchen thinkers prescribed rationalism as social medicine.  

But the problem with medicine is that it tastes terrible: whether middle-class or working-class, 

no one actually wanted to work in these new Frankfurt kitchens with their Taylorist work 

triangles and rationalist tools.  They failed to appreciate what Ignazio Gardella exalted as the 

“lyrical incandescence” of modernist style.225   

  Il signore che amava ardentissimamente il nero ‘buffet’ intarsiato della sua sala a pranzo collo specchio 
 decorativo a due metri dal pavimento, le zampe di leone e il baldacchino polveroso del letto, pure ammette 
 con un sorriso serio e compassionevole: ‘Oh sì, lo stile razionale è buono per i bagni e le cucine.’  
 
 
 

                                                
225 Ignazio Gardella. “I servizi della casa: la cucina.” Domus. January 1939, pp. 56-59.   
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 The gentleman who so ardently loves the black inlaid ‘buffet’ in his dining room with a decorative mirror 
 reaching two meters from the floor, the lions’ feet and the dusty bed canopy, still admits with a serious and 
 compassionate smile, ‘Oh yes, the rational stye is good for bathrooms and kitchens.’226   
 
This characterization suggests two things: first, people preferred not to dwell in the cold, 

functional spaces so beloved by rationalist architects.  Regardless of their social class, 

homeowners and renters alike favored old-fashioned interior design. This persistent and 

widespread preference for decorative elements like large mirrors and lions feet ran against the 

Fascist period’s denigration of the 19th-century Giolittean liberal elite as excessive, as well as 

feminine and foreign.    

 Per quell’equivoco, c’è chi, quando si occupa dell’arredamento della propria casa, accetta magari per il 
 bagno, la cucina, e gli altri servizi, un arredamento moderno (che sarà sempre un brutto moderno di 
 maniera) , ma vuole poi per il ‘salotto’ e la ‘camera da letto’ un arredamento un po’ ‘meno moderno’ se 
 non ‘antico’ del totto.  E nascono quei zoppicanti, borghesissimi, tristi appartamenti che tutti conosciamo e 
 che deprimono, invece di esaltare, le nostra possibilità di vita.227 
   
 Because of this misunderstanding, there are those who, when it comes to the furnishing of their own house, 
 accepts perhaps for the bathroom, the kitchen, and the other service rooms, a modern furnishing (which will 
 always be an ugly modern style) but who then wants for the ‘salon’ and the ‘bedroom’ furnishings that are 
 a bit ‘less modern’ if not entirely ‘old-fashioned.’  And this gives birth to those limping, very bourgeois, 
 sad apartments that we all know and that depress, rather than exalt, our possibility of life. 
 
Gardella notes this tendency among upper-class male signore, and decries their tendency to 

apply rationalism only to functional rooms (servizi) like kitchens and bathrooms.228  Pagano goes 

so far as to make this point personal.  He critiques the architectural field for its attachment to 

rural old-fashionedness, “Esistono persino dei critici d’arte che, per amor di polemica, esaltano il 

tugurio e la finestrella e il tetto di paglia.”  “There even exist art critics who, for love of 

argument, exalt the hovel and the little window and the straw roof.”229  Gardella goes on to argue 

against this pervasive equation of modernity with service and functionality and antiquity with 

                                                
226 “Parliamo un po’ della cucina razionalmente” kitchen photograph and plan. Domus, August 1937, p. 30. 
227 Ignazio Gardella. “I servizi della casa: la cucina.” Domus. January 1939, pp. 56-59.   
228 Interestingly, Gardella reserves his ire for those who fail to introduce modernism in living rooms and bedrooms 
rather than the kitchen, which, for many authors, was the first domestic arena targeted for rationalist intervention.  
As he states, “antiche cucine rurali o vecchie ville di campagna hanno invece una loro simpaticissima anima” “old-
fashioned rural kitchens or old country villas have however their own very sweet spirit.” Ignazio Gardella. “I servizi 
della casa: la cucina.” Domus. January 1939, pp. 56-59.   
229 Giuseppe Pagano. “Case per il popolo,”Casabella Costruzioni. November 1939, vol. 143, pp. 3-6. 
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display and comfort.  Working rooms like kitchens and bathrooms receive modern treatment 

because, unlike living rooms and bedrooms, they are meant to improve work rather than to 

promote enjoyment.  In the context of style and its emotional effect on the room’s inhabitants, 

functional and decorative rooms often represent binary opposites.  Gardella suggests that 

denigrating the modern is a “mistake,” in that modernism too can offer aesthetic pleasure.  But 

the fact that he must address this issue suggests that many homeowners disagreed. The August 

1937 Domus article, “Parliamo un po’ della cucina razionalmente,” written by the magazine 

staff, suggests that rationalism serves as an antidote to abject spaces in the house. Both the 

working-class, due to financial need, and the borghese, due to taste, occupied spaces associated 

with time periods that Fascism decried.  Modernist style and rationalist layouts attacked the 19th 

century aesthetics, promising to rehabilitate leisure rooms and to change them into work spaces.  

In this paragraph and in others, Gardella, along with Delia Notari, Vanna Piccini, and others 

writing on the kitchen, conflates rationalism with modernism.  These writers treat the rational 

kitchen as definitionally modern.  Morelli, as well as the editors and staff writers of Domus, 

persistently associated 19th-century style with class-status.  Pagano raised this conflation of old-

fashioned architecture and the working-class from the individual kitchen apartment to the level 

of the neighborhood, city, and eventually the nation in a comparison of Italian tenements with 

England’s “blighted areas,” America’s “slums,” and France’s taudis, “I nostri tuguri appaiono 

come residui anacronistici.” “Our hovels … appear as anachronistic remains.”230  19th-century 

kitchens evoked the working class, who could not afford to update their kitchens, and 19th-

century bedrooms and living rooms evoked the bourgeois class.  Both descriptors emerge as 

potentially joyless, unsurprising given their close association with the idea of utilitarianism and 

work.   In characterizing the connection between cooking and finances with labor market terms 
                                                
230 Ibid. 
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of work and economy, Gardella evokes the intimacy of the connection between consumer 

choices made in private homes and their effects on the national economy.  Many middle- and 

upper-class kitchen thinkers failed to acknowledge that finances, rather than personal taste, led 

the working-class to continue to cook in old-fashioned kitchens.  How then to ease middle-class 

women into working class kitchens, and to convince working-class women to stay there?  Let’s 

turn to the first issue.   

The Passapiatti, Furniture for Borderwork: Middle-Class Status to Working-Class Labor 

As middle-class women began to take on the cooking work previously associated with 

the working-class, the need to mediate and define the classed zones of the home became 

increasingly acute. During this period, the servant crisis appeared to pull all classed labor in the 

home downwards: middle-class women became working-class cooks, and working-class cooks 

were replaced by appliances, literally, “electric servants” (elettrodomestici). As Mark Mazower 

quipped, “…between the wars, middle-class homes in much of Europe still had maid’s quarters 

to house the dishwasher” (90). The resulting class anxiety caused by the threatened drop in social 

status led to new types of furniture that promised to define and defend the border zone between 

the homemaker’s working-class kitchen labor alone and her middle-class dinner conversations 

with her family.   

The very title of Morelli’s text Dalla Cucina al Salotto, encapulates a dynamic narrative 

insofar as it evokes movement from one state to another, from the chaos of the private kitchen to 

the equilibrium of the relatively more public salon. But unlike the writers of Domus, Morelli 

begins her consideration of the household in the kitchen before moving into the dining room, the 

living room, etc. This ordering proves all the more interesting given her acknowledgement of the 

relative social esteem accorded to both spaces, the salon being a “un luogo ridente, pulito, 
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elegante,” “a laughing, clean, elegant place,” and the kitchen being “semibuio, grigio, e 

disordinato,” “half-darkened, gray, and disorganized” (Morelli 1936, 26).  She goes on to 

describe the horror of sitting in the parlor, and smelling kitchen odors: “charlotte, the sweet scent 

of vanilla, but then cabbage, cauliflower, fried onions,” a mixture which provokes “nausea, 

saeity, poverty!” (Morelli 1936, 31.) For Morelli, it is not just the smell of fried onions, that most 

universal and humble of foods, but rather the fact that their odor contaminates the upper-class 

food smells of French pastry and expensive vanilla. First, one should not smell cooking in the 

salon, because it confuses the meaning of this later space. Work stays in the kitchen, and 

enjoyment reigns in the salon. Second, these odors invert the normal meal order, moving from 

dessert to side dishes. And finally, and most importantly, these foods call attention to the shared 

tastes of the upper- and working-class: even the elegant signora enjoyed cabbage, cauliflower 

and other vegetables associated with la cucina povera.231 In addition to smells, sounds threatened 

these distinctions due to their ability to travel across architectural borders. As one Gardella 

mused, one solution might be to create a “parete tra cucina e credenza era completamente vetrata 

(basterebbe allo scopo anche un divisorio interotto da una striscia di vetro all’altezza degli occhi) 

per permettere la reciproca visuale del movimento in cucina e in credenza pur mantenendo il 

diaframma contro odori e rumori,” “a door between kitchen and living room is completely made 

of glass (for this aim even an interrupting divider made of a strip of glass at eye level) to allow 

for the reciprocal visual of movement in the kitchen and in living room would also be enough 

while maintaining the barrier against odors and noises.”232  Morelli and Gardella’s horror lies in 

the fact that, not only can the middle-class woman travel from the kitchen to the salon, but the 

smells and sounds of working-class kitchen labor might follow her as well.  As Morelli’s tone 

                                                
231 See “La Cucina Elegante: Specialità di Milano,” Domus. December 1935, pp. 102-105. 
232 Ignazio Gardella. “I servizi della casa: la cucina.” Domus. January 1939, pp. 56-59. 
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indicates, the stink of garlic and the clatter of dishes threatened social separation in the home 

because they traveled easily across the physical boundaries between the kitchen and the salon, 

revealing the permeability of social separations.233 The greatest architectural minds of the day, 

Gardella included, came together to confront kitchen smells and noise. At the Mosta 

dell’Abitazione alla VI Triennale in Milan, they finally unveiled their solution: bi-fronted storage 

walls between kitchen and dining room provided a newly reimagined form of architectural 

border work: the passapiatti (Fig. 33).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
233 Morelli characterizes both the kitchen and the cook as inherently dirty, and thus in need of surveillance to 
maintain a suitable level of hygiene.  She advises the middle-class woman to periodically peek in (fa capolino, p. 
26) to inspect the kichen’s cleanliness.  “Periodically” is a key term: Morelli underlines that overfrequent inspection 
will offend the cook’s working-class sensibilities (suscettività) and dirty (insudiciarsi) the middle-class woman.  
Morelli goes so far as to recommend that the cook wear “una tunica simile a quella d’infermiera, che la guerra fece 
entrare quasi in ogni casa,” “a tunic like those worn by nurses, made to enter almost every house by the war” 
(Morelli 1936, 56). Dressing the cook in the style of a nurse turns the kitchen into a sort of clinic. This garment, 
accompanied with a white cap also modeled on nurses’ garb, promote hygiene by dint of being easily washable, and 
because their odor-absorbing capacity protects one from nausea. The color white also enabled the lady of the house 
to make an instant, material surveillance of the kitchen’s cleanliness by displaying dirt.  This move suggests that the 
kitchen functions as a sort of clinic, where middle-class women’s surveillance could monitor and sterilize working-
class women’s labor. 
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Fig. 33 Passapiatti by Ignazio Gardella, with Albini, Camus, Clausetti, Mazzoleni, Minoletti, 
Mucchi, Palanti, and Romano.  In Ignazio Gardella’s “I servizi della casa: la cucina.” Domus. 
January 1939, pp. 56-59. 
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For the remainder of the 1930s, interior designers mediate the new tension of the 

kitchen/salon divide with a new focus on an older furniture form: the passapiatti.234  As its name 

suggests, the passapiatti originally served as an intermediate semi-open shelving unit where 

plated meals would be passed from the kitchen to the salon, and dirty dishes would be passed 

back from the salon to the kitchen.  In other words, the passapiatti is a furniture form specifically 

designed to mediate the social separations and labor-based connections of different genders and 

classes within the home.  19th century passapiatti acted as Catherine wheels: finished products 

came out of the kitchen, but sounds and smells created as byproducts, and the worker, stayed in.  

This early version separated different social groups almost completely, save for the direct results 

of food production (cooked meals) and consumption (dirty dishes).  But what to do when the 

worker belongs in the salon as well as the kitchen, as with the new housewife role?   

As Domus writings indicate, designers believed that redesigning the passapiatti would 

provide an architectural solution to the perceived problem of middle-class women’s drop in 

social status within the home as they began to take on working-class cooking work.  In an early 

attempt at creating a new form of passapiatti, the writers of Domus actually suggested placing 

the breakfast table, as well as the traditional semi-open shelving unit, across the kitchen and the 

dining room,  

 Nel mobile divisorio è praticata un’apertura la quale I due locali, all’ora di pranzo, comunicano: ma non si 
 tratta di un commune passapiatti.  Sul basso dell’apertura corre il piano del tavolo, che resta metà in cucina 
 e metà nel soggiorno.  La disposizione è opportunissima perchè consente alla signora di sorvegliare I 
 fornelli senza doversi continuamente alzare e restando in compagnia col resto della famiglia come se 
 fossero tutti nella stessa stanza.  Finita la colazione, l’apertura vien chiusa e il soggiorno è completemente 
 libero. 
 
 Part of the dividing furniture consists of an opening in which the two spaces, at dinner time, communicate: 
 but this is not a normal passapiatti.  Below the opening runs a tabletop, which rests half in the kitchen and 
 half in the living room.  The arrangement is very advantageous because it allows the lady to monitor the 
 burners without her having to continuously get up and staying in the company of the rest of the family as 

                                                
234 Passapiatti can only be placed in a specific type of apartment layout, wherein the kitchen and the salon are 
adjacent.  However, Italian architects of the period almost universally designed homes in this manner, as noted by 
Ignazio Gardella in “I servizi della casa: la cucina.” Domus. January 1939, pp. 56-59. 
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 though they were all in the same room. When lunch is finished, the opening is closed and the living room is 
 completely free.235 
 
But of course, communicating across the invisible wall between kitchen and salon is not the 

same as sitting together in the same room. As the article’s photo (Fig. 34) demonstrates, this 

passapiatti seats the family together at the same table, but divides its members across two rooms, 

the woman eats in the kitchen and her family in the living room.  Even in its celebration of this 

new “dividing furniture,” the authors seem to admit that, at best, the family eats together “as 

though” they were in the same room.  In other words, this passapiatti solved the problem of 

middle-class women’s newly unclear social status by dividing a single family into two different 

social classes, effectively demoting the middle-class woman to working-class status.  Granted, 

the boundary-spanning table does allow her to eat with her family.  But could they really have 

talked with all those plates above them?  This passapiatti makes it easier for the woman to watch 

the burners, as the text indicates, but it does not provide much space to create conversational 

rapport.  Could husband and wife have looked each other in the eyes?  Dishes seem to block the 

way – the piatti of the passapiatti block all possible communication, relegating the middle-class 

woman to a new working-class space (the kitchen) and role (the cook).  But, to take up the 

question posed earlier: how to manage the problem of working-class women’s cooking labor in 

the kitchen?   

 

 

                                                
235 Gio Ponti, ed. “Un tipico ambiente utilitario,” kitchen photograph. Domus. January 1936, p. 70. 
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Fig. 34 “Un tipico ambiente utilitario,” kitchen photograph. Ed. Gio Ponti. Domus. January 
1936, p. 70. Caption reads “La cucina. Si osservi la sistemazione del tavolo.”  
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Chapter 6: Almanacs: Narratives of Urban Cooking in Public Housing Projects 

The “Problem” of Working-Class Women’s kitchen use 

Architect Giuseppe Pagano was acutely interested in the “problem” of the working-class 

kitchen.236  As the Editor in Chief of Casabella costruzione,237 the industrial periodical dedicated 

to public housing construction, he was also well-placed to influence their construction.  He 

defined national hygiene purely through the existence of kitchens, opening his journal with the 

words, “Se vogliamo conoscere ancor meglio le condizioni igieniche delle abitazioni in Italia, 

sfogliando le statistiche apprenderemo che, di tutte le abitazioni censite: 21.6% sono senza 

cucina…”  “If we want to better know the hygienic conditions of the homes of Italy, paging 

through the statistics, we will learn that, of all the homes surveyed, 21.6% are without a 

kitchen…”238  In other words, hygiene was not just a quality held in place by cleaning the 

middle-class kitchen: the mere presence of a kitchen in working-class apartments constituted a 

key step towards national hygiene. Of course, female factory workers and agricultural laborers 

could ill afford to hire a carpenter to redesign their kitchens, as Domus suggested to their middle-

class readers.239 And indeed, Morelli does acknowledge this inability at least in terms of urban 

                                                
236 As Linda Tuhiwai Smith muses in Decolonizing Methodologies, “Framing ‘the…problem,’ mapping it, 
describing it in all its different manifestations, trying to get rid of it, laying blame for it, talking about it, writing 
newspaper columns about it, drawing cartoons about it, teaching about it, researching it, over and over” constitute 
frameworks of social, political, and academic power (Tuhiwai Smith 2012, 94). 
237 This magazine on industrial design cost 12 lire for an individual issue, or 120 lire for a year’s subscription in 
Italy.  The presence of international pricing (15 lire/150 lire abroad) speaks to its wide distribution during the 1930s.  
Although produced by Domus and headquartered in Milan, the two periodicals differed in terms of audience: Domus 
aimed at middle- and upper-class homeowners seeking inspiration for their own apartments, whereas Casabella 
Costruzione spoke to engineers and geometre seeking technical plans and notes for industrial-scale projects. 
238 Pagano, Giuseppe. “Case per il popolo,” Casabella Costruzioni. November 1939, vol. 143, pp. 3-6. 
239 Domus provided kitchen design plans during the 1930s, couching this act as a sort of public service to their 
readers, ‘“Disegni per il falegname che deve costruire la vosta cucina: alcuni elementi che si possono aggiunge man 
mano che la famiglia aumenta.” Domus dà ai suoi lettori delle idée e il modo di tradurle in pratica.  Con questi 
disegni, un bravo falegname vi può costruire quella cucina che a voi serve meglio, componendola con gli elementi 
che sceglierete.”  “Drawings for the carpenter who must construct your kitchen: some elements that one can slowly 
add as the family grows.  Domus gives to its readers the ideas and the means to translate them into practice.  With 
these designs, a good carpenter can construct that kitchen which works best for you, composing it with the elements 
that you will choose.” “Un esempio di composizione,” kitchen plan. Domus. ed. Gio Ponti. September 1936, p. 15. 
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working class women: she suggests that the designers of case popolari take her designs into 

account so as to provide small, well-designed kitchens for working-class women because they 

could not afford to do so themselves.  In a March 1937 Domus article240 that combines both a 

progressive view of the financial value of women’s labor and a socially conservative and 

prescriptive view of women’s role as moral guardians of the family and angels of the hearth, 

Prof. Ernesto Romagnoli hectors his readers for undervaluing women’s housework in their own 

homes because it is unpaid, “I più pensano ch’esso non sia un lavoro produttivo agli effetti 

economici-finanziari, in quanto non è valutabile in misura monetaria come reddito.”  “Most think 

that this is not productive work with economic-financial results, in that it is not quantifiable in a 

monetary measure as income.” But in fact, Romagnoli goes on to argue, good housework can 

double a man’s take-home pay.  Housework ought thus to be considered “pari a quello derivante 

dal lavoro muscolare od intelluttuale dell’uomo, e, per le ripercussioni morali, anche superiore,” 

“equal to that derived from the muscular or intellectual work of man, and, due to its moral 

repercussions, even superior.” This characterization of the moral element of Romagnoli’s 

characterization of working-class women’s departure from their own kitchens lapses into a 

victim-blaming scenario, wherein a dirty kitchen leads to marital discord, or even violence, 

““queste grave deficienze scaturiscono I dissensi e le incomprensioni che danno origine spesse 

volte a quelle incompatibilità coniugali sboccanti talvolta in episodi dolorosa,” “these grave 

deficiencies cause the disagreements and the misunderstandings that often give rise to those 

conjugal incompatibilies, occasionally bursting into painful episodes.” Home economics 

education, which Romagnoli elides with “moral education,” provides the solution.  

Acknowledging that many working class women left school after three or four years and could 
                                                
240 Ernesto Romagnoli, “Il valore economico e morale delle attività casalinghe delle donne,” Domus. March 1937, 
117-118. 
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read and write at only a basic level, he recommends that the Opere Assistenziali, in addition to 

providing home economics funding and classes, also offer women the possibility to study these 

conceptions independently, with books “a pubblicazioni semplici, attraenti e di facile lettura” 

“simple publications, attractive and easy to read.” Domus, along with Bemporad and Marzocchi, 

took up this call for prescriptive home economics literature for working-class women: they 

produced almanacs.241    

Almanacs and Fascist Politics: Publishing Companies and Editorial Control  

How did almanac writers manage Fascist politics?  Negotiations took place at two key 

stages: first at the level of the publishing company through financial management, and then at the 

level of writer through almanac content.  In terms of the first issue, Bemporad’s dealings with the 

Fascist party provide a useful case study.  Bemporad, a Florence-based publishing company, in 

connection with La Donna, a Rome-based women’s magazine, released a total of 24 almanacs 

from 1920 to 1944.  Silvia Bemporad, wife of founding publisher Enrico Bemporad, served as 

the editor from 1920 to 1936.  During this time, her husband regularly sent sample books to the 

regime, including Italian almanacs.242  He also sought commercial relations with the Fascist 

government: in a January 13, 1932 letter, Bemporad offers to supply textbooks to elementary 

schools in the colonies.  Three years hence, Enrico sought protection from the regime as well.   

An April 9, 1935 State Polygraph Institute (Istituto Poligrafo dello Stato) memo from the 

Undersecretariat of the Press (Sottosegretariato Stampa) to Mussolini summarizes his letter.  The 

                                                
241 Prior to the Fascist period, Italian almanacs were organized around the months of the year, and offered cyclical, 
calendar-based information regarding the seasons, zodiac signs, eclipses and phases of the moon, civic and religious 
holidays. By the turn of the 19th century, almanacs lost this gender-neutral stance and began to address women 
specifically, adding seasonal recipes, fashion tips, and beauty advice.  The Fascist almanacs examined here 
continued and politicized this trend, explaining how to act as a Fascist woman on a month-by-month basis, from 
January to December.  Turrini, Elisa.  “’L’Almanacco della donna italiana’: uno sguardo al femminile nel ventennio 
fascista.” Storiaefuturo.eu. http://storiaefuturo.eu/lalmanacco-della-donna-italiana-uno-sguardo-al-femminile-nel-
ventennio-fascista/ (accessed August 9, 2016). 
242 See annual memos from Enrico Bemporad to Mussolini (ACS, SPD, CO, b. 509, f. 230). 
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memo notes that Bemporad’s partners (soci), “lo hanno cacciato dall’Azienda,” “chased him out 

of the business” and that he “invoca un posto di lavoro nel suo campo d’azione dove possa 

ancora rendersi utile,” “requests a work position in his field where he might still make himself 

useful.”  These behind-the-scenes mechanizations suggest Enrico Bemporad’s increasing 

dependence on state intervention regarding commercial concerns.  Almanac content also 

replicates this tendency. Cultural contributions from female writers and artists abound during the 

1920s editions, while the almanacs take a decidedly more political and socially conservative turn 

in the mid-1930s, especially with the arrival of a new director, Gabriella Aruch Scaravaglio, who 

made many changes to almanac content and graphics.  Elisa Turrini credits Scaravaglio with 

“fascistizzando” “Fascistizing” the almanac from 1936 to 1938.  A third editor, Margherita 

Cattaneo, served from 1939 to 1943, during which time Bemporad’s extreme financial 

difficulties lead the group to sell the almanac production to rival publishing house Marzocco.  

These personnel changes, business moves, and government communications evoke the complex 

blend of personal and political interests inherent to the domestic publishing business. 

Almanacs and Fascist Politics: Part 1 - Authors and Content Introduction 

But what of the almanac content?  Whereas Domus featured ideal kitchens requiring an 

architect for construction and housekeeping manuals such as Morelli’s offered a mix of ideal 

kitchens and practical tips, almanacs focus on kitchen solutions with an economic bent.  We see 

this concern for finances in the pricing and marketing of the almanacs, in that they reprinted 

articles and accepted advertising in order to drive down costs243 for their consumers. These 

documents also offer a particularly rich picture of how major companies, who often advertised in 

their pages or even served as financial backers, seized upon the national importance of autarchic 

                                                
243 In contrast to the housekeeping manuals, which families purchased once, almanacs required cyclical acquisitions.  
They are ephemeral documents, to be discarded after use.  So while yearly purchases would eventually equate to or 
surpass the cost of a housekeeping manual, almanac readers would not have to spend a significant lump sum. 
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kitchen practices and patriotic rhetoric in order to promote their own products. Consider 

Bemporad’s Almanacco della Donna Italiana 1936.  From the cover design, featuring 

disembodied female hands with a wedding ring and thimble darning a girl’s baby bonnet, one 

might expect an interior filled with household tips for cooking, sewing, cleaning, and 

childrearing.  Instead, we see explicitly political tracts. 

Almanacs produced by major publishing houses like Bemporad and Marzocco, and by 

periodicals like Domus, chiefly contain articles of this type rather than festival dates,244 weather 

patterns, and household and garden tips.  Prior to the Fascist period, almanacs typically 

addressed rural, working-class men, and discussed farmwork.245  Come the 1930s, their new 

focus on home economics and working-class women’s labor constitutes a distinct departure.  

What might account for this shift?  Almanacs are, by definition, tied to the rhythmic cycles and 

punctuating events of one specific year.  Their presentist focus made them ideal bridges between 

domestic politics and the domestic sphere: 

 
L’Almanacco è un libro-di-figure-per-i-grandi.  E’ indispensabile come un lunario ma non pretende di 
essere meraviglioso come un libro di strenna di mezzo secolo fa.  E’ utile, rassenerante, augurale.  E’ una 
finestra ancora aperta sull’annata appena chiusa: spiraglio minimo sulla vita immensa della nuova Italia. 
 
The Almanac is a picture book for adults.  It is indispensable like an almanac but doesn’t pretend to be 
marvelous like the Christmas publications of half a century ago.  It’s useful, calming, auspicious.  It’s an 
open window on the barely closed year: a tiny opening on the immense life of the new Italy. 
 

Domus’ almanac Libro di Casa 1938 introduction reverses the viewpoint of Morelli’s Dalla 

Cucina.  Whereas her domestic manual placed the middle-class reader at the threshold of the 

kitchen looking in at the worktable, stove, and sink, this almanac places the working-class reader 

                                                
244 Lists of festival days often combine Christian holidays with newly created Fascist celebrations.  In Almanacco 
della donna italiana 1936, such a catalogue includes Epiphany, the Assumption, and All Saint’s Day alongside the 
Anniversary of the March on Rome, the Anniversary of the Foundation of Fascism, and the Anniversary of the 
Declaration of War.  
245 For examples, see the 1903 and 1918 editions of Bemporad’s Almanacco Italiano 1903. Ads for this and other 
almanacs could also be found in periodicals aimed at male workers, such as Le Industrie dei Cereali. 
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at the kitchen window looking outwards.  And what does she see, from this “tiny opening on the 

immense life of the new Italy”?  To judge from the opposite page’s photocollage, the view is 

decidedly Fascist.  This photo-collage takes the fusion of modernity and tradition as its central 

theme: flower-filled windows brush against modern train stations, a baby’s smiling face sits 

beside an oversize fascio.  Traditional figures and symbols, such as children, nuns, and shafts of 

wheat, take on modern meanings in the political context of Fascism’s Battle for Grain and the 

ONMI obstetric clinic construction.  Over successive pages of similar photo-collages, modernity 

overwhelms tradition: images of Futurist post offices and train stations as well as streamlined 

ocean-liners and airplanes predominate.  Increasingly, the photo-collages portray men in public 

situations, as in Fig. 36.  Here, we see massive, cheering crowds, planes aloft, Mussolini 

threshing grain, and jubilant Italian soldiers of the African colonies.  This text frames the image 

as a visual emblem for the autarchic cooking prescribed in the opposite pages, proclaiming “Noi 

tireremo diritto… l’Italia farà da sé,” “We’ll push ahead, Italy will do for itself.”   

By displacing homey images with modernist marvels, the shifting blend emphasizes the 

permeability of the outside world and the house interior. Domus’ Libro di Casa 1938 does 

exactly as Romagnoli suggested in 1937: its strong visuals make the message impossible to 

ignore: almanacs and household management spanned the personal and the national, linking 

women’s work in the home to public politics.  The text also connects the male, public sphere 

with the feminine, private sphere in a series of illustrated articles including “L’Italia cambia viso: 

effetti delle sanzioni,” “Italy changes its face: effects of the sanctions, “Massaie rurali,” “Rural 

housewives,” “La donna e le sanzioni,” “Woman and the sanctions.”  These articles, like others 

from Bemporad and Domus’ almanacs, cast the political machinations leading to the sanctions in 

hyperbolic, emotional terms that personalize the political. In “L’Italia cambia viso,” author 
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Guidalestro describes the Geneva law as “sciocca, sciocca e superba, com’è tutta intera la 

Società delle Nazioni” “silly, silly and arrogant, as is the League of Nations as a whole” (91).  

Simple, emotive adjectives gloss over how the sanctions came to be, seeking to spark the 

reader’s emotional arousal and participation in resisting the sanctions rather than to inform her as 

to political events. Although the tone and vocabulary of the texts appears more accessible than 

that found in newspapers, common elements such as content (international and domestic politics) 

and format (articles, political cartoons) suggest that almanacs were meant to serve as a sort of 

propagandistic news summary for working-class women. This political content was meant to 

motivate women to follow the autarchic cooking preparations contained in these prescriptive 

guides. Across Domus, Bemporad, and Marzocchi almanacs, food preparation in the kitchen 

becomes a political act demonstrating either patriotism or selfishness. And that patriotism or 

selfishness was directly determined by the cook’s degree of dedication to autarchic cooking.246   

This is not to say that the Fascist government is directly responsible for co-opting 

almanacs for working-class women to support autarchic policies.  Rather, it reflects a more 

general social phenomenon: the fusion of the public and private sphere through gendered labor 

accented 1930s domestic tracts.  As mentioned previously, interactions at the level of the firm 

and the government, such as that between more stridently Fascist Bemporad editors like 

Gabriella Aruch Scaravaglio and Margherita Cattaneo between 1936 and 1943 ought to be 

viewed within the larger framework of how individual writers managed the modern period’s 

politicization of the kitchen, previously characterized as timeless space.  

                                                
246 But almanac writers also seemed to have realized that Fascism alone might not convince working-class women to 
support the autarchic cause: for this reason, they couch autarchy as helpful to Italy and Italians, citing its utility to 
Italian industry, Italian workers, and even to workers from specific towns such as the farmers of Monte S. Guiliano e 
Castellammare near Trapani (Almanacco della donna italiana 1936 358) and even, in the late 1940s, to the Italian 
Resistance of Nazi occupation (Almanacco della donna italiana 1943 261).  
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Fig. 35 Almanac inside cover photo collage, published by Bemporad in Almanacco della donna 
italiana 1936, 8 by 6 inches (Wolfsoniana Collection, Genoa, Italy) 
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Fig. 36 Almanac photo collage, published by Bemporad in Almanacco della donna italiana 
1936, 8 by 6 inches, pp. 5-6 (Wolfsoniana Collection, Genoa, Italy) 
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Almanacs and Fascist Politics: Authors and Content, Autarchy  

The quantitative frequency and qualitative intensity of the political articles contained in 

1930s almanacs suggests that publishing houses and their editorial staff viewed the Fascist 

period’s politically driven economic changes as salient to their working-class female consumers.  

Almanac authors like Guidalestro, Nina Milla, and Ada Felici Ottaviani connect imperialism, the 

sanctions, and Abyssinia with frugality, careful shopping, and Italy.247 Here we see how 

international policy abroad affects domestic kitchens: tapping the richezze inutilizzate in 

Abyssinia results in economic sanctions, which leads the Italian government to institute similar 

policies of labor optimization and conservation of goods at home with autarchic practices.  The 

article points to the Battle for Grain and electricification in particular as projects worthy of the 

reader’s support.  Collapsing distinctions between national industry and the individual 

housewife’s industriousness under the common heading of “nostra vita materiale,” “our material 

life,” Guidalestro advocates the twinned functions of autarchy and rationalism to conserve and 

optimize effort and goods. Put another way, one might say that these authors domesticize the 

sanctions, rendering the significance of international events on the scale of everyday life.    

 Although photo-collages cast Fascist imperialism and sanction resistance in a heroic 

light, the accompanying text tells a more complex story about the politics of their middle-class 

writers and working-class cooks.  Recipes and household management tips present the Fascist 

political context in general, and the sanctions in particular, as a problem to be solved.  De-

fanging the political bite of these tracts provides more space for practical actions and provides 

                                                
247 Rhetoric soars in these comparisons, as in Guidalestro’s characterization of the sanctions as, “Un tentativo di 
paralizzare l’Italia, di impedirle, non solo di conquistare ciò che le spetta, il diritto di respirare, di dare lavoro e pane 
a tutti i suoi figli; ma addirrittura di portare in Abissinia la civiltà, di distribuire al mondo le richezze che quel paese 
possiede e che rimangono inutilizzate,” An attempt to paralyze Italy, to prevent it, not only from conquering what 
it’s entitled to, the right to breathe, to give work and bread to all of its children, but even to bring civility to 
Abissinia, to distribute to the world the riches that country possesses and which remain unutilized.   
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relatively more space for working-class women to govern their lives.  Lack of wheat, like grout 

or teething, becomes just another problem to solve. This process of Fascist neutralization takes 

place in the Almanacco’s article “La Donna e le sanzioni.”  Here, author Nina Milla takes up the 

question of assigning specific actions in the home to address the sanctions.  Making an explicit 

connection between avoiding spending that would benefit the “paesi sanzionisti,” “the 

sanctioning countries,” as well as waste of national products, she argues that small savings, such 

as using a bit less electric light and gas, or making simple substitutions such as planting potatoes, 

beans, tomatoes and onions in place of Dutch tulips, one can still prepare delicious and nutritious 

family meals in new and tasty ways.  Similarly, almanac recipes exulted cheap meats such as 

poultry, rabbits, and fish.  Unlike beef and pork, working-class women could raise these animals 

at home.  An almanac cartoon contextualizing these recipes within the political context of the 

sanctions: “Pol….litica estera,” “Foreign Politics” (Fig. 37) turns on the double sense of pol-, 

part of the words for politics and chicken.  This promotion accounts for the cartoon’s chortling 

cow: autarchic cooking saves her from imminent slaughter.  The melancholic birds and rabbit 

engage in conversation below, “Che ne dici della situazione?” “Uhm! … La pentola bolle! …”  

“What do you think of the situation?” “Hmm!  The pot is boiling!”  A second culinary pun 

obliquely links the national and the domestic here, tying the general political and economic 

“situation” for these animals to their impending trip to the kitchen.  As the political realm heats 

up metaphorically, so do the hearth fires.  So while authors like Nina Milla and the anonymous 

cartoonists of Il Brivido frame their arguments for taking up these autarchic cooking, gardening, 

and animal raising as being for the nation’s benefit, their concluding argument’s evocation of 

family suggests that these directives are tactics for negotiating the sanctions rather than strategies 

for promoting autarchy in and of themselves.   
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Fig. 37 Almanac cartoon, republished by Bemporad in Almanacco della donna italiana 1936, 
originally published in the Florentine newspaper Il Brivido, 8 by 6 inches, p. 97 (Wolfsoniana 
Collection, Genoa, Italy) 
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Almanacs and Fascist Politics: Authors and Content, Part 2 - Rationalism  

Economy in Milla’s article’s context evokes the rational “spending” of goods through use.  This 

goal emerges in terms that suggest an implicit trade-off wherein increased ingenuity on the part 

of the homemaker must compensate for decreased availability of material goods. 

 
…instaurare il regno della più rigida e illuminata economia: studiare tutti i mezzi, tutti gli accorgimenti, 
perchè nulla si disperda, in casa e soprattutto in cucina: perchè tutto sia utilizzato e sfruttato al massimo: 
perchè ogni spesa sia ridotta, ogni consumo diminuito (358) 
 
…install a reign of the most rigid and enlightened economy: study all the means, all the tricks, so that 
nothing is wasted, in the home and above all in the kitchen: so that everything is used and exploited to the 
maximum: so that every expense is reduced, every consumption diminished. 
 

In defining rationalism as “uno sfruttamento sempre maggiore delle materie prime” “an ever 

increasing utilization of primary materials” (Milla 1936, 93) and then arguing for its wide 

adoption by housewives, Milla’s article raises questions of working class womens’ agency in the 

deployment of almanac prescriptions for the home.  Because Milla opens this argument with the 

inclusive noi form, this regime could refer to every homemaker in the country, or the reader of 

this specific manual.  Articles such as this alternate between speaking to them as agents capable 

of making choices about kitchen practices, and trying to convince them to adopt autarchic and 

rational practices with arguments for patriotism and personal benefits, and speaking of them as a 

set of antiquated kitchen practices and choices, in short, as work rather than workers.  The 

slippery matter of address, whether one speaks to or about these women and their work merits 

analysis particularly in the realm of autarchy, framed in these manuals as a largely culinary 

project for working-class women.248 

                                                
248 This fusing the national larder and the private space of the kitchen can be read as a narrative strategy in which the 
author elevates female work to a matter of national importance.  As Andrea Newlyn notes in her work on narrativity 
and alternative textual strategies in 19th-century American manuscript cookbooks, these texts cast women as “agents 
of potentially significant social reform… domestic heroes, protagonists full of agency and promise in texts rich with 
possibility” (37).  Although at first glance these documents may appear to promote what Helstosky refers to as “the 
cooking of consent” (63) and constitute “explicit emblems of women’s relegation to the domestic sphere (Newlyn 
37), these texts often contain elements that undermine or obliquely contradict the idea that the promoting the good of 
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 Rationalist kitchen practices not only promised to increase working class women’s 

productivity, but also their reproductivity.  In “Massaie Rurali,” an article in Almanacco della 

Donna Italiana 1936, Ada Felici Ottaviani argues that country women ought to standardize food 

preparation in rural kitchens “…con metodi igienici e moderni e evitando loro fatiche esagerate 

che invecchiano precocemente e danneggiano il fisico e la maternità,” “with hygienic and 

modern methods and avoiding their excessive efforts which age [them] prematurely and damage 

the body and maternity” (Ottaviani 1936, 312). Framing this goal as both an individual and 

social benefit, she directly states that her article’s goal is to “rivelare l’importanza politica e 

sociale di questa sezione rurale femminile del Partito Nazionale Fascista,” “reveal the political 

and social importance of this rural female section of the Fascist Party” (Ottaviani 1936, 311). At 

once seeking to further elevate the reader’s perception of the massaia’s role in public affairs and 

evoking their perceived immateriality to the political realm, Ottaviani concludes, “anche le 

donne delle campagna partecip[ano] ai grandi destini dell’Italia nostra,” “even country women 

participate in the grand destiny of our Italy” (Ottaviani 1936, 315). But rural poverty and 

illiteracy likely precluded many, if not most peasant women from reading Ottaviani’s herald, and 

from realizing the grand Fascist vision for rural women’s productivity.  

In 1938, Domus published an almanac for working-class women to instruct them in 

rationalist housework. This text, Il Libro di casa 1938, emblematized many Fascist-period 

features of kitchen thinking that we have seen thus far: first, the production of this text crossed 

industry lines: the majority of authors and editors involved in this text worked for Domus, but the 

                                                
the national economy constitutes sufficient motivation for women’s adoption of autarchic practices in the kitchen.  
What we see in these manuals could be more specifically termed as performative consent, in that the writers perform 
a somewhat unconvincing obeisance to regime dictates. These authors employ the rhetoric of autarchy more as a 
rhetorical flourish or stylistic move to introduce or conclude recipes than as a justification for creating such dishes.  
More accurately, these manuals exemplify a cooking of convenience rather than consent. 
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text heavily cited international domestic economists, with a particular emphasis on German time-

motion studies in the kitchen. Further, Domus crossed into private food industry to fund this 

project, and that move influenced its content. Cirio, the tinned food company, funded Il Libro di 

casa’s publication.249 Product placements for canned tomatoes, beans, and peas fill the almanac’s 

recipe sections, alongside more obvious print advertisements, with open canned images repeating 

like a Warhol print. Cirio’s status as a domestic Italian food company also complicates the text’s 

stance towards alimentary autarchy emerges: where do the Domus writers’ financial interests 

end, and where do their government interests begin?  In any case, daily calendars meant for use 

in the kitchen involved autarchic practices almost incidentally, in the form of vegetarian recipes 

and emphasis on rice and rabbit over bread and steak. Rationalism and autarchy bifurcate in this 

text. Not only do they receive different textual treatment, appearing in two separated book 

sections of articles and a daily calendar, but the authors address rationalism directly and argue 

for its importance, whereas they only support autarchy obliquely, by including recipes that just 

so happen to be based on inexpensive autarchic ingredients.   

 But it is this last issue, rationalism in the working-class kitchen, that receives the most 

consistent treatment. In a series of cautionary tales and inspirational guides, Il Libro di Casa 

helped to define what Domus writers250 meant by rationalism and Taylorism in kitchen use in the 

working-class context.   The article “Il lavoro quotidiano di casa,” “daily housework” takes a 

businesslike tone: to avoid the “malattia fisica e mentale,” “physical and mental sickness” caused 

by unsystemic housework, the article contends that working rationally amounts to the 

“normalizzazione dei procedimenti essenziali,” “normalization of essential processes.”  To this 

                                                
249 Francesco Cirio founded his private food company in Turin in 1856. Technology, not food, drove the company: 
by eliminating air and introducing a hot water bath, Cirio applied and perfected inventor Nicolas Appert’s 
conservation techniques first to peas and famously to tomatoes. See “La nostra storia,” www.cirio.com.  
250 Il libro di casa 1938 articles contain neither bylines nor page numbers.   



	  259 

end, the article temporally divides housework into annual, monthly, weekly, and daily tasks.  At 

the daily level, a sample calendar dictates tasks down to the hour.  Starting the day at 7am, the 

massaia must clean the dining room, make and serve breakfast, clean and put away the dishes, 

clean the rooms, harvest the garden, prepare lunch and set the table for the family lunch at noon, 

all before her next work commences at 1pm. Unofficial duties begin even before this morning 

work.  The schedule dictates the massaia to, “procedere alla prima pulizia personale, in modo 

che alle sette si sia pronte a cominciare il lavoro casalingo, “proceed to personal cleanliness, so 

that at seven you will be ready to begin the housework.” Rationalist kitchen practices can be 

found in ordered, predictable time segments that map bodies onto time and space. Like a 

temporal geography, these schedules tell you when and where you will find the massaia’s body, 

and what type of work she will be engaged in when you find her. To this end, graphics illustrate 

Taylorist positions and movements to save time and effort in housework. Both text and images 

suggest that German and American movements heavily influenced the Italian call for rationalist 

housework.  This article, for example, cites  “illustri scrittrici di scienza domestica” “illustrious 

writers of home economics”251 and German household picture workbooks such as 

Reichkuratorium fur wirtschaftlichkeit (Fordism and Organized Capitalism)252 as inspiration.  

Among these images, such as those in Fig. 38, we see stick figures engaged in cooking and 

cleaning. Like a Taylorist version of Goldilocks, the top image captions read, “Il sedile è troppa 

basso e costringe le braccia ad una posizione falsa, che stanca,” The seat is too low and 

constrains the arms in a false position that tires [the worker],”  “Il tavolo è troppo basso e obbliga 

a star curvi,” “The table is too low and forces one to bend,” “Il tavolo è a giusta altezza ma gli 

arnesi sono collocati in modo da obbligare le braccia ad una posizione che ricorda quella del 

                                                
251 Because many prominent home economists in this era hailed from the United States and Great Britain, this 
occlusion of specific names may suggest the author’s political prudence. 
252 All article images of proper kitchen work postures originally appeared in this source. 
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primo disegno,” “The table is the right height but the tools are positioned so as to force the arms 

into a position like that shown in the first drawing.” In contrast to Taylorism in the factory, 

which dictates worker movements, Taylorism in the kitchen focuses on how built environment 

influences the cook’s work.  Further, these Taylorist positions promote rationalism, as we see in 

the final set of images. The captions read, “Gli arnesi sono collocati troppo in basso,” “The tools 

are positioned too low,” “Come si migliora la posizione precedente,” “How one improves the 

preceding position,” “Posizione rationale,” “Rational position.” The means (Taylorism) and the 

goal (rationalism) are not static sets of practices and aesthetics: rather, they take on new 

functions and meanings based on their location of practice. This is why the kitchen, a classed and 

gendered space, hosts unique forms of Taylorism and rationalism as forms of intervention and 

improvement in cooking and cleaning. Rationalism served as a sort of enlightened state that the 

lower-class female cook was to strive for by controlling her body and its movements.  These 

self-disciplining procedures speak to issues of gender and class as enacted in the private sphere.  
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Fig. 38 Illustration for “Il lavoro quotidiano in casa,” “Daily Housework,” published by Domus 
in Il libro di casa 1938, 8 by 6 inches (Museo della Figurina, Modena, Italy) 
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Chapter 7: Autarchic by Design: Aesthetics and Politics of Kitchenware 
 

In October 1935, Benito Mussolini heralded the invasion of Ethiopia, and with it, the 

establishment of Italian East Africa. One month later, the League of Nations countered with a 

raft of economic sanctions. By choking off Italy’s foreign supply of wheat and other basic 

materials, the League of Nations hoped to crush the regime’s imperialist ambitions. With this 

bout of international fist-shaking, domestic policy crashed headlong into the domestic sphere.  

Autarchy emerged. 

 Broadly speaking, autarchy meant producing and consuming Italian products, privileging 

domestic goods over foreign ones. On the national level, the regime promoted this policy by 

introducing a series of plans to rationalize and modernize Italian industry. Through text and 

through photography, popular magazines and books played a critical role in translating these 

policies into recommended practices for everyday life. Italian economic self-sufficiency meant 

that domestic labor such as shopping, gardening, and cooking took on a heightened political 

charge. All of these activities require specialized tools: burlap sacks, metal spades, and 

aluminum pans.  How did these objects translate national policies into daily actions? This 

chapter opens these kitchen drawers to examine how politics spoke through the idiom of design. 

Cultural historians of the Italian Fascism built the foundations for this type of object 

study by examining regime-sponsored initiatives rendered on a grand, public scale.253 Art 

historians have emphasized the diffusion of style via commercial and graphic design.254 Taking 

                                                
253 See Medina Lasansky, The Renaissance Perfected: Architecture, Spectacle, and Tourism in Fascist Italy. 
University Park, PE: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004, Claudia Lazzaro, and Roger J. Crum. Donatello 
Among the Blackshirts: History and Modernity in the Visual Culture of Fascist Italy. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 2004, and Mia Fuller, Moderns Abroad: Architecture, Cities and Italian Imperialism. London: Routledge, 
2007. 
254 See Sergio Coradeschi and Ippolite Rostagno, “The Novecento Style in Italy: Commercial and Graphic Design / 
Lo stile novecento italiano: grafica di massa e design esclusivo.” The Journal of Decorative and Propaganda Arts. 
1987 3: 66-83, Wendy Kaplan, Designing Modernity: The Arts of Reform and Persuasion, 1885-1945: Selections 
from the Wolfsonian. New York: Thames and Hudson, 1995, and Thomas Row, “Mobilizing the Nation: Italian 
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these conversations into the domestic realm demonstrates how political and commercial aims 

mutually reinforce and ultimately coalesce in the aesthetics of cooking utensils, dishware, and 

appliances. In short, culinary paraphernalia promoted autarchy to Italian women through design.  

If economic policy takes material form in kitchenware, then this incarnation demonstrates that 

the regime infiltrates the domestic sphere and modifies its aesthetics for national ends. So it 

stands to reason that Italian citizens experienced Fascist policies of autarchy not only at political 

rallies in the public piazza, but also in the home through the objects they handled every day.  

Ultimately, these objects exemplify the collusion of design and politics in the hearth of the home.  

Of course, designers may or may not have explicitly allied themselves with the regime 

and its promotion of autarchy. But living and working in Fascist Italy meant that designers were 

subject to the political and artistic trends of the day. These tendencies inevitably influenced the 

conditions of manufacturing and sale. All the objects examined here are imbued with concerns 

for autarchy because they were produced in a time that marked by such concerns. In other words, 

the significance of these toasters, tea cups, and trays lies primarily in its ability to incarnate 

elements of the history of daily life.  The intentionality of the designer and his professed political 

stance frame the political meaning of toasting bread, sipping tea, and serving carbonara within a 

larger national context. This examination focuses on the observable, physical properties of the 

objects themselves, and what actions their aesthetics prompted in the context of Italy’s Fascist 

period. These objects represent the material connection between the regime, industry, and 

consumers – the physical point at which politics touch the individual through design. 

Aesthetics of Autarchy in the Fascist Kitchen, Part 1: Modern, Functional Objects 

Autarchy, an abstract economic policy, takes concrete form in the aesthetics of the 

kitchen objects that Italian women used every day. Broad categories emerge: modern and 
                                                
Propaganda in the Great War.” The Journal of Decorative and Propaganda Arts. 2002 24:141-169. 
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traditional. Each style evokes a specific set of culinary practices to encourage eating 

autarchically. Innovative designs, bright colors, and shine characterize the modern objects.  This 

group dazzles the viewer with its futuristic aesthetic of streamlined curves and knife-sharp 

angles. Forms evoke speed and efficiency. Functional objects associated with energy (electric 

appliances) and stimulants (tea and coffee sets) predominate. In contrast to the modern objects, 

the traditional pieces comfort rather than thrill.  Simple forms and muted color palates of sepia 

and sage prevail. Larger and heavier than the modern objects, these pieces provided decoration 

for bare walls and cupboards. Bucolic motifs like wheat shafts and homemade loaves of bread 

repeat in the same dish, suggesting the abundance and the fertility of the countryside.  But cooks 

use culinary objects in combination. Not only do plates and cups come in sets, or as parts of 

services, but they inevitably accompany silverware and a battery of pots and pans.  These two 

categories speak to two different Fascist characterizations of modernity, but cooks ultimately 

intertwined these objects, and thus Fascist aesthetics, through everyday use. 

These objects construct and promote a set of culinary practices that bring politics into the 

kitchen by translating autarchy into two aesthetic categories. Turning to the first group, what 

design elements make these objects feel modern, and how does that modernity work to 

encourage autarchic cooking and eating? Approaching the question of modernity iteratively 

rather than attempting to define it from the start demonstrates the meaning of modernity in the 

specific context of culinary implements and cooking methods. First, metalwork, particularly in 

silver hues, gives this impression. Domestically produced aluminum and chrome evoke the idea 

that using autarchic materials imbue the cook with a modern sensibility.255 Along similar lines, 

writers and artists of the day such as F.T. Marinetti and Mario Sironi conflated the physical 

                                                
255 See Jeffrey T. Schnapp, Jeffrey T. 2001. “The Romance of Caffeine and Aluminum.” Critical Inquiry. 28 (1): 
244-269. 
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properties of metal with idea of modernity. Metalwork signals a shift from old cooking methods, 

such as heating food over an open hearth, to new ones, such as toasting bread with electricity in a 

chrome-plated appliance. The material composition of these objects casts the daily practice of 

autarchy as chic. This aura of style is a particularly important move for alimentary autarchy, 

because foreign products had previously reigned as the height of fashion. A visually dazzling 

Italian teacup heralded a cultural shift - it signaled the beginning of the end of France and 

England’s monopoly over style in Italian homes.   

As industrial design historian Donald Norman has observed, different types of materials 

prompt people to use objects in different ways, an idea that he refers to as “affordances” – glass 

invites delicate movements, wood suggests rusticity.256 Materials matter in kitchen object use, 

and so does physical form: ladles and cups act as extensions of the body, safely and artfully 

conveying hot liquids from tureen to bowl or kitchen to dining room when hands cannot.  

Because cooks handled, used, and cleaned these kitchen objects every day as part of their 

culinary work, these objects profoundly impacted their bodies. With this idea in mind, we can 

glean the meaning of style and construction from the perceived and actual properties of an 

ItalToast toaster, a popular kitchen appliance or elettrodomestico, literally an “electric servant.”   

 

 

 

 

                                                
256 Donald Norman’s concept of “affordance” in The Design of Everyday Things helps to unlock the significance of 
the toaster’s materials, “…the term affordance refers to the perceived and actual properties of the thing, primarily 
those functional properties that determine just how the thing could possibly be used.  A chair affords (“is for”) 
support and, therefore, affords sitting.  A chair can also be carried.  Glass is for seeing through, and for breaking” 
(2002, 9). 
 
 



	  266 

 

 

 
Fig. 39 Toaster, Milan, manufactured by ItalToast, chrome (Wolfsonian Institute, Miami, 
xx1990.393) 
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 In addition to being composed of autarchic materials, metal-based electric appliances 

such as the ItalToast Toaster decrease cooking time and effort. Designed in Milan, this electric 

chrome toaster features two sets of adjustable heat level controls. The construction allows the 

cook to minutely control multiple facets of the cooking process by turning dials and pushing 

buttons. A flashing red alert light takes on the attentional work previously required of the cook.  

To echo Norman’s terminology, metal affords electric work in a way that other materials do not, 

as it conducts and withstands high heat without melting, cracking, or exploding. By automating 

these elements, the toaster abstracts the cooking process from the original combination of fire, 

pan, and bread into a Taylorist succession of manual, rather than full-body, operations. So this 

object sends a message of modernity in its physical aesthetics, in that it is metal with streamlined 

curves and shine, but also in its function. Cooking faster and with less effort means cooking in a 

modern way. Speed and hygiene marks the object in its design and in its use. This toaster 

suggests that increasing the speed of cooking while diminishing the effort involved was a 

positive practice that marked the cook as fashionably modern. By accelerating production in the 

kitchen, this object translates the abstract concept of autarchy into a daily practice for the 

domestic sphere. A simple toaster thus offers a microcosm of the larger idea – one could practice 

autarchy in part by increasing production, be it in the kitchen or in a factory. This practice 

marked the cook as modern. By accelerating production in the kitchen, this object translates the 

abstract concept of autarchy into a daily practice for the domestic sphere.257   

                                                
257 Appliances were still fairly uncommon at this point, but small ones like this toaster were still far more accessible 
than large ones like refridgerators. Small appliances like toasters typically cost less than 300 lire (ACS, Pubblica 
Sicurezza, Ispettorato Generale di Pubblica Sicurezza, Servizi Annonari, b. 36). This was at a time a pair of 
women’s shoes cost 48 lire, a bus ticket or a stamp for a letter cost 0.50 lire.  A car, like  Fiat 500 Topolino car, 
would cost 10,800 lire (Scarpellini 110-115). 
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 Like the passapiatti, this toaster would have helped middle-class women to negotiate 

class boundaries between the kitchen and the salon.  One might expect a toaster to sit on a 

counter in the working-class space of the kitchen.  After all, cooking, or in this case toasting, 

takes place in the kitchen.  Further, contemporary Americans might associate toast with informal 

meals, like breakfast. But in the social context of the 1930s, this toaster’s aesthetics (chic and 

modern metalwork) and the high social status of the food it prepared (toast for afternoon tea) 

made it a decorative object appropriate for a place of honor in the salon. Because the toaster 

served a want, not a need, it qualified as a middle- or upper-class object and could sit in those 

high-classed spaces of the home. A Domus column258 providing advice on new electric 

appliances echoed this idea in their coverage of the tostapane electrico, “Eccovi ora un 

apparecchietto di importanza certo non vitale, ma tuttavia utilissimo a tuttle le nostre donine di 

casa: il tostapane elettrico,” “Now here is a little device certainly of non-vital importance, but 

nonetheless very useful to our little ladies of the house: the electric toaster.”  Note that the article 

text extends the decorative rather than utilitarian characterization of the toaster to the women 

who use it: repeated diminutives for the toaster and the woman raise their class status, but by 

diminishing their utility to that of “non-vital importance.” And what might matter instead?  They 

way the toaster (and presumably the donnina) look: the article goes on to note the device’s 

aesthetics (its “aspetto elegante,” “elegant look”) and characterizes its advantages in terms of 

social benefits rather than functional utility: it lets the “signore,” not the cook, prepare toast 

“Senza allontanarsi dal salotto, e, quello che forse più importa, senza interompere la 

                                                
258 The Elettrodomestico notes page was structured like a series of small bulletins and updates, makes appliances 
into breaking news.  This formate uses the associated speed of news tickers to connote the modernity of Italian 
technology: inventions proliferate so fast that they requires news bulletins.  As the intro explains, this recurring 
section is about new objections and useful, practical, appliances for “donnine,” “little women,” another diminutive 
for the middle-class woman who cooked.  See “Elettrodomestico” advice column, Domus. September 1935, p. 21. 
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conversazione con le amiche.” “Without leaving the salon, and, perhaps even more importantly, 

without interrupting the conversation with friends.”  This ad copy has two levels of meaning: 

literally, owning a toaster meant that lady of the house did have to physically leave the salon to 

go to the kitchen, but figuratively, it also speaks to the fact that she would not have to leave the 

middle-class social environment and the conversation with other women of same stature to 

become a working class cook, even for the three minutes necessary to toast a piece of bread.  In 

sum, the connection of toast and afternoon tea goes well beyond the aesthetics of toasters and tea 

sets, but also in terms of what room, and what social class they belong to.  In other words, the 

class status of food (toast) and people (cook v. signora) is not fixed: as this toaster ad copy 

proves, their class status could rise – or fall – as they moved, as in Morelli’s title, dalla cucina al 

salotto.   

Visually apparent characteristics of metal like shine, smoothness, and association with 

machines carry an association with modernity even across other materials. Gleam emanates from 

a ceramic coffee set glazed in bright primary colors as well as black and white.  Stark color or 

material differentiates between different functional parts of objects, such as an aluminum coffee 

maker with wooden handles.  So while all these different materials, metal, wood, and clay, were 

produced in Italy by Italian designers, the aesthetic of modernity unites them, as does their 

physical destination, the kitchen.259  All of these utensils take on further meanings on the basis of 

their physical context, on a stove or in a drawer, or more broadly in the kitchen or in the living 

room.  For example, a bread plate on the kitchen table could be considered functional, but that 

same object could be considered decorative if it were mounted on the dining room wall. By 

                                                
259 Asking where and when these objects were typically used illuminates the extent to which we can consider kitchen 
paraphernalia to be an agent of political change in the domestic sphere.  The idea that objects can possess agentive 
capacities is not a new one.  As Dan Hicks and Mary Beaudry note, “One recent approach to the study of objects and 
humans through material culture has been to extend social agency to material things: whether understanding objects 
as fully agentive (Latour 1993a) or as the ‘indexes’ of human agency (Gell 1998)” (Hicks and Beaudry 10).  
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asking what role these objects play in context, we can better understand their significance as 

prospective agents within the constitution of lived space.   Kitchen objects also absorb cultural 

meanings from their associated foods.  Definitionally, a teacup holds tea.  And just as tea can 

stain a teacup, tea’s meaning can color the cup as well.  In this particular case, the relationship 

between the tea and tea cup evokes a larger question: what characteristics defined a product or an 

object as Italian?  Not only is afternoon tea a foreign ritual, but tea itself is also a foreign 

product. How then to reinscribe tea, as well as coffee, sugar, and chocolate, as domestic and thus 

autarchic?  At stake in these two issues are the tabletop politics of Fascist imperialism and 

alimentary autarchy.  
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Fig. 40 Tè Ati Javanese tea advertisement (La Cucina Italiana [November 1932, p. 2]) 
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Advertisements often conflated of colonial people with dark-colored products like coffee, 

tea, and chocolate, suggesting that both manpower and food were raw materials to be seized in 

order to fuel Italian bodies and industry.  At its most extreme, Fascist period food advertising 

dehumanized East Africans through artistic fusion, producing culinary Frankensteins of half-

person and half-coffee bean.260 But even the more subtle advertisements for these foods replicate 

Fascist racial thinking. In this Tè Ati advertisement (Fig. 40), a dark-skinned man dressed in 

foreign fabrics proffers an sprig of tea leaves to the Italian colonist. Foreignness, and its 

associations with raw, unprocessed goods – and people  –  eclipses all other identifying 

characteristics, including geographic origin, religious denomination, and even racial identity.  

While the advertisement’s text specifies that Tè Ati comes from Javanese plantations, the 

imagery evokes Italian colonialism more generally. In the foreground, the tall, light-skinned man 

in a safari hat suggests a plantation overseer, and in the background, the settlement topped by a 

wind-whipped flag, suggests a processing plant. Switch the tea leaves for coffee beans, and the 

advertisement could alternately serve to hawk Ethiopian coffee to Italian consumers.  

Both the fusion the colonial persona and the colonial product and the generality of their 

treatment points to their common meaning in the Fascist culinary context: both served as raw 

matter to be processed for European benefit.  Coffee, tea, sugar, and chocolate provide energy as 

stimulants but have little nutritional value. They are, to use Sidney Mintz’ memorable phrasing, 

“drug foods.”261 This last fact provides for an interesting connection to the aesthetics of 

modernity, in that stimulants provide a means to meet the call for ever-increasing speed. 

                                                
260 Karen Pinkus offers a memorable example of an anthropomorphized coffee bean head in Bodily Regimes: Italian 
Advertising under Fascism. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995.  This artistic treatment permeates 
Fascist period coffee advertising in particular, as evidenced by the Wolfsonian Institute’s ephemera collection on the 
topic.  Posters, like “Qui regno io,” feature humanized beans, in this case a tiny coffee bean king conquering a cup.  
261 See Sidney W. Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar In Modern History. New York: Penguin Books, 
1986. 
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Aesthetics of streamlining further support this acceleration. With phrasing appropriate to the 

subject of tea, Jeffrey Schnapp characterizes the double logic of speed and speed limits under 

Fascism as, “a modernity infused with such a sense of urgency that pace becomes the basis for 

… measuring productivity…But a modernity also whose very tempo and complexity give rise to 

distinctive forms of slowness” (2009, 27).  Tea, for instance, is a stimulant drunk slowly.  

Moreover, while quickly prepared, one spends an afternoon in the salon taking part in its 

ritualized consumption.  Tea production, manufacturing, and circulation prompt an additional 

paradox. While produced on foreign turf, these products were refined domestically or in Italian-

run factories abroad, thus transforming them into luxury products to be consumed by the upper 

classes of Italy. But how do these associations of tea – energy, expense, and above all 

colonialism, stain a tea cup? Jet black and gleaming, a tea set from the Friuli-Venezia Giulia-

based designer Galvani exemplifies how kitchen object design negotiated politicized questions of 

autarchy, and how women used these aesthetics for patriotic self-presentation at tea time.   
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Fig. 41 Galvani, Tea Set, Pordenone, c. mid-1930s, ceramic, (Wolfsonian Institute, Miami, 
84.7.27.9)  
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 Aesthetics of smooth flow also emerge in Friuli-Venezia-based designer Galvani’s 

ceramic tea set, produced in Pordenone circa 1935. This tea set evokes modernity two of the 

same elements as the ItalToast toaster: gleam and novel form. Although ceramic, the tea set’s 

black glaze and smooth texture throw off light. Sharp color contrast of matte orange on the oval-

shaped handles and knob finials energizes the visual composition. Brightness draws attention to 

the rendering of the cup handles: while traditional in that the oval form allows for a modified 

handgrip of the cup, the ovoid form departs from the formerly defuse English teacup handle 

style, a dainty ear-shaped curve. Form (novel), material (clay), and aesthetics (modern) mark this 

tea set as conceived and manufactured in Italy, making it an autarchic product.  

 What would this object have meant in physical context? The teapot, creamer, and sugar 

bowl would have been filled in the kitchen, then moved to a salon or living room for service.   

The kitchen constitutes a private space, whereas the salon provides a semi-public area for 

receiving guests. During the 1930s, traditions of tea drinking in Italy262 evoked problematic 

associations of gender (female) and class (upper- and upper-middle). Worse still, afternoon tea 

evoked the specter of Great Britain - a politically risky nation for a hostess to support in 

sanction-bound Italy. In the 1935 edition of Dalla Cucina al Salotto Lidia Morelli went so far as 

to add an introductory letter to the to claim regret that her publishers had not had time to to edit 

her description of té alle cinque to comply with linguistic autarchy. So it is the gendered, classed, 

and foreign associations of tea drinking, rather than the product itself, that becomes problematic 

under the sanctions. Design offered a powerful and politically expedient mode to redefine 

afternoon tea as properly modern and autarchic, as well as Fascist and Italian. Being both 

                                                
262 Italy’s tea drinking culture tended to be a domestic affair, occurring in the home. England’s public tea houses had 
no Italian equivalent. Another key divergence between English and Italian tea drinking lies in its relation to social 
class. While English tea drinking traditions include upper and lower class versions, respectively termed “afternoon 
tea” and “high tea,” Italian customs belonged solely to the upper class.     
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decorative and functional, this tea set beautifies the table and contains products prior to 

consumption. Further, hibiscus-based Karkade tea produced in Ethiopia provided an autarchic 

alternative to teas from the British plantations in India. In contrast to the ItalToast toaster, these 

objects do not attempt to modernize, sterilize, or accelerate the cooking process. Instead, these 

objects act as diplomats, translating foreign rituals and products into domestic ones. By serving 

tea to guests in with this explicitly Italian service, the lady of the house could mark herself as 

patriotic, or even chic with her up-to-the-moment awareness of the Fascist political climate. 
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Fig. 42 Arrigo Finzi, Tea and Coffee Set, c. 1935, manufactured by Le Argenterie d’Italia 
(Silverware of Italy), metal and wood (Wolfsonian Institute, Miami, 83.9.11.2) 
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 Similar tropes emerge in a tea and coffee set designed by Arrigo Finzi263 and produced by 

Le Argenterie d’Italia in Milan. Also dating from circa 1935, this set evokes modernist aesthetics 

in their materials, design, use, and associated foods. We see this in the novel octagonal base and 

fluted concentric bands encircling the central container, and the sharply sculpted rectangular 

spouts. In use, one would have only touched the tea and coffee pot’s star-shaped knobs and 

wooden handles, as the chrome bodies would conduct heat from the liquids they contained.  Both 

of these materials speak to autarchy – the metal to modernity and Italian manufacturing, and the 

wood to tradition and Italian agricultural production. But the form as well is new, and suggests 

an additional form of autarchy: the tea set’s origins in the mind an Italian creator. The decision to 

depart from older British tea set styles, rather than to update them, can be read as a bid to mark 

these objects as the material bearers of new ideas in Italian design. Ultimately, we see that 

modern kitchen objects offer elegance and worldliness to promote autarchic practices. But in 

doing so, they also evoke the problematic associations of modernity with hyper-acceleration, 

colonialism, and imperialism. 

This sugar bowl, milk creamer, and coffee pot remain although the sugar, milk, and tea 

that they once contained have long since been consumed.  Foods are ephemeral – we eat them, or 

they rot.  But in either case, they disappear.  Fortunately for food historians, the dishware that 

surrounds them endures.  The durability of kitchen objects means that their physical 

characteristics, their aesthetics and manipulability, can speak to kitchen conditions and cooking 

methods, and to manufacturing systems and production processes as well.  Analyzing this tea set 

                                                
263 Arrigo Finzi’s work at the technical offices of the Comune di Milano led him to collaboration with Futurist 
architect Antonio Sant Elia. With the ambitious goal of creating “new and essential lines” of “modern silver” based 
on Sant Elia’s designs. This collaboration led to the “Nova Argenteria” productions, but little financial 
remuneration. Nonetheless, Domus acclaimed the constant evolution of Finzi’s work across materials, including 
silver, copper, and porcelain. His later years as a creator, producer, and vendor of his own work offered greater 
commercial success.  
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as both a kitchen object and an example of industrial design reveals that commodity chains 

played a large role in framing this tea set as Italian. To begin with, the tea set’s raw materials – 

domestically produced metals and domestically sourced woods – are autarchic.  And according 

to the Fascist conceptions of geography and empire, the Somali sugar and Ethiopian coffee that 

they once contained would have been “Italian” as well, insofaras these raw ingredients grew in 

Italian East Africa.  But domestic materials constitute only one ingredient in the recipe for 

autarchy – place and methods of production count as well.  Every point in the commodity chain, 

from invention to production to purchase to use, had to suggest Italianness. Autarchy derived not 

only from the tea set’s base materials but from the activities that surrounded it. As such, many 

different people from Arrigo Finzi to shipping specialists to truck drivers to shop owners to 

cooks – had to collaborate, albeit unknowingly, to continually reestablish the tea set as Italian, 

and tea drinking as a patriotic activity. Attaining a high degree of autarchy simply means that the 

majority of these processes take place in Italy, or in Italian colonies. For example, this tea set 

might be said to connate a relatively high degree of autarchy because its inspiration, design, 

manufacture, and repeated use all occurred in Italy. And therein lies the central point: alimentary 

autarchy is not an absolute value that an object may or may not possess based on its material 

composition.264 Rather, it is as a matter of degrees of Italianità based on a combination of object 

materials and use. 

 The use of similar coffee and tea sets suggests how these objects helped middle- and 

upper-class women to negotiate class boundaries from the kitchen to the salon.  Just as Domus 

explained how aluminum toasters might ease this transition through aesthetics and the class-

                                                
264 We can thus say that part of what makes a coffee pot Italian is its original appearance in the Italian designer’s 
mind. In this way, the definition of autarchy assumes a highly biologized, almost racialized, cast. Autarchy in 
industrial design extends to the object’s metaphorical conception and gestation by an Italian designer, in this case 
Arrigo Finzi, and birth aided by an Italian company, Le Argenterie d’Italia.   
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inflected meals, so to do they suggest the same of these silver pots and spoons. In the July 1935 

edition of Domus, facing pages show two advertisements: one for Cirio coffee265 and another for 

an Argenteria Krupp coffee service.266  Cirio Vero Brasil speaks through pure image, and shows 

how themes of imperialism and industry came together in the private sphere – one might even 

say that they met over coffee.  The coffee advertisement shows a white smiling woman in a 

yellow dress with black braids, sipping an espresso behind palm fronts.  Golden stones emerging 

from water mark the area as Rio, although the vague geographic markers – verdant palms, 

glinting sunlight, and an attractive local women – generalize the scene, and hawk the canned 

coffee at its center.  In other word’s, Cirio coffee’s colonial imagery diminishes geographic 

distinctions between Brazil and other coffee-producing territories, like Ethiopia.  This conflation 

suggests that the manufacturing product, not process, matters most in determining brand identity: 

although Cirio was best known for their tomatoes, but their business revolved around canning. 

And third, Cirio and Domus, like all other big companies, were bound up together. Cirio 

financed Domus’ almanacs for working-class women, and advertised on the pages of its shelter 

magazine for the middle- and upper-class as well.  Althought they spoke to different audiences 

across different mediums, but Domus and Cirio’s industry bonds held steady across them all.  

  Domus promotes cross-marketing between Cirio, a food company, and Argenteria 

Krupp, a silver and chemical company, by placing the latter advertisement – an image (Fig. 43) 

and text combination, on the opposite page.  Further tie-ins with Pavoni and Cona espresso 

makers, themselves affiliated with the aluminum industry, fill out the ad copy.  And of course, 

the Krupp service itself borrows heavily from Finzi’s design, with its concentric silver circles.  

This advertisement comes with instructions for coffee making and service, “Come si serve e 

                                                
265 “Caffè Cirio: Vero Brasil” coffee advertisement, Domus. July 1935, p. 16. 
266 “Argenteria Krupp” silver coffee service advertisement, Domus. July 1935, p. 17. 
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come si prepara,” “How One Serves It and How One Prepares It.” This speaks to the shifting 

expectations in women’s work during the Fascist period: A maid or cook would already know 

this, and would probably not have been a regular Domus reader.  But a middle- or upper-class 

women reading Domus might be in need of basic coffee preparation and serving instructions. 

The instructions tacitly acknowledge her dilemma (how to maintain high-class status while doing 

low-class food work) by pointing out how to maintaining class boundaries in the home.  First, the 

advertisement details the proper room for “signorile” (“ladylike”) coffee service: coffee must be 

served in the dining room, and not in the living room, ostensibly because confining all eating and 

drinking to one room is more modern.  This idea reflects the general trend towards creating 

specialized rooms to contain different activities, part of rationalism’s move to define and divide, 

rendering the domestic taxonomic.267   

 

                                                
267 Only the “novecentisti,” “nineteenth century-ists” would dare to serve coffee in the salon, a room that held 
negative associations of being old-fashioned, bourgeois, feminine, and foreign during the Fascist period.  Of course, 
such the existence of this injunction shows that the location for coffee service was highly contested during the 
Fascist period.  The advertisement itself cites a home management expert Marquise de Cussy to defend this point – 
and she neatly inverted every one of these negative associations, being a rich French woman who wrote during the 
19th century.   
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Fig. 43 “Argenteria Krupp” silver coffee service advertisement, Domus. July 1935, p. 17. 
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Aesthetics of Autarchy in the Fascist Kitchen, Part 2: Rural, Decorative Objects 

Some kitchen objects overtly trumpet political messages with text and graphics rather 

reflect or incarnate the political climate with elements of design. This brings us to the second 

category of objects. How do the aesthetics of these objects evoke simplicity and rurality? And 

how do these traditions promote alimentary autarchy? Decorative bread plates offered the ample, 

flat surface area necessary for detailed pictoral odes to autarchy. Bread consumption (how much, 

how often, by whom) sent charged political messages whether or not the consumer wished to do 

so because of widespread grain scarcity and a national push for conservation. Being placed in the 

kitchen or dining room and thus highly visible near mealtimes, these objects were meant to 

display and communicate the importance of bread conservation when such messages could have 

the greatest affect on rationing behaviors.  Despite their intended purpose as dining room 

decoration, many women ignored their artistic qualities and focused on their functional ones, 

serving food on these plates at family mealtimes.268  Creamy risotto or spicy amatriciana would 

have covered the plate’s Fascist imagery, and neutralized the political meaning of this object 

when in use.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
268 While we cannot say with certainty where individual plates fall on a continuum from decorative to functional 
usage, their physical characteristics provide hints. Lino Berzoini’s bread plate for Calderoni appears functional, as it 
includes an undecorated 8” diameter space at the center where one might place the bread.  By contrast, his plate for 
Casa Giuseppe Mazzotti provides a ridged design in the center and lip of the plate that would make it difficult for 
bread to stay in place during service, suggesting that it may have served a decorative function. 
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Fig. 44 Lino Berzoini, Bread Plate, Milan, c. mid-1930s, designed for Calderoni and 
manufactured by Motta, patinated tin, 10 inches diameter (Wolfsonian Institute, Miami, 84.9.12) 
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As the examination of ItalToast toaster and Arrigo Finzi coffee set have shown, materials 

mattered in characterizing an object as modern, and as autarchic. Metal kitchen objects often, but 

not always, evoke the streamlined speed and power of an imminent machine age. But metal’s 

meaning was not fixed: it could also be used to evoke tradition, a parallel plank in the autarchic 

platform. How might metal, a material thus far associated with speed, urbanity, and modernity, 

communicate slowness, rurality, and convention? A patinated tin bread plate, designed by Lino 

Berzoini269, provides intriguing answers to this question.  Designed for Caderoni and made by 

Motta in Milan, the plate dates from the mid-1930s, the height of the regime’s push for 

alimentary autarchy. Metal type is the first signal of departure. This plate’s copper hue of this 

piece signals its difference from the silver aluminum boxes and jet black cups. Color and gleam 

change as well – we move from white silver, jet black, and carnelian red to a muted palette of 

earth tones on rougher, non-reflective surfaces. And the plate’s decorative style and content 

likewise echo the theme of tradition, but it is an invented tradition – and thus a modern one.  

Stamped scenes rounding the rim depict a seamless succession of agricultural and industrial 

activities involved in wheat growth and harvest. This treatment inscribes manufacturing within 

the cyclical rhythms of agricultural production. Both the technique (metal stamping) and style 

(use of successive, static images to suggest the passage of time270) date back to medieval artistic 

traditions. The artistic treatment of this plate flattens aesthetic distinctions between fields and 

smoke stacks by depicting all associated activities as temporarily frozen moments of a 

harmonious cycle. By contrast, the autarchic message of this plate, a celebration of bread and 

                                                
269 Lino Berzoini found early success in ceramics as a painter of doll faces for Lenci manufacturing. This work 
provided financial stability and name recognition for the artist to launch his own ceramic work and paintings to 
acclaim, participating in the Venice Biennial in 1938.  In this same year, he also signed Marinetti’s Manifesto della 
Ceramica Futurista.   
270 Contemporary cartoon strips often make use of this technique: each panel represents one particular moment of a 
comical story related in linear, chronological order. For the historical origins of this media form, see Edward Tufte, 
Visual Explanations: Images and Quantities, Evidence, and Narrative (Cheshire, Conn: Graphics Press, 1997). 
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implicit warning to consume less, evokes the political concerns surrounding the time of its 

manufacture. By blending farms and factories, this plate naturalizes the Fascist push for 

increased industrial production to support the autarchic cause.    

This newborn national history lies at the heart of the Fascist autarchic project for 

increasing domestic food production. Lino Berzioni’s plate exemplifies the Fascist approach to 

labor in the context of national foodways: the regime harnessed multiple forms of food 

production, from sowing wheat to baking bread, to drive alimentary autarchy.  Placing traditional 

dichotomies of male and female work and public and private spheres in service of this 

overarching goal equalized their importance – an effect that regime likely did not anticipate. But 

women recognized this unexpected effect and used it to their advantage.  The aesthetics and use 

of a 1938 Turinese glazed ceramic bowl designed by Eugenio Colmo271 speak to women’s 

creative engagement with political dishware. Mounted on a pedestal base and extending 12 

inches in diameter, the bowl features six black figures engaged in various activities of labor and 

production against a bottle-green background. At the center of the plate, near the lofted pickaxe 

of a miner and the vegetable basket of a countrywoman, a soldier brandishes the wind-blown 

banner encompassing them all, “Autarchia.” We see each figure incarnates one of six key 

activities in support of this central theme, all named at the lip of the plate under the figures’ feet. 

Following the plate’s script by continuing counter-clockwise from the central figure of the 

defending soldier, we see the work of “Colonizzazione,” “Colonization.” The inclusion of a 

safari hat and a palm tree in the background mark his environment generally as Italian East 
                                                
271 Eugenio Colmo went by the pseudonym “Golia” at the time of this bowl’s production. He began using Golia as a 
pen name while writing satirical cartoons for various publications, such as Frigidarium and La Donna. For over 10 
years, he also produced graphic design for this latter magazine. In the 1920s, he wrote many anti-war pieces for this 
journal, so the propagandistic content of this plate is quite surprising, especially as his work in ceramics began in 
this same period, starting in 1922. He produced over two thousand pieces before bombardments in Turin destroyed 
his studio in 1941. This coupled with the death of his first wife Lia Tregnaghi and artistic partner in the same year, 
resulted in a period of inactivity that lasted until 1944 when he assumed work for Gazzetta del popolo and married 
his second wife, Alda Besso. 
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Africa. Bent over in the act of shoveling, the propagandistic tilt of this plate casts the colonizer 

as one who builds rather than appropriates. Parallel to him in a similar pose is miner of 

“Mineraria,” “Mining,” with his pick-axe lifted high above a mound of coal. In the distance, a 

factory marked by two billowing smoke stacks show the human and machine work taking place. 

For “Tessile,” “Textiles,” a female weaver clad in a headscarf constitutes the only seated figure 

of this series and with the exception of the child, the physically smallest; her inclusion seems to 

suggest the responsibility for participating in autarchic production even at advanced age. 

“Alimentazione,” “Nourishment,” is, also, a woman. Although she bears a basket of produce on 

her head, her primary product association is wheat. Both she and her child bear armfuls of wheat 

chaffs, held to be the fundamental element of nutrition. While her burden suggests the field as 

her physical location in this portrait, her sex and title (“Alimentazione”) evoke the kitchen. After 

all, wheat cannot provide nutrition until the miller and cook transform it into an edible product. 

The portrayal of this figure suggests that, for women of childbearing and child-raising ages, their 

primary means of participating in autarchy lies in activities of food production and preparation. 

Based on the fact that he carries the encompassing message of autarchy, the soldier, under the 

title of “Difesa,” “Defense” appears to hold central importance.272 By casting autarchy as a form 

of domestic protection, the plate raises the stakes for women’s participation in food production 

and conservation in the context of the kitchen and dining room, where this plate would have been 

visible. By linking the home and the homefront through public and private forms of labor, the 

bowl feeds Fascism by celebrating women’s labor as belonging to the regime’s autarchic project. 

Clearly this bowl’s design frames food work as a key plank in the autarchic platform.  

But design alone could not change how women cooked, served, and ate. Dishware’s form 

                                                
272 In reality, the Fascist troops invaded Ethiopia. They acted as aggressors in others’ territory, not defenders of 
domestic turf. By inverting these roles, this image casts Italian colonizers in Africa  as the wronged party, allowing 
them to seize the moral high ground. 
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provided a powerful way to modify these behaviors so as to promote alimentary autarchy. First 

among these qualities is the bowl’s large size. Its hefty dimensions could hold vegetable soup for 

fifteen, or risotto for ten. In use then, this bowl would have prompted multiple generations, or 

better still for the pronatalist cause, many children to gather at the table to eat together. Here 

again, multiple forms of gendered labor – including women’s reproductive work of birthing 

children and their productive work of cooking, converge in a single object of Fascist propaganda.  

And indeed, this interpretation reflects how a cook would have acquired this Autarchic dishware 

in the first place. The regime often awarded bowls such as this to hyper-productive massaie as 

prizes for their cooking, gardening, rabbit- and chicken-rearing skills. Productivity and 

reproductivity blend here as well.273 The regime also bestowed these bowls on prolific 

mothers.274  In addition to the bowl’s size, its shape also supports autarchic cooking and eating 

practices. The bowl’s concave cup dips wide and deep. Such a form suggests that liquids, not 

solids, should be served. Perhaps a minestrone filled with homegrown vegetables, or a porridge 

made of domestically produced grains like polenta, oatmeal, or rice? Ultimately, this bowl unites 

decoration and form while forcing function: the shape of the Autarchia bowl would make bread 

service impossible. Likewise, expensive meats like steak would look absurd placed in the center 

of this giant bowl. It would be nearly impossible bear down with a knife to cut a filet in this deep 

recess. But what happens when the dish form does not successfully preclude cooking and serving 

forbidden foods these forbidden foods? The next piece of dishware sheds light on this question. 

 

                                                
273 See Perry Willson.  2002. Peasant Women and Politics in Fascist Italy: The Massaie Rurali. London: Routledge. 
274 See Elizabeth Dixon Whitaker. 2003. Measuring Mamma’s Milk: Fascism and the Medicalization of Maternity in 
Italy. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press. 
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Fig. 45 Eugenio Colmo, Autarchia Bowl, 1938, ceramic, 12 inches diameter (Wolfsonian 
Institute, Miami, xx1990.627) 
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Fig. 46 Lino Berzoini, “Non Sciupate il Pane,” “Don’t Waste Bread,” Albisola (Savona), c. 
1933, Bread plate, manufactured by Casa Giuseppe Mazzotti, ceramic, 8 inches diameter 
(Wolfsonian Institute, Miami, 84.7.1.4) 
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Designer Lino Berzoini heralded bread conservation in a rustic plate produced by Casa 

Giuseppe Mazzotti275 and Motta circa 1933 bearing the message, “Non sciupate il pane,” “Don’t 

waste bread,” in pale yellow letters. This plate’s raised design suggests display rather than 

service. The messages of this plate would be read in the same context as other wall hangings of 

the mid-1930s, such as the ubiquitous images of the Duce. The plate, like the Duce, watches over 

the dining process. In this way, this ceramic plate attempts to diminish bread consumption in the 

individual’s home as one part of a larger push for autarchic eating on a national scale.   

 But how do the plate’s aesthetics promote autarchic eating? Rusticity and domesticity 

converge in the plate’s kitchen scene, simply composed of an open hearth and a woman working 

at a long farmhouse table. A rural aethetic marks Berzoini’s color choices. The plate’s muted 

earth tones range from sienna to sage, sparked by the buttery shade of the wording, the bread, 

and the blonde haired baker. Yellow unites the composition by highlighting the connection 

between the blonde-haired baker and her family’s bread. The tranquil kitchen space depicted 

here provides an effective advertisement for autarchic practices by evoking the peace and plenty 

of a socially conservative imaginary national past.276 The idealized kitchen of this bread plate 

contrasts strongly with the small, white, modern laboratories heralded by Lidia Morelli and the 

architects of Domus. Both the kitchen design and the cooking methods it houses diverge: this 

kitchen features an open fire and centrally placed wood furniture, which both Morelli and 

Gardella decry as inconvenient, unhygienic, and antiquated. This depiction suggests that despite 

calls for modernization of the kitchen, there was more than one way to design an ideal Fascist 
                                                
275 Like Arrigo Finzi, Berzoini associated with artists in the Futurist circles. Berzoini studied at the Accademia 
Albertina di Belle Arti in Turin, where he met Turinese Futurist Tullio Mazzotti and began an artistic collaboration, 
realizing many of Mazzotti’s designs.   
276 In the context of French food advertising, Roland Barthes notes that such images often assign a 
“commemorative” function to food, “food permits a person … to partake each day of the national past … on the 
other hand, food frequently carries notional of representing the flavorful survival of an old, rural society that is itself 
highly idealized…” Roland Barthes, "Toward a Psychosociology of Contemporary Food Consumption," Food and 
Culture: A Reader, eds. Carole Counihan, Penny van Esterik (New York: Routledge, 1997), 32. 
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kitchen, and more than one way to cook autarchically. Intriguingly, this illustration points to the 

fact that there was more than one model for an ideal Fascist kitchen.    

Production, rather than consumption of bread, inspires the decoration. With fourteen rolls 

completed on the bench, and another in her hands, she happily engages in this time-consuming 

labor. Daily practices of autarchy, such as managing bread consumption, belong to the realm of 

women’s labor. The high number of rolls, along with ample sacks of flour and a large container 

of flour at the woman’s feet, suggest plenty even as the words below her feet warns against 

waste. With no speaker apparent, these words assume the quality of a Biblical commandment.  

This plate would have been mounted on the wall, and commands from on high, “Thou shalt not 

waste bread.” Whether the plate’s owner took this edict so seriously we cannot say.  But the 

plate’s celebration of baking is clear. Because the imagery focuses on food production even as 

the use of a serving plate implies its consumption, this image frames the simple choice of 

whether or not to reach for another piece of bread as a matter of national importance.   

 In the next example, the voice of the state calls out to the diner in poetic rather than 

religious terms. This ostentatiously rustic bread plate bears the opening phrases of Mussolini’s 

propagandistic poem, “Amate il pane,” “Love bread.” Sienna wheat chaffs and midnight blue 

cornflowers at the wide lip of the plate wreathe the injunction, “Amate il pane, cuore della casa, 

profumo della mensa, gioia del focolare, “Love bread, heart of the home, perfume of the table, 

joy of the hearth.” The authoritative capitalized words evoke the dictatorial language of the “Non 

sciupate il pane” plate.   



	  293 

 

 
Fig. 47 Virgilio Retrosi, “Amate il Pane,” “Love Bread,” Rome, 1927, Bread plate, 
manufactured for Fabbrica Ceramiche d’Arte (Ceramic Arts Factory), ceramic, 14 inches 
diameter (Wolfsonian Institute, Miami, 84.7.30) 
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The center of the plate shows the open fireplace of a country kitchen, flanked by stylized 

wheat chaffs drawn in a relatively larger scale than the kitchen. By using the open hearth as a 

backdrop for Mussolini’s verse, Virgilio Retrosi277 casts the country kitchen as the symbolic 

space for daily autarchic practices such as conserving bread. Both plate and poem define the 

kitchen through the slippery fusions and elisions of consumer and consumed. While the phrasing 

and title (“Amate il pane”) suggests that bread is the “cuore della casa,” the heart of the home 

more typically refers to the kitchen or fireside. Positive emotive terms such as “amate,” “cuore,” 

and “gioia” elevate bread eating from a rote act of filling the belly to pious ritual of quasi-

religious significance, as with the consumption of the host. Bread, the product, rather than the 

kitchen, the space, defines the emotional center of the home. Being so precious, only the state 

has the authority to oversee the daily rite of bread consumption. In sum, we see that aesthetics of 

rurality and tradition promote autarchy by evoking a sense of peace to be gained through 

productivity and obeisance to regime calls for autarchy.    

The Political Power of Common Things 

Industrial design colludes with politics not only because it possesses the capacity to travel 

from the public sphere to the private, but because it is a form of intervention in daily life that 

passes largely undetected by the object’s user. Message reception need not depend on text: 

meaning can be read in extent and type of decoration, intended and actual use, materials, size, 

and heft of objects. Put more broadly, objects need not be created with the goal of controlling 

                                                
277 Virgilio Retrosi studied at the Regia Accademia di Belli Arti in Rome before going on to work for the 
manufacturers Rosati and Sprovieri. He also provided articles, designs, and vignettes for La Casa.  Beginning in 
1925, he also produced many plates featuring Fascist propagandistic content for the Fabbrica Ceramiche d’Arte 
Roma. In the mid-1930s, he abandoned ceramics to work with graphic design. Fabbrica Ceramiche d’Arte produced 
this glazed ceramic plate in Rome in 1927. For many years, it was attributed to Ferruccio Palazzi. Palazzi published 
the manual Tecnologia della ceramica in 1932 and edited the monthly bulletin Centro Studi Ceramici (C.S.C.) from 
1934 to 1937. Economic difficulties led him to close his ceramics studio in 1937, at which point he assumed a 
government post as a minerals researcher in Italian East Africa. While in Ethiopia, he also founded a ceramics 
school. 
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population in order to possess a controlling function, they may act as political interventions by 

dint of their creation in a time and place infused with such reins.   

To broaden the frame from object to kitchen, and from kitchen to the national larder, one 

might ask: Was the ideal kitchen aesthetic of the 1930s modern or traditional? These two 

categories have been useful in helping us to identify the specific culinary practices that these 

objects promoted. But ultimately, this categorization presents a false dichotomy. Elements of an 

old-fashioned kitchen do not capture the difficult working conditions of actual kitchens so much 

as they provide a re-writing of productive, Italian, socially-conservative past to promote 

contemporary calls for autarchy. Indeed, nothing could be more modern. Further, every kitchen 

would have featured a mix of these objects – both modern toasters and traditional bread plates.   

 Modernity and tradition come together under the aegis of autarchy and point to what is at 

stake in the aesthetics of kitchen objects. With the onset of the League of Nation’s economic 

sanctions against Italy and the regime’s responding call for autarchy to neutralize this threat, 

questions of domestic production and consumption assumed a heightened importance.  

Promotion of autarchy crossed spheres, encompassing the public via linguistic translations and 

pushes for increased productivity in factories, farms, and mines, and the private via calls to the 

home cook to get more out of less. She was to Taylorize her movements as if in a factory to get 

more work out of less physical energy, and to make judicious decisions with food products, 

providing the family with more nutritional energy out of less food.   

The regime generally did not concern itself with making these dictates explicit. Rather, 

major kitchenware firms and designers translated the regime’s broad calls for autarchy into 

specific practices for their core consumers. Economic prudence and trendiness also played 

significant roles in shaping popular aesthetics. Within the general frame of obeisance to the 
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regime via promotion of autarchy, designers took variant approaches with regards to how such 

consent manifests in prescribed actions.   

When speaking of food and the kitchen in this political context, the significance of the 

connection between the body and the national body assumes heightened importance. In a time 

and place that held repetitive, daily practices to be productive of particular types of bodies and 

minds, the kitchen offered a potent material dimension for governmentality. National economics 

enter the private sphere through mass-produced texts and objects, that is, through narrative and 

also through design. This shift contributed to the development of a definition of autarchy that is 

specific to women and defined as a set of daily, primarily culinary, practices. But more broadly, 

it also supported governmental efforts to institutionalize the kitchen, to control this productive 

space through the form and function of the most mundane of objects. These familiar kitchen 

tools show that regulatory controls are not always as big as prison or hospital. Sometimes they 

are as small as a sugar bowl.   

Part II: Conclusions 

 Part II began with an exploration of ideal kitchens.  The gleaming white surfaces therein 

reflected the material connections between autarchy and design.  Specifically, these kitchen plans 

and their proposed use illuminated how housekeeping experts like Lidia Morelli, Ada Boni, and 

Petronilla translated abstract Fascist principles into concrete kitchen features.  Hygiene converted 

into electric currents, air circulation, and running water.  Productivity flowed through Taylorist 

work triangles.  And autarchy came through the pervasive use of domestically sourced and 

producted building materials like aluminum, tiling, and glass.  Taken in sum, these ideal kitchens 

reveal three characteristics of how national politics operated in these supposedly apolitical 

spaces: first, Fascist projects that appeared to be distinct in policy actually overlapped in 
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practice.   When rendered through cooking practices, autarchy and productivity mutually 

reinforced one another within the same object and its associated activity.  For example, linoleum 

floors supported Italian industry as well as kitchen cleanliness.  Examining the ideal kitchen 

from the threshold shows the layout of the space as a whole and what this meant in terms of class 

relations in a political context.  Chapter 4 crossed the threshold: we walked into the kitchen for a 

closer look, using cookbooks and almanacs to understand the political dimensions of kitchen 

activities like ingredient selection and cooking method.  And finally, we moved in further still, to 

examine the contents of the kitchen, that is, kitchen appliances and dishware, to understand how 

the aesthetics of kitchenware prompted cooks to use them in particular ways. Focusing on the 

specific evoked the broader context of the kitchen and its use: production, circulation, and use 

shows how these objects, like food, connected the global political and economic scene to local 

habits.    

 But these kitchens are depopulated – no cooks, no food, and no mess, disrupts their 

perfect form and prescribed function. How to understand the kitchen’s actual use? This 

concluding analysis leaves the idealized kitchens of the middle class neighborhoods to examine 

the design and use of working class kitchens in the outer rings of urban centers.278 By combining 

Robin Bernstein’s scriptive things approach with reading against the grain, a closer look at the 

kitchen plans of the case popolari can illuminate this issue. Major trends of diminishing and 

partitioning this space, including the shifts from big kitchens to small ones, the division of large 

living spaces into separate rooms for cooking and sleeping, and the division of humans from 

                                                
278 For more information on Fascist interventions in rural kitchen design, see Romano Gestri’s Il problema della 
Casa Rurale dal punto di vista medico-sociale, Bari: Associazione Italiana Fascista per l’Igiene, 1934, Arcangelo 
Ilvento’s (pseudonym) “Il problema della casa rurale,” Difesa Sociale, vol. 5, May 1935, pp. 254-255, and Bice 
Crova’s L’abitazione nei suoi riflessi sociali. Rome: Istituto di Medicina Sociale, 1937. 
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animals, women from men, and parents from children show that, in the context of Fascist kitchen 

interventions, social class united kitchens more than geography separated them.   

 The design and use of the case popolari can be read as an ongoing conversation (and, 

from time to time, a heated argument) between the builders and inhabitants of low-cost, urban 

apartment blocks and their kitchens. And just as home economics constituted an international 

conversation during this period, so too did the role of the kitchen in new public housing projects 

from Siena to Stockholm.279  Architect and Casabella Costruzione editor Giuseppe Pagano 

dedicated a full issue (November 1939) to the theme of the case popolari.280 In the introductory 

article “Case per il popolo,”281 Pagano frames the issue of the case popolari as a problem of 

national hygiene to be solved by architecture. To prove his point, he relies heavily on statistics: 

21.6% of Italian dwellings possessed no kitchen, 43.3% no drinking water, 29.5% no bathroom, 

42% no electricity.282 These particular numbers blared in the article headline, and repeat 

throughout the article, suggesting Pagano’s equasion of national hygiene with domestic 

architecture carried an additional nuance: the importance of space specialization according to 

activity.  Hygiene not only refered to cleanliness, but to social organization within the home.  
                                                
279 Casabella Costruzione regularly ran comparative articles examining the public housing in Northern European 
countries.  This means that Italian Fascist city planners not only looking abroad for architectural inspiration, but in 
doing so they stepped across emerging political divides. Further, they conflated these ideal public housing plans 
with positive personal characteristics, admiring the, “perfetta organizazzione che esiste in Svezia come in tutti I 
paesi scandinavi, organizzazione che consente in maggiore rapita e minor prezzo di lavoro” “perfect organization 
that exists in Sweden as in all Scandanavian countries, organization that allows for greater speed and lower price of 
work.” This article takes the Coperativa Foruendet’s public housing as its ideal, and scales its lessons up to the 
working class neighborhoods of Söder and Norr Mälastrand.  In another social conflation, it admires how these 
blocks intermingle the middle- and working-classes by placing blue-collar workers and white-collar employees 
(operai e impiegati) side-by-side. Attilio Podesta. “Case Popolari a Stoccolma e a Praga,” Casabella Costruzioni. 
March 1940, vol. 147, p. 4. 
280 In this volume, two key articles open the issue.  “Case per il popolo” by Giuseppe Pagano opens the volume, 
followed by “Case Popolari per Aosta.” by Bernascioni and Lauro. And the theme continued into the periodical’s 
December 1939 issue with an extended “Relazione tecnica.” 
281 Giuseppe Pagano. “Case per il popolo,” Casabella Costruzioni. November 1939, vol. 143, pp. 3-6 
282 Pagano’s passion for statistics is apparent not only in the high ratio of numbers to words per page, but also in his 
passionate evaluation of the power of ISTAT’s government statistics, which he refers to as, “quelle preziose 
informazioni che ci puo offrire l’Istituto Centrale di Statistica,” “that precious information that the Central Statistics 
Institute can offer us.” Giuseppe Pagano. “Case per il popolo,” Casabella Costruzioni. November 1939, vol. 143, 
pp. 3-6 
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Ideally, each apartment in the case popolari ought to house multiple rooms, each dedicated to 

specific purposes, outfitted with the proper hydraulics and wiring.  More statistics march in to 

defend this line of reasoning: out of 100 inhabitants, 9 have a bathroom, 5 have hot water  

(termosifone), 13 have a garden.  What use are the 4255 lodges that the Istituto delle Case 

Popolari di Milano expects to build next year when there are 40,000 requests for housing, of 

which 15,435 are urgent requests?  Why are the Istituti delle Assicurazioni headquarters made of 

“mountains of marble” when there are 28,212 couples who cannot marry because they are 

waiting to be financially ready to buy a home?  But quantification is not the same as explanation, 

and numbers can act as black boxes, obscuring the information that they contain.  For example, 

Pagano claims that 65% of Southern Italian homes consisted of a single, unspecialized room, 

when in fact this statistic comes from a single city: Matera stands for the entire Mezzogiorno. 

Pagano uses statistics the way that the Fascist government used them: to cast a halo of rationality 

over subjective argumentation.  

 A plan for the kitchen is a map of the city: Casabella Costruzione’s December 1939 

“Relazione tecnica”283 shows how the right angles of rectangles, squares, and grids attempted to 

impose order on unruly spaces from the kitchen to the working-class quartiere.284  Here, the new 

Milanese neighborhood appears from a geometric bird’s eye view of the new quarter is 177.92 

by 80.15 for a total of 14,264 meters squared, on a north-south axis.  For Fascist-period 

architects, quantification overpowered explanation.  As Pagano put it, “Per toccare la realtà della 

situazione non valgono le parole, ma le cifre.” “To understand the reality of the situation not 

words, but numbers, count.”285  Composed of a series of blocks, the plan shows how rationalist 

                                                
283 Giuseppe Pagano, ed. “Relazione tecnica: Anno di costruzione: del primo lotto 1936-1937, del rimanente 1937-
1939,” Casabella Costruzioni. December 1939, vol. 144, pp. 4-5. 
284 The etymology of quartiere, meaning four-sided, further supported this trail of associations. 
285 Giuseppe Pagano. “Case per il popolo,” Casabella Costruzioni. November 1939, vol. 143, pp. 3-6 
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geometry ruled neighborhoods and private homes alike. Modernity meant that every civilized 

lived space had to have four sides.286 Second, large windows, electric bulbs, and shining surfaces 

brought hygienic light into the private kitchen.  The kitchen-apartment relationship and its design 

solutions discussed in Dalla Cucina al Salotto, Domus, and Casabella Costruzione translated far 

beyond single-family dwellings, scaling the kitchen-apartment relationship to the apartment-

neighborhood relationship, and up to the neighborhood-city relationship.  In other words, 

architects translated many of the domestic design shifts for the promotion of hygiene, 

rationalism, and autarchy from private kitchens all the way up to the municipal scale.  A 

Casabella Costruzione article on the new Milanese casapopolari on Via Illirico and Via Biscioia 

suggests that the conflation of light and hygiene applies at the level of the apartment block 

through the conversion of attics to solariums,287 and at the level of the city block by planning 

building distances to ensure that sunlight could fall between the buildings, even in winter when 

the angle of light is low. Whereas smoke-sucking oven hoods promoted hygiene through 

ventilation in private kitchens, courtyards and parks provided lungs for the apartment block and 

the city block to breathe. The same concepts underlie kitchen, apartment, and city planning: sun 

and wind combat wetness and odors in the name of hygiene.  And at all three levels, architects 

were guilty of conflating literal and moral cleanliness.  On Via Biscioia, all washing, of people 

and of clothes, took place in showers and laundries in the basement.  In other words, this 

apartment block design emphasized the metaphorically lowness of washing by placing it 

underground.  
                                                
286 This contrast of civilized squares and barbarous circles applied to imperial architecture and city planning.  Mia 
Fuller, for instrance, has noted that the Luce used the circular huts of East Africa (actually created by the Italians 
themselves) to connote primativism.  Similarly, Heyaw Terrefes’ examination of the Addis Ababas shift from a 
circular garrison town to a Fascist grid system evokes this concept.  Once again, the same design concept  scales 
from apartment to city.   
287 Pagano suggests that light itself cleans the attic space, ““assai piu puliti che non I soliti sottotetto” “much more 
clean than the normal attics.” Giuseppe Pagano, ed. “Relazione tecnica: Anno di costruzione: del primo lotto 1936-
1937, del rimanente 1937-1939,” Casabella Costruzioni. December 1939, vol. 144, pp. 4-5. 
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 Whereas the overall movement of Part II zoomed in from kitchen layout to use to 

contents, the conclusion reverses this order, zooming out from the kitchen to the apartment to the 

surrounding city neighborhood, ultimately demonstrating what is at stake for Fascist urban 

planning in individual kitchen designs and use. Costruzioni, Casabella’s trade journal for 

industrial architects, demonstrates how architects and engineers translated kitchen ideals into 

built structures. Examining this document, alongside conference proceedings from the 1936 

Convegno Lombardo and letter exchanges between city prefects and regime bursars for the 

financing, construction, and refurbishment of urban kitchens reveals how working-class women 

actually used these structures, and how their intentionally mis-uses the kitchen ultimately 

changed the face of Italy’s urban exurbs.   

First, despite a paternalistic rhetoric of direct regime provision for the poor, most 

construction funding for the case popolari resulted from protracted negotiations between 

regional and state authorities. Financial requests tended to come from the bottom up, from 

relatives and friends of minor officials, to prefects, to state government, rather than downwards 

from the regime. A letter exchange between a Florentine prefect and regime officials exemplifies 

these communications. Both here, and in other cases, the town prefect would write a letter to the 

Segretario Particolare del Duce outlining city construction work to be done in order of 

descending urgency. Most frequently prefects requested case popolari, and specified the building 

type. Our Florentine Prefect, for instance, appealed to the Segretario for “Case popolari – semi 

rurali,” “Public housing – semi-rural.” Requests for nurseries, hospitals, and other social 

services288 also fill such letters. Other requests go down to the level of the rooms in the case 

popolari, specifying their dimensions and supporting infrastructure (often running water and 

                                                
288 Separate letters list requests for public works projects (opere di pubblica utilità) such as aqueducts, electricity, 
and sewers.  Such rigid partitioning suggests that infrastructural work at the town level fell into a separate 
conceptual category.   
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sometimes electricity). These letters almost always listed the projected cost for each 

construction.289 From here, the regime and the prefect would negotiate the specifics of the 

proposal through a series of national, regional and local funding sources before finally coming to 

an agreement regarding the finances. Successful projects tended to take up to a year of 

negotiations.290 The vast majority of requests, however, remained unanswered and unfunded.291  

Further suggesting the upstart, piecemeal nature of this process, female family members of 

officials played a suprisingly significant role in selecting which building projects received 

funding. First-hand knowledge of community needs and a supposed natural social consciousness 

attached to femininity lent them authority to make suggestions in this arena. Officials heeded 

their word – in a striking example of motherly influence at work, Party Secretary for the Partito 

Nazionale Fascista (PNF) Achille Starace sent 200,000 lire to refurbish an Istituto Serafico per 

sordo-muti (Institute for the Deaf and Dumb). Official letters repeatedly stated that the project’s 

urgency stemmed from “segnalazione forte della mamma,” “his mom’s strong recommendation.” 

Her friendship with the local priest alerted her to the building project’s existence, demonstrating 

how local social and religious ties could drive regime-sponsored construction work.292 

Once financed, a patchwork collection of nationally revered and locally cherished 

architects, engineers, and geometre (surveyors) designed and built the case popolari and the 

kitchens within. Regime-run, commercially sponsored293 conventions brought these professionals 

                                                
289 For exemplar, see Nov. 11, 1940 letter, ACS, SDP, CO b. 208 f. 596.    
290 See letters and telegrams, ACS, SPD, CO b. 181 f. 789. 
291 The regime generally did not grant requests that collapsed projected expenses into a single category, such a 
Sienese prefect’s appeal for “Opere di Risanamento Igienico (Contributo statale)” (Hygienic Reclamation Works 
[State Contribution]). The term risanamento often implied demolition projects, aimed at clearing lower class living 
spaces for replacement with modern apartment blocks. The rhetoric of health provides a euphemistic cover for these 
class-inflected architectural projects (ACS, PCM, 1934-1936 b. 7.I.2 f. 4131). 
292 See ACS, SDP, CO b. 501 f. 034/3. Also see public works construction requests from women addressed to 
Rachele Mussolini, ACS, SPD, CO b. 109005 f. 2. 
293 Four banks and three insurance companies sponsored The Lombard Convention of 1936 along with the Milan 
municipality and the Committee for Model Rural Living (Comitato per l’abitazione rurale modello). 



	  303 

together to determine the ideal form and function for case popolari kitchens.294 Votes decided 

which ideals would become industry norms, dictating what the case popolari kitchens looked 

like and their construction process, in terms of materials, dimensions, ventilation, plumbing, 

electricity, and type of building contractors to be involved at each step of the process. Many of 

these motions concern the number and type of bodies permissible in different lodging types. For 

example, one architect suggested that childless couples be confined to single-room apartments to 

lessen crowding for families. Another put forth the motion that apartment dimensions be directly 

proportional to the number of inhabitants. Attendees unanimously approved both measures.295 At 

the higher levels, many of these men held multiple posts, writing for architectural magazines and 

journals, teaching at technical universities, and planning case popolari on behalf of the regime.  

Piero Bottoni, for instance, not only espoused the rationalist ideal for kitchens on the pages of 

Domus and contributed photographs to Lidia Morelli’s housekeeping manual, but also helped to 

create design norms promoting hygienic kitchen work for case popolari throughout 

Lombardy.296   Bottoni’s presence at this conference, his design suggestions, votes for case 

                                                
294 At this convention, the attendee list suggests a mix of government and design professions. But the highest levels 
of influence distinctly emphasize direct political connection to the regime and concern for public hygiene.  The 
presidenza generale included Prof. Dante de Blasi, President of the Italian Fascist Hygiene Association, Prof. 
Giuseppe Petragnani, General Director for Public Health, Dr. Giuseppe de Capitani Arzago, State Minister and 
President of the Lombard Bank, and Duke Marcello Visconti di Modrone, Milanese Magistrate. See Convegno 
Lombardo per la casa popolare nei suoi aspetti igienico sociale: protocollo e relazioni. (Milan: Reale Società di 
Italiana di Igiene, 1936) v. 
295 See “Ordini del giorno,” Convegno Lombardo per la casa popolare nei suoi aspetti igienico sociale: protocollo e 
relazioni. (Milan: Reale Società di Italiana di Igiene, 1936) 28-35. 
296 See Piero Bottoni “Per l’educazione al vivere nella casa popolare,” Convegno Lombardo per la casa popolare nei 
suoi aspetti igienico sociale: protocollo e relazioni. (Milan: Reale Società di Italiana di Igiene, 1936) 142-145. 
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popolari kitchen norms, and construction work on behalf of the regime297 demonstrate that 

individual architects materially influenced how denizens of the case popolari lived.298   

 But originally, family apartments in the case popolari did not have private kitchens at all.  

Large communal refectories predominated, partially due to the social history of working-class 

apartment blocks.299  Exurban case popolari grew out of the Catholic Church’s welfare tradition 

of financing, constructing, and managing alberghi per sfrattati, literally, “hotels for the 

homeless.”300 Run primarily as soup kitchens and secondarily as homeless shelters, priests and 

nuns supervised all refectory meals as part of a larger commitment to public welfare as well as 

promotion of Catholic social norms in lay society.  Beyond this communal dining space in the 

alberghi per sfattati, private eating and cooking in the smaller apartments were forbidden.  This 

rule was both practical and social – practical, in that it discouraged vermin and social, in that it 

allowed the clergy to impress Catholic codes of commensality onto the alberghi residents three 

times a day. During the 1910s and 1920s, many architects applied the refectory model to the case 

popolari, with one key difference.  Soup kitchens could not charge their destitute clients for 

food: the sfrattati had no choice but to “eat this soup or jump out the window,” to quote a 

common proverb of the time.  By contrast, the case popolari refectories could extract a monthly 

fee for these collective meals. Working-class women used to deciding how to compose a food 

budget to prepare regional dishes of their own choosing protested this encroachment on their 

                                                
297 Bottoni’s communications to Mussolini suggest both professional practicality and public alliance with the 
regime.  Bottoni sent Mussolini a free copy of his book Urbanistica along with an explanatory telegram in 
November 1937.  The following year, Bottoni wrote to Mussolini requesting a dust-jacket recommendation of his 
book (See November 23, 1938 letter, ACS, SDP, CO, b. 522884). 
298 A October 8, 1941 memo to Sebastiani, Bottoni suggests that the regime offer social security for residents in the 
case popolari that he designed.  Specifically, he recommends that workers “get,” but do not “own” their residence 
after a certain number of years of paying insurance (ACS, SDP, CO, b. 522884). 
299  Angeletti, P., “La periferia e le case popolari,”Case romane. Rome: Clear, 1984, pp. 13-15. 
300 E. Bonfanti and M Scolari. La vicenda urbanistica e edilizia dell’Istituto case popolari di Milano dagli esordi 
alla seconda guerra mondiale. Ed. L. Scacchietti. Milan: Club, 1982. 
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preferred meal content, cost, timing, and location.301  Women used a spectrum of more and less 

direct methods to protest the refectory format.  Some ate in their private apartments, others built 

fires to cook in the courtyard.302  In the specific and characteristic case of the Alberghi Luzzatti 

in Garbatella, women protested the financial imposition of the refectory, but railed most strongly 

against the social effects of being forced to eat en masse, disparaging the refectory for 

eliminating “una sorta di pudore morale,” “a sort of moral respect.”303  In other words, more than 

just economics were at stake in the kitchen question – for the female residents of the Alberghi 

Luzzati, cooking was a question of dignity and humanity.  Having their own kitchens meant 

having the right to choose which foods they preferred.  It gave them the right to sustenance, but 

also the right to taste.  

 The “ostinazione” of these women forced the Alberghi Luzzatti to close the communal 

kitchens and repurpose them for other uses.304  In one case, the refectory became a small theatre 

(perhaps used to screen didactic films like Alle Madri d’Italia?).  In another, the refectory was 

sanctified as a chapel.  And the kitchen protests continued to spread beyond Garbatella: women 

rebelled across the capital – protesters from Pietralata, Tor Marancia, Gordiani, and the other 

newly-built Fascist borgate assembled en masse before Mussolini’s balcony at the Campidoglio 

in 1928, and then again in 1931.  Between these two mass demonstrations, open-air cooking fires 

increasingly lit up the borgate, suggesting that cooking outdoors might be considered act of 

                                                
301 Albini, Camus, Palanti.  “una casa per famiglie numerose,” Casabella. 1934, n. 78, pp. 12-15.  Also see 
Associazione culturale Tufello. Dal giardino in città alla città in campagna. Ed. Tufello e Montesacro. Rome: 
Fratelli Palombi, 1999. 
302 Calza Bini. “La sistemazione dei Borghi a Roma,: La Casa. 1936, pp. 357-360, and “Il piano regolatore e le 
abitazioni in Roma,” Quaderni della Roma di Mussolini. vol. xi. 1942, pp. 4-19 
303 Case popolari e corporazione edilizia,” Concessioni e costruzioni. 1935-II, p. 671, “Case rurali,” Concessioni e 
costruzioni», 1935-II, p. 672-673, and “Casette modello costruite dall’Istituto per le Case Popolari di Roma alla 
Borgata-Giardino Garbatella,” Architettura e arti decorative. 1930, fasc. V-VI, pp. 254-275 
304 Cesp-Cobas, C.d.Q. Alberone. “Questa città ribelle…” L’altra Resistenza dagli anni ’20 alla Liberazione.  
Rome: Viterbo: 2007. 
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culinary civil disobediance.305  Regime architects soon dropped refectories from case popolari 

plans, and began to construct the first private family kitchens for the urban working-class.  Early 

models appeared in miniature at 4 by 2.85 square meters, a plan that accorded just enough space 

for a countertop (bancone) with two cast-iron burners in the stonework (fornelli di ghisa in 

muratura).306  The changes spread – a 1933 article in the Messaggero notes that the regime 

donated a total of eighty-two such homes, each consisting of either one or two generalized 

rooms, plus one kitchen, to famiglie numerose for the Natale di Roma.307 This supposed donation 

shows how regime concerns dovetail – families that supported pronatalism by having many 

children were selected for public housing, and in those houses, the regime introduced gas, and 

later water, to support hygiene and productivity. Additionally, the fact that gas proceeded water 

in the utilities service of most homes, underscores the importance of cooking over other daily 

activities, including even washing and using the toilet.  This ordering reflects women’s interests 

more than those of the state.  And indeed, the introduction of gas may have paved the way for the 

introduction of water.  Although small, the addition of the kitchen to private apartments for the 

working-class marked the first of many different specialized private rooms to come: After the 

kitchen, the next room to emerge across multiple building projects for the working class was the 

bathroom.   

Of course, the addition of the kitchen to private apartments did not mean that architects 

and Fascist officials released all social control of these spaces to women.  Far from it: as we see 

in Fig. 48, the typical working-class kitchens’ petite dimensions render the room unfit for 
                                                
305 Borden W. Painter. Mussolini’s Rome. Rebuilding the Eternal City.  New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005 
Angeletti, P., “La periferia e le case popolari,”Case romane. Rome: Clear, 1984, pp. 13-15. 
306 Brunelli, G., La casa per tutti. Programma generale,” Casabella. 1934, n. 73, pp. 46-47, “La sistemazione dei 
Borghi a Roma,” La Casa. 1936, pp. 357-360, Calza Bini, A., “Il piano regolatore e le abitazioni in Roma,” 
Quaderni della Roma di Mussolini.  vol. xi, 1942, pp. 4-19 
307 The article neglects to mention that this was hardly a donation.  Families paid 11,000 lire for the first type of 
home, and 17,000 lire for the second.  See “La lotta contro l’accattonaggio in Roma,” Il Messaggero. October 24, 
1928. 
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relaxation or sleep, confining its functional purpose to food-related work.  Typical dimensions 

and design308 suggested a separate 4 by 4 square meter room outfitted with a sink (explicitly 

including running water, multiple taps, plus a drain pipe) and a dish drying rack, underlining a 

concern for cleaning rather than cooking.  Smaller alcove kitchens, situated in the corner of a 

combined dining and living rooms, measured a total of 2.47 meters squared – a tiny space even 

in a petite 14 square meter apartment.309  Further, they allow only one person to work at the 

center of this flow.  The rectangular form crowned by a sink and flanked by longer walls for 

storage create a work triangle, effectively separating preparation, cooking, and cleaning into 

three successive activities.  As such, the room is built for efficiency and hygiene.  As such, this 

organization constitutes a bid at social engineering, in that it uses sink and storage placement to 

induce the cook to work in a particular style, one that she might not chose without architectural 

encouragement.  But while the spread of such apartments cannot be read as a pure triumph of 

women over Fascist officials, it can be read as part of a larger ebb and flow of power between 

individuals and the regime. It demonstrates that women had the power to protest.  By lighting a 

thousand cooking fires, they changed the face of the public housing in Italy. 

                                                
308 See Convegno Lombardo per la casa popolare nei suoi aspetti igienico sociale: protocollo e relazioni. (Milan: 
Reale Società di Italiana di Igiene, 1936). 
309 The open design of alcove kitchens demonstrates that casa popolare architects occasionally lost sight of their 
goal for improving hygiene.  In this case, noise and cooking odors freely circulated throughout the apartment, 
effectively transforming the main room in the house into the maligned old-fashioned kitchen.  Several apartment 
blocks in the Pietralata neighborhood of Rome still feature these designs. 
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Fig. 48  F. Albini, R. Camus, G. Palanti, Floor Plan for case popolari in the Fabio Filzi 
neighborhood of Milan, plan illustrates G. Pagano’s article “Un’oasi di ordine,” “An Oasis of 
Order” (Costruzioni Casabella [December 1939, p. 385])  
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Fig. 49 F. Albini, R. Camus, G. Palanti, Kitchen detail of floor Plan for case popolari in the 
Fabio Filzi neighborhood of Milan, plan illustrates G. Pagano’s article “Un’oasi di ordine,” “An 
Oasis of Order” (Costruzioni Casabella [December 1939, p. 385])  
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 Part II has examined four key questions: What do interclass relationships between women 

look like in the day to day of economic and social relations? (Are they friendly?  Hostile? 

Business-like? Personal?) How do national politics (Fascism) and their obsessions (autarchy) 

create overtones in these relationships? Taking a step back, how do these political dictates drift 

when translated into commercial rather than governmental settings, across people who are more 

and less professionally connected to the regime? And most importantly, how can researchers 

make use of these top-down dictates to illuminate how working-class women actually used these 

places, texts, objects and foods?  Granted, the Fascist regime had far greater means at its disposal 

to exert power over the homemaker than the homemaker possesses to control the regime.  But 

cooks created kitchen culture because they controlled the function and use of this space.  And in 

some cases, they shaped its design as well.  Perhaps ownership could be defined not only by 

financial possession, but also by who uses it, knows it, spends the most time there. 

 In response to these guiding questions, four key conclusions emerge.  First, a metonymic 

relationship connected the kitchen to the domestic economy.  During the interwar period, this 

synecdoche guided government food policies and home economics across Europe and the United 

States.310 Writ broadly, designers and writers believed that national foodways were enacted in 

the home. This belief imbued individual homes with the power to shape the national economy. 

The Fascist state attempted to harness that power by intervening in traditional cooking practices.  

Specifically, they introduced Taylorist cooking and rationalist recipes to promote autarchic 

cooking and eating. But the promotion of autarchy only partially explains why both the Fascist 

regime and the politically divided kitchen designers and cookbook writers also heralded these 

particular methods – so scientific, so cerebral, so modern, and so male – as modes for culinary 
                                                
310 See Amy Bentley, Eating for Victory: Food rationing and the Politics of Domesticity. Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1998. 
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intervention.  This brings us to the second point: the Fascist approach to foodways reverses when 

we move from breastfeeding to cooking. Built environment emblematizes this idea: whereas the 

clinics pulled breastfeeding, a formerly private act, into the public realm, the kitchen absorbs 

public warfront rhetoric and recasts economization as a set of daily, personal practices. Bodies 

reflect this point as well. Taylorist breastfeeding used women’s bodies to improve infant 

nutrition and thus to meet eugenic goals. Rationalist cooking used autarchy to rationalize 

working-class women’s bodies. In other words, autarchy served as an economic goal, but it also 

provided a political excuse for a social exercise. While the regime reversed the means and the 

justification across these two forms of gendered feeding work, the equations for pronatalism and 

autarchy ultimately served same ultimate goal: shaping vulnerable bodies. And this brings us to 

the third point: Taylorism and rationalism promoted generalized forms of social control over 

working-class women. Unsurprisingly, gender and class dichotomies structured many of these 

interventions. But along the way, additional comparisons complicated easy oppositions of male 

and female, upper class and working class. Fascist thinking was unable to resolve the problem of 

region (urban and rural, north and south) in terms of value. In the context of production, the 

regime celebrated the Agnelli family, their Fiat factory, and the mushrooming working-class 

exurbs outside of the Northern city of Turin as ideal urban landscapes – cities of Italy’s future.  

At the same time, the regime regularly denigrated the urban north, though modern, as 

dangerously liberal and reproductively sterile. And indeed, in the context of reproduction, the 

regime celebrated the rural south. Though old-fashioned, it appeared to offer a bastion of social 

conservatism and fertility.  Alessandro Blasetti’s dramatic film Terra Madre (Mother Earth, 

1931), which celebrated the triumph of traditional social values on a rich family’s agricultural 

estate, provides a filmic tableau of these Fascist characterizations of the Italian South. Like 
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region, profession also defied easy dichotomization and value judgment. A writer is not the 

opposite of a designer, and nor is a cook the opposite of a hostess. And if at first glance the cook 

and the hostess do seem to present a pair of opposites, that ellision speaks to the power of gender 

commonality and difference in social class to obscure the meaning of profession: in some ways 

cooks and hostesses shared traits. They both dealt with different stages of providing food for 

others in the domestic sphere.  But in other important ways their work differed. The cook dealt 

with the first stages of food preparation, and the hostess with the latter stages of food 

presentation. And yet, cooks equate with production and hostesses with consumption, because 

both professions dealt with complementary aspects of food at every preparatory stage and 

location, from the garden to the trash bin. And this brings us to the fourth and final point of Part 

II: examining the interclass relationships between women through the lens of foodways can 

reveal the full complexity and individuality of what it meant to cook in a politically-charged 

kitchen. In many ways, Part II emblematizes the tabletop politics of the dissertation’s title.   

Starving under Nazism and Stalinism: Comparative Autarchies 

 Italian Fascists were not alone in their manipulation of food and foodways to shape the 

future body politic by fortifying individual bodies. But by contrast, other Fascisms approached 

this equation as a dual movement – they attempted to strengthen certain populations by 

weakening or eliminating others. Under Spanish Fascism, Francisco Franco pursued a policy of 

autarchy from 1939 to 1959 to disastrous results. Poor harvests and excessive food exportation to 

Germany led to nearly 200,000 deaths during the 1940s, a decade known as the “years of 

hunger.” Michael Richards has convincingly argued that the Francoist regime deliberately 

deployed autarchic food policy on “reds” and their families, part of the post-civil war process of 

punishing and “redeeming” the defeated republicans – a process that could only be achieved 
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through death by starvation.311 Similarly, in Nazi Germany Herberte Backe created a plan to 

manipulate food supply routes in the occupied Soviet territories with the dual goals of feeding 

and strengthening German soldiers while weakening the local populous through systematic 

starvation. Known as the Hunger Plan (der Hungerplan or der Backe-Plan), this economic 

management scheme called for an immediate and full exploitation of the occupied areas in favor 

of the war economy of Germany, particularly in the areas of food and oil.”312 The Nazi Hunger 

Plan amounted to no less than an engineered famine – it aimed not only to shape the German 

military population, but to eliminate specific Soviet populations. In an era that equated a large 

domestic population with international political might, consumption patterns appeared to presage 

military victory or defeat. This belief had biopolitical implications: a new focus on nutrients over 

flavor aimed to fortify individual bodies with the ultimate goal of readying the national body for 

war.313   

 By turning the biological processes surrounding food towards political aims, Fascist and 

Nazi governments could intervene in citizens’ lives on a microscopic scale, at the level of the 

cell. As such, historians might analyze the process of integration through disintegration by 

combining Michel Foucault’s biopolitics with Carlo Ginzburg’s microstoria – to coin a term, we 

might use “microbiostoria” to reveal the bodily connection of food history, women’s history, and 

biopower in the realm of dictatorial politics.314 In many ways, this approach would respond to 

                                                
311 See A Time of Silence: Civil War and the Culture of Repression In Franco's Spain, 1936-1945. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998. 
312 In June 1941, Nazi officers Herberte Backe and Hermanne Göring outlined the Hunger Plan in a series of 
documents collectively known as “Göring’s Green Folder.”  These foodways manipulations planned to use 
starvation as a weapon as part of the military preparations for Operation Barbarossa, the Nazi invasion of the Soviet 
Union.   
313 Here I use Michele Foucault’s definition of Biopower, “an explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for 
achieving the subjugations of bodies and the control of populations (140). 
314 Scholars in Anthropology and Food Studies follow similar links.   Heather Paxton, for instance, has examined the 
role of what she terms the “microbiopolitics” of food production and importation.  See “Post-Pasteurian Cultures: 
The Microbiopolitics of Raw Milk Cheese in the United States,” Cultural Anthropology 2008 23 (1), 15-47. 
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Paul Steege’s call for historians to “stake out analytically the connections between micro- and 

macro-histories.” Examining kitchens in terms of their production and use as well as their 

material properties and textual content integrates multiple, intersecting forms of information to 

create what Brad Gregory has referred to as “integral history;” here, a more complete picture of 

how women experienced Fascist food policy both on and in their bodies.   Applying 

Alltagsgeschichte methods to food history materials demonstrates that daily interactions are, to 

use Gregory’s terms, “the ‘really real’ in the historical process.” Looking at the ricettari through 

the lens of agency not only reveals that state politics and citizens’ habits functioned in aggregate, 

but also demonstrates how these gears turned in tandem at the level of the everyday.315 

PART III: Patriotic Countrywomen in the Field 
 

The Fascist regime inscribed the home, and, by extension, the private sphere as discrete 

productive units within the national economic schema. Such a framework is predicated on two 

presumptions regarding the relationship of the citizen to the state: first, it casts the individual and 

her labor power as constitutive parts of the state. With this dynamic in place, the regime can then 

seize control of the goods produced by the individual. Working in concert, these two moves 

politicize everyday habits, forcing the citizen to make daily decisions regarding the political 

ramifications of choices like whether to serve pasta or rice for dinner. This particular decision 

evoked the state’s promotion of autarchic eating, the consumption of domestically produced 

foodstuffs like rabbits and chickens, oatmeal and polenta. As Carol Helstosky points out, “The 

reasons for promoting the consumption of whole wheat bread and rice were obvious: the 

increased consumption of domestically produced foods eased Italy’s balance of payments and 

                                                
315 See Steege, Paul, Andrew Staurt Bergerson, Maureen Healy, Pamela E. Swett.  “The History of Everyday Life: A 
Second Chapter.”  The Journal of Modern History 2008 80(2), 358-378, and Gregory, Brad S.  “Is Small Beautiful?  
Microhistory and the History of Everyday Life.” Review of “The History of Everyday Life. Reconstructing 
Historical Experiences and Ways of Life,” ed. Alf Lüdkte, trans. William Templer, and “Jeux d’Échelles, La Micro-
Analyse à l’Esperience,” ed. Jacques Revel. History and Theory 1999 38(1), 100-110. 
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fostered greater economic independence” (2004, 79-80). On the production side, the regime 

published propaganda heralding the mondine, the female rice workers, as model Fascist citizens. 

Portrayed as young, florid, and strong, the mondine of Fascist propaganda offered the regime a 

romantic image of rural womanhood. Such alluring and robust physiques hinted at the potential 

for demographic productivity. In this way, the mondine’s service to the nation doubled: working 

with her body, she produced future mothers and soldiers as well as rice. In the realm of autarchic 

food production, the Fascist state called upon the mondine to lead the nation’s march towards 

economic autonomy. But as classed and gendered subjects of a regime that exploited the labor of 

working-class women,316 the mondine proved themselves to be anything but willing soldiers.   

Bella Ciao 
 
Alla mattina, appena alzata 
(Chorus) O bella ciao, bella ciao, bella ciao, ciao, ciao  
alla mattina appena alzata in risaia mi tocca andar. 
E tra gli insetti e le zanzare (coro) 
un duro lavoro mi tocca a far. 
O mamma mia! o che tormento! (coro) 
è così ogni doman'.   
Il caposquadra col suo bastone (coro) 
e noi curve a lavorar. 
Ma verrà un giorno che tutte quante  
lavoreremo in libertà! 
 
In the morning just got up                                
(Chorus) Oh bye beautiful, bye beautiful, bye beautiful, bye, bye, bye  
In the morning just awakened in the rice fields I must go. 
And among the insects and the mosquitoes (Chorus) 
A difficult work I must do. 
Oh mamma mia!  Oh what torment! (Chorus) 
And it goes on like this every day. 
The overseer with his rod (Chorus) 
And us bent over at work. 
But a day will come when all of us 
will work in liberty!317 

                                                
316 Like the mondine, female factory workers in Northern Italian cities grappled with the question of how to safely 
reconsile Leftist politics with the Fascist regime. For an ethnographic study of protests in an urban context, see 
Luisa Passerini, Fascism in Popular Memory: The Cultural Experience of the Turin Working Class (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987). For a history of the regime’s interventions into the workers’ group Opera 
Nazionale Dopolavoro, see Victoria De Grazia, The Culture of Consent: Mass Organization of Leisure in Fascist 
Italy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981). 
317 Vasco Scansani, Bella ciao (Vercellese, written as part of a song competition [concorso sonoro] for the Festa 
della Mondina a San Germano Vercellese, 1952), Italian lyrics cited in Nunzia Manicardi, Il coro delle mondine 
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 “Bella ciao” sings the story of one day and every day in the life of the mondine, the 

Northern Italian female rice weeders annually contracted for 40 days of seasonal labor. These 

song lyrics use an impressionistic, non-linear temporal framework to highlight the emotionally 

salient moments of this gendered form of labor. At dawn, the mondina is a mother, saying an 

anguished goodbye to her daughter318 before departing for the rice fields. By day, she is at work 

in the field with the other mondine, bent over in front of the overseer with his phallic stick at 

their backs. But her emotive focus remains on the daughter, whose presence pulses through every 

chorus. Time telescopes, collapsing the emotional wrench of departure into the physical torment 

of rice weeding, an interminable present of curved spines and hands deep in the water and mud.  

But in a final push, time shoots forward: the final, collective female “we” cloaks mother and 

daughter under a new vision for the future, where the mondine will work together in liberty. 

“Bella ciao” thus condenses three governing themes of women’s agricultural labor in the context 

of Italy’s Fascist period: the mutually constitutive formation of women’s personal and political 

identities at collective work sites, the harmonic profusion and diversity of women’s voices and 

concerns, and the primacy of the corporeal in shaping social roles and relations in spaces of food 

production (the field) and consumption (the home) – three of the interlaced motifs of Part III. 

Specifically, I examine the interplay of working conditions, music creation, and the gendered 

                                                
(Modena: il Fiorino, 1998) 37. Although Manicardi cites Scansani, the bracciante (laborer) turned songwriter as the 
author of this text, earlier versions of this song demonstrate that Scansani was by no means the sole author of this 
song. Manicardi notes, for instance, that Giovanna Daffini added the last section of lyrics to Bella ciao in the 1930s.  
As such, it would be more accurate to say that Scansani was not the author of the song, but rather the he was the first 
person to transcribe the lyrics for a public forum. I discuss the issue of song authorship and its ramifications for 
gendered narratives on pages 53-63. All song translations are my own.  
318 Although the song never says the word figlia (daughter), the typical use of the term bella (beautiful) to refer to 
women of equal or lower hierarchical status in the family suggests that Bella ciao concerns a mother-daugher or 
perhaps sister-sister relationship. If the lyrics referred instead to a grandmother, mother, or older female family 
member, then the terms nonna (grandma) or mamma (mama) likely would have been used due the easy scanning of 
these words into the song’s rhythm. But in any case, one thing is clear: the singer croons sadly to a beloved female 
family member in her home as she leaves for the rice fields. The intimate relationship between the singer and the 
song’s addressee evokes the key role that different types of loving, non-sexual relationships play in the mondine’s 
song corps. It also points to the centrality of women’s relationships with one another in the larger context of their 
emotional lives. 
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body within the context of rice production at the national level to demonstrate how state attempts 

to control gendered work and the goods it produced resulted in numerous points of negotiation 

between women and the government. In speech and song, the women’s own words suggest that 

national systems of food production and consumption rely on the productive female body.   

 But “Bella ciao” also reveals a paradox, born out by the mondine’s own words in written 

and oral testimonials.319 The risaia (rice field) constituted a key site for the formation of female 

identity. Absence of normal social contexts (the family, the parish) and presence of the 

exceptional social contexts (a near-exclusively female space) pushed women to consider their 

roles at the level of the individual and the group. This exceptional environment provides a case 

study to examine of the relationship between the female individual and the Fascist state.  

Through songs, jokes, dances, and pranks, returning mondine instructed new arrivals in a dense 

local culture of politics and class relations. As such, analyzing the productions of the risaia 

underscores the personal and political significance of women’s collectivity in terms of the body 

and the body politic. The diversity of viewpoints inherent in the choral form of these social 

productions points to the idea that identity that is relational, multivalent, and ever-shifting.   

Construction of social class exemplifies this tendency towards flux: individual women 

described their own social class in terms of subsistence and the forms of labor they engaged in.  

Specifically, they characterized class standing in terms of whether or not they were hungry, and 

how often. With regard to work, many noted that although rice weeding paid well, its physical 

toll meant that women took on this work only when their families began to skip meals. Former 
                                                
319 These testimonials largely come from the Archivio dei Diari in Pieve Santo Stefano, outside of Arezzo in 
Tuscany. Because testimonials constitute memories of the past composed in the present, their interpretation requires 
consideration of the context in which these women recorded their stories. To interpret these materials, I draw on 
Luisa Passerini’s approach, “All memory is valid, the guiding principle should be that all autobiographical memory 
is true; it is up to the interpreter to discover in what sense, where, how, and for which purpose” (Thomson, Frisch, 
and Hamilton 34). In the context of the testimonials, I take this historiographic approach to mean that every 
mondina’s history blends objective and subjective information. These forms of evidence have different but equal 
value.  
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mondine understood others’ social class based on how their behavior affected them. For 

example, they understood gradations between the upper classes based on whether they offered 

charity to the poor, and if they were polite to those in lower social classes. References to the 

profession of male spouses are notably absent from women’s descriptions. Rather, they 

understood class in terms of their own work and the tenor of their personal interchanges with 

women of other classes. In contrast to class designations derived from the profession of the 

family patriarch,320 personal testimonials suggest that the mondine defined a woman’s class 

through direct observation of personal characteristics and habits, rather than by association with 

her husband’s or father’s career. These two tendencies suggest that women treated class as a 

referential system: its apparent composition and qualities shifted in relation to where one stood 

within it. Women also tended to name their social class by their own profession. They did not 

say, “I am working class.” More specifically, they stated, “I am a mondina, and I generally have 

enough to eat.”  I will use the mondine’s own words to identify their own perceived social class 

whenever possible.  By grounding this study in the specifics of what women said and did, I hope 

to avoid implying an essential group personality. And yet, two common characterizations of the 

mondine’s labor unites this population: although these women only worked in the rice fields for 

40 days out of the year, they point to this particular form of seasonal work as a rite of passage to 

adulthood and class consciousness and as a powerful developmental arena for forging their 

voices and opinions. 

                                                
320 Marxist Historians have been particularly susceptible to this gendered tactic for establishing social class at the 
level of the family. See Eric Hobsbaum, The Age of Extremes.  (New York: Vintage Books, 1996), Howard Zinn A 
People’s History of the United States (New York: Harper Collins, 1980), and E.P. Thompson, “History from 
Below,” The Times Literary Supplement, 7 April 1966, pp. 279-80. For a counterargument to this historiographic 
problem, see Heidi Hartmann, “The Family as the Locus of Gender, Class, and Political Struggle: The Example of 
Housework,” Signs 6.3 (Spring 1981): pp. 366-394.   
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In many cases, the mondine carried their identities as migrant agricultural workers 

forward in time, all the way through the Economic Boom, Years of Lead, and up to the present 

day.  Along the way, they participated in cultural and academic productions, enshrining the 

mondina as a figure of contemporary Italian folklore. Many mondine formed choirs in their later 

years, many of which were quite popular during the student and worker movements and Hot 

Autumn of 1968. As in the United States, many protesters turned to folk music to express the 

Leftist sentiments of the day. The mondine’s song corps offered a natural fit for the mood of 

agitation and social change. Loose affiliations between academic and workers groups developed, 

leading to extensive archivization of the mondine’s testimonials, memories, and songs with city- 

and town-based Mediateche and the Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro (CGIL). These 

small archives have published many small-scale studies of the mondine’s work.  Further, the 

influence of oral historian Luisa Passerini led many academics to conduct extensive interviews 

with the mondine, although suprisingly few ethnographers have analyzed these materials. Within 

the discipline of history, a general move towards oral history coincided with Italy’s feminist 

movements of the 1970s, such as the foundation of the Biblioteca delle Donne in Bologna and 

the artistic works of Diotima in Milan. Because many mondine were still alive and interested in 

relating their stories, and because their songs were particularly well suited to this particular 

metholodological stance, the mondine’s experiences are incredibly well documented compared to 

other types of women’s work. By recording their day-to-day lives in the field, in all its pain and 

humor, the mondine may be said to have had the last laugh (l’ultimo riso).  This extensive and 

detailed body of evidence provides a unique benefit for the Feminist cultural historian in its 

focus on individual women’s stories, told in their own words.   
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Part III Map and Thesis 

Patriotic Countrywomen in the Field takes the issue of the productive female body raised 

by Prolific Mothers in the Nursery and moves it into the politically charged arena of the 

Northern Italian rice fields to focus on the specifics of women’s tactics in the face of state 

strategies for control over production. Resistance took a wide range of forms, which ranged from 

overtly political to ambiguously so. Allusions the Russian Revolution of 1905 in popular song 

lyrics clearly engage with questions of class struggle. But widespread acceptance of supposed 

unethical actions, like stealing potatoes and eggs from the big boss’ farm, indicates an alternate 

form of political engagement. This latter case simply lacks a formal citation of international 

events.  Songs use musical techniques like harmony and dissonance to speak to the class-based 

logic behind these everyday decisions regarding the right to taste. The choral format of the rice 

workers’ songs informs the concordant, overlapping structure of Part III’s guiding questions: In 

the context of Italian Fascism, what were the political effects of female friendship? What tactics 

did the mondine use to manage power from above (the state, the capo, the landowner)?   How did 

the mondine’s work and working conditions shape their political opinions? And most centrally: 

How did women conceive of their personal contributions to the national issue of autarchic food 

production? To investigate how individual women interacted with state demands for 

hyperproductive female bodies to feed the nation, three interlinked case studies provide both text 

and context. In chapter 8, written testimonials and transcriptions from oral interviews clarify how 

women used their bodies, their social class, and their role as citizens of a Fascist state to create 

integrated, though paradoxical, work-based identities, allowing them to reconcile disagreement 

with elements of Fascist policy with their agricultural work on behalf of the regime’s call for 

alimentary autarchy. In chapter 9, I shift from direct engagement with the writing of women’s 
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personal histories into an interpretive mode, analyzing the lyrics, music, history, and context of 

the mondine’s work songs to demonstrate how women used poetic and musical techniques to 

write and share a collective female workers’ history of the rice fields, written in the details of 

everyday life. I then compare this use of musical technique to write personal history and create 

solidarity against propagandistic state narratives that attempt to cast the mondina as a symbol of 

productive Fascist womanhood, regularly producing rice and infants in accordance with state 

policies of alimentary autarchy and pronatalism. Analyzing the design process by which the 

graphic artists for the Ente Nazionale Risi (National Rice Board) constructed photocollages for 

posters and pamphlets reveals persistent challenges in posing the mondina as a figure of consent. 

Finally, in chapter 10, I follow rice, the finished product, from its place of production, the 

Northern fields, to a state-contested zone of consumption, the Southern kitchen. Analyzing how 

both the government and private companies used visual and textual techniques in ricettari 

(propagandistic recipe pamphlets) to push Southern women to adopt Northern food ways for the 

sake of autarchy and the supposed good of the nation highlights the illusory nature of the 

regime’s linear vision of national food ways. I argue that the mondine and the regime used 

musical, artistic, and culinary tactics and strategies to negotiate for control over the conditions of 

rice production and consumption, and by extension over the political meaning of women’s 

agricultural work in the rice fields. Put more broadly, both individual women and the regime saw 

the state’s call for increased domestic production of both consumers and consumables as playing 

out on and in the female body. But ultimately, Fascism’s vision of hyperproductive female 

bodies engaged in the national project of alimentary autarchy disintegrated in the face of both 

Northern and Southern women’s insistence on their right to consume a varied and flavorful diet 

of their own choosing.    
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Chapter 8: Liberal Thinkers, Fascist Symbols 

Shifting focus from the kitchen to the field underscores the broad nature of women’s 

social roles as producers during the 1930s. In multiple senses – political, economic, biological – 

women’s bodily labor contributed to the creation of raw goods. I argue for an open interpretation 

of the word “goods” to include women’s bodily productions, like breastmilk and children as I 

have suggested in Part I, or rice, grain, and finished dishes like risotto and bread, as I will argue 

here in Part III. Questions of women’s work double the sense of the word “labor,” in that women 

gave birth, breastfed their own children, and often wetnursed or cared for other women’s 

children while also working as braccianti, workers who, as the term suggests, owned nothing but 

the strength of her or his own arms. Because intimate forms of labor like childbirth and 

breastfeeding happen in and on the body, women dealt with their effects while they weeded. As 

“Bella ciao” suggests, the mondine sang throughout their workday to withstand the pains 

imposed by the doubling of physical and emotional stress.   

But at dusk, the mondine’s work doubled further: After selling their sweat for the day, 

women who had recently given birth also sold their breastmilk to local signore (middle-, upper-

class, or noble women). Marchesa Colombi highlighted this concept of the economics of the 

female body through hyperbole in her 1878 book In risaia (In the Rice Fields). In this novel, the 

mondine sell their blood as well as sweat and milk. Working knee-deep in the swamp water, the 

mondine of the novel allow leeches to attach to their legs. At the end of each workday, they 

collect the leeches to sell in the town pharmacy for 20 centesimi apiece. Dry cobwebs collected 

from the barnyard staunch the bleeding each night. This literary amplification of the female 

body’s economic productivity, wherein secretions are bought and sold, suggests that the 

monetary value of bodily processes connects the intimate to the mercantile. As Colombi 
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intimates, to cut off the leech prematurely was to “kick fortune out,” “[dare] i calci alla fortuna.” 

(Colombi 1878, 67). While this Italian proverb refers to luck in a general sense, the fiscal 

overtones of this particular context strip the characters’ unnervingly broad interpretation of 

permissible bodily labor down to an elemental exchange: blood for money. 

Why did the Fascist regime consider rice weeding, a labor-intensive activity that took 

workers far from their homes and families, to be “women’s work”? At first glance, this anomaly 

appears to have arisen from expedience pre-dating the rise of the regime: male braccianti would 

need to be in their physical prime, in good health, and regularly employed to pay for rent, food, 

fuel, and basic supplies.  Soaring food prices and the unpredictability of seasonal labor meant 

that women and children also had to work to support the precarious household economy. With 

male braccianti typically employed in semi-regular work at local farms, women were available 

for less desirable forms of labor further afield. This gendered division of agricultural work 

appears to be hierarchical, with male laborers obtaining forms of fieldwork that were better paid, 

more reliable, and less physically taxing. So while this division of labor upholds a gender 

hierarchy, it also gives lie to the idea that women were incapable of extreme physical exertion.  

Many women used racial subjugation to characterize this gender imbalance, blending the 

two under the aegis of economic suppression. One unnamed former weeder connected the 

mondine’s work and song culture with that of African Americans in the U.S.,   

Ma sì, cantavano le risaie, però non era il canto delle donne del campo di riso, che è un po’ come il blues 
dei negri … E’ un canto corale ma non di gioia. E’ il blues della risaia.  Sì, il vero canto della mondina il 
blues della risaia. Era duro il lavoro, il calore, la putrefazione, dormire sul pagliericcio, il poco riso che 
mangiavi. Era duro. Perciò non poteva essere un canto gioioso (Minardi 38-39). 
 
Oh yeah, the rice paddies sang, but it wasn’t the song of the women of the rice field, which is a bit like the 
blues of the Blacks … It’s a choral song, but not of joy. It’s the blues of the rice paddy. Yes, the real song 
of the rice worker is the blues of the rice paddy. It was hard, the work, the heat, the rot, sleeping on a straw 
mattress, the little rice that you ate. It was hard. That’s why it couldn’t have been a joyful song. 
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The dominant simile in this reflection connects the song of the Italian mondine to that of the 

American Blacks through a chiasmus of the music’s structure and emotive quality and the 

working conditions that produce it. Four times the speaker returns to the rice paddy, insisting on 

the physical location of song production as a powerful generator of mournful music. 

Enumerating descriptive associations of weeding (hard, work, heat, rot) not only evokes the dull 

strain of repetitive work but also strengthens the comparison between the labor and music of two 

different demographic groups an ocean apart. This association permeated the workscape: in the 

Piemontese dialect, “women weeders” translated to mondine, but also to schiavandari (slaves).321    

In the case of the female bands of mondine, women’s economic concerns appear to have 

trumped prevalent social mores dictating that a woman’s place was in the home. Although rural 

working-class Italian women had historically taken on agricultural work outside the home, they 

generally did so on a piecemeal basis to augment household income. Riceweeding traditions 

departed from these general working norms in that women planned to participate in the year’s 

monda in advance to generate what was often the only liquid capital their families possessed.  

But convenience alone cannot account for the duration and exclusivity of this peculiar gender 

breakdown. Women constituted the majority of rice weeders as early as the 17th century. By the 

time Mussolini marched on Rome, 80 to 95% of all weeders were women (Zappi 1991, 10).   

Ente Nazionale Risi (National Rice Board) propaganda and women’s testimonials demonstrate 

that economic concerns account for the predominance of women in the field, but they also 

suggest that this concern came from the male employers as well as the female workers.  

Predominant attitudes towards the low relative value of women meant that employers could pay 

                                                
321 This term eclipses the issues of pay and forced labor. Whereas slavery implies forced labor and no pay, rice-
weeding offered low wages for contracted work.  Although one could argue that Italy’s dire economic situation 
drove women into the fields, such a situation does not equate to, for example, the enslavement of Africans for labor 
in the American colonies. 
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them half or two-thirds as much as they would pay male braccianti for the same work. Male 

braccianti earned 1038 lire per year in 1938, at a time when 1 kilogram of rice cost nearly 2 lire 

(ISTAT 1939, 41). For 40 days of work at the monda, Erminia Confortini recalled being paid 

220 lire, plus “a few kilograms” of rice (Minardi 2005, 29). Ermanna Chiozzi recalled being paid 

16 lire per day in 1927 (Chiozzi undated, 8). Ente Nazionale Risi publications offered ad hoc 

biological arguments for employing women to obscure these economic reasons: they argued that 

only women had the patience for weeding, that their bodies were lighter and more agile, and the 

fingers were more delicate, and thus less likely to damage the tender plants. Francesco Pezza, the 

public health officer of Mortara, went so far as note that women’s flexible backbones naturally 

suited them for this arduous labor (Zappi 1991, 13). Put more broadly, officials like Pezza drew 

on gendered stereotypes to naturalize occupational gender segregation. Many women bent these 

arguments to their own purposes, taking pride in their ability to perform work that men could not 

endure. And yet these same women also seem to recognize the latent justificatory edge of such 

statements. As Milena Scalabrini recalled, “Nella risaia erano occupate solo le donne perché più 

brave, svelte, precise, pazienti nel togliere le erbacce e perché venivano pagate meno degli 

uomini,” “In the rice fields there were only women because [they were] better, faster, precise, 

patient in pulling the weeds and because they were paid less than men” (2010, 1). In the broader 

context of Italian agricultural labor, the economic necessity of the female presence in the rice 

fields implicitely contradicted socially-conservative state narratives that dictated that a woman’s 

place was in the home. Like their urban counterparts in the textile factories and dormitories of 

Milan and Turin, these rural women not only worked but also lived in nearly all-female 

environments outside of the family unit. Scalabrini’s account speaks to the mondine’s awareness 
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of their standing within this larger socioeconomic framework, and points to the historical 

importance of integrating first-person testimonials with state-published accounts.322  

 Copies of Grand Hotel hidden under her mother’s straw-filled mattress. Photos of 

Togliatti, Gramsci, Lenin sat next to images of the Jesus, Mary, and Joseph on their parents’ 

dressers. The scent-scape of woodsmoke from the hearth and winter mold in the walls. Her 

father’s evident and oft-stated pride in her mother’s “robust and agile worker’s body,” and in her 

work as a mondina. “Sei il mio uomo di casa,” “You’re my man of the house,” he cooed when 

she returned from the fields. Their daughter, Antonietta Chierici, recorded her early memories of 

their rural bracciante household in the town of Correggio, in the inland Emilia region of Emilia 

Romagna, North Central Italy. The heart of her story, written in 2006, beats with the sayings, 

habits, and movements of her mother, who remains paradoxically nameless in this testimonial. 

Fortunately, this account of a mondina’s daily life does not stand alone: Angela Baldi, Ermanna 

Chiozzi, Ivana Cipolli, Laura Scalabrini, and Maria Verzani also lived in Emilia Romagna and 

worked as mondine during the Fascist period.  Their five testimonies refer to the same arc of 

time, and were  recorded in the contemporary period (from 1960, and from 1997 to 2010). These 

women share Antonietta Chierici’s central positioning of female family members in their 

narrative construction, as well as her emphasis on the early sensory impressions of everyday life 

and their lasting effect on the women’s conception of themselves as gendered- and classed-

subjects.  Selections from Marco Minardi and Franco Castelli’s transcribed interviews from 108 

mondine from across Northern Italy as well as related ephemera (personal photographs, work 

contracts, rice tax stickers) help to contextualize the detailed recollections in these testimonies. 

                                                
322 As explained in the introduction to section III, my historical analysis relies on the mondine’s own words to evoke 
a more nuanced history of the everyday negotiations between individual women and the Fascist regime. Scalabrini’s 
insights here demonstrate the utility of detailed, first-person accounts in reconstructing the lived history of Fascism: 
if the devil is in the details, then the angels must be too. 
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In reflection of the style and structure of these stories, the following four sections examine those 

moments of the 40-day monda that women return to over and over in their memories: the 

departure from their hometowns in the carri bestiame (train cars for animals), the physical 

conditions of labor in the fields with special attention to its effects on the female body, the 

pleasures and irritations of dormitory life, and the social rules of procuring food and eating. 

Although I use Antonietta Chierici’s recollections as a case study, her memories do not represent 

the memories of all mondine. Rather, they are hyper-representational in their granular level of 

detail and Geertzian thick description. I include the five additional testimonies to offer alternate 

catalogues of specifics of the monda (40-day weeding period) as well as the broad body of 

evidence to guard against essentializing Chierici’s account. Ultimately, this leader-ensemble 

format evokes the range of women’s voices, in both their diversity and their harmony.  

Riding the Stock Car to Sleep in the Stable:  Bestializing the Body at Departure and Arrival   

Part 1: Departure 

Alla mattina appena alzata 
(Chorus) O bella ciao, bella ciao, bella ciao, ciao, ciao  
alla mattina, appena alzata in risaia mi tocca andar. 
 
In the morning just got up                                
(Chorus) Oh bye beautiful, bye beautiful, bye beautiful, bye, bye, bye  
In the morning just awakened in the rice fields I must go. 
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Fig. 50 Photograph of mondine in a carro-bestiame (Camera Generale di Lavoro [CGIL], 
Modena, Italy)   
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Women traveled to the Vercellese, Novarese, and Lomellina fields comprising Italy’s rice belt, 

ready for the 40- to 60-day weeding period starting in early May. Scalabrini recalled the 

sensation of distance between her hometown in Casteld’Ario in Mantua to Vercellese, “era come 

oggi andare a CUBA,” “it was like going to CUBA would be today” (capitalization in original) 

(2010, 4).  Some came from nearby, arriving by bike. Others came from up to 100 miles away, 

riding in the carri bestiame, train cars that typically carried animal rather than human cargo (Fig. 

53). The Parmentese mondine frequently lodged complaints with the prefecture and police 

headquarters, asking for “carrozze normali, riservati … Un modo di viaggiare un po’ più 

umano,” “normal cars, reserved ones … A more humane mode of travel” (Minardi 2005, 22). 

The mondine arrived at the rice fields by train cars meant for animals and slept in converted 

stalls, foreshadowing their role as the human workhorses in the fields.   Antonietta Chierici 

recalled that this mode of transportation rendered larger issues of class in material form. These 

trains would stop “for hours” at each station, to allow for the paying passenger trains to pass. 

Forced pauses for wealthier travelers suggest the perception that the riceworkers’ time held 

relatively lower value. Other mondine remember these stops more positively, as times of festivity 

and refreshment where they sang and cooled off with a drink of water (Fig. 52). Despite hyper-

local cultural divergences, many women pointed to the space of the train depot and the moment 

of departure for the risaia as an emotionally resonant threshold.  Many former mondine recount 

this event with a great level of sensory detail, recalling the vendors who gathered to sell the 

mondine their characteristic straw hats, used to protect their eyes from the afternoon glare of the 

sun on water (Fig. 50).  They carried sacks and cardboard suitcases filled with salami, cheese, 

and other preserved foods to add variety to the daily board of “rice rice and more rice” provided 

by the padrone (overseer) as part of their contract. Chierici recalls that her father slipped a small 
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bottle of Marsala into her mother’s bag, saying “una piccola cosa per tenerti su,” “A little 

something to perk you up” (1960, 3). Given the little baggage space available to these women, 

their near-unanimous decision to priviledge flavor in their food and beverage choices is 

significant. As Chierici’s father clearly realized, small luxuries raise the human spirit, 

particularly when under conditions of sensorial privation and physical strain. I contend that these 

carefully selected foods served a powerful psychological purpose for the mondine by reaffirming 

their self-worth under working conditions that cast them as purely physical beings. A bit of 

salami in a sea of rice not only excites the palate, but quietly reminded the mondina that she 

deserved delicious taste as well as basic nourishment.   
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Fig. 51 Rice label (etichetta) “Riso dalla produzione al consumo,” “Rice from production to 
consumption.”  Text reads “Ask for prices and sale conditions at the Cooperative Agricultural 
Consortium, Novara.” Designed and printed by Cros, Turin.  2 by 1 inches (Museo della 
Figurina, Modena, Italy) 
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Fig. 52 Photograph of mondine in a train stop (Camera Generale di Lavoro [CGIL], Modena, 
Italy)   
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But these whistle-stop respites were not universally joyous. Chierici recalls a 

“humiliating episode” at a train depot, where she overheard a mother and daughter “of clear 

bourgeois extraction” chatting about the mondine. 

“Sono le mondine e vanno a mondare il riso nelle risaie” 
 – spiegò lei – 
 “Poverine!”  
– esclamò la bimba con compassione e la madre per tranquillizzarla le rispose:  
“Ma sono donne fatte apposta!”  
Dal vagone sentirono e si indignarono e gridarono verso la donna:  
“Vergognati di dare questa riposte!  Noi siamo donne fatte come te!” (Chierici 1960, 5) 

 
 “They are rice weeders and they’re going to weed rice in the rice paddies” 
 – she explained – 
 “The poor things!” 
 – exclaimed the daughter with compassion and the mother to calm her replied: 
 “But they’re women made for that!” 

From the wagon they heard and they were filled with indignation and yelled at the woman: 
“You should be ashamed to give that reply!  We’re women made like you!” 

This interchange speaks to the contested role of the mondina’s body in defining her class status.  

The borghese woman claims that the mondine’s bodies predestine them for physical labor. She 

speaks about the mondine in front of the mondine, apparently not considering the likelihood that 

they would talk back. Dehumanizing the group in this way works to justify their treatment. The 

mondine, for their part, are insulted (si indignarono) by the implication of her reply – that they 

are more body than mind. The terms of their response echo the woman’s words even as they 

invert them. Their pride is wounded, but the mondine say that the borghese is the one who ought 

to be ashamed. They are embarrassed by the borghese’s suggestion that they are made for work, 

and assert instead taht they are all made the same way.  Both parties evoke the female body, but 

whereas the borghese focuses on the body to connote difference, the mondine highlight their 

common status as women.  By telling the woman that she ought to be ashamed of herself, the 

mondine state that it is the borghese, not the mondine, who lacks dignity and elegance, the very 

characteristics that purportedly mark high social class. Further, the mondine appeal to the 

commonalities of gender inherent in the borghese’s reference to women as a binding factor, 
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enlarging the collective we of the mondine to swallow the borghese as well.  They use gender 

equivalence to trump class difference.  In this dialogue, the mondine’s address to the woman in 

the informal tu form, as well as their use of the collective subject noi, are both typical of the 

recorded speech of the mondine, and uncommon for interclass dialogue at the time. The group-

based strength of the communal pronoun allows these women to feel at ease using the informal 

“you” to address a woman of a higher social class.  

Whether as a positive or negative space, women recalled the liminal juncture of the train 

depot with heightened sensory detail in comparison with their accounts of the workday in the 

fields. This narrative treatment, whether intentional or subconscious, points to the women’s 

destination, the rice fields, as a space of exception, and, for many of the younger women (ages 

14 to 18), a sort of coming-of-age ritual.  Although adult women from ages 14 to over 65 worked 

in the rice fields, and despite the fact that many mondine returned year after year for work, most 

former mondine highlight their teenage years in the testimonials.323 They point to these 40 days 

as their first significant move away from their families, and to the joys and sorrows associated 

with this shift. Mothers and daughters alike describe life in the female dormitories as a double 

movement: away from their own families, and towards temporary but deeply felt female-female 

connections.   

Riding the Stock Car to Sleep in the Stable:  Bestializing the Body at Departure and Arrival  

Part 2: Arrival 

Former mondine often characterized these social bonds as a being like those in the army, 

referring to their stable-like housing structures as a sort of caserma (military dormitory) for 

women. As Anna Quintavala put it, “Le novizie avevano le loro penitenze [risata] … Era un po’ 

come a miliare” (Minardi 2005, 44), “The novices had to pay their dues [laugher] … It was a bit 
                                                
323 See Marco Minardi, La fatica delle donne: storie di mondine. (Rome: Ediesse, 2005),17. 
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like being in the military.” As soon as the women arrived at the risaia, a mad rush to fill their 

sack mattresses with straw provided by the landowner typically ensued (Fig. 53).  It took several 

prickly nights to crush the straw to an endurable softness, but by then fleas had often moved in as 

well (Minardi 2005, 58). Because these buildings, typically converted stables (Fig. 54), slept 40 

to 60 women, introverted and extroverted mondine reacted quite differently to this massive 

female collective.   
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Fig. 53 Photo of Women’s Dormitory Interior, pre-mattress stuffing, Vercellese, Italy, 1912, in 
Supplemento al Bolletino del Ufficio di Lavoro 14, Rome, 1912 (Economics and Public Affairs 
Division, New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations) 
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Fig. 54 Photo of Women’s Dormitory, Vercellese, Italy, 1912, in Supplemento al Bolletino del 
Ufficio di Lavoro 14, Rome, 1912 (Economics and Public Affairs Division, New York Public 
Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations) 
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Someone was always singing, gossiping, or trying to sleep. Pranks were common as well: a 

common favorite involved wearing one’s underwear on one’s head and parading about the 

dormitory. As Milena Scalabrini accounts, “…guardavo quella gente e mi sembravano matti, chi 

aveva le mutande in testa, chi era in camicia di notte, chi portava il maiale in braccio avendo solo 

quella risorsa, altri che pregavano con il rosario in mano, io mi guardavo attorno inconsciente…”  

“I looked at those people and they seemed crazy to me, one with underwear on her head, one in a 

nightshirt, one carrying a pig under her arm having only that resource, others praying with the 

rosary in hand, I looked around in disbelief…” Anna Quintavalla recalled how her adopted 

mamma would play pranks, such as hiding stinging nettles in her mattress that forced her to 

remake the bed from scratch. She further recalled “Dopo aver cenato tutte fuori in cortile, c’era 

chi cantava, chi giocava … a cavaluccio, a scacchi …” “After having eating outside in the 

barnyard, some sang, some played … piggyback riding, chess …” (Minardi 2005, 51).  The fact 

that these women engaged in a variety of physical and intellectual games in their rare spare time 

underlines the variety of personalities among the collective.   

The female gender of the occupents marked this arena as a separate space from the 

mixed-gender reality of the outside world, allowing women to defined the dormitory as their 

own. The mondine often articulated this division in terms of spatial separation, using the 

dormitory’s walls to denote social distinctions. Many further characterized this zone as being 

outside the rules of normal class relations and property ownership as well.  Time spent within its 

walls, rather than money paid to build them, dictated possession.Velia Tarroni remembers,  

Una volta venne il padrone, viene dentro, all’improvviso, con uno del paese, un gradasso neh… E alor a go 
dit: “Chi vi ha detto di entrare?”  E allora lui, il padrone, ha detto: “Sono a casa mia…”  “No.  Adesso no, 
in questo periodo lui qui non comanda. Adesso andate fuori, chiedete permesso e se noi diciamo permesso 
potete entrare altrimenti ve ne state fuori” (Minardi 2005, 45). 
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One time the boss came, he came in, all of a sudden, with another guy from the area, a blowhard huh 
[Lombard dialect]… And so said: “Who told you to come in?” And then he, the boss, said “I’m at my 
house…” “No.  Not now, in this period he doesn’t command here. Now go back outside, ask permission, 
and if we say you can you can come in otherwise you stay outside.” 
 

In Tarroni’s account, the social rules that govern the dormitory vary according to whether or not 

the mondine currently occupy it. The boss considers the dormitory his because he has paid for 

the property, but the mondine maintain that during the monda, their residence in the dorm marks 

the space as being outside of boss’ command. The interchange turns on the defense of physical 

borders, which echoes a more general concern for maintaining the sanctity of an explicitly 

female space. The women’s treatment of the dormitory suggests a metaphoric extension of the 

female bodies that temporarily occupy it. This line of reasoning suggests that the body that uses 

or works at particular area becomes its de facto owner. The mondine argue for a multiplicity of 

senses of ownership, recognizing the validity of the padrone’s understanding while also asserting 

the logic of their own alternate form.   

Just as the mondine treated the dormitory as a house for solely female bodies, they 

similarly cast their female-female friendships in the domestic terms of the family. Older mondine 

often adopted new arrivals, who alternately describe their relation to the more experienced 

women as one of a daughter to a single woman or a mascots of the group (Margherita Lucchini 

in Minardi 2005, 35). As Anna Quintavalla recounts, women often forged such connections in 

intense episodes of semi-public affirmation in the dormitories, 

Una volta, quando ha visto che piangevo così tanto, mi ha chiesto: “Perché piangi?” “Perché ho mia 
mamma a casa, la lontananza…” E lei: “Ho anch’io una bambina a casa. Non ti preoccupare, che io sono 
tua mamma. Stai vicina a me e vedrai che non tribolerai.” E un’altra signora, sempre qui di Zibello, anziana 
come lei: “E io sono tua nonna!” E una di Ragazzola: “E io sono tua zia!”   
 
One time, when she saw that I was crying so much, she asked me: “Why are you crying?” “Because I have 
my mom at home, the distance …” And she: “I too have a child at home. Don’t worry, because I am your 
mom. Stay close to me, and you’ll see that you won’t have any trouble.” And another woman, also there 
from Zibello, older like her: “And I’m your grandmother!” And one from Ragazzola: “And I’m your aunt!”   
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As Quintavala’s account suggests, women often defined their “family” structure based on the 

relative age of the women involved – the most common link type being a “mother-daughter” 

connection between a relatively older mondina and a teenaged arrival. Women often explicitly 

declared the nature of these intense connections at their moment of origin, often when a young 

mondina appeared lonely, lost, or otherwise in emotional distress. By contrast, friendships 

between mondine of the same age group developed in more open, capillary structure. Like those 

of the mother-daughter pairings, cohort friendships often lasted for years. But in contrast to the 

more intense, family-like bonds, women often defined the nature of these relationships and their 

value to the individual in retrospect, rather than at their moment of formation.  Although these 

friendships lacked the explicit declaration of social bonding characteristic of the mother-daughter 

bonds, they nonetheless matched their emotive intensity from the start. The importance of the 

moment of naming the relationship seems to stem from traditional family structures in Northern 

Italy. Because one could have many sisters but only one mother, forging this latter relationship 

often involved a formal declaration by the mother-mondina. Many mondine recalled their 

memories in the collective “we,” noting their enjoyment of being around so many other young 

women, how much they cared for one another, and their feelings of solidarity (Fig. 55). This 

latter aspect would become particularly salient with the Fascist push towards autarchy, and 

would reveal the political power of female friendship. 
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Fig. 55 Photograph of mondine in the fields (Camera Generale di Lavoro [CGIL], Parma, Italy)   
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Sting and Song: Working the Fields 

E tra gli insetti e le zanzare (coro) 
un duro lavoro mi tocca a far. 
O mamma mia! o che tormento! (coro) 
è così ogni doman'.   
Il caposquadra col suo bastone (coro) 
e noi curve a lavorar. 
 
And among the insects and the mosquitoes (Chorus) 
A difficult work I must do. 
Oh mamma mia!  Oh what torment! (Chorus) 
And it goes on like this every day. 
The overseer with his rod (Chorus) 
And us bent over at work. 
 

 The padrone (landowner) typically employed the capo or caposquadra, who in turn hired 

squads of 20 to 60 mondine and oversaw their work in the fields. In some cases, the capo would 

also select the capa or prima mondine (the first riceworker), an experienced mondina who helped 

the capo to maintain the women’s rhythm of long, light, quick steps through the field, assuring a 

steady pace of labor throughout the 8 to 12 hour work day. Often, but not always, the capa also 

led (intonava) the rice workers’ songs, belting the call and timing choral response. In other cases, 

the mondine themselves elected this female authority, and in these instances a feeling of 

solidarity prevailed, a sentiment often marked by laughter and gentle teasing in later interviews. 

After noting her deep respect for her capa, Maria Giusta Catella comfortably joked about her 

strident singing voice with the interviewer when asked about call and response patterning, “Chi 

intona?”  “La Lucia, ha la voce più forte.”  “Who leads?  Lucia.  She’s got the loudest voice” 

(Castelli 2005, 12). As this interchange suggests, the mondina selected by the squadre to serve as 

the prima did not necessarily have the best voice. Instead, the mondine determined her capacity 

to lead based on character and knowledge of the local mondine culture, often connected with 

years of experience at a particular field. Because the choice of songs and their succession 

depended on the general condition of the monda, the prima who proposed the songs, in addition 
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to having a strong voice, also needed to maintain a host of positive positions such as a leader, 

singer, worker, and friend. Being the capa required, “prontezza, memoria, umore, capacità di 

interprettare le situazioni scegliendo con il canto ‘adatto’ alla situazione,” “readiness, memory, 

temperment, capacity to interpret situations, choosing the ‘appropriate’ song for the situation” 

(Castelli 2005, 220). By reducing the capa’s real forms of authority to the mock honor of being 

“the loudest,” the mondine not only overturn social dictates that valorize the silencing of women, 

but also enhance feelings of collectivity by suggesting the ultimate commonalities between 

themselves and the capa – she is a woman, like them. According to jest, any “loud” woman 

could potentially serve as a capa. This humorous form also provides a mask for the mondine’s 

democratic exercise of self-rule by hiding the fact that experience and respect were required for 

election. Castelli’s group interview with the former mondine of Marossio includes the telling 

interchange, “C’è una caposquadra, fra voi?”  “Sì, quella lì … Siamo tutte caposquadra …”  

“Cosa vuol dire essere caposquadra?” “Non sappiamo [Ridono] … No, fra noi caposquadra non 

ce ne sono.  Non abbiamo delle caposquadra,” “Is there a boss am among you?” “Yes, that one 

over there … We’re all the boss.” “What does it mean to be the boss? “We don’t know [laughter] 

… No, among us a boss there is not.  We don’t have bosses” (Castelli 2005, 73).  But within that 

“we” internal divisions emerged.  

Whereas the borghese mother at the train depot inherently defined her class difference 

from the mondine as one of bodily structure, the mondine identified differences among 

themselves primarily on the basis of geography, used as a denotation of personal character and 

sexual mores. Here as well, class designations mark the body. As Chierici recounts,   

Anche i piemontesi le consideravano donne di facili costumi quando vedevano la domenica a ballare sulle 
aie, a piedi scalzi per non consumare le scarpe, pensando che avevano lasciato a casa i mariti e i figli.  E 
pensare che la cosa più dura per mia madre, dopo il matrimonio, era proprio la lontananza dai figli (Chierici 
1960, 5). 
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The Piemontesi also considered them women of easy custom when they saw them dancing in the barnyards 
on Sundays, barefoot so as not to wear out their shoes, thinking that they had left their husbands and 
children at home.  And to think that the hardest thing for my mother, after marriage, was just that – the 
distance from the children. 
 
Dancing barefoot meant different things to the dancer and the audience: for the migrant 

mondina, her motive was clearly economic, but for the local Piemontesi, the naked foot implied 

sexual abandon. The avventizie (local workers) and migrant workers generally did not socialize 

with one another. However, both groups paid close attention to the habits of the other.  

Testimonials are rife with comparisons between the singing styles and essential personalities of 

women hailing from different townships. In fact, an entire sub-genre of the mondine’s narrative 

songs chronicles this last category. Munfrinòte e trapulin-e, a song named for two different 

groups of mondine hailing from the right and left banks of the Po River, exemplifies the strict 

social dichotomization typical of the songs in this category. It also points to their narrative 

emphasis on the divergent sexualities of the two groups. Here, the munfrinòte of the wine-

making regions come across as traditional and socially conservative, all the more so when set 

next to the trapuline of the plains, who the song suggests are open, modern, and promiscuous.324   

Not only did difficulty of rice weeding focus the mondine’s perception on their own bodies, but 

the conditions of the labor forced them to adopt habits that called others’ attention to the 

femaleness of their bodies as well, ultimately leading to a popular conception of all mondine as 

promiscuous. Living outside of the family house away from male supervision likely contributed 

to this stereotype, as did the necessities of riceweeding work. Baring the leg up to the lower thigh 

allowed the mondine to keep the majority of their clothing clear of the knee-deep swamp water, 

but also created a spectacle in a time and place that considered revealing the calf area to be 

risqué. Rice-weeding required women to assume a bodily position that mimicked the sexual 

                                                
324 See Franco Castelli, Senti le rane che cantano: canzoni e vissuti popolari della risaia.  (Rome: Donzelli, 2005) 
pp. 488-489. 
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position a pecora (“sheep-style,” wherein one partner assumed a prone position while the other 

partner stood behind them). Economic conditions also pushed the mondine to work and relax 

barefoot, a choice associated at the time with licenscious behavior. Chierici recalled how, 

because they had to go in barefoot as they didn’t have enough money to buy boots, the mondine 

would urinate onto the thin layer of ice that sometimes covered the water in the mornings to melt 

the ice, warm the water, and thus begin their work more comfortably in late August at the end of 

long rice weeding seasons (1960, 5). As such, the economic disadvantages that pushed women 

into the rice fields required them to assume what was, for both local townsfolk and for the 

mondine themselves, a symbolic position of female sexual submission and abandon as well.   

The tough physical conditions of the labor, coupled with gendered division of labor in the 

field (20-60 women and single male authority of an only slightly higher socioeconomic class) 

point to a number of social binaries. As the lyrics to “Bella ciao” suggest, the mondine 

characterized their relationship to the capo in sexualized terms of dominance and control.   

Standing upright on the argine (dry mounds of land between the troughs of water and rice) and 

armed with a phallic switch or stick, the capo walked behind the women, who were bent over, 

their skirts hitched up around their waists. In contrast to the mondine, who wore cheap, naturally 

dark materials like muslin and wool, the capo and the padrone typically dressed in white linen 

pants (braghe bianche), a symbol of high social class. The refrain of the popular Piemontese 

dialect song “Sciur padrun da li béli braghi bianchi,” “Mr. Landlord with the Nice White Pants” 

explicitly connects this item of clothing to with access to liquid capital, repeating, “Sciur padrun 

da li béli braghi bianchi, fora li palanchi ch'anduma a cà, “Mister Landlord with your nice white 

pants, pull out your money so we can go home” (Castelli 2005, 394-401). Metonymically, the 

switch and the shorts constituted both the capo and the padrone as potent symbols of oppression 
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in the mondine’s songs. Similarly, water snakes (bisce) and mosquitoes (zanzare) often stood for 

the total conditions of the rice field. Songs rarely mention the damp, the cold, the heat, and the 

glare; rather, the lyrics fold these conditions into a generalized totality: the “tormento” of 

working the fields. And yet the expressive tone and register cloaking these symbols ranges 

broadly from fearful to ironic to carnivalesque – as such, they cannot be reduced to a simple 

binary structure of male oppressing female or of rich oppressing poor. Rather, meaning thickens 

around these particularly identifiable symbols, creating a number of interchangeable tesserae for 

these particular actors, times and places that constitute a broader mosaic of gendered female 

labor, much like the mondine’s songs themselves.   

Cut and Paste Consent: From Communist Voting Cards to Fascist Photocollages  

Women variously defined the nature of their commonalities as being ones of gender, 

socioeconomics, and politics. This inherent balance of this trinity meant that any one of these 

traits could serve as an aegis to bolstered by the other two, or as one of two justifications for the 

third principle trait. To the regime however, the mondine’s politics provided the most 

problematic concern, to be excised from this constellation by a darker trio of bribery, 

propaganda, and force. The vast majority of mondine voted Communist or Socialist, recalling the 

“red cards” in their wallets in an era of “black cards,” the Fascist voting card color. Many 

maintained that their Leftist politics resulted from their precarious economic status. But in 

addition to financial cause and political effect, the 40-day pilgrimage to the risaia played a 

significant role in shaping young women’s political leanings. First, many recalled that the older 

women taught the younger women about politics through songs, explicitly instructing them in 

international politics, especially those of Communist countries. The 1909 Russian Revolution 

appears in many popular mondine songs, as do political figures ranging from militant Socialists 
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to the royal House of Savoy, often in the space of a single song.325   

But in propaganda, the regime celebrated the mondine as symbols of ideal Italian 

femininity: robust, florid, rustic, maternal, and working class. Engaged in the twin occupations of 

producing autarchic staple foods and Italian bodies, the mondine constituted a symbol of 

gendered hyper-productivity based on and in the female body. To curry favor with the mondine, 

Mussolini sent regular financial infusions to the Ente Nazionale Risi, earmarked for direct aid to 

the rice workers. The memo reads, “On the order of the DUCE I send you 10,000 lire for the 

workers engaged in the next campaign for the weeding and harvest of rice. I would be grateful to 

you if you would give me the receipt for the sum so that I can order my accounts.”326 This 

memo, written in the informal tu form of address, traveled between two of the highest ranking 

officials in the Fascist party, from Osvaldo Sebastiani to Achille Starace, indicating the 

importance that the regime assigned to rice promotion, and to the mondine as the means to 

increase autarchic food production, and ultimately forge new, autarchic foodways based on 

domestic staple foods.327  But despite the regime’s enthusiasm for the mondine as emblems of a 

socially conservative national past projected into a hyper-productive future, the mondine rarely 

reflected a similar admiration for the regime. They did not see Fascism as responsive to their 

interests, and indeed, letters and memos between town-level representatives of the Ente 

Nazionale Risi and the regime reveal a near-constant state of politicized revolt catalyzed by 

                                                
325 The lyrics of “Giuriam giuriam” “We Swear, We Swear,” allude to local political leaders such as the Mayor of 
Ronsecco and Socialist agitator Camillo Cerrati, a former bracciante and rare mondariso, as well as to Queen 
Margherita, King Umberto I, and their children Vittorio Emanuele and Amedeo of Savoy, and his second wife Maria 
Letizia Napoleone. See Franco Castelli, Senti le rane che cantano: canzoni e vissuti popolari della risaia (Rome: 
Donzelli, 2005) pp. 377-378.  
326 Financial promemorium and record of 10,000 lire deposit, Rome, Italy, 1939, in folder Milano: Ente Nationale 
del Riso, Contributi del Duce per l’assistenza alle Mondariso (ACS, PCM, 1934-1936, b. 509.488, f. 2. 
327 No record exists of how these funds were used, or if they even reached the mondine at all. 
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socioeconomic concerns.328 Most of these mondine’s protests contested the length of the 

workday, and agitated for better pay. Diaries and testimonials from the mondine reveal the 

gendered dimention of this state of unrest. Many women characterized their stance against the 

regime as a form of intersectional Feminism deriving from their class-based status as agricultural 

workers.329 Antonietta Chierici’s mother, like many others mondine, conflated the figure of the 

padrone, and upper-class employers in general, with the Duce.  Both bore blame for lauding 

women’s work while paying them half of what male braccianti received. Regime-produced 

propaganda of the mondine inadvertently highlights this widespread antipathy (Figs. 56-59).   

                                                
328 For a characteristic example, see the 1935-1936 letter and memo exchange between Novarese prefect Aldo 
Rossini and Benito Mussolini (ACS, PCM, 1934-1936, b. 509.488, f. 2). 
329 Because many of the mondine use and refashion Feminist terms dating from later periods to describe these 
protests, one cannot say with certainty that they envisioned their actions as Feminist in the 1930s. But despite the 
possibility of anachronism, former mondine writing in the 1990s and 2000s heavily rely on Femininst concepts like 
“the problem with no name” and “a room of one’s own” to make sense of their personal motives during the Fascist 
period, ultimately underlining the centrality of gender in the construction of political identity. 
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Fig. 56 Photo cutout for propagandistic collages, Crescentino, Italy, 1932, in folder Milano: Ente 
Nationale del Riso, Contributi del Duce per l’assistenza alle Mondariso (ACS, PCM, 1934-
1936, b. 509.488, f. 2). 



	  350 

 

 
Fig. 57 Partially completed propagandistic collage, Crescentino, Italy, 1932, in folder Milano: 
Ente Nationale del Riso, Contributi del Duce per l’assistenza alle Mondariso (ACS, PCM, 1934-
1936, b. 509.488, f. 2). 
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Fig. 58 “Il Duce Trebbia il Riso,” “The Duce Threshes Rice” completed propagandistic collage, 
Melegnano, Italy, 1934, in folder Milano: Ente Nationale del Riso, Contributi del Duce per 
l’assistenza alle Mondariso (ACS, PCM, 1934-1936, b. 509.488, f. 2). 
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Fig. 59 “Il Duce Trebbia il Riso,” “The Duce Threshes Rice” completed propagandistic collage, 
Melegnano, Italy, 1934, in folder Milano: Ente Nationale del Riso, Contributi del Duce per 
l’assistenza alle Mondariso (ACS, PCM, 1934-1936, b. 509.488, f. 2). 



	  353 

 

Fig. 60 “Il Duce Trebbia il Riso,” “The Duce Threshes Rice” completed propagandistic collage, 
Melegnano, Italy, 1937. Accessed at http://www.ebay.com/itm/C311-MELEGNANO-MILANO-
5-10-1937-IL-DUCE-TREBBIA-IL-RISO-/381250638294 
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 Because the figure of the mondina held a central place in the regime’s propagandistic 

push for agricultural autarchy, graphic designers had to rely on artistic techniques to reconcile 

the state’s reliance on the mondina as a symbol of ideal Fascist womanhood with the reality that 

many, if not most mondine, despised the regime. Figures 56-60 speak to the successive stages 

involved in creating a propagandistic photo collage, and demonstrate how the regime relied on 

the artistic process to construct false images of consent. Graphic designers working for the 

regime used photography to evoke the veracity then popularly associated with the medium. But 

they also heavily mediated these images by discarding those parts that did not support their 

message, and combining images taken in different times and places. In Figures 57 and 58, the 

contrastive scale of the two photographs used for the foreground and background highlights the 

extensive editing involved in the construction of photocollage. This juxtaposition miniaturizes 

the agricultural workers even as it aggrandizes the shafts of wheat, suggesting that the two are 

bound together in a relationship of patriotic production to support the regime’s goal of autarchy. 

Rather than hiding the cut and paste approach, this form of propaganda highlights the extensive 

editing involved in its construction, casting revision as an artistic move rather than a political 

one.  

 This series of images reveals the artistic techniques used by the regime to obscure the 

mondine’s general distaste for the Fascist regime in general, and the Duce in particular. Figures 

57 through 59 show a spectrum of obeisance in their finished or near-finished collages. Distant 

shots (Fig. 58), side profiles (Fig. 59), and turned heads (Fig. 57) all served to hide the mondine’s 

facial expressions, which often evoked unacceptable emotions ranging from neutrality to 

incredulity to distaste. By contrast, Figure 56, a single piece destined for a larger collage, reveals 

an almost comical level of contrast between Mussolini’s enthusiasm and that of the male and 
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female rice workers present. As Mussolini poses with his hand on his hip in full military regalia, 

his mouth open in a grin, the mondina stares down the audience, poker-faced, as the mondino 

warily glances at the Duce, and continues to work. This frozen scene vividly recalls the 

menacing warning of “La Lega”: “E voi altri signoroni, che ci avete tant’orgoglio, abbassate la 

superbia e aprite il portafoglio” (“And you other big shots, who are so proud, lower the 

arrogance and open the wallet”). The rice workers’ facial expressions communicate their distaste 

for the leader of the regime and his transparent bid for positive publicity as a hero of workers. 

Wisely, the regime decided to discard this image, electing to use other, more mediated images 

for propagandistic purposes instead. Successful photocollages were eventually published in Ente 

Nazionale Risi propaganda, like the postcard showen in Fig. 60. Note that the same woman, in 

the same outfit, appears in both Figs. 59 and 60. In a telling move, the regime chose to widely 

publish the image with her head turned away from the camera, rather than the image that 

revealed her profile.  

Not Just Nutrition: Fighting for Flavor 

If the regime negotiated the mondine’s problematic politics through artistic techniques in 

propaganda, then how did the mondine make use of the means at their disposal to give vent to 

their political worldview? The answer appears to operate on a symbolic level: the mondine stole 

food from landowners, an action that nearly all recalled as being personally and politically 

significant. The mondine used food theft to regularly enact the class-based principles of 

ownership and labor that anchored their political and economic beliefs through locally variant 

culinary practices. They took frogs and fresh bird’s eggs from the rice fields and, less commonly, 

potatoes, from the storerooms. Milena Lavagnini recalled “drinking the eggs fresh in the fields” 

(2007, 8). Women were slightly more likely to take food from the field than the pantry, a 
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preference based on the dual considerations of proximity and opportunity, as well as a more 

complex concept of ownership. Many mondine suggest that the process of working the land 

confers ownership of its fruits. This line of reasoning helps to explain why women did not take 

garden vegetables as often as they did wild-growing foods – they did not personally work in the 

potato fields or the pantry.  In reflection of this justification, the mondine would share their field-

found foods with friends and cover the evidence of activities from the padrone. By contrast, they 

were more likely to tattle on their compatriots when kitchen- and store room-based foods were 

involved. So while potatoes had to be stolen, eggs could simply be drunk.   

Women also felt justified in supplementing their daily fare because the padrone typically 

supplied a monotonous menu. As Chierici notes, “Il vitto era sempre e solo riso,” “the food was 

always and only rice,” (1960, 4). For many women, the monotony of this 40-day diet affected 

food preferences for years to come. Chierici’s mother, for instance, refused to eat rice even into 

her old age. Scalabrini experienced a similar reaction to her mother’s rice dishes after having 

worked as a mondina, “Il riso cotto, anche se fatto con tanto amore sempre riso è, l’aspetto 

orrendo nel piatto mi sembrava di vedere dei vermi cotti, per quanta fame avessi non riuscivo 

mangiarli certi volti” “Cooked rice, even if made with love, is still rice, the horrible look of the 

dish looked to me like cooked worms, as hungry as I was sometimes I couldn’t eat it” (2010, 1). 

This points to a class-based breakdown regarding the definition of personal culinary rights – the 

contested right to variety as well as basic nourishment.   

Pushing the work-based concept of ownership further, some mondine asserted that they 

were entitled to sneak the eggs and frogs because they could not afford to pay for them. They 

note their goodwill towards traditional notions of ownership, but also argue for flexibility in the 

face of economic hardship. They explain that if they could have paid for these foods, they 
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certainly would have. But because they could not, they argue, they should not be faulted for 

taking them, because every person has the right to enjoy a varied diet.  In the majority of 

accounts, women characterized their actions as “taking” (prendere) rather than “stealing” 

(rubare). They characterize the latter action as immoral, and as something that they themselves 

would never do. As the relative frequency of taking eggs and frogs versus potatoes suggests, the 

mondine characterized ownership not as a strict dichotomy of “mine” and “his,” but as semi-

collective, relative, variable, and existing along a spectrum of relative possession punctuated by 

situation exceptions. 

Terminology provides a window into the range of relative fault associated with partaking 

of various foods. Milena Lavagnini recalled how she “shook with fear” (“tremavo dalla paura”) 

at the thought of being caught “stealing” (“rubare”) tomatoes and chicken eggs from the 

padrone’s vegetable garden. Not only did she fear “qualche grosso guaio” “some big trouble” for 

herself, but she was also greatly concerned by how her actions would reflect on her weeding 

squad, which was “molto rispettata perché eravamo brave e svelte,” “very respected because we 

were good and quick” (2007, 5). Lavagnini’s designation of the activity as “stealing” due to its 

location in the padrone’s vegetable garden underlines the idea that many mondine defined the 

morality as a relative function of location rather than inherent in the action of appropriation 

itself. Further, her concern for how her actions would reflect on the reputation of her squad, 

respected for its workswomanship, illuminates the boundaries within which she constructed her 

definition of an ethical action. She notes that her squad was respected, but she does not say by 

whom – the two possibilities are the padrone and the other mondine. Given the near-exclusive 

focus on the other mondine that pervades her account, consistency would suggest the latter. The 
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relative morality of taking food was thus constructed, weighed, and ultimately judged within the 

circle of the women themselves.  

Reading these testimonials in isolation, one might be tempted to frame them within the 

regime’s narrative trope of the rural, socially conservative national past. After all, the women 

characterize their deep friendships as a direct result of the material conditions of their labor: the 

distance from home, the absence of family, the difficulty of the work. One might be tempted to 

insert these women into propaganda’s picaresque spectacles as the merry laborers, happily going 

about their work with frequent bursts of song. But this Fascist fairy tale shatters at the first word 

from the mondine. Chierici provides a telling account: as a young girl, she was horrified by the 

physical toll that the rice fields had taken on her mother’s body by the end of the monda. Seeing 

her daughter’s stricken face, Chierici’s mother responded, “Eh si, guarda bene com’è la 

campagna, non come la leggi sui libri, ma com’è per chi la lavora,” “Uh huh, take a good look at 

the country, not how you read it in books, but how it is for those who work it” (1960, 13). In 

chapter 9, I take Chierici’s mother up on the challenge inherent in her words by grounding my 

analysis of the rice workers’ often romanticized songs within the material context of rice 

weeding labor. In the following chapter, my guiding questions are three: What is the relationship 

between the organizational structure and physical conditions of labor in the rice fields and the 

music that the mondine produced in this space? And how does the laboring female body affect 

and reflect the female voice in this musical corps? What can the narrative themes and musical 

techniques of the mondine tell us about female collectivity under Fascism?   

Chapter 9: Singing Truth to Power 

 While a diverse network of workers’ groups and cultural historians has documented the 

oral history of the mondine, few scholars have studied the trove of songs, testimonials, and 
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interview transcripts. I hope to contribute a feminist cultural history perspective to the seminal 

anthropological accounts and ethnomusicological studies of Franco Castelli, Emilio Jona, 

Alberto Lovatto, and Nunzia Manicardi. In the mondine’s songs, the issue of blended authorship, 

in terms of both lyrics and melody, speaks to the broader issues of women’s cultural production, 

individual voice within a choral collectivity, and the contested definitions regarding the origins 

and ownership of nationally valued goods. Many of the mondine’s songs predate the 1930s; 

some can be traced back as far as pre-Unification Italy. Their provenance is similarly diverse: 

some songs derive from tavern songs (“Sul ponte di Verona” “On Verona’s Bridge” [Ente 

Nazionale Risi, Milan]); others from Socialist hymns (“Sebben che siamo donne” “Although We 

Are Women” [Ente Nazionale Risi, Milan]); still others from work song traditions (“Mondarisi” 

“Rice Weeders” [Ente Nazionale Risi, Milan]). But women did not simply repeat those songs. 

Instead, they consciously and actively changed the lyrics, adapting them to privilege female 

perspectives and themes. Often, the mondine used an older piece of music as a frame on which to 

hang new words. Finding a new use for old melodies is a typical mode of song (re)creation in the 

popular Italian tradition. In the words of ethnomusicologist Placida Staro, “L’aria melodica […] 

rappresenta un’armatura interna metrico-ritmica per la costruzione di ‘nuovi’ testi” (“The 

melodic aria […] represents an internal metric-rhythmic scaffolding for the construction of ‘new’ 

texts,” Staro 2009, 43). As such, one cannot claim that the mondine’s songs were exclusively 

authored or composed by the mondine. Rather, the mondine made use of pre-existing song 

structures and shaped them to fit their own needs, evoking a specifically rural, female, working-

class genre of cultural production. Over a period that could range from hours to years, and over 

distances that encompassed the whole of Northern Italy, the mondine edited old songs to the 

point of creating new ones. Traditional notions of authorship simply did not apply.  
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 Because of the difficult conditions in the fields, women were physically uncomfortable 

and thus very aware of their bodies as they worked. In other words, the physical labor of rice 

weeding made the female body loud. It is unsurprising then that the place and type of labor 

shaped, and were in turn shaped by, the musical tradition. Song lyrics describe the environment 

in the fields and their toll on the mondine, as noted in the references to insects and tormented 

vocatives of “mamma mia” in “Bella ciao.” This focus on the interplay of place and person 

characterizes the mondine’s songs as a group. They render connections of place and body as a 

minute and specific catalogue of the associations of rice weeding work, like bent backs and 

repetitive movements, as well as the effects of environmental factors like dampness, cold, strain, 

glare, insects, and water snakes. Frequently used musical keys and percussive elements reflect 

the conditions under which the songs were sung. Because the mondine sang while bent over the 

the rice fields, choruses are generally sung in the ambito di una quinta (Sib4-Fa4), and more 

rarely in the eighth (Lab3-Sol4). These keys allow for singing despite prolonged diaphragm 

constriction (Staro 2009, 46). Percussive elements originated from the repeated slapping of 

mosquitoes on the women’s legs which the women incorporated into the songs at regular 

intervals. Smacks, claps, and slaps converted the environmental hazards of the rice fields into 

some of the characteristic features of mondine music. Sting transformed into song. 

 Unlike other song traditions based on the male experience of agricultural work, the 

mondine’s musical tradition emphasizes the trials of gendered labor, such as cooking with few 

resources, and sexual labor, encompassing both childbirth within marriage and the travails of 

prostitution.330 Songs refer to sexually transmitted diseases (“Quando avevo quindic’anni” 

                                                
330 The economic disadvantages that pushed women into the rice fields required them to assume what was, for both local 
townsfolk and for the mondine themselves, a symbolic position of female sexual submission and abandon as well. Although very 
few mondine engaged in prostitution themselves, the group nonetheless explored these themes in their songs.  Like prostitutes, 
the mondine bore a stereotype for promiscuity.  Living outside of the family house away from male supervision likely contributed 
to this label (Castelli 2005, 488).   
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“When I was Fifteen” [Castelli 2005, 315]); infanticide (“Cara Adele” “Dear Adele” [250]; 

“L’infanticida,” “Infanticide” [279]); and violence against prostitutes (“Il ventinove luglio” “July 

29th” [338]) as well as common themes such as seduction and abandonment, the domestic cage 

(“Bell’uccialin dal bosc,” “Beautiful bird of the woods” [Staro 2009, 94]) and the frustrated 

sexual desires of women at or past middle age (“Ho quarant’anni compiuti “I have lived forty 

years” [276]). Although some ethnomusicologists and folklorists have attempted to organize the 

mondine’s song corps by dividing songs into typologies based on predominant song themes 

(love, politics, work), genres (comic, heroic, tragic), and antecedents (tavern song, political rally 

song), such typologies mischaracterize the songs by imposing the categories that they mean to 

describe.331 Mondine testimonies suggest that such categorization inserts anachronistic concepts 

of theme that reflect academics’ conceptions of the mondine, but ignores the mondine’s opinions. 

Further, theme and genre do not exist in isolation: gender, class, and politics typically collide in a 

single song, rendering ad hoc separations illusory. And finally, the boundaries of the musical 

tradition, and the songs themselves, are porous and flexible, because the mondine shaped these 

songs over time and place.  

With our Bodies under the Wheels: “Son la mondina” and the Labor Strikes 

 “Son la mondina” exemplifies the mondine’s creative use of temporal drift in its 

alternating invocations of past political events and possible visions of the future. In the case of 

“Son la mondina,” the reverberations of the famous mondine strike of 1909 for the eight-hour 

workday resound throughout the song. The lyric “with our bodies under the wheels” refers to the 

mondine’s effective protest tactics in shutting down the Northern Italian railway system “from 

                                                
331 Both Jona and Castelli rely heavily on categorization to organize their song catalogues and analysis. For foundational 
examples of these typologies, see Jona, Le canzonette che fecero l’Italia and “Sul cantare in risaia.” See also Castelli, Jona, and 
Lovatto.  
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Vercellese to Molinella,” as memorably captured by illustrator Achille Beltrame for the cover of 

the popular newspaper Domenica del Corriere (Fig. 61). 

 
 
Son la mondina                                  I Am the Rice Weeder 
 
Son la mondina, son la sfruttata,     I am the rice weeder, I am the exploited, 
son la proletaria che giammai tremò:  I am the proletariat that never trembled; 
mi hanno uccisa, incatenata,   they killed me and chained me. 
carcere e violenza, nulla mi fermò,     prison and violence, nothing stopped me. 
 
Coi nostri corpi sulle rotaie,  With our bodies on the train tracks, 
noi abbiam fermato i nostri sfruttator;  we have stopped our exploiter, 
c'è molto fango sulle risaie,   there is so much mud in the rice fields, 
ma non porta macchie il simbol del lavor,           but the symbol of our work carries no stain. 
 
E lotteremo per il lavoro,      And we will fight for our job, 
per la pace, il pane e per la libertà,     for peace, bread, and liberty, 
e creeremo un mondo nuovo  and we will build a new world 
di giustizia e di nuova civiltà.  of justice and true civilization. 
 
Questa bandiera gloriosa e bella    This flag glorious and beautiful, 
noi l’abbiam raccolta e la portiam più in su           we have picked it up and carried it higher, 
dal Vercellese a Molinella,                 from the Vercelli region to Molinella, 
alla testa della nostra gioventù.      ahead of all our youth. 
 
E se qualcuno vuol far la guerra,     And if anyone wants to make war, 
tutti uniti insieme noi lo fermerem:     all united together we will stop him: 
vogliam la pace sulla terra     we want peace on earth 
e più forti dei cannoni noi sarem.    and stronger than cannons we will be. 
 
(Ultima strofa di un’altra versione)      (Final verse of an alternate version) 
Ed ai padroni farem la guerra.      And we will make war on landowners. 
Tutti uniti insieme noi vincerem.      All united together we will win. 
Non più sfruttati sulla terra,  No longer exploited on the earth 
ma più forti dei cannoni noi sarem.      But stronger than cannons we will be. 
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Fig. 61 Newspaper illustration of the Rice Weeders’ May 26, 1909 protest, drawn by Achille 
Beltrame, caption reads, “Dal Vercellese a Molinella,” “From Vercellese to Molinella,” a 
reference to the train line running through the heart of Italy’s rice belt, successfully blocked by 
the mondine protesting for the 8-hour work day.  (Domenica del Corriere [June 6, 1909])  
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 Recurrent references to this early strike point to its enduring significance for the mondine. 

The emotional relevance of this event stemmed in part from its physical manifestation of female 

political collectivity created with the body. As Beltrame’s rendering and “Son la mondina”’s 

invocation of this dramatic episode suggest, the mondine’s decision to make their voices heard 

by using their bodies to obstruct the machinery of production presented a heightened moment 

when the singularity of the individual’s body melded into the collective body politic. The steam-

powered train — a single, powerful entity — suggests the ramrod approach of the landowner, 

dehumanized in his machine-like approach to labor.332 By contrast, the women appear as discrete 

individuals with unique facial expressions, collectively engaged in a group effort. This protest’s 

potent blend of the concrete and the symbolic gained further intensity in its reversal of traditional 

dichotomies: the old-fashioned over the modern, the rural over the urban, the lower class over 

the upper, and, most significantly, the female over the male, as Beltrame hints with the 

imaginative addition of the capo’s phallic bastone in the hands of the mondine. In general, such 

upendings suggest a David and Goliath parable, with the relatively less powerful party ultimately 

triumphant in halting the local Northern Italian train schedule and gaining the eight-hour 

workday.333  

 “Son la mondina” provides a case study of the relationship between the individual and the 

group in its exploration of the relationship between the singer and the chorus through personal 

and vocal doubling. In the first two verses of the song “Son la mondina, son la sfruttata” (“I am 

the rice weeder, I am the exploited”) the repetition of “son” (“I am”) casts the narrative as a 

                                                
332 The train also evokes the larger system of rice distribution and consumption in which the mondine’s productive 
labor was inscribed. As discussed in the next section, the regime’s propagandistic rice trains carried this foodstuff to 
Southern Italy as an economic inducement to change regional food ways to benefit of the national autarchic project.  
333 Train travel to and from rice fields in the carri bestiame inherently associated the mondine with the farm animals 
normally transported in these stock cars. Put more broadly, women contested this mode of transport not only for 
reasons of physical comfort, but also because of their sense of dignity and human value.  
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personal story stemming from the first-hand work experience. But it also casts the song content 

as a larger issue of class and labor struggles, as in the charged word sfruttata, “exploited.” The 

first person voice, that of a proletaria, includes all the women in a similar condition. The “us” 

contrasts against the plural: i nostri sfruttator, our exploiters: the anonymous group who “killed” 

and “chained” the mondine. While these two violent verbs appear in the passato prossimo form, 

indicating recent past actions, the mondina or mondine’s refusal to stop (fermò) or even tremble 

(tremò) occur in the passato remoto, indicating a more distant, perhaps even historic, temporal 

phase. The sfruttator’s actions and the sfruttata’s reactions are, as these nominal forms suggest, 

intimately connected as forms of cause and effect. But by differentiating these past actions into 

additional chronological forms, the lyrics assign different historical values to the actors’ actions 

based on the role they played in this event. The passato remoto consecrates the mondine’s 

actions as historic and thus significant, even as they relegate their catalyst, the killing and 

chaining by their exploiters, to the sphere of the recent everyday, which still affects all the 

mondine.334 By filtering events from the same temporal period through two different verb forms, 

the song elevates female protest to the realm of the heroic, neatly overturning gendered historical 

traditions that emphasize the importance of national events and the names of great men at the 

expense of lived history and its daily struggles.  

 And yet, when narrating the events of the strike itself, the collective “we” of the mondine 

shifts to the passato prossimo: “Coi nostri corpi sulle rotaie, / noi abbiam fermato i nostri 

sfruttator.” The reference to this bodily action must have resonated with the mondine as they 

sang this song under a great deal of physical stress in the rice fields. But, furthermore, they speak 

to the broader value of these labors and to the ever-present possibility of revolt by pointing to a 

                                                
334 The song also relies on two verbs in the passato prossimo to describe the mondine. 
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successful past strike.335 These temporal shifts underscore the idea that the past creates the 

present, and the future too. In a cohesive temporal progression from past to present to future, the 

Socialist utopia of the final stanza appears built on the struggles of the common historical past 

established by the first two stanzas of the song. This oral history lesson also provides a course in 

civics by instructing the young mondine in the history of this particular social group, igniting 

intergenerational solidarity among the newly arrived and more experienced mondine.  

This song plays out that progression in miniature.  Having established the common 

historical past of the mondina, the collective we reemerges in more strident terms. Whereas the 

first section uses the word “we” once, and the second uses the term “our” twice, a single line in a 

later section hammers the collective in with five separate strokes “Tutti uniti insieme noi lo 

fermerem,” “All united together we will stop him.” With five out of six words in this phrase 

indicating collectivity, the lo of the sfruttaror is completely surrounded. As such, this song 

exemplifies the metonymic collectivity common to both the mondine song corps and to the 

mondine’s first-person testimonials wherein the singer is at once a real individual and the 

archetypal mondina, a fictional character composed of aggregate characteristics.   

 In addition to the song’s lyrical content, the history of the song also reflects the contested 

nature of origins and authorship. At stake is the question of the nature of production: is it an 

isolated moment or a continual process of negotiation and renewal? Castelli’s account of the 

song’s origins and reworkings suggests the latter. In his history of “Son la mondina,” Castelli 

notes that Pietro Besate wrote the lyrics in the 1950s for the Federbraccianti workers’ meeting, 

fitting them to the music of “E la rondinella la va per aria” (“And the swallow goes up into the 

air”), an older popular song (Castelli 2005, 417). However, many mondine incorporate snatches 

                                                
335 Zappi, “The First Results of Mobilization” and “Years of Progress, Years of Action, 1903-1906,” in If Eight Hours Seem too 
Few (100-66). 
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of this song in direct quotations of jokes and laments in their memories of the 1920s and 1930s, 

which suggests that either antecedents of the song could be found by those dates, or that the song 

already existed in its entirety and that Besate simply transcribed the song, as many male political 

organizers and folk song writers of the 1950s and 1960s also did. As Castelli himself notes, this 

song enjoyed a particularly widespread popularity across Northern Italy (417). And the 

authorship of popular songs, associated with the mondine or with other groups, is extremely 

difficult to determine because of their oral rather than written origins, a fact which also plays a 

role in the continual nature of their revisions.  

 The act of rewriting was not simply tacitly permitted but actively welcomed by the other 

mondine, for whom lyric borrowing was equated to invention rather than plagiarism. To 

understand the line of reasoning behind this relaxed approach to pre-existing song structures as 

prima materia to be retrofitted as needed by the singer, one might recall the mondine’s treatment 

of food, another type of primary material to be used as needed. Taking food from the padrone’s 

fields did not constitute stealing, provided that certain place- and need-based conditions were 

met.336 Similarly, lyric borrowing equated to invention rather than plagiarism. Many mondine 

make jokes and asides by lightly changing the lyrics, even in spoken and written conversation. 

Ermanna Chiozzi, for instance, makes a joke that turns on the reader’s knowledge of the standard 

opening of “Son la mondina” to speak to her experience of being exploited. She recounts a 

personally significant episode in which the wind blew her straw hat off her head while at work in 

the rice paddies. She left the weeding line to chase after it, and for this infraction the padrone 

fired her immediately. She wryly sums up the episode with a twist in the song lyrics, “Son la 

mondina, son la licenziata,” (“I am the rice weeder. I am the fired one” 1960, 19). In addition to 

tiny but intentional changes that dramatically shifted song meaning, unintentional changes also 
                                                
336 This attitude is not unique to the mondine culture.  Rather, it characterizes oral traditions the world over. 
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occurred naturally because of the way that these songs were used in the fields. On this 

microscopic scale, musical recycling evolved to cultural creation.  

And We Who Are Women, Fear We do not Have: “La Lega” and Female Bravery 

Why did the mondine sing? According to their own testimonies, the mondine sang to 

make their work feel easier and to make the work day pass faster. In short, they sang to change 

their own perception of the labor, to alleviate its physical effects with an activity that required 

light mental concentration and moderate physical participation. Women sang as a direct response 

to the physical demands of their work. Reciprocally, their songs then affected their work, in 

terms of its speed and intensity. Although the mondine never termed it as such, the women used 

the old-fashioned method of song towards the modern end of pacing their weeding, effectively 

rationalizing their work in the fields.337 In a 1935 editorial for Difesa sociale: rivista mensile 

d’igiene, previdenza, ed assistenza (Social Defense: Monthly Magazine of Hygiene, Social 

Services, and Assistence), a freelance writer “E.F.” argued for the utility of whistling in 

maintaining morale and quick work in the urban, male context of car manufacturing plants. The 

editorial framing of this article suggests the controversial nature of this claim. In a time and place 

that held modernization in industry to mean reducing all wasted physical effort to improve 

productivity, an argument for whistling, with its rustic and antiquated overtones, would have 

jarred with this method-focused ethos. In reduced terms, E.F.’s imaginary foe argued for the 

importance of the means over the end, suggesting that rationalist methods should be used to 

promote efficient work flow regardless of their effect on output. If these means were both 

traditional and worker-controlled, as whistling was, then even the most laudatory of ends, like 

                                                
337 As with manual workers’ pervasive embrace of collective authorship in song writing, the use of singing to 
regulate labor is common to agricultural workers from many different countries. 
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increased productivity, did not justify their use.338 Against this omnipresent enthusiasm for 

rationalist methods, E.F. argued for the use of an old-fashioned tool to meet new standards in 

efficiency. Such an argument inherently undermines the tautological claim of rationalism. It 

demonstrates that using rationalist methods all the time is irrational, because sometimes 

apparently irrational methods, like whistling, can sometimes result in greater productivity. Along 

similar lines, the mondine’s songs weren’t rational in the sense of being Taylorist methods to 

streamline labor and improve output, and yet they accomplished what rationalism set out to do, 

and perhaps more effectively due to their widespread and voluntary adoption.   

For this reason, the high correlation of repetition and popularity in song lyrics and 

musical structure bears examination. Due to its intense popularity and wide diffusion, “La Lega” 

exemplifies this tendency.339 Indeed, it might be considered the “mother” mondina song, based 

on its generative capacity and pervasive influence.   

La Lega 
 
Sebben che siamo donne 
Paura non abbiamo 
Per amor dei nostri figli (x2) 
 
(Ripeta strofe) 
Socialismo noi vogliamo 
 
(Coro) 
O li o li o la 
E la lega la crescerà 
E noialtri socialisti (x2) 
 
O li o li o la 
E la lega la crescerà 
E noi altri lavoratori 
Vogliamo la libertà 
 
E la libertà non viene 
Perchè non c'è l'unione 
Crumiri col padrone (x2) 
 
(Ripeta strofe) 

The Union 
 
Although we are women 
Fear we do not have 
For the love of our children (x2) 
 
(Repeat verse above) 
Socialism we want 
 
(Chorus) 
O li o li o la 
And the Union will grow 
And we socialists (x2) 
 
O li o li o la 
And the Union will grow 
And we workers 
We want liberty 
 
But freedom does not come 
Because we're not united 
The scabs with the boss (x2) 
 
(Repeat verse above) 

                                                
338 See E.F., “Piccoli passatempi musicali che possono aiutare o impedire il lavoro,” Difesa sociale (Nov. 1935) 504. 
339 “La Lega” appears in every testimony, every songbook, and every interview examined for this chapter.   



	  370 

Son tutti da ammazzar 
 
Coro 
 
Sebben che siamo donne 
Paura non abbiamo 
Abbiamo delle belle buone lingue (x2) 
Sebben che siamo donne 
Paura non abbiamo 
Abbiam delle belle buone lingue 
E ben ci difendiamo 
 
Coro  
 
E voialtri signoroni 
Che ci avete tanto orgoglio 
Abbassate la superbia (x2) 
 
E voialtri signoroni 
Che ci avete tanto orgoglio 
Abbassate la superbia 
E aprite il portofoglio 
 
O li o li o la 
E la lega la crescerà 
E noialtri lavoratori (x2) 
 
O li o li o la 
E la lega la crescerà 
E noialtri lavoratori 
I vuruma vess pagà! 
 
Coro  

They should all be killed 
 
Chorus 
 
Although we are women 
Fear we do not have 
We have good tongues (x2) 
Although we are women 
Fear we do not have 
We have good tongues 
And we defend well 
 
Chorus 
 
And you fine gentlemen 
Who have such pride 
Let go of your pride (x2) 
 
And you fine gentlemen 
That have such pride 
Let go of your pride 
And open your wallet 
 
O li o li o la 
And the Union will grow 
And we workers (x2) 
 
O li o li o la 
And the Union will grow 
And we workers 
We want our pay! 
 
Chorus 

 

Portions of these lyrics reappear in other songs, quilted into new configurations. For example, 

the concluding section of “Noi vogliamo l’ugualianza,” “We want equality” borrow the opening 

of “La Lega,” rewriting it as “E ancor ben che siamo donne/noi paura non abbiamo/ per amor dei 

nostri figli/ noi in lega ci mettiam,” “And although we are women/ fear we do not have/ for the 

love of our children/ we will unionize” (Manicardi 1998, 27). Similarly, “Siamo gente di 

Molinella,” “We are the people of Molinella” borrows the second non-choral section of the song, 

reworking it as “La libertà non viene/ perché non c’è l’unione/ crumiri col padrone/ son tutti 

d’ammazzar,” “Liberty does not come/ because there isn’t union/ scabs with the boss/ they are all 

to be killed” (Manicardi 36).  “Evviva il primo di maggio” “Long live the first of May,” a song 
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celebrating International Workers’ Day,340 simply reorders the first and third non-choral sections 

of “La Lega” and adds an new opening section “Evviva il primo di maggio/ e chi lo ha inventato/ 

sono stati i communisti/ e che l’hanno festeggiato,” “Long live the first of May/ and who 

invented it/ it was the communists/ and they celebrated it” (Manicardi 1998, 38). Otherwise, 

“Evviva il primo di maggio” is the same song as “La Lega,” sung to the identical tune. What 

might account for the reappearence of “La Lega’s” lyrics across so many other songs? And more 

generally, how does meaning emerge from the iterature, cumulative creation of the mondine’s 

songs, widely considered by the mondine themselves to be frameworks for continual reinvention 

rather than finished products?   

Like a new quilt sewn from old cloth, these songs must be understood as a form of 

culture that consumes (other songs’ melodies and lyrics) as it produces (“new” songs), constantly 

acquiring new meanings with each new configuration and context. Such stitching took place both 

at the level of song, and at the level of the workday’s singing. The capa, using suggestions from 

the squadra, would knit together the day’s songs in the field, selecting the following song in the 

moment, on the basis of artistic and practical needs. She might select the next song because it 

built on a theme or mood in the previous song (Staro 2009, 43), or because the team needed to 

change their weeding pace. The mondine sometimes paused in their singing, discussing amongst 

themselves the best way to continue a song or the day’s singing. Just as the mondine fit the music 

to their work based on practicality, they also assigned musical parts on the basis of ability rather 

than hierarchies of age or experience. Contrast as well as similarity could be used to build the 

melodic daisy chain,  

                                                
340 In 1890, Italy began to celebrate May Day as a workers’ holiday, highlighting achievements in their struggle for 
better hours and pay. The Fascist Regime abolished this holiday, and substituted the Festa del lavoro italiano 
(Holiday of the Italian Labor) in its place. This festa took place on April 21, the date of Natale di Roma, when 
ancient Rome was allegedly founded. 



	  372 

…ad esempio ad una canzonetta quale “Vola colomba vola” poteva far seguito “Montenero” secondo il 
prinicipio del contrasto, a cui poteva aggiungersi “Cara biondina capricciosa garibaldina” e poi “Crumiri 
schifosi” seguendo un filo riflessivo, ma anche “La strada di Cento” incatenando le “stellette” dei soldati 
con “la stella vicino al cuor” (Staro 40) 
 
…for example to a little song like “Fly dove fly” one could have followed with “Mountain Man” according 
to the principle of contrast, to which one could have added “Dear Capricious Little Garibaldian Blond” and 
then “Disgusting Scabs” following a reflective thread, but also “The road of Cento” linking the “little stars” 
of the soldiers with “the star close to the heart.” 

 

The concatenation that Staro describes here points to the idea that no song existed in isolation.  

Similarly, Castelli maps Angiolina Balocco’s description of song linking (2005, 209). This 

pictoral presentation suggests that concatenation depends largely on lyrical echoing in the 

opening lines of the songs. In sum, each individual song served as a subsection of one meta-

song, communally created over the course of a day’s work.      
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Fig. 62 Franco Castelli, Song Concatenation Schema (Senti le rane che cantano:  
canzoni e vissuti popolari della risaia [Rome: Donzelli, 2005, p. 209]).  
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The songs were never truly begun or finished; and in fact, competition between different 

squadre resulted in successions of interrupted songs, as many women enjoyed “stealing” 

(rubare) songs from nearby groups, an act that consisted of taking a lyric fragment and using it 

to begin a new song (Staro 2009, 40). One could appropriate the spotlight between songs as well: 

rival groups often took the opportunity provided by the brief silence or chatting to launch into a 

new song (Castelli 2005, 215). This tendency highlights the primary purpose of the worksongs, 

which was to alleviate and ameliorate the physical pain and mental boredom that accompanied 

the repetitive work of rice weeding. These songs are, at their most basic, a vocal extension of 

manual labor. Cries and yells not only provide emotional emphasis to the song, but they also 

provide a physical vent for working bodies under duress. But noise does not naturally transform 

into music. Rather, this shift occurs at the moment when workers make a conscious decision to 

make creative use of sound, to craft it into song. This explanation also helps to account for “La 

Lega’s” popularity. Short, repetitive verses interspersed with musical shouts like li-o-le-o-le-o-le 

support the execution of similarly short, repetitive, difficult physical movements required of rice 

weeding. And perhaps most importantly, many mondine, Ermanna Chiozzi, Angela Baldi, and 

Ivana Cipolli among them, remember “La Lega” as being particularly “good to sing.” The oral 

qualities of the songs lyrics help to account for its lasting, widespread popularity. Because of its 

simple, rhythmic sentence structures, the mondine could easily change the words and cadence to 

fit the squadra’s mood and to speed or slow their work pace. As such, “La Lega” not only suited 

the work of rice weeding, but it also provided a particularly useful base for song creation in the 

field.   

 “La Lega’s” ability to capture and voice a general mood of discontent seems to have been 

more important to the mondine than the specifics of its Socialist content. In interviews regarding 
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other similarly political songs, the mondine suggest that the lyrics of the song were not always 

significant. As Castelli points out, some mondine did not know the meaning of all of the esoteric 

terms and historical allusions in their songs. One mondina, named as Signora Balocco, objected 

to being asked the definition of trabussi, “Ma stia zitto, ci chiedevamo anche noi che cosa erano i 

trabussi, dice che sono una roba di governo,” “But be quiet, we too wondered what the trabussi 

were, they say they’re a government thing” (2005, 38). As Castelli notes, trabussi refer not to 

things but to people: Odilio Tabusso, Vercelli’s vice-Chief of Police (vicecommisario della 

polizia) in the 1910s, infamous for repressing the mondine’s strikes for reduced work hours and 

better pay. If the mondine did not understand all of the historical allusions in their songs, then 

was their value purely an aesthetic one? No: although the mondine did not understand all of the 

political content in the song corps, many understood a good deal of it. To return to the instance 

of Balocco, she correctly identified the governmental context of the term trabussi, despite not 

knowing the associated historical context of mondina oppression that his name was meant to 

evoke. Borrowed sections from “La Lega” also point to the importance of a varied body of 

political themes regarding work. If we assume that the mondine borrowed lyrics on the basis of 

their capacity to evoke deeply felt concerns, then the lyrics of “La Lega’s” most common loan 

sections indicate that many women saw their role as a political agitators for economic change as 

deriving primarily from their role as providers for their children. However, the borrowed lyrics 

suggest that the mondine framed their collective past and future goals as workers within the 

broad category of womanhood rather than motherhood. As previously mentioned with reference 

to Chierici’s account, the frequent edits to the first lines’ conjunction attest to an interest in and 

contestation of the value of womanhood to the Socialist cause. And yet there are no such changes 

to the category of donne, in the same opening line. Alternate lyrics emphasizing the mondine’s 
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status as matriarchal would have fit in just as easily: “Ancor ben che siamo madri” “Although we 

are mothers” or the more familiar “Benché siamo mamme,” “Although we are mamas” would 

have both scanned in to the song’s rhythm and rhyme. Analyzing the content of the borrowed 

lyrics and their reiterations suggests why the mondine focused on their status as women. The 

lyrics speak to a general desire for freedom in their work and the specific need for unionization.  

Taken in sum, these borrowing patterns accomplish a simple and fundamental task: they focus on 

commonalities across the varied demographics of the mondine to promote the social and political 

solidarity that comes from collective identity.   

Songs provided a useful pedagogical tool for instructing new mondine in the political 

history of the group, and reminding experienced mondine of these shared origins. As Castelli 

transcribes an interview, which appears almost in choral form itself, 

J.: Quindi, insegnavate alle giovani… 
B.: Quelle giovani… 
F.: Canzoni sovversive… 
B.: …a cantare.  E le insegnavamo… 
J.: Questo in pieno periodo fascista… (2005, 47) 
 
J.: So, you would teach the young… 
B.: Those young ones… 
F.: Subversive songs… 
B.: …to sing.  And we would teach them… 
J.: This in the middle of the Fascist period… 
 

Between two and three speakers contribute to each sentence, suggesting not only a deep social 

ease through fluid turn-taking, but also political concord in the characterization of the three 

womens’ collective history. The women break their turns along clause lines, evoking the 

ascendent importance of the idea over formal sentence structure. Central themes in question 

concern the intersection of youth, politics, and song. Teaching unites the three, as the women 

note that they instructed the younger mondine in the history of the working class by teaching 

them Socialist and Communist songs. In their use of repetition through refrain, songs provide a 
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sound pedagogic tool to aid in the retention of lyrics. “La Lega’s” intense use of this technique 

also meant that the new mondine could quickly memorize the words, and with it a sense of class-

based identity forged through the collective history that the song teaches. 

 The content and use of song, as characterized by “La Lega,” “Son la mondina,” “Bella 

ciao,” and others, characterize how the mondine, a specific demographic group of individual 

female citizens, defined the meaning and scope of their agricultural work within the broader 

political context of the Fascist regime through female collectivity and working class identity. To 

accomplish this mental feat, the mondine emphasized the local over the national in interviews 

and testimonials. This tactic not only allowed them to sustain political, economic, and Feminist 

dissent to regime policy enacted at the level of the township in landowner policy, but also to 

maintain personal identity in the face of state attempts to appropriate the mondine as a figure of 

jovial rurality and political consent in Fascist propaganda. In a limited sense, the mondine did 

work on behalf of the regime in that they produced the rice, bodies, and rural culture crucial to 

the state’s autarchic, pronatalist, and nationalist goals. But in a more powerful way, the content 

and use of their songs demonstrates that the mondine constantly and carefully negotiated  

dangerous political stances, unspoken emotional desires, and the physically exhausting effects of 

state policy, all while bent over knee-deep in the mud.   

L’ultimo riso: post-Fascist History of the Mondine 

In the aftermath of the Fascist period, both the realities and representations of the 

mondine continued to interest a range of political, media, and academic groups. The star power 

of Riso Amaro (Bitter Rice, 1949), directed by Giuseppe De Santis and produced with Luce by 

Dino De Larentiis, cast the rice fields as a stage for drama and tragedy. Many former mondine 

noted their appreciation of Silvana Mangano’s powerful perfomance, and the ensuing media 
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attention that her glamorous portrayal of a crafty mondina brought to their work. Antonietta 

Chierici noted her mother’s pride in recalling that Silvana Mangano had walked through the 

same farmstead that her mother regularly worked in. Her mother recalled a specific conversation 

between the two of them on a day when the director gave Mangano the day off on the grounds 

that, while menstruating, she should not stand with her feet in the water all day. When the 

mondine told Mangano that they never took time off due to their cycles, Chierici notes that 

Mangano expressed her appreciation (apprezzamento) for the difficult work that they sustained 

day after day (1960, 5). Milena Lavagnini recalled, 

Se ricordate il film meraviglioso RISO AMARO, la vita della mondina era vissuta e descritta con una tale 
verità che ha sempre fatto grande onore alle mondina il REGISTRA perché solo chi veramente la vissuta in 
prima persona, essere lontana di casa, fare otto ore con i piedi e le mani dentro l’acqua, la schiena piegata 
intonare cori per comunicare e lavorare, lavorare con il corporale che controllava se solo ti fermavi un 
minuto erano guai (2007, 4). 
 
If you remember the marvelous film BITTER RICE, the life of the rice weeder was experienced and 
described with such truth that the DIRECTOR always greatly honored the rice weeder because only one 
who had experienced it in person, being far from home, doing eight hours with feet and hands in the water, 
back bent, singing choruses to communicate and work, working with the corporal who would check if you 
stopped even for a moment there would be trouble. 
 

As Lavagini and Chierici’s accounts suggest, the mondine interacted with the various groups 

interested in their stories. Riso Amaro’s enduring popularity kept the image of the mondina 

culturally salient into the Economic Boom period of the 1950s, when her image appeared on rice 

packaging and other products that marketed food based on an idealized rural national past.341   

The picture that emerges from these documents is one that is hyper-local, and oddly 

divorced from the national political picture of Fascism. Despite the intensely political content of 

the mondine’s work songs and the imperialist aggressions that led to the importance of rice as an 

autarchic food stuff, the mondine’s recollections of the rice paddies appear to exist outside of 

time, in an ahistorical, almost mythic context. The ricettari, of course, prove that this was not the 
                                                
341 Presumably, the cultural associations of the mondina shifted over time even though her straw hat and rolled 
pants, the signifying features of this figure, did not. 
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case: for Italian women in the working classes, rice consumption, in contrast to rice production, 

was more obviously bound up in larger questions of international politics, experienced at the 

level of the every day. Because historians have tended to focus on women’s role as consumers 

with regards to the national political picture, this chapter has endeavored to address the question 

of how women’s role as producers of food fits into national questions of food ways and political 

identity. Further, it has attempted to put the predominately Leftist politics of these women into 

dialogue with their role as producers for a far right state.   

 There are many different ways to feed the nation: directly, by cooking and serving food,  
 
and indirectly, by producing the raw ingredients. When the mondine provided food sanctioned  
 
by the regime for the nation through agricultural production, they held a symbolic role as  
 
nurturers. In the realm of rice weeding, the mondine not only provided the rice necessary to feed  
 
a nation but they also earned several kilograms of it to bring home to their families as part of 
 
 their payment. This form of doubled feeding of nation and family revealed several awkward  
 
contradictions within the Fascist party. First, the social conservatism of the Italian Fascist party  
 
claimed that a woman’s place was in the home, but strongly supported using a predominantly  
 
female labor force in the fields for economic reasons. In this particular case, economics trumped  
 
ideology. The cheapest labor force won the contracts to produce a crucial foodstuff. Second,  
 
pronatalist rhetoric celebrated the high fertility of the Italian country women but working in the  
 
fields temporarily suspended women’s fertility. Not only were they away from men for this  
 
period, but the difficult labor conditions suppressed menstruation. And finally, the Fascist party  
 
celebrated the mondine as a positive symbol for conservative party values of rurality, tradition, 

and sacrifice, even though the majority of mondine voted Socialist or Communist because of 

their identification with the international working class. This last point is particularly relevant to 
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the study of the mondine within the larger political context of the day.342 What does it mean to be 

celebrated by the state as a human symbol of ideas that you reject? 

“Singing Truth to Power” looks at this question from the point of view of the workers 

themselves in order to avoid taking the regime’s symbolism at its word. Contrary to the fulsome 

images of National Rice Board propaganda, the mondine did not, in fact, celebrate their 

iconographic designation as the bearers of an idealized national past, refreshed for the future 

with a lick of make-up on National Rice Day. Their resistance to this designation played out in 

both symbolic and literal terms. In the 1930s, as a chorus, the mondine sang work songs to 

condemn the working conditions of the rice fields and their devastating effects on the female 

body. Using these tactics, women practiced rebellion in collaboration, out in the fields away 

from normal pressures to conform to state dictates. Later, as individuals, many mondine wrote 

first-hand accounts of their time in the rice fields, recording individual counter-narratives that, 

collectively, provide a dictionary of specifics to support the generalities of the songs. And in 

doing so, they brought their wrenching reproductive choices, born of poverty, into the light.  

Chapter 10: Recipe for a Nation 

Although the mondine sang a chorus of dissent, they also partially answered the state’s 

call for hyper-productivity in the rice fields, albeit for economic rather than patriotic motivations. 

With a resulting surplus of rice in hand, the state sought to create demand for this unpopular 

foodstuff by altering local foodways. To do so, the regime had to convince women, the de facto 

cooks, to buy, prepare, serve, and eat rice. To do so, it created a hybrid form of propaganda: the 

ricettario.  Ricettari (recipe pamphlets) combined elements from cookbooks, food 

advertisements, medical manuals, and standard political fare like posters and fliers to create an 

                                                
342 During the early 1920s, Fascist interference with Italian electoral law diminished the power of proportional representation, 
allowing Mussolini to consolidate his hold on the government. The Acerbo Law, passed in November 1923, assigned two thirds 
of parliamentary seats to the party with the largest share, rather than total number, of votes.  
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apparently innocuous but potently suggestive form of propaganda. Produced by regime agencies 

and private companies alike, ricettari demonstrate how government and industry worked 

together to promote lower class women’s compliance with Fascist policy in general, and with 

autarchy specifically.  As such, these documents exemplify Carol Helstosky’s concept of “the 

cooking of consent,” that is, the widespread promotion of food policies favorable to the regime 

(2004, 63). Each ricettario hawked a single, autarchic grain product, typically rice, oatmeal, or 

cornmeal. The ricettari show that the regime called on women to participate in the Fascist cause 

through culinary means, by supporting the Battle for Grain. Neon graphics, watercolor images, 

scientific graphs, expert testimony and recipes blended public politics and private practices into a 

heady cocktail, one that worked to cast autarchic cooking as women’s version of war.  But while 

the regime had many ideas for reforming dietary and culinary habits and mobilized both 

nutritional scientists and cookbook authors in the attempt to influence consumer habits, the state 

never had sufficient funds to accomplish these goals and thus Italians paid the ultimate price by 

having to make do and survive in the face of Fascist expediency.   

The recipe-like properties of the ricettari attempted to influence massaie’s343 cooking 

habits so as to seize control of women’s labor in the domestic sphere to promote Fascist 

economic policy. To introduce the ricettari as a genre, I contextualize the ricettari in relation 

with broader patterns of manufacture, distribution, and social operation and then explain how 

their physical properties, like size and weight, encouraged particular forms of use at each step of 

the document’s trajectory from the commercial printing press to the kitchen trash bin. Within this 
                                                
343 The Fascist regime used the term to impose, rather than to describe, demographic categories. The term originally 
evoked a specific image: a married, lower-middle class woman with socially conservative values, living in a rural 
location with her large family. As Perry Willson characterizes this group, “Peasant women were the largest female 
occupational group in Italy between the wars. They led lives characterized by great poverty and heavy workloads 
but Fascist propaganda extolled them as mothers of the nation and the guardians of the rural world, the most 
praiseworthy of Italian women” (2002, frontmatter). However, Mussolini and the regime often used this term to 
address all Italian women, perhaps in hopes that addressing them as massaie would push the masses to adopt these 
qualities.   
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framework, the meaning of gendered propaganda emerges through close readings of ricettari 

content, specifically, in the ricettari’s treatment of both the body and the body politic in turn. 

This move that echoes a key argument found in the documents themselves: the ricettari 

consistently figure the individual body as a synecdoche for the body politic. This link opens the 

larger question of why the Fascist state targeted the massaie as ideal recruits in the Battle for 

Grain and the push for alimentary autarchy so as to interrogate the naturalized links between 

women and food: the Fascist state not only associated but actually conflated women with food, 

treating both as consumable goods to fuel the nation’s demographic progress. 

Ricettari as Classed and Gendered Propaganda 

 International commercial groups began to print and circulate color lithograph recipe 

pamphlets for food products as early as the 1850s,344 but the political goals of the ricettari mark 

them as a divergent form of material culture, one that is unique to Italy, and to the Fascist period.  

The directional dissemination of these documents points to the power hierarchies of the day.  

Designed and produced chiefly by male designers in Northern urban centers such as Milan and 

Genoa, the ricettari then began their southward journey. The sphere of ricettari production 

strongly differed from its place of consumption: their messages moved from North to South, 

urban to rural, male to female, affluent to poor. Government volunteers and advertisers 

distributed these disposable cookbooks along with non-standard grain samples to working class 

women in Southern Italy at feste, rallies, and Fascist ceremonies, blending hunger relief with 

propaganda. LUCE newsreels show volunteers from the Fasciste Femminili handing out ricettari 

                                                
344 Along with this early form of advertising, food companies also began to develop distinctive brands and 
packaging during the mid- to late-1800s. Illustrating the emergence of branding with a peek into a bourgeois 
family’s kitchen cupboard, Emanuela Scarpellini lists the major companies of the period as including pasta from 
Buitoni, Barilla, and De Cecco, biscuits from Lazzaroni, chocolates from Venchi and Caffarel, preserved fruits and 
vegetables from Cirio, cheese from Galbani and Soresinesi, olive oil from Bertolli, as well as food products that 
emerged during this period, like meat extract, broth concentrate, and dried milk from Liebig, Knorr, and Nestle 
respectively (2014, 62-64).  
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to female crowds at various political events. For instance, one series of six newsreels from 1932 

focused on the Rice Train. The Rice Train provided culinary propaganda in motion: it carried 

rice and ricettari from Northern rice fields to Southern consumers. At triumphal stops in Rome 

and Bari, we see a pan shot of the Fasciste Femminili leaning out of the train to deliver handful-

sized samples of rice into the outstretched hands, followed by a close-up of the rice ricettario 

cover designed by Gino Boccasile.345 This trajectory demonstrates that, in addition to gender, 

geography and class also marked the ricettari as a genre of cookbook intended for use by a 

specific subset of the Italian population.  Along with these circulation patterns, ricettari content 

supports this reading.  Comparing the physical properties, content and use of cookbooks and 

ricettari reveals wide social divisions between the producers and consumers of these texts. 

Established publishing houses printed the most famous cookbooks of the day, like Pellegrino 

Artusi’s La scienza in cucina e l’arte di mangiar bene, on high quality paper and binding.346 

Such cookbooks struck the reader with their beauty, as well as their large size (generally eight by 

eleven inches or larger) and considerable weight. Emotional investment followed from the high 

material quality and considerable price of these books. As a result, multiple generations of 

mothers and daughters might use the same cookbook in the same family kitchen. In many ways, 

ricettari were the opposite of an heirloom: the Fascist state and private companies printed these 

documents for mass distribution, handing them out to the massaie for free. Measuring five by 

seven inches or less, these stapled leaflets could be easily folded or rolled up and stuck in an 

apron pocket.  Portability thus insured that these documents could cross the threshold from the 

public rally to the private kitchen. Once there, they were to be used once and disposed of. 

                                                
345 For more information on this ricettario’s content, see Study 1. 
346 Only a few cookbooks were published prior to 1922 in Italy and with the modest boom in culinary publications 
under Fascism, upper-class and middle-class audiences were carefully, yet precariously, cultivated by cookbook 
authors, some of whom were Fascist sympathizers. 
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Whereas a cookbook could withstand years of kitchen use, stains and splatters from a single 

recipe preparation would render the ricettari unusable. Flimsy and disposable, the ricettari were 

to be consumed by the massaie through the memorization of their contents. And yet some 

women in the 1930s, these ricettari would be the first type of culinary advice literature they 

might encounter.  In other words, the massaie would have no framework for distinguishing this 

type of literature from previously published cookbooks.  However, they would have had 

extensive exposure to state propaganda through political posters pasted on city walls, 

instructional pamphlets from organizations like ONMI, and LUCE newsreels at the cinema. So it 

appears that the state extended the metaphor of consumption from food to propaganda: just as 

food, once digested, becomes part of the consumer, so too would the political dictates in these 

documents, once read, form part of the massaie’s personal ideology.   

 The inherent condescension of this line of reasoning suggests that these documents not 

only crossed boundaries between public and private, but traversed social stratifications as well.  

Directional rather than communal address evokes the extreme power differential between the 

urban, Northern, upper-class, male producers of these documents and their Southern, lower-class, 

female users: the ricettari uniformly addressed the massaia with impersonal, collective orders in 

the Fascist voi form, rather than the formal Lei or the inclusive noi commonly found in recipe 

pamphlets and cookbooks during this period. By contrast, popular cookbooks in the 1930s, like 

Lidia Morelli’s Nuovo ricettario domestico, Amalia Moretti Foggia’s (popularly known as 

“Petronilla”) Ricette di Petronilla per tempi eccezionali, and Ada Boni’s Il talismano della 

felicità, tended to be written for and consumed by Northern or Central Italian middle-class 
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women.347 Even the lauded Artusi shared regional and class ties with his female audience. These 

narratives speak with, rather than to, the homemaker, and tend to take her side in negotiating 

politically fraught ingredient selections.348 Cookbooks also offer the homemaker far more recipe 

options, and thus more room for personal choice and agency. Linguist Tim Wharton’s 

application of the term “procedural discourse” to 21st-century American, British, and French 

recipes informs this analysis. In “Recipes: Beyond Words,” Wharton argues that cookbook 

content must be convincing, credible, and offer a reward. Anthropologist Jack Goody nods to 

this idea in his discussion of ancient and modern shopping lists, menus, and recipes when he 

notes that cookbooks consistently function as representations not only of structures of production 

and distribution, but also of class and hierarchy (Eds. Carole Counihan and Penny Van Esterik 

1997, 88). Combining Wharton’s linguistic parsing of recipe text with Goody’s concern for 

social power as a structuring element in cookbooks reveals how ricettari promote a general 

political policy through specific culinary practices. I contend that, because of the salient 

movement of ricettari (North to South, male to female, rich to poor), groups and private 

companies seized upon this formula and used it as a tool to promote politically charged product 

consumption in a demographic group that traditionally lacked political and economic power. We 

see this in the cover and interior images of the ricettari, as well as the recipe ingredient lists and 

directives. Uncommon cookbook elements found in the ricettari, such as photographic 

testimonials and nutritional and demographic graphs and charts, further suggest why the material 

                                                
347 Publishing houses like Sonzongno, Bemporad, and the Mani di fata editions produced these popular texts on 
reinforced cardboard.  A hierarchy of binding materials (expensive leather, mid-range cardboard, cheap paper) 
reflects the stratification of social value associated with these texts and their users. 
348 Women authored the majority of popular cookbooks, cooking magazine articles, and cooking advice columns 
during the Fascist period. Many dealt with the issue of autarchy, albeit from a range of political perspectives. Delia 
Notari, as previously noted, was staunchly Fascist. By contrast, Lidia Morelli, author of the best-selling domestic 
manual Dalla Cucina al Salotto (From the Kitchen to the Salon), typifies another common approach to the 
entanglement of cooking and politics. She offered her readers recipes on how to bear up under autarchic policy with 
practical tips that eschewed direct mention of political events.   
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and textual properties of ricettari made them ideal objects to carry political messages to the 

massaie. 

Babies and Dukes: Bodies at Risk, Part 1 

Let us now investigate four characteristic ricettari, focusing on the visual and textual 

content produced by Fascist boards (Ente Nazionale Riso) and the food industry (Dahò, Maizena, 

Centauro). Depth of analysis, rather than breadth of coverage, characterizes this study.  But while 

these four examples of ephemera do not provide a complete representation of all the ricettari 

produced during the Fascist period, they do illustrate the key binary associations of home and 

homeland, public and private, and body and body politic that define this genre.349 I examine the 

treatment of individual bodies in ricettari to demonstrate how these documents cast infancy and 

age as forms of sickness to be cured through food. By pathologizing what had been normal 

stages of life, these documents elevate mild physical vulnerability to complete biological 

breakdown. In the words of legal historian David Horn, these are “bodies at risk” which can in 

turn “pose risks to a more encompassing collectivity.” During the Italian Fascist period, “Society 

was reimagined as a body to be defended against itself: an organism whose component parts 

posed predictable risks to the survival of the whole” (1994, 18). According to the ricettari, rice 

could provide an edible panacea to this social problem, fortifying vulnerable Italian bodies with 

vitamins and with calories.    

Fatness in particular conveyed ideal health.350 Boccasile’s cover (Fig. 63) for the Ente 

Nazionale Riso ricettario exemplifies this association, and sought to connect fatness with the 

                                                
349 Indeed, such a comprehensive analysis would be impossible due to the scarcity of these documents today.  As 
noted, the ephemerality of the ricettari often led to their disposal. An excellent collection of these once popular and 
now rare documents can be found at the Wolfsonian Institute. All ricettari examined here belong to this collection.   
350 During the 1930s, many rural and working-class Italians associated bodily fatness with positive qualities such as 
abundance, pleasure, wealth, and safety due to Italy’s history of dietary insufficiency and monotony as well as the 
then-recent privations of World War I. Region, class, and gender all informed the amount, type, and variety of food 
consumed, as noted by Italian food historians Massimo Montanari, Carole Counihan, Ken Albala and John Dickie. 
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abstract concept of plenty and with the concrete foodstuff of rice.351 A robust blond baby flops 

atop an overflowing bag of rice, spooning rice into its mouth from an oversized white plate. The 

baby’s gender is unclear, as its identifying features are obscured. In effect, this is not a specific 

baby, but an iconic one. Boccasile’s baby could be your baby, the ricettario suggests to the 

massaia, provided that you feed her rice. This image evokes the interlinked associations of 

fatness, plenty, and rice in three ways: first, the infant’s disproportionate size in relation to the 

women in the background, second, the rice’s exceeding of the bag and plate’s boundaries. The 

plate suggests that there is plenty of rice to eat today, and the bag assures us that there will be 

plenty to eat tomorrow. Alongside this image, the text connects these three ideas:  next to the 

baby’s face, we see the words “Il Riso E’ Salute,” “Rice is Health,” written in white. Even the 

font reinforces this theme. The ricettario’s titular command,  “Mangiate Riso,” “Eat Rice,” 

swells to absorb the bottom half of the page. Like the baby shown in the center, the thick orange 

and black letters seem to have fed on the rice, and grown fat as a result of this autarchic nosh.  

Image and text clearly conspire to demonstrate the nutritive value of rice.    

But the baby is only one of many bodies pictured here. Black and white photographs of 

mondine provide a living backdrop. The realism of these images and the use of grayscale place 

these images within the context of newspapers, newsreels, and documentary photography.  

Although these types of media suggest political neutrality and the pursuit of truth, they often 

                                                
Carol Helstosky has noted that that this association pervaded the Italian language during the early 20th century, 
“Gustatory metaphors applied to happiness and success. A uomo di panza, or ‘man with a belly’ was a successful 
man; a uomo grasso or ‘fat man’ was not obese but a man of importance. To ‘swim in lasagna’ or ‘invite someone 
over for pasta and meat’ also carried connotations of generosity and success” (2004, 136). For a global analysis of 
the relationship between fatness and food security, see Forth, C. E, & Carden-Coyne, A. Cultures of the Abdomen: 
Diet, Digestion, and Fat in the Modern World. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005. 
351 Renowned graphic designer Gino Boccasile worked both for the Fascist party, for whom he designed political 
posters, and for private industry. Such fusion typified many, though certainly not all, popular artists’ careers in Italy 
during the Fascist period.  
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parroted the party line.352 This is certainly the case here: including the mondine on this ricettario 

casts their agricultural work as a patriotic contribution to the autarchy, and to the Fascist cause.  

Their persistent presence in Ente Nazionale Riso propaganda stems partially from their 

physicality: as demonstrated in chapter 8, the regime tried to connect their rurality, their ample 

bodies, and their florid faces with fertility, tradition, and social conservatism. They appeared to 

epitomize Fascist womanhood. But in reality, most of the mondine abhorred the Fascist regime’s 

economic policies.353  Showing the mondine here suggests their consent to Fascist policy, and 

links the women’s production of rice to the baby’s consumption thereof. Further, it evokes the 

doubled labor of the mondine, ostensibly on behalf of the regime: the production of rice for 

autarchy, and the (re)production of children for pronatalism and demographic might. And that 

appears to be the very point of the mondine’s presence: to produce the baby in the foreground, 

and to grow the rice that fattens her. The women’s bodies matter only insofar as they can nourish 

vulnerable bodies through feeding.  Gender, class, and the regime’s treatment of these 

characteristics would have bound the Southern ricettari recipients and the Northern women 

depicted here. But in either case, the women do not matter in and of themselves. And indeed, as 

David Horn and Carl Ipsen have noted in their studies of Fascist demography and population 

control, the regime considered infants’ bodies to be critical to shaping the future body politic.354  

                                                
352 This is not to say that all newspapers, newsreels, and photography produced in Italy during the Fascist period 
ought to be considered state propaganda. For further discussion of publishing and film production under Fascism, 
see “Cultural Industries and Markets” in Forgacs, David, and Gundle, Stephen. Mass Culture and Italian Society 
from Fascism to the Cold War. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007. 
353 The mondine memorialized these strikes through their work songs, including the famous “Se otto ore vi sembran 
poche,” “If eight hours seem too few.” This powerful phrasing continues to resonate, as scholars Elisabetta 
Palumbo, Marco Scavino, and Elda Zappi have all used this lyric to title their respective works on the mondine. 
354 The idea that women’s bodies offered a means to the end of shaping infants’ bodies and thus the future of the 
nation transcended national boundaries. In the early 20th century, this reasoning suffused the whole of Europe, from 
the West, in France (see Laura Lee Downs, “Each and every one of you must become a chef”), to the East, in 
Austria (see Maureen Healy, Vienna and the Fall of the Habsburg Empire: Total War and Everyday Life in World 
War I). The concept eventually crossed the Atlantic, landing in the United States by the 1940s (see Amy Bentley, 
Eating for Victory: Food Rationing and the Politics of Domesticity). 
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Fig. 63 Gino Boccasile, Mangiate Riso (Eat Rice) ricettario cover, 1935, published by Ente 
Nazionale Risi (National Rice Board), 7.5 by 6.5 inches (Wolfsonian Institute, Miami, ITAL 
2XB1992.1798 
 Inside the Ente Nazionale Riso ricettario, the theme shifts from youth to age: centenarian 
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Duke355 Borea d’Olma (Fig. 64) testifies to rice’s contribution to his famous longevity. The 

cover photo bears white handwriting, which reads, “Chi mangia riso campa più di cento anni,” 

“He who eats rice lives more than one hundred years.” The phase recurs above the photograph as 

well, this time in bold, capital letters, under the heading “Il Monito del Più Illustre Centenario 

del Mondo,” “Advice From the Most Famous Centenarian in the World.” This figure is used to 

provide both living proof and expert testimony in support of the Ente Nazionale Riso’s defense 

for the value of rice to the consumer. As we have seen, one virtue heavily extolled upon is the 

nutritive capacity of rice, first suggested by the baby and echoed again by the text on the 

ricettario’s cover. The Duke’s support of the product adds an additional component to this 

argument, in that his longevity suggests that rice not only fuels the short-term needs of 

childhood, but leads to long life as well. Unlike the mondine who silently toil on the cover, he 

looks at and speaks to the reader, issuing direct commands to cook rice for its nutritional value 

and positive effects on the body. These commands travel the same downward trajectory of power 

as the ricettari themselves, moving from age to (relative) youth, royal to poor, male to female, 

and North to South. But in an interesting slippage of authority and competence, the ricettario 

uses the Duke’s high social status to convey dietary knowledge. His qualifications for dispensing 

these recommendations derive from his connections to governing bodies. He has served, we are 

told, as a senator, a prefect, and a Master of Ceremonies at the former royal court. The 

assumption that a man’s office qualifies him as a nutritional expert also informs the image 

below: a letter from one senator to another, extolling the virtues of rice. Male governmental 

authority constitutes a key element of the ricettario, and serves as a form of gendered 

                                                
355 In addition to conveying the authority of inherited class status, the Duke Borea d’Olma’s title also calls to mind 
the ascension of Fascist power in its inevitable association with Mussolini, and his popular moniker il Duce. 
Although both men hailed from Northern Italy, each constituted a national Italian figure. The inclusion of this figure 
thus suggests that rice might similarly move from being a Northern foodstuff to a national one.   
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propaganda in its own right.  As Barbara Spackman has observed, Fascism adhered to a hyper-

masculine ideology356 that equated masculinity with reason and science (1996, 34). As such, this 

ricettario content can be read in the context of other Fascist social interventions that sought to 

seize control of gendered labor by claiming the natural superiority of male minds. Just as ONMI 

created a new licensing system to promote state-affiliated male medics and to disenfranchise 

female midwives so as to survey and control women’s reproductive processes (including 

breastfeeding, birth, and abortion), so to did the food boards like the Ente Nazionale Riso 

leverage cultural assumptions regarding class and gender to cast male royals and senators as 

doctors to prescribe autarchy to cure what ailed female working class.    

                                                
356 In its most extreme form, this line of reasoning suggested that to born male was to be born an expert. Barbara 
Spackman explores how government officials deployed this rhetoric to support ideological claims in “Fascist 
Women and the Rhetoric of Virility” in Fascist Virilities: Rhetoric, Ideology, and Social Fantasy in Italy.  
Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1996, p.  34-48. 
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Fig. 64 Mangiate Riso (Eat Rice) ricettario interior page, 1935, published by Ente Nazionale 
Risi (National Rice Board), 7.5 by 6.5 inches, p. 3 (Wolfsonian Institute, Miami, ITAL 
2XB1992.1798) 
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Nephritics and Knights: Ricettari Bodies at Risk, Part 2 

 A rice ricettario from Alimenti Dahò details the exact nature of those maladies.  The 

back cover proclaims, “Alimenti Dahò: Per Lattanti e Bambini, Adulti, Convalescenti e 

Ammalati, Diabetici, Obesi, Nefritici, Cardiaci, Colitici, Gottosi, ecc.,” “Dahò Foods: For 

Sucklings and Babies, Adults- Convalescent and Sick, Diabetic, Obese, Nephritic, Cardiac, 

Ulcerative, Gout-Afflicted, etc.” Next to this textual cascade of afflictions sits the company seal, 

a circular seal with the letter “D” inscribed, flanked by two shafts of wheat. The ricettario 

appears to prescribe rice as an edible panacea to defend against bodily frailty. In doing so, it 

allies the very essence of the company with nourishing the physically weak. Why might a private 

company like Alimenti Dahò seek to link their foods with so strongly with weak bodily states 

like youth, age, and sickness? This ricettario, along with many others, frames food as 

medicine357 so as to shift the reader’s primary concern from flavor to nutrition.  While today 

many consider risotto to be a culinary treat, during the 1930s it was anything but. Contemporary 

versions use butter, cheese, and meat to flavor the dish. Cooking technology (electric and gas 

stoves) and food quality have likewise improved since the Fascist period, and also serve to 

improve the dish and to raise its culinary estimation. Advertisers could hardly build the argument 

for rice on taste during the Fascist period, when risotto consisted of unflavored, boiled-down 

rice. Drawing on nutritional arguments rather than culinary appeals provides a more effective 

approach, and helps to explain why this ricettario evokes the original meaning of the word 

recipe: a medical prescription to promote health rather than pleasure.358 In doing so, the ricettari 

                                                
357 Ken Albala traces the extended history of the Italian association between cooking and medicine in “Food for 
Healing: Convalescent Cookery in the Early Modern Era.” Studies in History and Philosophy of Biological and 
Biomedical Sciences 2012 43(2): 323-328.   
358 Jack Goody deftly outlines the etymological shifts of this term in both Britannic and Western European cultural 
contexts in “The Recipe, the Prescription, and the Experiment,” in Food and Culture: A Reader. Eds. Carole 
Counihan and Penny Van Esterik. NewYork: Routledge, 1997. 
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made a virtue of reality: during the 1930s, most Italians ate autarchically due to economic 

necessity rather than choice. Although increasing rice consumption among Southern women may 

have been the specific and explicit goal of the ricettari, they also worked to increase Italians’ 

satisfaction with their meager diets by casting involuntary deprivation as voluntary patriotism, a 

shift that implicitly allied consumers with the Fascist party. 

 Despite the apparent austerity of this message, the draw for the massaia is clear. After all, 

who would not desire physical robustness and longevity for themselves and their family 

members? But this promise also benefits the Italian nation, both economically by promoting rice, 

an autarchic foodstuff, and militarily by potentially increasing the number of fit Italian bodies 

who could serve as potential soldiers and mothers. All of the recipes feature rice as the central 

ingredient, use inexpensive, autarchic supporting ingredients like cabbage, carrots, and parsley, 

and serve four to eight people. The booklet helpfully notes that, for “larger” families, these 

recipes can be doubled or even tripled with no changes in ratio. Rice thus provides the first step 

in a chain of reactions, promoting strong individual bodies that would multiply to produce a 

strong body politic. In an era that equated high population with political power, demographic 

ascension promised international dominance.   

 But how to get from the home to the homeland? How to move demographic propaganda 

from the public to the private sphere? The ricettari treated cooking with rice as a national 

culinary project. Autarchy, writ in the everyday activities of economizing and cooking with rice 

collectively constituted patriotic female subjectivity as constructed by Fascism. The cook and the 

mondina, along with the Duke of Borea and the iconic infant of an Italian tomorrow, could work 

in tandem to feed the nation through domestic production. The Battle for Grain lurched into 

actual war. As Karen Pinkus frames this shift, “The link between the domestic battle and the 
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international, political one, went beyond a mere linguistic coincidence” (1995, 98). Mass media 

carried this loaded language across the threshold of Italian homes, recreating the public sphere 

inside private walls.   



	  396 

 
 
 
Fig. 65 Mangiate Riso (Eat Rice) ricettario interior page, 1935, published by Ente Nazionale 
Risi (National Rice Board), 7.5 by 6.5 inches, p. 7 (Wolfsonian Institute, Miami, ITAL 
2XB1992.1798) 
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This trope comes to the fore in the ubiquitous charts and graphs that inevitably 

accompany the ricettari. Given that these documents purported to serve culinary rather than 

political aims, the inclusion of so much scientific data is conspicuous, and marks the ricettari as 

a hybrid form of propaganda. Few cookbooks of the day would include graphs, and few 

demographic tracts would offer recipes. But it is this intersection of the culinary and the political 

that allowed these documents to bring national political projects like autarchy into the kitchen, 

the space where they could be enacted. A set of four graphs from the Ente Nazionale Riso 

ricettario, collected under the heading “Il riso italiano” (Fig. 65) exemplifies this fusion. The 

first impression the graphs give is one of complexity: the data presentation deviates from normal 

graph forms like pie charts and bar graphs. Its intricacy resembles rising staircases and dripping 

icicles. A closer look reveals that both of these charts constitute variations on standard bar 

graphs, but they obfuscate an easy reading of the data by incorporating novel forms of triangles.  

In a further contribution to the apparent intricacy of this information, the x- and y-axes contain 

long phrases detailing obscure facts in miniscule print, such as “Prezzi per 1000 calorie dei 

principali generi alimentarie nella città di Roma al 1 settembre 1935,” “Prices per 1000 calories 

of the principal food products in the city of Rome on September 1, 1935.” By contrast, the 

heading claims appear in large, neat script to aid legibility and comprehension, “Il riso italiano… 

ha un grande valore alimentare…è quello meglio digerabile…è l’alimento che costa meno … ed 

è anche quello più assimilabile,”  “Italian rice … has a greater caloric value… is the more 

digestible option … is the food that costs less … and is the most assimilable359.” Could the 

average massaie have interpreted the scientific data available in these convoluted charts? Would 

she have wanted to devote so much time and energy to deciphering the information? No: these 

                                                
359 Assimilability, the capacity for a food to be broken down and absorbed by the body, greatly concerned early 20th 
century dieticians. In the era’s nutritional guidebooks, it equated to the availability of calories and vitamins that 
could be digested.   
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charts appear to willfully complicate the material they present so as to nudge the audience to read 

only the headings. But their bewildering forms serve a purpose: they appear meant to astonish 

the reader with their scientific modernity, and to lend that authority to other claims of rice’s 

superiority found throughout the ricettario. In short, they were designed to impress, rather than 

to inform. As such, these charts and graphs fall into Ruth Ben-Ghiat’s designation of “new 

technologies of information” that sought to shape bodies and behaviors to promote the domestic 

economy (2001, 3). These ricettari demonstrate how these projects played out both on, and in, 

the Italian body politic. 

 
Health frames the project, and serves as the implicit goal in promoting this food.  As 

mentioned previously, Alimenti Dahò’s rice ricettario casts rice in medicinal terms by pointing 

to its suitability for nourishing infants, the elderly, and the sick. Given this treatment, ricettari 

might be characterized as a closer relative to the original, medical conception of recipes than the 

modern, primarily culinary variants. Through a set of what Jack Goody called “prescribed 

actions” (Eds. Carole Counihan and Penny Van Esterik 1997, 78), these recipes attempt to create 

physical and mental change. This medical conception of the recipe could at least partially 

account for the obsession with sickness and hygiene running through these documents. However, 

the historical moment that produced these ricettari points to political concerns as well. 

Improving the health and hygiene of the Italian citizenry buttressed the larger Fascist project for 

demographic growth.  The typeface, organization, and explicitly autarchic framing of these 

foods, always denoted as Italian, mirror the National Institute of Statistics (Istituto Nazionale di 

Statistica, known by the Italian acronym ISTAT) graphs and charts used by the government to 

track the rise of the Italian domestic population. Decreasing infant mortality constituted the 

centerpiece of reform, and led to the founding of ONMI, with its explicit goals of raising 
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domestic birthrates and decreasing infant mortality so as to increase the total number of Italians 

living in Italy. While it would be an overstatement to claim that ricettari constitute an explicit 

government bid for demographic manipulation, these documents do evoke multiple, concurrent 

projects of the Fascist regime. Recall that Gino Boccasile’s ricettario cover placed an infant 

front and center, suggesting a potential connection between the apparently disparate government 

initiatives for autarchy and pronatalism. Because the ricettari draw attention to the importance of 

nourishing weak bodies, in particular those of young Italians, they also point to importance of the 

massaie not only in production of food, but also in the reproduction of children for the nation. In 

many ways, this medicalized concern for nourishing weak bodies through autarchy to promote 

demographic might foreshadows what Scarpellini refers to as la cucina di guerra (2014, 147), 

the cooking of extreme privation that would characterize Italy’s culinary climate during World 

War II.    

Recipes in the Ricettari 

Graphics, graphs, and testimonials left scant space for recipes, which typically comprised 

less than half of each pamphlet’s total page count. Initially, this ratio presents a paradox: if the 

ricettari derived both their name and purpose from recipes, then why do recipes comprise the 

minority of the pamphlets’ pages? Separating the threads of recipe content, structure, and style 

frees this knot, and moreover suggests how these documents might add to the historiography of 

Fascism by revealing a common approach to the government’s gendered and autarchic projects.  

Ricettari recipes generally fall into two categories: long, lyrical recipes meant to impress the 

reader with the cultural value of rice, and short, factual recipes meant to instruct the reader in 

rice preparation.360 The Ente Nazionale Riso ricettario cooking instructions exemplify the first 

                                                
360 Typically, ricettari did not combine these two forms, but instead selected one. The decision to either impress or 
inform the reader through recipe style accorded with the tone of other types of images and text in the same 
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group.361 Extravagant evocations outnumber cooking instructions,362 as in Dr. Giovanni 

Raiberti’s minestrone recipe, taken from the 19th-century etiquette manual, L’arte del convitare 

spiegata al popolo (The Art of Dinner Invitations Explained to the People). The recipe opens 

with a classical allusion that elevates leftover rice to heavenly manna, “Blessed is he who can 

gobble up, in the evening, while standing, a cold bowl even if it were reduced to Epulone’s table, 

since for some foods one can always find a little space.”363 Impressive style rather than useful 

content marks this recipe category. These culinary narratives aimed to change working class 

women’s perception of rice. The value of this group of recipes lay in their ability to associate rice 

with the educated upper class, reframing this cheap grain through elegant language. They show 

the reader why she ought to buy rice, but not how to cook it.   

 By contrast, the second group of recipes directly engaged with this latter issue. The 

Centauro ricettario recipes, for instance, offer simple instructions meant to teach women basic 

dishes that required little money, time, or cooking experience to successfully complete. All fifty-

one recipes in this ricettario consist of seven or less separate cooking actions organized as a list 

of imperatives, rendering them both short and clear. For instance, the Ground Centauro Oatmeal 

Balls (palle d’avena pestata Centauro, recipe 40) consists of seven directives to mix, cook, slice, 

add, pour, roll, fry, and serve. This format allows for easy memorization: as the flimsy ricettario 

                                                
document. So although different ricettario designers approached the task of culinary persuasion in two different 
ways, the internal consistency of each individual ricettario suggests that each designer embraced a single method to 
accomplish their common goal.  
361 All the recipes in this ricettario appear on a single page, under the heading “Ricette Celebri,” “Famous Recipes.”  
Reprinted directly from the pages of newspaper interviews and interviews, these recipes constitute a hodge-podge of 
regional styles and assume widely varying levels of cooking ability and ingredient access. However, they all share a 
formal register and literary style.   
362 In fact, the recipe condenses all cooking instructions into the final sentence. The recipe’s concluding phrase reads 
as a grocery list than as a list of cooking actions: it instructs the cook to combine rice, cabbage, beans, celery, and 
carrots in capon broth with a big slice of lard, some tomato sauce, and four large slices of pork. Significantly, this 
phrase is the only one in the recipe to refer to ingredients or cooking actions, suggesting again the primary focus on 
advertising the cultural capital of rice and the secondary nature of cooking it.   
363 The Italian reads, “Beato chi può papparne alla sera, così in piedi, una scodella fredda se anche fosse reduce alla 
mensa di Epulone, giacchè per certe vivande un posticino si trova sempre.” All translations and Italics are my own. 
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disintegrated through use, the recipe integrated into the mind and muscle memory. Recipe 

content and structure further contextualized these dishes as part of daily life in the Italian 

household by using temporal cues to anchor new recipes on old habits. Cues like “let soak during 

the night” slotted oatmeal preparation into typical domestic work patterns and mealtimes.  

Recommendations like “serve them very hot”, framed a Northern foodstuff within Southern 

culinary traditions, such as the belief that high temperature could improve grain flavor and 

texture.364 The recipes demonstrate that the regime approached space of the kitchen and the work 

that took place there as a cohesive whole. Similarly, recipe content clarifies how autarchic 

projects worked in tandem across the public and private sphere. For instance, all Centauro recipe 

instructions regarding cookware insist on pots and pans made from autarchic materials. Newly 

developed metals, ceramics, and glass compounds, appear as single brand names like pirofila or 

pirese.365 Over time, these terms came to signify different shapes of casserole and baking 

dishes.366 The ricettari recipes’ insistence on the adoption of new Italian metals in the autarchic 

kitchen shows that the regime invisioned women’s culinary contributions to this project not only 

in terms of food, but also in terms of the broader material culture associated with cooking.367  

They also suggest that the regime approached cooking as a form of public industry located in the 

private sphere. Cooking could dovetail with the regime’s other demographic projects. Large 

                                                
364 Some recipes switched from imperative commands to conditional suggestions, creating the appearance of 
culinary openness, as in the suggestion to “add some egg white, if you find it necessary.” However, these directives 
should not be misconstrued as invitations to culinary autonomy. By officially sanctioning the times and places for 
culinary invention, the ricettario inherently classifies itself, and by extension the regime, as the permission-granting 
authority in private kitchens.  
365 Although Italian petrochemical groups initially created these compounds as part of industrial and military 
development, pirofila became so associated with cookware during Italy’s Economic Boom that it is now a synonym 
for “baking dish.” In a parallel case of a new wartime material transforming into a commonplace kitchen product, 
Pyrex followed a similar trajectory in the United States. 
366 By treating these materials as nouns that constitute the pots rather than as adjectives that describe their 
characteristics, the recipes casts autarchic cookware as an indispensible ingredient of patriotic cooking rather than a 
desirable quality that can be dispensed with.   
367 On the use of domestic metals and Italian designers for autarchic kitchen design, see Diana Garvin’s “Autarchic 
by Design: Aesthetics and Politics of Kitchenware” in Food and Material Culture: Proceedings of the 2013 Oxford 
Symposium on Food and Cookery. London: Prospect Books, 2013: 11-19.   
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recipe portions suggest the dual promotion of autarchy and pronatalism by casting a family of 

four to eight people as the norm.368 Further intensifying this insinuation, the booklet helpfully 

notes that, for larger families, these recipes can be doubled or even tripled with no changes in 

ratio. This politicization of the kitchen was not new, nor were the regime’s bids to reconfigure 

everyday life to support Fascist policies. What was new, however, was the systematic attempt to 

connect working-class women’s practice of autarchy in the kitchen with the broader political 

projects, autarchic and otherwise, taking place in the stereotypically masculine realms of 

factories, offices, clinics, and laboratories.369   

 In sum, examining the role of autarchy in these recipes show two levels at which multiple 

Fascist projects intertwined: first, autarchic projects operated in tandem across the public and 

private spheres of life, and second, gendered projects like pronatalism and autarchy also worked 

in concert. Recipe content indicates that the regime viewed the kitchen and the factory in 

functional terms, that is, as productive spaces to be optimized for increased output and reduced 

waste. Further, they show that autarchic ingredients, methods, and materials provided the means 

as well as the ends to domestic self-sufficiency. But even more broadly, these recipes help to 

explain how the regime approached their goals for autarchy through interventions in the private 

sphere: put telegraphically, the state took a synchronic rather than diachronic approach to 

                                                
368 At the time, even government-sponsored demographic surveys indicated that a normal family in the Mezzogiorno 
consisted of four or fewer people. See Istituto Centrale di Statistica del Regno d’Italia. Compendio Statistico 
Italiano 1939. Rome: Istituto Poligrafico dello Stato, 1935, p. 67. 
369 In the parallel context of German Nazism, Alf Lüdtke’s oft-cited connection of workers’ personal values of 
Eigensinn, or “stubborn self reliance” (83) to broader notions of “German quality work” (85) and consumerism 
speaks to historians’ interest in public workspaces. See “People Working: Everyday Life and German Fascism.” 
History Workshop Journal 2000 50, 74-92. Writing in the context of Stalinist Russia, Rebecca Balmas Neary, 
Svetlana Boyn, and other scholars of women’s history have noted these overlaps in government interventions to 
daily life across the public and the private sphere. Neary has convincingly connected women’s cooking for their 
families with their volunteer work cooking for factory canteens, and their private gardening with planting flower 
beds to enliven industrial laboratories. See “Mothering Socialist Society: The Wife-Activists’ Movement and the 
Soviet Culture of Daily Life, 1934-41.” Russian Review 1999 58(3), 396-412. 
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prodding cultural change in political anticipation of war.370  We see this mounting bellicosity on 

the cover of Centauro oatmeal’s “Manuale di Cucina” (Fig. 66), which provides an idealized 

image of battle by using Italy’s past glories to suggest a future of international dominance. 

Suffused in golden light, a lance-bearing knight and a nobleman hoisting a red flag to billow in 

the wind stand behind a box of oatmeal, itself bearing the golden, warlike image of a rearing 

centaur. The image suggests triumph, rather than the rigors of battle.  Color contrast draws the 

eye to the oatmeal’s advertising slogan, “Forza e salute per tutti,” “Strength and health for all.” 

Serve this oatmeal, the cover suggests, and your son will have the strength to be that knight, and 

your husband the health of that nobleman. Your family will survive this current battle, if you the 

cook select foods that give your family strength and health, eschewing petty concerns like flavor. 

In a document for the exclusive use of women, in the privacy of the domestic sphere, the 

predominantly male imagery of this ricettario serves to link the cook’s efforts in the kitchen to 

personal patriotism and the nation’s successes on the warfront. In this case, an idealized image of 

Renaissance warfare serves to connect the current concerns to past conflicts, and to recast the 

coming conflict as the modern incarnation of a noble, explicitly Italian tradition of combat. What 

we see here is an example of what Medina Lasansky has termed “the Renaissance perfected,” 

that is, the mobilization and careful editing of Renaissance culture to support Fascist ideology.371   

 

                                                
370 Put another way, the Italian Fascist regime treated all of these projects as parts of one cohesive whole in terms of 
both their goals and the efforts made to realize them.  Scholars of consumer culture under European and Soviet 
Fascisms have increasingly noted similar fusions in realms as distinct as architecture (Svetlana Boym’s Common 
Places: Mythologies of Everyday Life In Russia. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), cinema (J. 
Gracia and M.A Ruiz Carnicer’s La España de Franco (1939-1975): cultura y vida cotidiana. Madrid: Editorial 
Síntesis, 2004), and tourism (Shelly Baranowski’s Strength Through Joy: Consumerism and Mass Tourism In the 
Third Reich. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 
371 Although much Fascist iconography of past war glories derived from Romanità and the exultation of the Roman 
Empire, the ricettari tend to avoid this more popular temporal reference.  Geographic commonality might account 
for the ricettario’s use of the Renaissance rather than Ancient Rome as a propagandistic frame. After all, rice and 
oatmeal, like the Renaissance, constituted a Northern, not Central, Italian phenomena. 
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Fig. 66 Manuale di cucina (Cooking Manual), Ricettario cover, c. 1935, published by Centauro, 
6.5 by 5.5 inches (Wolfsonian Institute, Miami, ITAL B1992.1817) 
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Fig. 67 Manuale di cucina (Cooking Manual), Ricettario recipe pages, c. 1935, published by 
Centauro as part of the Manuale di Cucina (Cooking Manual) series, 6.5 by 5.5 inches, pp. 18-19 
(Wolfsonian Institute, Miami, ITAL B1992.1817) 
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Heavy-handed juxtaposition of image and text encourages the massaia to connect these 

concepts herself, internalizing the association. Interior pages of this ricettario (Fig. 67) feature 

dreary recipes for gnocchi, “Palle d’avena pestata centauro,” “Centauro mashed oatmeal balls,” 

and gnocchetti – all essentially the same preparation for balls of ground oatmeal, featuring 

different sizes of the boiled or fried grains. The more economical the recipes featured, the more 

likely an image of war occupies the facing page. Across from the oatmeal balls recipe we find a 

watercolor of six young soldiers gathered around three pots on a campfire. One imagines that 

those three pots contain gnocchi, gnocchetti and palle d’avena. By placing such meager recipes 

beside an image of the war, the ricettario explicitly links the choices made in the private sphere 

with outcomes in the public sphere. Not only does this juxtaposition ennoble the cook’s domestic 

choice of oatmeal to a decision of national consequence, but it also evokes a link between the 

hearth of the home and the battlefield mess in advance of actual wartime. This image falls in line 

with the tendency of propaganda aimed at rural women to avoid images of actual battlefields, 

focusing instead on moments of comforting commensality, like “wounded soldiers in hospitals 

gratefully receiving food from smiling massaie” (107). If your son is away at war, the 

juxtaposition implies, the least you can do is make sacrifices to the nation that may indirectly 

benefit him. This image makes the national benefit a personal one.   

These two ricettari define autarchy for the massaie as a set of domestic, culinary 

practices involving the cooking and consumption of non-standard cereals. Ricettari cast the 

practice of autarchy for women in concrete, personal terms: perhaps wisely, these documents do 

not characterize autarchy as a patriotic endpoint worthy of inciting behavior change. Rather, 

preparing oatmeal serves as a means for the massaia to help her soldier son, who may also 
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symbolize Italians at the warfront, or her child, representative of the nation’s ascending 

demographic might, for whom the war is ostensibly fought. 

Culinary Contracts 

On the surface, recipe pamphlets and ricettari function similarly: both promote the 

commercial interests of a food company, industry, or board through recipes based on a single 

product.  But while recipe pamphlets function as advertisements, the ricettari work as 

propaganda.  As Marshall McLuhan famously noted, the properties of a medium condition 

audience reception of content (64).  The ricettari imitated commercial recipe pamphlets so as to 

benefit from their cultural associations with banality, domesticity, and femininity, and, most 

importantly, their apparent disinterest in politics.   Because of their apparent similarity to recipe 

pamphlets and cookbooks, the ricettari could do three things that traditional forms of 

propaganda, like newsreels and posters, could not: they could enter private homes, they could 

directly address women, and they could modify behavior.  First, the cookbook-like qualities of 

ricettari afforded a culturally appropriate mode to push Fascist policy into the domestic sphere, 

because women often purchased mass-produced cookbooks at the store, that is, in the public 

sphere, and then brought them home to use in the private sphere.372  In a common conflation of 

gender and genre, women and cookbooks emanated the aura political neutrality born of their 

association with the supposedly apolitical domestic sphere.  Second, cultural norms dictated that 

women served as the family shoppers and cooks, and thus as the main consumers of mass-

produced recipes.   So unlike conventional forms of propaganda that addressed the population as 

a uniform whole, ricettari could target a specific demographic: the massaie.   And perhaps most 

importantly, the ricettari could change daily behavior because recipe structure relied on a series 

                                                
372 Ricettari, like recipe pamphlets, appeared innocuous and were highly portable.  Small and light, they could be 
rolled up and stuck in an apron pocket.   
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of commands.  The imperative-driven recipe format could prescribe culinary changes, like eating 

more oatmeal and less pasta, to produce economic benefits for the Fascist state.  The ricettari 

thus functioned as culinary Trojan horses for political directives: once across the kitchen 

threshold, the Fascist regime could promote alimentary autarchy not to the masses, but 

specifically to women.   The regime and private companies alike designed the content, form, and 

message of the ricettari to target this particular audience, based on the assumption that women 

controlled grain selection and consumption at the level of the home, and metonymically, the 

homeland.  Through their mimicry of recipe pamphlet and cookbook forms, the ricettari fuse a 

series of binaries: public and private, national and regional, political and apolitical.  They 

illuminate the politics of the everyday under the Fascist regime by demonstrating how the State 

pushed Italian women to participate in a massive culinary project to bring Italy’s regional 

foodways in line with national Fascist policies.  But how does gendered propaganda work?  

 The ricettari function through reciprocity.  They suggest, “If you do something for me 

(cook autarchically), then I will do something for you (strengthen and restore your families’ 

bodies).  Such a recipe format creates a relationship between the State, the ricettario producer, 

and the massaia, the ricettario user.  The ricettario format suggests a sort of work contract 

concerning women’s role as an agent, performing cooking work on behalf of the Fascist state, 

the legal principal.  This formulation follows general structure of a contract, but with a twist.  A 

contract typically involves two parties: the principal - a client, a boss, a citizen; and the agent – a 

lawyer, an employee, or a politician.373  The ricettari contract reverses the typical positions, 

assigning the female citizen to the role of the agent, and the Fascist state to the role of the 

                                                
373 Eric Posner’s seminal work on agency in law relies on these six roles to characterize the majority of contract 
signatories and the relationships between them.  He analyzes the contract within the broader issues of trust, 
cooperation, and “other problems for multiple players,” an emotive framework that applies to the ricettari as well.  
See Ward Farnsworth’s The Legal Analyst: A Toolkit for Thinking about the Law (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2007).   
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principal.  The citizen-agent now works to advance the state-principal’s interests.  But this 

structure promotes a conflict of interest.  The immediate benefits of the agent’s work go towards 

the principal.  In addition to extending regime sovereignty into the private home, this contractual 

recipe format further promotes state power by allowing them to fulfill their end of the bargain 

more easily.  Once the female citizen has provided the cooking labor of preparing autarchic 

dishes, the State is under no obligation to provide healthy bodies.374  Further, the state cannot 

provide healthy bodies directly – the ricettari argue that autarchic eating produces this effect.  

While the massaia performs a clear service to the regime by preparing rice and oatmeal rather 

than pasta, the regime cannot reliably recompense the massaia: numerous factors affect bodily 

strength in addition to nutrition, and no timeline exists for the delivery of such robustness.  After 

eating a bowl of oatmeal, will the massaia’s son be strong for a day, or an hour?  Along these 

lines, the individual’s remuneration benefits the State as well.  Both mothers and Mussolini 

desired strong individuals, albeit for diverging personal versus political reasons.  Although the 

recipe as contract would seem to create a symbiotic relationship between the regime and the 

individual by offering rewards to each, this formulation primarily benefits the regime.   

 The contractual format of these documents speaks to the broader nature of Fascist 

mobilization of women during the interwar period.  Dictatorial governments sought to control all 

aspects of national culture by suffusing everyday life with political meaning. To do so, they 

increasingly turned their attention to the consumption habits of their citizens.  As an ONMI 

promotional pamphlet for public cafeterias suggests, the Italian Fascist state believed that 

women’s nourishment dictated the strength and number of Italian children to come.  In their 

words, “The Mothers’ Refectories want above all to protect and benefit the numeric and 

                                                
374 In other words, because this contract stipulates that the individual provide the cooking work before receiving 
bodily strength for the family as payment, the relationship creates a power discrepancy – it casts the State as the boss 
and the massaia as a governmental worker.   
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qualitative development of the race through the current well-being provided for the woman as 

mother and the child as potential energy.”375  The ricettari show that the Italian Fascist regime 

attempted to control the population from the inside out: both in their homes and in their 

bodies.376  Digestion incorporates rice into the body as nutrients just as successive preparations 

transform recipes into memory through physical repetition.  So while the ricettari and the rice 

they promoted both seem to disappear through their consumption, this ephemerality disguises 

their persistence inside of consumers’ bodies and minds, bridging the divides between the ‘outer’ 

and the ‘inner,’ the public and the private.377    

As bearers of political messages, were these documents successful in inducing new 

consumer habits? Was the typical massaia actually motivated to follow through on these 

injunctions? No: ethnographic378 and historical379 accounts suggest that interest in rice remained 

minimal despite publicity campaigns.380 Rather, the value of studying these documents derives 

from the portrait they paint of how the Fascist regime and major companies envisioned the 

participation of a discrete population in a broad economic policy. It also underlines cookbooks’ 

unique capacity to serve as bearers of political symbolism. In exploiting the cookbook’s common 

use of procedural discourse, ricettari attempt to change citizens’ behavior. This manipulation 

points to acknowledgement of the importance of daily, domestic activities to affect Domestic 

                                                
375 Zucchi, Guido.  “I refettori materni.” Maternità e Infanzia, Apr. 1935, 5-8. 
376 Just as the ricettari blur the boundaries between public and private, so too does food upturn the notion of bodily 
boundaries.   Food, to paraphrase Kyla Wazana Tompkins, unravels all bodily essentialisms (3).  
377 Susan Bordo has noted that Foucault’s approach to everyday life posits the relationship between culture and the 
body as a “direct grip,” where habitual activities train the body in “what is ‘inner’ and what is ‘outer.’” (Bordo 16).   
378 See Forgacs, David, and Gundle, Stephen. Mass Culture and Italian Society from Fascism to the Cold War. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007. 
379 See Simone Cinotto’s “Memories of the Italian Rice Belt, 1945-65: Work, Class Conflict and Intimacy during the 
‘Great Transformation’.” Journal of Modern Italian Studies 2011 16(4), 531-552 and Carol Helstosky’s “Fascist 
Food Politics: Mussolini’s Policy of Alimentary Sovereignty.” Journal of Modern Italian Studies 2004 9(1): 1-26. 
380 In fact, the ricettari’s contractual structure predicts this problem for the regime: displacement of rewards 
motivates the citizen-agent to shirk. Shirking would not endanger the contract if the state-principal could pay the 
agent according to her efforts, so that harder work translated to more money. But it can be difficult to quantifying 
the intensity of the agent’s labor, which in turn leads the principal to renege on the work contract’s terms.   
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Affairs. These documents translate autarchy, a national economic policy, into directives for daily 

practice in the domestic sphere by personalizing the war effort and promoting values of nutrition 

over taste in staple food selection. Taking advantage of the imperative language inherent in the 

cookbook forms, Fascist regime and major companies used ricettari as their medium for these 

political messages. Based on this evidence, we can say that ricettari evoke a culinary definition 

and practice of autarchy targeted to a specific population.    

Fixation on the monumental cultural creations of Italian Fascist culture has led some 

scholars to take the regime’s claims of omniscience, stylistic cohesion, and financial stability at 

face value. Ironically, the persistent elision of the popular, the regional, and the small means that 

most widely read documents in the period are those that have not yet been studied. Among minor 

cultural works, the ricettari are unique in their ability to demonstrate how the state attempts to 

enact public politics in the private sphere. The ricettari render this link in highly personal terms, 

suggesting that if the massaia cooks autarchically, then her son will safely return from war. In a 

similar vein, ricettari designers rely on the if/then contractual structure to make the claim for rice 

and oatmeal as edible panaceas for weak bodies. They suggest that if the cook prepares autarchic 

dishes, then she can fortify her family. Such a formulation is inherently antagonistic: the state 

and private companies push the massaia to cook autarchically by treating vulnerable members of 

her family (young soldiers, infants, the elderly, and the infirm) as potential hostages. Through a 

heady blend of visual and textual techniques, the ricettari equate autarchic cooking with assured 

military success, assuming the form of a social contract between the state and the individual 

female citizen. As gendered propaganda, ricettari mark the intersection where home and home 

front collide.  
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CONCLUSION: From Feeding Fascism to Eating Mussolini 
 
 “What did you expect to eat when you came to Italy?  The corpse of Mussolini?”   

In his postwar novel The Skin, Curzio Malaparte taunts the dinner party of American army 

generals, mocking their horror upon being served what appears to be a “poor boiled child” on an 

enormous silver tray - in reality a baby manatee from the city aquarium.381 By equating military 

occupation with cannibalism, Malaparte deploys a hyperbolic offensive against the horrors of 

World War II. To do so, he pushes Fascist food policy to its logical extreme: in this scene, food 

and politics have blended to such a degree that the Allied presence in Naples signifies the Duce’s 

bodily consumption by the Americans, and by Malaparte himself in his semi-autobiographical 

role as the Italian war correspondent. But Malaparte’s dark joke also poses a serious question: 

What does one eat when war has blasted away the normal parameters of edibility?   

 The January 1943 issue of La Cucina Italiana suggests some possible answers to this 

questions: first, wartime cooks turn towards the medicinal qualities of food, largely eschewing 

concerns for flavor. In this sixteen-page issue, one of the last produced before the magazine’s 

wartime pause from August 1943 to January 1952, La Cucina Italiana’s resident herbalist Rosi 

Brisighello devoted a full page to the preparation of curative teas and poultices based on foraged 

wormwood. These recipes for fever, indigestion, and infant de-worming consisted of little more 

than boiled wild herbs, reflecting the increasing food shortages of wartime and the resulting turn 

away from the expensive black markets and towards fields and forests. They further suggest a 

reconceptualization of food’s possible effects on the body beyond its pleasant ability to fill the 

belly. Second, in another reflection of the period’s austerity, La Cucina Italiana’s January 1943 

                                                
381 Writer and journalist Malaparte inserted a version of himself in many of his semi-fictionalized wartime novels, 
including Kaputt as well as The Skin. He based this particularly lurid reportage on a dinner party held in Naples in 
1943 wherein American army generals dined on the remaining stock of the city aquarium.  The menu included a 
variety of fish and crustaceans, as well as the famous manatee.  See David Moore’s introduction to Curzio 
Malaparte’s The Skin (New York: New York Review Books Classics, 2013). 
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recipes indicate a desire to maintain culinary traditions by repeating traditional preparations even 

in the absence of defining ingredients, as in “Zuppa di riso al brodo di pollo … senza pollo!” 

“Rice soup with chicken broth… without chicken!” The disappearance of even autarchic animals 

like chicken and rabbit speaks to the increasing meat scarcity of the times. Third, still other 

recipes approach the issue of meat scarcity by exploring the boundaries of lesser-used animal 

parts to find new dishes that might be good to eat during wartime, as in the recipe, “Il sangue 

bovino per uso alimentare,” “Cow blood for alimentary use.” Here, cow’s blood, which was not 

widely consumed prior to wartime, must be explicitly marked as edible in the recipe title to 

assure readers of its alimentary potential.382   

 But despite these attempts to approach food as medicine, to maintain former recipes 

without key ingredients, and to explore new foodstuffs, subscriber letters to La Cucina Italiana 

show that hunger rumbled through the background of readers’ lives. One subscriber, Marsalesina 

Bella, wrote to the magazine to ask how to help her ailing brother: at eighteen years old, he stood 

1,60 meters and weighed only forty kilograms. Marsalesina recounted that the skin on his face 

was dry, his cheeks were hollow, and his hair was continually falling out. The editors of La 

Cucina Italiana featured this desperate situation as their first letter on the response page, a space 

typically reserved for problems deemed most salient to the magazine’s readership. The problem, 

the editors wrote, was simple: Marsalesina’s brother weighed 16 kilograms less than he should. 

To help him to gain weight, they advised Marsalesina to prepare foods with butter, milk, fats, 

                                                
382 Prior to the war years, blood sausage (sanguinaccio) consumption was infrequent, and largely confined to North-
Central Italy. Examples include the Tuscan biroldo (also called marsapan in southern Lombardy) and buristo, all 
cold, spreadable varieties of sausage made with pig's blood and fat cooked in a pig's stomach. Sweet varieties 
included the Romagnolo migliaccio, a sweet pudding consisting of a thin pastry crust filled with a mixture of pig's 
blood, sugar, breadcrumbs, almonds, chocolate, butter, and spices.  These dishes were often prepared seasonally, at 
Christmas or just after the annual winter hog slaughtering.  Even in their regions of provenance, blood sausages 
were not part of Northern Italians’ everyday diets. 
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and flour- the very foods under strictest rationing by the Fascist regime.383 In a conspicuous 

lacuna, the article refrains from connecting their contentious alimentary advice to the wartime 

circumstances that caused malnourishment, likely due to the magazine heads’ political stance: 

founding editors Delia384 and Umberto Notari385 openly supported the Fascist regime by 

promoting Mussolini’s autarchic campaigns with reader contests and letters to the editor. 

Proponents of Fascism from arts world such as Massimo Bontempelli, Ada Negri, and 

Margherita Sarfatti contributed articles as well. Over the course of the 1930s and early 1940s, La 

Cucina Italiana covers and articles moved so far into politics that cooking advice became an 

afterthought.  

 As food supplies dwindled and rations shrank, citizens increasingly blamed the regime 

and Mussolini, who they accused of starving the national body. World leaders went even further, 

connecting the Italian body politic to the Duce through gastrointestinal metaphor. At a Kremlin 

meeting with Churchill in October 1944, Stalin sputtered, “it was the Italian people who had 

thrown up Mussolini.”386 He blamed the Italian body politic for the existence of their leader, 

suggesting that the Italian people’s bout with political indigestion had vomited Mussolini into the 

world. In this sense, vomiting is akin to unsuccessful consumption. Instead of assimilating food 

into the body, vomiting produces something vile, in this case, a political regime that pushed food 

prices up and calorie consumption down. As Carol Helstosky notes, during the early 1940s, each 
                                                
383 The Fascist regime introduced rationing fairly late, a decision that increased food scarcity and hoarding.  The 
regime first rationed extras like coffee and sugar in early 1940.  Later that year, oils and fats joined the list. By the 
following winter, rice and pasta were rationed as well, and followed by bread in early 1941. 
384 Delia Notari, not Umberto, pushed for the creation of La Cucina Italiana and controlled the editorial slant of the 
magazine as Director. A widow of engineer Joseph Magnaghi, Delia née Pavoni married Umberto and appears to 
have shared his pro-Fascist politics.  During her tenure from November 1929 to December 1934, she encouraged 
contributors to incorporate recipes for autarchic eating to support the regime. 
385 Umberto Notari’s adherence to Fascist political doctrine appears to have developed in his early 20s, during his 
collaboration with F.T. Marinetti on the magazine Poesia. His enthusiasm for social conservatism in general and 
Fascist racial policy in particular manifested in many of his publications, from La donna ‘Tipo Tre’ to his signature 
on Manifesto della razza and Panegirico della razza italiana. 
386 Quotation cited in Paul Ginsborg’s A History of Contemporary Italy: Society and Politics 1943-1988 (New York: 
Palgrave, 2003) p. 39. 



	  415 

social class’ diet fell to the level of the nutritive levels of the one below.387 Schoolteachers, 

pensioners, and government employees sought charity and frequented soup kitchens. Compared 

to those living in urban environments, women in the countryside experienced wartime 

deprivation as less dire: some women planted home gardens and raised their own animals for 

meat. During especially lean times, other women made foraging trips to add to the family 

cupboard. However, the fortitude of these women should not be confused with access to more or 

better foods: rather, these stoic attitudes and practical responses merely reflected the fact the that 

hunger had always been a nagging presence in Italian peasant life, a fact reflected by the 

inventive preparations of non-standard ingredients which mark la cucina povera. Feeding 

Fascism not only threw up Mussolini, but it also starved the body politic. 

Developments in the Clinic, the Kitchen, and the Field 

 This dissertation has used food as a lens to examine the interactions between women and 

the regime during Italy’s Fascist period. At first glance, this analysis may appear to privilege 

ephemeral moments over durable cultural practices. But in fact, many cultural trends dating from 

the Fascist period dissolved in the post-war years only to crystallize during Italy’s Economic 

Boom of the 1950s and 1960s. In the clinic, the kitchen, and the field, Fascist period obsessions 

like Taylorist breastfeeding, autarchic cooking, and gendered agricultural labor not only 

persisted, but actually gained cultural traction and even wider popularity under new names that 

obscured their former associations with (and in some cases, origins in) Fascist political policy.388 

In terms of the clinic, Fascist policy established legacies in the national medical practice, 

                                                
387 See “Austerity and Decline, 1935-1945” in Garlic and Oil: Food and Politics in Italy (New York: Berg, 2004) 
pp. 110-111. 
388 The Fascist regime was the first form of Italian government to enact these ideas.  Patriarchal approaches to 
women’s bodies and maternal care, as well as to breastfeeding, predate Fascism by hundreds of years.  Yael Manes 
traces these ideas to their Renaissance incarnations in “The Power of Mother’s Milk” in Reviving the Italian 
Renaissance. Popular Culture + Icons + Significant Anachronisms.  Ed. Medina Lasansky.  Pittsburgh: Periscope, 
2012. 
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including the industrialization of women’s health care and the ascension of male doctors over 

female midwives. Moreover, maternal health habits born of Fascist political policies persist.  

Breastfeeding, for example, remains a rigid, medicalized practice in contemporary Italy: 

although the Taylorist breastfeeding celebrated by ONMI propaganda disappeared, many 

women, including female doctors, continue to double-weigh their infants as a standard part of 

early childcare. Contemporary promotion of breastfeeding, be it in private consultations in 

pediatric clinics or public service television campaigns, still underscores the importance of the 

timed poppate. In May 2011, Italian Elle devoted a photo shoot and interview with British model 

Amanda de Cadenet to the theme of maternity, revisiting these ideas in both text and image (Fig. 

68). Although in terms of general demographic trends, the Fascist regime’s ends for ONMI met 

with spectacular failure in terms of increasing family size,389 the means that it used to address 

this goal continued. In other words, Fascism deeply affected maternal practices rather than 

family forms. Italy’s national health board, the Servizio Santiario Nazionale (SSN) introduced a 

series of reforms to ONMI over the 1950s and 1960s, shifting from ONMI’s emphasis on 

maternal monitoring to focus instead on pediatric care. Soon after, these new healthcare services 

then folded into national programs for generalized social assistance. New clinics associated with 

the Unità Santarie Locali (USL, now known as the Azienda Sanitaria Locale, or ASL) absorbed 

clients from ONMI’s regional centers, decreasing their utility to young mothers and, relatedly, 

diminishing their perceived medical legitimacy. ONMI’s fall from grace in the wake of late 

1960s not only reflected the ascent of ASL, but also a popular referendum on former Fascist 

policies: many women considered this decline to be a referendum on sexist and racist maternal 

                                                
389 As Paul Ginsborg notes, the size of families decreased, but the kind of families stayed the same.  In Italy as a 
whole the average size of the family declined from 4 members in 1951 to 3.3 in 1971. In 1951, nuclear families 
formed 55.7% of the total, whereas in 1971, they were 54.1%.  Extended families declined from 22.5% of the total 
population to 16.9% (Ginsborg 243).  
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policies during the 1930s.390 The board was officially dissolved on December 31, 1975. 

Ironically, it was only with ONMI’s decentralization and declining use that Italian health care 

began to achieve the board’s practical aims: moving women’s health care from the home and 

into public hospitals and private clinics.  

 

                                                
390 Elizabeth Dixon Whitaker analyzes this phenomenon in her conclusion to Measuring Mamma's Milk: Fascism 
and the Medicalization of Maternity In Italy. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000. 
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Fig. 68 Breastfeeding image in maternity photo shoot in Italian Elle, May 2011, p. 322. 
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 Just as political and social shifts that affected the clinic, advertising, industry, and 

economic upswing impacted kitchen development in the wake of World War II. Housing was 

scarce after the war, and utilities were often quite rudimentary.  In 1951, only 7.4% of 

households possessed electricity, running water, and an indoor toilet (Ginsborg 210).   Together 

with exports, the building industry provided a key engine for Italy’s economic growth during the 

1950s and 60s.391  Migration, both internal and external, rose concurrently: many Italians moved 

from the countryside to the city, and from the South to the North, filling the new housing 

developments in and around the burgeoning industrial centers. Illegal building and wild real 

estate speculation, together with corrupt landlords and indifferent city officials, led to crowding 

and crime in the Fascist borgate, urban enclaves built on the periphery of large cities as part of 

Fascist urban planning and social control of the leftist working class.392 Others moved abroad, to 

the United States, to Canada, and to Argentina. In these new locales, the majority of Italians 

owned their own homes, and, subsequently, their own kitchens – a first in Italy’s domestic 

history. The Fascist fantasy of hyperproductive, streamlined, and hygienic kitchen work 

promoted by Ignazio Gardella and other architects of rationalist domesticity materialized during 

the Economic Boom. Small dimensions, gleaming white tiled walls, and preparation spaces 

organized in the Taylorist work triangle emerged as the ideal standard kitchen design in 

magazines. Concurrently, new forms of advertising hawked novel products, particularly 

appliances, to fill these homes. New domestic habits (more frequent washing) and expectations 

                                                
391 As Adam Arviddson notes, Italy’s GDP practically doubled between 1951 and 1963, growing by 86% 
(Arviddson 80). This increase was in line with the economic golden age experienced by other developed capitalist 
countries during the 1950s and 1960s. The United States, for instance, increased its GNP by two thirds during this 
same period. (Mazower 258). 
392 Primavalle, one of the twelve Roman borgate built under Fascism, exemplifies this type of overdevelopment. 
Today, this neighborhood still lacks basic services and entertainment options despite being home to over 200,000 
inhabitants. See Ferruccio Trabalzi’s “Primavalle: Urban Reservation in Rome,” Journal of Architectural Education 
(1984-) 42.3 (Spring 1989), pp. 38-46. On the development and legacy of the Fascist borgate across the peninsula, 
see Luciano Villani’s Le Borgate Del Fascismo: Storia Urbana, Politica e Sociale Della Periferia Romana. Prima 
edizione. Milan, Italy: Ledizioni, 2012. 
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(whiter laundry) arrived with them. Instead of diminishing women’s labor in the household, 

these products increased the social expectations for the quality of product that that labor should 

produce.393   

 In many ways, American enticement succeeded where Fascist coercion failed.  First, a 

realist style showed the product’s intended users in real life situations. And second, ads shifted 

from posters to daily and weekly presses so as to increase the efficacy of this newly adopted 

pedagogical style. Under the general ethos of modernization through consumption, industry and 

advertising assumed the role of instructors in everyday life that had been previously occupied by 

the Fascist government.  Television, in particular the popular evening show Carosello, spread 

American advertising tropes across the peninsula along with the national standard Italian 

language.394 Concurrently, print advertisements in magazines, such as the newly reinstated La 

Cucina Italiana, for example, introduced readers to American food products like Coca Cola, Ritz 

crackers, and Kraft cheese.395 Early 1950s ads for these products suggested aspirational class 

status through convivial context, showing elegant couples sipping coke from wine goblets at 

parties, fashionable ladies nibbling on Ritz crackers at afternoon tea in salons, and manicured 

fingertips delicately placing Kraft cheese singles on margherita pizzas (Fig. 69). Themes of 

American modernity and plenty in the Italian context also informed one of the most popular 

                                                
393 This point builds on Ruth Schwartz Cowan’s thesis that technological innovation in the American context 
unevenly targeted women’s, men’s, and children’s household labor. She convincingly argues that technology largely 
decreased or eliminated men’s and children’s housework traditional forms of housework, such as chopping logs and 
carrying water, while raising the standards, and thereby increasing the total labor, for women’s housework, such as 
cooking. See More Work for Mother: The Ironies of Household Technology From the Open Hearth to the 
Microwave. New York: Basic Books, 1983. 
394 Television was a major factor in shifting language from regional dialects to a national standard during the 1950s. 
395 While this export boom temporally corresponds with Marshall Plan projects to promote American food industry 
in Europe, politicians declined to promote these brands due to their status as luxury products.  Speaking on behalf of 
Congress’ Economic Cooperation Administration (ECA), Dennis A. Fitzgerald, director of the Food and Agriculture 
Division of the ECA, rebuffed Coca Cola’s repeated petitions, stating that the point of the Marshall Plan was to 
“insure private investment in serious reconstruction projects, whereas the present item is of a far from essential 
nature – indeed, it [may] even be considered a luxury.”  Citation in J. Bartow’s Citizen Coke: The Making of Coca-
Cola Capitalism. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2015. 
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themes in this period’s advertising: burgeoning supermarket396 cases, and their domestic 

equivalents – full refrigerators, opened to the viewer’s gaze.397 In these ads, chic young couples, 

the woman a ubiquitous blonde, gaze in satisfaction at the interior array of goods, always 

exploding with expensive products like meat and cheese, as well as new American treats like 

Coca Cola (Fig. 69). A celebratory array of French Champagnes typically beckoned from the 

open door (Figs. 69 and 70). But the incongruity of placing mass-produced foods in upmarket 

Italian surroundings also evoked the relative underdevelopment of the Italian market. In a 

holdover from Fascist food history, the foreignness of goods like tea, coffee, and sugar equated 

to luxury, modernity, luxury, sweetness and energy. Such positivity problematically cast local 

versions of these goods as inferior in quality and in associated class status. American soda and 

crackers, generally coded as middle-class foods in the United States during the 1950s, rose to 

high class status when they crossed the Atlantic.398   

                                                
396 With new consumer spaces and objects came new models for Italian womanhood. As Adam Arvidsson suggests, 
“The supermarket constituted a new kind of public space where the housewife could realize herself in an 
unprecedented manner, even to the point of provoking … delirious feelings of omnipotence and compulsory buys” 
(101). While such a statement risks conflating the freedom to buy with more complete forms of female self-
actualization, it also highlights the general broadening of arenas available for women’s self-expression outside the 
home during the Economic Boom period. 
397 During Italy’s Economic Boom period, refrigerators lagged only behind television sets as the most frequently 
purchased major appliance (De Grazia 1996). As part of what Stephen Gundle has called “the Americanization of 
everyday life,” refrigerators changed Italian cooking in two key ways: it altered national foodways by allowing for 
increased consumption of expensive perishable goods such as meat and dairy products and shifted household work 
patterns by decreasing the necessity of regular market trips. Note that Emanuela Scarpellini’s food history work 
takes this approach: she opens drawers, closets, and refrigerators to reveal their contents to the reader.  See Material 
Nation: A Consumer’s History of Modern Italy. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011. 
398 Despite the geographic divergence in prestige, prices for American foods in Italy and the United States remained 
nearly identical throughout the Economic Boom period. As early as 1950, journalists noted that the five-cent twelve-
ounce bottle of Coca Cola remained “one of the most staunchly held price lines in U.S. economic history” (Millard 
Purdy and James Thurber, “Nickel Soda Pop: It’s Disappearing Fast as Costs Push to Six and Ten Cents,” Wall 
Street Journal, November 2, 1950, p. 1), a cost that nearly equated to Italian-manufactured Coca Cola, sold in 1938 
for 1 lire in 200 cubic centimeter bottles. As Purdy and Thurber’s article notes, higher production costs drove up 
both prices and sizes after the war. In the US, prices rose to twenty-seven cents for two twelve-ounce bottles of Coca 
Cola in 1964 (Daily Record) and higher still to fifty-nine cents for a six-pack of ten-ounce bottles in 1968 (Value of 
a Dollar). In this same year, new Italian Coca Cola plants in Livorno, Busto Arsizio, Venice, Naples, Como, Trieste, 
Modena, Turin, and Genoa (all established in 1950) introduced pre-made mixes for bars to sell Coca Cola and Fanta 
by the draft, a move that followed their success in introducing family sized Coca Cola bottles of 750 cubic 
centimeters in 1952. For more information, see http://www.foodtimeline.org (Accessed November 5, 2015) and 
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Fig. 69 Magazine advertisement for Kraft cheese, “Kraft cheese singles: the secret to the 
successful pizza.”  (La Cucina Italiana [March 1955]) 

                                                
Daniel Levy and Andrew Young’s, “’The Real Thing:’ Nominal Price Rigidity of the Nickel Coke, 1886–1959.” 
Journal of Money, Credit and Banking (August 2004) 36 (4): 765–799. 
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Fig. 70 Magazine advertisement for Kelvinator refrigerators, “Yes, we too chose Kelvinator”  
(La Cucina Italiana [April 1953]) 
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Fig. 71 Magazine advertisement for Ignis refrigerators, “Ignis Italian Refrigerators: in the Happy 
Hours.”  (La Cucina Italiana [April 1953]) 
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 Alongside food products, appliances took center stage. “Electric servants” largely 

replaced paid domestic labor in middle class households as labor rates rose. However, it is 

important to note that in recent years, migrant women, many from the former colonies of 

Eritrea399 and Ethiopia, as well as from Eastern European countries (Ukraine) and South East 

Asia (Philippines) have assumed certain household tasks, in particular the care of the very young 

and the very old.400 As such, race has largely displaced class as a marker of who engages in 

domestic labor in other people’s homes. Naturally of course, both issues are connected with 

economic status. Cooking and cleaning often form a subset of these women’s paid labors. In 

terms of latter, the emphasis of domestic work shifted to a certain extent, focusing more on 

cleaning during the 1950s, rather than on cooking, due to the prevalence of new frozen and pre-

prepared products. Cristina Lombardi-Diop has argued convincingly that the constant pursuit of 

ever more limpid whiteness for dishes, laundry, floors, and appliances in the 1950s derives from 

Fascist racial policy privileging whiteness.401  The obliqueness of this connection, coupled with 

the complete lack of reckoning with the legacy of colonialism until quite recently led, she argues, 

to a great racial forgetting of the Fascist projects in Italian East Africa. Fascist legacies in the 

kitchen included the celebration of a woman’s place as being in the home, and on her role in 

managing the household through hygienic, rational, modern means. As with the clinic however, 

emphasis shifted away from her role as a mother. In this case, the focus fell not on the child, but 

                                                
399 In contrast to many other contemporary migrations, this wave, like the others mentioned here, is notable for its 
unusual gendered component: East African women began to arrive in Italy en masse in the 1970s, often traveling 
with former colonial employers to continue their domestic work in their homes. Eritrean men began to follow much 
later, in the wake of the Ethiopian-Eritrean territorial conflicts during the 1990s.  For a sociological examination of 
the connections between Eritrean women’s domestic work in Italian homesteads in colonial East Africa and in 
Italian homes in contemporary Europe, see Sabrina Marchetti’s sociological study Black Girls: Migrant Domestic 
Workers and Colonial Legacies. Leiden: Brill, 2014. 
400 As intimated above, men rather than women often constitute the first wave of many contemporary migrations. 
This is true of the recent Romanian influx in Italy, which peaked in 2002 when Romanian citizens obtained the right 
to move to other Schengen Zone countries without filing for a visa.   
401 Dianne Suzette Harris explores similar themes in the American context.  See Little White Houses: How the 
Postwar Home Constructed Race In America. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013. 
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on the husband. During the 1950s, the woman of the house was celebrated for her caring work on 

behalf of the family breadwinner, under the assumption that her savvy purchases improved the 

husband’s earning power, which in turn allowed the family to purchase even more modern 

goods, essentially creating a virtuous cycle of consumption.   

 Moving from consumption in the home to production in the field, Fascist period divisions 

between the politics and representations of women’s agricultural work continued to diverge 

during the post-war years. Director Giuseppe De Santis’ wildly successful film Riso Amaro and 

the enduring popularity of lead actresses Silvana Mangano and Doris Dowling set this cinematic 

image of the mondina in the cultural amber even as rice weeding declined. Gradually, 

representations of the mondine replaced actual mondine: the weeders are now largely confined to 

rice packaging and other products that market food based on an idealized rural national past.402 

The disappearance of the Northern Italian mondine provides one instance of a larger change in 

Italian society. Rapid urbanization signaled the end of the peasantry in many areas, and resulted 

in negatives, such as booms of pollution, as well as positives, like greater modern conveniences, 

as landownership became much more widespread. At a national level, those who did remain in 

the countryside might have found their economic situation slightly improved by the Agrarian 

Reforms of the 1950s. In Southern Italy, the government attempted to redistribute the land of 

fallow estates to the peasantry, creating small farms (podere) of 5.37 hectares on average, and 

tiny plots (quota) varying from three to six hectares (Ginsborg 131). Although such efforts to 

improve landownership amongst the Southern working class were largely unsuccessful,403 the 

situation in Northern Italy improved agricultural production levels even if they only slightly 

improve the lives of the poor. The Maremma, for instance, increased the total agricultural output 

                                                
402 Presumably, the cultural associations of the mondina shifted over time even though her straw hat and rolled 
pants, the signifying features of this figure, did not. 
403 Many rich families used loopholes in the law to quickly divide their large farms amongst themselves.  
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of the reform area from 10 to 38% between 1953 and 1964 (Ginsborg 133).   

 Although many mondine continued to work in the rice fields through the post-war period, 

with some even continuing into the early 1950s, improved technology eliminated the need for the 

40-day monda. At the same time, the Economic Boom eliminated many women’s financial 

desperation and with it their willingness to undertake such taxing physical labor.  Former 

mondine’s diaries attest to this widespread rise in socio-economic status, showing how many 

women resumed their schooling or took on professional careers. The career choices of the 

women introduced in Part III provide a representative sample of the different roads taken to 

better lives: Ermanna Chiozzi and Milena Sevegnini worked in the home as housewives.404 Laura 

Scalabrini taught chemistry at a secondary school.405 Antonietta Chierici’s mother, after her work 

in the fields and her memorable class-based invective at the train depot, continued to agitate for 

social justice for female laborers through protests, teach-ins, and later as a Socialist counsel 

member at the regional level in Emilia.406 But while these women, and the mondine as a group, 

ceased to weed the rice fields, many continued to identify with the the leftist politics and the 

song culture associated with this agricultural work. As in the United States, many protesters 

turned to folk music to express the liberal sentiments of the day. Many mondine formed choirs in 

their later years, some of which became quite popular during the student and worker movements 

and Hot Autumn of 1968. The mondine’s song corps offered a natural fit for the mood of 

agitation and social change.  Loose affiliations between academic and workers groups developed, 

leading to extensive archivization of the mondine’s testimonials, memories, and songs with city- 
                                                
404 See Ermanna Chiozzi’s testimony “Ermanna nella storia fra arte e racconti,” 1933-1946.  Transcript of 
manuscript MP/Adn2 04629, Archivio dei Diari, Pieve Santo Stefano, Italy and Milena Lavagnini’s testimony “Le 
mie prigioni,” 1930-2000. Transcript of manuscript MP/T2 06468, Archivio dei Diari, Pieve Santo Stefano, Italy, 
2007. 
405 See Laura Scalabrini’s testimony “Sette pater ave e gloria,” 1927-1990. Transcript of manuscript MP/10 06139, 
Archivio dei Diari, Pieve Santo Stefano, Italy, 2010. 
406 See Antonietta Chierici’s testimony “Mia madre: una donna dell’Emilia,” 1920-1960. Transcript of manuscript 
MP/Adn2 05024, Archivio dei Diari, Pieve Santo Stefano, Italy.  
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and town-based Mediateche and the Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro (CGIL). These 

small archives have published many small-scale studies of the mondine’s work. Because many 

mondine were still alive and interested in relating their stories, and because their songs were 

particularly well suited to this archival approach, the mondine’s experiences are incredibly well 

documented compared to other types of women’s work.      

 What unites these disparate narratives of the clinic, the kitchen, and the field? Their 

parallel developments seem to suggest a commonality born of Fascist political legacy: in all three 

cases, while the regime’s political goals of pronatalism, rationalism, and autarchy ultimately 

failed, the means that the regime used to achieve such goals persisted.407 This was likely due, I 

would argue, to the regime’s deep infiltration in everyday life. Although the justifications for 

activities like double-weighing and eating locally grown vegetables changed, the activities 

themselves did not, likely due to their daily repetition and connections to the material world. To 

put it telegraphically, the “why” of these activities shifted in accordance with new political, 

cultural, and social trends, but the “what” and the “how” of everyday life stayed the same.    

Tabletop Politics as the History of Everyday Life 

 I hope, with this dissertation, to have made a contribution to the growing body of 

scholarship that attempts to posit a more complex portrayal of women’s daily lives under 

Fascism than that which is now in place. Traditional understandings of women’s history and the 

cultural history of Fascism often draw from the tacit assumption that Italian women could be 

treated as a homogenous entity, resulting in either fictive archetypes in the singular, or in 

                                                
407 Today, many Italians continue to medicalize maternity, to rationalize domestic work, and to endorse increased 
national production on a global scale. On the legacies of Fascist maternal health care among working-class women, 
see Maurizio Bettini’s Stato e Assistenza Sociale in Italia: L’Opera Nazionale Maternità e Infanzia 1925-1975.  
Livorno: Edizioni Erasmo, 2008. For a historically integrated account of Fascist period trends in domestic work and 
Domestic production incorporating both the Unifaction period and the present day, see Emanuela Scarpellini’s A 
Tavola!: Gli Italiani In 7 Pranzi. Bari: Laterza, 2014. 
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homogenous masses in the plural. The purpose of this dissertation is not only to explore 

women’s quotidian interactions with Fascist policy by opening the kitchen cupboard, but also, 

more broadly, to explain how women experience the material dimensions of politics in their 

daily lives. Collectively, these chapters contribute a new perspective to recent debates in 

women’s cultural history, particularly those concerning women’s personal use of state ideology 

and food’s role in reconstructing women’s history. In many ways, my work tries to address and 

build on the impasses that characterized critical discussions regarding the historical and 

geographic specificity of gendered and classed bodies and power. Specifically, scholars have 

pointed to the need for concrete and detailed evidence to understand culture in the private sphere, 

as well as increased emphasis on individuals’ choices to evoke the diversity of women’s history.  

One cannot speak of Italian women as one cohesive group: for this reason, this dissertation has 

relied on women’s voices and agency, using first-person accounts to describe women’s varied 

understandings of their social class and gendered work.  

 Most past discussions have posited two opposing approaches, suggesting either that the 

using food, cooking, and feeding to decipher women’s daily political lives recreates patriarchal 

power structures and reduces women to domestic roles or that the culinary does not constitute a 

sufficiently serious topic for inclusion in the history of gender. This dissertation adds to and 

complements this earlier scholarship by providing for a food-based material culture studies 

reading. Indeed, the study of food and foodways is important precisely because women spent 

much of their daily lives engaged in this activity.  Further, focusing on this particular aspect of 

women’s history could potentially help to deflect the historic denigration of practices, work, and 

spaces associated with women. To contribute to these scholarly debates, my dissertation situates 

new examples of cultural history within the broader context of power negotiations between 
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women and the state, ultimately adding an adaptive and resourceful approach to the scholarship 

of the modern history of gender and culture. 

 The story I have told is not a story of extremes, but rather a story of the everyday.  It has 

focused on the material world surrounding quotidian decisions, such as whether to breastfeeding 

in private or in public, how to organize the kitchen, and how to manage female bodily needs 

while working in the fields. Feminist theory informs my historical focus on what I have termed 

the “tabletop politics” of Fascism: I have attempted to avoid assigning historic status to any one 

person, place or event so as to reveal the diversity of women’s experiences. Whenever possible, I 

use women’s own conceptions of gender and class to describe social categories. In Part II for 

instance, I rely on individual women’s constructions of social class in cookbook narratives to 

reveal how socioeconomic hierarchies emerged through working class women’s domestic labor 

in wealthy women’s homes.  Similarly, in Part III, I avoid assigning single, contemporary terms 

to describe the full spectrum of love and sexuality among the mondine. Instead, I analyze the 

plethora of flirtatious songs, jokes, pranks, and women-only dances with reference to the 

mondine’s own testimonials and interviews.   

 Tabletop politics blends Domestic affairs and domestic life, an amalgam informed by 

Feminist historians’ longstanding effort to eschew characterizations that impose the categories 

that they claim only to describe. In line with embodiment scholars like Susan Bordo, Jana 

Sawicki, and Rosi Braidotti, I believe that binaries inscribe a single standard whereby the 

devalued element in the equation, typically associated with women and the body, is measured 

against the primary standard and found wanting.  In my focus on the history of the everyday, I 

attempt to move beyond false binaries like man and woman, body and mind that suggest that 

either side of the equation is universal and ahistorical.  This dissertation examines a broad range 
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of women’s stories in an attempt to study the “and” rather than the “either,” focusing on the full 

spectrum of narratives that binaries preclude.   

 The everyday serves theoretical and methodological ends if we recognize it as such; in 

this case, this dissertation has addressed a theoretical disciplinary question regarding the role of 

Food Studies in reconstructing Women’s History and a methodological question concerning the 

relationship between the local and the national, and between individual bodies and the body 

politic. To reconstruct the history of women’s daily lives under Fascism through tabletop 

politics, this dissertation has progressed iteratively, place by place, object by object, so as to 

document and make sense of the assemblage, rather than to stand back and explain the whole. 

But what elements of history might this methodology ignore? For instance, is any part of the 

everyday not materially enacted? And if so, what types of evidence might my approach occlude? 

For instance, although this dissertation examines women’s embodied experiences of the world, I 

cannot watch these women as they live their lives. Since the bodies that I study have turned to 

dust, I look at the material culture that surrounded these women to understand their capacities, 

gestures, movements, location, and behaviors. Further, designations of exceptionality and 

banality are predicated upon the researcher’s own historical time period.  Because the things that 

I study are the effects of my practice, my guiding assumption is that historical objectivity cannot 

exist: I cannot represent the everyday world, holding in at arm’s length. As a researcher, I am 

always enacting my knowledge of archival ephemera, objects, and built environments. More 

broadly, my understanding of social constructs like gender and class also reflects my own 

cultural milieu. But although I am bound up in the very categories that I hope to dismantle, my 

hope is that acknowledging this potential for bias will disarm it to a certain degree.  
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Current Debates in Italian Food and Politics: The Barilla Debacle 

 The legacy of Fascist food policy informs key issues in Italian food politics today.  

Wartime austerity made a political virtue of economic necessity. By suggesting that citizens 

follow simple preparations, maintain regional food ways, and emphasize grains, legumes, and 

produce over meat and fats, the regime created the appearance of consent by ordering its citizens 

to cook in the same way that they had for hundreds of years.  What had been traditional became 

patriotic. After the fall of Fascism, the terms reversed: what had been known as Fascist food 

ways returned to being known as traditional Italian food ways. This conservatism constitutes one 

element of a broader theme in Italian food history. As Carol Helstosky has noted, Italian cuisine 

tends to resist drastic change to its core ingredients and preparations.408 But while Italian food 

and foodways remained largely the same, the rhetoric surrounding them shifted dramatically.   

 As this dissertation has asserted, food politics are hashed out at the kitchen table in a 

constant negotiation between individuals and the regime. Tabletop politics can be characterized 

as on ongoing interaction between the national and the local, rather than as a set of top-down 

directives and bottom-up responses. Current Italian politics, economics, and social mores have 

moved far from the Fascist dictatorship of the 1930s, but the issue of feeding political ideologies 

remains salient today. In contemporary Italy, most people have plenty to eat. There is greater 

food quantity and quality than ever before. Many Italian women work outside the home, so either 

someone else must take on the cooking or the family meals must not be labor or time-intensive. 

Migration has introduced new persons undertaking domestic labor in Italian households, as well 

as new types of food and food traditions, like the post-discoteque kebab enjoyed by Italian 

millennials, known as the generazione mille euro for their 1000 euro monthly salaries and the 

                                                
408 As she notes, “Change alone does not explain Italian food habits; political and cultural influences continued to 
shape the contemporary Italian diet as a social practice resistant to dramatic change” (126). 



	  433 

precarious lifestyles that accompany such the baseline earnings. And this brings us back to the 

Kebab Wars,409 and to the question of what constitutes traditional Italian food. The following 

anecdote explores these terms.     

 On September 25, 2013, the chairman of Barilla pasta gave an interview with the popular 

radio show La Zanzara. The questions soon turned to Italian food and family structure, and 

specifically to representations of gay families in adverting. Guido Barilla announced, “For us, the 

‘sacral family’ remains one of the company’s core values. Our family is a traditional family.” He 

went on to say that he “I would not do a commercial with a homosexual family … because I 

don’t agree with them, and I think we want to talk to traditional families. The women are crucial 

in this.”410 Barilla’s comments immediately ignited a social media firestorm: within minutes, 

parliament member Alessandro Zan called for a boycott of the company’s products. Equality 

Italia chairman Aurelio Mancuso seconded the motion, and further denounced Barilla’s 

assertions for being deliberately provocative. A few days later, Guido Barilla offered a half-

apology, appended with the assertion, “In the interview I simply wished to underline the central 

role the woman plays within the family.” The clarification pushed the pasta representative deeper 

into hot water.   

                                                
409 As noted in the Introduction, the Kebab Wars refer to the Northern Italian anti-ethnic restaurant legislation 
throughout 2009. This legislation tended to work in one of two ways. Municipal law either banned the establishment 
of new Middle Eastern and African restaurants, as in Lucca, or required that preexisting ethnic eateries offer Italian 
dishes, as in Trieste.   
410 In Italy and elsewhere, there is often an inverse relationship between using laudatory rhetoric to describe 
motherhood and offering economic remuneration or benefits to mothers: the more "sacred" motherhood becomes, 
the less likely we are to support financial policies that aid mothers as individuals. By sacralizing motherhood, we 
imply that the real work entailed is above petty issues like payment. So we pay mothers with compliments instead. 
In this dissertation, I hope to denaturalize current divisions of gendered labor in Italy by pointing out the conditions 
of their origins in pre-existing models of work, their cultural production in boardrooms, their circulation and 
maintenance in mass media, and the vagarities of their reception among different demographic groups.  When we 
judge someone to be a “good mom,” this value judgment bears a close relation to social ideology. These shifting 
representations of social roles reveal gender to be a functional rather than ontological term, in that it tells us what we 
do, not about the fixed nature of things. 
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 Rival pasta companies decried Barilla’s apparent homophobia and sexism, and released 

statements of support for gay families. Germany’s branch of Bertolli took advantage of the 

heated moment to release a print and online advertisement showing anthropomorphized pairs of 

pasta dancing down a spoon to jump into a pot of tomato sauce (Fig. 72). One carb-based couple, 

an interracial pair of farfalle pastas in spinach-green and egg yolk-yellow, even cradles their 

child, a tiny golden penne. This ad, entitled “Love and pasta for all,” had actually been designed 

months prior to the Barilla controversy and was slated for a Spring 2014 release. Deployed in 

this social milieu, the slogan took on a new, socially progressive light. The calls for a Barilla 

boycott continued, despite a few statements of support from politicians like Eugenia Roccella 

and interest groups like Movimento Italiano Genitori, and Guido Barilla was finally forced to 

meet with gay rights advocates to calm the controversy. But it was a Bertolli media 

representative, not Guido Barilla, who got the last word on this dinner debacle, “Bertolli 

welcomes everyone, especially those with an empty stomach.” 

 Clearly Guido Barilla’s comments belied an antiquated understanding of Italian family 

structures and gender roles. But why did so many people, from politicians to the public, care 

about his opinion? The Barilla Group is the world’s leading pasta maker, holding 45% of the 

Italian market, and 25% of the American market, and controls trademarks in a diverse roster of 

nations including Sweden, Greece, Turkey, and Mexico.  But economic might does not always 

translate to cultural significance. If Marco Tronchetti Provera, the president of Pirelli tires, had 

opined on the topic, would he have incited such fervid debate? No, and this difference lies in the 

nature of the products sold by Barilla and Provera.  People don’t form intimate connections with 

car parts - but they do care about pasta. 
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 Because food provides a concrete way to translate abstract ideas about gendered work, 

family structures, and national traditions into a set of concrete actions oriented around food 

preparation and consumption, food companies must engage with questions of social norms in 

their advertising. The way that consumers engage with these images illuminates the relative 

popularity of these norms at any given time. The Barilla debacle brings key themes from the 

dissertation to the fore, such as the processes that naturalize caring work as women’s work, the 

role of domestic spaces in defining gender roles and sexuality, and the implied universality of the 

human body and its hungers (Bertolli’s “empty stomach,” being on the inside of the body, 

implies commonality by obscuring the outward bodily signs of sexuality, not to mention 

nationality, gender, and race) in the face of social divisions. But it also signals the need for more 

research to answer certain questions about the role of food in social relations and national 

culture: How does control of food production, distribution, and consumption establish gender 

roles and gendered work in both the public and the private sphere? How does food symbolically 

connote femininity and masculinity and establish the social value of gendered work? And how 

do women’s and men's attitudes towards their bodies affect the object and perceived legitimacy 

of their appetites? This dissertation has approached Italian culture and family life as mutually 

constitutive entities: we cannot say where politics and industry end and everyday life begins 

because they mutually reflect and affect one other. For these reasons, it is absolutely critical that 

we use culinary ephemera, such as the types introduced in this dissertation, to investigate how 

women perform, negotiate, and transform social relationships through daily habits and rituals, 

ultimately reconstructing the history of everyday life.  

 The body of evidence examined here not only leads to new conclusions regarding the 

nature and extent of women’s involvement in national political projects, it also attempts to 
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reframe current historiographic debates by demonstrating that contemporary conversations 

regarding Feminist food justice411 (the idea that women ought to lead food-related social reform), 

migratory food work, and the relationship between individual consumers and the food industry 

have a gendered history that informs their modern incarnations.  Recently scholars have pointed 

to the need for concrete and detailed evidence to understand culture in the private sphere, as well 

as increased emphasis on individuals’ choices to evoke the diversity of women’s history. In 

many ways, my work here is an attempt to answer this call by using an integrated archive to 

evaluate the real effects of Fascist alimentary policy. This dissertation situates new examples of 

material culture within the broader context of power negotiations between women and the state, 

ultimately adding an adaptive and resourceful approach to the scholarship of the modern history 

of gender and culture. As such my focus on unique sources makes this book an original 

contribution not only in terms of the study of women’s everyday lives under Fascism, but also in 

terms of Food Studies and Food History. Many popular books on Italian food culture have 

explored elite sources from the Renaissance and the Early Modern period, creating a romantic 

mythology of Italian cuisine. But far fewer studies examine what, when, and where ordinary 

women cooked during the modern period, much less how they ate and why.  

 
 
 
 

                                                
411 This stance stems from collaborations between a loose collection of food workers (in both agriculture and 
industry), authors, and academics who share the common belief that Feminists ought to lead food-related social 
reform. 
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Fig. 72 Bertolli advertising campaign “Love and Pasta for All,” print and online image, 2013 
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Postscript: Black Markets – Constructing Race through Commercial Space 
 

 In October 1935, dictator Benito Mussolini’s shock troops flooded the shores of Abyssinia, 

seizing Ethiopian cities and townships to establish Italian settler colonialism in East Africa.  Fascist 

urban planning – the destruction of East African street plans and buildings and the erection of Italian 

monuments, thoroughfare, and marketplaces – constituted a key plank supporting the Fascist imperial 

project.  This postscript focuses on colonial marketplaces in Ethiopia, and in particular the Merkato 

Ketema in Addis Ababa, in three ways: as a theatre for the construction of race through architecture 

and photography in East Africa in the 1930s, as a commercial mode of dissemination of racism in 

advertising and propaganda in Europe from the 30s to today, and as a locus for confrontation with the 

racial legacies of colonialism in today’s multi-ethnic Europe.   

 Buying and selling of foodstuffs naturally evokes questions of value and worth.  Colonial 

marketplaces provide an ideal site to examine how the physical attributes of a space and media 

treatment of location created, shaped, and perpetuated the lines between black and white. These 

negotiations simultaneously occur at the level of the concrete (the local market where vendors and 

buyers meet) and the abstract (the global market with its transnational flows of raw and finished 

goods).  In the first case, the Italian Fascist regime targeted East African markets because their high 

degree of racial mixing threatened emerging distinctions between black and white as both different 

and unequal.  Prior to the regime’s interventions, East African marketplaces were the most mixed 

arenas of empire: not only in terms of race, but also in terms of nationality, gender, age, region, and 

ability.  With so many different forms of identity, marketplaces emerged as a site for racial 

comparison, for distinguishing between degrees of blackness.  Similarly, the general equality of the 

vendor/buyer relationship made hierarchy difficult, and associated activities of the marketplace 

(eating and seeking romantic/sexual partners) threatened racial boundaries by evoking the porous 

nature of the body, as well as skin.   
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 More broadly, the colonial marketplace as physical sites evokes The Market, in other words, 

global financial balances and imbalances.  Moving from the national to the transnational, raw 

materials flow from the global south to the global north as finished products. Because of their 

enmeshment in international commerce, colonial marketplaces provided an ideal setting to hash out 

broader questions of racial value and worth.  Both concrete and abstract markets enmesh, as 

demonstrated by Liebig’s picture card series devoted to Italian East Africa, known by the Italian 

acronym AOI (Africa Orientale Italiana).  The first (Fig. 73) and eighth (Fig. 74) cards of the series 

deal with markets.   Because this card series purports to introduce East Africa to Italians, the decision 

to open the deck with the  Merkato Ketema, the central market of Addis Ababa Ethiopia and the 

largest market in the empire, underscores the importance of marketplaces to Italians’ understanding 

of the so-called “fourth shore” (quarta sponda).  The text of the card’s reverse relies on vocabulary 

evoking the mercantile and the picturesque to establish relative values of race, 

  
 For the primitive populations, even more than for nations with advanced economies, the market is the 
 place with one buys and sells and where, above all, with the mercantile  pretext one engages in an enormous 
 amount of chatter, news, good and bad gossip, in a picturesque fuss of men, beasts, things, and wrecks, 
 perhaps, the most important and characteristic of all of the vast empire.  In the enormous square, in the 
 shadow of the eucalyptus trees, the Abyssinians converge even from the farthest regions to offer their 
 goods to the public.  The contradictions are lively and exhausting.   Everything is for sale: from animals to 
 salt from fabric to pots and pans to amulets on necklaces.  White robes mix with dresses in bright colors, or 
 with more revealing garments.  Everything is for sale because even the most unthinkable objects can be 
 useful to those who live at the margins of civilization.  And in this arena Italian civilization will have much 
 to do. 
 
Comparative value frames scenic chaos.  Dichotomies of primitive versus advanced and the 

margins of civilization versus Italian civilization square off the sensory explosion of sound and 

color.  Mankind’s chatter, news, and gossip carried over the clucking, lowing, and bleating of the 

animals and beasts.  Thousands of precious and common objects jumble together amidst a throng 

of white and bright dresses and dark skin. The Merkato Ketema stands for every East African 

market.  It is all, we are told, the most “characteristic” space of the empire. Already, this image 

and text demonstrates a key themes in the construction of race and racism: the simultaneous 
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celebration of East African people and goods and the insistence that those humans and products 

must be framed and named by Italian organization.  The production, dissemination, and use of 

document incarnate this idea as well: first, Liebig, the Italian meat extract company, financed 

these documents as advertising.  The image and text are painted and written by Italians and for 

Italians to sell an Italian product, even though their subject is an Ethiopian market.  And how 

might Italians have interacted with these documents?  Mothers bought packages of bouillon 

cubes and set the box tops (buoni) aside for their children.  Children collected the box tops to 

send away for these cards, which they then collected in Liebig albums, also available through 

box top collection.  This playtime activity provided one way for Italian children participated in 

colonialism without ever leaving the peninsula. Italian food industry was deeply implicated in 

children’s experiences of colonialism in Italy.  But the essential act of the Liebig cards, placing 

people in little squares, into designated grids for easy identification, also prepared Italian 

children to be good colonizers.  This activity took place on paper in Italy, but through Fascist 

architectural interventions in the Merkato Ketema, it also took place in the flesh. 
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Fig. 73 Collectable picture card, “The Market of Addis Abeba,” from Liebig Meat Extract 
Company series, “Italian Empire.” 1937, Italy, chromocard, 2 by 3 inches.  Card 1 of 18 card set.  
Fronts depict scenes of daily life in East Africa, 1935-1936. Reverses provide advertising for 
Liebig bouillon cubes and description of front image.  (Wolfsonian Museum, XC2014.12.12.1, 
Miami, FL, USA) 
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Fig 73: Collectable picture card, “Ethiopian Market,” from Liebig Meat Extract Company series, 
“Italian Empire.” 1937, Italy, chromocard, 2 by 3 inches.  Card 9 of 18 card set.  Fronts depict 
scenes of daily life in East Africa, 1935-1936. Reverses provide advertising for Liebig bouillon 
cubes and description of front image.  (Wolfsonian Museum, XC2014.12.12.9, Miami, FL, USA) 
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Fig. 75: Map of Italian Plan for Addis Abeba marketplace site: 1) Italian City, 2) Natives’ City.  
Original in Gli Annali Dell’Africa Italiana.  Anno II – Numero 4 – 1939 – XVIII.  Annotated 
reproduction used with permission from Heyaw Terefe, in Contested Space: Transformation of 
Inner-city Market Areas and Users’ Reaction in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia (Doctoral Thesis: 
Norwegian University of Science and Technology, Trondheim, Norway, July 2005), p. 110. 
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 Colonial markets emerged as a key site for Fascist architectural interventions. The 

Italians changed the Merkato Ketema in many ways, but this study will focus on two: moving the 

site, and restructuring the layout.  These two interventions physically shaped East African and 

Italian notions of Blackness by distancing and denigrating in the first case, and by arranging and 

labeling in the second.  First, let us examine the site change (Fig. 75). This first step of the Italian 

plan pushed the market site off the highest hill of the city core and onto a lower hill in the 

northwestern exurbs, moving it from the center of the new European city to the outskirts of what 

they called the new “indigenous” town, planned for Ethiopian domestic workers. This move 

divided the market in two, creating one market for blacks, and one for whites.412 While Italian 

city planners used architecture to racially segregate vast zones of the city, the Merkato Ketema 

move is the only case of a site-specific intervention to divide the population in terms of Black 

and White.  In the early days of the Merkato, all races used the market.  The mere presence of 

racial diversity defined the entirety of Merkato Ketema as black, and therefore suspect.  At the 

new site of the Merkato, the planners literalized this metaphoric darkness.  Relocating the 

indigenous market from the city core to a northwestern exurb “darkened” the market in two key 

ways.  First, it moved the Merkato into the literal shadow of the Italian market by placing it on a 

lower hill, and second, it darkened the skin tone of the marketgoers by moving the market away 

from white users and towards black users.  In the process, these literal markers of darkness took 

on metaphorical symbolism: only after this move do Italian and Ethiopian accounts begin to 

characterize the Merkato Ketema as dark, dirty, and chaotic.   

 

                                                
412 As Giuila Barrera, citing from Goglia and Pankurst, noted in the parallel case of Eritrea, “One ordinance forbade 
whites to live in black districts; another ordered absolute separation of the races at sites of public entertainment; and 
a third imposed a regime of segregation on transportation” (38). 
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Fig. 76 Map of Italian Plan for Addis Abeba marketplace layout: 1) Cinema Ras, 2) Cinema 
Addis Ketema, 3) Municipality Building, 4) Tribunal.  Original in Gli Annali Dell’Africa 
Italiana.  Anno II – Numero 4 – 1939 – XVIII.  Annotated reproduction used with permission 
from Heyaw Terefe, in Contested Space: Transformation of Inner-city Market Areas and Users’ 
Reaction in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia (Doctoral Thesis: Norwegian University of Science and 
Technology, Trondheim, Norway, July 2005), p. 127. 
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Now, let’s turn to the market layout (Fig. 76).  Flexible structure marked the original Merkato 

Ketema: vendors selling similar products gathered in loose groups: cereals, fruits, textiles, and 

metal work predominated.  People sat in roughly the same place each day, with spaces marked 

by large rocks or simply by memory.  Each vendor’s areas could shrink or expand as necessary, 

depending on the amount of space they needed to store and display their goods that day. What 

appeared chaotic to Italian eyes (Fig. 77) bespoke years of careful negotiations between families 

of vendors.  Social agreement, rather than architectural structure, organized the market.  This 

type of market arrangement can be found the world over, and was very common in Italy at the 

time.  And yet in Addis, Italians quite literally squared the circle: (Fig. 78) - they bypassed living 

architecture in favor of permanent grid system, erecting wooden stalls in long rows in 

accordance with Rationalist principles of science and geometry.   
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Fig. 77 Photograph of Addis Abeba marketplace vendors, “Mercato di Addis Abeba,” “Addis 
Abeba Market.”  May 1936, Addis Abeba, Ethiopia, photograph (Archivio LUCE “Fondo Luce 
Africa Orientale Italiana” Photo Code AO00005276, Series A.A. – Addis Abeba, Rome, Italy)  
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 When the Italians moved the indigenous market, they treated the new site as a tabula rasa.  

Issues of organization and hygiene went hand in hand with social control.  Permanent rows of 

stalls would improve circulation for vendors and goods, and promised to increase market 

productivity.  But they also ordered Ethiopians vendors and marketplace activities so as to make 

them more identifiable and accessible to European tourists.413  The market became an 

anthropological study of racial types, displaying each tailor, spice vendor, and metal worker in 

labeled boxes of uniform size, creating a living diorama that conflated (often incorrectly) race 

and regional origin of the vendor with the goods that they sold. By imposing the categories that it 

claimed only to describe, the grid physically pushed vendors to conform to their allotted slots, 

their literal lots in life.  ecological fallacy, the false logic that an individual action, place, or 

person represents all actions, places, or persons belonging to the same group.  Specifically, they 

seemed to view the market as a diorama of Africanness (Fig. X), wherein every vendor, buyer, 

transaction, and product metonymically figured the rest of the continent. More broadly, the 

market itself metonymically figured a continent and a skin tone.  When Italian directors wanted 

to speak about African people at large, they went to the Merkato and used it as a backdrop.  If 

they needed a sound bite, they would ask an Ethiopian marketgoer in Western garb what “all 

Africans” thought of a particular issue. The Fascists sought a paradox: to organize, control, and 

diminish Blackness without actually erasing it.  But they could not afford for examples of 

Blackness and attendant stereotypes to disappear, because these labels were absolutely critical to 

the Italian self-definition as White and Modern.   

                                                
413 The grid format was also used in the new native suburbs.  Long, monotonous rows allowed for police 
supervision.  Open lots were based on ethnicity and religion amongst Ethiopians, further showing this love of 
classification and labeling.  No community planning occurred. 
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Fig. 78: Photograph of Addis Abeba marketplace stalls, “Mercato di Addis Abeba,” “Addis 
Abeba Market.”  1936, Addis Abeba, Ethiopia, photograph (Archivio LUCE “Fondo Luce Africa 
Orientale Italiana” Photo Code AO00005661, Series A.A. – Addis Abeba, Rome, Italy) 
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Fig. 79: Photograph of pelt vendors at Addis Ababa market, “Venditori di pelli al mercato di 
Addis Abeba,” “Pelt Vendors at Addis Ababa Market.” 1936, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, 
photograph (Archivio LUCE “Reparto A.O.I.” Photo Code AO00005670, Series A.A. – Addis 
Ababa, Rome, Italy) 
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The market was segregated not only in terms of its physical structure, but also in terms of how 

East Africans and Europeans were meant to use that structure.  In East Africa, Ethiopians were to 

use the market, in Europe, Italians were to watch Ethiopians use the market through propaganda 

and advertising and to thus understand themselves as white.  To accomplish this latter feat, the 

regime encouraged directors, photographers, journalists and colonists to photograph its 

“characteristic” elements.   As a result, photographers overwhelming documented just a few 

sections of the market, because they confirmed stereotypes of African imagery already in 

circulation at the time.  Stalls selling animal pelts (Fig. 79), shields, and weaponry were amply 

documented, as they played into images of zebra-clad warriors clutching spears.  But in some 

cases, the racist tropes popular in Europe could not be found in the real life market.  And in these 

instances, photographers intervened to create them.  

 To begin, let’s look at two photos, taken mere moments apart, in a marketplace in Harar, 

Ethiopia on May 8, 1936.  The first of the two photos (Fig. 80) shows an Ethiopian fruit vendor 

as she breastfeeds her child.  The camera work tells us how the photographer framed Ethiopian 

breastfeeding as anthropological, thus estranging what should have been a common, global 

feature of motherhood.  The unfocused image and the surreptitious approach to the subject 

suggest that photographer interpreted an instance Ethiopian breastfeeding as somehow rare, and 

thus exciting enough to excuse hurried photography. The mother’s head and the background are 

both blurry, suggesting that the photo was taken in haste, without the subject’s consent.  It 

purports to “capture” breastfeeding as through it were an anthropological moment exhibiting 

characteristic or stereotypical Ethiopian culture.  But the furtive nature of the photographer’s 

approach also suggests a latent, secondary motive for poaching this image: the erotics of Black 

breastfeeding.  
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Fig. 80: Photograph of fruit vendor breastfeeding at the Harrar market, “Donna che allata,” 
“Breastfeeding Woman.”  Photographed for LUCE by unknown photographer, May 8, 1936, 
Harrar, Ethiopia, photograph (Archivio LUCE Photo Code AO00008522, Series S.O. Various 5, 
Rome, Italy) 
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 And indeed, a second version of this market scene changes the tenor of the photo from 

anthropological to sexual.  Between shutter clicks one and two (Figs. 80, 81), the photographer 

must have interacted with the photo’s subjects.  He seems to have made two requests: one to the 

crowd and the mother, asking them all to smile, and one to the mother alone, asking her to look 

up from her infant’s face to face his camera’s lens.  And the woman’s smile is particularly key: it 

places this second photo within the Italian tradition of Black Venus photography (Figs. 82,83).  

The Fascist regime’s Milizia Volontaria di Sicurezza Nationale established and diffused the 

concept of the “Black Venus” in a series of postcards and figurine during the first months of the 

Ethiopian Campaign in 1936.  They distributed these postcards to young Italian males, potential 

soldiers, in Italy and later to enlisted soldiers in Italian East Africa.   In the stereotypical 

representation of the topless, smiling Black Venus, all East African women could be, in Sandra 

Ponzanesi’s words, “voyeuristically gazed at and petrified in atemporal settings without any 

sociocultural specificity and dismissed as ‘victims’ of Italian colonialism, or as dangerous and 

mysterious objects.”   
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Fig. 81: Photograph of fruit vendor breastfeeding at the Harrar market, “Una donna indigena che 
allata il figlio al mercato di Harar” “An Indigenous Woman Breastfeeding her Son in the Harrar 
Market.”  Photographed for LUCE by unknown photographer, May 8, 1936, Harar, Ethiopia, 
photograph   (Archivio LUCE Photo Code AO00008548, Series S.O. Various 6, Rome, Italy) 
 



	  455 

 

Fig. 82: Advertisement for Ramazzoti bitters, “Amaro Felsina Ramazzotti al seltz,” “Felsina 
Ramazzotti Bitters with Seltzer.” Designed by Gino Boccasile for Ramazzotti, 1936, Rome, 
Italy, poster, 27 by 38.5 inches (Archivio della Communicazione, Parma, Italy) 
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Fig. 83: Advertisement for Moto Bianchi motorcycles, “Moto Bianchi,” “Moto Bianchi.” 
Designed by Gino Boccasile for Moto Bianchi and Pirelli Tires, 1937, Rome, Italy, poster, 27 by 
38.5 inches (Archivio della Communicazione, Parma, Italy) 
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 Read in relation with the vast iconography of Black Venus calendars, postcards, and 

advertisements, this Ethiopian vendor assumes an aura of sexuality even as she engages in the 

explicitly maternal act of breastfeeding.  She becomes available for Italian sexual consumption 

even as she engages in a doubled form of nutritive production, feeding her child by producing 

milk, and feeding the colony by collecting and selling prickly pears.  Ensconced in the 

marketplace, her body becomes part of the mercantile framework.  As an autarchic colonial 

product, the productive capacity of her body offers triple value to the regime.  She embodies 

pronatalism, in that she will birth and nurse laborers for the Italian Empire.  She promises 

alimentary autarchy, as she feeds the colony through her breastmilk and her basket of fruit.  And, 

as the Black Venus, she evokes sexual release for Italian soldiers as a madama, colonized 

women who provided “the comforts of home” to male Italian settlers in East Africa.   

 But remember, this was the second of two photographs.  What was it about the vendor’s 

natural posture that required the photographer’s interventions?  Perhaps he recognized the 

uncomfortable cultural connections between Ethiopian and Italian motherhood inherent in the 

first photo of the vendor at the market, shot in profile as she focused on her child.  Breastfeeding 

at work was a common activity in Italy at the time, and in fact the regime introduced legislation 

to ensure that female factory workers could take off time to do so.  As such, the image of an 

Ethiopian woman breastfeeding while selling her wares in the market should have evoked 

cultural commonalities.  But because such a connection would threaten the Italian’s perceived 

hierarchy of racial value, the photographer posed the scene to reinforce then-current stereotypes.  

With two small interventions, eliciting a smile and a direct gaze, the breast that nourishes 

becomes the breast that arouses.  This move also redefines and redirects the benefits of 
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breastfeeding, switching it from a practice that nourishes an Ethiopian infant to a spectacle that 

titillates the Italian viewer.   

 With her hair demurely tucked underneath a shawl and loose robes floating to the dusty 

ground below, the vendor mirrored the Mother Mary.  But for LUCE, the miraculous appearance 

of a Black Madonna in this market-cum-manger evoked problems both racial and religious. The 

Harrar marketplace evoked the Orientalist exoticism of Jerusalem with its palm trees and camels.  

Wandering sheep, donkeys, cows, and straw from the livestock section of the market, adjacent to 

the fruit section, further supports the Biblical association.  In an era that sought to define 

Ethiopians as racially and culturally inferior, this vendor’s natural posture, activity, and location 

call to mind Ethiopia’s 2000-year history as a Christian state.  Because Italians defined their race 

in terms of both razza (race as skin tone) and stirpe (a collection of national and cultural 

associations, of which Catholicism was one), Ethiopia’s ancient and abiding status as a Christian 

nation inherently challenged Italy’s claims to racial superiority.  The Mary-like image of a Black 

Ethiopian vendor would have visually belied the regime’s nascent racial policies that held Black 

skin to indicate moral inferiority.  And indeed, her original pose falls within the purview of 

another tradition of Italian photography of female subjects: Breastfeeding Mother photography 

(Figs. 84, 85).  During the 1930s, this body of images fused Catholic images of the mother and 

child with State concerns for pronatalism, evoking a strange mixture of piety and patriotism, 

Madonna and massaia.  They tended to be shot in profile, obscuring the mother’s face while 

focusing the viewer’s attention on her breast in the act of feeding.  Perhaps this is why the 

photographer used sexuality as a cudgel to undermine this woman’s potential to recast the 

maternal and religious overtones of this photograph as erotic ones.  These techniques reduced 

this woman and her complex associations to the simple Black Venus stereotype.  In the racially 
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charged arena of colonial Ethiopia, photographic interventions slurred binary into contrast, into 

difference alone. 
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Fig. 84: Magazine cover for La Cucina Italiana. September 1938, Rome, Italy, photograph, 8 by 
11 inches (Biblioteca Gastronomica, Parma, Italy)  



	  461 

 

Fig. 85: Magazine cover for themed issue of La Cucina Italiana, “La Donna e la razza,”    
“Woman and Race.” October 1938, Rome, Italy, photograph, 8 by 11 inches (Biblioteca 
Gastronomica, Parma, Italy) 
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 After the unknown LUCE photographer took this photo, how might the regime have used 

such an image?  Whose hands would have held it, and how would they have understood its 

content?  Here, we return to the postcards and figurine produced and disseminated by the Milizia 

Volontaria di Sicurezza Nationale.  Such a photograph would have likely been transformed into a 

postcard, and sent out to soldiers.  This fact is already a matter of historical record.  But what is 

really interesting is what happened next: Italian soldiers wrote on these erotic postcards, and 

mailed them home to their wives, mothers, and daughters in mainland Italy.  In their letters, they 

sometimes call the loved one’s attention to the postcard’s illustration, noting how the woman 

shown is a “typical” or “characteristic” one.  In other words, the soldiers who used these 

postcards often framed these women in anthropological terms rather than erotic ones.  They used 

the pretext of strangeness to excuse and obfuscate the potential for arousal.  Anthropological 

pretexts for looking at erotically posed Black women frame race as an unassailable difference, 

one that separates the gazer and the object of the gaze.  Anthropology serves as a Berlin Wall, a 

block to stave off desire. But when built on weak foundations, walls come crashing down -The 

eroticism of these images is obvious: despite Italians’ claims, race seems to be not a mitigating 

factor to arousal but its catalyst.  The women’s blackness attracted rather than repelled the Italian 

men (and women!) who collected these cards.  Further highlighting the subjectivity of the 

pornographic is the tautological reasoning involved in soldiers’ decisions whether or not to send 

a postcard with a topless Eritrean women to their female relatives in Italy: if they sent the 

postcard, then it was anthropological, because they would not send pornography to a female 

family member.  If they kept it for themselves, then it was pornographic, because they would use 

it as such.  As a result of these two factors, the definition of pornography rested, oddly, on the 

use of ephemera rather than its content.   
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 While the British army brought an end to Italian Fascist regime’s colonial projects in 

Italian East Africa in 1941, imperial constructions of race continue to reverberate.  Today, the 

markets of Italy are sites for hashing out questions of nationality and belonging in multi-ethnic 

Europe.  A number of Italo-East African authors, the vast majority of whom are women, have 

focused on colonial marketplaces in their postcolonial narratives, and pointed to their 

connections to the international markets of Rome and Milan. In Regina di fiore e di perle, Italo-

Ethiopian author Gabriella Ghermandi bookends the novelized oral histories of her family with 

marketplaces in chapters “Il mercato di sabato!” “The Saturday Market!” and “Il ritorno,” “The 

Return.”  Marketplaces from the central square of Mogadishu to the backlot commerce of the 

Roma Termini train station provide physical markers of the unmaking and remaking of familial 

and romantic connections between members of the sub-Saharan diaspora in Italo-Somali author 

Cristina Ubah Ali Farah’s novel Madre piccola. A Roman marketplace provides the background 

for Igiaba Scego’s award-winning short story “Salsiccie,” a tale related as a stream of consciousness 

narration of a Muslim Italo-Somali woman’s morning as she buys, cooks, and attempts to eat pork 

sausages.  This subversive mercantile and culinary act provokes an identity crisis.  The protagonist, 

who Scego describes as a lightly fictionalized version of herself, volleys back and forth, “ Am I more 

Somali? Or Italian?  Maybe ¾ Somali and ¼ Italian?  Or vice versa? I cannot answer!  I have never 

fractionated myself before.  I think I am a woman with many identity.  Or maybe many identities.”  

Sandra Ponzanesi reads the character’s tortured calculus as Scego’s means of talking back to the 

absurdism of the 2002 Bossi-Fini migration law, which calculates racial identity in percentages.  

Where the quantitative grids of racial reasoning fail, her own qualitative listing succeeds.  Italian or 

Somali, her list relies on the culinary and mercantile language of the marketplace.  She asserts,  

“#1: I am Italian when having a sweet breakfast.”  The fifth item on her list connects food and 

money, “#5: I am Italian when eating 1.80 euro stracciatella, pistachios and cocoanut ice-cream 
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without whipped cream.”  Similarly, her Somali attributes derive from what, how, and when she likes 

to eat and drink, “#1: I am Somali when I drink tea with spices … #6: I am Somali when eating 

bananas with rice, in the same dish, I mean.”  The stomach resolves Scego’s national and religious 

identity crisis: she throws up before even eating the sausages, a visceral rejection of Catholic and 

Italian foodways.414  But the end of the story remarks on the impossibility of easy identification of 

Scego’s character: while cleaning up her vomit, she receives a call from a friend telling her that she 

has been chosen for a public job position, confirming her position as an Italian citizen.  But she 

maintains her double identity: Muslim, not eating pork, Italian, getting a public job.  While Scego 

uses the culinary mixing prompted by Italian marketplace as a backdrop to spark a discussion on 

transnational identity in her short story, Italo-Eritrean poet Ribka Sibhatu suggests that the 

marketplaces of Rome and Milan are multi-ethnic as well as Italian.  Like Scego’s “Salsiccie,” 

Sibhatu’s Aulò: Canto Poesie dall’Eritrea is told in first person, events experienced by a lightly 

fictionalized version of the author in a style mimicking oral speech.  The book presents itself as a 

manual: it is, at once, a collection of oral histories (text), a song book (music), a cookbook (recipes), 

and yellow pages (store addresses and phone numbers).  These last two forms work together: in a 

bridge from East Africa to Europe, she first presents Eritrean preparations and then pivots north, 

pointing out Italian locations to purchase Eritrean ingredients.415   

 In East Africa, the colonial period market structures remains in place, and European 

tourists continue to seek out “typical” and “characteristic” images of Africanness in the Addis 

Abeba, and to photograph them in the same ways as were put into place in the Fascist period 

(Figs. 86, 87).  As Christina Lombardi-Diop and Gaia Giuliani have noted, the obvious racist 

                                                
414 In her own words, Scego describes the meaning of the body’s refusal to incorporate the forbidden pork, “puke 
represents a way to get back one’s own identity.”   
415 Crossings of language enhance these crossings of genre: On the left side of the book, the text appears in the 
Italian language, and on the right, it appears in the Ge’ez alphabet, used in Tigrinya.  Alternative publishing house 
Sinnos (Rome) published Sibhatu’s work as part of their “I Mappamondi” series, which celebrates the life stories 
and languages of immigrants in Italy.  They primarily focus on children’s literature, in hopes of fostering diversity 
as a culture given, rather than something that must be explicitely taught. 
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tropes of Fascist mass media dissolved only to crystallize- reconfigured for contemporary 

commercial settings.  The anthropological and erotic framing of Ethiopian women defused into a 

more generalized racism: hard to identify but still keenly felt.  Companies continue to use race as 

an advertising gimmick (Fig. 88), conflating sexualized, dark-skinned women with luxurious, 

dark-colored food products.  One might argue that, in Italian mass media, all women are 

sexualized.  And I while I would concede that point, I would also argue that mass media 

sexualizes Black and White women in different ways largely due to the legacy of Italian 

colonialism.  Advertisements with Black women overwhelming use the color of their skin as a 

visual pun to connote their similarity to former colonial products, like chocolate, coffee, and 

motor oil.  Further, the erotic portrayal of Black women continues to be tinged with the 

anthropological.  Along those lines, Italian fascination with Black breastfeeding resurfaces in this 

image (Fig. 89) photographed by Oliviero Toscani for the United Colors of Benetton.  The Black 

Venus of this photograph is not only topless but headless.  We are meant to notice only two 

iconic elements: her bare Black breast, and the White infant she feeds.  From Liebig beef extract 

to Benetton tee shirts, black bodies are still used to advertise European products.  Their images 

still put euros and dollars into foreign wallets. This advertisement for the United Colors of 

Benetton has won more awards than any other ad in the company’s history.  So clearly, Italian 

portrayals of East African markets, products, and people speak to larger issues of how race and 

racism are constructed and consumed.  These questions matter because there are specific 

articulations of race and specific racist tropes were intentionally put into place in the 1930s, in 

East Africa, when Italians were trying to construct themselves as racially white, and to frame 

East Africans as black.  These forms of racism persist today, both in East Africa and in multi-

ethnic Europe.  They continue to impact migrant women’s lives.  
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Fig. 86: Photograph of tailors at Addis Abeba market, “Sarti al mercato di Addis Abeba,” 
“Tailors at the Addis Abeba Market.” 1936, Addis Abeba, Ethiopia, photograph (Archivio LUCE 
“Reparto A.O.I.” Photo Code AO00005668, Series A.A. – Addis Abeba, Rome, Italy) Available 
from: Archivio Luce, Accessed 15 October 2016. 
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Fig. 87: Tourist photo. “Merkato: the tailor.” December 2009, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, digital 
image. Available from: TripAdvisor, Accessed 1 May 2015. 
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Fig. 88: Verzani “Bianconero” chocolate box. Author’s Photo, Florence, Italy, December 2013, 
box dimensions 5 by 7 inches (HiperCOOP Supermarket, Florence, Italy)  
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Fig. 89: United Colors of Benetton Advertisement.  Photo caption reads “Perhaps Toscani’s 
finest hour.”  Advertisement by Oliviero Toscani for United Colors of Benetton 1989 campaign 
in Jonathan Mantle’s Benetton: The Family, the Business, and the Brand (London: Little, Brown 
and Company, 1999) p. 246. 
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