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ABSTRACT

The following article focuses on the history of the connection
between the Women’'s International Democratic Federation
(WIDF) and Italy in the 1980s, through the history of Donne in
lotta per la pace (DLP, Women in Struggle for Peace), a small
leftist organisation founded in Florence in 1981 and active until
1992. This article provides the first sustained historical analysis of
the connection between the WIDF and Italian activism in the
1980s, on which no previous scholarly analysis has focused. As
the piece shows, DLP became a key interlocutor for the WIDF,
linking local activism against US nuclear missiles and
militarisation to transnational networks for peace. The article
traces DLP’s formation, its participation in international
conferences, and its engagement with WIDF initiatives focused on
anti-militarism and peace. It argues that the WIDF supported
smaller, locally grounded organisations like DLP to connect
national concerns with global struggles. By analysing DLP’s
demonstrations, delegations, and publications, the article
highlights Italy’s role in international women'’s peace activism and
underscores the WIDF's central role in fostering transnational

solidarity and a culture of women-centred peace.
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This year marks the 40th anniversary of the Liberation [...]. We women, who fight for
emancipation and peace, will also commemorate this important anniversary [...]. But can
we truly call this condition of ‘balance of terror’ a state of peace, when dozens of local’
armed conflicts continually threaten to shatter it? [...] No, this was not the peace policy
that women demanded from the new state born of the Italian Resistance - and which
they sought to guarantee through specific principles and norms enshrined in the republican

Constitution [of 1947].!

Ada Donno, a young schoolteacher and activist in Donne in lotta per la pace (DLP,
Women in Struggle for Peace), spoke these words at a national conference organised
by the women of the Associazione Nazionale Partigiani d’Italia (ANPI, National
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Association of Italian Partisans) on 18-19 May 1984, which addressed peace in relation to
the US-Italian agreement to install Cruise missiles at the Comiso base in Sicily.” This
decision followed the 1977 deployment of Soviet medium-range missiles and aligned
with NATO’s 1979 decision to station the so-called Euromissiles in Europe.” Opposition
to the Cruise missile deployment was marked by significant women’s mobilisation, most
notably through the Ragnatela (Cobweb) movement. This initiative began in December
1982, when around 12,000 Italian, English and Irish women surrounded the US military
base in Comiso. They subsequently created a peace camp there in June 1983.* Taking
inspiration from other women’s peace camps internationally, including Greenham
Common in Britain, Seneca Falls in the United States, Pine Gap in Australia and Kerzets-
kamp in the Netherlands, activists in Comiso built a network of transnational relation-
ships that established the Ragnatela as a vital node within the global anti-nuclear
movement.”

At the May 1984 conference, Donno emphasised the dual task of preserving the
legacy of Italian women’s participation in the Resistance against Nazi fascism while
confronting the international order of the 1980s. She recalled the lesson of the
Italian women partisans: peace required eradicating the social, political, and cultural
causes of conflict, while dialogue among women across opposing blocs was essential
to dismantling the imposed image of the ‘enemy’.® This emphasis on women’s role
in the struggle for peace echoed the outlook of the Women’s International Democratic
Federation (WIDF), with which DLP developed close ties. The WIDF is a left-wing,
anti-fascist women’s international organisation established in Paris in 1945, that
brought together women’s organisations from across the world. By situating women
both as heirs to the Italian Resistance against fascism and as active builders of inter-
national solidarity networks after the Second World War, DLP positioned itself as
the Italian organisation most closely integrated into the WIDF’s anti-imperialist
culture of peace.

Over the past decade, the history of the WIDF has attracted increasing scholarly atten-
tion worldwide.” While the body of scholarship on the Federation’s history has expanded,
research specifically addressing its relationship with Italy remains limited. Existing scho-
larship has focused primarily on the WIDF’s ties with the Unione Donne Italiane (UDI,
Union of Italian Women), the national association founded in 1945 to promote women’s
political mobilisation and emancipation, whose membership came largely from the
Partito Comunista Italiano (PCI, Italian Communist Party) and the Partito Socialista Ita-
liano (PSI, Italian Socialist Party). These studies have focused on the early period - from
the 1940s to 1963 — when the UDI formally severed its relations with the WIDF in protest
against the Federation’s decision-making procedures.® The subsequent decades, particu-
larly the interactions between the WIDF and Italian groups beyond the UDI, have
remained unexplored.

The history of DLP also belongs to a particularly rich body of scholarship that has
recently brought to light the role of women’s activism in pacifist and anti-nuclear mobil-
isation in republican Italy, while revealing both its complexity and its international
outlook.” More specifically, this study expands research on women’s pacifism in the
1980s by foregrounding the delicate balance between the structural fragility and resili-
ence of women’s peace-building organisations during a period of profound ideological
and global transition in the late Cold War.
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This article examines how the WIDF re-established its relationship with Italy in the
1980s, a decade marked by intense international women’s activism - both in the wake
of the United Nations Decade for Women (1976-1985) and increasing participation of
women and feminists in the worldwide peace movement. It demonstrates that ties
between the WIDF and Italy persisted even after the UDI’s withdrawal from the Federa-
tion. The case of DLP further illustrates how the WIDF interacted with smaller organi-
sations whose effectiveness stemmed from their engagement in local contexts and their
ability to connect national concerns with international struggles.

DLP was based in Florence but brought together activists from across Italy. It priori-
tised transnational relationships while maintaining strong links with Italian political
organisations committed to peace and to preserving the legacy of the Italian Resistance.
The group remained active for more than a decade (1981-1992). From 1985 onwards,
DLP published the journal Iride to amplify women’s dissent against NATO’s decisions,
situating these critiques within the broader frameworks of pacifism and anti-imperialism
that closely aligned with the WIDF’s agenda. Two of the group’s main leaders were Ada
Donno and Carla Francone. Donno was a former UDI member from Puglia, southern
Italy, while Francone, from Liguria in northern Italy, was an activist in a Maoist grass-
roots organisation. After co-founding DLP, they jointly managed international relations
with the WIDF until the early 1990s.

This article proceeds by tracing DLP’s roots in the pro-Soviet extra-parliamentary
left and its opposition to the PCI. It then examines the group’s formation, its
relationship with the WIDF and the ways in which the symbolism of the Italian
Resistance during the Second World War became a crucial tool for DLP in legiti-
mising women’s pacifist activism in Italy. Finally, it analyses the group’s dissolution
in relation to the collapse of the Soviet Union and its consequences for Marxist
transnational solidarity networks. The research draws on a range of sources, includ-
ing the women’s and left-wing press (Lotta per la pace, Iride, Noi donne, Nuova
Unita and Women of the Whole World - the WIDF’s main journal), the private
papers of Ada Donno (the only known archival DLP collection currently in exist-
ence), and oral history interviews conducted between 2024 and 2025 with Ada
Donno and Carla Francone.

1. Nino Pasti, ‘Lotta per la pace’, and the roots of Donne in lotta per la
pace (1980-1981)

The late 1970s and early 1980s were shaped by a tense and unstable international climate.
The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 led to a deeply unpopular war, while, in the
United States, President Ronald Reagan abandoned détente in favour of open confronta-
tion with the USSR.'® In Italy, political instability, mounting public debt, and shifting alli-
ances produced a fragile five-party coalition. At the same time, the country sought to
reaffirm its role in international affairs. In this geopolitical framework, the crisis experi-
enced by parts of Italian feminism during the years of the so-called riflusso (withdrawal)
- a term denoting the retreat from collective political engagement and the waning of the
women’s grassroots mobilisation that had shaped the 1960s and 1970s - coincided with
the growing prominence in Italy of transnational pacifist and feminist activism.'' At the
international level, by contrast, the United Nations Decade for Women opened new
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spaces for transnational debate on women’s rights, development, and related political
concerns.

DLP emerged at the intersection of these national and international dynamics, but it
was also rooted in the history of the Italian National Coordination Committee for Peace.
Established on 16 November 1980 as a coalition of grassroots organisations, the Commit-
tee sought to advance the Charter of the World People’s Parliament for Peace, adopted
that same year by the World Peace Council (WPC), formerly known as the World Con-
gress of Partisans for Peace.'” The central figure and spokesperson of the Italian National
Coordination Committee for Peace was Nino Pasti, who also founded Lotta per la Pace
(Struggle for Peace), an organisation within the Committee that published a periodical
bearing the same name.” A former NATO Deputy Commander in Europe for
Nuclear Affairs, Pasti served as an independent left-wing senator, initially affiliated
with the PCI. He subsequently broke with the party over its stance towards the Soviet
Union. From the 1950s onwards, the complex relationship between the PCI and the
USSR, and the Italian party’s alignment with Soviet policy, became one of the principal
reasons behind the departure of some of its activists. Such departures had occurred in
November 1956, when the party secretary, Palmiro Togliatti, defended the Soviet repres-
sion of the Hungarian Revolution, and again in August 1968, when the party leadership,
by contrast, condemned the USSR’s invasion of Czechoslovakia to suppress dissent
during the Prague Spring.'*

From the 1970s onwards, particularly under the leadership of Enrico Berlinguer, the
PCI increasingly distanced itself from the USSR, defining a more autonomous political
strategy through closer relations with countries in the Global South and with other
European communist and socialist parties, while elaborating a ‘third way between
Soviet politics and social democracy. Despite the PCI’s attempts during these years
to maintain the cohesion of the Left - particularly in response to the proliferation
of extra-parliamentary organisations born of the long 1968 - this project had largely
unravelled by the end of the 1970s."” Nino Pasti — a figure who has not yet been
the subject of historical research — was among the most forceful opponents of Berlin-
guer’s positions, especially his support for NATO’s collective defence policy, which
entailed the stationing of US nuclear weapons in Italy.'®

The former general criticised the installation of Cruise missiles in Europe, arguing that
NATO’s military strength far exceeded that of the USSR. He interpreted the US refusal to
ratify the 1979 SALT II Treaty — which was intended to establish equal limits on strategic
nuclear weapons and reduce their number - as a deliberate act of belligerence.'” While
the PCI had gradually softened its critique of US foreign policy, Pasti distinguished
himself by continuing to support the Soviet Union and by maintaining a distinctly
anti-American stance. His positions drew on interwar Marxist-Leninist rhetoric,
framing pacifism as a weapon against imperialism — a view supported by the World Com-
mittee of Partisans for Peace, with which he maintained direct ties.'®

To legitimise their stance, Pasti and his supporters invoked the legacy of the anti-
fascist Resistance, presenting the partisan struggle as one waged ‘with arms, but aimed
at conquering peace’.'” This framing fostered a close relationship between Lotta per la
Pace and the ANPI.*° From the late 1970s, several provincial sections of ANPI showed
considerable openness to the activism of Pasti and his group. While ANPI invited
Lotta per la Pace to its congresses to discuss disarmament, Pasti’s group, for its
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part, placed strong emphasis on this connection. In doing so, it reinforced the idea that
the struggle against the deployment of Euromissiles belonged within the legacy of the
Italian and European anti-fascist and anti-Nazi resistance - a legacy that, in their view,
had been betrayed by the PCI’s political choices and its distancing from the USSR.*!

Women activists within Pasti’s group critically reinterpreted these dynamics by estab-
lishing close ties with Italian women partisans active in ANPI’s local sections, who had
created a Women’s Commission in 1976. The Commission subsequently promoted
several public events on peace, in which DLP activists later took part.”> More broadly,
the 1970s were marked by a revival of the memory of the Italian Resistance, which fos-
tered a growing body of historiographical research on women partisans, many of whom
became especially active in organising meetings with new generations of activists.*®
Among them were the women active in Lotta per la Pace, whose political stances diverged
from much of 1970s Italian second-wave feminism through their sustained engagement
with the malleable legacy of the Resistance. By foregrounding the activism of women par-
tisans, they framed pacifism as a political field of particular concern to women.**

This view was articulated by Olivia Giordano, editor of Lotta per la pace, who reported
on the 1981 conference “‘Women of Europe in Action for Peace’, convened in Amsterdam
by the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF):

Women are the ones who, in any case, bear the greater and harsher consequences of war,
also as wives, mothers, daughters and sisters. Let us remember how the various governments
that relegate women to subordinate and secondary roles in peacetime, and burden them
with unemployment, suddenly rediscover women in times of war and exalt their role,
placing the weight of the national economy on their shoulders, forcing them into factories
and fields in place of husbands, fathers, sons and brothers sent to the slaughter to defend
interests that are not their own, but those of bosses, governments and multinational
corporations.25

Giordano underlined the importance of involving women in the peace movement, since
they had historically borne the brunt of war’s consequences. She proposed explicitly
reaching out to feminist organisations as well as to women’s groups that did not necess-
arily identify as feminist. This outreach targeted those already ‘sensitive [...] to peace
issues” and sought to mobilise those less attuned to such concerns, while carefully avoid-
ing the ‘splintering of the movement’ by maintaining a unified focus on peace.*®

The tension between prioritising pacifism and openly adopting feminist positions
became a central fault line in the political discourse surrounding Lotta per la Pace, pro-
ducing, as the following section shows, conflicts with other women’s groups. According
to Ada Donno, the general secretaries of both the WIDF and WILPF encouraged Gior-
dano to establish an all-women’s organisation within Pasti’s movement.”” The outcome
was the creation of DLP, which soon gained international recognition from figures such
as Janet Bruin, editor of the WILPF journal Pax et Libertas, and Mirjam Vire-Tuominen,
the Finnish General Secretary of the WIDF.?® Carla Francone also attended the Amster-
dam Conference. She decided to join DLP, convinced that women’s activism was crucial
in the fight for pacifism. As Francone later recalled, DLP did not consider itself a feminist
organisation. From its inception, it regarded the feminist movement as primarily con-
cerned with patriarchy and as treating peace as a secondary issue.*”

Ada Donno’s experience followed a similar trajectory, despite her engagement with
feminist groups. Between 1978 and 1979, she participated in the UDI section in Lecce,
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then left the group and joined a left-wing women’s collective, Collettivo Otto Marzo (8
March collective), which openly sought to combine class and gender analysis.”® These
perspectives reflected a broader international tradition of Marxist feminism.>’ While
left-wing women’s groups often shared a commitment to integrating class and gender
analysis, this common ground did not prevent the ideological conflicts that shaped
DLP from its inception.

2. The first steps of Donne in Lotta per la Pace (1982-1984)

As part of Nino Pasti’s wider mixed organisation, DLP’s first major initiative was to col-
laborate with other left-wing activists in Rome to coordinate an international conference
that would bring together Italian women interested in peace with activists engaged in
similar struggles abroad.”> From the preparatory phase onwards, this effort was
marked by numerous challenges, which Giordano outlined in a lengthy article for
Lotta per la pace. Criticism came, on one side, from women affiliated with the major
left-wing parties; on the other, according to Giordano, ‘provocations, slander and sectar-
ianism’ emerged from members of the feminist movement.” Nevertheless, the Commit-
tee succeeded in organising the conference, titled ‘Women’s Strategies for Disarmament
and Peace’, which was held in Rome from 5 to 7 March 1982.>*

The ideological tensions that had shaped the preparatory phase also marked the con-
ference itself. The Italian journalist and feminist Roberta Tatafiore described the event in
Noi donne - a magazine formerly affiliated with the UDI but independent since 1969 -
offering one of the few detailed accounts available to historians since, apart from the
organisers’ official report, the event received no coverage in the Italian press.”> The
meeting drew hundreds of participants from around the world, including WIDF spokes-
women, representatives from El Salvador and Nicaragua, prominent figures from Italian
civil society, and representatives of the UDL>® According to Tatafiore, however, many
second-wave feminists from Rome were absent, probably as a result of the tensions
that had emerged during the preparatory phase.”” Representatives of women’s peace col-
lectives from several Italian cities, ranging from Padua to Syracuse, took part, as did
women involved in the Comiso Ragnatela. The international presence, however, was
especially prominent.”®

The discussions centred on the risk of military escalation between the USSR and the
United States, which could transform Europe into a theatre of war. This concern was
emphasised in the opening address, delivered on behalf of the Soviet Women’s Commit-
tee (SWC), one of the central groups within the WIDF. Unable to attend in person, the
SWC sent an appeal to European and American women, urging them to oppose the
installation of Euromissiles.”” Although there was broad agreement on the need for a
firm critique of the stationing of US missiles on Italian territory, the conference was
marked by several conflicts that revealed the fragile balance DLP sought to maintain
among feminists active in the peace and disarmament movement. One point of conten-
tion arose when the Coordinating Committee invited speakers aligned with the Soviet
Union. According to Tatafiore, although the organisers had sought to include ‘all
women committed to peace throughout the world’, in the belief that a common basis
for cooperation existed, the presence of delegates from Soviet-aligned European
countries — representing ‘officially permitted’ organisations that had not been censured
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for criticising the status of women in socialist states — provoked unease among some
participants.

Interviews with Ada Donno and Tatafiore’s article confirm that UDI representatives
in Rome clashed with participants who supported the WIDF’s position. As Victor Straz-
zeri has noted, the UDI’s post-1968 efforts sought to reconcile communism and femin-
ism through ‘double militancy’. By contrast, DLP and the WIDFs emphasis on
women’s activism, rather than explicitly feminist activism, positioned the anti-patriar-
chal struggle as secondary to peace activism.*” Moreover, the UDI’s opposition resulted
from a longer process of transformation that the historic association had been under-
going and that, in 1982, reached a point of no return. At its Eleventh Congress in May
that year, the UDI resolved to dismantle its national hierarchical structure and adopt an
explicitly feminist standpoint, as well as a more horizontal and decentred model, to
avoid the top-down logic that continued to characterise federations such as the
WIDF, from which the UDI had distanced itself in the 1960s.*" While DLP sought
to reclaim a legacy that the UDI had relinquished - a firm relationship with the
WIDF - the transformations undergone by the association founded in Italy in the
1940s had made it fundamentally incompatible with any course of action that might
undermine its autonomy.

A further source of tension emerged between DLP, the WIDF and the peace collectives
represented at the conference. DLP shared a particular attachment to the cult of mother-
hood, framing women as natural mothers and protectors of life, and interpreting pacifism
through this lens. This position also resonated in the activism of the WIDF, which, since
its foundation, had drawn on this essentialised imagery as a political tool to advance
specific objectives, including opposition to war.*”> As Maud A. Bracke has shown,
Italian women’s activism - from the UDI to the small feminist organisations that
emerged in the 1960s — rarely challenged a certain essentialism. Instead, it displayed a
marked continuity in grounding women’s political subjectivity in biological difference
and motherhood.*> However, as Margherita Bonomo’s study has shown, from the
1980s onwards, feminist movements centred on pacifism and anti-nuclear activism over-
turned the figure of woman as naturally pacifist in the name of ‘maternal instinct’. In this
new phase, the idea that there was a biological or natural connection between woman-
hood and peace was challenged, particularly by the feminists who mobilised against
the Comiso base. The defence of life and practices of care were no longer treated as
natural attributes or prescribed duties; rather, they were recast as conscious political
choices. Similarly, the refusal of violence was no longer understood as a biological
destiny, but as a practice of rupture and conflict through which patriarchal and militarist
systems of domination could be dismantled.** As Tatafiore notes, on the final day, a
‘violent protest broke out’ in response to the organisers’ proposal that the participants
draft a collective statement. UDI representatives denounced the proceedings as ‘bureau-
cratic’ and ‘non-feminist’. The peace collectives at the conference also rejected the
maternalist positions advanced by DLP and the WIDF, distancing themselves from for-
mulations that, in Tatafiore’s words, lumped together the word woman with the word
peace, as if, given the times, it were “natural”. The objection raised by the protesters con-
cerned the impossibility of concluding the event with a single unified statement, which,
they argued, could not adequately represent the diversity of the women’s movement. The
confrontations culminated in protesters booing both DLP and WIDF delegates, whom
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they accused of being ‘barely feminist’. In response, the organisers sang Bella ciao, the
symbolic anthem of the Italian Resistance.*’

Despite these disagreements, a joint document was published outlining two principal
aims: first, opposition to the installation of Euromissiles, which would escalate military
expenditure and erode the Italian welfare state; second, the promotion of dialogue
between women from the Eastern and Western blocs.*® With a clear anti-imperialist
stance against US foreign policy, DLP focused on two goals: fostering dialogue among
peace activists from different countries and publishing its own journal. The group’s pre-
ference for building international rather than purely national networks is reflected in the
numerous articles on DLP that appeared in international publications, often based on
interviews with Carla Francone.*’

The relationship between DLP and the international federation soon solidified around
shared political objectives, as underscored by the visit of WIDF General Secretary Mirjam
Vire-Tuominen to the Lotta per la Pace headquarters in Florence from 18 to 21 May
1983, followed by a short tour of several Italian cities.*® According to Donno, Vire-Tuo-
minen used the tour to assess the condition of DLP and other women’s organisations in
Italy, such as the UDI. Donno recalled that Vire-Tuominen ‘always hoped that the UDI
would rejoin the Federation - or at least that was my perception’. The WIDF leadership,
she noted, ‘maintained this attitude, keeping its distance but hoping for the UDI’s return’,
a sentiment rooted in the UDT’s historical ties with the Federation as one of its founding
members at the 1945 Paris Congress.*” Ultimately, Donno acknowledged that size was
also a factor: “The UDI was a rooted national organisation; we [at Donne in Lotta per
la Pace] were just a local group.”® By contrast, in her interview, Francone emphasised
the WIDF’s strong interest in engaging with Italy’s emerging women’s movements.
This interest was particularly evident in Comiso, the final stop of Vire-Tuominen’s
tour, which DLP organised in May 1983 across Emilia-Romagna, Tuscany, Lazio and
Sicily.”! An extensive article by Vire-Tuominen on her visit to Comiso later appeared
in Women of the Whole World, where she stressed that ‘the resources badly needed for
the social and economic security of the population are swallowed up by armament
(Figure 1).>

Figure 1. One of the banners from the demonstration in Comiso, also attended by Vire-Tuominen. The
banner reads: ‘We Generate Life, We Reject Death.’
Source: Women of the Whole World, no. 4 (1983), 11.
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Following Vire-Tuominen’s tour, DLP became an associate member of the WIDF, a
status that allowed participation but conferred no voting or leadership rights. A signifi-
cant change occurred in early 1985, when some DLP women decided to become inde-
pendent of the wider mixed organisation Lotta per la Pace. Not all members supported
this choice. Key activists such as Giordano expressed concern that it might fragment
Pasti’s broader organisation and therefore chose not to align with Donno, Francone
and others in founding the autonomous group. The result of this separation was
DLP’s publication of a new journal, Iride (Iris), first issued in February 1985. Its
stated goal was ‘to unite women in the construction of what is called a “culture of
peace™ a culture born of struggle and realised through changes in life, society and,

therefore, in politics’.53

3.’Non a la guerre des étoiles!’: Iride, star wars, and transnational activism
(1985-1986)

Based in Florence, DLP operated as a non-hierarchical organisation. Meetings were
held intermittently, depending largely on the work commitments of its activists,
who were spread from Milan to Sicily. Iride became the most tangible expression
of DLP’s effort to connect women in Italy engaged in the peace movement and to
push them ‘beyond geopolitical borders’.>* This international orientation did not
mean that the group ceased participating in domestic peace campaigns. The Ragna-
tela protest in Comiso remained a focal point of DLP’s activism, and former Lotta
per la Pace members actively took part in demonstrations. Moreover, DLP main-
tained its close ties with ANPI, as reflected in Donno’s 1985 statement quoted at
the beginning of this article. Nonetheless, DLP’s overriding aim was to contribute
to an international movement against war and the militarisation of Europe. The
interplay between national and global activism consistently shaped its initiatives
and publications.>

From its first issue, Iride emphasised the significance of the World Conference in
Nairobi in July 1985, which concluded the United Nations Decade for Women. DLP
viewed the conference as an opportunity to engage with women involved in peace acti-
vism worldwide and to discuss international developments collectively. By this point,
tensions between the USSR and the United States had intensified, including in the
Middle East. In 1983, President Reagan had launched the Strategic Defense Initiative
(SDI), a programme funding scientific research to construct a ‘space shield’ designed
to protect the United States and Europe from potential Soviet nuclear attacks. That
same year, Euromissiles were stationed across Europe, including Comiso, where the
missile base was officially inaugurated on 30 June 1983.”°

DLP attended the Nairobi Conference independently, as did other Italian women’s
groups seeking to establish connections with international networks.”” At the Nairobi
Conference, DLP representatives promoted their organisation among the hundreds of
delegations and NGOs in attendance by distributing leaflets and publications opposing
the installation of Cruise missiles in Comiso. Their participation, however, centred
above all on introducing the WIDF’s strong opposition to the Strategic defense initiative
into the Italian debate. Within this framework, the WIDF’s General Secretary sent a letter
to Ada Donno requesting updates on Italian activities against the SDI:
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Dear Ada,

As you already know, the WIDF Council meeting declared March and April 1986 as a
month of women’s action, under the slogan ‘No to Star Wars! Yes to peace on Earth and
in cosmic space.” Many national organisations affiliated with the WIDF have carried out
actions to this effect and, particularly on March 8, International Women’s Day, have
called for the peaceful use of outer space. We know that in your country there is also a
strong movement against the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) and the participation of
Italian companies in this deadly project, and we are convinced that Donne in Lotta per la
Pace is taking an active part in this movement. We would like to learn more details
about your activities against the SDI. We are prepared to offer our support for such activities
as much as we can and have asked our friend Nino Pasti to assist you in preparing and car-
rying out relevant actions. We kindly ask you to inform us of what you have already done.”®

The WIDF prioritised international opposition to the SDI, articulating its position
through the Women’s International Peace Schools, in which DLP began to participate
regularly from 1986. These schools aimed to mobilise women across the Federation’s
network around pacifism. In the second half of the 1980s, their focus increasingly
turned to the SDI, which the WIDF viewed as jeopardising détente between the US
and Soviet governments.”® During the Peace School held in Leningrad from 12 to 17
May 1986, Vire-Tuominen asked Ada Donno to undertake two tasks: first, to organise
a series of events in Italy centred on peace; and second, to coordinate the Italian del-
egation to the World Congress of Women, scheduled for June 1987 in Moscow. For
the first initiative, Vire-Tuominen proposed hosting both a US and a Soviet delegate
in Italy.® A similar event had been organised in Rome in May 1985, when women
from the Ragnatela, grassroots associations and PCI parliamentarians met delegates
from East Germany and Czechoslovakia to discuss Euromissiles.®!

This new proposal, however, carried even greater symbolic weight, as it involved
representatives from the two opposing Cold War blocs. The WIDF selected Elena Kame-
netskaya, a Soviet expert in space law, and Dorothy Burnham, an African American
member of Women for Racial and Economic Equality (WREE), to undertake the
tour.”” WREE had served as the WIDF’s official affiliate in the United States since
1975, following the dismantling of the Congress of American Women during the
McCarthy era.” Founded in 1973, WREE grew in prominence within the Federation,
and one of the organisation’s leading figures, Vinnie Burrows, later became the
WIDF’s permanent representative to the United Nations.**

DLP organised the Italian tour meticulously, with the support of the WIDF, arranging
five meetings between Milan and Lecce.® Throughout the tour, participants invoked
Italy’s struggle for liberation from fascism, situating the concept of peace within a
broader historical legacy that included women’s contributions to the Italian Resistance.
It was no coincidence that the first stop, in Milan, was hosted by former partisans Gisella
Floreanini and Giuliana Gadola. Floreanini had long been active in pacifist initiatives and
had maintained close ties with the WIDF since its founding.®® Gadola, meanwhile, con-
tributed significantly to integrating women’s wartime experiences into wider public
debates on the legacy of the Italian Resistance.®’”

The delegation then visited Sant’Anna di Stazzema where, on 12 August 1944, Nazi
troops and Italian fascists murdered around 560 inhabitants, including children.®®
DLP chose to stop there not only to foreground the destructive legacy of war, but also
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to claim a place within the ‘generative tradition’ that had shaped the history of Italian
antifascism since the post-war period. In his recent analysis, Andrea Rapini highlights
the remarkable adaptability of the Italian antifascist paradigm: over the decades, new pol-
itical actors have been able to reclaim this legacy and provide it with different meanings,
broadening the struggle for liberation by applying it to other political demands.”® As
Nino Pasti previously did, DLP reappropriated that legacy by incorporating opposition
to the deployment of Euromissiles and to US military power into a renewed struggle
for liberation, framing both as forms of foreign invasion (Figure 2).

The point was made even more explicit when DLP routed its tour to include a stop at
Camp Darby, the US military base located between Pisa and Livorno. The choice
underscored the extent to which the American military presence was perceived as
posing potential dangers to Italy and Europe in the event of a conflict between the
superpowers. After a third meeting in Livorno, on 25 October 1986 DLP joined the
March for Peace and Disarmament in Rome, organised by the Federazione Giovanile
Comunista Italiana (FGCI, Italian Federation of Communist Youth), the youth wing
of the PCI, which was active from 1921 to 1990 and promoted socialist ideals among
young Italians.”® Although all five meetings were well attended, the events received
no coverage in the Italian press, underscoring DLP’s marginal position in national
public discourse (Figure 3).7

Nevertheless, DLP considered the tour a success. It strengthened the organisation’s
connection with the WIDF, which published two articles on the initiative in Women
of the Whole World.”> Through exchanges with activists across Italy, from Milan to
Lecce, DLP successfully prepared a large Italian delegation for the World Congress of
Women, held in Moscow from 23 to 27 June 1987, and the 9th WIDF Congress,
which followed in the Soviet capital from 28 to 29 June.”?

Figure 2. Delegation at the monument to the massacre in Sant’Anna di Stazzema (Lucca) , inaugu-
rated by Emilio Colombo in 1971. From left to right: Elena Kamenetskaya, a representative of the
ANPI of Viareggio, Dorothy Burnham, and the interpreter.

Source: The WREE-View of Women, no. 6 (November-December 1986), 7.
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Figure 3. The international delegation in Lecce. From left to right: Elena Kamenetskaya, the
interpreter, Dorothy Burnham, and Ada Donno.
Source: Ada Donno Private Archive.

4. From Moscow to the Mediterranean Sea: the final years of Donne in
Lotta per la Pace (1987-1992)

The second half of the 1980s inevitably shaped DLP’s trajectory, forcing the organisation
to confront a rapidly intensifying crisis on several fronts. This crisis extended beyond
DLP itself, reflecting a wider transformation of the global and national order that
exposed the structural fragility of smaller political organisations and compelled those
that endured to redefine their aims, alliances, and forms of action. At the international
level, the most significant element of this crisis was the growing instability of the
Soviet Union and the collapse of state socialism, which, in turn, affected the WIDF
and the organisations connected to it. Despite growing interest in the history of the
WIDF, one of the least explored aspects remains the Federation’s response to the crisis
of the bipolar world order in the late 1980s.”* Even less explored is the fate of the
more fragile organisations associated with the WIDF as they confronted the crisis that
would, from the early 1990s onwards, drastically alter the Federation’s structure, political
orientation and international role. The case of DLP opens a line of enquiry that can help,
albeit within limits, to shed light on these two points.

At the national level, the Italian left and Italian feminism had to contend with the
growing fragility of the movement-based politics that had emerged during the 1970s.
Meanwhile, the major parties of the Left found themselves caught in a slow accumulation
of long-standing uncertainties that erupted after the collapse of the USSR in 1991.”° DLP,
whose identity had rested on its close relationship with the WIDF and, by extension, the
USSR, as well as on its criticism of the mass parties of the Left, emerged from this con-
vergence of crises in a position of severe weakness.
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An early indication of this crisis can be traced in the participation of DLP delegates at
the Ninth Women’s Congress organised by the WIDF, entitled “Towards the Year 2000
Without Nuclear Weapons! For Peace, Equality, and Development’. The Congress took
place only a few weeks after the first bilateral US-Soviet agreement on the ‘double zero
option’. Ratified in December 1987 as the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF)
Treaty, the agreement separated the issue of nuclear weapons stationing from SDI
funding, setting a medium-term goal of eliminating European ground-based nuclear
missiles such as those installed in Comiso. Reagan’s apparent openness to the new
Soviet policies was met with cautious optimism, as were the widespread responses to
Mikhail Gorbachev’s domestic reforms - glasnost (openness) and perestroika
(restructuring).76

Gorbachev’s policies, alongside the reconstitution of Women’s Councils in the Soviet
Union aimed at politicising women workers, were praised in Moscow by Zoya Pukhova,
president of the Soviet women’s committee, who opened the Congress.”” The Italian del-
egation to the Congress, coordinated by DLP, comprised forty-seven women from
various cities and groups.”® DLP members met SWC representatives, who interviewed
them on Radio Moscow, and Carla Francone addressed the Commission on the Role
and Cooperation of NGOs in Implementing the Forward-Looking Strategies adopted
in Nairobi. In her speech, she described the Comiso peace camp as ‘a symbol of
women’s struggle against military bases, missiles and militarisation’, and emphasised
Italian women’s commitment to opposing the SDI and NATO bases in Italy.””

The Italian delegation also became acutely aware of the growing political tensions
within the Soviet Union. Dissident movements in Eastern Europe had already begun
to challenge Soviet influence, while divisions were also emerging within the WIDF
itself.** As Ada Donno recalled:

We [in Moscow] had noticed [this crisis]. There was also a discussion within the [WIDF].
For example, the English women [of the National Assembly of Women] were very critical of
perestroika. The WIDF president herself, Freda Brown ... looked on with great concern at
what was happening.®'

More broadly, while the organisations affiliated with the WIDF responded to perestroika
in markedly different ways - ranging from clear opposition to open support, as in the
case of the SWC - reactions to Gorbachev’s reforms at the global level were far more
polarised. With the exception of the PCI, communist parties across the world opposed
perestroika, especially in the Global South, where Cuba emerged as one of the most criti-
cal voices against the future envisaged by the General Secretary of the Soviet Communist
Party.** DLP, by contrast, greeted Gorbachev’s policies with caution, shifting its position
only a few years later.

Despite this internal unease, the WIDF continued to support disarmament and peace
initiatives, and DLP maintained its collaboration. Between 1987 and 1989, DLP represen-
tatives participated in WIDF events in Sofia, Athens, Prague, Cyprus and Warsaw. They
also organised meetings in Italy with representatives of the Soviet women’s committee.
By the late 1980s, however, the model of socialism associated with the Soviet Union -
long upheld by the WIDF as a political reference point — had lost much of its appeal
within left-wing circles worldwide. Even DLP, which had previously supported strongly
pro-USSR positions, began openly criticising Gorbachev’s policies. In a late-1989 issue
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of Iride, Donno wrote that ‘the more time passed, the more perestroika came to resemble
that famous blanket that is too short, with everyone pulling it to their own side’. Faced with
mounting opposition to the USSR, it was becoming clear that the reform process intro-
duced by Gorbachev was colliding with a Soviet system unable to sustain it.*’

For Donno and other DLP activists, Gorbachev’s reforms failed to fulfil their promises
regarding the advancement of women or the strengthening of international socialism. As
the historian Maxine Molyneux observed some years later, the reforms had exposed
women to the precariousness of the market and to conservative pressures towards a
return to domesticity. These developments were not offset by the emergence, encouraged
by glasnost, of new openly feminist organisations, which were themselves constrained by
the rise of religious and nationalist conservatism.**

The fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 marked a turning point, compelling many
left-wing organisations to reassess their ideological foundations. DLP reflected on this shift
in a 1990 issue of Iride, identifying the collapse of the Wall as one manifestation of the fall
of the Soviet Union and, consequently, of the end of a global counterweight to the United
States. This left activists with ‘the terrible doubt that, rather than walls being torn down,
new fortifications were being erected to the detriment of the weakest’.*”

Despite such pessimism, some developments offered hope to pacifist activists, includ-
ing the gradual withdrawal of Cruise missiles from Italy and the United Kingdom
between 1988 and 1991. In response to these geopolitical shifts, the WIDF convened
its Tenth Congress in Sheflield, England, from 30 March to 1 April 1991. As reported
by Ada Donno in Iride, which published several of the Congress’s speeches, one of the
most pressing concerns was the Federation’s heavy financial dependence on the Soviet
government. The loss of Soviet funding, exacerbated by turmoil in Eastern Europe,
had sharply curtailed WIDF activities in 1990-1991. At Sheffield, former WIDF
General Secretary Fanny Edelman delivered a candid assessment of the organisation’s
weaknesses, summarised by Donno:

A lack of flexibility in combining general and specific demands; theoretical rigidity that led
to a refusal, for too long, to engage with feminist practice and thought, thereby undermining
the rich experience of the popular women’s movement; a tendency to generalise and to over-
look the particularities of concrete realities; organisational immobility [...] and a certain
propensity to act as a mouthpiece for governments rather than for women themselves.*®

At the Sheffield Congress, the future of the WIDF appeared uncertain. However, del-
egates from Africa, Asia and Latin America, particularly Cuba, played a decisive role
in reorienting the organisation’s priorities. They advocated regionalisation, decentralisa-
tion and a greater focus on women’s activism outside Europe. To reach a new generation
of activists, the WIDF also recognised the need to engage more constructively with
second-wave feminism.

Significantly, the WIDF elected Fatima Ibrahim of Sudan as its new president — the
first woman from the Global South to hold this position.*” Following the Sheffield Con-
gress, Donno stressed in Iride the importance of amplifying the voices of women from
formerly marginalised regions. She urged DLP and other member organisations to
strengthen political relations with activists in the Mediterranean and beyond, in order
to ‘represent one’s own South and connect with other Souths, recognising one another
through similarities and differences’.*® Since its formation, DLP has developed solidarity
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initiatives with women in Greece, Cyprus, and Egypt. Donno’s appeal to build a ‘Medi-
terranean space for women’ became central to DLP’s final phase, reflecting the organisa-
tion’s longer internationalist history.*

The concept of Mediterraneanness used by DLP - understood as a shared political and
cultural space defined by both interconnection and marginalisation vis-a-vis the Global
North - provided a framework for new peace dialogues, particularly amid the instability
of the early 1990s, including the First Gulf War (August 1990-February 1991) and the
outbreak of the Yugoslav Wars (March 1991-November 1999).%°

The attempt to establish connections between the two shores of the Mediterranean
and to build a dialogue among women centred on pacifism was not an entirely new
project. Between 1987 and 1992, feminist activists involved in the women’s documen-
tation centres of Turin and Bologna - established in the 1980s to document the
history of women’s activism worldwide — launched the initiative Visitare luoghi difficili
(Visiting difficult places). It aimed to open a dialogue between Italian, Israeli, and Pales-
tinian feminists on the conflict in the Middle East.”" DLP’s choice reflected an attempt to
take up the ideas that had emerged from the Sheffield Congress and to apply them on a
smaller scale through the connections the group had maintained in the Mediterranean.
At the same time, it sought to address the new challenges that were becoming increas-
ingly visible at the turn of the 1990s.

From 28 to 30 August 1991, DLP and allied groups organised the Seminar of Medi-
terranean Women in Lecce, bringing together participants from southern Italy,
Albania, and France. This event marked the beginning of a sustained effort that culmi-
nated in September 1992 with the establishment of the Association of Women of the
Mediterranean Region during an international conference in Malta. The association pro-
moted pacifist, environmental, and women’s cooperation goals and, in 2007, became an
affiliate of the reconstituted — though markedly weakened - WIDF, which remains active
today.”> However, DLP’s efforts were constrained by its own internal fragility and, more
decisively, by the collapse of the international political order that had sustained commu-
nist parties and socialist grassroots organisations for decades. As that world disinte-
grated, tensions within the organisation became increasingly difficult to contain. Nor
was this experience unique to DLP: the international reverberations of the crisis of com-
munism forced even far more established organisations, such as the PCI, to confront a
long-running crisis that culminated in the party’s dissolution in February 1991.°> In
the new political landscape, Italy was caught between political formations with uncertain
futures and a feminist activism that, although still insufficiently studied, had lost its mass
reach.”* Under these conditions, organisations such as DLP simply no longer had a place.
DLP formally dissolved at the end of 1992, publishing the final issue of Iride in October.
Ada Donno has since continued her activism through the Association of Women of the
Mediterranean Region and has served as the European Vice-President of the WIDF since
2016. Carla Francone and other DLP activists, however, followed different paths after the
organisation’s dissolution, without re-establishing formal ties with the Federation.

5. Conclusion

The history of DLP represents one of the most distinctive expressions of left-wing
women’s activism in Italy during the 1980s. Emerging from the grassroots Marxist
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milieu and the peace campaigns surrounding Nino Pasti’s Lotta per la Pace, DLP
redefined pacifism as an active political project grounded in the legacy of the anti-
fascist Resistance and anti-imperialism. By linking gender, class, and anti-imperialist
struggle, the organisation articulated a militant and transnational understanding of
peace that sought to transcend Cold War divisions through dialogue among women.
The partnership between DLP and the WIDF proved mutually beneficial. For the
WIDF, DLP offered a conduit for re-establishing its presence in Italy after the withdrawal
of the UDI; for DLP, the Federation provided international legitimacy and access to a
global network of women’s activism. The case of DLP shows that the WIDF did not dis-
appear from the Italian context after 1963, but continued to operate through smaller,
ideologically aligned organisations. It also reveals how left-wing women’s peace activism
in the 1980s was shaped by enduring ideological and political schisms within the Italian
women’s movement — particularly the tension between pro-Soviet, anti-imperialist
women’s activism and second-wave feminism. Finally, DLP’s dissolution, read alongside
the collapse of the Soviet Union and the WIDF’s Sheftield Congress of 1991, exposes the
difficulties of reconfiguring a Marxist transnational solidarity network in the post-bipolar
world order of the 1990s. Its trajectory, therefore, illustrates both the fragility and the per-
sistence of women’s peace networks during a period of ideological realignment and
global transition.
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