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Introduction
The project Gender narratives and other identities. 
Building inclusive communities

“Gender narratives and other identities. Building inclusive com-
munities” is a project funded by the European Union (NextGener-
ationEu), created and coordinated by Luca Bravi, Vera Gheno and 
Francesca Dello Preite of the University of Florence, who have car-
ried out research and action in the field of diversity and inclusion, 
based on storytelling and self-narration (public or private), through 
oral testimonies, unpublished and published writings, as well as 
any other form of storytelling. “Diversity” made up of non-op-
positional varieties that do not create distance, but rather reflect 
different points of view, ideas, histories and affiliations, bringing 
them together in a common space for discussion, encounter and 
critical debate. Collecting the many words of “diversity” to develop 
practical training and educational tools, where storytelling togeth-
er means laying pedagogical and educational foundations for re-
working collective memories and plural societies.
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Educational spaces for storytelling and recognition
Luca Bravi, Francesca Dello Preite and Vera Gheno 

This first part of the publication Building Inclusive Communities 
brings together epistemological and methodological reflections on 
the processes that guided the actions of the project “Gender Narra-
tives and Other Identities”. The authors outline ways of construct-
ing stories and memories that can become tools for social cohesion 
and participation in educational and training contexts, both formal 
and informal; from the construction of an open and participatory 
public space for storytelling to the use of broad language; from the 
structuring of inclusive networks to the role that school memories 
can play in reconnecting people and communities around values 
that need to be protected and constantly redefined. The analysis 
also focuses on the opportunities that the broad and often unex-
plored field of digital humanities can offer through the support of 
storytelling tools (such as the podcasts used in the project) capable 
of implementing methodologies linked to the values of democra-
cy, equality and co-design, without the need for formal mediation. 
These paths promote literacy that is not only digital, but also aims 
to actively contribute to building the tangible and intangible her-
itage that underpins community cohesion and changes social rela-
tions in an inclusive way. Objects and places are presented here as 
tools for unlocking stories that can enhance the events that shape 
public memory, alongside the recovery of silent, denied and mar-
ginalised memories. These paths, developed in a context of hori-
zontal co-design between majority and minority groups, were the 
central element of the project “Gender Narratives and Other Iden-
tities”: relationships were built that allowed for knowledge and ac-
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tive listening in a collective, public (physical and virtual) space and 
which, through action research, had the merit of indicating one of 
the possible paths to follow in the field of education, in order to 
return to being part of communities defined in the plural. 
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The public space of the history. From stories 
to educational resources to build communi-
ties 
Luca Bravi

The loneliness of the present and the community

There’s been a worrying rise in loneliness in Europe over the 
last few years, which the European Commission’s research centre 
has highlighted and called an epidemic. The World Health Organi-
sation (WHO) recently identified loneliness as a threat to the global 
health of individuals and communities, while in the United States, 
for a decade now, its effects on health have been described as worse 
than obesity or physical inactivity, comparable to smoking 15 cig-
arettes a day1. The European Commission’s Joint Research Centre 
conducted an in-depth study, which was completed in December 
2022 and published in 2024 under the title Loneliness in Europe2. 
The study reports that loneliness and social isolation are on the 
rise, and with them the risk of developing depression and anxiety 
disorders. It is also increasingly described as transgenerational: for 
older people, loneliness can increase the risk of senile dementia 
(50% more than average), while among young people, isolation can 
lead to abandonment or poor school results and low self-esteem 

1 Julianne Holt-Lunstad, Theodore F. Robles, David A. Sbarra, Advanc-
ing social connection as a public health priority in the United States, «American 
Psychologist», 72, n. 9, 2017, pp. 517-530.
2 Sylke V. Schnepf, Béatrice d’Hombres, Caterina Mauri (eds), Loneliness in 
Europe. Determinants, risks, intervention, Springer, Cham 2024.
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in the workplace3. The Covid-19 pandemic and social distancing 
measures have made this condition even more evident, prompting 
the World Health Organisation to establish the Commission on Social 
Connection for the three-year period 2024–2026, with the aim of 
developing an agenda of actions to combat isolation. 

The situation described has at least two effects that are worth 
noting for the purposes of this analysis: on the one hand, it high-
lights a widespread and transgenerational problem; on the other, it 
necessitates the development of actions that can rebuild cohesive 
communities by engaging the educational sciences in social con-
texts that are increasingly in crisis in terms of human relations. But 
with what references, values and methodologies can communities 
be rebuilt? 

If we consider the data from the reports compiled by the Eu-
ropean Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) over the last 
decade4, there is no doubt that increasing hatred towards those 
who are “different” and racism are two elements that are constant-
ly on the rise in Europe and that communities united around na-
tionalism are in the majority worldwide. Recent policies aimed at 
strengthening armies (including the idea of a European army), de-
veloped in response to the outbreak of new wars and the urgent 
need to control borders, even between states that have signed the 
Schengen Agreement, are setting a course that seems to be moving 
decisively towards the creation of an external enemy and the clo-
sure of fortress states. 

The risk is that we might imagine that communities are accept-
able which, in the name of the security of their own internal group 
(we should always ask ourselves on what basis this is defined), iden-
tify as the goal of their social, formative and educational path the 
uniformity of their citizens to a pre-established model, offering in 

3 Daniel L. Surkalim, The prevalence of loneliness across 113 countries: systematic 
review and meta-analysis, «British Medical Journal», 376, 2022, pp. 1-17.
4 See the reports and analyses of the European Union Agency for 
Fundamental Rights (FRA) at the following link: https://fra.europa.eu/en/
publication/2024/fundamental-rights-report-2024#related (03/2025).
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exchange a sense of protection from the “different” and personal 
security. These are not new processes, since every moment of se-
vere economic and social crisis has always produced a powerful di-
vide between in-groups and out-groups: between those who perceive 
themselves as part of a generic “us” and those who are placed out-
side and become enemies, very often portrayed as scapegoats for 
all evils. In the final passages of The Origins of Totalitarianism5, Han-
na Arendt analyses three terms: isolation, loneliness and solitude, pre-
sented in this specific order. Isolation is the condition of isolation in 
which all contact between people is broken and corresponds to the 
inability to engage in socialisation: however, the possibility of per-
ceiving oneself as capable of acting, albeit alone, remains. Loneliness 
is understood as a sense of not belonging to the world and involves 
the perception of being deliberately kept at a distance by others, to 
the extent of considering oneself superfluous and incapable. On 
the other hand, solitude is the ability to return to confront the out-
side world, even if you are experiencing a condition of distance 
from others. In the latter case, Arendt is probably also referring 
to those survivors of the concentration camps who managed to 
maintain vital contact with others through their intellect, without 
succumbing to madness, but at least retaining their self-confidence. 

The condition of solitude described at the beginning of this ar-
ticle is comparable to loneliness, which not only breaks bonds but 
also leads to self-deprecation and feelings of inadequacy. As con-
firmed by the aforementioned Joint Research Centre study, this 
type of loneliness affects minorities, people with disabilities and 
the poorest sections of the population more frequently and more 
severely. Arendt explains that it is loneliness itself that is capable 
of building and sustaining totalitarianism, because it exacerbates 
mass society by severing social ties (individual lonely individuals 
immersed in a mass), but above all because it constructs an ene-
my who is identified in those who do not conform to the model: 
it alienates those who are “different” (including through negative 

5 Hanna Arendt, Le origini del totalitarismo, Einaudi, Torino 2009.
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propaganda that generates prejudice), marginalises them, and ul-
timately concentrates them as “non-conformists”, thereby under-
mining their human essence and their ability to act. It is a process 
in which it is important to constantly remember that community 
building has not always and only had a positive value, for example 
when it comes to communities based on deep human relationships 
and a reference to democracy. The school of totalitarianism has 
been highly effective in producing numerous communities willing 
to engage in extermination, genocide, abuse of power, the continu-
ous construction of enemies, and the persecution of those who are 
“different”.  

The need to oppose such tendencies requires the search for a ref-
erence point that can guide us in the present towards the construc-
tion of democratic communities. With this in mind, the Constitu-
tion of the Italian Republic represents a fundamental compass for 
anyone committed to building inclusive communities. The equality 
to be achieved, expressed as the fight against all forms of discrimi-
nation and the removal of economic and social barriers (Article 3), 
together with the concept of solidarity (Article 2) and the right to 
diversity, which is the real guarantee of democracy, clearly define 
the focus on which we must return to think and build our societies. 
In the field of education, the «school for all and open to all» supports 
the same objectives and becomes a tool for achieving equality while 
preserving the right to diversity for each and every individual. John 
Dewey’s analysis in his 1899 book School and Society represents one of 
the most fruitful roots to refer to for an analysis that seeks to capture 
the essence of the relationship to be developed between the internal 
world and the external context of the school. In this context, Lam-
berto Borghi’s contribution in Educazione e autorità nell’Italia moderna 
(Education and Authority in Modern Italy), recently republished sev-
enty years after its first edition, allows us to recover a critical analysis 
of authoritarianism in relation to educational models and the social 
effects it has produced, through the lens of the history of education.

These are the necessary premises for moving correctly between 
the universality of rights and the affirmation of the right to be “dif-
ferent” at a time in history when the push towards generalised uni-
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versalism risks crushing us towards a call for standardisation and 
the erasure of differences. 

It is for this reason that, faced with the loneliness described 
above, epistemological and methodological reflection on the pro-
cesses of building democratic and inclusive communities becomes 
an urgent and necessary task, especially for those who wish to work 
in the field of education and training. From the point of view of the 
processes aimed at this objective, storytelling and public narration 
in an educational context, in order to create communities based 
on the recognition of non-oppositional differences, appear to be 
tools capable of playing a central role in the creation of democratic 
social bonds. This is a path that can synergistically connect the ter-
ritory, the school6 and the wider social context in a dialogue based 
on the ability to expand the space for storytelling: even before de-
claring the importance of knowing and recognising the stories of 
“others”, it is essential to build a public space that is frequented by a 
broad representation of the community, both the majority and the 
many minorities. It is from this focus on public and open spaces, 
settings for storytelling and self-expression, that the real possibil-
ity of building inclusive communities can arise, first through peo-
ple who frequent the same area to listen or tell stories, and then 
through the development of an intangible heritage of narratives 
that can be transformed from private to collective and public. In 
short, this is a journey based on building and breaking down mem-
ories through stories. 

The storytelling process that makes us human

Memory, particularly public memory, is a process that is influ-
enced by many factors, including the socio-political context of the 
time in which the observer is living. Reflection on the social connec-
tions involved in the construction of memories has its fundamen-

6 Luca Bravi, Stefano Oliviero, Dalla storia del Novecento alla coprogettazione 
in classe. Costruire percorsi educativi e didattici tra scuola, università e territorio, 
«Metis», 14, n. 2, 2024, pp. 368-385.
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tal origins in the book The Social Structures of Memory by sociologist 
Maurice Halbwachs7, a text that was the first to investigate the roots 
of community identity that are formed on the basis of the selection 
and removal of past events. Historian Yuval Noah Harari has re-
cently reflected on the construction and spread of collective narra-
tives as a unifying force that characterises the Homo sapiens species, 
setting it apart from other living beings. In a TED talk (Technology 
Entertainment Design) titled What explains the rise of humans? held in 
London in June 20158, Harari addressed the theme of human nar-
ratives as an element of sharing and building collective roots that 
are constantly evolving and enable collaboration between individ-
uals. This collaboration/sharing, as a condition specific to human 
beings, can take on characteristics of abstract thought; therefore, it 
is not linked to the concrete aspect of satisfying only basic needs: 
while animals are able to collaborate in small groups to respond to 
concrete and immediate needs, according to Harari, Sapiens have 
acquired the ability to build very extensive collaborative contexts, 
even in relation to ideal goals and intangible values9. Narration and 
the many ways of telling stories are the tools used to share them, 
from oral tradition to written form, to mass media, which have 
made them available to a wider audience and, after writing, have 
allowed them to be preserved for longer and spread more widely. 
Despite the positive references that people tend to associate with 
the concept of community memory, particularly between the end 
of the 20th and the beginning of the 21st century, when an intense 
process of public memory policy-making took hold10, collective 
storytelling and the construction of community narratives do not 
necessarily or naturally lead to goals that we would today define 
as positive (human rights and democracy, for example), but rather 
have the characteristic of constructing and promoting a majority 

7 Maurice Halbwachs, I quadri sociali della memoria, Meltemi, Roma 2024. 
8 Yuval Noah Harari in TED talks “What explains the rise of humans?” [online].
9 Yuval Noah Harari, Sapiens. Da animali a dèi. Breve storia dell’umanità, 
Bompiani, Milano 2014. 
10 Giovanni De Luna, La repubblica del dolore, Feltrinelli, Milano 2011.
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narrative. The critical nature of the narrative of the past from a 
majority point of view has been a subject of historiographical re-
flection, at least since the post-war period, when greater attention 
began to be paid to the issue of minorities11 and restorative justice, 
including in international law12. The analysis surrounding the con-
cept of “dominant narratives” has recently been reignited, starting 
with the debate that arose around cancel culture13, understood as the 
practice of erasing, revising, or inventing aspects of the past to sup-
port dominant opinions in the present. Ultimately, even the expe-
riences of the concentration camps, persecution and extermina-
tion can be interpreted as examples of human collaboration, born 
out of a shared discriminatory and racist narrative that became the 
dominant culture and narrative among large sections of the Euro-
pean population, including through the school system. 

For this reason, community building through the sharing 
of memories and stories is at the heart of the entire educational 
programme developed within the project “Gender narratives and 
other identities”, with the ultimate goal of promoting genuinely 
democratic and cooperative paths14, antithetical to any competitive 
model that generates exclusion and silencing. The approach draws 
mainly on the foundations and suggestions offered by the episte-

11 Although international law has not yet arrived at a definitive definition of 
“minorities”, the period following the two world wars has been marked by 
ongoing reflection on this issue. The question of representation and rights 
for minorities in different countries has often found expression, albeit to 
varying degrees, in the domestic constitutions of various states. 
12 Carlo Maria Martini, Gustavo Zagrebelski, La domanda di giustizia, 
Einaudi, Torino 2003.
13 For the debate surrounding the issue of memory, see in particular Fabio 
Dei, Cancel culture: strategie della memoria e politiche identitarie, in “Cambio. 
Rivista sulle trasformazioni sociali”, 13, n. 25, 2023, pp. 59-71.
14 Juri Meda, La memoria della scuola tra rappresentazione collettiva e uso pubblico 
del passato, in Simonetta Polenghi, Giuseppe Zago, Luca Agostinetto (ed. by), 
Memoria ed educazione, PensaMultimedia, Lecce, 2021; Stefano Oliviero, La 
scuola nella società delle gomitate, in Saverio Santamaita, Storia della scuola. 
Dalla scuola al sistema formativo, Parsons, Milano Torino 2021, pp. 228-270.
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mological discussion on the Public History of Education (PHE)15. 
The latter is a field of research based on the synergy between 
cultural identities, their history and their memory. PHE there-
fore stimulates community building and consolidation processes 
because it initiates sharing and participation processes, thanks to 
specific educational pathways that find a privileged interlocutor 
in schools, which engage in dialogue with the entire territory and 
with all minorities present in a context of horizontal co-planning16. 
In this way, it is able to work towards constructing, developing or 
modifying the material and immaterial culture already expressed, 
shared and recognised by a community in time and space, attempt-
ing to relate it to the voices of minorities17.

A pedagogy of recognition

In this process, it becomes essential to refer to concepts that re-
late to the “pedagogy of recognition”. This means, first and fore-
most, the construction of a common narrative space in which 
events that are significant, even if only for a small group or minor-
ity, can be heard, even when they have not achieved the status of 
public memory. The relationship between collective memory and 
history is particularly linked to the potential for narration, dissem-
ination and sharing that historical accounts offer. Societies select 
what to remember and what to forget based on the social and po-
litical context in which they live, as well as the means of communi-
cation available to different social classes. The pedagogy of recog-
nition is structured around the possibility of recovering minority 
and/or group narratives, without the aim of expressing a necessari-

15 Gianfranco Bandini, Public History of Education. A Brief Introduction, FUP, 
Firenze 2023.
16 Gianfranco Bandini, Paolo Bianchini, Francesca Borruso, Marta 
Brunelli, Stefano Oliviero, La Public History tra scuola, università e territorio: 
Una introduzione operativa, FUP, Firenze 2022.
17 Viviana Di Capua, La Convenzione di Faro. Verso la valorizzazione del 
patrimonio culturale come bene comune, «Aedon. Rivista di arti e diritto», n. 3, 
2021, pp. 162-171.
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ly positive value judgement, but with the main intention of making 
that narrative a topic for critical and collective debate, and above 
all of recovering it as part of the discussion on public memory that 
has already been constructed and is constantly being reconstruct-
ed. This is precisely one of the fundamental characteristics of the 
Public History methodology, i.e. the discipline that aims to offer an 
approach to history capable of ensuring productive connections 
with the public sphere. Among the most interesting aspects is the 
centrality of direct and equal participation by the social actors in-
volved, starting with processes activated on the basis of historical 
narratives18. This same element is particularly decisive when the 
public historian’s work focuses on events from the past that aim to 
activate minorities or events that are part of a memory contest-
ed by divergent narratives or that have long remained silent. The 
concepts underlying the pedagogy of recognition (which we can 
consider fully integrated into the sphere of Public History) were 
developed by Elke Gryglewski, now managing director of the Low-
er Saxony Memorial Foundation and head of the Bergen-Belsen 
Memorial. In her educational work at the Gedenk- und Bildungsstätte 
Haus der Wannsee-Konferenz (Wannsee Conference Memorial and 
Educational Centre) until 2020, Gryglewski organised education-
al experiences for young people in Berlin. Among those who took 
advantage of these educational opportunities were young people 
of Arab-Palestinian and Turkish origin, for whom it was not at all 
obvious to view certain historical events, such as the Jewish Holo-
caust, as a fundamental and non-conflictual element of European 
history to reflect on, in order to take a critical look at the present 
and identify a process of building rights19. 

Recognising the narratives of people considered “different” be-
comes one of the fundamental tools for maintaining a non-con-
frontational educational relationship with those who are different 

18 Gianfranco Bandini, Public History of Education.
19 Elke Gryglewski, Anerkennung und Erinnerung: Zugänge arabisch-palästien-
sischer und türkischer Berliner Jugendlicher zum Holocaust, Metropol, Berlin 
2013.
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from us and for identifying the act of telling and listening as an 
opportunity for critical learning. The process described is not in-
tended to promote the uncritical acceptance of any narrative sim-
ply because it is “different”, but is based on the recognition of the 
right to express ideas, opinions and points of view that become part 
of the public debate. In the experience of sharing the space of the 
story, there is a natural recognition of words, according to forms, 
models and perceptions that may differ from those of the majority. 
For this reason, this experience is a training and educational op-
portunity that needs to be managed by professionals who are aware 
of the potential benefits of such an approach. 

The “gender narratives” project attempted to develop a pro-
cess that, starting from a broader narrative space, could promote 
a broader language (see the following contribution by Vera Ghe-
no) and thus create an opportunity for non-oppositional relations 
between “diversities”. The same path can also be followed in re-
verse, in reverse stages: start with broad language in the narrative 
and move towards the construction of an environment that is more 
open to coexistence with diversity. Whichever path we choose to 
take, the central goal has always been to offer an opportunity for 
relationships that deconstruct and reconstruct public, collective 
and private memories, transforming stories of the past into living, 
active tools for promoting pluralistic and cohesive communities, 
a mosaic that is built on and draws on the heritage of democratic 
values. 
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The winding road 
to the coexistence of differences
Vera Gheno

It has not been long since Donald Trump took office as the 47th 
President of the United States, but the path laid out by his admin-
istration has been clear from the outset: to stifle any attempt to 
move in the direction of what Fabrizio Acanfora calls the coexistence 
of differences1 by blocking DEI programmes, i.e. diversity, equity and 
inclusion2. All in the name of supposed freedom of speech: the re-
conquest of free speech after the shackles of woke culture, the “im-
positions” of excessive political correctness, cancel culture3 and all 
the paraphernalia of keywords that conservative movements have 
created to re-narrate, evidently in a very convincing manner, the 
attempt to give more visibility to the voices of people who, until 
now, have not had the opportunity to receive genuine and solid 
attention from the public.

It would be foolish at this point to deny that there have been 
examples of excessive moralising in the past, not always with the 
best of intentions: from the USC professor suspended because the 

1 Fabrizio Acanfora, In altre parole. Dizionario minimo di diversità, effequ, 
Firenze 2021, pp. 121-126.
2 Karen Yourish, Annie Daniel, Saurabh Datar, Isaac White, Lazaro Gamio, 
These Words Are Disappearing in the New Trump Administration, «The New York 
Times», 7 marzo 2025 [online]. 
3 For a range of different opinions, see Matteo Bordone, Elisa Cuter, Federica 
D’Alessio, Giulio D’Antona, Federico Faloppa, Liv Ferracchiati, Vera Gheno, 
Jennifer Guerra, Christian Raimo, Daniele Rielli, Cinzia Sciuto, Neelam 
Srivastava, Laura Tonini, Raffaele Alberto Ventura, Non si può più dire niente? 
14 punti di vista su politicamente corretto e cancel culture, UTET, Torino 2022.
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Chinese interjection he was explaining in class sounded like a racist 
slur – namely, the n-word – to the ears of a group of African-Ameri-
can students4, to the all-too-common accusation of cultural appro-
priation in response to any “ethnic” hairstyle or item of clothing, 
to the alleged problems with using the expression “Black Friday” 
because it supposedly refers to the largest black slave market ever 
(a complete historical falsehood5: the reference is to a huge crash 
on the world stock markets following speculation on the price of 
gold) to discussions about the sexism of male and female plugs6, 
there are numerous questionable positions being taken. There is 
a tendency, which I believe to be harmful, to seek a kind of purity 
of intent in those who deal with issues related to DE&I or, more 
generally, in those who are active in progressive, “inclusive” circles 
(a term which, as I will try to argue below, has some conceptual 
limitations). This leads to unnecessary fragmentation of the vari-
ous currents, which in reality share most of their demands, clearly 
weakening them. 

The constant search for mistakes in others, for issues that have 
not been embraced with sufficient dedication, the “counting” of 
issues raised in search of the one that is missing, the absence of 
which seems to invalidate all the others, the call-out used to in-
vite people to attack and “discredit” a particular person, putting 
them in the pillory, is perhaps one of the most pernicious effects 
of the fusion between the figure of the activist/advocate/militant 
and that of the influencer, to the point of creating the dangerous 
chimera of the influactivist. Behind this type of action, apart from 
the search for personal positioning and visibility, which are nec-
essary to build a competitive personal brand7, there is, in my opin-

4 Jessie Yeung, USC professor under fire after using Chinese expression students 
allege sounds like English slur, «CNN.com», 9 October 2020 [online].
5 Frederico Links, No, ‘Black Friday’ did not originate during American slavery, 
«Namibia Fact Check», 27 November 2019 [online].
6 Editorial, Stop al linguaggio sessista anche per i cavi audio: la proposta per 
abolire «jack maschio» e «jack femmina», «Open», 11 July 2021 [online].
7 Fabrizio Acanfora, Rompere il gioco. L’attivismo nel Ventunesimo secolo, effequ, 
Firenze 2025.
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ion, a misinterpretation of what intersectionality8 means: from a 
socio-cultural analysis perspective that takes into account the fact 
that human beings are a web of characteristics, and that therefore 
analysing one possible reason for discrimination at a time will 
never account for the complexity and weight of discrimination 
itself, has become the idea that a person must deal with all pos-
sible issues with the same interest and depth, from the Palestin-
ian genocide to sexism, from racism to speciesism. Consequent-
ly, if a person who speaks out on certain issues does not address 
everything that “the bubble” thinks they should address, all their 
arguments can be invalidated by popular acclaim, in the name of 
a supposed lack of intellectual honesty and sincerity. Even more 
than intentions, studies, or political positioning, reputation has 
become the currency of today. And so, individuals who embrace 
the same causes attack each other instead of uniting around the 
common elements of their thinking.

Despite all the critical issues identified in the area of DE&I, I 
believe it is necessary to make a distinction: among the ranks of the 
so-called woke ideology – assuming it exists – there has never been 
such organised, systemic and systematic action as the erasure – of 
words, scientific studies, claims – that the Trump administration is 
carrying out; emulated, moreover, in our part of the world by vari-
ous political representatives, and not only those one would expect: 
see, for example, the circular from the Ministry of Education and 
Merit, signed by Giuseppe Valditara, banning the use of asterisks 
and schwa in institutional communications in schools9: a ban that is 
much more symbolic than real, given that cases of linguistic exper-
imentation in that communicative context are truly rare. Rather, 
individual episodes, often picturesque, have been linked together 
in a single narrative that is very convincing to certain individuals, 
to the point of creating in many people the feeling that there real-

8 Patricia Hill Collins, Intersezionalità come teoria critica della società, ed. by 
F. Corbisiero, M. Nocenzi, UTET University, Torino 2022.
9 Vera Gheno, Cosa racconta il divieto di “schwa”. Ma all’italiano fa più male il 
burocratese, «Domani», 21 March 2025 [online].
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ly was a common front of linguistic oppression and restriction of 
freedom of speech. This is what is known as cherry-picking10; but the 
“cherries” have never been part of clear-cut, organised national or 
federal campaigns. 

A second observation concerns, in my view, those who would 
have been subject to this censorship of words and actions: who is it 
that has been complaining in recent years that they can no longer 
say anything? Almost always people belonging to privileged cate-
gories: the same people who, until now, have been able to say any-
thing, including insulting members of marginalised minorities; all, 
as usual, without contradiction. For them, and only for them, DEI 
policies must have appeared as attacks on freedom of speech. Or 
perhaps, the freedom to offend without the offended parties being 
able to defend themselves in any way. This does not exclude the 
possibility that in some cases it is people belonging to marginalised 
groups who express scepticism about linguistic issues, perhaps with 
a reference to the “what about them?” argument (“There are far 
more important issues”), but this should come as no surprise: there 
is still much awareness-raising work to be done to fully understand 
the depth of the complex relationship – the entanglement – between 
the plane of reality and the plane of language.

A possible interpretation of how all this is made acceptable is 
provided by three concepts: discursive injustice, testimonial injustice 
and, most radical of all, epistemic injustice. 

The first expression highlights the fact that the words of cer-
tain people seem to have less power not because of the form of 
the message they are trying to convey, or its content, but because 
of some characteristic of the person themselves, in particular their 
membership of a marginalised section of society. Claudia Bianchi, 
in her monograph Hate speech. The dark side of language11 presents 
the dialogue between Elizabeth and Collins in the nineteenth chap-

10 Roberta Covelli, Argomentare è diabolico. Retorica e fallacie nella 
comunicazione, effequ, Firenze 2022.
11 Claudia Bianchi, Hate speech. Il lato oscuro del linguaggio, Laterza, 
Roma-Bari 2021.
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ter of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice as an example of discursive 
injustice: the man asks for his cousin’s hand in marriage, confident 
that he will receive an enthusiastic response; Lizzie, using the ar-
guments available to a woman of the time, repeatedly explains that 
she is not at all interested in marrying him, but he, undeterred, 
continues to reply that her refusals are just forms of courtship, 
expressions of flirtation: she says no, but really she means yes (a 
phrase that, unfortunately, even in more recent times has been 
heard from many women who are victims of violence). Elizabeth’s 
words, though perfectly formulated, do not have the power to 
achieve the desired results simply because they come from a wom-
an. In the end, Lizzie will have to appeal to her father to get Collins 
to listen to her. 

Testimonial injustice is the invalidation of the direct words of 
those who experience certain situations and would therefore as-
pire to be witnesses to them: a good example of this is the request 
for clarification written by Rašid Nikolić, a Roma puppeteer and 
activist against gypsy hatred, to singer-songwriter Lucio Corsi, re-
garding the lyrics of one of his 2015 songs, Altalena Boy, which in-
cludes the line «the gypsies took him / and took him to a camp 
outside Rome» referring to a missing child. Nikolić’s letter invites 
the young Corsi to reflect on the suitability of including that phrase 
without in any way questioning his good faith (before and after, in 
the song, completely implausible situations are listed, such as the 
reference to abduction by aliens or trees, demonstrating that for 
those who wrote the lyrics, the accusation that the Roma commu-
nity steals children is completely unfounded); however, the activist 
argues, we live in a country where 80% of the population harbours 
negative feelings towards the Roma and Sinti peoples, and the prej-
udice that “gypsies steal children” is still widespread. Regardless of 
his intentions, Nikolić wonders whether it is appropriate to make 
such a reference, given that it could trigger pre-existing prejudices 
in some people. The public reaction to this letter was extremely 
negative towards the puppeteer, who, according to many people, 
had unjustly accused Corsi of racism (which, reading the open let-
ter, is not true). Failing to recognise the validity of the testimony of 
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a person who is repeatedly called “gypsy” with the worst intentions 
of hurting them is a striking example of testimonial injustice12.

Underlying the two forms of injustice mentioned above is a more 
serious one, epistemic injustice: the idea that certain groups of people 
cannot create culture or knowledge. If we look back at history, it is 
easy to see how many voices have been silenced, how many points 
of view have been considered irrelevant: History, Philosophy, Art 
History, Literature and Science have often disguised a completely 
biased and situated perspective (white, heteronormative, colonial-
ist, ableist, sexist) as scientific neutrality, an approach that is easily 
found in anthologies, school and university textbooks, etc. Many 
people have no hesitation in categorising literature written by wom-
en as inferior to that written by men, and therefore unsuitable for 
inclusion in the literary canon, without realising that the canons of 
various subjects are strongly influenced by social inequalities and 
the different levels of power held by the various groups that make 
up society (or rather, societies). Epistemic injustice is invalidating 
the black perspective, or the disabled perspective, or the transgen-
der perspective, or the young perspective, or the female perspec-
tive, etc., in the name of a supposed bias in those perspectives; all 
without realising that the other perspective, the one conventionally 
passed off as universal, is just as biased. Not flawed, therefore, and 
not necessarily invalid; but certainly partial, like all the others. 

The failure to recognise the partiality of a viewpoint presented 
as scientifically neutral means that any other angle of study and 
reflection, such as those offered, for example, by black, gender and 
disability studies (collectively referred to, not coincidentally, as mi-
nority studies), is branded as “ideological”, while the “canonical” view 
is not. Yet there is no such thing as an unbiased gaze, nor is there 
such a thing as a perfectly impartial point of view. Nevertheless, 
any attempt to highlight the partiality of the canon is considered 

12 See Vera Gheno, Attorno al verso di una vecchia canzone di Lucio Corsi, 
podcast «Amare Parole» episode 98, 23 March 2025 [online].



27

an act of “disturbing” science13, as if there could only be one im-
mutable version, detached from reality and the here and now; and 
as if the passion of those who study, but also decide to advocate, 
campaign or take action on certain issues, were an invalidating fac-
tor in terms of scientific rigour (as bell hooks well knew)14. We could 
call this scientific injustice, just to play around with the concept of 
episteme. And realising the systemic existence of these forms of in-
justice does not mean taking the blame, but recognising that we 
have a responsibility: ours is a society still riddled with many biases, 
and just as we often unknowingly contribute to their perpetuation, 
we can also play a part in overcoming them, both as individuals and 
as a community. Too often we allow ourselves to be convinced that 
our individual choices do not matter in the grand scheme of things; 
we forget that society is made up of the individuals who comprise 
it, and that consequently what we decide to do or not do on an in-
dividual level has consequences for those around us. 

Faced with the tendency to homogenise knowledge, reduc-
ing it to a single point of view that undermines the validity of all 
others, perhaps even pitting them against each other, we need to 
find new ways to highlight the existence of these injustices. An 
important approach is to give a voice to those directly affected 
by various forms of discrimination: real voices from the com-
munity, not merely as witnesses, but as individuals who, through 
study and reflection, are able to combine direct experience with 
metacognition, the ability to reflect on their own experience. It is 
too convenient to include diversity in academic discourse only in 
token form, as a case study: to recall the powerful image defined by 
Kübra Gümüsay in her book Lingua e essere15, by presenting simple 
testimonies separated from scientific reasoning, we continue to 
museumise diversity, without questioning the gaze that has placed 

13 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions: 50th Anniversary 
Edition, University of Chicago Press, Chicago 2012.
14 bell hooks, Insegnare a trasgredire. L’educazione come pratica della libertà, 
translation by feminoska, Meltemi, Milano 2020, p. 208.
15 Kübra Gümüsay, Lingua e essere, Fandango, Roma 2021.
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these differences in a display case, in a showcase: without chang-
ing the gaze of the curators of this human exhibition. Even when 
you believe you are acting with great integrity by giving space to 
a testimony, there is a risk of falling into inspiration porn16, i.e. the 
mistake of elevating the person speaking on behalf of a minori-
ty to an example or role model. Creating a hero or heroine where 
there is a person asking to be recognised as a subject with equal 
rights and equal duties does not guarantee the path towards more 
diversity. A racialised person, or someone with a disability or any 
other characteristic that exposes them to possible discrimination, 
is not exceptional in themselves: they should be perceived as one 
of the many possible variations that human beings can present. 
Recognising people’s right to self-representation goes hand in 
hand with recognising their ability to reflect on themselves and 
their community, but also their choice not to do so: not all mar-
ginalised individuals are interested in becoming advocates for their 
group, and it is not fair to expect everyone to speak on behalf of 
their community. Advocacy must be voluntary, but not imposed 
or expected; otherwise, we will not move beyond the paradigm of 
inclusion and its limitations.

But what are the limits of inclusion? That of continuing to mark 
a difference between those who include (people perceived as be-
longing to the category of “normal”) and those who are included, 
who thus find themselves passively subjected to the inclusive move-
ment, without being able to decide for themselves how, how much, 
when and in what way to experience inclusion. In short, inclusion 
remains a partial movement, as it does not recognise equality be-
tween the two groups. Those who include make a benevolent, pa-
ternalistic gesture towards the groups being included, without the 
latter really having a say in the matter. This is still how it works in 
our society today: decisions are made about people with disabilities 
without them being present in the room; decisions are made about 

16 Stella Young, I’m not your inspiration, thank you very much, TEDxSydney 
2014 [online].
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transgender teenagers without transgender people being present; 
we talk about autism without involving autistic people, or about 
immigration in completely white forums; and the list goes on. The 
point is that it seems natural to most people, given that the differ-
ence between “normal” and marginalised people is also perceived 
as natural, and so it is taken for granted that this is how society 
works, with normal people taking a benevolent step towards those 
who are different. 

This is not to deny the importance of inclusion and its undenia-
ble step forward compared to the concept of tolerance – tolerating 
something we do not like – or integration – requiring the integrat-
ed person to renounce their culture, past, traditions, customs or 
habits. But inclusion should not be seen as the end of a process of 
accepting difference: with this in mind, Fabrizio Acanfora suggests 
going beyond inclusion and talking about coexistence of differences. A 
society that may be utopian, but no less powerful for that, in which 
people, all with their differences, sit around a table to decide to-
gether the best ways to live together. For the same reason, I prefer 
to talk about broad language rather than inclusive language: I think 
it better describes the idea of a way of speaking and writing that 
takes diversity into account, without expecting one part to “include” 
another for any reason17.

Coexistence of differences does not just mean sitting around a 
table as people placed in the same position of agency, regardless of 
their characteristics; it also means listening to each other, recog-
nising the validity of other people’s points of view, even when they 
challenge or question our own, habitual ones. It means not rely-
ing solely on your own experience, but broadening your horizons, 
learning about data, statistics18, and everything else that can help 
you gain as complete a picture as possible of the human spectrum 
that you are not facing, but of which you are a part. 

17 Vera Gheno, Questione di privilegi: come il linguaggio ampio può contribuire ad
ampliare gli orizzonti mentali, «About Gender» 11, 21, 2022 [online].
18 From this point of view, Donata Columbro’s work is invaluable. I 
recommend following her newsletter, «Ti spiego il dato».
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Although we are living in a time when it seems that the past and 
tradition are triumphing, when there is a feeling that woke is a phase 
that has already been consigned to history, I am deeply convinced 
that we are in the midst of an anthropological change from which 
there is no turning back. The important thing is to pass the micro-
phone, give space in the debate, and take the time to listen.
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Building networks for the support and 
inclusion of families undergoing change
Francesca Dello Preite, Dalila Forni, Caterina Mellace

From inclusion to «mutually respectful coexistence».A 
challenge of our time

This contribution begins with a reflection on the concepts of in-
clusion and networking, with the aim of highlighting their potential 
to support individuals in building meaningful relationships with 
others and with the world, especially when the need arises to es-
cape situations of isolation, loneliness and segregation in which we 
may all find ourselves at a specific moment in our lives due to a 
combination (even random) of social variables – such as gender, 
sex, culture, ethnicity, language, religion, economic conditions, 
etc. – which, when intersecting, can generate existential vulnera-
bility and precariousness. The essay then goes on to discuss a par-
ticipatory action research (PAR) project carried out in 2023 in the 
Livorno area, which aimed to identify educational measures and 
strategies capable of promoting inclusion for families undergo-
ing change, with a particular focus on same-sex and trans families, 
which continue to face strong resistance from both institutions and 

* The authors agreed on the overall structure of the essay. However, 
for attribution purposes, Francesca Dello Preite wrote the first two 
paragraphs and the conclusions; Dalila Forni wrote the fourth paragraph 
and its sub-paragraphs; Caterina Mellace wrote the third paragraph.
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society. Remaining on the margins and in invisibility1 is a condi-
tion that weakens these individuals, as it deprives them of a whole 
range of rights and resources that are useful for fully exercising 
their citizenship. The RAP has therefore sought to foster construc-
tive dialogue on the concept of “gender citizenship” which, as Anna 
Simonati argues, «aims to designate the set of tools that can enable 
– or at least facilitate – the participation of everyone, regardless 
(but not independently) of their gender, in public life»2.

The research began with the following questions: Who are con-
temporary families and what are their needs? What resources do 
they need to fully exercise their right to citizenship? What does “in-
clusion” mean at a time like this, when echoes of supremacism, rac-
ism, and homo-lesbo-bi-transphobia are once again being heard?

Firstly, let us try to clarify the concept of “inclusion” by exam-
ining some of the reflections from the ongoing debate in order to 
clarify the meaning intended in this context. In this regard, refer-
ence is made to the words of Dario Ianes during an interview:

The concept of inclusion always presupposes a power imbal-
ance between those who can include you and those who are 
included. The most critical view of the concept of inclusion 
focuses on the fact that, in order to avoid this power imbal-
ance, where those who are already included include others as 
a concession, giving them the opportunity to participate, it is 
more accurate to speak of mutually respectful coexistence of all the 
various personal uniquenesses. This is a concept that refers to 
Alex Langer when discussing the most critical view of power 
relations. This vision, in which there is no longer any talk of 
who can include another, starts from the fact that differences 
coexist and enhance each other, discovering the things that one 
can give to another and trying to hold together, [...] the special-
ity that is necessary, however, in normality and not outside it.3  

1 Simonetta Ulivieri (ed. by), L’educazione e i marginali. Storia, teorie, luoghi e 
tipologie dell’emarginazione, La Nuova Italia, Firenze 1997.
2 Anna Simonati, La ‘cittadinanza di genere’: nuove frontiere di cittadinanza fra 
uomini e donne, «New Autonomies», n. 2/2022, p. 711.
3 Fabio Gervasio, Inclusione concetto da superare. Ianes: “Meglio parlare 
di convivenza reciprocamente rispettosa di tutte le varie unicità personali”, 
“Orizzontescuola.it”, [online].
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With reference to studies on disability, Ianes proposes adopt-
ing, instead of the word “inclusion” (which presupposes different 
positions between those who include and those who are includ-
ed), the phrase «mutually respectful coexistence», a meaning that 
can also be taken up by Gender Studies since, to the same extent 
as Disability Studies, they seek to deconstruct the power relations 
that generate subordination, discrimination and abuse, setting 
some against others and producing inequalities and inferiority. 
The relational form of «mutually respectful coexistence», on the 
other hand, seeks to move away from a “dilemmatic” (and dichot-
omous) logic by giving everyone the same opportunities, rebalanc-
ing the structures and powers between individuals (and/or groups) 
through a circular process that, while enhancing the empowerment 
of each person, “normalises specificities” and, therefore, differenc-
es. This is an interesting perspective through which to rethink re-
lationships and our place in the world. However, it requires a great 
deal of work to deconstruct existing paradigms and develop new 
horizons of meaning within which each individual can become a 
person by4 exercising their rights in relation to others.

The network as a pedagogical device for creating 
bonds, relationships and alliances

A relational system through which we believe that the idea of 
«mutually respectful coexistence» can develop – so that it does not 
remain purely theoretical and formal – is that of networking, which 
promotes «the systematic use [...] of internal and external con-
nections (communication, interaction and coordination) between 
people, groups or organisations (“nodes”) for the improvement of 
performance»5. Networking is part of a construct that regulates and 

4 Franco Cambi (ed. by), Soggetto come persona. Statuti formativi e modelli at-
tuali, Carocci, Roma 2007.
5 Hans F. Van Aalst, Networking in Society, Organizations and Education, in David 
Istance, Mariko Kobayashi (eds), Networks of Innovation: Towards New Models for 
Managing Schools and Sistems. Schooling for Tomorrow, OECD, Paris 2003, p. 34.
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guides the creation of connections between different entities that 
would otherwise remain isolated and/or limited to much more re-
stricted functions and tasks. In this way, says Maura Striano, «or-
ganisations of social subjects are formed, characterised by different 
goals and interests, which pool their resources (cultural, material 
and human) to achieve a specific change that they would be unable 
to achieve on their own»6. The network therefore gives relation-
ships greater cohesion and helps «groups to overcome stereotypes 
and preconceptions regarding the reliability, cultural and politi-
cal identity, and operational capabilities of each individual social 
actor involved, fostering the emergence of attitudes of trust and 
actions of shared responsibility»7, as well as «a cooperative culture 
centred on common goals»8. All this contributes to the creation of 
meaningful bonds that nourish the development of real “commu-
nities”, which are something very different from a mere assembly 
of people, skills, resources and means placed within the same space 
and time. A community is created when its members are interde-
pendent, aware of their abilities and their actions within the group, 
motivated to achieve one or more shared goals, personally and col-
lectively responsible for the actions to be taken, and proactive and 
dynamic in bringing about the desired changes. 

The participatory and collaborative dimension – combined with 
the plurality of skills and expertise present in the network – en-
courages creativity and innovation. In fact, in the words of Striano, 
«networks are incubators of original solutions and contribute to 
the cultivation, implementation and dissemination of good prac-
tices, first among their members and then outside the network»9. 
This sets in motion a virtuous process that enriches not only those 
who undertake it with intention (investing their own material and 

6 Maura Striano, Dirigere la scuola in un’ottica inclusiva, in Francesca Dello 
Preite (ed. by), Dirigere le scuole al tempo della pandemia. Esperienze e riflessioni, 
FrancoAngeli, Milano 2022, p. 27.
7 M. Striano, Dirigere la scuola in un’ottica inclusiva, p. 27.
8 M. Striano, Dirigere la scuola in un’ottica inclusiva, p. 27.
9 M. Striano, Dirigere la scuola in un’ottica inclusiva, p. 28.
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immaterial resources), but also those who, in various capacities, 
represent the recipients of what the network intends to promote. 
In this sense, power becomes democratic, rhizomatic, and shared, 
enabling every actor to become an agent promoting consciously 
desired change. Networking leverages empowerment, which can be 
defined as the inherent ability of each person to “feel capable” and 
“have the opportunity” «to do, to choose, to make the best use of 
their resources, to interact in the best possible way with the world 
around them, whatever that may be»10. Anna Grazia Lopez writes:

It is precisely this ability that individuals have to become pro-
tagonists of their own lives that calls into question empower-
ment, or the ability to seek within oneself and within one’s 
community, from time to time and according to the situa-
tion, the resources necessary to build new life projects and 
new goals to achieve for oneself and for others. […] Therefore, 
its positive meaning lies in growth, emancipation, and awareness 
of having various possibilities at one’s disposal to achieve the 
desired goal.11

In order for the empowerment and interdependence generated 
by the network to take shape and promote “mutually respectful 
coexistence” and “gender citizenship”, everyone must make a re-
sponsible commitment to building a common language that facil-
itates mutual understanding and constant dialogue, openness to 
discussion on emerging problems and opportunities for resolution 
(which are never unique or definitive), and trust in the work of oth-
er members, without whom the results would be very different in 
terms of quality and quantity. Finally, we cannot overlook that ped-
agogical utopia which trusts in the ever-open possibility of trans-
forming the existing by liberating the energies of human potential. 

10 Massimo Bruscaglioni, La società liberata, FrancoAngeli, Milano 1994, p. 131.
11 Anna Grazia Lopez, Educare al cambiamento? È tutta una questione di potere, 
in Daniela Dato, Barbara De Serio, Anna Grazia Lopez, Questioni di “potere”. 
Strategie di empowerment per l’educazione al cambiamento, FrancoAngeli, 
Milano 2007, pp. 23-24.
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Families in the making and new educational horizons

The anthropological transformations that took place in the last 
century, together with those that are affecting the new millennium, 
have profoundly reshaped the ways, times and places of communal 
living. Lifestyles have changed, becoming hectic and packed with 
daily activities. Systems of communication have grown in speed, 
number and spatial extent, and the ways we get to know people and 
make friends are increasingly reliant on the internet and its likes. 
Social contexts, from macro and meso contexts such as institu-
tions, the economy and the world of work, to micro contexts such 
as families, appear more complex than in the past and character-
ised by unprecedented scenarios which, precisely for this reason, 
require careful analysis aimed at understanding how they work and 
the emerging needs. 

If we focus our attention on families, we can see both internal 
changes relating to bonds between cohabitants and changes con-
cerning relationships with the outside world, many of which have 
grown to compensate for the decline in parental and friendship 
support networks. Over the course of fifty years, we have moved 
from the exclusivity of families based on marriage with the hus-
band as head of the household to the democratic acceptance of 
civil unions, which allow two people of the same sex to be together 
both emotionally and legally.

In this context, family pedagogy plays a fundamental role in 
studying and questioning the educational principles and models 
capable of supporting the development of responsive intra- and 
extra-family relationships12, through which each member can de-
velop their human potential in coexistence and reciprocity with 
other members. 

This paper, albeit brief and limited in scope, aims to highlight 
same-sex and trans-parent families, as they are currently among 

12 See Clara Silva, Anna Grazia Lopez, Elena Zizioli, Genitorialità responsiva 
in contesti di fragilità sociale, «Rivista Italiana di Educazione Familiare», n. 2, 
2024.
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the groups facing the greatest challenges in exercising gender cit-
izenship. This is mainly due to an «unreasonable regulatory si-
lence» and the persistence of sexist prejudices and stereotypes 
against those who do not conform to the heteronormative binary 
imposed by patriarchy for centuries. Although many studies and 
research have shown the groundlessness of such prejudices, re-
sistance towards people with LGBTQI+ identities remains strong 
and prevents, at a cultural level, the overcoming of the rigid asso-
ciation between “parenthood = heterosexuality”, a cliché that leads 
to questioning the relational, affective and emotional abilities of 
non-heterosexual people, thus assuming that their educational 
skills are not adequate to support the development of children 
living in homo- and trans-parental contexts. In particular, the lack 
of legal recognition of these families leads to numerous difficul-
ties, not only of a bureaucratic nature but above all of a social na-
ture, which force these parents to undergo continuous processes 
of self-definition and self-affirmation. What is missing, therefore, 
is «a collectively shared morphology within which to place this ex-
perience […]. The absence of this dimension has implications that 
go beyond poor social recognition or lack of access to rights, but 
have to do with a dissonance with the psychological experience of 
oneself in the world»13. All this implies an ongoing effort on the 
part of same-sex and transgender families to seek new languages 
and new spaces for representation, modifying existing ones that 
do not contemplate such configurations. These dynamics of “in-
vention” and symbolic representation involve all aspects of family 
life, both for parents and children, and require constant “testing” 
with external realities (often homo-lesbo-bi-transphobic) without 
ever being certain that these arduous paths will lead to positive 
outcomes. 

13 Federica de Cordova, Chiara Sità, In ricchezza e in povertà, in salute e in 
malattia. Famiglie omogenitoriali e diritti in Italia in una prospettiva psicosociale, 
in Carlo Casonato, Alexander Schuster (eds), Rights on the Move. Rainbow 
Families in Europe: Proceedings of the Conference, Edizioni Università degli 
Studi di Trento, Trento 2014, pp. 397-407.
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In the early years of their lives, their first encounter with the out-
side world is with early childhood services, places where relation-
ships with educational and school staff do not always prove to be 
conducive to fruitful alliances, primarily due to the lack of adequate 
training of teachers or educators who, sometimes unknowingly, en-
gage in ambivalent or counterproductive behaviour. It is therefore 
the case that, in a vain attempt to promote “inclusion”, these fami-
lies are considered “problem cases” requiring “special” attention. At 
other times, however, cultural biases lead educational staff to con-
fuse their personal opinions with their educational role14.  

These discriminatory mechanisms generate a strong sense of 
inadequacy in parents, which can hinder the process of building 
their parental identity. As Sità, de Cordova and Selmi argue15, this 
identity is formed and developed on the basis of several intercon-
nected levels, including the relationship with the world outside the 
parental couple. The lack of social and legal recognition can also 
affect the children of non-heterosexual couples, who may have to 
adopt the same mechanisms of self-representation, especially in 
school and in their relationships with their peers. Furthermore, 
we cannot rule out the possibility that children and young people 
growing up in such families may suffer from not seeing themselves 
represented, or rather, from not seeing their families represented 
either in educational practice or in the social and cultural context 
in which they live. 

In order to promote «mutually respectful coexistence» with 
these realities, it is essential to deepen our knowledge and under-
standing of them and to activate gender-oriented training courses for 
educators and teachers in order to promote the deconstruction of 

14 See Alessandra Gigli, Oltre la «zona cieca»: Genitorialità omosessuale e pe-
dagogia delle famiglie, in Alessandra Gigli (ed. by), Maestra, ma Sara ha due 
mamme? Le famiglie omogenitoriali nella scuola e nei servizi educativi, Guerini, 
Milano 2011.
15 See Chiara Sità, Federica de Cordova, Giulia Selmi, I genitori LGBT+ tra 
impossibilità simbolica e lavoro di visibilità nella relazione con spazi pubblici e isti-
tuzioni educative. Quali sfide per la ricerca empirica, «Civitas Educationis», 23, 
n. 1, 2024.
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homo-bi-transphobic prejudices rooted in our culture that contin-
ue to hinder the full recognition of these families. It is essential that 
everyone becomes aware of the mechanisms of exclusion to which 
these families are subjected and the consequences that this has 
on parents and children. It is only through collective, communi-
ty-based commitment that we can build a more equal and inclusive 
society in which every individual, regardless of sexual orientation, 
can enjoy the same rights. 

Field research: building networks between institutions 
and families

As part of a long-standing collaboration between the University 
of Florence and the municipality of Livorno, the participatory action 
research project Gender Education and Parenting Support was launched in 
2023. Building local and inter-institutional networks to promote the well-be-
ing and inclusion of families undergoing change, with the aim of devel-
oping an operational network between the various departments and 
offices of the Municipality of Livorno, as well as local agencies, such 
as local authorities and associations, to support individuals, groups 
and communities in building inclusive relationships and overcoming 
situations of social fragility, precariousness or discrimination. 

The project actions were therefore aimed at the social inclusion 
of families undergoing change, particularly same-sex and trans-
gender families, which are often at the centre of social and educa-
tional debate and still face resistance, prejudice and ignorance.

The project was based on participatory action research as a the-
oretical framework: action research is a participatory method for the 
development of human knowledge, applicable within a «protected 
laboratory context». This approach becomes a theory of knowledge 
construction and involves the active participation of those involved 
throughout the entire training and transformation process16.

16 Roberto Trinchero, Manuale di ricerca educativa, FrancoAngeli, Milano, 
2002; Duccio Demetrio, Micropedagogia. La ricerca qualitativa in educazione, 
Raffaello Cortina, Milano 2020.
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In the specific case of the Gender Education and Parenting Support 
project, the presence of figures from different professional back-
grounds has encouraged the exchange of ideas, instruments, ex-
periences, skills and knowledge, thus building a shared path based 
on joint responsibility. This methodology was chosen because it is 
capable of enhancing three fundamental aspects of knowledge: 

• research, aimed at scientifically and systematically investi-
gating human issues; 

• action, through which the subject knows and learns by in-
teracting with the reality that surrounds them and shaping 
it according to their needs and expectations; 

• the participatory approach, which values the individuals 
involved and their interactions through rational-emotion-
al involvement and motivational encouragement. In this 
sense, participation is understood as sharing the tools and 
processes necessary for change and the deconstruction of 
thought. Participate, therefore, to transform and be trans-
formed, to bring institutions, associations and families into 
dialogue and cooperation towards a shared goal17.

In order to establish the theoretical and operational foundations 
of the RAP, a survey of the existing situation was carried out in the 
early months of 2023. The work was developed around three key 
actions, as outlined below: the creation of a micro-research net-
work; the distribution of questionnaires and their analysis; and the 
conduct and analysis of focus groups.

Creation of the micro-research network

After an initial phase of identifying local associations interested 
in the project, several meetings were held, both online and in per-
son, to discuss possible avenues of work and to develop a shared 
project plan using a bottom-up approach, based on continuous di-

17 Francesca Dello Preite, Luoghi ed ambienti per crescere secondo i valori del-
la parità e delle differenze. Contesti educativi e famiglie in dialogo, «Pedagogy 
Today», n. 1, 2019.
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alogue with the participants in the micro-network and constantly 
calibrated to the needs, objectives and considerations that emerged 
along the way18.

In addition to sharing possible areas and methods of action, 
the creation of the micro-network has promoted knowledge and 
contact between the various bodies and associations represented, 
which, until then, had operated individually, despite dealing with 
similar issues. In this initial phase, participants highlighted the 
need to create new structured spaces for discussion and dialogue 
to promote joint actions capable not only of enriching individu-
al interventions through a pooling of experiences, knowledge and 
skills, but also of overcoming the fragmentation that had charac-
terised the individual actions carried out by each local area up to 
that point. 

Administration of questionnaires and related analysis 

After presenting and discussing the objectives of the RAP, the 
second phase began, dedicated to the systematic collection of pro-
jects launched by the various offices, bodies and associations of the 
Municipality of Livorno, with the aim of gaining a more detailed 
understanding of the work carried out by each individual entity 
over the last five years. A survey form has therefore been created 
using Google Forms. The data collected via a total of 44 forms were 
subsequently analysed and returned to the micro-network19. The 
mapping revealed that the projects were aimed at a common mac-
ro-goal – namely, «educating people to value differences» – devel-
oped according to different strategies and objectives depending on 
the contexts in which they were implemented. The Municipality of 
Livorno boasts a large number of projects on gender and new fam-

18 Massimo Baldacci, Franco Frabboni, Manuale di metodologia della ricerca 
educativa, UTET, Novara 2013.
19 For further information on the analysis of quantitative research data, 
see: Dello Preite, Francesca, Forni, Dalila, Educazione di genere e genitorialità. 
Una rete per le famiglie in trasformazione, «Rivista Italiana di Educazione 
Familiare», n. 1, 2024, pp. 111-124.
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ilies, although these appear to be fragmented and not always based 
on joint planning between different bodies.

In terms of the target audience for the actions, most of the ac-
tivities were aimed at integrated services for children aged 0-6, 
and therefore at teachers and educators working in municipal ed-
ucational services, families, and children. Less common, but not 
entirely absent, were activities aimed at secondary school students 
and, as a result, their teachers or family members. The reports 
therefore highlighted the need to take action on several fronts, 
starting with educational services but then broadening the target to 
include the entire population20. 

Although the results of the activities carried out are promis-
ing, they highlight the need for a territorial network in which to 
channel, intertwine and implement joint actions, extending them 
to broader contexts. The fact sheets then considered the factors 
contributing to success and the difficulties encountered, in order 
to identify effective strategies for educating about differences and 
approaching families and identities in transition.

From the analysis of the forms – subsequently shared and dis-
cussed with the participants – two fundamental needs emerged: 

• to standardise actions in order to avoid wasting energy and 
resources; 

• to structure common paths and methods aimed at collec-
tive goals.

Focus group proceedings and analysis

The third step of the RAP involved conducting three focus groups, 
which were also analysed and subsequently fed back to the project 
micro-network. The purpose of the focus groups was to explore the 
wide range of training opportunities on offer through active dia-
logue with participants. Each focus group was attended by around 
ten participants, members of Livorno-based organisations and 

20 Rossella Ghigi, Fare la differenza. Educazione di genere dalla prima infanzia 
all’età adulta, il Mulino, Bologna 2019.
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associations, many of whom had already completed the project 
mapping form. The decision to structure three diverse groups al-
lowed for a plurality of viewpoints, which is essential for active and 
meaningful discussion on some of the ideas proposed by the RAP. 
In order to gather a wide range of specific information, each focus 
group focused on a different thematic area, investigating in depth 
the issues at the heart of the project. Three specific areas of refer-
ence have been selected relating to: the needs of the various con-
texts; the resources and skills available; and planning for the future.

The focus groups were structured and conducted according to the 
following steps, which were common to each meeting:

• introduction of participants and the organisation or associ-
ation they belong to;

• brief return of questionnaires and results collected through 
mapping;

• sharing the aims and objectives of the focus group;
• brief summary of the focus groups previously held, with a re-

quest for any additions or clarifications regarding the issues 
that emerged;

• discussion based on different questions for each meeting21;
• concluding summary of the focus group aimed at collectively 

identifying the most important aspects that emerged and 
proposing further final reflections. 

A critical analysis of the focus groups revealed a number of recur-
ring elements that were considered significant and common to all 
groups. 

The qualitative data collected was divided into four main 
themed sections, so that the numerous points for reflection gener-
ated by the discussion between institutions, associations and fami-

21 The specific questions were: for focus group 1: to focus on the needs still to 
be met, the difficulties encountered and the actions to be implemented; for 
focus group 2: to reflect on the skills and expertise that each person possesses 
and try to identify strategies to make them available within the future re-
gional network; for focus group 3: to identify the objectives, recipients and 
areas of action of the project to be built together.
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lies could be contextualised and developed more easily. Among the 
areas outlined, the following are highlighted: 

• needs and related areas of interest and action; 
• target audience; 
• approaches and strategies; 
• skills, knowledge, resources.
With regard to «needs and related areas of interest and action», 

one of the aspects perceived as most urgent and relevant by all 
three focus groups was language. The relevance of language issues 
from a gender perspective is clear: all focus groups expressed the 
need/goal to develop and share clear and inclusive language in 
various spheres of action, from everyday spoken language to ad-
ministrative and bureaucratic language22. The participants there-
fore underlined their willingness to propose or implement staff 
training on language and languages for inclusion. In addition to 
the language issue, there is a clear need to create and adopt shared, 
well-calibrated tools for reception and inclusion, preferably from 
an intersectional perspective23, through shared practices, tools and 
experiences that can be adapted and reused in multiple contexts 
within the network. Specifically, there is a need for useful tools to 
support parenting and, more generally, mutual aid and discussion 
among families undergoing change, both within educational and 
school contexts and in the wider social sphere of the local area. In 
this regard, it is important to highlight the need to raise awareness 
among the general public through a variety of experiences that can 
target and engage different audiences. Activities such as discussion 
groups, helplines, anonymous suggestion boxes, distribution of 
information material, inclusion games, theatre or art workshops, 

22 Cecilia Robustelli, Lingua italiana e questioni di genere. Riflessi linguistici 
di un mutamento socioculturale, Aracne, Roma, 2018; Vera Gheno, Questione 
di privilegi: come il linguaggio ampio può contribuire ad ampliare gli orizzonti 
mentali, «AG About Gender—International Journal of Gender Studies», 11, 
2022, pp. 388-406.
23 Lavinia Bianchi, Alessandro D’Antone, Intersezionalità o transindividuali-
tà?: potere, tokenismo e conflitto in una prospettiva di pedagogia critica, «Educa-
tional reflective practices», 1, 2024, pp. 208-222.
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living books, educational or artistic events in close contact with the 
city, the creation of a dedicated page on the municipal website, the 
review and improvement of school curricula, as well as the writing 
of a shared catalogue of useful tools to support the network and 
inclusion practices.

As regards the second area, “the target audience”, it emerged 
that services for 0–6-year-olds can be a “fertile” ground for 
wide-ranging change towards inclusion, capable of directly in-
volving the younger generations and their families in the pros-
pect of continuity with other areas of action. However, it should 
be emphasised that there is a desire to include boys and girls in 
the project activities, as well as primary and secondary school 
teachers and school administrators, in order to broaden the tar-
get age group and scope of action. With this in mind, it has been 
suggested that Livorno’s Youth Council could be involved, so as to 
create an opportunity for direct dialogue with young people and 
understand their needs and resources from their perspective. In 
addition, the data collected highlights the importance of involving 
male figures (specifically fathers) in order to establish a dialogue 
between the sexes that can not only dismantle sexist stereotypes 
involving men, but also give a voice to new forms of masculinity24. 
Participants then emphasised the need to find opportunities and 
spaces for discussion with families who are not aware of the issue, 
so that they can understand and support doubts and fears relating 
to gender identity and new family relationships in contemporary 
society. Although starting from educational contexts, the ideal tar-
get would therefore include a wider section of the population, in-
cluding figures such as psychologists, social workers, staff at coun-
selling centres and local health authorities, adoption centres, state 
and municipal police, sports associations, doctors, administrative 
staff and cultural mediators.

24 Raewin Connell, Masculinities, Allen & Unwin, Crows Nest 2005; Giu-
seppe Burgio, Adolescenza e violenza. Il bullismo omofobico come formazione alle 
maschilità, Mimesis, Milano 2012; Stefano Ciccone, Maschi in crisi? Oltre la 
frustrazione e il rancore, Rosenberg & Sellier, Torino 2020.
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With regard to the third area, concerning “approaches and strat-
egies”, participants believe that a bottom-up approach is necessary, 
i.e. one that can calibrate future paths starting from a collective 
“bottom-up” design, rather than a pre-established project (e.g. by 
the University), but developed together through constant dialogue, 
starting from the concrete needs and resources identified during 
the RAP steps. A narrative approach was also considered important, 
starting from the life stories and sharing of personal and profes-
sional experiences of the participants in order to understand which 
points to focus on in the main actions of the future territorial net-
work project. A public/popular approach has also been proposed, 
based on effective, large-scale communication to reach more peo-
ple, for example through the use of websites and social networks or 
by designing fun, entertaining events that go beyond a purely for-
mal format to engage a wider, less sector-specific audience. Last-
ly, there’s a need for an interdisciplinary approach that can tackle 
cross-cutting issues by bringing them together through modern 
training that takes into account the diversity of the network.

Finally, all focus groups discussed the skills, knowledge and re-
sources to be promoted and ways of combining them in actions 
that could become cross-cutting across the local network itself. 
The wealth of knowledge and expertise possessed by each organ-
isation and association would enable a beneficial exchange to take 
place and further improve the proposal, quality and effectiveness 
of the measures implemented to date, which have been fragment-
ed. Among the resources most frequently mentioned in the focus 
groups, the following are reported here: 

the ability to observe, a key resource for educational profession-
als. This refers to observation of both the child and the family (pa-
rental and family roles, division of labour, structuring of relation-
ships with sons and daughters, etc.). Participants emphasised how 
observation promotes flexibility and new ideas for interacting with 
changing families and children in a spirit of inclusiveness.

listening, welcoming, accompanying and empathy are all re-
sources found above all in associations such as AGEDO (Associa-
tion of parents, relatives and friends of lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
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trans* people), which are capable of creating a non-judgemental 
environment, free from prejudice and open to dialogue, able to 
welcome, through fruitful discussion, even those families who are 
not sensitive to this issue, with whom it is particularly urgent and 
necessary to raise awareness and understanding;

some organisations have numerous training courses (class-
room-based, workshop-based, experiential) that have already been 
tested and proven effective, as well as projects that have already 
been trialled and could therefore form the basis for sharing mate-
rials, ideas, approaches and strategies with the local network;

numerous cross-cutting skills and competences can be identi-
fied: associations involve people with professional skills (and relat-
ed knowledge and competences) from a wide range of fields, which 
translates into a large number of resources and contacts in various 
areas, from medicine to law, from education to legislation. Further-
more, the diversity of the associations allows us to draw on a wide 
range of life stories and personal experiences that could prove to 
be a valuable resource in sharing the proposed topics, approached 
not only on a theoretical level, but also on a subjective level, as di-
rect testimonies of the issues discussed.

Final thoughts 

In today’s hyper-technological and individualistic society, 
where new threats and discrimination against minority groups are 
re-emerging and new forms of poverty are creating inequality and 
exclusion, there is a strong need to question the paradigms through 
which “progress” has advanced at lightning speed, leaving behind 
millions of people who every day have to deal with the absence of 
policies, strategies and resources that give everyone the opportuni-
ty to fulfil their potential. 

In this context, which fuels fear and insecurity, families are 
also facing significant changes affecting both their structure and 
stability, as well as the relationships they form within and beyond 
the home. These are families who seek to satisfy their desire to 
be together by expressing their feelings and ideas that sometimes 
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reflect the salient features of traditional models, providing com-
fort for their sense of stability, but others express new emotional 
desires and new relational configurations that generate tensions, 
especially in those trapped in the quagmire of patriarchy, which 
seek to repress them before they can “infect” others and under-
mine the security provided by the status quo. 

Taking into consideration same-sex and transgender fam-
ilies, as we have attempted to do, albeit partially, in this work, 
and trying to highlight their educational needs – understood as 
“beacons”25 capable of guiding life paths – a profound sense of 
inadequacy emerges with regard to current policies and resourc-
es, as well as a strong need to create community systems based 
on the principles of “mutually respectful coexistence” in which 
every citizen can find the resources to grow in harmony with 
themselves, with others and with the world. These are undoubt-
edly very complex objectives that are not easily achieved, but they 
certainly cannot be postponed any longer, particularly in view of 
the difficulties these families encounter when they interact with 
an outside world that is still reluctant to understand the value of 
differences, which stem from the uniqueness of each individual. 
As bell hook states26, in this arduous and challenging task, it is es-
sential to resort to radical pedagogy and education understood as 
a practice of freedom in which every individual can speak, engage 
in dialogue and construct new meanings of living together, there-
by opening up new scenarios and new paths for human develop-
ment. This educational challenge, as field research has sought to 
demonstrate, can begin with the design and construction of local 
networks aimed at offering a contribution that, on the one hand, 
gives families undergoing change the right support so that they 
do not feel “wrong” but rather in search of their own identity, and, 
on the other hand, promotes a “gender citizenship” that enables 

25 Leonardo Trisciuzzi, Elogio dell’educazione, ETS, Pisa 1995.
26 bell hooks, Insegnare a trasgredire. L’educazione come pratica di libertà, Melt-
emi, Milano 2020.
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each individual to interpret anthropological changes as signs of 
an evolutionary process that focuses primarily on the educational 
expansion of human potential.
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Pathways to social inclusion 
in educational memories
Chiara Martinelli

Only recently has the epistemological significance of oral 
sources been fully recognised in the history of education. As Lu-
isa Passerini has already pointed out in her seminal essay of 1977 
and, more recently, Alessandro Portelli, memories can contribute 
in many ways to our understanding of historical processes1. But 
one thing stands out above all else: the study of emotions, of the 
feelings with which individuals have experienced and internalised 
social and cultural changes2. It is true that a single interview, re-
counting the experiences of a single individual, is like a drop in the 
ocean; but when these interviews increase and become a river, a 
lake, an ocean, it is then possible to engage in broader discussions.

This is the case with the Memorie educative in video (Educa-
tional Memories on Video) database, part of the larger memoriasco-
lastica.it project, which was launched on 31 October 2021 and can be 
viewed free of charge at <https://www.memoriascolastica.it/>. The 
269 interviews conducted on several occasions between 2020 and 
2022 provide a more detailed insight into the historical and edu-
cational events experienced by the Tuscan community during the 
second half of the 20th century. Produced by students enrolled in 

1 Luisa Passerini, Storia e soggettività: le fonti orali, la memoria, La Nuova Italia, 
Firenze 1977, p. 53 and Alessandro Portelli, Storie orali. Racconto, immagina-
zione, dialogo, Donzelli, Milano 2007, p. 12.
2 See Christine Gundermann, Juliane Brauer, Filippo Carlà-Uhink, et 
al. (eds), Key Terms of Public History. Public History in European Perspectives, 
de Gruyter, Berlin 2025, pp. 35-54.



51

the second year of the single-cycle Master’s degree programme in 
“Primary Education Sciences” for the course in “History of Educa-
tion”, the video interviews focused on people born mainly between 
the late 1930s and the early 1970s. The trajectories in the post-war 
period and the transformations that took place at a socio-educa-
tional level are therefore the primary focus of an analysis that seeks 
to make use of these sources. 

In this context, the vicissitudes that affected the educational in-
stitution from the late 1940s to the 1970s stand out, leading to its 
transition from a tool for social validation to a driving force for the 
organisation of inclusive policies. From this point of view, the year 
1968 represents an unavoidable turning point. 

In fact, there are many boundaries that limit the various op-
portunities for learning – and continuing education – in schools 
prior to 1968. The first is determined by geographical origin – and 
whether you were born in the city or in the countryside. As report-
ed in the interviews, being born into the second group seemed 
to undermine their school careers from day one. The custom of 
establishing multi-grade classes in rural schools, which was wide-
spread until the late 1960s, is now seen as extremely problemat-
ic3: the practice seemed to take time and concentration away from 
students, who risked not being able to complete tests and exercis-
es with the necessary focus, as it was easy to be distracted by the 
noise of the other sub-classes4. Of nineteen former students who 
discussed the topic, only three viewed it positively: but these are 
mostly testimonies from people who attended this type of school 
in the late 1960s, in classes of just over ten pupils5. Alessandro Lap-

3 In fact, some quantitative studies have shown that multi-grade classes 
have no negative effects on student learning: see, for example, Simon Vee-
man, Effects of multigrade and multi-age classes reconsidered, «Review of Educa-
tional Research», 66, 3, 1996, pp. 323-340.
4 Chiara Martinelli, Senza capirne il significato”. Memorie d’infanzia, [online; 
www.memoriascolastica.it] and see also Chiara Martinelli, Nel sangue. Mem-
orie d’infanzia, [online; www.memoriascolastica.it].
5 Chiara Martinelli, “Non sembra una scuola ma un magazzino”. Memorie d’infan-
zia, [online; www.memoriascolastica.it].
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ini (Greve in Chianti, born in 1961) and Gianluca Barbieri (Pon-
tremoli, born in 1967) emphasise the role of emulation that older 
students played on younger ones: 

It may seem inefficient”, explains Alessandro Lapini, “but how 
could the teacher manage two programmes? Well, I can tell 
you that we learned a lot, we learned so much. I remember 
how motivated the second-year students were, who could 
read and do maths, or when we moved up to third year and 
saw the fourth-year students.6

On the whole, however, scepticism prevails. «When the teach-
er explained things to the other classes», recalls Franca Benvenuti, 
«even if she gave you something to do, when I was in first or second 
year, even if she gave you activities appropriate for your age, you 
could still hear her voice explaining other things to the other chil-
dren»7. This situation seemed to be an obstacle to the acquisition 
of basic skills: in this regard, the testimony of Antonella Bruni (San 
Gimignano, born in 1962) is interesting, as she stated that she had 
reached the third year of primary school without having fully mas-
tered the alphabet8. 

This discrepancy between city and countryside was experienced 
above all by children who, like Bruni herself or Franca Benvenuti, 
moved from a rural environment to a city during primary school, 
where they inevitably encountered radically different curricula 
and time management9. Bruni admits, «at first, it wasn’t easy [to 
get used to] because teaching in the countryside was a bit more 
relaxed, it was simpler»10. 

There was also another case: that of schools in villages or sub-
urbs, which attracted a mixed group of users, consisting of farm-
ing families and families of artisans or “citizens”. Differences in 

6 C. Martinelli, “Non sembra una scuola ma un magazzino”.
7 C. Martinelli, “Senza capirne il significato”.
8 Chiara Martinelli, Dalla campagna alla città. Memorie d’infanzia, [online; 
www.memoriascolastica.it].
9 C. Martinelli, Dalla campagna alla città.
10 C. Martinelli, Dalla campagna alla città.
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clothing, hygiene and vocabulary characterised the relationships 
between the students from the very beginning. This is recalled, 
for example, by Simonetta Soldani (Florence, born in 1942), whose 
suburban primary school was attended by both town girls like her 
and girls from the countryside:

It was a primary school that took girls who were from this 
area between the city and the countryside. I say this because 
some... some of them lived 500 metres away from the school, 
but towards Scandicci, and they spoke differently, and I re-
member we used to tease them because they said ‘aradio’, 
‘cenno’, [...] ‘cenno’ for ‘ci sono’, and when they took the tram 
they would say ‘vado a Firenze’ (I’m going to Florence), as 
if we weren’t in Florence, I mean, you could really hear it, 
those who were farmers, those who were from families who 
worked the land, the market gardeners who were all around, 
you could hear it very clearly.11

But it was at the end of primary school that discrimination took 
on a binding and definitive character, separating those who could 
continue their studies through lower secondary school or vocation-
al school from those who were destined to abandon them. Even in 
the 1940s and 1950s, compulsory education was still in force until 
the age of fourteen: this had been established by the Gentile Law 
in 192312. But it was disregarded: two thirds of children between the 
ages of eleven and fourteen, wrote Lamberto Borghi in 1958, did 
not attend school13. 

These statistics are given substance and a voice by video testi-
monials, which trace the stories behind the numbers and graphs. 
Of the twenty-four students in Franca Tondini’s class (Lucca, born 
in 1940), only three continued their studies: «The best ones?» ven-

11 Chiara Martinelli, Per fuggire dal qualunquismo. Memorie d’infanzia, [online; 
www.memoriascolastica.it].
12 Monica Galfrè, Tutti a scuola! L’istruzione nell’Italia del Novecento, Carocci, 
Milano 2017, pp. 55-58.
13 Lamberto Borghi, Educazione e scuola nell’Italia d’oggi, La Nuova Italia, 
Firenze 1958, p. 32.
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tures the interviewer; «No, the richest», Tondini cuts short14. The 
proportion was similar in Roberto Cacciatori’s class (Castellina 
in Chianti, born in 1944), who said that «going to lower second-
ary school was a bit of a privilege of the ruling classes»15. Similar 
words are used by Alberto Melani (Pistoia, born in 1949), for whom 
the schools for the underprivileged «were a kind of hell, miniature 
factories where children were already forced to work, something 
undignified»16. These negative impressions are not found in the 
(admittedly scarce) accounts of those who embarked on this edu-
cational path, such as Rosanna Perferi (Montevarchi, born in 1947): 
from the point of view of those directly involved – often, unlike 
their classmates who were admitted to secondary school, the first 
in their families to go beyond primary education – the vocational 
school was seen as one of the few opportunities available to embark 
on a (albeit modest) path of social mobility, and this in the knowl-
edge of how few children managed to continue beyond the fifth 
year of primary school17.

The decision (purely family-related) to interrupt one’s chil-
dren’s education has far-reaching consequences. Firstly, logis-
tics: lower secondary schools or vocational schools were often 
too far away from the farmhouses where the video interviewees 
lived with their large farming families; in this context, the lack or 
presence of public transport could determine divergent educa-
tional prospects. Secondly, there were economic reasons: going to 
school certainly meant delaying entry into the labour market, but 
above all it involved expenses – books, shoes, clothes – that not 
all families could afford. Finally, there were reasons of conveni-
ence: these decisions mainly affected girls, who were penalised in 

14 Chiara Martinelli, “I ragazzi, loro dovevano studiare”. Memorie d’infanzia, 
[online; www.memoriascolastica.it].
15 Chiara Martinelli, Arrivare in fondo. Memorie d’infanzia, [online; www.me-
moriascolastica.it].
16 Chiara Martinelli, The cruelty of being wealthy. Childhood memories, [online; 
www.memoriascolastica.it].
17 See Chiara Martinelli, “Bella la scuola oggi perché tutti sono seguiti”. Memorie 
d’infanzia, [online; www.memoriascolastica.it] and C. Martinelli, Nel sangue.
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comparison to their brothers, who were allowed to continue their 
studies18. 

In fact, only primary school education was considered basic: a 
qualification which, especially in rural areas after the Second World 
War, was the goal for everyone to achieve19. The latter belief was 
deeply rooted in a context that often remained unaware of the com-
pulsory education requirement established by the Gentile Law. In 
fact, there are numerous accounts according to which only primary 
education was compulsory: and the fact that this is supported by 
people who later entered the teaching profession shows how much 
the 1923 reform was, in this respect, merely a flatus voci20. 

There were few and random ways in which a person not be-
longing to the middle class could hope to gain access to second-
ary school. The first depended on availability, within one’s fam-
ily circle, of a relative with a primary school teaching certificate. 
Other cases, even more fortuitous, show the different attitudes that 
primary school teachers could adopt towards social mobility. For 
a teacher – Leonardo Zanelli (Arezzo, born in 1943), in Arezzo in 
the 1950s – who gave free maths lessons to his student so that he, 
an orphan and son of a cleaning lady, could attend lower second-
ary school, there were others who had different opinions and ap-
proaches21. Roberto Cacciatori experienced this when his parents, 
despite their modest social status, decided to prepare him for the 
lower secondary school entrance exams: outraged, his teacher 
called them to inform them that the son of a bricklayer would nev-
er be able to attend a middle-class school22.

It was against this backdrop that 1968 introduced a change that 
was difficult to calculate, destined to affect some of the deepest di-

18 Maud Anne Bracke, La nuova politica delle donne. Il femminismo in Italia 
1968-1983, Edizioni di storia e di letteratura, Roma 2019, pp. 34–38.
19 C. Martinelli, Nel sangue.
20 See, for example, Interrompere le interrogazioni per l’Angelus. Memorie d’in-
fanzia [online; www.memoriascolastica.it].
21 Chiara Martinelli, “Furono irremovibili”. Memorie d’infanzia [online; www.
memoriascolastica.it].
22 C. Martinelli, Arrivare in fondo.
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mensions of social coexistence: the relationship with knowledge, 
with authority, and the role of the individual within the structured 
community. 

From this point of view, the memoirs provide greater detail on 
the significance and scope of the legislative innovations of those 
years. Among these, a key role is played by the gradual inclusion of 
students with disabilities in mainstream classes, which, following 
the impetus provided by Italian Law 118/1971, was definitively im-
plemented by Law 577/1977, aimed (among other things) at intro-
ducing support teachers in lower secondary and primary schools. 
The testimonies – for example, those of Giuseppe Barbieri and 
Donatella Morganti – clearly show that positive memories prevail 
regarding the presence of students with disabilities23. But some-
times, as was the case in the lower secondary school attended by 
Liana Toncelli (Castagneto Carducci, born in 1963), managing them 
could prove problematic:

Liana Toncelli (hereinafter L.T.): in lower secondary school 
there was this girl, I don’t remember her name, it’ll come to 
me, she was from Castagneto [...] she had fits of rage, which 
sometimes resulted in dangerous behaviour towards herself 
and others.24

Agnese Nelli: did she have fits of anger?

L. T.: Yes, she had this problem, she had these fits of rage that 
sometimes led to dangerous situations for herself and others. 
Unfortunately, there was no support teacher at the time, it 
was the teacher who had to deal with her [omissis], I think 
her name was [omissis], it was a desperate situation and every 
now and then she was sent to different classes to let that class 
continue [...] but she was also nice, I remember her as a big girl 
and she was also kind, I mean she was nice, she always shared 
a lot... when she had her snack she shared it with everyone, 
but at a certain point she changed, she started hitting people 
and whoever was there, whoever was there was there...

23 C. Martinelli, Arrivare in fondo and Chiara Martinelli, Bloccati a scuola da 
un cavallo. Memorie d’infanzia [online; www.memoriascolastica.it].
24 Chiara Martinelli, Albe a Bolgheri. Memorie d’infanzia [online; www.me-
moriascolastica.it].
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A. N.: Even the teacher?

L. T.: Without any distinction, she started hitting people. I 
seem to remember that in the third year she did something 
in a separate classroom […] she was in the classroom upstairs, 
took a pair of scissors from the teacher’s desk, went to the 
stairs and threw them down like this [Toncelli mimics a pair 
of scissors held vertically]. There were people below and her 
father was called […] and she was kept away from school for 
quite some time.25

Although incomplete, the government’s openness sparked new 
opportunities for experimentation and innovation in teaching. It is 
not that schools in previous years lacked figures and examples that 
offered alternatives to official teaching methods: but, in the memo-
ries of those interviewed, their commitment was an individual one, 
destined to clash with stubborn colleagues, recalcitrant parents and 
schools reluctant to accept innovation26.

It was after 1968 that these new teaching methods began to mul-
tiply. However, it would be wrong to believe that the Gentile school 
was buried overnight: the 1970s and 1980s were full of examples 
that marked the boundaries of an institution often intent on pre-
serving its transmissive and authoritarian characteristics. “Primary 
school was mainly about listening”, said Beatrice Poggesi, for exam-
ple. (San Giovanni Valdarno, born 1970)27. But at the same time, a 
new way of understanding school and relating to others took hold. 
Primary school became the focus of this new approach: here, the 
most important change was the replacement of grades with assess-
ments, which, introduced by Italian Law 517/1977, gave rise, accord-
ing to the unanimous opinion of those interviewed, to an assess-
ment more centred on the individual28. In terms of educational 

25 C. Martinelli, Albe a Bolgheri.
26 C. Martinelli, Per fuggire dal qualunquismo.
27 Chiara Martinelli, Ascoltare, ascoltare, ascoltare. Memorie d’infanzia [online; 
www.memoriascolastica.it].
28 See Chiara Martinelli, “Ascoltando la maestra”. Memorie d’infanzia [online; 
www.memoriascolastica.it] e Chiara Martinelli, “Con gli occhi di adesso”. Me-
morie d’infanzia [online; www.memoriascolastica.it].
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innovation, important consequences arose from the experience 
of full-time education (introduced, as we know, in 1971), which al-
lowed for a potentially unprecedented use of afternoon hours. This 
happened mainly during the early years of the implementation of 
Italian Decree Law 419/1974, when the introduction of opportuni-
ties for experimentation and innovation was welcomed with enthu-
siasm: the descriptions of students in the 1970s are full of manual 
and creative experiences; and it does not seem to be a coincidence 
that it is mainly women who remember sex education lessons with 
satisfaction, when they were taught29.

It is in these cases that the recollection of the teaching methods 
used is enriched with detail, showing how, years later, manual ac-
tivities remain more vividly imprinted in the mind than lectures. 
In Elisabetta Bertuccelli’s school (Lappato, Lucca, born in 1965), for 
example, teachers promoted cross-class projects aimed at building 
brick houses or managing vegetable gardens with the involvement 
of the local community30. Other innovations are recalled by Sandra 
Longi (Enna, born in 1966), whose primary school in Quarrata (in 
the province of Pistoia) gave teachers the opportunity to experi-
ment with all the imagination exercises that Rodari recommended 
in his Grammar of Fantasy31:

Laura Porcu: Did you enjoy having long school days, or was 
it a burden?

Sandra Longi: no, the long hours were great fun because even 
during lunch we were with the other children and could talk 
and socialise, then we did different activities from the oth-
er children because we made a class newspaper, we also put 
on various plays, then we had music lessons and did crafts 
with modelling clay, then, for example, with the teacher we 
listened and did experiments, we listened to classical mu-
sic and... no, my primary school years were very formative 

29 See C. Martinelli, Ascoltare, ascoltare, ascoltare. and Chiara Martinelli, “Facci 
vedere la minigonna”. Memorie d’infanzia [online; www.memoriascolastica.it].
30 Chiara Martinelli, La scuola del sei politico. Memorie d’infanzia, [online; 
www.memoriascolastica.it].
31 C. Martinelli, Ascoltando la maestra.
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because, let’s say, I also had some rather unusual teachers, 
such as Mr Salvini, who made us listen to classical music and 
then told us how we felt, or when Mr Salvini always made 
us do guided imagination exercises, such as... the example I 
remember is: ‘Let’s all go together, children, on a trip to the 
hills. We arrive at the foot of the hill. It is a beautiful sunny 
day, the sky is blue, and we begin the climb’. and he guid-
ed us along this journey and at the end we had to share our 
thoughts and I remember some people saying they couldn’t 
follow because he was telling us we were at this point, and I 
was already at the top and someone else was lagging behind 
and, well, he kind of saw, I think, our personalities because at 
the time he was also studying psychology, he was still at uni-
versity and [Longi laughs] we were a bit like his little guinea 
pigs, but Mr Salvini was a very important teacher because he 
opened up a world of listening to ourselves, listening to mu-
sic, listening to others, it was very formative.32

32 C. Martinelli, Ascoltando la maestra.
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Building digital communities: digital humanities 
as a tool for democratising knowledge
Alberto Baldi

Even today, more than half a century after the first pioneering re-
search1, the scientific community does not agree on a definition (or, 
rather, a concept) of humanistic informatics, broadly divided between 
those who believe it to be a transdisciplinary methodological approach 
(seeking to develop new methods for humanistic research) and in-
strumental (integrating digital resources into established approaches) 
and those who believe it can be considered a true autonomous field 
of study2. In a context ranging from traditional subcategories (digital 
scholarly editing, text analysis, data visualisation, mapping, digital archives 
and repositories, etc.) to more specific and innovative areas of inter-

1 Traditionally, Father Roberto Busa (1913-2011), an Italian Jesuit, is consid-
ered the founder of humanistic informatics. In the second half of the 1940s, 
Busa was busy writing his thesis on St. Thomas. The work required a careful 
analysis of the function of the preposition “in” in the Saint’s work, which he 
considered fundamental to the representation of the concept of interiority. 
However, at the time, none of the concordances included the entry “in”. He 
therefore began to file the texts he had studied by hand, but realised that the 
task would be impossible. He therefore approached various IT companies 
asking for help in automating the procedure. It was the American company 
IBM that equipped him with the computers he required for his work in 
1949. This marked the beginning of the first major initiative in humanistic 
information technology, which would only be completed in 1980 with the 
publication of the last of the 56 volumes of the Index Thomisticus.
2 In addition to existing degree courses (master’s degrees: LM-43), this 
would also pave the way for the creation, at least in Italy, of a specific SSD 
(Scientific Disciplinary Section), as Italian digital humanists have been ad-
vocating for some years (see Come stanno le Digital Humanities in Italia?, «In-
formatica Umanistica e Cultura Digitale: il blog dell’AIUCD», 2024, https://
doi.org/10.58079/wbk0).
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vention (such as Critical Code Studies, which propose applying hu-
manistic hermeneutics to coding)3, uncertainty is exacerbated both by 
the breadth of the thematic domain of reference,

DH is an umbrella term that, depending on who you are talk-
ing to, covers a huge territory: everything from applied text 
analysis and corpus stylistics to the more esoteric and theo-
retical realms of video game criticism4 

as well as by the now well-established presence of information tech-
nology in every field of research, not only in the humanities, which on 
the one hand makes it even more necessary to define a specific perim-
eter for humanistic informatics alone and on the other perhaps distorts 
its original character, abstracting it from its methodological-instrumen-
tal character and reconfiguring it rather as a theoretical environment in 
which not only to develop new applications but above all to reflect in 
depth on the relationship between the humanities and computerisation 
in a post-digital world in which, as David Barry has written, «the diffi-
culty will be found in encountering culture outside of digital media»5.

On the other hand, the community of scholars agreed imme-
diately on the founding principles and values that distinguish the 
theory and practice of digital humanities, and which recur as corner-
stones in numerous contributions – from manifestos6 appearing 
on various occasions to declarations of intent found in volumes or 
contributions that engage in theoretical and methodological reflec-
tion that transcends the merely instrumental question to identify 

3 See Mark C. Marino, Critical Code Studies, MIT Press, Cambridge (MT) 
2020.
4 Matthew Jockers, one of the most astute scholars of humanistic infor-
matics applied to literary studies (in particular to the automated analysis of 
textual corpora), cited in Selected Definitions from the Day of Digital Humanities: 
2009–2012, in Melissa Terras, Edward Vanhoutte, Julianne Nyhan (dir.), De-
fining Digital Humanities: A Reader, Routledge, London 2016 (ebook).
5 David M. Berry, Post-Digital Humanities: Computation and Cultural Critique 
in the Arts and Humanities, «Educause Review», 49, 3, 2024.
6 Jeffrey Schnapp, Todd Presner, Peter Lunenfeld et al., The Digital Human-
ities Manifesto 2.0, 2008 [online]; Marin Dacos, Manifesto for the Digital Hu-
manities, «THATCamp Paris» 2010, https://doi.org/10.58079/uo21.
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instead the conceptual and value-based characteristics that distin-
guish the approach:

Grounded in humanistic values but catalysed by Internet val-
ues, the digital humanities seek to push the humanities into 
new territory by promoting collaboration, openness, and 
experimentation. Although no professional organisation in 
the digital humanities has, to my knowledge, crafted a values 
statement, we can find sources for such a statement in ongo-
ing discussions in blogs and articles, the mission statements 
of DH centres, and digital humanities manifestos.7

The value system reflected by Lisa Spiro is perceived as distinctive, 
perhaps favoured by the aforementioned vagueness surrounding the 
discipline (which seems to have encouraged members of the com-
munity to identify themselves more with a habitus than with a specific 
thematic area), and is fuelled – rather than by the humanistic tradi-
tion, which «typically values originality, authority, and authorship»8 – 
by the typical procedures of Internet “culture”9. If we wanted to draw 
up a list, we could say that Digital Humanities are characterised by:

• Multidisciplinarity, interdisciplinarity, transdisciplinarity;
• Diversity;
• Collegiality, sharing and collaboration among members of 

the scientific community;
• Openness, transparency, accessibility.

Multidisciplinarity, interdisciplinarity, 
transdisciplinarity

The multidisciplinary nature of Digital Humanities is immedi-
ately apparent: the theoretical aspects and practices typical of hu-

7 Lisa Spiro, “This Is Why We Fight”: Defining the Values of the Digital Human-
ities, in Matthew K. Gold (dir.), Debates in the Digital Humanities, University of 
Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 2012, p. 23.
8 L. Spiro, “This Is Why We Fight”, p. 22.
9 «Digital humanities takes more than tools from the Internet. It works like 
the Internet. It takes its values from the Internet», Tom Scheinfeldt in L. 
Spiro, “This Is Why We Fight”.
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manistic informatics extend and can extend – albeit to varying de-
grees – to all the various sub-fields of the macro-set of humanities, 
which over the last few decades have seen the development of their 
respective branches, to which the adjective “digital” can be added10: 
from literary studies to musicology, from history to the conserva-
tion of artistic and museum assets, from archaeology to archiving, 
all branches of traditional knowledge and humanistic studies have 
been affected by the digital phenomenon and have benefited from 
it, again to varying degrees11.

What requires more in-depth reflection, however, is the inter-
disciplinary nature of humanistic informatics: in a field that is in-
herently interdisciplinary – arising from the encounter between 
the humanities and informatics – the practices that have become 
established in the various subfields, thanks to the tendency towards 
comparison between members of the community and open access 
policies for data and tools, have often been taken up and adapted 
in other disciplinary contexts, such as the automatic text analysis 
techniques typical of computational linguistics, which have been 
reintroduced in literary criticism experiments. But interdiscipli-

10 Today, however, they run the risk of being lumped together and con-
fused under the generic label of Generative Artificial Intelligence, which 
is indeed more effective in certain contexts (such as text mining) but, being 
proprietary and high-cost models, inhibits experimentation and resource 
sharing, which have always been typical of Digital Humanities (see below).
11 As this is a rapidly evolving field, it is difficult to compile an exhaustive list 
of the various subsets of Digital Humanities. However, moving on to mac-
ro-thematic areas:

1. Literary studies and computational linguistics: ranging from au-
tomatic analysis of text corpora (frequency indices, topic modelling, senti-
ment analysis, etc.) to computational stylometry for attribution purposes.
2. Digital archiving and cultural heritage management: these com-
panies develop IT platforms for archiving and making cultural heritage 
resources available, including actions aimed at creating digital libraries.
3. GIS and Spatial Humanities: use Geographic Information Systems 
resources to map and spatially visualise historical, archaeological or 
geographically significant sites.
4. 3D modelling and augmented reality: these are particularly useful 
in museums and archaeology, for presenting immersive virtual exhibi-
tions or for the three-dimensional reconstruction of sites or artefacts.
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narity is not limited to tools, as Julie Thompson Klein has noted12, 
and also has an epistemological bearing, if the convergence of mul-
tiple disciplines fosters the emergence of new theoretical perspec-
tives and influences the way we think and approach problems.

Finally, the transdisciplinary aspect, which, through the meth-
odological combination of specific aspects of humanistic informat-
ics, leads to the emergence of new fields of study and paradigms, in 
which the boundaries between disciplines of origin are overcome, 
and is the ideal setting for a series of considerations on the nature 
of Digital Humanities, since it is here that their instrumental nature 
definitively takes a back seat to open up a purely theoretical dis-
course. This is the case, for example, of the encounter between cul-
tural, literary and archival studies, which can be seen in the wide-
spread distribution of hybrid products freely accessible on the web, 
such as editions of correspondence or archival materials that inte-
grate the specificities of cultural studies, the techniques of ecdotics 
and archive procedures in research products with a traditional yet 
innovative appearance.

Diversity

Diversity is also a distinctive feature of Digital Humanities, even 
more so than it has been, especially in recent times, for the hu-
manities as traditionally understood. In fact, in an attempt to rep-
resent marginalised groups, diversity is also promoted in DH as 
the heterogeneity of fields of knowledge and members of the 
reference community, where scholars from various backgrounds 
have brought their individual knowledge together in a new disci-
plinary context, demonstrating not only the possible integrations 
discussed above but also a procedure for the fruitful coexistence of 
differences, united by the experimentation of innovative practices 
and the definition of new research paths.

12 Julie Thompson Klein, Interdisciplining Digital Humanities: Boundary Work 
in an Emerging Field, University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor 2015.



65

[…] in the humanities generally, diversity […] means the inclu-
sion of different cultures, identities, and people as research 
themes and as members of the scholarly community itself, 
with an emphasis on underrepresented races, ethnicities, 
genders, national origins, languages, abilities, and socioec-
onomic classes diversity in DH also denotes an ideal of in-
clusive methodology—for example, coding and interpreting, 
curating large collections and making one-off exhibits, text 
encoding and text analysis, and researching and teaching. At 
base, though, methodological inclusion is also sociocultur-
al inclusion because its aim is respect for the variety of DH 
practices worldwide.13

However, some scholars have pointed out that Digital Human-
ities are not immune to problems inherent in certain conditions 
of inequality, which are still being overcome: this is the case, for 
example, of the clear predominance of the English language in 
research products related to digital humanities, partly motivated 
by the fact that it is the “lingua franca” of the web, so much so that 
some have spoken of an “Anglo-bias”14. This imbalance is main-
ly due to the prevalence of Anglo-Saxon (or English-speaking) 
scholars among the members of the community15, which has led 
to questions about what initiatives and strategies could be adopt-
ed to encourage a greater presence of under-represented nation-
alities and languages.

13 Alan Liu, Toward a Diversity Stack: Digital Humanities and Diversity as Tech-
nical Problem, «PMLA/Publications of the Modern Language Association of 
America», 135, 1, 2020, p. 130.
14 See Simon Mahony, (Cultural Diversity and the Digital Humanities, «Fudan 
Journal of the Humanities and Social Sciences», 11, 2018, p. 372), which cites 
in particular the work of Domenico Fiormonte, who analysed not only the 
role of English as a lingua franca but also citation indices and the respective 
differences between English-speaking and non-English-speaking works.
15 Isabel Galina Russell, Geographical and Linguistic Diversity in the Digital 
Humanities, «Literary and Linguistic Computing», 29, 3, 2014, p. 308: «As 
previously mentioned, the DH international community is apparently con-
stituted mainly by scholars from the USA, Canada, and the UK, with some 
participation from other European countries. There is a general perception 
of an Anglo–American dominance and English as the main language».
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Collegiality, sharing and collaboration among members 
of the scientific community

Collaboration and the sharing of knowledge and techniques 
among members of the scientific community is a distinctive fea-
ture that has characterised Digital Humanities since its inception. 
Once again, if we want to trace its origins, it is probable that they 
can be attributed to practices typical of the environment of choice 
for humanistic information technology – the web – both in terms 
of the widely used channels of discussion (such as blogs or mailing 
lists) and the custom of ongoing debate and exchange of solutions 
to technical doubts or obstacles. In this context, it is not uncommon 
to come across projects and initiatives that have been sustained for 
years by the active contribution of the community they serve, a 
bottom-up approach involving an ongoing process of proposals, 
corrections and validations. An example of this approach is XML-
TEI encoding, about which Julia Flanders wrote:

Encoding standards like the TEI are foundationally collabo-
rative technologies: they presume the need and the desire to 
co-ordinate shared work, to generalise individual insight to a 
community, and to support the extension, critique, and reuse 
of ideas and techniques. […] In this typical kind of collabora-
tion, the parties to the shared effort know of each other, and 
their intention to work together is explicit; in effect, a collab-
orative vector is established between them that operates in 
real time, mediated by their use of the encoding standard.16

Obviously, this appears especially evident in large-scale pro-
jects carried out by groups of scholars (in which technicians and 
non-technicians collaborate as co-authors, rather than the former 
supporting the latter), but the benefits of an active community in 
constant exchange among peers also extend to individual works, 

16 Julia Flanders, Collaboration and Dissent: Challenges of Collaborative 
Standards for Digital Humanities, in Willard McCarty, Marilyn Deegan (eds), 
Collaborative Research in the Digital Humanities, Routledge, London 2016, 
p. 73.
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which can take advantage of the numerous forums freely available 
online, as well as in the learning processes for those approaching 
these techniques and methodologies for the first time. But it is not 
just a matter of mutual aid, of a functional perspective: what mat-
ters most in a group of scholars who co-design and collaborate is 
the social value of knowledge, too often neglected in the humanities 
as traditionally understood, including in terms of dissemination:

By tradition, or by more than just tradition, humanists work 
normally alone. This makes them especially vulnerable to 
forgetting the social dimension of knowledge. […] The funda-
mental truth remains: our work is for communication. This is 
often best done as a trial with close and trusted colleagues; a 
good collaboration provides a formal, reliable means.17

Openness, transparency, accessibility

The trend towards openness in Digital Humanities (which, in this 
context, perhaps finds its closest semantic equivalent in the English 
word openness) is articulated on several levels:

Openness matters for the digital humanities for reasons of 
interoperability, discovery, usability, and reusability. Open 
resources – that is, those that can be used under licence or 
are in the public domain – are more malleable for research 
and for learning. They can be mixed up and mashed up, and 
others can add value to them. Resources that are available via 
open repositories also are more readily discovered than those 
posted on local websites.18

As Lisa Spiro wrote, «the digital humanities community embrac-
es openness because of both self-interest and ethical aspirations»: 
a choice, therefore, not only dictated by practical and convenient 
reasons – to encourage the free circulation of resources, ideas, soft-

17 Willard McCarty, Collaborative Research in the Digital Humanities, in 
Willard McCarty, Marilyn Deegan (eds), Collaborative Research in the Digital 
Humanities, Routledge, London 2016, p. 4.
18 Christine L. Borgman, The Digital Future is Now: A Call to Action for the 
Humanities, «Digital humanities quarterly», 3, 4, 2009, §65.
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ware, bibliographies, archival materials and data – but also by the 
idea, linked to the other characteristics mentioned above, that free 
access to sources, tools and research products, together with col-
lective management, transparency and interdisciplinary collabo-
ration, can promote a true democratisation of cognitive processes 
and knowledge. The strong commitment of the digital humanities 
community to Open Access and open science should obviously be 
understood in this light, but also, in a more far-reaching perspec-
tive, to free access to cultural resources – as, for example, in the 
many library projects (such as Biblioteca Italiana)19 and digital ar-
chives. However, the effort of Digital Humanities in promoting open 
access lies above all in the procedural and infrastructural contribu-
tion to the digitalisation of cultural products and research, as noted 
by Blanke, Pierazzo and Stokes:

Researchers in digital humanities have therefore concen-
trated on new tools and services to support answers to the 
perceived crisis in publishing. We have described the trans-
formative impact the digital has had on a whole range of tra-
ditional humanities activities. However, the biggest immedi-
ate impact on the widest range of humanities research will 
perhaps come from the transformation of traditional forms 
of scholarly publication. This implies that digital humanities 
have a key role to play in redefining the landscape of scholar-
ly communication.20

It is therefore not just a question of a commitment – which is 
difficult to quantify – to open access publications, but above all the 
creation of standards (once again, XML-TEI, but also constantly 
evolving metadata sets), freely usable platforms (such as Omeka21, 
for web publishing of archives, exhibitions and digital editions) and 
frameworks for data management and examination (such as the de-
velopment of ontologies for the semantic web specifically dedicat-

19 <http://www.bibliotecaitaliana.it/> (03/2025).
20 Tobias Blanke, Elena Pierazzo, Peter A. Stokes, Digital Publishing Seen 
from the Digital Humanities, «Logos», 25, 2, 2014, p. 25.
21 <https://omeka.org/> (03/2025).
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ed to the humanities) that allow not only the humanities communi-
ty, but more generally the entire scientific community, to design 
innovative and freely accessible research dissemination operations.

Conclusion

The purpose of our excursus on the principles that animate the 
work of scholars in the field of Digital Humanities is above all to 
outline the characteristics of a scientific community which, despite 
its inevitable limitations, seems to have achieved a model in which 
the coexistence of differences (understood here as scientific are-
as, theoretical positions, geographical origins, academic hierarchy, 
etc.) is not only achieved, but is an opportunity to maximise the 
community experience and make it more fruitful than the indi-
vidual activities would be in isolation. The community of digital 
humanists is (or consistently strives to be) an open, non-hierarchi-
cal environment, demonstrating that integration processes cannot 
be understood as unambiguous paths free from critical issues, but 
rather as a constant critical effort aimed at overcoming apparent 
inconsistencies in order to define a model of mutual interaction 
(between individuals, rather than between scholars) that is fruitful 
and constructive, in the name of the democratisation of science 
and knowledge.
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Auschwitz, objects as tools for storytelling. 
From evidence of a crime to a return to life
Silvia Bencini

Yet the slogan of “ethnic cleansing” 
continues to attract followers and spill 
blood on our doorsteps.1

The Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration and extermination 
camp, operating from 1940 to 1945, which became an internation-
al symbol of the entire process of persecution and extermination 
carried out by Nazism and European fascism, was the centre where 
a pervasive process of annihilation of “diversity” was carried out2, 
understood by the Nazi regime as a condition of foreignness with 
respect to a presumed racial normality. 

The “road to Auschwitz”3 was a path centred on the concept 
of “ethnic cleansing” as an antidote to the “anti-Aryan contam-
ination”4 that threatened the purity of the race. 

In its vision of a perfect Volksgemeinschaft (“community of race 
and people”), the Nazi racial state did not tolerate any differences 

1 Giovanni Gozzini, La strada per Auschwitz. Documenti e interpretazioni sullo 
sterminio nazista, Bruno Mondadori, Milano 2006, p. VII.
2 The racist concept of “diversity” understood as “inferiority” and “devia-
tion” from the majority norm is contrasted here with the concept of “bio-
logical diversity” as «the basis of everything, […] the very essence of nature, 
of the world, of humanity. […] diversity, i.e. variety. […] that condition which 
encompasses every person without distinction, from a perspective that is 
no longer categorical but intersectional» (Fabrizio Acanfora, In altre parole. 
Basic dictionary of diversity, effequ, Milano 2022, p. 96). 
3 G. Gozzini, La strada per Auschwitz. 
4 G. Gozzini, La strada per Auschwitz, p. 54.
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within itself: neither political, racial nor social.

The project to which those good family men lent their sup-
port did not come from the depths of history, nor did it re-
semble the religious wars of a bloody mediaeval past. It was 
a radical alternative to democracy based on pluralism and 
the confrontation of differences: the project of a “new state” 
founded on racial homogeneity, capable of acting as a barrier 
against the insecurities and mobility of mass society, of res-
cuing individual identities made fragile by competition and 
rivalry through the reconstruction of ancient identities of 
peoples and communities. Ability to strengthen “us” against 
“them”.5

In the project to construct the myth of a “new man”, Jews were 
primarily considered a threat due to their “blood poisoning” of the 
Aryan race6, but “gypsies”7, “disabled” people8, Soviet prisoners of 
war, Eastern European Slavs (who were naturally considered infe-
rior), Afro-Germans, political dissidents, ‘homosexuals’ and indi-
viduals defined as ‘asocial’ were also targeted9, were also considered 
a threat, as these categories were either inferior by nature, openly 
opposed to the Nazi regime, or behaved in ways that did not fit into 
the Nazi perception of social norms; consequently, they had to be 
eliminated. 

Tracing the roots of hatred towards those who are “different” 
back to the past is necessary to understand the paradigm under-
lying the concepts of conformism and xenophobia, which errone-
ously divide the world into “normal” and “different”, into a collec-

5 G. Gozzini, La strada per Auschwitz, p. 38.
6 Adolf Hitler, La mia battaglia, Bompiani, Milano 1934, pp. 269-270.
7 Zigeuner (“gypsies”), is the term used by Nazi Germany to racially catego-
rise the Roma and Sinti populations. 
8  The term “disabled” is used here to refer to the categorisation used by the 
Nazi regime, which considered people with disabilities to be “lives unwor-
thy of life” (Lebensunwertes Leben in German).
9 The term “homosexuals” (from the German word homosexuell) is used here 
to refer to the categorisation used by the Nazi regime, which viewed homo-
sexuality as a criminal deviance. Between the end of the twentieth century 
and the beginning of this century, the LGBTQIA+ community has ques-
tioned the use of the term, given its discriminatory use in the past. 
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tive and majority “us” and a minority and”‘dangerous” “them”; this 
is a model that continues to pollute the present day. 

[...] historians are faced with the iconoclastic duty of trans-
forming Auschwitz from a monument into a tool for ques-
tioning the present: dismantling its internal logic in order to 
understand its disturbing and cumbersome appearance at the 
centre of our century and our modernity.10

By adopting this perspective, without falling into the trap 
of equating every form of discrimination with the history of 
Auschwitz, we can become more aware that the elimination of dif-
ferences, which are a natural part of every society, by virtue of a 
principle that often refers to the “normality” of the majority, is a 
clear sign of danger that must be recognised in the present. 

This article aims to undertake a perhaps unlikely and certain-
ly complex undertaking: to attempt an analysis that starts from 
the elements that characterise the museumisation of the former 
Auschwitz concentration camp, in order to construct tools for re-
counting the many forms of diversity that were annihilated there. 
A path designed with a specific focus on the objects on display in 
the state museum, to make the complex narratives embedded in 
them perceptible: transforming evidence of crime (evidence of the 
annihilation of diversity) into tools capable of recovering the hu-
man stories connected to them; a reversal towards the recovery of 
life stories, in a place that tells the story of extermination, in order 
to enhance, in an educational context, something that was forever 
taken away from human heritage. It is a question of triggering a 
process that is the opposite of the attempt to erase diversity, albeit 
starting from the place where the extermination was actually car-
ried out. 

A reflection on the current permanent exhibition at the 
Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum therefore focuses on the value 
of the objects in the Museum’s Collection, including the personal 

10 G. Gozzini, La strada per Auschwitz, p. 12.
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belongings of the deportees and works of art, as educational tools 
for stimulating remembrance in the present, aimed at building 
communities that educate for peace, rights and democracy. 

The Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum as a path of 
multiple narratives

In the immediate post-war period, Auschwitz, the place that 
represented the centre of the Shoah, did not tell the story of the ex-
termination of the Jews in the exhibitions that began to be organ-
ised in that area. However, some direct accounts reveal that, even 
during the war, a small number of prisoners in the Birkenau camp 
wondered about the future of that place: their hope was to trans-
form the camp into a memorial site where the stories of those who 
did not survive could be told, stories of what Giorgio Agamben de-
fines as the Muselmann, or “the unwitnessable”:

The witness usually testifies for truth and justice, and from 
these his words draw consistency and fullness. But here the 
testimony is essentially valid for its omissions; at its core, it 
contains something that cannot be testified to, which under-
mines the authority of the survivors. The “true” witnesses, the 
“full witnesses”, are those who did not testify and could not 
have done so. They are those who have “hit rock bottom”, the 
Muslims, the submerged. The survivors, as pseudo-witnesses, 
speak on their behalf, by proxy: they bear witness to a lost 
testimony. […] The unmentionable now has a name. In camp 
jargon, he is called “der Muselmann”, “the Muslim”.11

In April 1945, in Poland, the government opened the Depart-
ment of Museums and Monuments of Polish Martyrdom within 
the Ministry of Culture, thereby intensifying attention on what had 
been places of Nazi imprisonment. In that initial period, however, 
the Auschwitz site remained under Soviet control12.

11 Giorgio Agamben, Quel che resta di Auschwitz. L’archivio e il testimone, 
Bollati Boringhieri, Torino 1998, pp. 31-32.
12 Luca Bravi, Percorsi storico-educativi della memoria europea, FrancoAngeli, 
Milano 2014.
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Between 1945 and 1946, the land on which the camp stood was 
handed over by the Soviets to the Polish authorities. At first, they 
were transferred to a commission of the Voivodeship (Region) Sec-
tion of the Temporary State Administration (Wojewódzki Oddział 
Tymczasowego Zarządu Państwowego – WOTZP), which made an in-
ventory of the buildings and movable property present. In March 
1946, the District Liquidation Office (Okręgowy Urząd Likwidacyjny 
– OUL) in Krakow assumed all the duties and responsibilities of the 
WOTZP.

A “Team” (Ekipa) therefore began working on the site on be-
half of the OUL, securing and storing the property, examining and 
making an inventory of it, or selling it in cases where there was a 
risk of deterioration or where the storage costs were significantly 
higher than the value. A decision had to be made about what to do 
with the camp barracks. Most of it was dismantled and sold to ci-
vilians who had lost all their property during the occupation, while 
the rest was shipped along with other building materials to various 
cities in Poland. In addition, many everyday items from concentra-
tion camps were distributed to civilians who had suffered the most 
significant war losses.

Before the end of 1945, senior Polish government officials had 
already taken steps to turn the former camp into a museum. On 1 
May, the provisional government gave the Ministry of Culture and 
Art (MKiS) authority over «parts of the Auschwitz concentration 
camp that were connected with the direct extermination of mil-
lions of people», giving instructions to protect the site and prepare 
a model for the future museum. It was the former prisoners who 
made the greatest effort, because at that time the idea of preserving 
and commemorating the past was not shared by the majority of the 
public and civil society.

Under the leadership of Alfred Fiderkiewicz, a group of former 
deportees belonging to the National Council of the People (Krajo-
wa Rada Narodowa – KRN) presented a legislative initiative at the 
session of 31 December 1945, which provided for the creation of 
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a place in Oświęcim and Brzezinka13 to commemorate Polish and 
international martyrdom.

The KRN Commission for Culture and Art unanimously ap-
proved the initiative on 1 February 1946. In March 1946 a Protec-
tion Committee was set up and in mid-April work officially began 
on setting up the Museum. Many of the properties, including the 
blocks in Auschwitz I, the brick blocks, the watchtowers, the main 
gate and some of the wooden barracks in Auschwitz-Birkenau, 
were still in relatively good condition. Many items belonging to the 
detainees were found in the warehouses.

However, organising the site was no easy task, as there was no 
previous model to refer to: Auschwitz was the first museum of its 
kind in Europe and, from a political point of view, the conflict be-
tween the USA and the USSR, which began to emerge after the Sec-
ond World War, naturally played a major role. The main problem 
was deciding what aspects of the deportation and extermination to 
highlight and what paths of knowledge to offer visitors.

In the post-war period, the new Polish government was entire-
ly focused on commemorating the suffering endured by its peo-
ple under Nazi rule, and prisoners of war were portrayed as heroic 
fighters. The historical reconstruction proposed at institutional lev-
el revolved around three themes: the “Polish patriotism” demon-
strated by the resistance to Nazism, even within the concentration 
camps; “socialism” as an ideology opposed to the imperialism that 
had given rise to Nazism; and the “Catholic faith” that had guided 
the Polish people to salvation (the frequent reference to the Catho-

13 Under Nazi occupation, the town of Oświęcim was renamed Auschwitz 
(a name taken from the Habsburg translation). The Polish name of the city 
will be used whenever the analysis refers to contexts outside the camp, 
while “Auschwitz” will be used only when referring to the historical period 
and events of the concentration and extermination camp. This distinction 
is also necessary because the citizens who live in Oświęcim today are aware 
of the full weight of historical stigma in the German translation. 
Brzezinka is the name of the Polish village that stood in the area where 
Auschwitz II was built, called “Birkenau” in reference to the birch forest that 
surrounds it; from the German, die Birken, meaning birch trees.
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lic religion in Poland was of great concern to the USSR govern-
ment, because it was interpreted as anti-socialist)14.

In 1945, it was already possible to visit the Auschwitz site; how-
ever, access was limited to organised groups or took place during 
specific ceremonies. It was only after work began on setting up the 
various exhibitions that the Museum began to take shape and op-
erate regularly. In 1946, 100,000 visitors and pilgrims flocked to 
the site (many people, especially relatives of the victims, consid-
ered the visit a pilgrimage). The following year, 170,000 people had 
already visited the area. Both individual and group visits could be 
arranged. In both cases, visitors had to be accompanied by a cus-
todian or other member of the Museum’s nascent personnel, who 
acted as a guide.

Admission was by ticket purchase, with proceeds going towards 
organisational costs. Before the museum officially opened, guides 
showed visitors the main gate with the inscription Arbeit macht frei, 
Block 11 and the Wall of Death in the courtyard of the same block, 
Crematorium I in the main camp, the interiors of the brick and 
wooden barracks, and the ruins of the crematoria and gas cham-
bers in Birkenau.

The museum was inaugurated on 14 June 1947, in the presence 
of tens of thousands of people, mostly former prisoners, their rel-
atives and delegations from many Polish and Jewish communities 
and political organisations. The ceremony began with various reli-
gious services: Catholic in the courtyard of Block 11, Jewish in Block 
4, Eastern Orthodox and Lutheran inside Block 11. After the ser-
vice, Polish Prime Minister Józef Cyrankiewicz and parliamenta-
ry delegate Józef Sak, representing the Central Committee of Jews 
in Poland, spoke. The participants then laid wreaths at the Wall of 
Death in the courtyard of Block 11, and Cyrankiewicz declared the 
museum open.

It was only on 2 July 1947 that the Sejm (Polish Parliament) 
passed the law establishing the Museum. The legislation stated that

14 L. Bravi, Percorsi storico-educativi della memoria europea.
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the area of the former Nazi concentration camp Auschwitz, 
together with all buildings and equipment located there, shall 
be preserved forever as a monument to the martyrdom of the 
Polish people and other peoples. […] The Auschwitz-Birkenau 
State Museum has the duty to collect and gather evidence and 
materials associated with Nazi crimes, make them accessible 
to the public and study them scientifically. 

This somewhat atypical situation, in which the museum was 
opened before the approval of the legal act disciplining its oper-
ation, arose from the desire to hold the opening ceremonies on 
14 June, the seventh anniversary of the arrival at the camp of the 
first transport of Polish political prisoners, while the first possible 
session of Parliament was scheduled for early July. Not wanting to 
delay the opening, the authorities decided that the museum could 
begin operating before the required legislation was approved15.

The first exhibition organised in the Museum focused on two 
central elements: the extermination of the Polish and Jewish pop-
ulations. The idea behind the exhibition was to present the histo-
ry of the Jewish people as a fundamental factor in the creation of 
Auschwitz, to be narrated in the various rooms of the exhibition. 
Three months later, the account of the extermination of the Jews 
had been significantly reduced and narrated in a single room. That 
section of the exhibition did not explicitly mention Jews, but was 
entitled “The Extermination of Millions”; the intention was not to 
exclude the Shoah, but to present that event without referring to 
a specific group. The focus was on the representation of all social 
groups among the deportees: various display cases contained the 
clothes of peasants, middle-class people and priests, and finally a 
large number of children’s shoes; in the background, a cross repre-
sented death in a mystical form.

In those early years, the centrality of the Jewish extermina-
tion within Auschwitz was not emphasised because, as Kazimierz 

15 For information on the history of the Auschwitz State Museum, 
from the liberation of the camp to its official inauguration, please visit 
www.auschwitz.org (03/2025).
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Smoleń, former director of the museum, explained, using cate-
gories employed by the Nazis at that particular moment in Pol-
ish history was interpreted as a resurgence of racist classifications. 
However, the idea remained predominant that the Auschwitz mu-
seum should primarily highlight the heroism of the Polish resist-
ance within the camp, a context in which the leaders of internal 
movements were all described as communists. The museum was 
essentially intended to promote the values of freedom, peace and 
democracy according to socialist principles, which were opposed 
to Western imperialism.

In 1950, the new exhibition was based precisely on the message 
against Western imperialism, described as the successor to the 
crimes of the past, of which Auschwitz had become a symbol: the 
camp was to be an image of struggle and victory for the Polish re-
sistance. The room dedicated to the Jewish question was eliminat-
ed and the Shoah was brought back into the context of the extermi-
nation of the entire population of the camp.

In 1953, the death of Joseph Stalin marked the beginning of a 
period of easing tensions, and the thaw also had an effect on the 
museum. The tenth anniversary of the liberation of the concen-
tration camp was approaching, and the exhibition was completely 
reorganised. The new exhibition was inaugurated in 1955 and still 
forms the backbone of the current exhibition. At that time, people 
began to describe the suffering of the prisoners, and not just the 
heroism of those who resisted. The threat of Western imperialism 
still lingered, but the concept of the “defenseless victim” began to 
emerge. There was talk of the “Holocaust of the Jews”, but no ex-
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ceptional or unique character was attributed to it16, not even from 
the point of view of the number of victims in Auschwitz: Jews and 
non-Jews were portrayed as sharing the same fate of death.

In 1954, the International Auschwitz Committee was founded, 
contributing to the opening of national exhibitions within the mu-
seum17. In 1957, a contest was held for the creation of a new inter-
national monument in Birkenau, which was finally designed and 
sculpted by Pietro Cascella and unveiled ten years later.

The 1960s marked a greater international opening for the muse-
um, and in April 1968, the exhibition “The Martyrdom and Strug-
gle of the Jews. 1933–1945” was tasked with improving the Polish 
government’s reputation in relation to serious accusations of an-
ti-Semitism directed at Poland; in any case, the image of the nation 
presented was excessive, to say the least: Poles were described as 
having been active in saving Jews, while other nations had remained 
completely indifferent. The aim of the 1968 exhibition was to bring 
together the destinies of two peoples united by persecution and ex-
termination, but within the museum itself, the context of the Jew-
ish Shoah was linked to other places of extermination and not to 
Auschwitz. The criticism was harsh, but at least one important thing 
was clear: the extermination of the Jews could no longer be ignored.

16 In relation to moving beyond the concept of uniqueness towards that of 
the “singularity of the Holocaust”, see Enzo Traverso, La singolarità storica di 
Auschwitz, problemi e derive di un dibattito, in Marcello Flores (ed. by), Nazismo, 
fascismo, comunismo, Bruno Mondadori, Milano 1998. Historian Enzo Traverso 
is among those who have contributed most to overcoming the singularist 
approach by proposing the definition of the “singularity of the Shoah”, i.e. 
describing Shoah as an event which, to date, has occurred only once in the 
manner and on the scale that characterised it, but which remains comparable 
to other historical events and therefore should not be treated dogmatically.
17 Each nation that suffered deportation and extermination at Auschwitz 
Birkenau had the opportunity to recount its historical events through 
exhibitions organised by national governments and/or the communities 
involved. For example, Italy inaugurated its national exhibition in April 
1980, in Block 21 of the former Auschwitz concentration camp, setting up 
the “Memorial to the Italians of Auschwitz”, a work of art that has undergone 
many vicissitudes, until its transfer to the Memorial of the Deportations in 
Florence.
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The 1970s began with a Mass celebrated in the former concen-
tration camp for the beatification of Father Maximilian Kolbe, a 
Polish political prisoner recognised as a martyr because he offered 
himself in place of another prisoner condemned to death. The 
event attracted a large number of participants and caused concern 
not only to the USSR but also to Jewish communities, who saw it as 
an attempt to “Christianise the Holocaust”.

In 1979, while UNESCO declared the site a World Heritage Site, 
John Paul II, the first Pope to visit the former concentration camp 
(considering his Polish nationality), celebrated Mass inside the 
camp in front of about one and a half million people: he referred 
to the story of Maximilian Kolbe in his homily, but also drew at-
tention to the figure of Edith Stein (a woman of Jewish origin who 
converted to Catholicism, was sent to Auschwitz and killed there 
in August 1942) and to the extermination of the Jews. That histor-
ic mass was also a message of reconciliation between the Catholic 
Church and the Jewish world: the Jews were described by the Pope 
as the greatest victims of Nazism.

The international attention focused on Auschwitz at that time 
led, on the one hand, to full recognition of the camp as a place of 
martyrdom for the Polish people, but on the other hand, it sparked 
international interest and reflection on the role of the Jews as rec-
ognised and specific victims of the Nazi-Fascist extermination.

The 1980s in Poland, characterised by the Solidarność move-
ment and the actions of Lech Wałęsa, from the point of view of the 
politics of memory within the Auschwitz Museum, were marked 
by an increasing openness towards the internationalisation of this 
symbol of racial extermination. With the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
the Museum’s cultural activities definitively broke away from the 
self-referentiality linked to Poland’s role in the events of the war 
and showed a greater ability to distribute and engage with new in-
ternational historical research.

The ‘symbol of Auschwitz’ has gradually gained a prominent 
position in the policies of a growing number of nations, as evi-
denced by the number of heads of state and prominent figures who 
have visited the Oświęcim Museum since its opening. 
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Every national government has had to address this element 
of collective memory at some point, expressing the place it 
reserves for the “concept and symbol of Auschwitz” in its po-
litical agenda. […] Ultimately, Auschwitz remains a political el-
ement that every nation links to the formation of citizenship 
and, consequently, to education. To understand the social 
interest surrounding the former Polish concentration camp, 
a symbol of the Shoah, we need only indicate the number of 
visitors in recent years. In 2012, the Polish town was visited by 
more than one million people (about 90,000 Italians). Since 
the museum was established in 1947, it has attracted more 
than 30 million visitors. These figures have recently sparked a 
debate on the problematic and contradictory “memory tour-
ism” that can also generate high profits; once again, this is an 
issue that has a lot to do with the educational paths linked to 
the sense of citizenship that each nation seeks to structure 
and direct.18

Today, more than ten years after the first publication of the 
above-mentioned book, the debate on dark tourism19 is even more 
intense. The town of Oświęcim is now adapting its structure to a 
constantly growing tourist flow. In 2019, the Museum welcomed 
2,320,000 visitors, with a natural decrease during the two years of 
the Covid-19 pandemic to 502,600 people in 2020 and 563,000 in 
2021 (these figures are still very high, considering the period); in 
2024, there were 1,883,000 visitors20.

Objects in Auschwitz: voices and stories

The Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum was designed by former pris-
oners themselves to meet the need to display their personal be-
longings, just as they had been found, piled on top of each other; 

18  L. Bravi, Percorsi storico-educativi della memoria europea, pp. 16-17.
19 For reflections on the concept of dark tourism see Silvia Bencini, Luca 
Bravi, Breaking the prejudice through places of Memory, in Luca Bravi, Maria 
José Casa-Nova, Maria Alfredo Moreira e Maria Teresa Tagliaventi (eds), Le-
aving a Trace. Action-research with Roma and non-Roma young people between 
history, memory and present, FrancoAngeli, Milano 2024, pp. 38-64.
20 Dal Report 2024 della Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial Foundation, Państwo-
we Muzeum, Auschwitz-Birkenau w Oświęcimiu 2025.
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a large shapeless mass that tells the story of both the mass exter-
mination and of every single life lost. The sheer quantity of such 
objects tells of the extermination of millions21, while their quality 
and variety reveal the social, economic, cultural and religious dif-
ferences between the prisoners, in a narrative that, thanks to the 
indispensable conservation work carried out by the Museum, ac-
companies the voices of the witnesses. 

Building Memory through objects allows us to recount the di-
versity of the victims of the Nazi death machine, amplify and make 
tangible the precious voices of those who suffered the deprivation 
of those same objects (as the first inevitable stage of a process of 
dehumanisation that led to death), and, through the objects, it will 
also be possible to continue the story even when the witnesses are 
no longer22 with us. This may give rise to the need to search for hu-
manity in the fabric of a story that requires practical tools in order 
to be remembered. This will make the «traces of life and murder, 
of humanity and dehumanisation» impossible to erase23, creating 

21 Historians estimate that, in Auschwitz alone, approximately 1.1 million 
people died during the camp’s five-year existence. The majority, about 1 
million people, were Jews. The second-largest group, numbering between 
70,000 and 75,000, were Poles; and the third largest, around 20,000, were 
Roma and Sinti. Approximately 15,000 Soviet prisoners of war and 10,000 
to 15,000 prisoners of other ethnic groups (including Czechs, Belarusians, 
Yugoslavs, French, Germans and Austrians) also died there; data from the 
section The number of victims on the website www.auschwitz.org (03/2025).
22  Annette Wieviorka, L’era del testimone, Raffaello Cortina, Milano 1999.
23 «Everyday objects. Taken during the last trip. The most important, the 
most necessary, the most appreciated, the most valuable. All other posses-
sions can be sold, given away, or abandoned, but not these items. Today, it is 
all that is left. The people for whom these objects meant so much have vir-
tually disappeared. That is why these objects have become – as a movable 
part of the Memorial – a part of the world’s heritage. They were important 
to their owners. Today, they are invaluable to humanity. They contain trac-
es of life and traces of murder. Traces of humanity and dehumanisation. 
Traces of all that has been. In reality, we do not preserve the objects. What 
is really preserved are the traces, so that they can be preserved for future 
generations», Piotr Mateusz Andrzej Cywiński, introductory remarks by the 
director of the Auschwitz Birkenau Museum, in Zachować autentyzm (To pre-
serve authenticity). The Conservation of Museum Collections and Archival Materi-
als, ed. by Państwowe Muzeum Auschwitz-Birkenau, Oświęcim 2021, p. 2.
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a memory that is not limited to «just a line in school books», a fear 
recently expressed by Liliana Segre24.

In order to address the issue of the memory of genocide, it is 
necessary to go beyond Gino Satta’s definition of cultural heritage 
in Cultural Heritage: 

The idea that a complex of objects, as a testimony to the his-
tory of a place and a material repository of memories of a 
shared past for those who live there, is the subject of interest 
to the public in terms of its identification, conservation and 
transmission to future generations, has gradually gained ac-
ceptance in Europe in modern times.25

This unique set of assets consists of objects which, when stud-
ied as a whole, give rise to the concept of “mass objects” for the 
first time.  This concept is exclusively attributable26 to the objects 
found in the camps of Auschwitz-Birkenau after its liberation, and 
was born precisely at that moment in history. These are items that 
can be divided into categories (shoes, suitcases, pots and pans, etc.) 
found in large quantities, recorded as a whole and measured in cu-
bic metres or by weight.

The Auschwitz camp became the location of a large-scale plun-
dering of property. Before deportation, prisoners (mostly Jews, in 
this case) were usually informed that they would be taken to a new 
place of settlement; they were allowed to take with them luggage 
containing clothes, personal effects, everyday items, materials and 
specialised tools. After arriving at the camp, the deportees had 

24 Senator Liliana Segre has repeatedly expressed in her speeches her fear 
that the memory of the Nazi and Fascist genocide will be forgotten after the 
death of the witnesses: «In the next fifty years, perhaps a hundred, when we 
are all dead, there will be just one line in a history book, and that will be be-
cause our children will still be talking about it. Then not even that», see Erica 
Manna, Liliana Segre, l’amaro monito sulla Shoah: “Tra cent’anni sui libri di storia 
non ci sarà neppure una riga”, «La Repubblica», 24 novembre 2023 [online].
25 Gino Satta, Patrimonio culturale, Il Mulino, Bologna 2013, p. 1.
26 Elżbieta Cajzer, Oggetti storici come prova del crimine e costruzione del-
la Memoria, seminar “L’arte e la cultura per narrare e includere”, Florence 
21/10/2022.
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to leave their luggage on the ramp (Judenrampe)27, then strip na-
ked and hand over their clothes before entering the gas chamber. 
Confiscated objects of value, or those in good condition, were then 
transported to warehouses called Kanada28, where they were held 
until being sent to Germany for distribution to the civilian popula-
tion or to German institutions and organisations29.

The confiscation of property is part of the concept of the ‘Hol-
ocaust’30 as a product of modernity31: it is the extreme result of a 
modern society that loses control over the mechanisms of indus-
trialisation, to the point of considering even human possessions as 
useful commodities.

The Holocaust bears witness to a «progress of civilisation»32 in 
two senses: with the “final solution” (Endlösung), the industrial poten-

27 The Judenrampe (The Jewish ramp was a railway branch line that stopped 
about 1 km away from the entrance to Auschwitz Birkenau. Operational 
between spring 1942 and mid-May 1944, it was then replaced by the new 
railway ramp, which led directly into the camp. It was so called because, 
from 1942 onwards, 90% of the prisoners arriving at Birkenau were Jews, 
even though the ramp was used for all categories of prisoners destined for 
Auschwitz II.
28 The name of the Kanada warehouses evokes an idea of wealth, referring 
to a country considered rich in the public opinion; unlike the Mexico ware-
houses (considered a poor country), where low-value goods were temporar-
ily stored before being disposed of. Clothes, for example, were burned to 
minimise the risk of the distribution of typhus or other epidemic diseases.
29 Jaceck Lachendro, Auschwitz dopo la liberazione, Museo Statale Auschwi-
tz-Birkenau, Oświęcim 2018.
30 Here, the term “Holocaust” is used to faithfully reproduce the translation 
contained in Zygmunt Bauman, Modernità e Olocausto, Mulino, Bologna 1999. 
Giovanni Gozzini (in La strada per Auschwitz) emphasises that the term is used 
improperly when referring to Nazi extermination. On page 4, he recalls that 
“holocaust” indicates “the practice widespread among the pastoral peoples of 
antiquity of offering a sacrificial victim to the deity by burning it completely 
in a fire as a sign of thanksgiving or reconciliation. The problem is that this 
sacralising meaning, increasingly used since the late 1950s to indicate the 
extermination carried out by Nazi Germany, is actually completely absent 
from the Hebrew term it is supposed to translate: Shoah, “destruction”. This is 
therefore an improper and significant terminological deviation, which tends 
to relegate the extermination to the realm of the “inexplicable”.
31  Z. Bauman, Modernità e Olocausto.
32 Richard Lowell Rubenstein, The Cunning of History, Harper, New York 1978.
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tial and technological expertise exalted by our civilisation reached 
new heights in successfully accomplishing a task of unprecedented 
dimensions; moreover, again with the ‘final solution’, our society re-
vealed to us a capacity that was until then unexpected, to the extent 
that we are forced to admit that we seriously underestimated the 
true potential of the material progress we had achieved33.

[Auschwitz] was also an extension of the modern factory system. 
Instead of producing goods, it used human beings as raw ma-
terial and churned out death as its final product, with daily 
quantities carefully recorded in the managers’ reports. The 
chimneys, symbols of the modern factory system, spewed 
out the acrid smoke produced by the combustion of human 
flesh. The perfectly organised railway network of modern 
Europe transported a new kind of raw material to factories, 
just as it did with other materials. In the gas chambers, vic-
tims breathed toxic vapours generated by prussic acid tablets 
produced by Germany’s advanced chemical industry. Engi-
neers designed the crematoria, while administrators created 
a functioning bureaucratic system with a diligence and effi-
ciency that would have been the envy of more advanced na-
tions. The overall project itself was a reflection of the modern 
scientific spirit that had strayed off course. What we witnessed 
was nothing less than a massive social engineering project.34

The history of Auschwitz is not the result of unstable and cru-
el minds, of human evil, but rather, as Helen Fein suggests35, the 
unique but fully determined product of a particular combination of 
social and psychological factors that led to a temporary breakdown 
of the hold that civilisation normally has on human behaviour36.

And in this context, it is not difficult to understand why 
everything was functional to the Nazi death industry, even the pos-
sessions of that “human material”. 

33  Z. Bauman, Modernità e Olocausto.
34 Henry L. Feingold, How Unique is the Holocaust? in Alex Grobman, Daniel 
Landes (eds), Genocide: Critical Issues of the Holocaust, The Simon Wiesenthal 
Centre, Los Angeles 1983, pp. 399-400.
35 Helen Fein, Accounting for Genocide: National Response and Jewish Victimiza-
tion during the Holocaust, Free Press, New York 1979.
36  Z. Bauman, Modernità e Olocausto.
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In shoe conservation projects, for example, it is rare to find shoes 
that still have their soles: wood was one of the most sought-after 
materials in German industry, and shoes found in warehouses were 
generally without soles.

Although much of the material was reused to support the Nazi 
industrialisation process or confiscated by the Red Army after the 
liberation of the camp, the number of objects found is still very 
high and, as Elżbieta Cajzer, director of the Collections Depart-
ment at the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, states, it «reflects 
the scale of the tragedy»37: approximately 95,000 individual items / 
80 cubic metres / 2,550 kg.

More specifically, 

about 40 cubic metres of shoes; about 3,800 suitcases, of 
which 2,100 with individual labels, names, surnames, dates 
of birth, addresses of the owners; more than 12,000 kitchen 
utensils (bowls, cups, pots); 470 prostheses and orthoses; 397 
prisoners’ uniforms; 246 talled; about 4,100 works of art (in-
cluding 2,000 created in the camp during its operation), as 
well as many other items related to both the deportees and 
life in the camp. […]

The catalogue of collections is not closed; even now, several 
decades after liberation, we still have new acquisitions, dona-
tions from descendants of victims, and objects found in the 
areas of the former camps. The history of the place is still 
alive and even the smallest object is an inseparable part of it.38

Michele Andreola, a guide and educator at the museum, says that 
new evidence sometimes emerges from the ground: small objects 
such as spoons, human remains such as teeth or bone fragments. 

Beyond these chance discoveries, there is a very specific reason 
why the descendants of the victims choose to donate the few ob-
jects that remain of their loved ones to the Museum.

37 Elżbieta Cajzer, Museum Collections, in Zachować autentyzm (To preserve au-
thenticity). The Conservation of Museum Collections and Archival Materials, ed. by 
Państwowe Muzeum Auschwitz-Birkenau, p. 9.
38  E. Cajzer, Museum Collections, p. 9.
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Cajzer explains that «one of the main reasons [...] is the desire to 
provide them with adequate care», with the awareness that certain ob-
jects have a particular need to be preserved appropriately and, above 
all, that only in the Museum do they have «the opportunity to speak 
about the tragedy of the victims with a clear, audible and solid voice»39.

Together with the documents, the objects found in the camp 
after liberation were used as evidence of the crime by the Special 
Commission of the Soviet Union, which was tasked with investi-
gating the crimes committed by the Nazis. Their voices began to 
resonate with the opening of the Museum, and the exhibition im-
mediately reflected the way in which these objects were found in 
various warehouses, piled on top of each other, in the attic rooms 
of the Aufnahmegebäude, the building where prisoners were taken 
upon arrival at Auschwitz I, located a few dozen metres to the right 
of the main gate with the inscription Arbeit macht frei, and in the 
blocks of the so-called Lagererweiterung, the extension of the camp, 
a few hundred metres north of Auschwitz I40. 

It is no coincidence that the Museum still chooses to use the 
same “mass” exhibition format: the objects speak and tell collec-
tive stories, but also individual ones. From the extermination of the 
Polish population, to the emphasis on the Shoah, to the attention 
now given indiscriminately to all categories of victims, the narra-
tive conveyed through objects has been carefully selected accord-
ing to historical periods, but the concept of “mass objects” has al-
ways remained in all the changes that the Museum has undergone. 
Whatever the motivation (such as drawing attention to the number 
of victims, in order to remain faithful to the discovery), display-
ing objects in this way means making them “call out”, with direct, 
shocking and effective communication.

Objects such as pots or bowls allow us to reflect on an absolutely 
pervasive and fundamental aspect of life in captivity in the camps 
and ghettos: hunger.

39  E. Cajzer, Museum Collections, p. 9.
40  J. Lachendro, Auschwitz dopo la liberazione.
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In the Łódź ghetto, hunger and cold were the main factors of 
a gradual death; food was rationed in meagre quantities every 
eight days. 

In June 1941, for 2.30 marks, you received a weekly ration (Leb-
ensmittelzuteilung) consisting of: 100 g of beans, 100 g of fish, 200 g 
of rye flour, 200 g of sugar, 70 g of oil, 40 g of honey, 10 g of citric 
acid, 10 g of baking soda, 150 g of salt, 50 g of vegetable soup with 
bone marrow, a 200 g tin of beetroot and 200 g of tinned carrots41.

Josef Zelkowicz, speaking about life in the ghetto, said: «No one 
is without a bowl, neither the superiors nor the common people, 
from the lowest rubbish or excrement collector to the highest and 
most important manager... The symbol of the ghetto is the bowl»42.

Chami Cale, who was twelve years old in the spring of 1940, 
states: «I wanted to go to school not so much to learn, but to eat 
soup and not freeze»43.

Malnutrition was one of the ways in which the bodies of pris-
oners were slowly degraded within concentration and extermina-
tion camps. Physical deterioration (Körperschwäche) was the most 
common and dangerous illness, the “worst disease”, explains Primo 
Levi in If This Is a Man; it was impossible to cure.

The enormous quantity of kitchen utensils found in the ware-
houses is symbolic of a state of forced malnutrition that brought 
with it a “desperate hunger”44 that reduced men to animals.

This way of eating standing up, furiously, burning our mouths 
and throats, without time to breathe, is “fressen”, the eating of 
animals, and certainly not “essen”, the eating of men, sitting at 

41 Oficyna Bibliofilów, United States Holocaust Memorial, Dzieci Łódzkiego 
Getta (Litzmannstadt Ghetto) Children of the Lodz Ghetto, Oficyna Bibliofilów, 
United States Holocaust Memorial, Monumentum Iudaicum Lodzense 
Foundation, State Archive in Lodz, Łódź e Washington D.C. 2009, p. 40.
42  Oficyna Bibliofilów, United States Holocaust Memorial, Dzieci Łódzkiego 
Getta (Litzmannstadt Ghetto)…, p. 47.
43 Oficyna Bibliofilów, United States Holocaust Memorial, Dzieci Łódzkiego 
Getta (Litzmannstadt Ghetto)…, p. 70.
44  Liliana Segre, Enrico Mentana, La memoria rende liberi, Rizzoli, Milano 
2019, p. 171.



89

a table, religiously. “Fressen” is the term we use, the one com-
monly used among us. […]  The Lager is hunger: we ourselves 
are hunger, living hunger.45

The hunger that prisoners dreamed of at night:

You can hear the sleepers breathing and snoring, someone 
moaning and talking. Many smack their lips and wiggle their 
jaws. They dream of eating: [...] It is a merciless dream [...] Not 
only can the food be seen, but it can be held in the hand, dis-
tinct and tangible, its rich and intense aroma can be perceived; 
someone brings it close to their lips, then some circumstance, 
different each time, prevents the act from being completed. 
Then the dream unravels and breaks down into its constitu-
ent elements, but it immediately reassembles itself and begins 
again, similar yet different: and this continues unabated, for 
each of us, every night and for as long as we sleep.46

Hunger, one of the ten words that made up Senator Liliana Seg-
re’s German vocabulary during her imprisonment: ‘Hunger, to-
gether with Bread, and then cry, fear, slap, snow, pain, come on!, 
alone, seventy-five thousand, one hundred and ninety”47.

The objects allow us to recover and preserve the voices of wit-
nesses who recounted the unimaginable, accompanying their 
words of pain with tangible evidence. 

But those same objects also give voice to the prisoners of the 
camp who did not survive, and speak of different backgrounds and 
socio-economic differences. 

The trademarks relating to the production of the objects found 
on the property allow the identification of the manufacturers and 
therefore their origin (among the shoes kept in the Museum’s Col-
lections department, one bears the stitching “Budapest”). 

Shoes made of leather are those that are best preserved, or in 
general those made of materials that are more valuable and resist-
ant than canvas. All kinds of shoes were found in the camp ware-

45  Primo Levi, Se questo è un uomo, Einaudi, Torino 2014, p. 71.
46  P. Levi, Se questo è un uomo, p. 55.
47  L. Segre, E. Mentana, La memoria rende liberi, p. 129.
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houses, revealing social status, gender, age (there are countless pairs 
of small children’s shoes), personality and the time of year when 
the camp was entered (winter shoes lined, summer shoes open or 
made of fabric). These were essential items for life in the camp:

Death begins with shoes: for most of us, they proved to be 
real instruments of torture, causing painful sores after just 
a few hours of walking, which inevitably became infected. 
Those affected are forced to walk as if they had a ball and 
chain on their feet (which explains the strange gait of the 
army of larvae that returns in parade every evening); they 
arrive last everywhere, and are beaten everywhere; they can-
not escape if they are chased; their feet swell, and the more 
they swell, the more the friction with the wood and canvas of 
their shoes becomes unbearable. So the only option left is the 
hospital: but entering the hospital with a diagnosis of “dicke 
Füsse” (swollen feet) is extremely dangerous, because it is well 
known to everyone, and to the SS in particular, that this con-
dition cannot be cured here.48

Visible disability was clearly at odds with the plan to use pris-
oners as slave workers. For this reason, people with disabilities had 
very short lives inside the camp: upon arrival, after selection on the 
railway ramp, they were immediately killed in the gas chambers. 

Prosthetics and orthotics found in warehouses speak of different 
social backgrounds: more or less technological, each of them tells us 
that, in the Nazi death machine, not even the wealthiest prisoners 
could escape their fate if they were not useful enough to the regime.

From certain macro-categories, it is often possible to trace indi-
vidual personal histories. The objects are a perfect practical teach-
ing tool for stimulating educational and training programmes, 
which start from a necessary historical context and then focus on 
the central role of the individual within each historical narrative.

During conservation work on shoes that are part of the perma-
nent exhibition at the Auschwitz Memorial, museum staff uncov-
ered a handwritten inscription inside a child’s shoe: the inscrip-

48  P. Levi, Se questo è un uomo, p. 27.
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tion includes the first and last name, transport information and the 
number assigned on the transport list49. 

These are the shoes of Amos Steinberg: born on 26 June 1938, 
he lived in Prague. On 10 August 1942, he was imprisoned together 
with his parents Ludwig and Ida in the Theresienstadt ghetto. They 
were then all transported to Auschwitz: mother and son arrived at 
the camp on 4 October 1944 and were probably both murdered in 
the gas chamber immediately after selection.

His father, however, had been deported on another transport 
and transferred from Auschwitz to Dachau on 10 October 1944. He 
was then released in the Kaufering sub-camp. Now the only one 
left, he emigrated to Israel in May 1949 and changed his name to 
Yehuda Shinan. He was a teacher and headmaster who was high-
ly regarded by students and colleagues in various Israeli schools, 
maintaining his love of music and working as a singer in many syn-
agogues. He died in 1985, leaving behind his second wife, Chana 
Shinan, six grandchildren and fourteen great-grandchildren.

His suitcase with his initials and name, “S.L. Steinberg Ludwig”, 
was found by researchers at the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Muse-
um, who managed to reconstruct the history of an entire family 
through the dialogue between two seemingly unrelated objects 
(Amos’ shoe and Ludwig’s suitcase).

The story of Maria Malikowska’s dress is one of courage and 
liberation.

Maria was arrested at the age of six, together with her mother 
Marianna and father Marian, during the Warsaw Uprising. She was 
then deported from Pruszków to Auschwitz, together with Mari-
anna, in August 1944. Her father arrived at Auschwitz on 12 August 
1944 and was soon transferred to a concentration camp in Germa-
ny, from where he was released and returned home in 1946.

49 Information available on the website of Michele Andreola, official guide 
and educator at the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum: <https://www.gui-
da-auschwitz.org/2020/07/23/lidentita-di-un-bambino-assassinato-ad-
auschwitz-e-stata-scoperta-grazie-ad-una-scritta-fatta-a-mano-allinterno-
di-una-scarpa/> (03/2025).
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Upon arrival at the camp, the child was separated from her 
mother and placed in barrack number 16 (the so-called “children’s 
barrack”) in the women’s section of Auschwitz-Birkenau. Between 
August and September 1944, almost 13,000 people, including at 
least 1,500 children like Maria, young people and newborn babies, 
arrived in Auschwitz via the Pruszków transport camp. 

The detention of Polish children from Warsaw was one of the 
worst in terms of living conditions, hygiene and overcrowding; the 
approaching cold season could have been fatal for the little girl, as 
she was wearing only a summer dress when she arrived.

Her mother Marianna managed to save her life: she secretly 
sewed a warm dress for her daughter using a camp blanket and a 
hairpin. Maria was therefore able to survive the harsh tempera-
tures and, together with her mother, witness the liberation of the 
Berlin-Blankenburg camp, a subcamp of Sachsenhausen, where 
they had been transferred in January 1945.

Alongside the voice recovered through the elements described 
above, there are also silences. Certain categories of objects were not 
found within the camp warehouses, and this has inevitably affected 
the narration of a long-forgotten part of history. A significant ex-
ample is the total absence of objects that can be attributed to the 
traditions of the Roma and Sinti peoples. Yet there was a camp cre-
ated specifically for their imprisonment in Birkenau, the so-called 
Zigeunerfamilienlager50, where Roma and Sinti families lived togeth-
er, not separated by gender or age. The SS doctor Josef Mengele 
had his laboratory inside the Zigeunerlager. He carried out medical 
experiments on twins, people with dwarfism, different coloured 
irises or skin tumours (so-called gamz); but he was also particularly 
interested in documenting the “racial physical characteristics” of 

50 Opened in February 1943, the Zigeunerfamilienlager (Gypsy camp) im-
prisoned Roma and Sinti families from many countries, particularly from 
Germany and Austria, the Protectorates of Bohemia and Moravia, and oc-
cupied Poland. The camp was overcrowded and hunger and poor hygiene 
were rife. On 2 August 1944, the camp was liquidated and around four thou-
sand people died in the gas chambers.
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Roma and Sinti, in order to prove their inferiority to the Aryan 
race51. 

Mengele also studied changes in the colour of their skin de-
pending on their origin; as a result, he commissioned the painter 
Dinah Babbit (a Jewish prisoner in Auschwitz) to paint Roma and 
Sinti subjects in colour portraits, as black and white photography 
was not useful for his purposes.

I remember very well the gypsy woman in the portrait Zige-
uner Mischling aus Frankreich [Gypsy woman of mixed race from 
France] (half profile of a gypsy woman with a blue headscarf, 
inventory no. PMO-I-1-111). She was despondent because her 
two-month-old baby had died in the camp. She suffered from 
stomach problems and the bread in the camp was making her 
unwell. I managed to get her extra rations of white bread.52

Babbit’s paintings are the only tangible evidence (apart from 
documentation recording them as Zigeuner, or “gypsies”) of the 
presence of this population within the Birkenau camp. The process 
of constructing collective memory around this specific genocide 
began much later than the rest of the narrative on the Nazi ex-
termination, and still struggles to fit into the definition of national 
and international public memory. Instead, it is a collective memo-
ry that has been created, consolidated and preserved thanks to oral 
tradition and the fundamental role of art53. 

Having typical objects from these people’s tradition at our dis-
posal would perhaps have allowed us to immediately appreciative 
their value.

There is evidence that a double silence has fallen on the genocide 
of the Roma and Sinti peoples: an «imposed silence» by the «failure 

51 Eva Justin, I destini dei bambini zingari, first Italian edition edited by Luca 
Bravi, Franco Angeli, Milano 2018.
52 Testimony of Dinah Babbit, contained in Sławomir Kapralski, Maria 
Martyniak, Joanna Talewicz-Kwiatkowska, Voices of Memory. Roma in Au-
schwitz, Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, Oświęcim 2011, pp. 94-95.
53 Silvia Bencini, Roma and Sinti, paths of participation in public memory. The 
Pedagogy of Recognition through art, in «Educazione Interculturale», 23 (2025), 
n. 1, pp. 83-97.
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to remove fascism from post-war Italy»54, and a ‘manifest silence’, 
the result of the absence of practical references, such as objects, ca-
pable of giving voice to the memory of a people too long forgotten, 
who were instead protagonists of important forms of resistance, 
both partisan and within the camps55.

Art as a means of storytelling in the Auschwitz concen-
tration camp

Art objects can be an effective tool for piecing together the 
“missing biographies” of Auschwitz victims, as art historian Ag-
nieszka Sieradzka explains in her commentary on Józef Szajna’s 
work Nasze życioryse (“Our Biographies”): 

Józef Szajna used a piece of wrapping paper […] to depict both 
a crowd of people reduced to a shaved head on a striped pris-
on uniform and the individuality of each figure.

If you look at this image from a distance, you see a virtually 
abstract composition of dots and stripes. But, looking closer, 
you notice that the head of each figure is a fingerprint, a mark 
that identifies each of us as individuals. This gives the compo-
sition a deeper meaning: no one, not even the criminal appa-
ratus of the Nazi concentration camps, can erase the identity 
of the individual human being.

And what about the empty piece that was cut out? Was this 
done intentionally, or did the artist simply have a piece of 
paper like this available and take inspiration from its shape? 

Whatever the answer to this question, the inscription is like 
a row of missing biographies, giving the composition a pro-
found symbolism.56

54 Luca Bravi, Prefazione in Chiara Nencioni, A forza di essere vento. La perse-
cuzione di rom e sinti nell’Italia fascista, Edizioni ETS, Pisa 2024, pp. 7-22.
55 On 16 May 1944, Sinti and Roma from the Zigeunerlager organised a full-
scale revolt against the guards, who had been ordered to liquidate the camp 
shortly afterwards. This was one of the few acts of true resistance within 
Auschwitz. 
56 Agnieszka Sieradzka, Twarzą w Trwarz. Sztuka w Auschwitz. Face to Face. 
Art in Auschwitz, Muzeum Narodowe w Krakowie, Państwowe Muzeum Aus-
chwitz-Birkenau, Kraków 2017, p. 232.
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The Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum houses a collection of 
approximately 4,100 works of art created by prisoners during and 
after the camp’s existence. Many Polish intellectuals were impris-
oned in Auschwitz, including a large number of visual artists, many 
of whom arrived in the camp with the first transport on 14 June 
1940. Some of the best-known names are Xawery Dunikowski, Jan 
Komski, Franciszek Targosz, Adam Bowbelski, Jan Machnowski, 
Włodzimierz Siwierski, Tadeusz Myszkowski, and Bronisław Czech. 
Other figures from the Polish art world arrived later, but from 1942 
(the year of the Wannsee Conference)57 the artists in the camp were 
mainly Jews; among the most prolific were Jean Bartischan, Peter 
Edel, David Friedmann, Georg Jilovský, Edith Links, Jacques Mark-
iel, Halina Ołomucka, and Francis Reisz. 

The art of the Auschwitz camp can be divided into two broad 
categories: art created while the camp was in operation (which, 
in turn, can be divided into official, semi-official and prohibited 
art); and art created after liberation, when artists (more or less con-
sciously) contributed, through the medium of art, to the construc-
tion of public memory of the Nazi genocide (art as testimony and 
art as therapy)58.

Building Memory art offers a dual advantage: within the public 
narrative, this very special type of practical testimony, as a whole, 
has managed to fill some of the narrative gaps left by those who 
did not survive in the post-war years; the visual narrative, which is 
intrinsically communicative and engaging in the first person, can be 
used as a pedagogical tool for education and training (starting from 
a necessary historical basis), triggering emotional and affective pro-
cesses that are more immediate than other narrative forms. 

57 On 20 January 1942, on the shores of Lake Großerwannsee (Berlin), a 
conference convened by Reinhard Eydrich (RSHA) took place, during 
which the “Final Solution to the Jewish Question” was defined.
58 For further information on the pedagogy of care, see Vanna Boffo (ed. 
by), La cura in pedagogia. Linee di lettura, Clueb, Bologna 2006; Luca Bravi, La 
memoria dei testimoni come pedagogia della cura, in Simonetta Polenghi, Ferdi-
nando Cereda, Paola Zini (eds), La responsabilità della pedagogia nelle trasfor-
mazioni dei rapporti sociali, Pensa Multimedia, Lecce 2021.
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«Art speaks a language closer to the emotions and imagination 
of every human being»59, claimed John Dewey when he founded 
his philosophical thinking on the centrality of experience60.

[…] in Dewey’s philosophical system, the highest form of ex-
perience is that offered by art, in which the senses and emo-
tions are realised to their fullest potential. Art becomes the 
privileged field of experience in which to best develop the 
educational process and the integral formation of the human 
person.61

It can be said that the type of education offered by the artistic 
medium in the specific context of Memory consists in the extreme-
ly rare opportunity to become, in a certain sense, “witnesses” to a 
reality that would otherwise be incomprehensible: 

It is impossible to remain indifferent to this kind of testimo-
ny. Contemporary people become eyewitnesses and art be-
comes a way to learn about, understand and reflect on the 
nature of human tragedy in the nightmarish world of con-
centration and death camps.62

At present, it is not possible to determine precisely how many 
works of art were created within the Auschwitz camp during its ex-
istence. Prisoners’ accounts and existing archive material support the 
hypothesis that there were many more than those recovered. Most of 
the works were lost: some were undoubtedly hidden «in the depths 
of the Third Reich by SS men»63, while others were lost during the 
evacuation of the camp and in the first months after liberation. 

Immediately after the end of the war, the former prisoners began 
searching for their long-lost works. It can only be assumed, since the 

59 John Dewey, Art as experience, Perigee Books, New York 1980, p. 333.
60 For further information on the concept of experiential learning accord-
ing to John Dewey’s philosophical thinking, see John Dewey, Experience and 
Education, Collier Books, New York 1938; John Dewey, The School and Society, 
University of Chicago Laboratory School, Chicago 1899.
61  F. Cappa, Arte, educazione, creatività.
62  A. Sieradzka, Twarzą w Trwarz. Sztuka w Auschwitz, p. 22.
63  A. Sieradzka, Twarzą w Trwarz. Sztuka w Auschwitz, p. 18.



97

Museum does not currently have any documents dating back to that 
period, that some works were found on the grounds of the former 
camp and in some private homes in Oświęcim and the surrounding 
area, which had been occupied by the SS during the war. 

The Museum’s Collections Department is continuously engaged in 
collecting these works in order to preserve the value of the testimony 
they bear. A sign of the depth of the human being, who preserves his hu-
manity in the «vast abyss of injustice and dehumanisation» of Auschwitz:

In the abyss of injustice, art was a means of defence. It was 
certainly not the only one, but for many it was an effective de-
fence, perhaps even indispensable. […] In that circumstance, 
in that place, it was a means of preserving what was essentially 
human. That is why most of the art of Auschwitz – the truest, 
most repressed and secret art of Auschwitz – shows people 
and their faces. As the abyss of injustice was a place of dehu-
manisation. When we look at the faces of those victims, we 
know that the artist who drew them was also looking within 
his fellow human beings. He did so with a much deeper em-
pathy than the strongest feelings we post-war people could 
ever feel. It is easy to see this in the expressions on the fac-
es of the people portrayed. […] Today, we look into the eyes 
of those victims. Timeless. Without words. The encounter is 
very difficult. And, in all likelihood, the most profoundly hu-
man. Them and me. They – and thanks to them – all of us.64

It seems inconceivable that, in the daily struggle for survival in the 
Auschwitz concentration and extermination camp, people were able to 
produce art (often in secret). Yet this proved to be a real weapon of de-
fence and self-determination against the Nazis’ dehumanising actions, 
a means of not losing their vitality completely, «a way of facing reality»:

When it comes to art collections in memorials in general, the 
first question must be:
What65 exactly is art? Is art something that is created by an 
artist? But who defines who is an artist? Is art something that 

64 Piotr Mateusz Andrzej  Cywiński in Agnieszka Sieradzka, Twarzą w 
Trwarz. Sztuka w Auschwitz…, p. 10.
65 The capital letter “È” is present in the original English text, to which the 
translation refers.
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is meant to be beautiful and to please someone? Or can even 
a basic necessity be art? Personally, I have come to the conclu-
sion that the following definition is most appropriate when 
it comes to art in relation to the Holocaust: art is a way of 
dealing with reality!
What does art mean in the context of the concentration 
camp?
In the concentration camp, prisoners had to face dehuman-
isation, they lost their identity, their names. They were sub-
jected to classification and a system of hierarchy. In this world 
where you were just a number, art was a way to maintain a 
sense of self-determination, a source of hope, strength and 
the will to survive. The works of art produced in concentra-
tion camps are signs of resistance, as they bear witness to ter-
ror and persecution and document the daily horror. Some 
of these works may seem primitive, naive and simple, but in 
these circumstances they must be assessed differently. This 
can also be applied to the question of whether an basic neces-
sity can be classified as art. Isn’t it also art to make a chess set, 
a lighter, a mouthpiece or a simple cup in a Nazi concentra-
tion camp? Under “normal” conditions, these artefacts would 
be considered handicrafts, but I believe that sometimes cir-
cumstances also define what art is.66

The fact of being an artist offered no protection against terror 
in the camp or death; however, it is undeniable that artistic abilities 
were often a means of salvation, as well as a tool for escaping the 
reality of the camp and preserving one’s humanity.

Former prisoner Franciszek Targosz described his work as an 
artist inside the camp (in the Lagermuseum)67 as «our salvation 
– in terms of our mental state, but also, literally, our physical 
state»68.

66 Katharina Czachor, Outfacing Reality. Art in the Collection of the Mauthausen 
Memorial, in Agnieszka Sieradzka (ed. by), Forbidden Art: Illegal Works by Con-
centrations Camp Prisoners, Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, Oświęcim 
2012, p. 21.
67 For more information on the reality of Lagermuseum (the “Lager Mu-
seum”, special camp Kommando located within the Auschwitz I camp), 
see Agnieszka Sieradzka, Lagermuseum: Muzeum obozowe w KL Auschwitz, 
Universitas, Kraków 2016.
68  A. Sieradzka (ed. by), Forbidden Art.
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The art produced inside the Auschwitz camp during its exist-
ence can be divided into three categories: official art, requested 
from prisoners by high-ranking Nazi officials for study or propa-
ganda purposes; semi-official art, commissioned mainly by SS of-
ficers for personal use; and finally, a type of “forbidden art”69, created 
illegally and secretly by prisoners using scrap materials. 

Agnieszka Sieradzka defines the first two art forms as «a rejec-
tion of the definition of art, which should primarily express inner 
freedom. Nazi art is enslaved and degraded; it is art in the service 
of the rulers»70.

The aforementioned works by Dinah Babbit, commissioned by 
Josef Mengele for his studies on the Roma and Sinti peoples, fall into 
the category of official art, as do those by artists Vladimir Zlamall, 
Marianne Hermann-Grant, Ludwig Feld and Leon Turalski, who 
were exploited to record the manifestations of the main diseases 
prevalent in the camp and the effects of medical experiments.

In addition to its “scientific” use, the official art of the camp was 
totally enslaved to the perfect Nazi propaganda machine. 

Prisoners working at the Baubüro, the camp’s buildings office, 
created three-dimensional models and large oil paintings of the 
various stages of the camp’s development. These projects were 
mainly intended for propaganda purposes and served to showcase 
the gigantic plans for the expansion of Auschwitz. The work on the 
sketches was usually carried out by various prisoners, artists or en-
gineers, and these models were often enormous in size. One of the 
largest was KL Auschwitz in der Zukunft (“Auschwitz concentration 
camp in the future”), created on six panels, each measuring one 
square metre. Today, only one of these sketches remains, showing 
a bird’s-eye view of Auschwitz I, but on a much smaller scale.

Large oil paintings recorded the successive stages of the Er-
witerung (expansion) of Auschwitz; they were created by prisoners 
(including Władyslaw Siwek) on the orders of the head of the SS 

69  A. Sieradzka (ed. by), Forbidden Art.
70  A. Sieradzka, Twarzą w Trwarz. Sztuka w Auschwitz, p. 14.
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Bauleitung (Buildings Office). The propaganda purpose of these im-
ages is immediately recognisable from the way the prisoners are 
depicted, well dressed and well treated. 

In the autumn of 1943, on Bischoff’s orders, the director of 
the Bauleitung [...] commissioned me to paint pictures of the 
camp’s development. There are civilian workers at work, with 
Bischoff and a civilian foreman in the centre. In reality, the 
workers employed in this construction work were prisoners, 
but I was not allowed to include them in the picture (Wladys-
taw Siwek).71

In the Auschwitz printing shop, an illustrated instruction man-
ual (Bilderbuch) was even produced for the training of camp guards. 
The illustrations were based on the right/wrong principle (richtig/
falsch), showing in the simplest possible way how to perform guard 
duty. The manual was reproduced using lithography, and the sheets 
were sewn together to form a kind of booklet. Survivors reported 
that many of the drawings were made by a German prisoner named 
Otto, who was probably the Kommando Kapo, and transferred to 
the stone blocks by a French prisoner named Marcel. These manu-
als were also used in other concentration camps.

The pictures commissioned by the SS for private purposes rep-
resented a semi-official art form. These were mostly portraits and 
landscapes, which were then destined for the homes of officers. The 
prisoners who carried out this work received extra food rations, 
were forced to do less strenuous work or were simply treated with 
less violence. Most of these works were created in the Lagermuse-
um, a special and rather paradoxical Kommando located within the 
Auschwitz camp, where the camp authorities collected and stored 
a variety of objects related to the culture and religion of the depor-
tees. The Lagermuseum also served as an art studio, where prison-
ers were given the opportunity to engage in creative activities. Al-
though it was a place where prisoners’ artistic talent was exploited, 
it was precisely where artistic freedom was denied that the foun-

71  A. Sieradzka, Twarzą w Trwarz. Sztuka w Auschwitz, p. 32.
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dations were laid for a truly free and authentic art form: forbidden 
art. Presumably, it was in this very particular Kommando that it was 
possible to find the materials used by the artists to produce works 
of art on forbidden subjects, which later became priceless docu-
ments, concrete evidence of the crimes committed in the camp. 

An example of the prisoners’ artistic virtuosity is the picture Lake 
Morskie Oko (Auschwitz, 1942) by Bronisław Czech. He was the most 
versatile Polish skier before the war, a ski jumping champion and 
competitor in three Olympic Games. Taken prisoner in Auschwitz, 
he worked in the Lagermuseum for as long as the Kommando re-
mained in operation. He produced many pictures for SS men as 
unofficial commissions, and often painted his beloved mountains. 
He had the opportunity to work on his favourite subjects, thanks 
to the fact that the landscapes of the Tatra Mountains probably re-
minded his patrons of their homeland, Tyrol or Bavaria.

The Fox Hunt (Auschwitz, 1943-1944) was painted by Franciszek 
Targosz and Czesław Lenczowski for camp commander Rudolf Höss. 
Targosz began painting it in 1943, and Lenczowski finished it a year 
later. The painting was never collected by Höss because it was com-
pleted at a time when he was no longer commander of the camp. 

Alongside this official and semi-official art, produced openly in 
a more or less legitimate manner, there emerged a form of authen-
tic art that was strictly prohibited because it depicted the reality of 
the camp. Risking their lives, artists secretly depicted the truth of 
that place in their works: scenes of beatings, backbreaking labour, 
death, hunger, public appeals and punishments. This type of hid-
den art proved to be an invaluable tool of resistance and testimo-
ny, capable of retracing the reality told by the objects found in the 
warehouses: a reality of hunger, human exploitation and depriva-
tion of identity. 

The pencil drawing Sortowanie butów (“Sorting shoes”, Auschwitz, 
1943), executed by Mieczysław Kościelniak with quick, broken lines, 
captures the atmosphere of fear that accompanied the prisoners of 
the “Kanada” Kommando every day as they sorted objects (here, in 
particular shoes). Its unfinished nature clearly shows that the work 
was created in a hurry to capture the essence of the phenomenon 
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in the shortest possible time. As evidence of the climate of terror in 
the Kommando, the distinguished figure of an SS guard with a dog 
emerges from the crowd of exhausted prisoners. This type of work 
was potentially very dangerous, because the prisoner-employ-
ees were often suspected of stealing gold that the camp deportees 
might have hidden in their shoes. The author writes in his post-war 
memoirs: «The fact that one of the prisoners working with me was 
shot because he had gold on him is a good example [of this]. […] 
After work, we always had to undress and were searched»72.

The double self-portrait Wer is da? Du! Ich? Ja! by Peter Edel is one 
of the most significant works of art created within the Nazi concen-
tration and extermination camps. The work poses one of the most 
difficult questions that an individual reduced to a number, stripped 
of their human dignity, must face: «Am I still myself?». The artist 
presents himself before his arrest, as a free man in civilian clothes; 
and then as a prisoner, wearing the striped uniform of the camp, 
with his head shaved and his prisoner number 164145. The face has 
changed so much that it is difficult to determine whether it is the 
same person. Emaciated and weakened by work and hunger, Edel 
points the finger at himself and, after passing through the main 
gate of Auschwitz I with the words Arbeit macht frei, he no longer 
recognises himself: «Who is he? You! Me? Yes!»73.

The model presented in this text aims to encourage the use of 
objects as pedagogical tools for building an effective memory. This 
concept is understood as the ability to transform the activity of ap-
proaching history into daily action, with reference to peace, de-
mocracy and equal relations between communities and individu-
als, starting from the necessary appreciation of the differences that 
constitute and enrich every society. 

The recovery of diversity through objects is a transversal exer-
cise, applicable to any site of memory whose tragic history can be 

72  A. Sieradzka, Twarzą w Trwarz. Sztuka w Auschwitz, p. 88.
73  A. Sieradzka, Twarzą w Trwarz. Sztuka w Auschwitz, p. 26.
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used as a basis for transformative learning74 for the present, with 
the aim of learning from the past and bringing the lessons back to 
the present, in the direction of a peaceful «coexistence of differenc-
es, which means collective responsibility of every single element of 
the company, from the majority to the minorities to the individ-
uals that compose them, in the creation of a culture that is deeply 
supportive and respectful of the diversity and uniqueness of each 
person»75.

When we think of diversity as the natural variety of human 
experience, it’s actually like a vaccine that, when injected into 
a culture, protects it from conformity and repressive ideolo-
gies, censorship, and groupthink.76

74 Jack Mezirow, La teoria dell’apprendimento trasformativo, Raffaello Cortina 
Editore, Gravellona Toce 2016.
75 F. Acanfora, In altre parole. Dizionario minimo di diversità, p. 126.
76 F. Acanfora, In altre parole. Dizionario minimo di diversità, p. 98.
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Voices and Stories
Luca Bravi, Francesca Dello Preite, Vera Gheno

In this second part of the volume Building Inclusive Communities, 
we have collected the stories of individuals who have shared aspects 
of their lives shaped by personal, community, group, or collective 
experiences of being perceived—or perceiving themselves—as 
“different” in Italy. The authors were involved in the steering com-
mittee and coordinated the activities of the project Narratives of 
Gender and Other Identities; in the following pages, they either 
offer their own stories or have gathered significant narratives from 
others. These accounts are intended to describe and reflect upon 
the processes of active participation or social distancing that have 
characterized their or others’ social relationships.

Here, storytelling is proposed as a tool to expand the spaces for 
listening and dialogue; the objective is not simply to “give voice to 
the different,” as is often claimed in the activation of inclusion pro-
cesses. In the project Narratives of Gender and Other Identities, the 
path taken is that of active participation, aimed at constructing a 
public space that seeks to expand through community-based, plu-
ral actions, starting from the listening to memories and life stories: 
knowing and acknowledging the past becomes a crucial element in 
affirming full citizenship.

Voices and words resurface, questioning the deeper meaning of 
perceiving oneself as part of a community. In many of the cases 
presented, storytelling also served to “simplify"—or perhaps make 
more evident—how certain topics, long turned into ideological 
and instrumental battlegrounds, can be perceived in their diversity 
without the need for negative or oppositional portrayals. This is 
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achieved simply through thoughtful engagement with active nar-
ratives that do not aim to offer definitive solutions, but instead in-
vite broader reflection, active listening, and a deeper democracy 
arising from the expansion of shared public space, which also in-
cludes the spaces of narration and listening.

Processes of construction and recognition of plural, personal, 
and collective identities are thus activated, challenging the notion 
of homogeneous communities. It is precisely in this dynamic that 
narrating and self-narrating open the way to formative and educa-
tional processes that are transformed through encounters with and 
listening to “other” voices. These stories contribute to the devel-
opment of medium- and long-term objectives (as discussed in the 
first part of this volume), becoming useful—and perhaps unexpect-
edly powerful—tools for activating educational pathways.
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Beyond Words: 
Stories of Resistance to Subtle Violence 
Manuela Ermini

Introduction. The Power of Language

There are forms of violence that leave invisible bruises. They 
cannot be seen or easily identified, yet they insinuate themselves 
into everyday life, becoming part of the emotional landscape of 
those who experience them. Subtle verbal violence—the kind that 
whispers rather than shouts, that does not strike but erodes—is 
among the hardest to recognize. When violence is overt, it is easier 
to analyze and defend against: a direct insult, a public humiliation, 
an explicit threat provoke an immediate reaction. But when it hides 
within the folds of normalcy, when it is masked as irony, concern, 
or a simple “way of speaking,” it becomes harder to perceive. And 
when something cannot be seen, it is as if it does not exist.

For a long time, I did not recognize it. It was there, but it had 
no name. It was the way certain words made me feel smaller, the 
way certain silences weighed more heavily than a reprimand. It 
was the accumulation of subtle, ambiguous, diminishing mes-
sages that, day after day, burrowed inside me without my full 
awareness. It was not a single major offense, but countless small 
wounds, almost imperceptible, that over time became part of my 
self-perception.

I realized it much later. When the smoke cleared, when I was 
able to see other realities, when I acquired tools to analyze commu-

* We would like to thank the Ipazia Association of Prato for providing access 
to their archive of materials, whose testimonies have made possible the 
development of the reflections and analyses carried out to date.



110

nication and language. As I grew professionally and academically, I 
began to understand the power of words—not only in their positive 
force but also in their ability to distort the perception of reality. 
Words can build, but they can also destroy. They can empower or 
undermine a person’s confidence without them realizing it until 
the damage is done.

Words are powerful tools. They have the capacity to create, 
to strengthen identities and relationships, but also to destroy, to 
wound, and to perpetuate inequalities. Throughout history, lan-
guage has played a crucial role in constructing the image of women 
in society. Labels, prejudices, and stereotypes have become deeply 
ingrained in our culture through words that, often in seemingly 
harmless ways, contribute to marginalizing and diminishing wom-
en’s roles in society.

This chapter explores how language contributes to the con-
struction of gender inequality and how it can be transformed into 
a tool for emancipation.

Words as Instruments of Oppression

The use of language in defining gender roles has deep roots 
in ancient societies, where dominant narratives and terms often 
served to maintain the status quo. In many cultures, women have 
been portrayed through images and metaphors that restricted their 
autonomy: the angel of the hearth, the loving mother, the tempt-
ress. These linguistic representations permeated literature, law, and 
institutions, reinforcing the notion that a woman’s role was that of a 
subordinate, emotional, caregiving being.

Throughout history, words have been used to reinforce these 
conceptions. Pejorative terms like “spinster” for an unmarried 
woman, contrasted with the neutral or even positive “bachelor” for 
a man; infantilizing words like “doll,” “little girl,” “miss” in profes-
sional contexts; adjectives that highlight physical appearance rath-
er than competence. The use of expressions like “helping at home” 
instead of “sharing domestic responsibilities” underscores the idea 
that care work is naturally assigned to women.
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Language, as an expression of culture, reflects society’s power 
structures. Patriarchy manifests not only through social and legal 
norms but also through words. Terms and phrases that appear neu-
tral can reinforce rigid and limiting gender roles.

Microaggressions and Sexist Language

Verbal microaggressions are subtle, often unconscious expres-
sions that convey prejudice and stereotypes. Phrases such as “You 
can’t understand, you’re not a mother,” “You’re too young to be au-
thoritative,” or “You’re too sensitive” are just a few examples of how 
language can be used to limit individuals. In one of the analyzed 
testimonies, the following words appear: “I am a high school teach-
er, I am 28 years old. During a meeting with parents and teachers, 
I was told that I could not accompany students to China because I 
was too young. Later, parents said: ‘You don’t have children, you 
can’t understand.’"

This type of language reflects the bias that authority and expe-
rience are automatically linked to age and motherhood, thereby 
excluding other forms of competence. However, the issue is much 
broader and deeply rooted in the culture and history of society.

Language is a powerful tool that not only describes reality but 
also actively shapes it. The words we choose to use, even uninten-
tionally, can either reinforce or challenge established power struc-
tures. When talking about women, many linguistic expressions re-
veal a patriarchal imprint: consider phrases like “housewife,” which 
underscores the domestic role as an intrinsic characteristic, or “ca-
reer woman,” suggesting that a woman professionally engaged is an 
exception rather than the norm. This type of language contributes 
to maintaining gender stereotypes and limits opportunities for 
women in various fields.

Even in public and professional spheres, language is often 
discriminatory. Inappropriate comments about physical appear-
ance, the phenomenon of “mansplaining” (when a man con-
descendingly explains something to a woman that she already 
knows), or the practice of systematically interrupting women 
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during professional conversations ("manterrupting") are forms 
of oppression enacted through words. These behaviors have a 
tangible impact on women, who may feel insecure, underval-
ued, and less inclined to express their opinions, especially in 
male-dominated environments.

Beyond interruptions and condescending explanations, other 
linguistic practices undermine female credibility. The phenome-
non of “tone policing,” for instance, refers to the tendency to judge 
a woman not for what she says but for how she says it. When a 
woman expresses an opinion with strength and conviction, she 
may be accused of being aggressive or hysterical, whereas the same 
behavior from a man is often perceived as authoritative. This cre-
ates a double standard that penalizes women and restricts their 
participation in debates and decision-making contexts.

Another relevant aspect is the language used in media and pub-
lic communication. Women are often described in relation to their 
physical appearance, age, or marital status, whereas men are de-
fined based on their skills and professional achievements. Head-
lines such as “The Beautiful Minister” or “The Ex-Wife of...” reduce 
women to accessory elements, while men are presented as active 
and competent subjects. Even in interviews and talk shows, ques-
tions directed at women often concern family life, balancing work 
and private life, or personal image, while men are typically asked 
about their expertise and professional strategies.

The use of the default masculine form is just one example of 
how language can be structurally sexist. However, the issue goes 
beyond grammar: it is the way we use words that determines power 
dynamics within society. For example, the use of “secretary” for 
a woman performing administrative work, while “executive assis-
tant” is used for a man in the same role, suggests a status difference 
beyond mere linguistic choice. Similarly, the word “doctoress” can 
carry a diminutive connotation, whereas “doctor” remains a neu-
tral and authoritative term.

To counter these dynamics, it is essential to adopt broader and 
more respectful language. This means not only eliminating openly 
sexist expressions but also paying attention to linguistic nuances 
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that may reinforce gender stereotypes. Using gender-neutral terms 
when possible, avoiding the reduction of women to their physical 
appearance or family role, and valuing their skills equally to those 
of men are crucial steps toward more equitable communication 
with the simple tool of words.

Another tool for addressing sexist language is education. Raising 
awareness, starting from childhood, about the importance of words 
and their impact can contribute to creating a more conscious and 
respectful society. Schools, media, and institutions play a key role 
in this process: promoting new language models and providing 
tools to recognize and counter linguistic discrimination can make 
a significant difference over the long term.

Being aware of the impact of language on gender dynamics and 
actively committing to a more equitable use of words is a funda-
mental step toward a fairer society open to all forms of difference. 
The fight for respectful language is not merely a matter of form; it 
is an essential element for the recognition of the dignity and equal-
ity of all people.

The Female Body and the Language of Devaluation

Another crucial aspect is how women’s bodies are objectified 
through language. Comments on physical appearance, even when 
seemingly innocuous, can negatively affect self-perception and the 
psychological well-being of those targeted. This form of communi-
cation is not just about isolated words but part of a broader system 
of devaluation that influences both social and individual percep-
tions of femininity.

Referring to the testimonies analyzed so far, a supermarket 
worker recounts: “I constantly receive comments about my ap-
pearance. Even though I am at work, my body always seems to be 
under observation.” These comments, seemingly harmless, are not 
mere compliments; they often express control and a reduction of 
female identity to a purely aesthetic dimension. When a person is 
judged first for their body and only later for their skills, a power 
dynamic favoring devaluation is established.
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Similarly, the sexualization of women through language con-
tributes to perpetuating a culture in which a woman’s value is often 
reduced to her appearance. Expressions like “career woman but 
still sexy,” “beautiful and intelligent, what luck!” or the classic “for a 
woman, you’re doing well” reveal deep-seated prejudices.

Sexist language is not limited to the objectification of the female 
body but imposes a double standard that penalizes women in various 
contexts. For example, self-confident men are perceived as charis-
matic and natural leaders, while women exhibiting the same behav-
ior are often labeled as “arrogant” or “aggressive.” A man who fre-
quently changes partners is seen as a “ladies’ man,” whereas a woman 
with a similar romantic life is stigmatized with derogatory terms.

Words construct reality, and how we define people and their ac-
tions has tangible consequences on opportunities and social per-
ceptions. This phenomenon is evident in the workplace, where 
terms like “bossy” are almost exclusively reserved for women in 
leadership positions, while men are described as “determined” or 
“authoritative.”

The Role of Media and Advertising

Media and advertising play a crucial role in reinforcing a lan-
guage of devaluation. Advertisements, for example, often depict 
hypersexualized images of women, while men are portrayed in 
positions of authority and decision-making. Descriptions of wom-
en in newspapers and gossip magazines tend to focus on their 
age, weight, clothing, or romantic life, whereas men are primarily 
judged based on their professional achievements. This type of nar-
rative helps to create a collective imagination in which women are 
continually assessed based on their appearance rather than their 
skills or intelligence.

In films and television series, the language used to describe wom-
en often reduces them to stereotypes: the “girl next door,” the “femme 
fatale,” the “caring mother.” Although these roles may seem harmless, 
they limit the perception of women to predefined categories, mak-
ing it difficult to accept complex, non-conforming female figures.
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Social media has amplified the influence of traditional media, 
creating new forms of aesthetic pressure and social control. Plat-
forms like Instagram and TikTok disseminate unrealistic concepts 
of beauty, often altered by filters and digital editing. This leads 
many women to feel constantly judged and to internalize the notion 
that their worth is contingent on their adherence to imposed stand-
ards. Consequently, the language used in online comments often 
becomes sexist and demeaning, with constant criticism directed at 
the appearance of public women, from influencers to politicians.

Journalism itself contributes to the devaluation of women’s fig-
ures. Headlines and articles about successful women frequently 
highlight personal rather than professional aspects: a classic exam-
ple is the way female political leaders are described by the media. 
While men are presented in terms of their decision-making skills 
and experience, women are often portrayed in relation to their ap-
pearance, family life, or clothing. This kind of narrative reinforces 
the idea that women are always judged by their aesthetic and rela-
tional roles rather than their talent and competence.

Moreover, journalistic and advertising language often employs 
terms that infantilize women or undermine their authority. Ex-
pressions such as “career girl” instead of “professional woman,” or 
“mom premier” for a female political leader, highlight how women 
are frequently defined in relation to other roles rather than their 
capabilities. This phenomenon extends to the workplace as well, 
where feminine professional titles are often avoided or replaced 
with the generic masculine form, contributing to a perception of 
leadership as inherently male.

Changing the language of media and advertising is essential to 
counter the devaluation of women. Some recent advertising cam-
paigns have attempted to promote more realistic and inclusive fe-
male images, but a deeper and more structural change is necessary. 
A first step is to eliminate the constant sexualization and infanti-
lization of women in media, opting instead for words and images 
that highlight their competence and complexity.

In conclusion, media and advertising have an enormous impact 
on the social perception of women. If the language of devaluation 
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continues to be widespread, women will continue to be seen pri-
marily through the lens of their appearance rather than their abili-
ties. Recognizing and altering these linguistic and narrative mech-
anisms is essential to building a fairer and more respectful society, 
where a person’s value is determined not by their gender, but by 
their skills and contributions to the community.

Language is not merely a tool for communication; it is a power-
ful means of shaping perceptions and behaviors. Changing the way 
we speak about and to women is fundamental for creating a more 
equitable and respectful society.

 Language and Symbolic Violence

In some cases, language becomes even more explicit in its vio-
lence. Among the testimonies collected is the account of a woman 
confronted by a doctor who, while searching for a vein, remarked: 
“Veins are like women, they need to be tapped gently.” This phrase, 
seemingly a joke, reveals a normalization of violence against wom-
en through language. The fact that an authority figure can express 
themselves in such terms without repercussions demonstrates how 
deeply rooted sexism remains in society.

Symbolic violence exercised through language manifests 
in multiple contexts: from commonly used expressions that 
minimize or justify domestic violence, to the ways victims are 
blamed when they suffer harassment or assault. Phrases such as 
“she was asking for it,” “what was she wearing?” or “boys will be 
boys” not only shift responsibility onto the victim but also con-
tribute to perpetuating a culture in which gender-based violence 
is normalized.

Another relevant aspect of symbolic violence in language 
is the use of derogatory terms to describe women who deviate 
from traditional gender roles. Words like “spinster” for an un-
married woman or “hysterical” for a woman who forcefully ex-
presses her opinions are examples of how language is employed 
to delegitimize and ridicule those who do not conform to social 
expectations. By contrast, men exhibiting similar behaviors are 
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often described with positive terms: a single man is a “bachelor,” 
while a determined man is “charismatic” or “authoritative.”

Popular culture, literature, and media have amplified this 
form of symbolic violence, helping to spread harmful stereo-
types. Consider, for instance, how women are represented in 
news reports: when a woman is killed by her partner, it is often 
referred to as a “crime of passion,” with an emphasis on aspects 
of her personal life that seem to justify, in some way, the violent 
act. The language used in such cases plays a key role in shap-
ing collective perceptions of gender-based violence, reducing it 
to an isolated, sentimental event rather than recognizing it as a 
structural issue.

Using disparaging or minimizing language is not merely a mat-
ter of words, but a mechanism that actively contributes to main-
taining power imbalances in society. Countering symbolic violence 
means not only rejecting sexist expressions but also promoting lan-
guage that respects the identity and dignity of all individuals. Ad-
justing the way we speak is a crucial first step toward transforming 
culture and reducing gender inequalities.

Strategies to Counter Sexist Language

Addressing the problem of devaluing language towards women 
requires a collective effort. Some effective strategies include:

• Awareness and training: It is essential to educate individuals 
to recognize and counter sexist language. Awareness cam-
paigns in schools, workplaces, and media outlets can help 
foster a more respectful culture.

• Use of inclusive language: Choosing words that do not per-
petuate stereotypes or discrimination is an important step 
toward cultural change.

• Calling out discriminatory language: When someone makes 
a sexist remark, it is helpful to point out the impact of their 
words. This does not mean attacking or belittling the speak-
er, but rather promoting greater awareness and refusing to 
be complicit in discriminatory behavior.
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• Promoting more balanced representations in the media: 
News organizations and the entertainment industry should 
commit to portraying women in a more varied and realistic 
manner, avoiding the reduction of women to mere stereo-
types.

Devaluing language is one of the many forms of discrimina-
tion that women face daily. From the workplace to the media, from 
informal conversations to institutional contexts, the way we speak 
about and to women reflects and reinforces gender inequalities.

Making this issue visible is the first step toward change. Lan-
guage is constantly evolving, and it is our responsibility to use it 
in ways that promote respect, equity, and the harmonious coexist-
ence of differences. Only through a conscious shift in language can 
we contribute to building a fairer society, where a person’s value is 
not determined by physical appearance but by abilities, ideas, and 
contributions to the community.

 Conclusion. Words as a Tool for Change

Language holds the power to change the world. Words are never 
neutral: they can wound, but they can also heal. Using them con-
sciously means contributing to a fairer society, where specific re-
alities and the individuals inhabiting them are not defined by ste-
reotypes or limited by labels, but are instead able to freely express 
their identity and professionalism.

Language is a tool of power and, as such, must be wielded re-
sponsibly. Deconstructing patriarchal narratives and building new 
forms of communication that value and respect women’s subjec-
tivity is an essential step toward achieving equality. Every word 
carries weight; every expression conveys a message: it is up to us to 
choose words that help build a more equitable, just, and respectful 
society for all.

Recognizing and challenging linguistic sexism is a daily act of 
resistance. And every word chosen with awareness is a step toward 
a fairer world.
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The Power of Language and Words 
in Shaping a New Existence
Beritan Yalcin

My academic and personal journey is deeply intertwined with 
the linguistic and cultural dynamics of the migratory experience. I 
am currently a graduate student in the Master’s program in Strat-
egies of Public and Political Communication at the University of 
Florence, but my interest in language teaching has its roots in a 
complex biographical background.

My name is Beritan Yalcin, I was born in Turkey into a family 
of Kurdish origin, and from an early age I experienced the con-
tradiction of having a mother tongue that was not officially recog-
nized—indeed, one that was even repressed—by the institutional 
framework of my country of origin. Moving to Italy marked the 
beginning of an additional process of linguistic and cultural adap-
tation, experienced in very different ways by my mother and my-
self due to differences in age, opportunities, and social conditions.

This experience has fostered a critical reflection on the role of 
language proficiency in the processes of integration, active citizen-
ship, and access to rights. My contribution to this project focuses 
specifically on these aspects, with the aim of analyzing language 
learning in the host country not merely as a practical necessity, but 
as a foundational element of social inclusion.

My name reveals my non-Italian origins: I was born in Turkey 
and I am of Kurdish descent. I was five years old when I arrived in 
Italy. At home, we spoke Kurdish—a language that was banned in 
Turkey at the time but was also the only language my family knew. 
During my early years in Turkey, I heard a language I could not 
even understand (Turkish) when I was outside the home, while the 
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language I spoke had to be whispered once I stepped beyond our 
doorstep. Of course, the reasons were political, but for a five-year-
old child, such motivations were not easy to grasp. Through a path 
that was anything but easy, my mother and I arrived in Italy, only 
to face yet another linguistic obstacle: in order to live and coexist, it 
was essential to make a new language our own—along with it, a new 
culture, new traditions, and a new existence.

Thanks in part to my very young age, I was fortunate to be able 
to learn the language, continue my studies, and make my own 
choices. But for my mother, this was not the case. I don’t recall (and 
my mother confirms) her being given the opportunity to follow a 
formal learning path to acquire Italian; nor do I recall her being 
offered many options beyond doing the most humble jobs and 
having no time to dedicate to learning the language, given the de-
mands of adult life, especially with children to raise.

My passion and interest in the importance of learning the host 
country’s language as a foreign language are thus rooted not only in 
personal biography but also in an awareness of the privilege we en-
joy each day when we communicate with people who understand 
our words, idioms, and accents.

The focus of my contribution to this project is to examine the 
power of language as a tool for defining social status and condition, 
the methods proposed for effective language learning, and the per-
sistent institutional shortcomings in promoting such learning.

Learning a foreign language means not only being able to ex-
press oneself and be heard by developing linguistic and commu-
nicative skills, but also opening up to the knowledge of other cul-
tures and accessing different worldviews.

In the context of migration, knowledge of the host country’s 
language means not only the ability to act independently and meet 
one’s basic life needs, but also to fully participate in the host socie-
ty’s activities and appropriately engage in situations where the ex-
ercise of one’s duties and rights is at stake. A lack of basic linguistic 
and communicative competence is one of the key barriers to a dy-
namic process of integration into the economic, social, and cultural 
fabric of the host country.
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The teaching of the host country’s language to adult foreign 
nationals, particularly recent immigrants, therefore assumes a key 
role in fostering reception and initiating the path toward social in-
clusion. For this reason, the importance of developing quality initi-
atives and programs for the teaching of the host country’s language 
and culture is often emphasized at European, national, and region-
al levels.

I had the opportunity to conduct interviews with the aim of more 
specifically analyzing the impact of limited language proficiency on 
access to more or less privileged employment and its social conse-
quences, including the voices of directly affected individuals.

In the Libro bianco sul dialogo interculturale (2008)1, social cohe-
sion is defined as «the capacity of a society to ensure the well-being 
of all its members, minimizing disparities and avoiding polariza-
tion,» and integration as «a two-way process and the capacity of 
individuals to live together with respect for individual dignity, the 
common good, pluralism and diversity, non-violence, solidarity, 
and participation in social, cultural, economic and political life» 
The Libro bianco acknowledges the need «to take proactive, struc-
tured, and broadly supported measures to manage cultural diver-
sity,» and identifies intercultural dialogue as an essential tool to 
achieve this objective.

It is clear that language plays a key role in achieving social co-
hesion through intercultural dialogue. The word “dialogue” im-
plies exchange, discussion, negotiation, and resolution of potential 
conflicts—and language is the necessary channel through which all 
forms of dialogue pass. The process of integrating migrants into 
the host society cannot seriously begin without communication, 
and such communication will most often occur in the language of 
the host society.

True integration requires prioritizing the recognition of the 
migrant’s human capital (their mother tongue, personal journey, 

1 Volume presented by the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the Council of 
Europe during their 118th Ministerial Session (Strasbourg, 7 May 2008).
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or professional experience), but above all, the opportunities for 
enriching this capital through the integration process: acquiring 
knowledge of the host country and learning its language.

The Council of Europe defines integration as a two-way pro-
cess: migrants must show commitment to their migratory project, 
for example by learning the host country’s language, but the host 
country also has responsibilities, such as enabling access to the la-
bor market and preventing discrimination. “Living together in di-
versity” is not just a slogan—it is a vital principle for any democracy 
based on peace2. Political leaders and citizens alike have an active 
role to play in this regard. It is interesting to note that the first res-
olution adopted by the Committee of Ministers on migrants con-
cerned «the teaching of languages to migrant workers».

Learning the language of the host country is not a prerequi-
site for integration, but it is certainly an essential component. Not 
all migrants fall into the same category of learners: their learning 
needs are complex—complexities that public policies and teaching 
methods must take into account.

The integration of newcomers is a process that, beyond social 
inclusion (access to housing, employment, education, healthcare, 
political life, etc.), also involves a transversal yet specific dimension: 
linguistic integration. This aspect is often underestimated or even 
absent from reception programs and integration indicators.

For migrants, feeling integrated into the host society at the level 
of linguistic communication is highly significant, and this depends 
on how integration itself is conceptualized, which can vary greatly 
from one individual to another. It is also important that they are 
perceived as linguistically integrated by members of the host so-

2 The Council of Europe has developed legal instruments and recommen-
dations that set out the principles upon which actions concerning migration 
should be based (see the relevant articles of the Council of Europe Conven-
tions and Recommendations on this subject). These are complemented by 
language policy guidelines and reference tools designed to support their 
effective implementation through an inclusive approach grounded in sha-
red values and principles.
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ciety, for whom such integration is often judged by proficiency in 
the majority language—a narrow view that may not be shared by 
the migrants themselves.

Indeed, from the migrants’ perspective, linguistic integration 
does not necessarily guarantee full integration: a migrant may pos-
sess strong language skills in the host society’s language without 
enjoying equal access to employment compared to native speakers, 
especially if they do not adopt some of the behaviors commonly 
accepted by the host society. Nevertheless, acquiring competence 
in the majority language can facilitate integration.

The linguistic integration of adult migrants is often framed as 
an obligation on the part of migrants to learn the language of the 
host society (national, official, majority language, etc.) for reasons 
that are not merely practical, but also ideological. Migrants are 
expected not only to acquire a “good” command of the language, 
but, at times, to resemble native speakers of the majority lan-
guage as closely as possible—down to minimal differences such 
as accent. It is clear that this interpretation of linguistic integra-
tion does not reflect the perspective of migrants themselves, as it 
considers only one language and disregards the multilingual rep-
ertoires they bring with them. Genuine integration requires the 
creation of conditions that allow for the reconfiguration of adult 
migrants’ linguistic repertoires in a way that is both adequate and 
respectful.

In Italy, migration has reached a scale that renders it a struc-
tural phenomenon. As such, immigration is inextricably linked to 
the broader issue of integration, which, all too often, is mistakenly 
equated with the assimilation of migrants into the host country’s 
culture. In reality, a fundamental premise of integration is the active 
participation of migrants in the social, cultural, and economic life of 
the host country. Just as the migrant is expected to respect the laws 
and adapt to the internal rules of the country they have entered, the 
host country, in turn, should ensure that migrants can live in digni-
fied conditions and are not forced to relinquish their identity in the 
process. Language represents a key element in this process. Without 
adequate language competence, a migrant will not only be excluded 
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from access to skilled employment, but will also be unable to em-
bark on any meaningful path toward integration.

In Italy, linguistic integration has been formally institutional-
ized, beginning with the Decree of 4 June 2010, which introduced 
Italian language proficiency—at least at the A2 level—as a require-
ment for obtaining the EU long-term residence permit. This doc-
ument, which is of unlimited duration and therefore exempt from 
renewal obligations, can be requested by non-EU migrants after at 
least five years of legal and continuous residence. It exempts the 
holder from the requirement to sign a residence contract, permits 
re-entry into Italy without a visa, and guarantees access to welfare 
benefits and public housing.

Among the point-based objectives established for residency 
(such as attending a civic education course organized by local Pre-
fectures, obtaining educational qualifications, vocational training, 
registration with the National Health Service, and signing a rental 
or purchase agreement for a home), one key criterion is the demon-
strated knowledge of the Italian language at the A2 level or above. 
In line with the most recent legislation, foreign nationals wishing 
to reside in Italy are thus required to certify their Italian language 
proficiency. However, this obligation is not mirrored by a parallel 
obligation on the part of the state to provide the necessary condi-
tions to support such language acquisition. Despite commendable 
initiatives by individuals and civil society groups, the Italian state 
has never launched a serious or systematic policy for the linguistic 
integration of migrants.

Whether due to lack of resources or inadequate tools, this in-
stitutional inaction has a tangible impact on the lives of foreign 
nationals in Italy, who are increasingly relegated to low-skilled 
jobs—roles that are often refused by Italian citizens. A review of the 
available data reveals that Italian nationals tend to occupy more 
skilled positions, whereas migrants are frequently employed under 
precarious, irregular, and exploitative conditions.

Although migrants are often accused of “stealing” jobs from 
Italians, the reality is that they tend to occupy less skilled and low-
er-paid positions. Moreover, they are disproportionately subject to 
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labor exploitation and degrading working conditions—particular-
ly in sectors such as agriculture, where the phenomenon of ille-
gal gangmastering (caporalato) primarily affects non-EU migrant 
workers.

Compared to other EU countries that seek to attract highly 
skilled labor from abroad, Italy is a country that primarily demands 
low-skilled labor. As a result, migrants residing in Italy are often 
employed in sectors such as agriculture and domestic work, where 
they frequently endure exploitative conditions and lack access to 
social security protections.

In particular, the agricultural sector is heavily dependent on for-
eign labor, including many migrants with irregular status. According 
to IDOS3 Research and Study Centre, approximately 358,000 mi-
grants (both EU and non-EU nationals) are employed in this sector, 
and their participation has been steadily increasing in recent years.

Other sectors that show high levels of foreign worker participa-
tion and are similarly exposed to issues of exploitation include do-
mestic work and the hospitality industry. According to the Italian 
Ministry of Labor’s 11th Annual Report4, nearly half of all domestic 
workers are non-EU nationals. The same trend is observed in the 
restaurant and hospitality sectors.

The majority of foreign workers are employed in medium- to 
low-skilled jobs. More than one-third of immigrants (34%) work 
as domestic workers or caregivers—two professions in which the 
presence of foreign nationals is particularly high, while Italian na-
tionals are scarcely represented. Seven out of ten domestic workers 
are not Italian, as are 57% of caregivers. These are two professions 
that Italians seem increasingly unwilling to perform.

To provide a direct testimony on the topic of this analysis and 
to consider the perspectives of those who have personally expe-
rienced language learning and integration in Italy, we include the 

3 See <https://www.dossierimmigrazione.it/> (03/2025).
4 See Ministry of Labour and Social Policies, XI Annual Report. Foreigners 
in the Labour Market in Italy, edited by the Directorate General for Immi-
gration and Integration Policies, July 2021 [online].



126

following interview with writer Elvira Mujcic, aimed at exploring 
the themes of her novel La lingua di Ana. Chi sei quando perdi radici 
e parole?

Elvira Mujcic, born in Serbia, raised in Bosnia, and having ar-
rived in Italy at age 14, tells a difficult story in her novel. At the 
end of this journey, she prefers to speak not of “integration” but of 
“interaction.”

In the preface to your book, Jasmina Tesanovic writes that 
«Taming language is like riding a wild horse.» In your experience, 
when does someone learning a new language begin to feel confi-
dent enough to feel they’re “taming” that wild horse?

E.M.: In my experience, there wasn’t a single defining moment. 
I arrived in Italy at age 14, already with the linguistic structure of 
another country. I was aware of how difficult it would be to learn 
the new language and to integrate among teenagers—arguably one 
of the hardest social contexts due to the intensity of adolescence.

For me, there were small epiphanies: moments when I man-
aged to form simple phrases. It felt like taming that wild horse—a 
small victory. Language learning is not linear. Even now, when I 
read books with highly sophisticated language, I often encounter 
words unknown even to native speakers. Each time I understand 
a new term or express myself differently, it feels like I’ve climbed 
another step. Language remains untameable—its beauty lies in its 
infinite expressive possibilities. Writing styles vary so much among 
authors that imitation becomes impossible; this shows that lan-
guage is alive, a living organism that can’t be entirely controlled.

In the beginning, what helped me manage the chaos of a new 
language was using very simple sentences. Now, I allow myself much 
more experimentation. But experimentation only comes after a 
deep familiarity with the language—and the courage to step outside 
grammatical norms without fear. In the early stages, every mistake 
reinforces your outsider status. Now, I no longer feel that pressure.

This process is continuous. If we were to reduce language learn-
ing to a one-time achievement, we would kill its vitality. The con-
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stant struggle with language—the wild horse—is precisely what 
makes the relationship so rich.

You’ve lived in Italy since many years. Have there been any ste-
reotypical phrases that made you feel, despite your mastery of the 
language, still not fully accepted?

E.M.: This happens often. Just recently, in June, while present-
ing my new novel, a woman stood up and said, “I’ve already read 
your book—it’s beautiful! Your Italian is better than that of Italians." 
While perhaps meant as a compliment, it’s a subtle way of dimin-
ishing someone. Of course many Italians don’t write or read regu-
larly. But to be compared to someone who hasn’t read a book since 
they were 18 simply because I’m a foreigner—even compliments 
become reminders of my "otherness."

Does integration pass through language?

E.M.: I prefer the term "interaction" over "integration" because 
it implies mutual exchange, not a one-way process. Language is 
essential for interaction, but interaction is equally necessary for 
language learning. For example, the protagonist in my novel starts 
learning Italian through falling in love and friendships. She only 
realizes she can truly speak the language during a frightening 
emergency, when fear unlocks her ability to express herself.

I’m convinced that full language acquisition requires emotional 
engagement. You need to live, love, argue, fear—in order to express 
all of that in your new language. Often, people struggle to learn 
because they don’t feel part of the world they’ve entered. Foreign 
words stop feeling foreign when they become a way to tell who we 
are, rather than translate who we once were.

Your name, like that of many people who grew up in Italy and 
feel Italian, sounds “foreign” or is difficult to pronounce. How did 
you experience this barrier?
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E.M.: In La lingua di Ana I wrote the opposite of what happened 
to me. When I arrived in Italy, I immediately immersed myself 
in Italian, trying to lose my accent, forget my mother tongue, and 
blend in. I didn’t want to be identified as “that girl from the East.”

Even after that effort, my surname remained—Elvira was fine, 
but Mujcic was unpronounceable, even at university. Professors 
would stumble over it. For a long time, it felt like a sharp pin, con-
stantly reminding me of my difference.

Over time, as I became more confident in my multiple iden-
tities—living in Rome with a Northern accent—I grew proud. I’m 
a writer who came to Italy at 14, knowing no Italian, and now I’m 
published, read, and respected. My surname has become some-
thing I defend: I now insist it be written correctly, diacritical marks 
included.

Initially, we try to make ourselves simple, unnoticeable. Later, 
we understand that complexity is part of who we are. Embracing 
it is part of making peace with our layered identities. Identity isn’t 
fixed; it’s an evolving set of belongings. And the more you have, the 
richer your understanding of the world.

When you change countries, do you lose words? And with them, 
what else?

E.M.: You lose nearly everything. You pack your whole life into 
a couple of suitcases. The only things customs can’t take from you 
are your words—your mother tongue. They carry your memories, 
your country, your emotions. Yet the new country and its language 
impose themselves, making coexistence difficult. You might even 
start to lose your native language, which is more than just a tool for 
communication—it’s tied to experience.

Some words in Bosnian carry a weight that their Italian equiva-
lents never will, because I lived those experiences through the Bos-
nian word. Losing words means losing pieces of your life, of your 
identity. You lose smells, colors, music. So the question becomes: 
who are you without all of that?
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What advice would you give to newly arrived migrant adoles-
cents in Italy?

E.M.: It’s hard to give advice for situations as complex as adoles-
cence and immigration. In truth, it’s not migrant teens who need 
the advice, but the society that receives them.

I arrived at 14—mid-adolescence—and with hindsight, I’d live 
those years differently. But honestly, even without the immigration 
aspect, few people are happy with how they navigated adolescence. 
When I arrived, I felt the urgent need to become “Italian”: to learn 
the language perfectly, speak without an accent, and blend in. My 
differences felt unbearable. My name, my grammatical mistakes, 
my refugee status—all of it filled me with shame.

So I sacrificed everything just to be like everyone else. For years, 
I stopped speaking my mother tongue, focused on perfecting Ital-
ian, and invented a simpler identity. If I could give one piece of 
advice: don’t rush to conform.

How would you assess Italy’s reception structures in terms of 
language education?

E.M.: In my view, they are completely lacking. When I arrived in 
1994, there was no linguistic support. We were among the first refu-
gees to arrive due to the war in Bosnia. At the time, very few foreign-
ers lived in Italy—mainly Albanian adults ready to work in construc-
tion. We, on the other hand, were young and needed to go to school.

We learned Italian thanks to the goodwill of those around us—
but without methods, without support. Over time, there were ef-
forts to introduce language instruction, but when funding was cut, 
language education was the first to go. Today, in reception centers 
where people spend their early years in Italy, learning the language 
is no longer a priority. Some wait two or three years to regularize 
their status, but for a year or more they have no access to formal 
language instruction.

This is a major gap—just as there’s a lack of awareness of how 
central language is to people’s lives. Authorities act as if migrants 
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only need food and shelter. But language is the tool that empowers 
them to provide for themselves, that allows them to become au-
tonomous and escape a permanent cycle of dependency and aid.

This reflection aims to highlight the deep link between language 
proficiency in a foreign language and the ability to access occu-
pational and social prestige. Employment is not merely a vehicle 
for socio-economic advancement, but a pathway to personal fulfill-
ment—through relationships, challenges, and a sense of belonging.

Language is an essential component of integration. From a psy-
cho-social perspective, language supports the individual in adapt-
ing to a new environment, different from the one in which their 
primary socialization occurred. Proficiency in the local language is 
crucial both at the stage of initial settlement and in the longer-term 
process of rootedness.
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The Superpower of (In)Visibility 
of Trans* Parents
Egon Botteghi

Do Trans Parents (Not) Exist?

Trans parenthood can be defined as a familial and parental con-
dition in which one or more parents and/or adult caregivers identi-
fy as trans* individuals1. This identification may occur either before 
or after forming a family and having children.

Some have provocatively claimed that, in the past, trans* par-
ents barely existed. Indeed, until a few years ago, the invisibilization 
and ostracization of trans parenthood was widespread. Contrary to 
all evidence, trans* parents were thought not to exist2. Trans* in-
dividuals were often told by clinicians and psychologists that their 
situation was unique and rare3.

Until the early 2000s, many clinicians even advised trans* 
people with children to leave their families and rebuild a life else-
where—abandoning their parental roles as part of a “successful” 
gender affirmation path that was expected to be clean and detached 
from the past4.

Such narratives have also been reinforced by film and media, 
where trans* parental figures—typically trans women—are depict-
ed as having abandoned spouses and children, or as discovering 

1 By trans* people, I refer to all individuals who do not identify with the 
gender assigned to them at birth
2 Lorenzo Petri, Trans-parenti. Essere genitore, essere transessuale. Una ricerca 
qualitativa, Università degli studi di Firenze, a.a. 2013-2014, p. 65.
3 Egon Botteghi, Storie di genitori trans*, Villaggio Maori, Catania 2024, p. 61.
4 L. Petri, Trans-parenti, p. 65
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the existence of a child only when contacted by someone from 
their past5.

Yet we know today that thousands of trans* parents live in Eu-
rope. In the 2019 EU LGBT Survey conducted by the Fundamental 
Rights Agency (FRA), 19% of the 19,445 trans* respondents reported 
being parents. In the third edition of the survey (2023), 14% of Ital-
ian trans women, 6% of trans men, and 8% of non-binary respond-
ents reported being parents6.

The desire for parenthood among trans* people has also long 
been invisibilized. Many trans* individuals wish to become par-
ents, yet a widespread prejudice persists: that being transgender is 
incompatible with parenthood—as if the two were oxymoronic7. 

However, research shows that the majority of trans* people ex-
press the desire to have children8.

Trans* parenthood has not only been invisibilized but ac-
tively repressed. In many countries, legal gender recognition 
was conditional upon sterilization, meaning that states effective-
ly enforced mass sterilization campaigns against trans* people. 
In Italy, this was the case from 1982 (with the implementation 
of Law 164/82) until 2015, when Constitutional Court ruling no. 
221 declared forced sterilization for legal gender recognition 
unconstitutional. Until then, trans* individuals were forced to 
undergo sterilization as a precondition for obtaining identity 
documents—many have since stated that they would not have 
undergone such procedures if given a choice. To this day, no of-
ficial apology has been issued to those affected or to the broader 
trans* community.

5 To cite some of the best-known examples: All About My Mother (1999) by 
Pedro Almodóvar, Transamerica (2005) by Duncan Tucker, and Lola Pater 
(2017) by Nadir Moknèche.
6 E. Botteghi, Storie di genitori trans*, p. 61 e p. 144.
7 Egon Botteghi (ed. by), Trans* con figl3. Suggerimenti per (futur3) genitori 
trans* e loro alleat3, 2023, p. 7 [online].
8 T.H.R. Stolk, J.D. Asseler, J.A.F. Huirne, et al., Desire for children and fertility 
in transgender and gender-diverse people: A systematic review, «Best Pract Res 
Clin Obstet Gynaecol», 2023 [online].
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Even in current debates on streamlining legal gender recog-
nition in Italy—shifting from a judicial to an administrative pro-
cess—the presence of children is often cited as a barrier to reform9. 

Trans parenthood continues to be perceived as threatening and 
thus must be erased. But why?

The Demonization of Trans Parenthood

Transgender identity is often seen as a contaminating force 
that renders parenthood defective and dangerous to children—a 
virus that transforms once-acceptable parents into monsters. Par-
ents once deemed fit and unquestioned—by society and institu-
tions alike—are suddenly framed as unfit due to their transgender 
identity.

One argument from the 1980s and 1990s posited that trans* in-
dividuals, by undergoing gender affirmation, inherently lost their 
parenting abilities. A parent who had previously fulfilled their role 
without issue would suddenly be viewed as unfit, dangerous—even 
without having committed any act of violence.

Even parents of transgender minors who support their chil-
dren’s gender affirmation are targeted. Certain political forces por-
tray them as unnatural parents who should have their children tak-
en away and be reported to social services.

All available research, however, rejects the claim that trans* 
parents are a threat to their children10. What threatens normative 
structures is not trans* parents themselves, but the challenge they 
pose to cis-heteronormative, binary assumptions that underpin 
laws, institutions, and family ideals.

9 See, for example, the T.R.A.N.S. project (PRIN PNRR, funded by the Euro-
pean Union – Next Generation EU). The project aims to design an admini-
strative procedure as an alternative to the current judicial process for legal 
gender affirmation pathways. It is a collaboration between the University of 
Milan (lead institution) and the University of Trento (partner institution).
10 For example Susan Imrie, Sophie Zadeh, Kevan Wylie & Susan Golom-
bok, Children with Trans Parents: Parent–Child Relationship Quality and Psy-
chological Well-being, «Science and Practice», 21, 3, 2021, pp. 185-215 [online].
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I will provide an example drawn from my personal experience.
I identify as a queer man-mother11—an oxymoron to defend-

ers of patriarchal, gender-binary family models rooted in comple-
mentary roles. I began my gender affirmation process after becom-
ing a parent to two young children, whom I birthed and who list me 
as their “mother” on their birth certificates12.

When my second child applied for an identity card for travel at 
age eleven in early 2019, I had long held male identification doc-
uments. Days before our appointment, the Interior Minister man-
dated that the identity cards of minors include fields labeled “Fa-
ther” and “Mother,” along with parents’ names and tax codes.

Though this rule aimed to target so-called “rainbow families,” 
in my case, it produced a deeply queer outcome: my daughter’s ID 
listed a masculine name and tax code under the “Mother” field. The 
Italian state had officially recognized me as a "man-mother."

I found this result ironically affirming—it acknowledged my ma-
ternal role despite my male documentation. However, for many, such 
contradictions are seen as dangerous or monstrous. Trans* parents, 
by existing, reveal the limitations and inconsistencies of cis-hete-
ro-binary norms, making them appear “dysphoric”13 from within.

Because I share parental responsibility with my co-parent, the 
system had no choice but to include me on my daughter’s ID as a 
male “mother.”

The emergence of trans* parents in Italy

I have publicly shared my story of trans* parenthood in various 
forums, including theater. My experience at the registry office was 

11 Egon Botteghi, Queer dove meno te lo aspetti: trovarsi, perdersi e ritrovarsi, in 
M. Pustianaz (ed. by), Queer in Italia 2, Edizioni ETS, Pisa 2025, pp. 36-39.
12 This would also apply even if I had given birth after the legal gender 
change, because under Italian law, the person who gives birth is always re-
corded as the mother on the newborn’s birth certificate
13 I draw this concept of “normative dysphoria” (rather than “gender dy-
sphoria”) from lawyer Roberta Parigiani, spokesperson for MIT (Movimen-
to Identità Trans) in Bologna.
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dramatized in Lingua Madre, a documentary play by Argentine 
director Lola Arias and produced by Emilia Romagna Teatro in 
2021. The production, conceived as an encyclopedia on 21st-cen-
tury reproduction, drew on stories challenging the boundaries of 
motherhood14.

I also created a solo performance, Parti di madre trans, co-direct-
ed with queer director elena pachner sarno15. Premiered in 2022, 
the performance was designed as a performative seminar explor-
ing the fears provoked by trans* parenthood, blending autobio-
graphical fragments with research and historical context.

From the beginning of my gender affirmation journey, I have 
spoken publicly—at conferences, seminars, trainings, Pride events, 
podcasts, and in writing—to counter the exceptionalism that being 
a trans* parent in Italy often entails. I knew I wasn’t alone, but the 
discourse on this topic was virtually nonexistent.

In 2012, I joined Rete Genitori Rainbow (RGR), a newly estab-
lished association of LGBT parents. That same year, RGR held Italy’s 
first public conference on trans* parenthood, where trans* parents 
shared their stories and met each other—often for the first time.

This led to the creation of a support network in which trans* 
parents exchanged advice, monitored the well-being of their chil-
dren, and supported each other through crises.

In 2020, RGR launched Italy’s first peer support group spe-
cifically for trans* people with children, open to members and 
non-members alike. The group meets monthly online16 and oper-
ates through a peer-facilitation model grounded in self-narration 
and non-judgmental listening. Entry is contingent upon a prelimi-
nary interview with a facilitator—someone who shares the group’s 
lived experience.

Participants include individuals at different stages of their jour-
neys: some have come out publicly; others are still discovering 

14 ERT, 5 October 2021 [online].
15 In lowercase by the person’s request.
16 For information about the online peer support group (a.m.a) for trans 
parents, you can write to genitoritrans@genitorirainbow.it.



136

their identity or maintain privacy. Many are also engaged in public 
advocacy, theatrical work, and institutional trainings.

The most common concerns remain: How do I come out to my 
children? Will they be harmed? How do I protect them from a hos-
tile society? What will happen with the co-parent, at work, in court? 
What does this mean for my parental rights and my gender affir-
mation process?

The RGR group is not just a safe space but also a platform for 
collective voice. We are building an archive of Italian-language 
resources on trans* parenthood—translations, reviews, academic 
work, and lived narratives—available through the RGR website.

Two major milestones: the 2023 release of Trans con figl3*, Italy’s 
first guide to trans* parenthood, and the early 2025 publication of 
Storie di genitori trans. The latter includes a chapter titled Voci di gen-
itori trans* in Italia, co-authored by group members.

The increasing visibility and academic interest in trans* parent-
hood in Italy owes much to this grassroots work of translation, ad-
vocacy, and public engagement.

Effects and Affections

What has emerged from this public speaking by trans* parents? 
Above all, the formation of a network of affection—a space for re-
flection, affirmation, and support. Many have drawn strength from 
seeing others like them, realizing that being trans* and a parent is 
not mutually exclusive.

Spouses and partners of trans* parents have also benefited from 
these networks, finding solidarity with others in similar situations. 
These “rooms of our own” have met a crucial need.

At the same time, there has been a bold assertion of exist-
ence—a challenge to prejudice, even within the trans* community. 
Over the past decade, this diffusion of knowledge has expanded 
into medicine, law, sociology, and beyond. And yet, this visibility 
comes with risk.

Trans* parents have survived in part through invisibility, quiet-
ly subverting legal norms rooted in cis-hetero-binary paradigms. 
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Now, increased visibility renders them threatening. Consider the 
League party’s European election poster: a pregnant trans* man 
(presumably) beside the words “Less Europe,” contrasted with a 
white cis-hetero family labeled “More Italy”17, Trans* parenthood 
is portrayed as a monstrous invasion.

Some even claim that recognizing people like me as mothers 
threatens womanhood itself. But such backlash is not about pro-
tecting women—it’s about suppressing love and responsibility that 
transcend gender.

To conclude, I share the words of a fellow trans* parent from 
our group:

My name is Yanniq, though it’s a pseudonym I’ve used in re-
search interviews on trans* parenthood. All my names are 
aliases—my legal patronymic is unusable due to patriarchal 
abuse, and my identity, appearance, and naming practices 
have been too fluid to justify any definitive rectification.
Everything I’ve written, said, translated, or interpreted 
has been published under false names: a series of identity 
ghosts—oppressed, unstable, transitional. For this reason—
and because I’ve worked my whole life with words, languages, 
and texts—I don’t believe in grammar. Grammar constructs 
simulations which, though necessary to sustain life and 
thought, never align with bodies and their states.
All my roles are ’simulated’: complex and fragile constructs—
including my parental role, which is thus hard to define. The 
bond with my child is pre- and para-linguistic. My trans and 
genderqueer identity shapes it—but cannot describe it.
The RGR peer group was the first semi-stable setting where 
this impossible coincidence—of trans-parent-child bond and 
words to express it—could be voiced. Thanks to this commu-
nity, I am slowly constructing a livable simulation, where this 
linguistic impossibility, though still inexpressible, at least ex-
ists and breathes.

—Yanniq

17 Egon Botteghi, La genitorialità come atto vandalico, «Queer Kinship 
Network», 20 December 2024 [online].
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A Forgiveness to Confront
Andreea Moldovan

Children must not be harmed… Children must not suffer… Chil-
dren must not be caught in the middle… Children must not…

It sounds like a mantra, but it should be real life—and yet, it 
isn’t. In reality, children are often the primary victims of adult mis-
takes—mistakes that, in certain moments, don’t even seem to be 
recognized as such.

It happened to me. I had just been born when my mother didn’t 
hesitate for a second to let me go. She knew she wasn’t fit to be a 
mother—she was fully aware of it. But that didn’t stop her from car-
rying the pregnancy to term. And thus came the first abandonment.

Mistake. A harsh, suspicious, even vulgar word in some re-
spects. Many believe they are incapable of such things. But over 
time, I learned that people make mistakes—and making one does 
not mean we are a mistake ourselves. Learning that from books 
or someone else is one thing; living it on your own skin is anoth-
er. The skin, that layer covering our body, may reveal a superficial 
scratch, bleeding, but it doesn’t show the deeper wounds—the ones 
etched in blood beneath the surface.

It’s shocking how someone can come to hate their motherland 
so deeply that they never wish to set foot in it again. That was my 
case. Personally, everything Romania touches, it destroys.

It’s a myth to me—maybe because I owe it my life. If I’m here 
today, it’s because of a man who, one ordinary day, chose to raise a 
little girl after a single glance. My father.

All children see their fathers as “mythic.” Boys often call them 
heroes; girls, princesses of their dads. For me, my father is differ-
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ent. And in being different, he found what he believed he lacked: 
courage. As a child, he was my shining-armored superhero. As a 
teenager, he was the annoying parent who wouldn’t let me go out. 
As a woman, he is the man of my life.

He’s the kind of man many women would admire—tall, dark, 
with light eyes and broad shoulders built for protection. Perhaps 
he has a thousand flaws, perhaps he’s made every mistake possible. 
But among those mistakes, something unexpected arrived: me.

He was about to get married. On the day of his wedding, some-
thing stopped him. He confessed to his fiancée that he had been 
unfaithful. She forgave him and married him anyway. He had no 
idea the woman from that affair was pregnant—he only found out 
at my birth. He came straight to the hospital, paralyzed at the door-
way. Then he stepped forward and saw his own green eyes in my 
face.

And there it was—that cursed proposal. My father asked my 
birth mother to take care of me and raise me. She accepted without 
hesitation.

It’s strange. We women who aren’t mothers often wonder: how 
can someone carry a child for nine months and let them go so eas-
ily? I’ve asked myself that a billion times. I’ve even thought about 
asking her directly—the one who abandoned me. But that’s the part 
of me considered weak.

Mom. I’ve dreamed all my life of saying that word. But it wasn’t 
enough.

I don’t even remember the first goodbye, but it haunts me like a 
shadow. It doesn’t disappear at sunset; if anything, it lingers in the 
breeze like an absence that makes its presence known.

Two weeks later, I went to live with my father and his wife. I was 
barely a year old when my brother was born. Chubby and always 
smiling, we shared a unique bond—strong yet fragile, as it later 
broke abruptly.

I had to grow up too fast. The world wasn’t as I had imagined. 
Every tear was erased. That woman—my “stepmother,” just like in 
fairy tales—broke everything. As time passed, the relationship be-
tween her and my father worsened. I focused only on protecting 
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my brother. It ended in a long, tortuous divorce. And we became 
the victims.

I stayed with my brother and his mother, as per the “grown-
ups’” agreement. My father had been traveling back and forth be-
tween Italy and Romania for years, only visiting us.

“Grown-up.” A heavy word, especially for someone unprepared 
or simply unwilling to bear it. I lived with that woman for a year, 
and yes, what fairy tales say about stepmothers is often true. After 
my father filed for divorce, his ex-wife used me to hurt him. I be-
came the messenger.

I called her “mom,” so my memory tells me—until that dreadful 
day when she told me she wasn’t my mother. That another woman 
had given birth to me.

She hurt me—by every means, excuse, and situation, no matter 
how small.

And that was the second abandonment.
After that year, my father took me to live with my grandmother. 

If there was one woman who ever truly loved me, it was her. She 
didn’t accept strangers, and she rejected the unfamiliar. But caring 
for a child was part of her nature. Every caress, every bedtime sto-
ry, every goodnight kiss—they are all precious memories. She was 
honest, loyal, and her gaze was something spectacular. Her laugh 
echoes still when I look at the stars. Her hand guides me in dreams. 
Her goodbye still pierces my heart.

She knew how to love—and how to pass that on to those who 
didn’t even know they needed it. From her, I inherited the desire 
to keep dreaming.

A memory. A promise. A star in the sky. A goodbye that endures 
in the eyes that still dream.

During the year I lived with my grandmother, I met another 
woman—tall, blonde, and adult. I was terrified, traumatized by the 
past. But when she smiled, I melted. I grew fond of her, especially 
when I saw her every day. She was there when we found out my 
birth mother had a two-year-old daughter. “A sister,” I thought, ex-
cited. But a wave of confusion passed through me.

That’s how I met my birth mother—for the first and only time. It 
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was a planned meeting, but I didn’t yet understand its significance. 
When we arrived, I looked back at my father and the woman who 
now played a big part in my life. I always sought my father’s hand.

Suddenly, a small child ran toward me. I let go of the man who, 
in that moment, had become a bodyguard, and embraced that in-
nocent girl. Her tiny hands clung to me, her smile warmed me. 
Then I saw her—my birth mother. For years, I had imagined her 
beautiful, magical. In reality, she looked... needy. Not for some-
thing tangible, but something dark, undefined.

We spent the day together. The only beautiful memory I have 
of her is the fountain we jumped into when my sister asked, “What 
does the floor of a fountain feel like?”.

The goodbye was the hardest part. I didn’t want to see her sad. 
She was just two years old—but I wanted her. There’s a selfish, cruel 
part in all of us. That was mine. I wanted to hold her, to tell her we’d 
meet again, to never let go.

For years, I thought about her. I hoped to meet her again and 
start over.

But in that present that has now become the past, I once again 
trusted a third woman who only continued the damage.

If I could go back, I’d stop what happened next—to preserve a 
bond I never wanted to lose. She was tender, but like every human, 
had a weakness: my father.

At the end of the year came another move.
We arrived in Italy. She came with us, knowing my father was 

already in another relationship.
At first, we lived in Prato. Perhaps her hope grew, as we all lived 

under one roof. But everything changed when we moved to San 
Miniato.

The third goodbye—unexpected and unspoken—reopened a 
wound I thought had healed. It was shallow, but fragile.

Stubborn. Brave. Far from a smile, close to tears. People de-
scribed me this way. But no one ever looked beyond. I used to be 
strong—but not anymore. I wanted to live in that piercing pain just 
to avoid surviving. I wanted to fall, to hit bottom—anything but 
hear that word again: “strong.”
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I thought I had accepted life without a mother. But the past al-
ways returns—and each time, it hurts more. It shatters whatever 
sense of certainty I’d managed to build and plunges me back into a 
darkness I thought had vanished.

And that’s how I began life in a same-sex parent family. My fa-
ther and his partner had been together for a few years, though I 
hadn’t been told. Yet we had lived together for a year. He was “the 
best friend,” but he lived with us.

I was ten when I found out. There was no school that day. My fa-
thers were at work. One had forgotten his phone—which kept ring-
ing. Curious, I checked the messages and pieced it together. That 
night, while my father cooked and I sat with his partner, I repeated 
what I had read. They laughed—red-faced and stunned.

The next day, I asked my father directly, “Daddy, are you gay?”
That evening, they told me everything. And all I could feel was joy.
I had a family. A second dad. I’d never imagined it—but it wasn’t 

bad. He was kind, easy to talk to, and it felt easier to open up to him 
than to stay silent.

Like my father, he saved me. They were model parents—not 
because they were perfect, but because they became parents all at 
once.

Together, they were radiant. Watching them laugh and play was 
beautiful. They had faced many things—different, yet similar—and 
had done so together. United. Their bond was stronger than fear.

I am Andreea Moldovan, a 24-year-old woman who never 
thought she’d write or share her story with a classroom of students. 
I may come off as self-centered or arrogant, but truly, I am frag-
ile—especially when speaking about myself.

I’ve lost much, said goodbye to many. My fragility has often 
pushed me to the edge. Darkness, fear, screams in my ears, heavy 
footsteps approaching… and then the tear. That damned tear slid-
ing down my cheek, delivering the final blow.

Something inside me refused to kneel before fear. But that tear 
whispered: lie down and let go.

When I listened, I found the courage to begin therapy—to con-
front myself.
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At first, it made me tremble. But it lifted me from the cold 
ground that seeped into my bones.

I needed to be a child again—to feel cared for. I miss having 
someone to worry about me. Someone whose hand I could take 
without fear. Someone I could trust.

I believed my parents would always put their daughter first. But 
they didn’t.

I find myself once more in the middle of a separation—with the 
roles reversed.

And once again, I’m the adult.
Mature. Direct. Sometimes even harsh.
These are the labels others give me. But no one ever looks 

deeper.
Yes, I am the woman I am thanks to my parents. But now that 

I’ve had to grow up, I’ve realized something: I am not alone. For a 
moment, I even believed it.

A girl, raised to be a woman. Pain behind the smile. A longing to 
live—not just survive. Terror in my eyes. Fear of letting go.

Every crisis worse than the last. Every shiver the beginning of 
something new. Every frozen tear breaking something that had just 
begun to heal.

Regret—subtle, delicate, often too hard to bear. It tears through 
the body and settles deep within. The only escape? Stop being ra-
tional. Because adults who think only with their heads have forgot-
ten they were once children who thought with their hearts.

That little girl I hold by the hand reminds me who I was. She 
hugs me, makes me feel safe. She strokes my face, and I realize I 
had lost myself.

And then she guides me through the void.
There, my own voice echoes back:
"You are alone."
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Inclusive Sport.
Sports Activities and Disability in Italy
Beatrice Carucci

When providing a general overview of the Italian context re-
garding disability and sport, it is certainly possible to state that, 
in the sports sector (and beyond), greater accessibility is being 
achieved overall. ISTAT data confirms that

unlike in the past […] sports activities are now increasingly wi-
despread among people with disabilities; nonetheless, a dif-
ference in sports participation between the population with 
and without limitations still emerges.1

Although significant progress has been made—considering that, 
prior to the twentieth century, there were no sporting events specif-
ically dedicated to this segment of the population—a marked differ-
ence in sports participation between people with and without disabili-
ties is still evident. Among people with severe disabilities, 11% engage in 
sports, a figure that rises to 23.4% in cases of less severe disabilities. In 
contrast, 40.8% of the non-disabled population participates in sports2.

While the gap remains clear, it is important to highlight the tes-
timony of a small, yet impactful reality, which plays a vital role in 
redefining the very notion of what can be considered “sport.” This 
example underscores the need for a broader approach aimed at 
ensuring equal opportunities.

1 Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri, ISTAT – Le pratiche funzionali 
all’attività sportiva, 12 maggio 2023 [online].
2 Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri, ISTAT – Le pratiche funzionali 
all’attività sportiva, 12 maggio 2023 [online].
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The Valdisieve Rugby Case: Context and the “Third 
Space

To explore this issue further, we examine Valdisieve Rugby, 
based at Polisportiva Sieci in the district of Sieci, in the prov-
ince of Florence. This amateur sports association is part of the 
national network of integrated rugby, promoting the inclusion 
of children and adults with cognitive disabilities while combat-
ing the marginalization of young people and families who often 
find themselves excluded from social networks. As one of the 
few integrated rugby initiatives in Tuscany, and for its cross-cut-
ting and intergenerational inclusion practices, this case serves 
as an exemplary narrative of how sports activities can foster 
community.

The integrated rugby project began in 2014, when a parent of 
a child with an intellectual disability requested that his son be al-
lowed to participate in training sessions. The choice of this sport 
was primarily motivated by its structure as a team sport, where so-
cialization and the team collective are fundamental pillars. Notably, 
one of rugby’s core principles is support: the entire team advances 
together, helping the ball carrier reach the goal. Another signifi-
cant aspect is the sport’s emphasis on physical contact with other 
players and the ground. Overall, rugby carries a substantial set of 
values: «support, respect for rules, trust, discipline, collaboration; 
and above all […] attention to the fundamental aspect of sociability 
embodied in the Third Half»3.

Driven by a strong desire to make this activity more inclusive, 
Valdisieve Rugby partnered with the association Unopertutti in 
Pontassieve to train the coaching staff, enabling them to welcome 
children with intellectual disabilities. This form of support, howev-
er, did not exhaust the association’s educational potential: a virtu-
ous cycle emerged, addressing a broader spectrum of vulnerabili-
ties and marginalization by creating the “Third Space,” making it 

3 Polisportiva Sieci Asd – Valdisieve Rugby, Terzo Spazio, Pratiche di inclusione 
attraverso il rugby dal campo sportivo fino al territorio, Florence 2020 [online].
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truly a space for all. As outlined in the Valdisieve Rugby manifesto, 
the initiative addresses

children, youth, and adults (including those with disabilities) 
and their families, with the goal of providing a social support 
network that strengthens solidarity bonds, enhances quality 
of life, and promotes physical and mental health for every-
one and each individual. A network capable of fostering all 
abilities and all differences, overcoming barriers and enclo-
sures, creating spaces of opportunity for all.4

The “Third Space” also takes shape in a physical location—a 
multifunctional space that is vibrant and generative. Within the 
sports center, there is an area dedicated both to free play and to 
after-school activities, situated in the outdoor space of the bar, fos-
tering multiple opportunities for interaction and engagement. The 
manifesto further states:

the Third Space is the place where we build practices of cit-
izenship, weave relationships, develop skills, and promote 
participation for everyone, each according to their abilities. 
The Third Space is the space of the world we envision—a 
world without labels, a world where there is room for every-
one.5

Educational Actions for Community Building

As we have seen, inclusion both on and off the field is a founda-
tional principle of this sports association, focused on support and 
the appreciation of each individual’s unique abilities. Indeed, start-
ing with the youngest athletes, one can observe the positive impact 
of this approach on the entire team, fostering enrichment through 
engagement with difference: well-being becomes collective, and 
the team is strengthened.

Welcoming a child with a disability into the team is preceded 
by an introductory meeting with the family to define the terms 

4 Polisportiva Sieci Asd – Valdisieve Rugby, Terzo Spazio.
5 Polisportiva Sieci Asd – Valdisieve Rugby, Terzo Spazio.
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of inclusion: a one-on-one support model with an educator may 
be employed when necessary, but every experience is tailored to 
the specific needs of the child. On the field, coaches and educa-
tors work synergistically to provide an enjoyable play experience 
grounded in the values that drive the sport, ensuring the well-being 
of all participants.

This educational approach extends beyond young athletes to 
include adults and young adults: the Collettivo Brancaleone rep-
resents the amateur integrated rugby team, officially registered 
with the Italian Rugby Federation (F.I.R.), currently comprising 
20 athletes with intellectual disabilities or mental health challeng-
es. Given its amateur nature, the collective is not oriented toward 
competition; instead, it welcomes all abilities, allowing athletes «to 
experience the game […] with a focus on enhancing self-esteem and 
autonomy»6. Previously, we mentioned the Third Half, an intrin-
sic aspect of the rugby experience: athletes, families, and opposing 
coaches gather post-match to share a meal together. We can easily 
imagine how this event fosters sociality among athletes and their 
families: families of children with disabilities often experience so-
cial isolation, but thanks to this communal moment, they share a 
social experience and strengthen their bonds.

In addition, the kitchen within the sports center represents the 
heart of this sporting community, involving parents, children, and 
coaches in a cooperative effort to organize the Third Half, encour-
aging active participation. During the summer, further social gath-
erings are held—known as “Venerdì da leoni” (“Lion Fridays”)—
designed «to consolidate bonds between athletes and families, 
encouraging their active involvement in the planning and organ-
ization of activities»7.

The association’s commitment to fostering positive group dy-
namics is also reflected in its participation in initiatives such as 
“Un calcio al bullismo!” (“A Kick Against Bullying”), promoted by 

6 Polisportiva Sieci Asd – Valdisieve Rugby, Terzo Spazio.
7 Polisportiva Sieci Asd – Valdisieve Rugby, Terzo Spazio.
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psychologists from LabCom to prevent and promote good prac-
tices against bullying among young athletes and their parents, tak-
ing into account the local context and the network of relationships 
within sports associations and schools.

For middle school students, the SCR (Spazio Cooperativo Rug-
bistico) was established as a space dedicated to study and social-
ization: from lunchtime until training begins, students receive 
academic support in a cooperative environment that builds rela-
tionships, guided by an educator. Numerous initiatives also take 
place outside the sports season, including summer camps involv-
ing children and adolescents8.

Community-building and the strengthening of solidarity ties 
extend beyond the field and the Third Space: since 2016, the as-
sociation has organized a week-long vacation in August, bringing 
together families, athletes, coaches, and managers to counteract 
the marginalization and isolation often experienced by the close 
relatives of people with disabilities.

Community Empowerment

By empowerment, we refer to a «set of cognitive9, emotional, 
and relational skills that allow an individual or a group to identify 
objectives, develop strategies, and implement coherent actions ca-
pable of modifying reality according to the actors’ intentions.» In 
this case, the participants perceive themselves as “capable of taking 
effective action toward a goal and experiencing well-being from 
feeling able to influence reality through their actions.” This con-
dition can also be viewed from a group perspective, leading us to 
speak of community empowerment. Individuals thus feel able to 
change the status quo, ultimately aiming for a better quality of life.

8 Maria Chiara Cantini, Guido Orrù, Relazione sociale. Stagione 2023-2024, 
Firenze 2024 [online].
9 Salvatore Colazzo, Ada Manfreda, La comunità come risorsa. Epistemologia, 
metodologia e fenomenologia dell’intervento di comunità. Un approccio interdisci-
plinare, Armando Editore, Roma 2020, p. 52.
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Closely tied to this is the concept of participation, understood 
as the involvement and engagement of individuals in their context, 
within their own time. In this sense, personal narratives, especially for 
people with disabilities, take on a different trajectory from the dom-
inant narratives of society—a society that has historically excluded, 
stigmatized, and subsequently pitied this segment of the population.

Psychologist Carlo Lepri provides a succinct yet effective his-
torical overview of the social representation of disability through-
out human history. In classical antiquity, the dominant image of 
disabled individuals was that of a «mistake of nature»10, often re-
sulting in physical elimination. While enormous strides have been 
made—especially since World War II—there remains a persistent 
infantilization of people with disabilities. Despite significant ef-
forts, including those by international bodies11, to promote a more 
truthful and respectful portrayal of disability, a normocentric view 
still prevails, focusing on deficiencies and impairments rather than 
on individual functioning.

Turning to the contribution of an athlete from the Collettivo 
Brancaleone, recorded for the project’s podcast archive12, we ob-
serve the empowerment that this sports activity provides through 
the aforementioned characteristics, which inevitably extend into 
daily life in a virtuous cycle, fostering greater self-esteem and 
self-efficacy. The podcast narrative points, for example, to the 
strengthening of social ties beyond the sports environment, such as 
informal outings with teammates. Furthermore, for some individ-
uals, pathways to employment have been created, offering oppor-
tunities for a more fulfilling lifestyle by recognizing and cultivating 
each person’s potential and qualities.

10 Carlo Lepri, I percorsi dopo la scuola dell’obbligo, in Maria Carmen Usai, 
Mirella Zanobini (a cura di) Psicologia della disabilità e dei disturbi dello svilup-
po. Elementi di riabilitazione e d’intervento, FrancoAngeli, Milano 2019, p. 318.
11 OMS, ICF, Classificazione Internazionale del Funzionamento, della Disabilità e 
della Salute, Erickson, Trento 2002.
12 Università degli studi di Firenze, Narrazioni di genere e altre identità, 
<https://www.archivionarrazionidigenere.eu/> (03/2025).



150

Conclusion

We have seen how the sports environment can significantly con-
tribute to a sense of self-efficacy, thanks to the support of a com-
munity that serves as the engine for fostering the fullest expression 
of individual potential. This element becomes crucial, especially in 
contexts where people with disabilities are often not regarded as 
self-sufficient but rather through an assistentialist lens: «you cannot 
grow up if no one truly believes you capable of doing so»13.

Self-narration becomes central in providing a more truthful 
and realistic account of what these individuals actually experience 
daily. As long as dominant society continues to impose its own im-
ages and representations onto marginalized groups, it will fail to 
capture the complexity of lives that diverge from what is consid-
ered “normal.” Heteronomous narratives fuel stereotypes and prej-
udices, which, by definition, offer simplistic and static portraits of 
diverse and multifaceted realities.

In this context, listening emerges as a foundational prereq-
uisite—not only for a podcast but as a paradigm for coexistence 
within society as a whole: the ability to be challenged by the oth-
er’s story leads to authentic knowledge of otherness, dismantling 
stereotypical and reductive representations through decentering. 
Indeed, only through listening can we begin to build a vibrant co-
existence that embraces all differences, not through assumptions 
or preconceived notions. Listening opens us to dialogue and the 
exchange of different, multicolored perspectives, creating a true 
space for encounter.

13 Carlo Lepri, I percorsi dopo la scuola dell’obbligo, p. 324.
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Ibrahima Lo, Surviving and Being Reborn
Silvia Bencini

To Silvia, my life is the life of many, I was 
very pleased to meet you.
Ibrahima Lo

In the dedication of his book Bread and Water. From Senegal to Ita-
ly via Libya1, Ibrahima Lo encapsulated an extremely relevant truth: 
his life mirrors that of all those who leave their homeland, often 
entrusting themselves (more or less consciously) to the guidance of 
scammers and human traffickers who control the migration routes 
across the Mediterranean Sea. Ibrahima told his story, dedicating it 
to those who, on the tortuous journey of migratory routes starting 
from Senegal (Africa), did not make it: «To the partisans, who died 
for freedom»2.

In this article, we will retrace the story of a young man who, not 
yet of age, arrived in Italy from Senegal (only sixteen years old), 
after surviving Libyan prison camps and the shipwreck of the in-
flatable boat in which he crossed the Mediterranean.

We will recount this troubled story using excerpts from the 
book Pane e acqua, allowing the author’s (and protagonist’s) own 

1 Ibrahima Lo, Pane e acqua. Dal Senegal all’Italia passando per la Libia, Villag-
gio Maori Edizioni, Fano 2020.
2 The International Organization for Migration (IOM) has reported that 
in 2024 at least 8,938 people lost their lives along migration routes; this is 
the highest number ever recorded in a single year worldwide. In the same 
year, 2,452 deaths were documented in the Mediterranean Sea. For further 
information, please visit https://integrazionemigranti.gov.it.
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words to best express the meaning of his journey3. A journey of 
hope towards an apparent promised land, which often fails to meet 
the expectations of those who risk their lives to reach it, instead 
becoming a place of xenophobia, racism, and discrimination.

Ibrahima was born on September 26, 2000, in Mbacké (Sene-
gal), a large city about two hundred kilometers from the capital, 
Dakar. Orphaned of his mother at just ten years old, he was raised 
by his maternal aunt (his father, whom he saw on weekends, did not 
have a stable job to support him due to his illness).

During his childhood, Ibrahima was determined to study at 
school and during prayer meetings with the Muslim religious 
group he belonged to; he wanted to become a khavise, a devout 
person well-versed in the Quran.

At fourteen, the death of his father from diabetes shook the 
tranquility of his life.

And so came a day I will never forget: June 9, 2015.
I was at school. During recess, while playing with my friends, 
I saw my friend Mouhamed’s father arrive. He asked the 
teachers for permission to take me home. I realized some-
thing was wrong because he had never come to pick me up 
from school.
The teachers spoke among themselves and looked at me with 
sad eyes; the principal hugged me, told me to stay strong, that 
I wasn’t alone, that they were close to me too. When I grabbed 
my backpack, my friends asked me: “Ibrahima, what’s wrong? 
Are you sick?” but I had no answer because I didn’t know what 
was happening, I felt very confused.
We went back home, some teachers came with us; when we 
arrived, I noticed something strange: many were crying and 
hugging me. I saw a car leaving my father’s house but they 
told me not to worry, that nothing had happened.
Then my aunt came to me and told me that dad had died.
I was shocked, beside myself. […] A few days later I went back 
to school but I was distracted because I always thought of my 
father. I didn’t sleep well, I ate little, my aunt was very worried 
about me. After two months I left school because I couldn’t 

3 Director Matteo Garrone drew inspiration from the story of Ibrahima Lo 
to make his film Io Capitano in 2023.
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go on; I no longer went out with my friends, my life was dis-
ordered. My friend Mouhamed worried about me, tried to 
give me advice so I could find direction. I didn’t go to school 
for a year. The situation grew harder and harder; I had to de-
cide whether to continue studying or start working. One day 
Mouhamed and I went to pray together at the mosque and he 
told me he wanted to help me but didn’t know how. He told 
me I couldn’t stop studying and be without work: he want-
ed to help me leave Senegal to reach Italy. Mouhamed knew 
that some Senegalese had managed to reach Italy by passing 
through Libya.4

But Mouhamed didn’t know that the stories of that journey had 
been embellished by those who had lived through it and survived. 
It was said that the route from Senegal to Libya, crossing Mali and 
Niger and through the Sahara Desert, wasn’t very hard; and that it 
only took four hours to reach Italy aboard a soft plastic dinghy. But 
the truth is far from those beliefs. These journeys expose people to 
enormous dangers, which people in Africa are now more aware of 
thanks to information circulating online.

Despite initial hesitation, on December 30, 2016, Ibrahima left 
with his friend to reach Kaolack, the only place from which it’s pos-
sible to leave Senegal, boarding the bus that leads to Mali. Ibrahima 
then headed to Agadez, in Niger, where he boarded a pikop (a large 
pickup truck that many people ride in) to get to Libya.

I left Kaolack on December 31, 2016, the day I usually cele-
brated with my friends, having fun waiting for New Year’s. 
That day I fled [secretly from my family], I left my home, 
my land, I abandoned all the beautiful things of my country. 
I remember when I said goodbye to my friend Mouhamed. 
We cried so much; he told me to be strong, to be patient, 
and gave me a silver ring. That’s how we said goodbye. The 
only document I had was my school ID card; I didn’t have the 
national ID you get at eighteen; I was sixteen. When I left on 
the bus, I heard the sound of fireworks because people in the 
city were celebrating. We traveled all night; the bus went very 
fast. At the last checkpoint in Senegal they asked me where I 
was going, and I replied I was visiting a friend in Mali. It was 

4 I. Lo, Pane e acqua, pp. 14-16.
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the last checkpoint before entering, and I knew they wouldn’t 
give me trouble even though I was a minor traveling alone. 
Our drivers told us we would have to pay the soldiers money 
to enter Mali. So when we arrived at the military checkpoint, 
they made us all get off the bus, checked our bags, our pock-
ets, looked at our documents, because to them we were for-
eigners.
Maybe that was the first time I felt like a foreigner, that I un-
derstood what it meant to be a foreigner.
They asked each of us for money to let us pass; I had some 
in my pockets to buy food and it was enough. Everyone paid 
and we continued.5

Each checkpoint by Malian soldiers required showing docu-
ments and forcibly handing over money. Ibrahima didn’t have 
much, but managed to reach Bamako, Mali, thanks to the help of 
the bus driver who paid for him when his money ran out. There, he 
met Jili and Abdoulaye, two Senegalese boys seeking a better future 
for themselves and their families. Together, and with their financial 
help, Ibrahima and his companions left for Gao (a city in a very 
dangerous region of Mali due to the presence of jihadists), riding 
a motorcycle with a driver. They reached a bus station and left by 
bus for Agadez (Niger).

We finally arrived in Agadez: a very dangerous city because 
there are many mafia traffickers, in African we call them 
cocseur; they’re the ones who send migrants toward Libya. 
These people rent houses, which we call conecsion in African, 
where they keep migrants while they wait to continue their 
journey. When we arrived in Agadez we found many of these 
traffickers. They stood in small groups and told us their pas-
sengers had taken a fast route, without problems; they tried 
to convince us to trust them, they were very persuasive and 
good talkers.6

The hope of Jili and Abdoulaye led them to trust one of the 
cocseur. Ibrahima, however, thanks to Mouhamed’s contact, was 

5 I. Lo, Pane e acqua, pp. 19-20.
6 I. Lo, Pane e acqua, p. 24.
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able to turn to Demba, a Senegalese man who was supposed to help 
him cross the Sahara Desert.

When he picked me up, he showed me many photos of pas-
sengers he had helped reach Italian territory. He worked with 
the mafia traffickers in Niger.
He took me to a conecsion, I stayed there for almost two weeks. 
Every morning I went to have breakfast at a girl’s stand who 
sold beans. They weren’t good but I ate them anyway because 
there was nothing else to eat and they were cheap. We bought 
water to wash our clothes and also to shower. For lunch and 
dinner everyone gave money to the head of the conecsion, 
who was one of us, and he bought food. Those who didn’t 
have money went looking for work. During those days I had 
money Mouhamed had sent me, but it was enough only for 
lunch, not dinner. But I was very lucky: the guys in that house 
always welcomed me for dinner even if I hadn’t paid because 
I was the youngest. They said I had left my country too early, 
they loved me, they always helped me.7

After about three weeks, the group’s cocseur announced their im-
minent departure through the desert. For the trip, they had to buy: 
a ten-liter water container, goggles to protect their eyes from sand, 
gari (cassava flour), couscous, powdered milk, warm clothes for the 
freezing nights.

Ibrahima left in a pikop at two thirty in the morning, along with 
forty-five others, sharing a whirlwind of mixed emotions—joy and 
fear. Crossing the desert was extremely difficult for various reasons: 
scorching daytime heat, freezing nights, possible bandits, mafia, 
and Niger soldiers along the way; very little food and water; poor 
hygiene conditions; and violent treatment from drivers toward 
passengers. Upon arriving at Bakhia, a Libyan city near Niger, the 
people on the truck were handed over to other Arabs and taken to 
prison. In those Libyan prisons, Ibrahima was subjected to inhu-
mane treatment.

7 I. Lo, Pane e acqua, pp. 25-26.
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We knew nothing, we didn’t understand where we had end-
ed up or what was happening, we had no phones to call our 
relatives or friends. There we met many Libyans walking 
around armed with Kalashnikovs, as if they were soldiers. 
They were nervous, shouting; we were very scared because 
we didn’t understand what they were saying or why they were 
yelling. They started beating us with sticks and shouting in 
Arabic things like wan fulus, which in Italian means “where’s 
the money.” We didn’t understand, but luckily one of us spoke 
Arabic and could translate. But we had no money; what we 
had was spent on the journey that had brought us there.
We had no chance of leaving that prison and stayed there for 
three weeks; then they transferred us to another Libyan city: 
Sebha. Sebha is a city of nearly 100,000 inhabitants. It’s locat-
ed in the center of the Libyan desert. They took us again to 
a prison, where things were even more dangerous. We were 
guarded by many Arabs who did nothing but beat people. 
They treated us horribly, hitting us constantly day and night 
because they wanted money, money none of us had. One day 
they tied me to a tree, along with two others, and left us there 
for two days. I was very tired and very sick. Every day they 
gave us only a small piece of bread and a tiny glass of water. 
There were no rooms, let alone bathrooms. We slept on the 
ground and for our needs we had to use a bucket. Of course, 
when it was full it was up to us to lift it and carry it wherever it 
had to be emptied. Even at night, while we slept, they would 
come and beat us. We weren’t treated like people: we were 
treated worse than animals. I was very sad, I always had stom-
ach pain, but I tried to endure. Others had pain all over, with 
many bleeding wounds and we didn’t know what to do. They 
would never take us to a hospital. One day, while beating me, 
they cut my arm. It hurt terribly and was bleeding a lot; I put 
a handkerchief on it to stop the bleeding but it wouldn’t stop. 
They had become even crueler toward us and we didn’t know 
how to escape.8

The only way out of the Libyan prison was to pay a large sum 
of money. Ibrahima called Mouhamed, who managed to send the 
required amount to free his friend and allow him to leave for Sa-
bratha, a Libyan city near the sea, from whose coast dinghies set off 
to cross the Mediterranean Sea.

8 I. Lo, Pane e acqua, pp. 33-34.
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Ibrahima survived the torture in the detention camp where he 
had been confined along the way, and the terrible living conditions 
in the subsequent camp, until the day of departure arrived.

It was June 9, 2017, I will never forget that day.
They arrived at night. The Libyans were, as always, armed; 
each had his own Kalashnikov. […] They lined us up, called 
us by name. We prepared the dinghy and finally lifted it and 
placed it on the water before getting inside. […] It wasn’t easy 
to trust these dinghies because you could see they were very 
fragile. They were made completely of plastic, only in the 
central part was there a wooden structure where the motor 
was placed. We were in tapalapa, meaning we sat one behind 
the other very tightly packed, pressed, almost on top of each 
other.
We set off at five in the morning. We knew it would take four 
hours to reach international waters. Many captains without 
GPS couldn’t orient themselves, lost their way, and for this 
reason many failed to reach those waters and drowned. […] 
After two hours of travel, the captain warned us that the en-
gine wasn’t working well, but most of the people said they 
didn’t want to go back; we thought it would be better to die 
at sea than return, after everything we had already been 
through. Many were tired because we had been sitting so 
tightly for too long; many were vomiting because they wer-
en’t used to traveling at sea, because they were seasick. Some 
shouted and cried for help, praying “Alahiakuba,” others in 
English “God, God.” I too prayed and cried a lot, I thought 
that would be my last day of life. I was very dizzy, felt sick, felt 
like vomiting because of the strong smell of gasoline. I was 
sitting with one foot inside the dinghy and the other hanging 
outside toward the water. If someone had touched or pushed 
me, I would have fallen straight into the sea. At a certain point 
water began to enter the dinghy, slowly but increasingly. Our 
captain was strong, he didn’t give up; some wanted to turn 
back but he said we were almost at international waters. So 
we took off our clothes to soak up the water coming in. The 
dinghy was filling up; inside there was more and more water. 
We stood up and as we moved the water entered even more. 
The sea was very rough, the waves were high, and the water 
kept coming in. While we were full of fear, trying in vain to 
bail the water out, we saw a helicopter approaching us. It had 
a red light signaling us to go forward. A little further we saw a 
big ship flying two flags: European and Italian. Looking back 
now, I think it might have been a ship from an association, an 
NGO, like those still present in the Mediterranean. To rescue 
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us they arrived with small boats carrying life jackets. They 
threw us plastic cups to bail out the water inside the dinghy. 
We couldn’t all get on the small boats, we were too many.
Many jumped into the sea to reach the ship, but some didn’t 
know how to swim and risked drowning. On the dinghy only 
nine of us remained because many had jumped into the 
water, while others had already been rescued. It was such a 
sad situation; some were dying at sea. Meanwhile, more and 
more water was entering the dinghy; we were very, very tired.
Finally, they saved us too. […] Onboard the ship they gave 
each of us a bracelet with a number; mine was number 145. 
From my dinghy we all survived. But from the other dinghy 
only four survived, and they were also more than a hundred. 
That’s what the survivors told us.
On the ship they wrapped us in a gold thermal blanket. They 
asked us our name and surname, date of birth. They took me 
to a part of the ship where all the unaccompanied minors like 
me were gathered. The ship didn’t immediately take us to Ita-
ly. They were checking if there were more migrants to rescue, 
like us. They gave us food: a cutlet and yogurt.
It felt like we had left hell and entered paradise.9

Ibrahima reached Bari, Italy, where he was finally cared for 
and looked after. He was then transferred to the reception center 
in Alpago, in the province of Belluno, and later to Venice. In Ita-
ly, Ibrahima’s life regained a sense of human dignity; the young 
man returned to studying and working. However, episodes of 
racism and xenophobia were not lacking: in the very country 
that had saved and welcomed him, to some, Ibrahima was just 
a “negro.”

There are many people in Italy who do good, many people 
who see us immigrants as human beings, without discrimi-
nation. But there are also many people who are prejudiced 
against us, who treat us badly.
And I think unfortunately there are also racist people. One 
day I was in Milan, on my way to the Senegalese consulate. 
I had lost my way, didn’t know where to go, so I tried asking 
people but they didn’t answer me; it seemed like they were 
afraid of me, some even ran away when I asked. Another time 

9 I. Lo, Pane e acqua, pp. 46-48.
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I was in Venice and again I had gotten lost; so I went into a 
store to ask for directions.
When I entered I greeted them saying “Good morning” but 
no one replied; a lady threw seventy cents on the counter and 
said “Take it and go.”
[…] I felt so ashamed when she tried to give me money in 
front of everyone, there were many customers in the store 
looking at me badly. In the end, I just left.
It’s not right to treat human beings like that; we came here 
because we needed to, because we couldn’t stay in our land, 
otherwise we wouldn’t have come to Italy. Many Italians are 
afraid of us immigrants, of us Africans, because of what they 
hear on TV, because of what many politicians say. Many claim 
that we are dangerous, that we are thieves, that we come here 
to steal, but that’s not true. When I get on the bus I often feel 
watched, checked, some people look at me badly. Sometimes 
no one sits next to me, even if the bus is full and that’s the 
only free seat left. Some are afraid of us, they think we are 
thieves; sometimes you see someone with a backpack on 
their back: if an African approaches, they immediately move 
it to the front; others check their pockets. Many always think 
badly of us, they don’t trust us, they have many prejudices 
against us.
We are called “foreigners, refugees, illegals, immigrants, peo-
ple of color” as if we no longer had a name, our name.10

Today, Ibrahima Lo is committed as a writer and activist for the 
defense of civil rights for all human beings; he studies and works in 
Venice and for the European Parliament. His goal is to tell the story 
of all those who, from Africa, try to reach Europe through uncer-
tain, dangerous, and dehumanizing migration routes. 

10 I. Lo, Pane e acqua, pp. 79-80.
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Noell Maggini, between hidden identity and 
paths of memory through art
Silvia Bencini and Noell Maggini

Personal and professional life experiences can serve as a tool for 
activating pedagogical pathways1.

The story of Noell Maggini, a Sinto artist from Prato (Italy), re-
counts the journey from discrimination to redemption, through a 
gradual revelation of his own identity. His participation in main-
stream society—through art, activism, and educational memory 
projects—can provide a practical tool to support the importance 
of the Pedagogy of Recognition2 in the public claim of a memory 
(about the genocide of the Roma and Sinti people) that is still a 
minority.

Noè Maggini (Noell, his stage name) was born on August 25, 
1994, in Prato, Tuscany, into a family of Sinti Gackane Eftawagaria3 

1 Vanna Boffo, Caterina Benelli (eds), Teorie, metodologie e pratiche della ricerca 
auto-bio-grafica per le professioni educative, scolastiche, culturali e di cura, Antho-
logy Digital Publishing, Padova 2024.
2 Pedagogy of recognition means, first and foremost, building a common 
space for storytelling where different people can express themselves. In this 
open and free space, minorities finally have the opportunity to narrate past 
events that they consider truly central to their group, recounting what is 
often overlooked and silenced by public memory. For further reading on 
this topic, see Elke Gryglewski, Anerkennung und Erinnerung: Zugänge arabi-
sch-palästinensischer untürkischer Berliner Jugendlicher zum Holocaust, Metro-
pol, Berlin 2013.
3 For more information on the history of this family, see Noell Maggini, 
Postfazione. Fingersi qualcun altro in Chiara Nencioni, A forza di essere vento. 
La persecuzione fascista di rom e sinti, Edizioni ETS, Pisa 2024, pp. 191-194; see 
also Eva Rizzin, I ’Sinti gackane eftawagaria’: la comunità e la cultura sinta nelle 
sue molteplici espressioni, thesis in political and economic geography, Univer-
sity of Trieste 2002.
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fairground workers. For generations, the Maggini family traveled 
throughout Italy for work with their rides, moving from city to city 
according to professional needs. Noell grew up in the Sinti camps, 
together with his parents and three sisters. The stories about the 
place where he spent most of his life are bittersweet: a Sinti camp 
means family unity and sharing, but also a ground where the prej-
udices of the outside world take root. The view of mainstream soci-
ety towards the camp is filtered through a thick lens of stereotypes, 
mainly evoking danger and filth; Noell was a victim of these dis-
torted narratives throughout his childhood and adolescence.

For a long time, I hated being Sinto. Because of my family’s 
job, I often had to change schools; every time I was scared 
and asked myself: how will I be perceived this time? How will 
it go in this new school? With these new people? For years I 
lived as if there were two versions of Noell: sometimes I was 
perceived as the cool friend who could get you free rides at 
the fair, other times as the dirty “gypsy” to stay away from. It 
was very hard.4

Noell discovered he was a “zingaro”5 only at school; at home no 
one had ever called him that; instead, it was precisely in such an 
important educational setting that he learned that this label carried 
a profoundly negative connotation for mainstream society.

“Thieves, dirty, lazy”—this is how his classmates referred to 
members of his community; yet his mother sold plants door-to-
door, his father worked with iron, and their trailer could not have 
been cleaner. Despite daily life at school generally being unhappy 

4 From an interview conducted on January 4, 2025, in Montale, Pistoia.
5 The word “zingaro” is improperly used to refer to members of the Roma 
and Sinti communities. It is a term with which the community has never 
identified and which it rejects, as it was used during the Nazi era (in Ger-
man, Zigeuner, “zingari”) to define a racially persecuted group that was ex-
terminated in concentration and extermination camps. For more informa-
tion on the genocide of the Roma and Sinti people, see Luca Bravi, Altre 
tracce sul sentiero di Auschwitz. Il genocidio dei rom sotto il Terzo Reich, CISU 
Edizioni, Rome 2002; Eva Justin, I destini dei bambini zingari (The fate of 
gypsy children), edited by Luca Bravi, FrancoAngeli, Milan 2018; Leonardo 
Piasere, I rom d’Europa. Una storia moderna, Laterza, Bari 2009.
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and a stage for discriminatory acts, Noell could not skip school: his 
father cared deeply about his education, considering it a means of 
redemption from the exclusion faced by their community.

Paolo Maggini had lived through the trauma of Lacio Drom6 dif-
ferential classes; he had been denied an adequate, equal, and dem-
ocratic education, and for his son he demanded a better fate.

One day, coming home from school with tears on my face, 
I asked my father why I was born Sinto and especially why 
everyone hated us so much. I just wanted to be a child. I just 
wanted to be Noell. He sat next to me and told me that hate 
is the key to ignorance, and he told me the story of a people 
who had fought only for their freedom, without harming an-
yone. He also told me I had to be proud of my roots, because 
I had grandparents who had fought to free the country we 
live in, so that their children and grandchildren, just like me, 
could live their childhood in innocence and free from hate 
and discrimination. From that moment on, I lived my iden-
tity with pride, and I realized how much the memory of my 
people had influenced my life.

In this article, we report an excerpt from the story of Giovanni 
Maggini, known as Cohko, Noell’s paternal grandfather:

On a Sunday in mid-January, I decided to grab a hot tea and 
go to Uncle Popo’s mobile home to ask him some questions 
about his memories of World War II, as told to him by my 
grandfather, Giovanni Maggini, known as Cohko. He was sur-
prised by my visit so late in the evening; I found him seated 
on his couch, eyes focused on the TV. He looked at me and 
said: “What do you need?” I told him why I had come, and 
from the relaxed posture I had found him in, he straightened 
up and his gaze filled with light.
“Your grandfather was a great man; wherever we went around 
Italy with the rides, people welcomed us with great joy when 
they saw him arrive. He told me that, when he was about 20 
years old, he was stopped on the street by a fascist who asked 
him who he was. Your grandfather replied that he was a good 

6 Lacio Drom, “classi speciali per zingari” in Italy, see Luca Bravi and E. Riz-
zin (2024), Lacio Drom. Storia delle “classi speciali per zingari” Rom e Sinti a scuo-
la 1965-1982, Editoriale Anicia, Roma 2024.
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person and that he was Sinto. That fascist told him: ’If you 
keep saying you’re a gypsy, you’ll end up in a concentration 
camp; stop! Enlist and save yourself and your family.’”
At one point, Uncle Popo interrupted the chronological re-
counting of the war; his eyes grew moist and he said:
“You’ve made me remember something: U Tata (dad) once 
took me to a diner telling me that when he was a soldier he 
used to go there often to get a cold soup. I particularly re-
member when the waiter came over and explained every sin-
gle ingredient of the dish in detail, asking if they still made it; 
the waiter looked at him suspiciously and answered that they 
hadn’t made that dish since 1950.”
As he spoke, it was as if that faded memory had come back to 
life, and every word from his mouth carried with it a proud, 
touching note of nostalgia.
Then my uncle continued:
“He enlisted. Those were two very hard years for him; he told 
me he pretended the entire time to be something he wasn’t, 
but he managed by thinking he could help someone: one day 
he overheard officers discussing their plans to kill a group of 
Sinti and he found a way to make them disappear before the 
fascists arrived. He was always looking for ways to help peo-
ple survive; he was a man with a good soul. He gave me his 
soldier’s shirt, telling me to keep it in memory of the hard 
times; I kept it for a few years, then one day I showed it to 
him and he told me to get rid of it, because it was a shirt that 
remembered death. I threw it away. That’s why your grand-
father Cohko was a loved man: because the people who met 
him after I was born, and after your father was born, often 
told us that our father had saved their families.”7

For a young Sinto, used to defining himself by the idea that 
mainstream society holds of him and his destiny, believing he 
could pursue different goals—even distant from the camp—was 
certainly difficult.

Noell had always nurtured the dream of working in fashion, 
ever since childhood, when his mother would return home with a 
sack of used clothes from Caritas, and he would style outfits togeth-
er with his cousins and organize fashion shows for the camp.

7 Short excerpt from N. Maggini, Postfazione. Fingersi qualcun altro, pp. 191-
194.
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It was a dream he also shared with his middle school Italian 
teacher, a very important figure in his journey, who encouraged 
him to believe in his potential.

She told me: “Noell, you can do it!” and thanks to her I be-
lieved I could do something else. I believed I could go beyond 
the discouragement of my situation, beyond the thought of 
the environment I was living in. That’s how my desire was 
born to react to the flattened idea that society had of me, my 
desire to be a warning sign for my community.

After finishing compulsory schooling, Noell embarked on his 
path in fashion. If until then he had hidden his identity for fear 
of possible negative repercussions, in this context he decided to 
reveal his Sinto origin from the very beginning.

The fashion environment welcomed this trait of his, but the in-
terest carried an underlying distorted view of Noell Maggini the 
Sinto, tied to the romanticized stereotypes still lingering in the col-
lective imagination: free, child of the wind, wanderer, wild; once 
again he was labeled.

Thus, in 2020, Noell created the #NM Gipsy Collection: a nod 
to his origins, yes, but also an open provocation against the endur-
ing stereotypes about his people. In his clothes, he denounced the 
cultural appropriation suffered by the Sinti, alternating lines that 
evoked tradition and high-fashion fabrics.

Through my pieces, I wanted to tell the emotional essence 
of my people; I didn’t want to tell the costume. I wanted to 
express our sense of sharing, of unity. I combined glamour, 
fashion, and my roots, to make people understand how much 
my community is part of the majority social context, even 
if no one notices or knows us; how my people have inspired 
fashion, but also how my people are influenced by the world, 
even while living in a camp; how we exist, but people don’t 
realize it; or how we are portrayed from the outside. I wanted 
to channel all these perceptions.

Over time, Noell carved out a space in the fashion world with-
out necessarily needing to emphasize his background, but choos-
ing not to hide his identity anymore. His commitment to sharing 



165

knowledge about the history and culture of his people continued, 
and also took the form of activism, thanks to his collaboration with 
the Kethane movement.

Today, together with academic Luca Bravi from the Universi-
ty of Florence, he leads educational memory pathways about the 
Roma and Sinti genocide. His participation in numerous national 
and European projects enables ongoing dialogue between the Sinti 
community, local territory, schools, and universities.

He is a bridge between the reality of the camp (even now that 
he lives in a house) and mainstream society, and all his efforts are 
aimed at the ultimate goal of achieving public recognition of his 
people’s memory, so that Sinti stop hiding their identity out of fear 
of not being accepted as an integral part of the context in which 
they live.

I’m tired of being considered special. I’m not a rarity of my 
people; I am exactly part of it. I am Sinto, but I’m not only 
Sinto. I wish we could all enrich each other in our differences. 
I wish people would start thinking that, if you know a Sinto, 
you are enriched—not the other way around. But at the same 
time, I wish we could see ourselves as one. That’s why January 
27 should also concern the memory of my people8. It’s a mat-
ter of considering us part of the whole, not outsiders. In the 
story of January 27, we were there too.

8 Noell Maggini refers here to the current lack of recognition of the Roma 
and Sinti genocide within Holocaust Remembrance Day, institutionalized 
on July 20, 2000, with Law No. 211, and recognized every year on January 
27, in reference to the date of the liberation of the Auschwitz-Birkenau con-
centration and extermination camp ( January 27, 1945), which has become 
a symbol of the entire Nazi and Fascist persecution. The memory of the 
Roma and Sinti genocide still struggles to fit into the definition of public 
memory; within the community, however, there is debate as to whether it is 
preferable to recognize it on a date common to all deportations and perse-
cutions, or to set a specific date for this extermination.
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A tale for my mother1

Eva Rizzin

“U baro devel (great God), if one day I have a daughter, let her 
be a fulfilled woman like those women with briefcases”: these were 
the thoughts my mother, Susi (Ruth) Reinhardt, had while begging 
on the streets of Milan, watching some well-dressed women clearly 
engaged in their work walk by. It wasn’t their clothes that struck her, 
but the possibility that her daughter could have a life different from 
her own. My mother didn’t have an easy life, and in her stories I am 
always struck by the challenges she faced just to survive: she used 
to do the manghel (begging on the street) or the bikarel (selling door 
to door buttons, elastic bands, underwear, etc.). She preferred the 
bikarel because she didn’t have to lower herself with an outstretched 
hand in the street, and she always told me that she kept her hand 
in the asking gesture as little as possible, just enough time to re-
ceive the coins, because she felt humiliated, especially when she 
encountered girls her own age on the street. But even that wasn’t 
easy: once, while she was selling door to door with her aunt, some 
people chased and beat them, and on many occasions they were 
insulted.

And I am indeed Susi’s daughter; my name is Eva Rizzin and I 
was born from a “mixed” marriage between a Sinta woman and a 
gagio. My father’s name is Maurizio and he met my mother in Tar-
visio. They married early, and the cold of Tarvisio quickly made 
it clear that living in a campina (caravan) was unbearable, so they 

* Extract from E. Rizzin (ed. by), Attraversare Auschwitz, Gangemi, Rome, 
pp. 24–27. 
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looked for an apartment, especially because by then my brother 
Pancho (1975) and I (1977) had been born; in 1988 Livio, the young-
est brother, was born.

My childhood was immersed in the daily life of a large Sinta 
family: during the weekdays we stayed at home, but on weekends I 
was surrounded by the Reinhardt family life—we are a big family, 
my mother has 15 siblings. We would go to Udine, it was a regular 
appointment. On Saturdays and Sundays, we gathered in Passons 
or Pasian di Prato. The main pillars of our large family were papu 
(grandfather) Sisari, officially named Giovanni Reinhardt, and 
mami (grandmother) Elsa, legally Aissa Tapparello. My grandmoth-
er was a čač romli (a woman respected by the entire community) and 
she would tell us ghost stories (i mule) around the fire—stories of 
souls who hadn’t left peacefully and therefore kept returning, un-
able to detach from the earthly world. These stories often related 
to the war and conflicts with gagi, so while they were ghost tales, 
they seemed to speak of real events too. This communal storytell-
ing aimed at the children stayed with me so deeply that when my 
husband and I bought a house, I drove him crazy insisting we find 
an entirely new one, so it wouldn’t be a place where someone might 
have died.

My grandfather, on the other hand, was a čačo mors, the guardian 
of culture, tasked with telling the stories of our family history and 
passing on our core values. I carry so many of them within me, but 
one remains central: it was about the word “gypsy,” which he firmly 
rejected. “Gypsies is like Zigeuner; it’s the word the Nazis used to 
exterminate us. You are a Sinta, you are not a gypsy, and you must 
be proud to be Sinta. You must never use that word!”

The pride of being Sinta: how many times they repeated it to 
me—papu, mami, and my mother too. But it wasn’t all easy, because 
I too felt torn in two. It happened especially during adolescence, 
when you have to figure out who you are and who you want to be, 
and it’s not easy when others’ idea of your community is only neg-
ative. My mother and my uncles first perceived themselves as gyp-
sies and not as Sinti mostly at school. They belonged to the gener-
ation that attended school in the 1960s and were forced into Lacio 
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Drom, the “special classes for gypsies,” born from the idea of those 
years that Sinti and Roma had a lower IQ and needed re-educa-
tion. The worst part was having a school life completely separated 
from the other students, often relegated to basements, with differ-
ent schedules and activities that never allowed them to meet other 
children. They felt like outcasts and eventually stopped going. My 
mother remained illiterate, but she always had the strength and 
awareness to assert that the path to redemption for me and for all 
Sinti had to go through school.

I too discovered I was a “gypsy” on my first day of school, when 
some classmates told me I couldn’t play with them. The teacher 
was wonderful and took me by the hand to play, but I went home 
with that question in my mind: “Mom, what does it mean that I’m 
a gypsy?” I asked her as soon as I got home. She replied, “You are 
a Sinta, you’re not a gypsy. Many will call you that, but you are a 
Sinta and you must always be proud of it. Don’t let anyone call you 
that.”

It wasn’t easy, but after adolescence I had a breakthrough and 
managed to move from denial to affirmation, with that deep aware-
ness I owe to my mother and my whole family. When I finished 
middle school, the teachers said it wasn’t suitable for me to attend 
high school and recommended a vocational school. Earlier, they 
had even assigned me a support teacher in elementary school (I 
never really understood why), but right after graduating, it was again 
my mother who put me in the car and drove me directly to enroll 
at the University of Trieste, and I only left after earning a Ph.D. in 
geopolitics on anti-Romani racism. And it was during those years 
that an important step in my sense of belonging took place, one 
of the decisive turning points in my life: I chose to write a thesis 
on the history of my community, the sinti gačkane eftavagarja, with 
Santino Spinelli, who at the time was teaching Romani history and 
culture at the University of Trieste, as my co-supervisor. What I 
remember most fondly is, of course, my mother on the day of my 
thesis defense, but also the university’s packed main hall filled with 
Sinti. One of my uncles, filming with a camera, kept saying, “Kale 
eftavagengre!” (These eftavagengre!). Who had ever seen so many 



169

Sinti in a university? And they were there with the pride of those 
awaiting recognition for the entire community, not just for me.

It was from preparing that thesis—which became the family’s 
book and of which my grandfather and all the key people in our 
community wanted a copy—that I began to trace a continuous nar-
rative thread. There were many stories around the fire that I now 
wanted to weave into a broader narrative, the story of an entire 
community. And the key to doing so could only come through papu 
Sisari and my uncle Lavio, Adamo Reinhardt, my mother’s broth-
er. I spent hours listening to their stories about our origins as sinti 
gačkane eftavagarja, a name referring to our German roots and the 
legend of seven wagons fleeing Germany due to persecution. Today 
I am aware that my ancestors most likely arrived in Italy thanks to 
my great-great-grandfather Ludwig (Ludovico) Lehmann, known 
as Baro Lui, who fled from the anti-Romani persecutions that 
erupted in Germany as early as the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury due to racial profiling in Bavaria. They were circus perform-
ers, musicians, and luthiers, and they fled because it had become 
impossible to work, marked by the stigma of the dangerous gypsy 
that had already spread widely, but at that moment was taking on 
an institutional form: it was Alfred Dillmann, the head of Bavarian 
police, who ordered the census, and in 1933 Nazism resumed the 
persecution of Sinti and Roma in the Third Reich starting from the 
names in that 1905 census. Many members of my own Reinhardt 
family, like many other Sinti and Romani families who did not 
leave Germany in the early twentieth century, were later deported 
to Auschwitz-Birkenau for the “final solution to the gypsy problem” 
between 1943 and 1945.

I’ve been to Auschwitz and Birkenau; the first time was in 2008, 
on a trip organized with a group from Mantua that included my 
dear friend Fabio Norsa, now deceased, but at that time president of 
the Jewish community of Mantua. It was an immense pain because 
during that visit, one of the guides at the Auschwitz State Museum 
didn’t tell anything about the Roma and Sinti; they didn’t mention 
the Zigeunerlager (the gypsy camp) of Birkenau, and when we ar-
rived in front of Block 13, dedicated to the exhibition on the Nazi 
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persecution and extermination of Roma and Sinti, the guide told 
me that “the gypsies entered Auschwitz because they were asocial” 
and that there was nothing important to tell. I broke away from 
the group and entered only with Cesare, my husband, followed by 
Fabio and my friend Angelica, with whom I had shared years of 
activism at the Observatory on Discrimination in Mantua. On the 
walls of the block telling the story of the extermination of our com-
munity, there were 23,000 names recovered from the ledger of the 
Birkenau gypsy camp, and the surname Reinhardt appeared doz-
ens of times. If I managed to piece together the shards of my heart 
and ease the deep pain of that time, I owe it to the visit I made in 
2019 with Michele Andreola, another guide at the Auschwitz Muse-
um who knew how to reconnect my story and that of my commu-
nity in such a symbolically important place.

My thesis also aimed to tell the story of my relatives who fled to 
Italy and their children who were deported, along with many other 
Sinti and Roma, to concentration camps for gypsies established by 
Fascism in Italy, such as Agnone, Bojano, Tossicia, and Prignano sul 
Secchia. The name of Celestino Reinhardt, my great-grandfather, 
appears in an archival document from 1941, along with Caterina 
Raimondi, my great-grandmother; the document records the ar-
rest of a caravan of eight people in Udine, later sent to a concen-
tration camp simply for being recognized as gypsies, first sent to 
Bojano and then to Agnone. That same document also lists Annetta 
Rainardi, with the Italianized surname (as required by Fascist law, 
but also to avoid being identified as gypsy or foreign), my aunt 
(my grandfather’s sister), who had with her her three-year-old son 
Valentino. Celestino and Caterina, called Luili and Raichala in the 
community, were my grandfather Sisari’s parents; this shows how 
deeply my family feels this history, how close and important it is to 
us. I also collected the stories of my grandmother’s cousins, Bruno 
Tapparello, who was deported to Mauthausen, and Dorlindano Pa-
van, deported to Buchenwald in 1944: both were arrested in Friuli, 
and neither returned home.

School was suffering, but also a place of redemption and above 
all an opportunity for me to make public a family history that is 
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also European history. I want to conclude with one last story that 
weaves a continuous thread between my mother, myself, and my 
son. In 2019, my son started primary school and began learning to 
read. In one of the last lessons, he encountered an exercise to learn 
the letter Z that read “Z as in Zingara.” He had the courage to raise 
his hand and tell the teacher, in front of the whole class, that it was a 
bad word, that his mother had told him so, and that I would explain 
it to them too. I had never made our background known to the 
teachers, simply because it hadn’t been necessary; I did so in those 
days, and the teachers fully understood. But how many Romani 
and Sinti children are in school without the opportunity to be sup-
ported by a family that has built the positivity of their being Sinti 
and Roma in the face of so many attacks on our dignity? How many 
remained silent, enduring subtle humiliation? In my son, there is 
an important part of me that I hope to pass on to him every mo-
ment of our lives, but there is also Susi, there is Sisari, there is Elsa, 
and I truly believe there is the whole story of a community.
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My Mother’s Bicycle
Senada Ramovski1

My name is Senada Ramovski, I was born in February 1996 and 
I currently live in Pisa. My first childhood memory is of preschool, 
while my mother was taking me there on her bicycle. Then there’s 
the most beautiful image: when, at the school gate, my parents were 
waiting holding the keys to our house. That’s how we left the Roma 
camp in Oratoio, Pisa. My family’s story is tied to Macedonia, but 
in the 1990s they moved to Italy, to Foggia—there too, in a nomad 
camp. It was in Foggia that I was born. When I was six months old, 
we moved to the camp in Pisa, where some of my relatives were 
already living. We stayed there until I was five years old. That camp 
in Pisa, when I lived there, was inhabited by only five families, all 
related to each other; later it became one of the largest in Tusca-
ny. My mother is obsessed with cleanliness, and even the camp—I 
remember it clean and tidy, and I don’t remember it as something 
negative; maybe I didn’t live there long enough to see it different-
ly. For me, the house was an achievement; I felt really good there. 
My cousin experienced it differently and remained very attached 
to the camp. Imagine, we were so eager to have a house that we 
even slept there without furniture. At five years old, I finally had 
a room I knew I could stay in, and we were able to celebrate my 
fifth birthday at home. I think there’s a difference between Roma 
culture and camp culture. Everyone, one way or another, ends up 
in a camp in Italy if you’re Roma and you’re recognized, but it also 

* Extract from E. Rizzin (ed. by), Attraversare Auschwitz, Gangemi, Rome, p. 51. 
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seems like the only place where they leave you alone, and therefore 
where you feel safe.

Being Roma is not just about the language, because many are 
losing it, but I’m sure language is an important element for rec-
ognizing ourselves. I speak Italian, Romanés, English, and a bit of 
Macedonian. Italian is my mother tongue, and I really care about 
not losing Romanés.

My most important life project right now is my degree; in fact, 
I’m finishing university in Pisa and I want to continue with a mas-
ter’s, still in the field of human rights. I’ve always been afraid to 
reveal my identity because you never know how people will look 
at you once they know you’re Roma. It happened that I hid my 
identity; it was my search for normality, for being accepted and 
understood. But hiding it became a burden that suffocates you. In 
my case, it coincided with Italian politics fueling hatred towards 
Roma. It’s tied to a particular episode. Until my fourth year of high 
school, none of my classmates knew I was Roma. During that time, 
Salvini’s slogan about bulldozers was emerging, and a free debate 
opened in class. I got so angry at a classmate’s offensive words that 
I said he was wrong—and he was wrong because I too am Roma. 
Their attitude towards me didn’t change; I think they know me 
well as Senada, I’m still the same person. I have to say though that 
discrimination, whether you respond or not, is always present at 
school—it’s happened to everyone.

ìMy parents actually met at school in what was then Yugoslavia; 
they remember that their school separated those who were consid-
ered intelligent from those labeled as stupid, where “stupid” meant 
being in a class made up only of Roma children and teens. They 
don’t remember much, because they married young and stopped 
attending school.

On the topic of memory, in my case I had to explore it dur-
ing my university studies and start from history, because I see it as 
useful for having the tools to understand where we are now in the 
relationship between Roma and non-Roma.
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The Words That Heal
Lidia Osman

I decided to write to give voice to the little girl who still lives 
inside me—a little girl who saw the dark side of life too soon, but 
who also learned to fight for her happiness. Writing helps me put 
my memories in order, to give meaning to everything I’ve lived 
through. Every word I put on paper is like a step I take toward 
awareness, not to forget but also to learn to forgive. This autobi-
ography was born from the need to tell not only the hardships but 
also the resilience I found within myself. I wanted to write for those 
who, like me, have gone through similar experiences and need to 
know they’re not alone. For those who have experienced fear, lone-
liness, and suffering, but who have the right to dream of a better 
life. I chose to tell my story also to show that, despite everything, 
it’s possible to rebuild one’s life and find new hope. Words are my 
tool for healing, and sharing them with others is the way I want to 
say: “I made it, and you can too.”

My name is Lidia, I’m 25 years old, I was born in Rome and I 
have Serbian roots. I was born into a family that, despite their ef-
forts, raised me in an unstable, toxic environment, with very young 
parents who weren’t always ready to handle their role, leading me 
and my three siblings—an older sister and two younger brothers—
to grow up in a constant state of unhealthiness for children. I don’t 
remember ever having a simple childhood, yet every memory is 
vivid in my mind and is part of who I am today.

My family’s roots are deeply connected to the Romani world, 
and the culture that surrounded us had an enormous impact on my 
life later on. The reality I grew up in was far from what one might 
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call “normality”—full of violence, deprivation, and difficult family 
dynamics. I remember my father, a man marked by alcohol addic-
tion and aggressive behavior, and my mother, young and fragile, 
who chose to stay with my father as if she had no other choice. I 
have so much to tell, but I want to focus on the important points of 
my story, to give voice to my memories and raise awareness about 
the environments I lived in.

The beginning of my story and my memories unfolded in a 
Roma camp in Marseille when I was only four years old. Despite 
my young age, everything is imprinted in my mind: my father’s 
figure left a mark on me for life, but even more painful was seeing 
my mother endure it all as if she had no strength to fight back. I 
found myself watching that reality from a perspective of fear and 
helplessness—especially regarding men, a fear that stayed with me 
until just a few years ago.

The women, including my mother, were forced to do everything: 
beg for money to bring home a piece of bread, look after the chil-
dren, manage the housework, sustain the family, and above all, 
endure their husbands, who lived comfortably in the camp, came 
home drunk, and got angry at their wives over absurd things. I 
remember the long skirts they had to wear as a symbol of a sub-
mission no one seemed to question. I remember that my mother 
fought against this and was always a woman searching for freedom, 
but in that context, she had no other choice.

My father was often aggressive, especially toward my mother, 
and as a little girl, I watched it all with eyes full of confusion and 
fear. There was always something that made me feel fragile, vul-
nerable: my father scaring us, my mother trying to protect us, in 
an environment that offered nothing positive—and me, unable to 
understand why everything had to be so hard. Every time I tried to 
grasp what was happening, I felt small and powerless. I remember 
with anguish the moment when my mother, desperate and driven 
by fear for us, decided to flee and took us away from there. There 
was no clear plan, just the desire to keep me and my siblings safe, 
but even though she was determined to protect us children, she 
could never fully escape her torment. Women who suffer violence, 
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unfortunately, often have to face the return of their abuser, who 
somehow finds them no matter where they go.

So, every time we changed cities, every time we thought we had 
found a safe refuge, our father found us—and with him, fear re-
turned. There was never a place where we could feel truly safe. The 
feeling of always having to run from someone, of never being able 
to stop, haunted me for a long time. This constant fleeing, this con-
stant moving, made me grow up with a sense of anxiety I still can’t 
fully shake off today. It taught me never to fully trust situations that 
seemed safe. Even as an adult, sometimes I find myself thinking 
that safety is just an illusion, and every time I face a new change, 
that sense of fear, of not having a real refuge, comes back to keep 
me company.

After our experience in France, things in the family continued 
to worsen. My maternal grandparents, seeing that the situation was 
becoming unsustainable, decided to intervene. They involved so-
cial services and the court, trying to protect us from a situation 
that was becoming too dangerous. Even though as a child I couldn’t 
fully understand the reasons behind their decision, I felt that some-
thing was changing, something was pulling us away from that way 
of life, and surely things would get better. When social services en-
tered our lives, we didn’t understand what their role was, but we 
certainly felt more protected than before, despite the confusion 
and the feeling of being swept into yet another change. We sensed 
that somehow we were about to be taken out of a situation that had 
become unbearable.

It was a difficult moment, but what I remember most vividly is 
a scene burned into my memory that I will never forget. It was a 
rainy day, and my siblings and I were sitting in the back of the car 
with social services. Looking through the rear window, we saw the 
faces of all our relatives: grandparents, uncles, and my mother—all 
crying. It wasn’t just a goodbye; it was a separation carrying a sad-
ness hard to describe. That scene, those tears, will always stay in my 
memory. It was as if we had left everything we had ever known, a 
piece of ourselves, and didn’t know what awaited us. We didn’t un-
derstand what it meant to be separated from our family; we weren’t 
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aware of why we were leaving everything behind, but in that mo-
ment, we felt it as abandonment. Despite the sense of protection 
we might have felt, the pain and confusion were stronger. Yet that 
separation, those tears, would remain in my heart for a long time.

In 2006, we were moved to Salò, on Lake Garda, to a commu-
nity for minors run by nuns. Our lives began to change once again. 
There we had a more protected environment, a certain sense of or-
der, and above all, scheduled visits with our mother. From then on, 
we began to see her less as an important mother figure and more as 
someone who spoiled us, bringing us whatever we wanted at each 
visit. For my part, I began to feel a certain distance. I remember 
how I lived that year—finally, for the first time, I could live carefree, 
play with my new friends, and smile without always feeling that 
fear toward everything and everyone.

A year later, in 2007, thanks to my mother’s good behavior, we 
were given the opportunity to live with her in a community for sin-
gle mothers in Brescia. This was an important step—it seemed like 
we were finally coming back together as a family. I remember she 
truly loved us and would have done anything to keep us with her. 
But despite her efforts, my mother couldn’t manage us on her own: 
daily life, economic difficulties, and emotional challenges proved 
too much for her. So, after a year, social services arrived in a white 
van and took us away once again—without saying goodbye to any-
one, especially our mother.

Later, in 2007/2008, we were transferred to Pisogne, a small 
town on Lake Iseo, to another facility. Despite the beauty of the 
place, despite the calm and peace around us, this experience didn’t 
last either. After another year, we were told our stay there was no 
longer possible. Yet, once again, during that time, we had found a 
certain serenity, a stability that finally seemed within reach—but 
unfortunately, it wouldn’t last.

Another defining aspect of my childhood was instability. Mov-
ing from city to city, schools, friends, reference points… all of this 
was part of my life from a very young age. There was never a place 
or a routine that allowed me to feel truly at home. Every time it 
seemed like things were settling down, everything changed again. 
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New people, new schools, new cities—but the feeling of never tru-
ly belonging anywhere remained. Change was the only constant. I 
lived with the hope that this time things would go better, yet even 
when I made new friends, the bond never lasted long enough. The 
people who entered my life almost always disappeared, and with 
them went those small reference points I, as a child, so longed to 
hold onto. I always felt like I was starting over from scratch, without 
roots, without a place to feel safe.

Growing up, this constant instability impacted me. I found my-
self suffering from a sense of uncertainty that accompanied me for 
much of my life. The fear of losing everything, of having to say 
goodbye to people and places I had briefly learned to love, made me 
distrustful and always a step behind. It seemed I could never really 
let my guard down, that everything was temporary—just like my 
childhood. Today, that instability is something I’m still learning to 
cope with. Even though I’ve found some stability in adulthood, the 
scars from those years of constant change are still present. Some-
times, when everything seems to be going well, a thought creeps in: 
“What’s going to happen next? How will it all change again?” And in 
those moments, I face that little girl who was always ready to move 
again but never dared to hope that something could last. That’s why 
today I live with a constant need to keep everything under control, 
with anxiety that feels like a red alarm I must quickly turn off and 
manage.

On September 8, 2009, we were moved to a place that would 
give us back life, stability, and, above all, the love we had so long 
desired. There we met two wonderful people, Anto and Mary, who 
welcomed us with open hearts and showed us what it meant to tru-
ly have a family. With them, for the first time in a long time, we 
felt like we belonged to something; we felt that, finally, our future 
could be different. The love we received from them gave us back 
hope—and even though the scars of the past would never com-
pletely close, that new life gave us a solid foundation on which to 
build our path.

Anto and Mary, driven by a deep vocation, decided to open a 
foster home in Rovato, in the province of Brescia. It was there that 
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our lives took a different turn, where we found a safe haven and the 
love we had sought so long. With them, we became the first chil-
dren to experience this new home—we felt part of a project taking 
shape day by day. I often say that, from an educational standpoint, 
Anto and Mary were like those artisans who pick up broken ceram-
ic pieces scattered on the ground and, with patience, put them back 
together one by one, restoring not only the object’s shape but also 
its beauty. With them, every day was another step toward rebuild-
ing who we were, toward the possibility of being reborn. It’s as if 
they took the fragments of us, shattered by pain and suffering, and 
slowly pieced them back together, giving us a new hope—a hope 
for a different future.

I’m reminded of a Japanese technique that perfectly describes 
that process of rebirth: Kintsugi, which literally means “repairing 
with gold.” In Japan, when a ceramic object breaks, instead of hiding 
the cracks, they’re repaired with gold, making the object even more 
beautiful than before. The golden lines aren’t flaws but a testimony 
of a past that can’t be erased but becomes an integral part of some-
thing unique and precious. That’s how I believe our life with Anto 
and Mary was—our scars, though still visible, were transformed 
into golden lines that made us unique and strong. Every piece they 
helped us rebuild, every smile they gave us, helped make us more 
beautiful, different, but above all, whole. And thanks to them, we 
felt capable of dreaming again, of hoping, of rebuilding a future 
that once seemed impossible.

Finally, after everything we’d been through, we felt in a safe 
place. We had reference points, a place where we could truly settle, 
grow, and build a life. The feeling of finally being safe, of no longer 
having to flee from something or someone, was almost surreal. It 
still felt like a dream we never thought we could deserve. Normal-
ity, which had once seemed so far away, was now part of our daily 
lives: we went to the same school, knew the same people, went to 
church, sang in the choir, practiced sports, and had our own rou-
tines. I remember Anto coming to tuck me in every night and gen-
tly saying, “Want to know a secret? I love you, Lidia.” Finally, some-
one was showing me affection—I felt loved.
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Our lives were no longer just a race from one place to another, 
no longer just survival. We had started to live, to belong to a place, 
to a community, to an idea of family we could finally recognize as 
such. Thanks to Anto and Mary, and all the people who accompa-
nied us on this journey, we were able to have incredible experienc-
es: mountains, sea, trips, new places, and new people. Every trip, 
every experience felt like another step toward a future that finally 
belonged to us. We didn’t just feel part of something; we also felt 
they were giving us the chance to be who we wanted to be, without 
fear of judgment or of hiding who we were. We finally understood 
what it truly meant to “belong.” We were no longer children of a 
story of pain and separation, but part of a community that loved 
us, that wanted to see us grow and fully live—and this feeling, so 
new and precious, made us realize that it doesn’t matter where you 
come from, but where you can go, and above all, who you can get 
there with.

When we had finally found our place, after two years in which it 
seemed our lives were finally taking the shape we had so long de-
sired, we received very painful news: on August 10, 2011, our moth-
er was gone. It was a blow to the heart like nothing I had ever felt 
before. We were finally in a place where we felt safe, where our lives 
were moving in a positive direction, and in an instant, everything 
was shattered by that news. My mother’s death was a trauma I 
couldn’t process; my mind couldn’t believe what was happening. 
I was left speechless, paralyzed—I didn’t want to accept that it was 
true. I couldn’t believe that the most important person in our lives, 
whom we had tried to save and protect, was no longer there.

I remember that I, in particular, completely froze. I didn’t re-
act; I didn’t want to believe what was happening. That feeling of 
abandonment, which I had known so many times before, returned 
with devastating force. My mind refused to face that reality, and 
for months I found myself in an emotional limbo, unable to accept 
my mother’s death—as if it were a tragedy that wasn’t supposed 
to happen to us. It was a traumatic moment, something no one 
prepares you to face. Despite all the hardships we had faced with 
her, I felt lost again, small, vulnerable, as if life had taken away yet 
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another essential piece. I didn’t know how to cope with that pain, 
how to live through a loss that seemed so unfair, so sudden, and in 
that moment, it felt like every hope we had built was wiped away.

From that moment on, something inside me went dark. The one 
person I loved, the one I truly needed in life, was gone—I couldn’t 
accept it. My mother’s death had taken a fundamental part of me, 
and the pain was so great I felt lost, confused, and alone. The reality 
of that loss overwhelmed me. I remember it took me years to re-
cover and face the mourning. I remember the anger I carried for so 
long toward her—I wished I had known more, I wished I had asked 
her so many things. It’s a regret I still carry inside me today.

Fortunately, we weren’t alone. We were surrounded by people 
who, despite our pain, supported us unconditionally. Their love 
and dedication never left us. The date our mother left us became a 
moment of reflection and complete support from them. That date, 
which for us marked a tragedy, also became a moment of solidari-
ty—when Anto and Mary devoted themselves entirely to us, help-
ing us remember, stay together, and find some peace. They were 
there for us, every year, to help us get through that day, to make us 
feel that despite everything, there was still love, still a family stand-
ing by our side. That gesture—so simple yet profound—gave us the 
strength to move forward, not to give up, not to let our mother’s 
death crush us completely. They were our support, our lifeline.

As is known, the role of foster homes is temporary, meant to 
last until new stability is found for the children. That moment, un-
fortunately, came for us too. After years of love, safety, and growth, 
we were ready for a new chapter—but that didn’t mean it was easy. 
On one hand, we were happy because we were about to embark 
on a new adventure, a step toward new stability and a new family. 
But on the other hand, there was deep sadness, a sense of loss we 
couldn’t ignore. We had finally found our place, our spot in the 
world, a place where we felt safe and loved. Anto and Mary had be-
come family to us—special people who had rebuilt our lives piece 
by piece, offering us everything we had never had before: uncondi-
tional love, trust, and a future full of hope. And yet, now we had to 
say goodbye to all of this. We had to leave that house that had given 
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us so much, those bonds that had given us the courage to believe 
in ourselves. The sadness was inevitable, and despite the joy of a 
new beginning, we couldn’t avoid the pain of leaving those who had 
welcomed us as their own children. But we knew that this change, 
though difficult, was also growth—a sign that we had learned to 
walk on our own and were now ready to face the world.

And so, on September 3, 2013, a new chapter of our lives be-
gan—the only solution to keep us together in the same place, even 
if in different families: Nomadelfia, in Maremma, Grosseto, a 
community of about 300 Christian families who had chosen this 
vocation, welcomed us with open arms, giving us a home and a 
new family. Finally, after everything we had lived through, we felt 
the concrete joy of belonging to a family, of feeling part of some-
thing—and this filled us with happiness. For me, who was 13 years 
old and entering adolescence, it was a time of great change and 
contradictions: on the one hand, I was happy to finally have a safe 
place; on the other hand, I felt oppressed by the rules I had to fol-
low. Life in such a large community, where everything had to be 
balanced and shared, meant I had to adapt to a system of rules that 
seemed hard to understand. My need to explore the world and find 
my independence clashed with the necessity of living together with 
others, in an environment where every small decision affected the 
whole community.

Nomadelfia gave us a love and protection we had never known 
before, but at the same time, my teenage spirit sought to break free 
from the limitations imposed by those rules. It wasn’t easy to find 
a balance between the desire to grow and the need to respect com-
munal life with others. Yet it was an important step toward realizing 
I was part of something greater—something that, despite the initial 
difficulties, would give me so much.

The years passed quickly, and I was growing up. I finally had 
people around me who loved me, who walked alongside me on my 
journey. At first, though, it was very hard for me to fully accept the 
family I had been placed in; I couldn’t see these people as my par-
ents. In fact, the word “mom” felt hard to say—as if it didn’t belong 
to me, as if I couldn’t say it out loud. But over time, I realized how 
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much my new parents dedicated themselves to me with love and 
patience. Their presence became more and more rooted in my life, 
and I realized they weren’t just people who took me in—they loved 
me like a daughter. It was as if, little by little, their actions, their 
care, and their commitment made me understand that I could fi-
nally trust them—that that home, those gestures, those words, were 
sincere.

It was a long process of acceptance, a difficult but necessary 
journey. I had to accept that two people who were strangers at first 
would become my parents forever. It wasn’t immediate, but in the 
end, I understood that love doesn’t depend only on blood, but on 
dedication and the willingness to care for one another. Over time, 
I learned to love and to call “mom” the woman who had given me 
a new life, a new family. And along with them, my new siblings—
six brothers and sisters I had never met before but who, in a short 
time, became part of me. We were a big family. I learned to share, 
to live with others, to embrace their differences, and to accept that 
family isn’t just the one you’re born into, but the one that welcomes 
you, supports you, and loves you every day.

I had found a new home—and with it, a new family that had 
given me more than I ever imagined. Every day, the bonds with my 
new siblings grew stronger, and with them, I felt I could grow, learn, 
and face everything together.

I was lucky, because little by little I managed to integrate and 
feel loved. It wasn’t easy at first, but over time I realized that love 
can be born even in the most unexpected places, and that a fam-
ily can be the cure for life. In that place, I had many experiences 
that helped me grow as a person—experiences that taught me to 
live fraternity, to share, to be part of a community that gave me so 
much and allowed me to understand the true meaning of “being a 
family.”

The experiences I shared with my peers, with the young peo-
ple I grew up with, and with all the people who were part of that 
community were fundamental to my growth journey. I learned to 
know myself, to compare myself with others, to feel the warmth of 
friendship and the value of the bonds created when people support 
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each other. Every day, life in that community enriched me and al-
lowed me to discover a new world—made of values, sharing, and 
respect. I had the opportunity to rediscover myself, to nurture my 
soul and creativity: dance, singing, writing, and sports became ways 
for me to express emotions I couldn’t put into words.

But it wasn’t just the artistic side of me that blossomed. I learned 
to love being with children, and I realized how much it’s possible 
to offer them a different future from the one I had lived. I became 
aware that every small gesture, every smile, can make a difference 
in someone’s life. Every year we took shows around Italy—this is 
where I discovered my love for traveling. We performed folk danc-
es across all the regions, and this experience pushed me to show 
myself on stage and to assert myself through my abilities. I remem-
ber how my choreographer and many other people would come up 
to me and say I lit up the entire stage with my radiant smile, and 
that was what made me unique.

Every experience, even the simplest one, added value to my 
life and allowed me to grow fully—not just as a person, but as a 
member of a community. Like in every place, there were both pos-
itive and negative aspects. Living in such a large community, with 
many people and different dynamics, wasn’t always easy. There 
were moments of difficulty, misunderstandings, and challenges to 
overcome. Living together with so many people, the rules to fol-
low, and the continuous negotiation between individual freedoms 
and respect for the common good were not always easy to manage. 
However, as I grew, I learned that every difficulty could be an op-
portunity for growth and reflection.

Over time, I realized that to live peacefully, you don’t need ma-
terial things. When I was younger, I might have thought that hap-
piness was tied to owning something or living a comfortable life. 
But over the years, I learned that true serenity comes from sharing, 
helping others, building deep and sincere relationships. In a com-
munity like Nomadelfia, I discovered it’s possible to live without 
material comforts and yet feel rich in every other way. The wealth 
of life isn’t made of objects, but of experiences, human connec-
tions, and the ability to give yourself to others. And I understood 
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that, truly, we can change our lives and our society starting from 
ourselves and from the simplest things—mutual help, love for oth-
ers, and the will to build something beautiful together. Living in 
that community taught me that we can do good, and that even in 
a world full of difficulties, it’s possible to find a way to live more 
authentically, far from superfluous things and the expectations of 
a consumerist society. It’s a process that takes time, but when you 
understand it, everything takes on a different light.

Thanks to the example of life and the vocation of the people in 
Nomadelfia, I learned that fraternity is truly possible. In that com-
munity, I saw that, despite its flaws, the beauty of life lies in being 
together, in sharing every day with love and mutual respect. Liv-
ing in Nomadelfia taught me that a community based on values of 
welcome, support, and brotherhood can overcome difficulties and 
transform life into something greater. The real beauty lies in learn-
ing to live with others, to see each other as brothers and sisters, 
embracing each person’s flaws and differences. It’s possible to live 
a full life, rich in meaning and joy, even in a context that requires 
sacrifice and commitment.

Many people, when they see me for the first time, might think 
I’m a cheerful, outgoing person, always smiling, with a “normal,” 
maybe even easy life—almost taken for granted. I know I am that 
way, but the truth, the one few manage to see, is very different: 
anxiety is a constant companion in my life, an invisible presence 
that follows me every day, in every step I take. It’s like a mask I wear 
to try to make everything easier, more positive, more acceptable. I 
adapted; I built a façade because, since I was a child, I understood 
that my presence was more appreciated if I was “the funny one,” 
“the cheerful one,” the one who made people laugh and made it 
seem like nothing was ever too hard.

This mask allowed me to connect with people, but it also dis-
tanced me from myself—from the “me” who was trying to let the 
pain surface. No one ever saw the anguish I carried inside, that fear 
I had carried since childhood. And yet, in every smile, every joke, 
every moment of apparent lightness, there was also a person who 
fought every day with her identity, with the feeling that somehow, 
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another storm was always on its way. If I couldn’t show my fragili-
ty, then I had to be “smiling Lidia,” the one who made everything 
seem easier than it really was.

It was time for me to take flight too. And after celebrating my 
18th birthday, having my experiences, traveling around Italy, and 
earning my diploma in agricultural studies, I made a choice that 
surprised everyone: I decided to enroll in university to study Hu-
manities for Communication, to prove to the world—but above 
all to myself—that I could do it. Despite the judgments of some 
people who thought I’d never make it, I gathered my strength and 
decided not to give up. I felt ready to throw myself into something 
bigger than myself. So, despite my irregular schooling, the learning 
difficulties caused by constantly changing schools, and my insecu-
rities, I chose to embark on a new path: university.

In September 2020, I moved to Florence to join my siblings 
who were already living there. They reassured me, supporting me 
through my first challenges in the outside world. Unfortunately, the 
first year was very tough: we were still in the middle of the pandem-
ic, and I struggled a lot to make connections, to find friends I could 
rely on. The isolation caused by health restrictions made integration 
and socialization difficult. But even in those moments of hardship, I 
tried to stay focused on what I wanted to achieve, knowing that every 
step—even the hardest—was bringing me closer to my goal.

I was just starting to find my rhythm in this new life when, one 
day—March 13, 2021—I received more bad news. Even though I 
didn’t show it outwardly, it hurt me deeply: my father had died in 
Serbia. By then, it had been ten years since I last saw him. He had 
never really been there for us. I had always felt neglected by him. I 
wasn’t sad about his death—just deeply disappointed in myself for 
not having managed to forgive him, for not having had the chance 
to show him the person I was becoming. In that moment, my sib-
lings and I realized we had become “orphans.” But fortunately, we 
were surrounded by people who had stepped perfectly into those 
parental roles and had stayed by our side.

Other people’s judgment has always had a deep impact on me, 
shaping my behavior and influencing my choices. When I reflect 
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on every phase of my life, I can clearly see how, in every period, 
there was always something I was afraid to reveal, something I was 
ashamed of, or something I felt I didn’t deserve. Growing up in 
an unstable environment, with traumatic experiences and constant 
changes, fueled my sense of never being enough. It seemed like 
there was always a part of me I had to hide to be accepted. The need 
to conform to others’ expectations, to be something I wasn’t, grew 
stronger each time. Later on, even as I grew up, I felt very judged 
about my physical appearance—and that’s something I still carry 
with me today, though now with greater awareness of the beautiful 
person I try to be inside.

I felt so “different.” Over time, I realized that this need for oth-
ers’ approval was making me lose sight of who I really was. I felt 
I had to change to be accepted. But inside me, there was a voice 
telling me I didn’t have to hide anymore. The real challenge for me 
was learning to see myself for who I was—without masks, without 
trying to conform to standards that didn’t belong to me.

These years of university in Florence have been a time of great 
personal growth for me. Finally, away from the difficulties of the 
past, I had the chance to build something of my own. I learned 
to put myself first, to prioritize my well-being and my dreams. I 
learned to say no when something didn’t make me feel good—
and that was an important step toward awareness and emotional 
self-sufficiency. In the past, I had always put others at the center, 
sometimes neglecting myself. But this journey taught me that it’s 
essential to respect your own limits and desires. I also learned to 
choose the people I really wanted to share my life with. I real-
ized that it’s not the quantity but the quality of relationships that 
makes life more beautiful and meaningful. I built real bonds that 
became fundamental in this new chapter of my life. Loneliness 
no longer scared me, because I had learned to be okay even with 
just myself, to be enough. And that, for me, was an incredible 
achievement.

When I first started university, I felt a bit lost—I didn’t know 
how it worked, how to organize myself, and I felt like I didn’t have 
the right tools to face it all. Instead of focusing only on my studies, 
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I chose to work because I needed money to get by and to feel more 
independent.

So after months of working and feeling confused about what my 
exact goals were, I made a big decision: I decided to invest in my 
health. I wasn’t feeling well with myself; I was neglecting myself. So, 
with great courage, I chose to ask for help from a professional psy-
chologist. I remember arriving there in tears, anxious, confused. 
She welcomed me gently and helped me bring out everything I had 
inside. She gave me tools to live more peacefully—tools that still 
help me today. She was a very important part of my life, because 
I had chosen her. I had chosen to want to feel better. I was more 
aware of myself, and I will never stop thanking her for that.

My three siblings—Rosy, Ronny, and Eric—are, without a doubt, 
the most important thing in my life. The only certainty I had in 
my past, that has endured through all difficulties, and that still ex-
ists today. Despite adversity, moving from place to place, different 
homes, and everything we went through, we have always stayed 
united. This is something I sincerely thank God for—for giving us 
this strength, this unbreakable connection. The bond we share is 
our strength, the one constant that gave us stability, the certainty 
that, no matter what, we were always there for each other. When 
everything else seemed uncertain, they were always there—and I 
with them. We were never separated, and that is the greatest gift we 
could have received. Over the years, I’ve watched each of us grow 
with our own dreams and challenges, but our bond has remained 
strong—a refuge where we always find comfort, understanding, 
and strength. There are no words to describe the gratitude I feel 
in my heart for this family which, although not “traditional,” is the 
most precious I could have wished for. My three siblings are the 
most important thing in my life—the one certainty from my past 
that continues to be there now. In a world that seemed to constant-
ly change, that took us to new places, new experiences, and some-
times new pains, the certainty we had in each other was a beacon. 
It was the constant that allowed me to keep going. It doesn’t matter 
where we’ve been or how we’ve changed—our bond has remained 
intact, and that’s the greatest gift I could have received. Every time 
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I look back, I realize how precious it was to have them by my side. 
Sometimes the world makes us feel alone, but with them, I always 
had a refuge, protection, a family that never abandoned us, even 
in the hardest moments. There’s been a wedding, graduations, 
achievements for all of us—and every joy of a sibling feels like my 
own.

Finally, after so much struggle to overcome my difficulties in 
relating to men, I started to trust—and it was time to have someone 
special by my side. I met Lorenzo, who’s been part of my life for 
almost three years. He shows me that everything is possible. I feel 
loved and appreciated for who I am. I feel grateful to have someone 
like him by my side every day, someone who motivates me, sup-
ports me, and helps heal my wounds.

One day, during my third year at university, I enrolled in a new 
course: History of Communicative and Educational Processes. At 
first, I didn’t quite understand what I would need this course for, but 
every lecture by Professor Bravi turned out to be magical. Finally, 
we were talking about real-life situations, about how important it is 
to keep the memory of our history alive. I remember I used to sit 
in the back rows so as not to draw too much attention to myself, but 
one day he brought in people from outside the usual university en-
vironment: “ordinary” people who had chosen to share their stories 
with us. They were people of Roma origin, who opened up in front 
of a class of 300 students, without shame for their background—on 
the contrary, with a strong motivation to leave a message for every-
one: you should never be ashamed to speak up, because our roots 
are our strength.

And so, without even knowing where I found the courage, I de-
cided to get up at the end of the lecture and go to Professor Bravi to 
tell him who I was and where I came from. I still remember how his 
eyes lit up with surprise and curiosity. From that moment on, my 
journey with the Tracer project began—a project aimed at raising 
awareness among Roma and Sinti about not accepting discrimina-
tion passively.

I have to admit that at first I felt a lot of shame in revealing myself, 
and above all a deep anger tied to everything I had lived through 



190

in that situation. However, with the help of all these people—who 
shared experiences similar to mine—I started to see the beauty 
hidden behind all those judgments. Little by little, I learned to 
recognize the strength of our origins and the value they carry.

And so, I decided to take on this path—a great journey of ac-
cepting my roots. Despite everything I had lived through, I knew 
that to feel better I first had to accept who I was. At first it was diffi-
cult, but now I can sincerely say I’m truly happy to have walked this 
path alongside these wonderful people.

I’ve learned many things thanks to this journey. I’ve learned that 
I can do more, that I can fight against injustices and discrimination 
towards people who don’t deserve hatred. Later, Professor Bravi 
invited me to join a new project, “Narratives of Gender and Other 
Identities”, and I accepted enthusiastically. It’s thanks to people like 
Professor Bravi, my colleague Silvia Bencini, and many others that 
today I’m here, telling you my story.

Every person who has been part of me and continues to be part 
of my life every day has been important for my growth journey. 
Every piece has been essential. I’m grateful to everyone who has 
supported me from the very beginning, who has been there from 
the first moment and never abandoned me. And I’m grateful to 
myself, for deciding to love life and live it fully!

If I think that just a few years ago, talking about myself and my 
story would bring a lump to my throat—today, I have to admit it’s 
still not easy, but I’m much more aware of what I’ve lived through 
and how much it has shaped me. The scars have never disappeared, 
but today I can look at them with different eyes—not as wounds that 
define who I am, but as marks of a strength I’ve learned to recog-
nize inside me. My past, with all the pain and suffering it brought, 
has taught me resilience. From that weakness, from that sense of 
helplessness that accompanied me for so long, I learned to draw 
out my strength. It hasn’t been easy—and still isn’t—but every step 
I take today is the result of a long and difficult journey that allowed 
me to transform suffering into vital energy.

Today I feel strong—stronger than I’ve ever been. I feel intelli-
gent and confident, and I know I will never again allow anyone to 
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make me feel less than I am. I will never allow the people around 
me, and especially my future children, to experience even a grain 
of what I’ve been through. If there’s something I want to pass on to 
those going through difficult situations, it’s this: suffering is not the 
end point, but a stage in a journey that can lead you to discover an 
unimaginable strength within yourself. There’s nothing easy about 
overcoming hardship, but there’s something incredibly powerful 
in knowing that despite everything, you’re still here, and that you 
have the power to look ahead with your head held high.

Life, with all its challenges, can never take away the power to 
choose how you respond, how you grow stronger, how you write 
your own story. And I’ve chosen to write mine—with strength, 
hope, and above all, with resilience.

Today, years later, I can look back and recognize how those ex-
periences shaped me. Even now, when I face life’s difficulties, the 
“child me” surfaces—a part of me that still feels scared, fragile, and 
looks for comfort in a world that sometimes feels too big and too 
hard to face. But I try to listen to her, to understand her, to give 
her the recognition she deserves, because it’s thanks to her that I 
survived, that I grew, that I became the person I am today. Despite 
everything I’ve been through, I wouldn’t go back and I wouldn’t 
change a thing—because it’s thanks to all that that I am who I am 
today. It’s thanks to this experience that, at this point in my life, I’m 
not married with many children living in a Roma camp. It’s thanks 
to this that I’m alive. It’s thanks to this that I can see the world dif-
ferently, that I remain optimistic and positive. It’s thanks to this 
that I’ve accepted myself for who I am—for my story, my body, my 
origins, and my character. We must love ourselves first, and only 
then can we truly love the whole world.




