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Abstract: Environmental toxification and health concerns that arise from land mismanagement, 

corruption, and deregulation on the local level in Sicily are situated within a broader system of 

economic, governmental, and global power dynamics that can make grassroots opposition appear 

futile. Nonetheless, the primarily woman-led Rete dei Comitati Territoriali Siciliani is a grassroots 

collective of committees that organize against detrimental construction projects by pushing for 

increased regulation and advocating for community-based development. The activists who engage 

in this form of resistance organizing are aware of the scale of the problems and global 

entrenchment of the systems they oppose, choosing to nonetheless dedicate time, resources, and 

ultimately themselves to protect their territory and their community. In this context, why are 

women motivated to become activists, and how is long-term activism sustainable? To answer these 

questions, I interviewed eight activists in the Rete, gathered Facebook and committee website data, 

and situated these data within Sicilian geopolitical history and culture. I make the argument that 

the choice to take action, while frequently considered a decision made in a single moment, can be 

more accurately described as the result of a lifetime of gendered power dynamics and social 

pressures. These pressures are centered around the desire for self-determination and the presence 

of moral familism (as opposed to amoral) within Sicilian culture. The Rete fosters a communal 

identity situated around “women’s sensibilities and solidarity” where joy is unexpectedly and 

necessarily present, enabling the continuation of this “exhausting” work.  
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Problem Statement 

“We get up in the morning to a very heavy, acidic smell in the air” explained Federica, an 

environmental activist and founder of her region’s grassroots land-use committee. She and her 

family live in close proximity to the largest landfill in Sicily, which stores and incinerates the waste 

of almost 200 hundred Sicilian provinces. This thick and looming odor is an ever-present reminder 

of the land, water, and air toxification that the region has steadily undergone for the last few 

decades. Those who live in these areas of Sicily often talk about their land in the context of it being 

“sacrificed”1 to the distant and wealthy few at the cost of the “pain, death, and sickness”2 for many. 

Indeed, disproportionate rates of cancers, birth defects, and respiratory illnesses among other 

health consequences have been attributed to the increased presence of landfills, incinerators, and 

petrochemical refineries across Sicily.  

When the plans for a second landfill in Federica’s region were announced, she collaborated 

with fellow activists to organize a protest that would physically block workers’ trucks and 

equipment in the street, effectively halting the initial construction. But they knew that construction 

efforts would inevitably continue. The need for an organized grassroots committee, independent 

from the State, that could work to protect the health of people and the environment became clear. 

Upon their initial protest success, the goals and scope of their committee quickly expanded. 

Federica explained, 

We started off with the aim of fighting the presence of landfills and polluting plants. But 

we realized that just that was not enough. The entire model of development is wrong, so 

we decided to do all these activities in order to create, let's say a harmony, to create 

communities ... we created a network of territorial committees.3 

 

 
1 Sacrificata (Rete dei Comitati Territoriali Siciliani, 2019) (translation mine) 
2 Dolore, malattia, morte (Rete dei Comitati Territoriali Siciliani, 2019) (translation mine) 
3 Allora noi siamo partiti con lo scopo di combattere la presenza di discariche e quindi di impianti inquinanti. Però 
ci siamo accorti che non bastava solo quello. Il modello di sviluppo è completamente sbagliato quindi abbiamo 
deciso di fare tutte queste attività per, comunque, creare diciamo una sintonia, di creare comunità...abbiamo creato 
una rete di comitati territoriali (translation mine) 
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These instances of polluting construction projects were not new or isolated phenomena, nor could 

they be easily solved. From activists’ perspectives, they required unity, collaboration, and 

coordination on the part of Sicilians like had seldom been seen before.  

 

 
Rete dei Comitati Territoriali Siciliani and ANTUDO Lentini protest  

in Lentini, Sicily from January 2020 Facebook post (Antudo, 2020) 

 

All over Sicily, construction and toxification scenarios such as this one resulted in the Rete 

dei Comitati Territoriali Siciliani (Network of Sicilian Territorial Committees). The Rete is made 

up of twelve member committees spanning issues from air, water and soil contamination, coastal 

degradation, to carcinogenic petrochemical refineries. They organize government sit-ins, town 

halls, protests, educational programming, push for policy changes, and promote the systemic 

conversion of unsustainable modes of development. This considerably woman-led collective of 

organizations pushes back against Sicilian individualism as member activists enact grassroots and 

multifaceted approaches to fight for community-based development projects in response to wide-

spread toxification and a public lack of faith in centralized powers.  
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The toxification of Sicily, by both legal and illegal means, produces psychological as well 

as physical health consequences. These can begin to be understood through Erikson’s description 

of how toxic emergencies are inherently different from other forms of natural disaster due to their 

lack of a traditional “plot” (1994, 148). Volcanic eruptions, tsunamis, hurricanes, etc. all have a 

definitive beginning—a period when the alarm is sounded, and people take cover—followed by a 

period of destruction until an all clear is given and a process of grief and restoration can begin. 

Toxic emergencies may have a beginning alarm, such as sudden on-set nuclear disasters like that 

of Chernobyl, or the community may slowly realize that they have been living with toxicity for 

decades. However, a common element amongst toxic emergencies is their lack of an “all clear.” 

There is no moment to exhale. Toxicity weaves its way into the land, soil, bodies, genes, and minds 

of those it impacts for generations, creating a detrimental biological effect, but also a lasting and 

communal anxiety-inducing sense of dread (Erikson 1994, 147).  

These kinds of toxic emergencies can be further conceptualized through Rob Nixon’s 

concept of slow violence. As he describes, this is a type of violence that “occurs gradually and out 

of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional 

violence that is typically not viewed as violence at all” (2011, 2). The neoliberal practices of 

resource extraction, manufacturing, and disposal are pushed to the social and economic margins 

of the world, where they can be conducted out of the public eye and with minimal global backlash. 

Furthermore, Nixon describes how those affected by slow violence can seldom afford to engage 

in single-issue activism, instead needing to confront an entire system of degradation created 

through economic structuring and uneven global power dynamics. The concept of slow violence 

describes environmental threats for resistance organizers around the world “not as a planetary 

abstraction but as a set of inhabited risks, some imminent, others obscurely long term” (2011, 4).  
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As such, the toxifying projects in Sicily exist within the national and international 

neoliberal context of consumption, production, and disposal. Almost all of Italy’s waste “travels 

north to south” mainly ending up in Puglia, Calabria, and Sicily (Williams 2010, 133). The fact 

that the flow of waste mirrors the distribution of organized crime syndicates across Italy is not a 

coincidence. As Past describes in their piece, Trash is Gold, regional governments “invite bids for 

waste disposal, but contracts for disposal are routinely won by companies controlled by organized 

crime” (2013, 598). The privatization of waste disposal and other construction projects to privately 

owned and often corrupt institutions creates a scenario in which the people and environment suffer. 

Landfills and incinerators have few enforced regulations and contribute to resource contamination, 

decreased regional biodiversity, increased rates of respiratory illnesses and cancers, and genetic 

birth defects (Bianchi et al, 2004; Cori et al, 2005). 

Sicily is also home to some of the largest petrochemical refinery complexes in Europe. A 

comprehensive study conducted by Fazzo et al. in 2016 showed that 60,000 residents of towns 

surrounding these complexes have experienced abnormally high rates of cancers tied to emissions 

from the refineries. These are prime examples of the slow violence experienced by communities 

living in close proximity to internationally significant industries. Without the easily identifiable 

images of war or invasion, this is a violence that embodies a “normalized quiet” which enables the 

steady continuation of deadly widespread toxification (Nixon 2011, 6).  

A commonality that exists between each toxifying project in Sicily is the lack of decision-

making authority granted to the surrounding and affected community. Instead, they feel “under 

attack”4 and “without a voice”5 in land and resource management because the development 

decisions for the region are often made by those who will never step foot in Sicily. There exists a 

 
4 Sotto attacco (translation mine) 
5 Senza voce (translation mine) 
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combination of corruption, state-sanctioned neglect, and centralized powers that remain 

ambivalent to the environmental and health concerns of the people living in these areas. The 

immediate issues that arise from each of the projects opposed by the Rete are situated within a 

broader system of economic, governmental, and global power dynamics that can make grassroots 

opposition appear futile. However, the activists engaged in multifaceted resistance organizing are 

aware of the scale of the problems and the global entrenchment of the systems they oppose, 

choosing to nonetheless dedicate time, resources, and ultimately themselves to protect their 

territory, their community, and their family.  

“For those of us who chose to stay in Sicily, we do so knowing that we have to resist”6 

explained Marta, a heavily involved activist, academic, and mother who lives in the same region 

as Federica. How do women “know” they have to resist? What are the social factors that inform 

this decision? Once internalized as motivation to take action, how is women’s activism made 

sustainable?  

Situated in a world that is paying closer attention to issues of sustainability and resource 

management, the issues Sicily is facing could be deemed the generic and inevitable product of 

capitalism, overconsumption, and globalization. It could be argued that waste has to go 

somewhere, and that construction is necessary for economic development. However, the Sicilian 

case exemplifies the importance of local power dynamics in broad questions about sustainability. 

The motivations behind industrialization, governmental inaction, the local economy, and 

corruption around contested land-use and local toxification in Sicily are not unique to Italy nor to 

traditionally criminal enterprises. If we deconstruct the players in this scenario into people trying 

 
6 Per chi decide di rimanere in Sicilia, decidiamo con la conoscenza che dobbiamo resistere (Translation mine) 
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to accumulate assets and people being directly harmed by the side effects of the accumulation 

process, this scenario is everywhere in late-stage capitalism.  

This is not to trivialize or water down the Sicilian case, which is especially potent and 

unique in its outright corruption and destruction. However, the dynamics and themes of resistance 

to these powers as understood through the Rete dei Comitati Territoriali Siciliani are fully present 

across the globe. Therefore, understanding what motivates people to become activists and join this 

resistance organization in the Sicilian context has the potential to inform discussions surrounding 

sustainability, autonomy, resistance organizing, and the local dynamics of global sustainability 

issues around the world. 

While each denotes a slightly different mode of response, the terms “activism,” “resistance 

organizing,” “social movement,” “collective action,” and “protest” can all be used to understand 

how people respond as a group to adverse or threatening social phenomena. The term “movement” 

first came into usage in the early 1800s as a way to describe a coordinated group reaction to the 

“social and cultural crises” created by factory conditions during the industrial revolution (Nicholas 

1973, 1). Through Nicholas’ work on social movements, we understand that people who compose 

a movement are usually in ideological accordance with one another and maintain the same end 

goals. Tilly describes social movements as, “a sustained challenge to power holders in the name 

of a population living under the jurisdiction of those power holders by means of repeated public 

displays of that population's worthiness, unity, numbers, and commitment” (1999, 257). Common 

threads across social movements are the presence of a clearly defined opponent(s), dense 

informational networks, a shared and distinctive collective identity, and engagement by member 

activists in protest activities (Della Porta 2006, 20).  
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Narrowing in on the characterization of activism as embodied by the Rete dei Comitati 

Territoriali Siciliani through questions of gender and the environment, Lee provides an overview 

of women’s global agency, activism, and organization, arguing against past “victimization 

models” and highlighting how women as social actors are capable of centering themselves in 

change-making spaces (2019). Dino (2016), Salvio (2012), and Munro (2002) emphasize the 

prominent presence of women in Sicilian anti-Mafia organizing beginning in the late 19th century 

Fasci dei Lavoratori movement and persisting through today in what Strazzeri describes as a 

possible “women’s anti-Mafia” movement (2016, 4). Compared to other categories of social 

resistance, environmental movements often present a heterogeneity among activists, organizers, 

and discourses due to the all-encompassing threat of environmental conditions and their ability to 

affect broad swaths of a population (Kriesi, 1996). However, environmental movements are 

capable of creating their own collective identity within this heterogeneity of actors based on shared 

goals and values (Rootes, 2002).  

 These are the generic descriptions of what ultimately manifest into very specific and locally 

constructed forms of activism. The heterogeneity of environmentally concerned actors that Kriesi 

speaks of is in part produced by what Orlove et al. describe as the questions of historicity, 

selectivity, and consequentiality (2014). On the global stage, these questions describe why there 

is an uneven regional distribution of concern for environmental issues. Areas of environmental 

concern are constructed based on social and cultural dynamics rather than solely the quantitative 

level of environmental hazard. When we turn away from global analysis and examine the local 

dynamics of environmental concern, these three questions shift from explaining where someone 

places their environmental concern, to explaining how someone forms their reaction to an 

environmental issue.  
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From an apolitical and purely environmental perspective that is concerned with what is 

happening at face-value, Sicily experiences desertification, industrial farming produced erosion, 

is a national reception site for waste that creates mega-landfills, incinerator pollution, toxification 

from petrochemical refineries, and the list goes on (Beccali et al, 2007; Copat et al, 2012; Armiero 

et al, 2020; Guerriero et al, 2011). However, in order to understand the extent and nuance of 

contested land-use resistance organizing in Sicily, the approach that Robbins describes as a 

political, rather than apolitical, ecology is useful. As Robbins describes,  

…this is the difference between identifying broader systems rather than blaming proximate 

and local forces; between viewing ecological systems as power-laden rather than politically 

inert; and between taking an explicitly normative approach rather than one that claims the 

objectivity of disinterest (2012, 13). 

 

Through this framework we are challenged to analyze the historical and social power dynamics 

that created today’s environmental situation in Sicily, and that subsequently inform the decision-

making process and collective action of resistance organizers. This thesis aims to describe the 

power-laden and politically involved “what” of the environmental situation in Sicily in order to 

address how this situation becomes a long-term motivating factor for social activism and 

organizing. Through the political and cultural in conjunction with the environmental, I aim to 

analyze why women chose to take action in the form of grassroots resistance organizing against 

well-established forms of corrupt and toxifying land management.  

 

Methodology 

 To answer these questions, I conducted eight semi-structured interviews with women in 

the Rete, gathered Facebook and committee website data, and situated these data within Sicilian 

geopolitical history and culture. The first interview I conducted was made possible through an 

academic connection, and then this first interviewee kindly helped connect me to seven other 
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activists. I was able to arrange videocalls for each interview and record the meetings. I then 

analyzed the visual data offered by the videocall camera, and the audio recording and transcript of 

the conversation. As someone who considers themself an environmental activist and Sicilian-

American woman, I acknowledge my own personal identification with this cause and the women 

in this research.  

 

Historical Context 

In 1861 Italy became a unified republic composed of twenty regions spanning from the 

Alps in the north to the central Mediterranean in the south. Sicily would be the largest and 

southernmost island of the Italian republic, located off the southwestern tip of the mainland. 

Although legally unified, the sense of regionalismo, or regional loyalty, remains a stronger 

unifying force among Sicilians than is the sentiment of national pride. This is in large part due to 

the fact that Sicily has been a continually colonized land throughout Mediterranean history. The 

Greeks, Byzantines, Arabs, Normans, Bourbons, and eventually mainland Italians have all laid 

claim to the island at one point in history, superimposing their own cultural and social practices 

onto the Sicilian people (Britannica, 2020). Today Sicily is Italy’s poorest region based on average 

income, and it is estimated that 41.4% of the population was at risk of poverty in 2019 (Statista, 

2021). The region experiences severe unemployment rates and undergoes massive emigration 

(SiciliaInformazioni, 2020).  

Central also to the Sicilian context is a deep-rooted and understandable distrust in 

centralized forms of authority. The “absent presence” of the Bourbon regime in Sicily during the 

1800s set the stage for the privatization of democracy and the use of violence as capital7 among 

 
7 While a traditional capitalist economy might use monetary assets as capital, the Mafia used violence, force, and 

intimidation in its place.  
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non-traditional governmental entities. Due to the feudal system of government at that time, lords 

were in control of large packets of land that could be considered their own kingdoms. These 

“kingdoms” are what eventually evolved into crime groups or families, also known as cosche.  

Through the 1800s, an effective centralized power could not take hold due to the intensely 

divided cosche that had emerged out of the feudal system and created their own semblance of 

independent states. Organized crime as it is known today began its assumption to power circa 1860 

alongside the invasion of Garibaldi and the unification of Italy (Dickie, 2014). It is important to 

consider the parallel establishment and interplay of the divided cosche, organized crime, and the 

establishment of the Italian state in 1800s Sicily. The connection between these forces would lay 

the groundwork for perpetual distrust in centralized authority and an entrenchment of corruption 

in the Sicilian State.  

It is from this context that the term “amoral familism” emerged in an attempt to describe 

what American researcher Edward C. Banfield considered a culture overly concerned with the 

wellbeing of the nuclear family, choosing to protect and better the lives of close kin at the detriment 

of the broader society (1958). Through this understanding of Sicilian culture, society cannot 

progress beyond a “backward” and self-centered drive to promote the well-being of the family or 

trusted inner circle. This social structuring subsequently creates an “old-world” style of interaction 

and commerce based on reciprocity, honor, and omertà (the code of silence among illicit 

interactions). Banfield postulated that Sicilians will always opt for the short-term gain of the family 

when given the option between family and progressive collective action, thereby creating a society 

unable to organize, develop economically, or create lasting social change (1958).  

Amoral familism is well critiqued as a shallow understanding of what is more accurately 

understood as the presence of plural Sicilian cultures (Schinder & Schnider, 2005), and has 
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provided material for intense and long-lasting anthropological discourse on the role of familism in 

society (Ferragina, 2009). Critiques of the theory of amoral familism are largely centered around 

dissecting the presence of an “old world” culture that over-emphasizes the importance of familial 

relationships (Miller, 1974). However, the cultural familial element of amoral familism is not the 

piece of amoral familism that necessarily requires criticism. Family relationships themselves can 

be a source of motivation to better the lives of the broader community, and in Sicily the cultural 

emphasis placed on caring for the family manifests into a determination to better society as a 

whole. In this case, the amoral familism, which concerns itself only with the advancement of the 

family at the detriment of the community, understands that the family can only thrive within a 

healthy community. Therefore, the situation can be more accurately described as moral familism, 

wherein concern for the family is extended over a wider social sphere.  

 

The Comitato 

The comitato (committee), a group formed to resist powers opposed to the interests of the 

community, is a method for community members to reassert control and decision-making power 

over local land. It is the product of community concern. As a collective of committees, the Rete 

dei Comitati Territoriali Siciliani bolsters the power of each independent group and pushes back 

against Sicilian individualism and distrust in the other. The Rete offers member activists 

empowerment through and even broader regional community, serving a purpose beyond solely 

strategic and goal-oriented transactions. Therefore, the comitato both serves the community and is 

simultaneously dependent on it.  

While the Rete and member committees are officially co-ed, there is a preponderance of 

women who compose and lead each committee—a phenomenon that is attributed by member 
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activists to “women’s history”8, a strong “maternal spirit”9, and the fact that “women just work 

well together”10. The Rete dei Comitati Territoriali Siciliani fosters community and a collective 

identity within itself that provides members with tactical and emotional resources necessary to 

continue, what an activist named Giulia explained as “really, really exhausting and heavy”11 work.  

The Rete is a manifestation of the need to act against the poteri forti (strong powers) that 

aim to utilize Sicilian land for monetary gain while negatively impacting the lives of local 

community members. There is a balance between specific oppositional forces (the State, 

institutions, corrupt management companies) and abstract oppositional societal forces. Although 

frequently described using the generic term poteri forti (strong powers), activists are well aware 

of the complexity of the entanglement between actors in these issues and often describe their 

opponents as ignoranza strumentalizzata (weaponized ignorance) or il modello della società (the 

model of society). While the immediate situation can seem bleak and overwhelming, motivation 

is found through the community in multiple definitions of the word; the family, the comitato, the 

extended family, a region, or people with similar “sensibilities” around the world. 

 

Poteri Forti and Conceptualizing the Resistance  

Through interviews it became apparent that there are a couple of ways to understand and 

describe what the Rete is working towards or “fighting against”. They are 1) fighting against or 

resisting degradation and outside control, and 2) working towards or constructing a better society. 

These are two sides of the same desire to create a more just and thriving community—the 

immediate action is to resist, but in order to one day stop resisting, the powers that are being 

 
8 La Storia delle donne (translation mine) 
9 Spirito materno (translation mine) 
10 Lavoriamo bene insieme (translation mine) 
11 Davvero, davvero massacrante, proprio pesante (translation mine) 
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resisted must be replaced by better ones. Therefore, activists are tasked with the simultaneous 

duties to mitigate immediate damage and to create more sustainable systems for the future. Each 

committee in the Rete is fighting a different specific construction project or territorial hazard, but 

as a whole they fight common “opponents” and broader threats to Sicily. 

The word Rete—appropriately translated to mean Network in the title Rete dei Comitati 

Territoriali Siciliani—can also mean a web, trap, or net. While these translations bear no 

significance on the meaning of the title Rete dei Comitati, it is a useful coincidence to have this 

word interwoven throughout a thesis that is trying to understand the complex and interrelated 

forces at play in the creation of an intricate social and environmental situation. Perhaps the best 

way to describe it is a web of actors—local and global, individual and corporate—that are each 

trying to survive and thrive on the same web. When one force tugs on its section of filament, 

everyone feels it and responds. These reverberations make it difficult, although not impossible, to 

parse out exactly who/what is responsible for damage to the web because the vibrations come from 

different angles and trickle down affecting every action of each participant. However, it would be 

dangerous to assume that each section of filament enjoys equal power or ability to affect other 

sections, or that each actor controls the same number of filaments.  

The strongest and most looming oppositional power to the Rete dei Comitati is routinely 

described with the abstract term, poteri forti (strong powers). Federica, an activist who works 

against the development of hazardous mega landfills in her hometown, describes how, “In my 

land, in my territory, there is an attack on the part of the poteri forti… personally I fight against 

that.”12 The use of the term poteri forti by activists is a way of acknowledging the complexity of 

powers that influence the situation in Sicily—the web that makes up society. Poteri forti is a term 

 
12 Nel mio paese, nel mio territorio, c'è un attacco da parte dei poteri forti (translation mine) 
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used to reference the combination of the state, private companies, corruption, arrogance, 

institutions, and the entire system of influence under which the environment is degraded and 

people’s health is negatively affected.  

In trying to communicate what the poteri forti are and how she acts against them, Federica 

continued by using the following analogy: “...it’s like when your father imposes something on you 

that for you is wrong because it isn’t good, but he doesn’t listen to you at all. I try to make myself 

heard and to explain what’s good for me, for my future.”13 In this description, she is both the child 

and the territory, while the masculine father figure is the government that does not listen to what 

the child/territory needs to thrive. It is significant that these ecologically destructive and 

controlling powers are gendered in the minds of activists, especially when there is a prominent 

presence of women in the Rete. An oppositional duality is beginning to take shape between a 

masculine vs. feminine conceptualization of power in Sicily.  

The importance of family in Sicilian culture offers additional insight into the father 

analogy. The family is obligation, care, duty, responsibility, and identity. By describing the 

government as a father that does not listen, this activist is describing her own actions as disruptive 

and targeted at someone/thing that had a responsibility to protect her and her territory and failed. 

She offers a powerful critique of the purpose of government and its shortcomings. Poteri forti are 

not mysterious forces, they manifest themselves into specific entities of control, including the State 

that allows and even promotes these projects against the health and safety of the people. 

When activists use the word potere (power), it is often specifically referencing that to 

which they are opposed. Masculinity is used to describe these powers because it has been primarily 

 
13 Non lo so, come quando tuo padre ti impone qualcosa che per te è sbagliato perchè non va bene, però non viene 
ascoltata in qualche modo cerchiamo di, cerco di farmi sentire e di spiegare quello che va bene per me per il mio 
futuro quindi non è proprio un'entità astratta (translation mine) 
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masculine figures who have controlled the Sicilian public sphere until very recently, often being 

the ones in charge of the State, Church, illicit societies, etc. (Guano, 2007). In this case “power” 

is not a transplantable force that anyone can assume, but rather it is conceptualized as only 

belonging to certain genders and historically masculine social structures. While the term poteri 

forti is used to describe the all-encompassing and ubiquitous presence of controlling figures in 

Sicily, the fact that these are often specific and identifiable people means that oppositional actors 

(i.e. Rete activists) in this context would exhibit a different “power.” 

Over the course of interviews one of the questions I asked was, “What kind of power do 

you feel that you have?” Responses orbited themes of trust, collective action, and unity, but one 

answer from an activist named Chiara stuck out as revealing in the context of power:  

There is a difference between power and strength. What we always use is strength, we feel 

we have strength in regard to this issue that we bring forward. So no, we don’t have power... 

Because if we had it, we would change everything [laughs].14 

 

The term forza (strength) can be translated here as not only meaning strength, but also resolve, 

courage, and determination. It is less interested in the self, instead shifting focus outward towards 

what the activist has strength for, why they are able to be courageous, and what they are determined 

to do. While power is static, only capable of endlessly recreating itself at the detriment of someone 

else, forza is transformative, dynamic, and relational.  In working to better the structure of society, 

Rete members understand their forms of action as distinct from the power that they oppose. Power 

itself, and more specifically the centralization of it by historically masculine entities, is the 

opponent against which they see themselves operating.  

 
14 C'è differenza fra potere e forza. Quello che utilizziamo sempre è la forza, cioè noi sentiamo di avere, come dire, 
di avere una forza insomma su questa questione che portiamo avanti...Quindi no, noi potere proprio non ne 
abbiamo. Perché se l'avessimo, cambieremo tutto (translation mine). 
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Chiara removed the term “power” further from herself by clarifying that “power is more 

associated with commanding,”15 and that is not their intention. Hypothetically, assuming “power” 

as it is conceptualized through masculinity would mean recreating the dysfunctional power 

structures that they are working to dismantle. Pieced together, power takes on an undoubtedly 

negative connotation in the Sicilian public imaginary as something to be opposed with a different 

kind of force. The forza, or feminized collective power that is decentralized and receptive to the 

needs of the community, positions itself as a different phenomenon altogether.  

Women in Sicily have entered the public sphere in the last few decades in a way that would 

have been unimaginable a century ago. Nonetheless, Sicily remains a sexist society that holds 

women in predefined and socially limited positions. A feminized version of power will inevitably 

look very different from traditional power structures, because “traditional power” in the context of 

Sicily signifies masculine structures of control.  

Through a conversation with Monica, an activist, mother, and school teacher, it became 

evident that these powers are personified in addition to gendered. Monica described the “arrogance 

of centralized powers”16 that feel they have the right to make decisions without the input of the 

community. This is a system that does not manage land appropriately, but it is a system built 

through people who themselves have varying degrees of choice and agency. Amongst this web of 

actors, there is secrecy and a lack of communication between those with substantial power and 

those affected by that power.  

 
15 Il potere è più che altro come dire associato a comandare (translation mine). 
16 La lotta è soprattutto contro un sistema ma un sistema che secondo noi non gestisce in maniera giusta il problema 
dei rifiuti. E soprattutto contro quello che noi chiamiamo arroganza dei poteri centrali che impongono alle 
comunità locali scelte che non vengono condivise dalle comunità locali. Noi lottiamo contro questa imposizione 
dall'alto e porgono poteri di decisione agli abitanti e ai territori contro uno stato di cose che crea un'emergenza nel 
campo dei rifiuti e poi dare delle soluzioni che sono le soluzioni di comodo-- delle soluzioni che non fanno bene agli 
abitanti ma fanno bene agli imprenditori del ciclo dei rifiuti ed è un ciclo dei rifiuti che è gestito dai privati in quasi 
una condizione di monopolio (translation mine).  
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The reason the poteri forti are powerful is because they are saturated within the “model of 

society,”17 explained Isabella, a young activist and engineer. People are interwoven into the 

functioning of the system of environmental degradation through simply existing in a society that 

is designed to produce certain outcomes for certain people. This does not mean that people are 

inert and choiceless actors in a predefined system, but acknowledging and understanding the 

inability to completely separate oneself from the harmful structures as they exist illuminates one 

of the main routes to changing that structure.  

Giulia, an activist and lawyer, spoke about this complexity of societal actors by describing 

how she fights, “against weaponized ignorance.”18 She went on to explain that for her, it is difficult 

to make people understand the gravity of a situation they have lived with their entire lives. 

Weaponized ignorance adds another complicating dimension to the oppositional powers that 

oppose the work of the Rete and reinforce the absence of a binary of Good vs. Bad. Deconstructing 

what activists call, “weaponized” or “exploited ignorance” is perhaps the most ambitious goal that 

the Rete maintains. In their individual committees, activists are in reality quite few in numbers. 

About a dozen on average comprise the bulk of resistance efforts in each group, and in many cases 

they are regarded as “threats”19 to the local economy for wanting to restructure politics and 

redistribute local decision making-authority.  

A significant number of the jobs in the towns where the committees work are provided by 

the polluting industries, creating some local loyalty to that industry. This also means that fewer 

people are willing to outwardly oppose the industry’s practices because they are employed by 

 
17 Il modello della società (translation mine) 
18 Intanto lotto contro l'ignoranza strumentalizzata perché a me piace tanto studiare e parlare per come dire per 
posizioni scientificamente conclamate dal punto di vista mondiale (translation mine).  
19 Quando io porto avanti questo tipo di lotta mi espongo degli attacchi, no? La parte di, che può essere di 
Confindustria ma a volte anche degli stessi operai, che vedono in noi una minaccia per quanto riguarda il loro 
lavoro (translation mine).  
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them. One of the most “exploited ignorances” is the misinformation that the Rete wants the 

industries to leave and take their jobs, profits, and business elsewhere. As Giulia explained with 

the retort, “No, certainly not. Thank you,”20 their objective is not to have the industries move away 

leaving a broken jobless economy, and this environmental catastrophe, only to impose these 

hazards in other parts of the world. What the Rete wants is for the community to have the ability 

to control how the industry is run, redesigning systems of development and production. The Rete’s 

goal is systemic, future building, and directly oppositional to the traditional power structures of 

Sicily.  

 

Trust and the Call for Self-Governance 

In order to discuss themes of trust and effectively examine why activists are working 

towards self-governance, a background on the Sicilian government, private sector, and organized 

crime is necessary. Construction projects and waste management are two of the most lucrative 

criminal enterprises in Sicily; they manage to perpetuate the cycle of poverty and corruption in 

how they limit economic development and traditional business functioning (Lavezzi, 2008). 

Lavezzi has shown there is a causality between the economic structuring of Sicily and the success 

of criminal enterprises, providing further evidence against past social and cultural explanations for 

the abundance of criminality in Sicily. Crime syndicates are ultimately interested in garnering 

profits, and they do this by running businesses with the fewest regulations, and therefore largest 

possible profit margins.   

 
20 Come spesso giocando sporco noi diciamo Games dicono chiudete gli chiudete le industrie. No no anche perché 
chiudono le industrie se ne vanno e ci lasciano. Questa catastrofe. No no grazie. Quindi riconversione riconversione 
(translation mine). 



 
    

19 
 

When you do not concern yourself with “legality” and focus solely on increasing profit, 

business opportunities expand exponentially. Criminal enterprises either assume full control over, 

or infiltrate private businesses with control over disposal, waste management, and construction 

contracts. They create false paper trails in order to declassify waste, mix it all together, dump it, 

burn it, or bury it directly in the countryside where it toxifies the land, water, and air. Some waste 

is combined with fertilizer that is sold and spread in agricultural fields or sent overseas (Grasso, 

2013). When it comes to construction, they again disregard regulations in order to use the cheapest 

possible material and shortest building time (Ben-Yehoyada, 2018).  

These are all successful ways that organized crime in Sicily evades regulation at the profit 

end of the business model, but even more lucrative in the long run is when the regulatory agencies 

themselves are also infiltrated by criminal interests and approve projects and practices that benefit 

corrupt monopolies. Hence the lines between criminal enterprises, governmental collusion, and 

corruption are oftentimes non-existent; organized crime works to infiltrate legitimate systems in 

order to operate within pre-existing economic and political structures (Gurciullo, 2012). This is 

not merely a clever tool of Sicilian organized crime—this is the basis on which organized crime 

operates and remains powerful to this day. 

To understand how the numerically minimal Rete situates itself within this web of actors, 

I would like to turn to the explanation that Giulia provided about her work to reform the practices 

of a local petrochemical refinery. She explained,  

We do many things but we cannot talk about them, nor do we want to talk about them. 

Because sometimes we prefer to pass for less informed than we really are. Because there 

are plots that are working against us and we’d like to talk about our work when the job is 

done.21 

 

 
21 Tante cose noi le facciamo ma non le possiamo dire, ne vogliamo dire. Perché a volte, come dire, preferiamo 
passare per meno informate di quello che in realtà siamo. Perché ci sono delle trame che stanno mettendo su un bel 
lavoro e che vorremmo dire quando il lavoro è compiuto (translation mine) 
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This description paints a striking picture of activists working discreetly behind the scenes, out of 

the public attention, to complete their initiatives before stakeholders of the refineries and landfills 

can discover their plans and stop them. This goes against traditional models of activism that place 

emphasis on garnering widespread community support (Tilly, 1999). Instead, from this 

perspective, there is a small but trustworthy group that works collaboratively with each other and 

against the poteri forti. From the context of discrete organizing amidst widespread corruption, trust 

(the presence and absence of it) emerges as a central theme of Sicilian activism.  

During my conversation with Monica, we discussed the entrenchment of the powers that 

the Rete opposes, and began questioning what the Rete was ultimately capable of achieving. After 

a moment she reassured me by saying, “the power that a committee has is closely linked to its 

ability to obtain the trust of the inhabitants of the place where it operates.”22 In other words, she is 

suggesting that the trustworthy collaboration that the Rete offers is what makes it different and 

capable. This is a very different kind of power from centralized and masculine authority because 

it is a two-way, collective effort between activists and the community. Like the characterization of 

forza (strength), trust is an antithetical force to potere (power) in how it requires reciprocal 

interaction, relationship building, and interaction that moves focus away from the self and towards 

another.  

While lacking in traditional forms of power, the Rete is strong in its positioning as 

antithetical to the widely distrusted and disliked institutions of corporate business and government. 

Federica commented that people “feel mocked”23 by the State and regulatory agencies that are 

supposed to protect the land and people’s health, but in reality are in collusion with criminal 

 
22 Il potere che ha un comitato è molto legata alla sua capacità di acquistare la fiducia degli abitanti del posto dove 
operi (translation mine) 
23 Ci sentiamo anche presi in giro (translation mine) 
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enterprises. The malpractices of the poteri forti plant seeds of general discontent in affected 

communities which eventually grow to search for a way out of their control.  

The Regional Agency for Environmental Protection (ARPA)24 is one of the governing 

bodies by which people feel betrayed, Federica explained, 

There were also regional politics that were condemned and denounced, but also, some of 

them work on behalf of ARPA. ARPA is the controlling body of these waste plants. So 

those who are supposed to protect us and check that everything is working well don't 

actually do it. They are also colluding... So that's why I tell you that we feel the need to 

govern ourselves, it is a need for self-determination because we no longer trust the 

institutions of the government.25 

 

Distrust and the logic of profits are the foci around which discourse on self-governance is based, 

and they are directly tied to one another. As long as the people in charge, the politicians and public 

officials, have the logic of profits as their decision-making motivation, the community does not 

believe they can be trusted to protect land or community health. Self-governance is the solution 

that the seed of discontent grows. It has at its center the objective of replacing centralized authority 

with a decentralized decision-making apparatus that has the people’s interests in mind, because it 

is made up of those people. This is an urgent future building goal of the Rete that too frequently 

gets sidelined when activists are busy with immediate mitigation of harmful construction through 

protest, legislation, and physically blocking construction equipment with their bodies in the street 

(Lutri, 2018). 

The power of the Rete is closely tied to its ability to garner the trust of the people, because 

this is what the existing institutions do not provide. Self-determination was described to me as the 

 
24 Agenzia Regionale per La Protezione dell’Ambiente 
25 E infatti questa discarica è stata in parte sequestrata perché sono state trovate comunque delle attività illecite 
fatte da questa proprietaria, questa famiglia. Quindi di cui c'erano sono stati anche condannati e denunciati anche 
una parte della politica regionale, ma anche, una parte che sono, lavoravano per conto dell'Arpa. L'Arpa sarebbe 
un organo controllore di questi impianti di rifiuti. Quindi quelli che dovrebbero tutelarci e controllare che tutto 
funzioni bene in realtà non lo fanno. Sono anche loro collusi...Quindi per questo ti dico che sentiamo l'esigenza di 
autogovernarci è un'esigenza di autodeterminazione perché non ci fidiamo più delle istituzioni del governo 
(translation mine) 
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opposite of what exists at this moment because it functions outside of the logic of profits—a 

pervasive logic that encourages collusion and disregard of regulation. In contrast, the website of 

one of the Rete member committees asserts a very different logic:  

It is the inhabitants who must be able to participate directly in decisions affecting the 

economy of and for the community; decisions regarding the ways and directions of the 

urban and extra-urban territory; to the recognition of its own cultural, historical and 

environmental heritage 26 (ANTUDO Lentini, 2021). 

 

A culture of distrust surrounding poteri forti is their primary weakness and provides activists an 

avenue to enact change through the alternative of “trustworthy” community organizing. Although 

lacking in traditional forms of power, the Rete is building strong and reliable connections amid a 

chaos of filaments on the web of Sicilian society.   

Webs are sticky. They try to wrap you up and constrain you until you are immobile and 

without options. A dysfunctional social system is the same way. It tries to trick you into believing 

the myth that the way things have been is how they will always be. The stealthy evolution of 

toxification creates a “crisis-in-progress” that is difficult to conceptualize and even more difficult 

to mobilize around (Past 2013, 607). However, the Sicilian case is extreme on both sides—there 

is extreme corruption and environmental degradation, but there is also extremely involved 

resistance and civic engagement. Working towards self-governance as a grassroots land-use 

committee composed of volunteer activists is no small endeavor, but there have been numerous 

examples of protests, campaigns, and legal battles that have been successful (Saija, 2014). 

Arguably more potent, however, is the number of times organizing has failed and individual people 

continue to be motivated to engage politically. The community level of organizing works to 

reconstruct systems of decision-making authority through ideas of self-governance, but how does 

 
26 Sono gli abitanti che debbono potere partecipare direttamente alle decisioni che riguardano l’economia della e 
per la comunità; alle decisioni che riguardano i modi e i versi del territorio urbano ed extraurbano; al 
riconoscimento del proprio patrimonio culturale, storico, ambientale (translation mine)  



 
    

23 
 

an individual activist become and remain motivated to act when they are few in numbers and 

understand the systemic entrenchment of the poteri forti they oppose? 

 

If Not Us, Who?  

As has been described, the work of resistance is physically, mentally, and emotionally 

taxing. Some activists compare it to a second full time job. There is the literal time-consuming 

element, and there is also the feeling that it is you against and simultaneously for the world. When 

it comes to choosing to participate, activists often say that they did not have a choice or that they 

“didn’t see another option”27 in terms of getting involved. Ultimately, there is always a choice 

when it comes to taking action, and the feeling of not having one illuminates the kinds of social 

pressures that result in activism.  

Maura, an activist and mother who works against coast-damaging development in her 

hometown, is part of the young-adult generation in Sicily. Upon asking her why she engages in 

this work, she responded, “if we don’t do it ourselves, who will save us?”28 This question is in 

itself contradictory, composed of two juxtaposing elements. On one hand, it holds as an antecedent 

the presence of a unified “us” to fight with and for. “If we don’t do it, who will save us?” moves 

attention away from the individual and to the community before any gathering or community 

organizing has even taken place, emphasizing how the choice to partake in activism cannot be 

understood on the individual level. Positioning activism within the context of the community 

suggests a disinterest in personal gain. 

 
27 Non vedo altre strade. Inutile girarci dall'altro lato. (Giulia, translation mine) 
28 Se non lo facciamo noi, chi ci salva? (translation mine) 
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On the other hand, this question speaks to a longstanding sense of Sicilian isolamento29 

(isolation). Although the “we” pronoun is used, the expected answer is “no one.” There is no one 

else who would save us, so we have to save ourselves. Because this sentiment relates back to the 

theme of trust, it could reasonably be reworded to, “there is no one else we trust to save us, other 

than ourselves.” As they have demonstrated, the governmental agencies that are supposed to 

protect the environment are in collusion with crime syndicates. But I would argue that the 

sentiment of isolamento runs deeper than present-day failings of the State. There are two primary 

social factors in Sicily that I will explore that might explain some of the reasons there is the sense 

that no one else is going to act against corruption and environmental degradation. These are: the 

historical myth of the moral Mafia30 and its evolution through time, and the phenomenon of mass 

Sicilian emigration.  

What would be considered the Mafia today originated around 1860 at the same time as the 

invasion of Garibaldi31 and the unification of Italy (Dickie, 2014). Sicily had again been dominated 

by an exterior power, setting the stage for the Mafia to create its image as the valiant and necessary 

protector of Sicily. The myth of the moral Mafia works to depict the Mafia as both all-powerful 

and intrinsically Sicilian. There is a longstanding history of conflating the Sicilian identity with 

being a mafioso32. One reason for this is the conflating Sicilian values of honor, family, and loyalty 

that the Mafia projected as the basis of their organization. The situation is further complicated by 

the many cases in which the Mafia provides the services of the State and employment 

opportunities. Some people are then in a situation where they depend on the presence of the Mafia, 

 
29 Mentality of isolation, Sicilian cultural discourse of distrust in the other that has been paralleled with the island 

geography as evidence 
30 Also known as Cosa Nostra, the branch of organized crime specific to the Sicilian region.  
31 North Italian general who led efforts to unify the Italian peninsula.  
32 Member of the Mafia 
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and government attempts to cut ties with organized crime are met with pro-Mafia protestors who 

believe the government is incapable of filling the Mafia’s shoes. Schneider & Schneider cite one 

such demonstration in 1986 where protestors held signs that said, “We want the Mafia!”33 and 

“With the Mafia we work, without it, no!”34 (2003, 188).  

What happens when the Mafia—its literal presence, the atmosphere of paranoia it creates, 

the skepticism in the other that it fosters—is historically heralded as the foundational protector and 

provider of your island? For many, living in Sicily with the increasingly violent terror of what the 

Mafia is and represents means that narratives depicting the Mafia as moral or a protector of Sicily 

are absurd and offensive. Note here the profound contradiction between the myth of the moral 

Mafia, and that same Mafia acting as the perpetrator of environmental toxification against which 

activists work. This background provides context for the feeling that there is no one but yourself 

to work as an activist, because the imagined protector is also the perpetrator, leaving only you. 

More than creating a dysfunctional State government, the control the Mafia imposes over Sicily 

extends to the mind as well.  

Taking action in the form of organizing against this control is one method of escaping it; 

another option, chosen by many, is to leave Sicily. Mass emigration is a compounding and 

interrelated factor in Sicilian activism, creating a scenario in which activists who remain feel they 

are among the few who can act against the forces that caused friends and family to decide to leave. 

There have been three waves of exodus from Sicily over the last century with the first happening 

in the late 1880s when nearly 1.4 million Sicilians emigrated. By 1930, 4.5 million Italians had 

immigrated to the United States and one out of every four came from Sicily (Garbaccia, 1984). 

The third wave of emigration is still happening today, and it is primarily thought to consist of 

 
33 “Vogliamo la Mafia!” (Schneider 2003, 188) 
34 “Con la mafia si lavora, senza no!” (Schneider 2003, 188) 
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young people (Tintori & Romei, 2017). To provide data that can help conceptualize the magnitude 

of emigration from Sicily over the past century, there are five million Sicilians living in Sicily 

today, and 17 million living in the United States. Underlying causes range from war to corruption, 

poverty to famine, and a general lack of opportunity or upward mobility, all of which are 

interrelated (Pozzetta, 1992; Monticelli, 1967). Recent toxification and the corruption that causes 

it, belonging primarily to the last few decades, have only exacerbated the motivation to leave.  

The current-day emigration of young people is cited by activists as reinforcement of unity 

among those who chose to stay. For Maura, the choice to engage in activism was formed on top 

of the pre-assumed “us” because her family and community are simultaneously her reason to act 

and why she feels she is able to. However, this is directly contradictory to the sense of isolation 

that is also motivating her to personally take action. It is a “yes, and” scenario in which seemingly 

opposite forces converge to result in the same outcome. Understanding who the “us” is that 

Maura’s activism is predicated on is what brings us back to the Sicilian themes of family and 

responsibility.  

The theory of amoral familism claims that people will always turn to the family to solve 

societal issues and will choose close kin relationships at the detriment of the broader society. But 

if the amoral and self-destructive aspects to this theory are dissolved—as has widely been accepted 

(Ferragina, 2019)—then what remains is familism as a powerful change-making force that supplies 

a steady cultural responsibility and motivation to better the lives of community members. The 

responsibility to familial relationships is extended past the traditional family unit and works to 

encompass the society.  
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Spirito Materno 
Maternal Spirit 
 

A discussion of family, care, and responsibility would be insufficient without analyzing 

the preponderance of women who compose the Rete, and how this ties into womanhood, the 

familial role of motherhood, and motivation for activism in Sicilian society today. The Rete is an 

officially co-ed network and does not promote itself as a woman’s organization. Nonetheless, it is 

disproportionately made up of women. More illuminating is the fact that my interview pool was 

primarily composed of the founders or lead organizers of each committee, and all were women. 

Many of these women are also politically involved and have run or plan to run for political office 

in their region.  

When I asked interviewees why they thought this was, the responses would most 

commonly begin with a moment of laughter, then a knowing agreement that there were mostly 

women leading the committees. The mood of the conversation would change from them telling 

me about their organization to which I was an outsider, to the sense that we were both in on a 

shared secret; the unsaid implication could be articulated as, “well you’re a woman, you know 

what it’s like.” Although I was meeting most of these women for the first time, our social positions 

as women had already created a perceived common understanding of the world and shared identity. 

In every conversation about women’s activism, the discourse of the “maternal spirit”35 or 

“maternal sense”36 emerged as an explanation for why so many women engage in this work. This 

spirit is understood as a self-sacrificial care that women enact through works of nurturing, 

protecting, and safeguarding those around them as they would their children. Daria, and activist 

and mother, explained, 

 
35 Spirito materno (translation mine) 
36 Senso materno (translation mine)  
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I believe that the fact that the woman is more involved in these problems derives from the 

sensitivity that women have, in a deeper way than, the male sex because the woman, I 

don't know, deals with the problems related to the home, to the family, takes care of the 

parents and grandparents. It is as if she had a maternal sense and as if this maternal sense 

then tries to manifest itself in everything she does.37 

 

This explanation of women’s motivation to take action reproduces stereotypical Sicilian gender 

roles and expectations, but the action it motivates is socially disruptive and contradicts these 

expectations (Lutri, 2018).  

 The actions motivated by the spirito materno are a site of contradictory behavioral 

expectations. Family and children as motivation for resistance and protest on the part of women 

are seen by the public as unremarkable and expected, which works to dampen the potency of their 

actions. At the same time and paradoxically, women are assumed to be silent and uninvolved 

(Guano, 2007). This was echoed by Maura who remarked, “Even if I tell you these things, no one 

else says them because those who come from outside are more pleased to hear that women in Sicily 

stay at home or don’t know or maybe don’t participate.”38 The presence of an expectation is an 

opportunity for subversion, but women’s activism in the Rete is not a subversion of reality because 

women have always done this work. The self-sacrificial care expected of women describes them 

as both belonging to the private and familial space, while at the same time making her feel morally 

responsible for the wellbeing of the abstract public space. “Care” and “responsibility” are sneaky 

forms of work because, historically belonging to women and existing outside of the logic of profits, 

they are routinely not seen as work at all.  

 
37 Credo che il fattore che la donna sia, diciamo, più implicata in queste problematiche deriva dalla sensibilità che 
le donne hanno, diciamo, in una maniera più profonda rispetto, diciamo, al sesso maschile perché la donna, non lo 
so, si occupa delle problematiche relative alla casa alla famiglia si occupa dei genitori dei nonni è come se avesse 
un senso materno e come se questo senso materno poi cerca di manifestarlo in tutto quello che fa (Translation mine) 
38 Anche se ti ripeto queste cose non le racconta nessuno perché a chi viene da fuori fa più piacere sentir dire che le 
donne in Sicilia stanno a casa o non sanno, magari non partecipano (translation mine) 
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Instead of focusing solely on the motivation for familial care provided by the spirito 

materno, it would be worth considering what kind of motivation for retaliatory activism is derived 

from living in a deeply sexist, and subsequently controlling, society. The south of Italy is deemed 

by outside entities as “backward”, overly “traditional”, and Sicily more so than other regions has 

garnered a reputation of upholding sexist ideologies and judicial practices. Italy has one of the 

highest femicide rates in Europe and the Italian judiciary system officially recognized “honor” as 

an extenuating circumstance in murders until 1981 (Giuffrida, 2019). Even so, honor killings in 

Sicily have been reported as recently as 2006, with the perpetrator receiving lesser sentencing due 

to the motivation of “honor”39. The effects of sexism in Sicily are felt across daily life, traversing 

both political and familial, public and private spheres. It is within this context that women navigate 

activism and protest.  

In her analysis of Sicilian anti-Mafia activism as a feminized space, Munro brings up a 

crucial argument. She describes how motherhood and nurturing as a basis for action are both 

enabling and constraining. These avenues provide a means for women to challenge injustice in the 

public space, but in utilizing motherhood to bridge the gap between acceptable and unacceptable 

forms of action, the public understanding of womanhood becomes intrinsically linked to care, 

reemphasizing pre-described gender roles which are inherently constraining (2002). Not all 

women are mothers, but all women are expected to enact these values in the social space. Federica, 

an activist who is not a mother, explained how she believes,  

Women have a marked sensibility towards these issues. We women have more of a spirit 

of sacrifice, more strength than men. In any case, it is true that women have much more 

sensibility and more solidarity towards these issues than men… we also work very well 

together.40 

 

 
39 Dr. Circe Sturm, videocall with author, April 20, 2021. 
40 Le donne hanno una spiccata sensibilità verso questi questi argomenti. Noi donne abbiamo più spirito di 
sacrificio, più forza che magari uomini non hanno però, comunque, è vero che verso questi argomenti le donne 
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She is describing a “womanly” understanding of the world as something that creates effective 

collaboration. Everything that other women directly attributed to being mothers, this activist is 

also describing but in the context of not being a man—a negation of the masculinity of the poteri 

forti both in the literal sense of who has power in Sicily, and in how this power is publicly 

imagined. Women having more sensibility and solidarity in these issues, as Federica described, 

does not necessarily have to be the product of an internal maternal spirit, but the product of outside, 

socially dominating power structures that disadvantage women and hold them in constricted social 

positions.  

Giulia’s take on why so many women chose to join the Rete began by reframing the 

temporal dimension of the question. She said, “I would pose it as a question of history, right?”41 

She used the example of the Plaza de Mayo in Argentina42 to explain how it has always been 

mothers who were at the frontlines of protests globally. I would suggest that the use of the word 

“history” here does not only reference specific events of the past that are similar to women’s protest 

in the present. It can instead denote the wide-ranging and complex power dynamics that women 

have experienced in contrast to men throughout human history and the rise of civilization hierarchy 

and state governance. In Sicily, Women have always been disproportionately affected by the 

destruction caused by the poteri forti because they do not control that power. 

Beginning with the prominent presence of women in the Fasci dei Lavoratori movement 

in the late 19th century, through the idea that “it’s a woman’s anti-Mafia”43 today, women have 

always been at the frontlines, yet not in the public imagination of anti-Mafia activism (Dino, 2016; 

 
hanno molte più sensibilità e più solidarietà degli uomini. Funzioniamo anche molto bene a lavorare insieme” 
(translation mine) 
41 Io la pongo con una domanda di storia, no? (translation mine) 
42 In 1977, the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo were the first major group to organize against the Argentine regime's 

human rights violations and push for information on their own missing children (Hunter, 2019) 
43 “l’anti-Mafia è donna” (Strazzeri, 2016) 
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Strazzeri 2016, 4; Salvio, 2012). In the Sicilian case, Munro explains how “many of the behaviors 

slated for change by anti-Mafia activists are gendered behaviors” due to how they embody the 

antithesis of male honor and violence linked to patriarchal family structures (2002, 8). Women 

became known for painting bedsheets with anti-Mafia messaging and hanging them out of 

windows, effectively utilizing their assumed familial positions as a form of resistance to the Mafia 

men in their lives. The theme of antithetical forms of power, between women and the Sicilian 

patriarchy, resurfaces with the spirito materno; this spirit describes both the characterization of 

women’s resistance, and sheds light on why women take action.  

The spirito materno would suggest that women are automatically implicated in the issues 

of the Rete due to their cultural responsibility to the family, but this explanation requires an 

examination of what comprises a “family.” Through discussion with activists, it became clear that 

to them, there is a distinction between the nuclear family, extended family, local community, and 

global level of humanity. Although the spirito materno is described as stemming directly from the 

nuclear family, it operates outside of the traditional family structure to encompass the broader 

Sicilian and global society. The jump from caring for their immediate family to the collective 

society is made possible through the recognition of women facing similar struggles with common 

opponents all over the world.  

Daria feels connected to her fellow activists through the spirito materno. She explains how, 

“this sensitivity of mine means that precisely as a woman I believe that other women are equally 

sensible because I believe that other women do the same in the sense that they also care for the 

family.”44 Here she uses the spirito materno to explain why women work well together. This 

 
44 Questa mia sensibilità fa sì che appunto come donna credo che anche le altre donne siano altrettanto sensibili 
perché appunto se lo sono io credo che anche le altre facciano altrettanto nel senso abbiano cura anche della 
famiglia (translation mine) 
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shared vocabulary of familial care, collaboration, and similar understandings of the world is 

another form of trust that the Rete fosters. This ties back to one of the primary strengths that the 

Rete offers in how it builds trust and intimate relationships. I would argue that, while women’s 

desire to care for the “family” is powerful, the unified community created through the similar life 

experience of womanhood in Sicily can be a separate and equally powerful motivation to become 

an activist.  

The spirito materno comprises a duality. On the one hand, its characterization is in part the 

product of patriarchally prescribed gender roles, and on the other hand it is empowering through 

the creation of a community based on a shared identity and common opponents. Daria offers the 

following analogy, providing insight into why for her there is a direct transition from mother to 

activist. She says,  

When I feed [my children], I prepare dishes that are as natural as possible, so this leads me 

to respect to them but also to respect the environment—to avoid industrial foods and prefer 

garden products… We [women] take care of the family, but we search a little wider than 

our loved ones. For this very reason there are more women activists than men.45 

 

Women’s role to “take care of the family” is quickly expanded and turned into activism through 

the fact that in order to fully “take care of” those they want to, there are systemic forces of harm 

that need to be dismantled. Furthermore, the spirito materno is transformative in the sense that it 

is itself family producing. From her perspective, women’s role to take care of the “family” means 

they also “search a little wider than [their] loved ones.” The spirito materno is manifested into the 

 
45 Quando gli do da mangiare preparo delle pietanze più naturali possibili quindi questo mi porta a rispettare loro 
ma anche rispettare l'ambiente. Diciamo di evitare cibi industriali anzi prediligere i prodotti dell'orto… le altre 
donne siano altrettanto sensibili perché appunto se lo sono io credo che anche le altre facciano altrettanto nel senso 
abbiano cura anche della famiglia nel senso abbiano cura anche della famiglia. Quindi anche una cerca un po più 
allargata dei loro cari. Così anche del loro territorio e per questo appunto le attiviste donne siamo di più rispetto 
agli attivisti maschi abbiamo più il senso materno (translation mine) 
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establishment of committees with common goals to protect the “family,” understood as multiple 

levels of the word.  

It becomes increasingly clear that the family described by amoral familism was never about 

family from the maternal perspective; the instances of corruption that it describes (that certainly 

existed and still do) remain powerful through economic structuring, with the family acting as a 

guise for their constructed hierarchies. Obscuring the culprit of dysfunction and degradation makes 

it more difficult to oppose those forces. The family as it is created through the spirito materno 

directly counteracts the bloodline narrative of insiders, outsiders, and coercive hierarchy. 

 

Community and Collective Identity 
 

The desire to protect and care for the extended family is fully present, but how does this 

become activism? After all, someone could be an excellent caregiver, socially conscious, and 

sensible to the injustices of society without ever physically stopping construction equipment in the 

street or running for mayor. Daria provided a warm account of why she was drawn to take action: 

First of all, because the people who are on this committee are exceptional people. Humanly 

speaking, they are just pearls, okay? Pearls. And so I could really see myself as one of 

them. Since I was a child, I was always motivated by environmental problems, and then 

having found this group, it sparked in me the hope that nothing is yet lost.46 

 

From a community organizing standpoint, it is better to have more people believing in and acting 

on behalf of a central cause. Information campaigns and public demonstrations are specifically 

oriented towards spreading the word and garnering more support. However, Daria never 

referenced this aspect of activism as her motivation. Her initial response also did not include her 

 
46 Ti dico perché magari sono diventata attivista. Innanzitutto perché le persone che fanno parte di questo comitato 
sono delle persone eccezionali. Umanamente parlando sono solo delle perle, ok? Delle perle. E quindi io mi sono 
veramente rivista come una di loro. I problemi ambientali mi hanno un po sempre da bambina motivato, e poi avere 
trovato questo gruppo ha acceso in me quella speranza che niente è ancora perso (translation mine) 
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determination to work to resolve the injustices of her territory—a determination which 

undoubtedly exists and is certainly steadfast. Instead, she spoke first of the quality of the people 

in this committee, calling them “exceptional pearls.” 

While she has always been concerned with environmental issues, it was the people in this 

committee that lit in her the hope she needed before she could work as an activist. This description 

reveals the power of community in the decision to partake in activism. In this case, the comitato 

and the people in it were the determining factors for her engagement in activism or not. She was 

able to identify with them and see herself belonging in this space. The question of choice is again 

situated within an assemblage of actors. Firstly, her initial interest in environmental issues had to 

be established through modes of sensibilization, but then in order to take formal actions she needed 

the visible pathway of people like her with similar concerns.  

The importance of the collective in activism work was re-emphasized and expanded when 

Maura described how as soon as she established her committee, she and her fellow activists 

searched for a larger association or network to join, ultimately finding it in the Rete. The initial 

inclination was to find a larger group of people with similar goals, despite the acknowledgment 

that “it is a little difficult to establish associations or networks here,”47 which was made in the 

context of previous comments referencing Sicilian individualism. Therefore, this activist is 

knowingly and intentionally working against an unproductive precedent of isolationist behavior 

that distrusts outside influence. Instead, she believes that “if there are many of us, we are a wave,”48 

reflecting the cascading power of the community to sweep willing participants into the action and 

carry them towards solutions. This is not a mindless, follow-the-masses effect because it is actively 

working against the inclination to be wary of outsiders and navigate local issues in isolation. Those 

 
47 Qui è un po difficile fare associazione fare rete (Maura, translation mine) 
48 se siamo in tanti, siamo un'onda (translation mine) 
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who are affected by the wave were already seeking it out and are prepared to leverage these support 

and communication pathways. Through the formation of these committees and networks, Maura 

believes that “Sicily is alive and in a way that no one talks about,”49 again describing the presence 

of an exterior assumption that provides an opportunity for subversion.  

In addition to the collective identity created through the community of the Rete, there is a 

certain type of motivation that can be derived from being underestimated and proving that 

underestimation unfounded. For Sicilian women, the unsaid and unfounded expectation is silence 

and isolation. But from Maura’s experience in the Rete, she describes how she sees firsthand that 

in reality “Sicily swarms and burns with small and large committees.”50 When activists experience 

this and know that they themselves are contributing to the transformation of the image of Sicily, it 

reinforces pre-existing resolve.  

Living in toxified spaces and growing up with an understanding of corruption as it 

contributes to environmental degradation is unfortunately not uncommon in the Sicilian context. 

In this scenario the issue with activism is not necessarily instilling in people the desire to engage, 

but fostering the belief that engagement will mean something; it is from here that action takes 

place. Federica described her journey to decide to engage in activism by saying, “at first I thought 

it was useless to fight or rebel because obviously the decisions made from higher powers are 

stronger.”51 The understandable initial tendency is to believe your actions will prove useless, 

resulting in a frustrated apathy and inaction. However, once involved in the experience of 

community activism, this belief begins to shift. Federica goes on to explain that, “...instead, with 

this experience I realized that this is not the case. In reality you can get benefits for the territory 

 
49 La Sicilia è viva e in un modo che nessuno racconta (translation mine) 
50 La Sicilia brulica e brucia di piccole e grandi comitati (translation mine) 
51 all'inizio pensavo che fosse inutile contrastare ribellarsi perché ovviamente le decisioni prese dall'alto sono più 
forti (translation mine) 
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and for the people of that territory. Myself along with the others, obviously. Alone I don’t get 

anywhere.”52 We have a decent picture of “pre-activists,” those with a personal desire for change 

without having taken action, and “activists,” those in a community that mutually encourage one 

another and share vital resources that reinforce the feasibility of their goals. But how does someone 

move from one mindset to the other?  

Daria provided insight into the pre-activist/activist shift when she said that her comitato 

“sparked in [her] the hope that nothing is yet lost.” The seeds of social discontent sown into 

communities affected by the poteri forti grow to search for a way out of their control, but they 

need the sunlight of hope to blossom. This is where public visibility plays an essential role in 

promoting the idea that the individual has the means to take meaningful action. Committees 

provide a tangible example of hope for those with the desire to improve their society. Even if the 

committee in question is failing at their initiatives, by doing so they are proving to pre-activists 

that there are initiatives to fail at; there are specific issues to tackle and methods to employ, and 

there is a community of people ready to welcome you into the struggle. The very existence of an 

organized committee helps shift people from abstract desire for change to tangible action.   

The shared understanding and collective identity that the Rete offers is vital in battling the 

personal doubts that inevitably arise when the activist is surrounded by people who disagree with 

the entire basis of their action. As has been established, the opposition facing Rete activists takes 

many forms. It can be legal or political battles, but also interpersonal and domestic confrontation. 

Giulia offered more insight by saying:  

What I like is that outside the region or even outside the province many people stand beside 

us, and I am talking about really competent people, so it is nice because at the beginning 

what we were doing seemed like something crazy. Who would listen to us? Who's there? 

 
52 Invece con questa esperienza ho capito che non è così. Che chi con la determinazione con la lotta si possono 
ottenere veramente delle cose positive soprattutto si possono ottenere dei benefici per il territorio e per gli abitanti 
che vivono quel territorio...Io insieme agli altri ovviamente da sola non vado da nessuna parte (translation mine) 
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It is true that here there are only a few, but outside of here, there are many people. And a 

lot of people tell us go on, do it, you're right and it's right, continue—it’s really nice.53 

 

There is the pattern of reaching outside the self in order to find moral encouragement for resistance 

action. Conversely, there is a pattern of doubting the internal thought processes that led the activist 

to believe they should resist in the first place. It would be to the poteri forti’s benefit to have this 

doubt take over and render the activist immobile.  

The community of the Rete offers an empowerment that can be conceptualized with the 

framework of forza. The need for strength, resolve, and determination is compounded by the pazzia 

(something crazy) that Giulia says that their work initially seemed like. To others it seemed “crazy” 

to believe the version of the world they wanted to work towards could ever exist. The 

characterization of counter-hegemonic activism as “crazy” is itself doing the oppressive work of 

the poteri forti by trying to instill a corrosive doubt in the individual that their actions are and 

always will be futile.  

The action necessary to stop the construction of a petrochemical refinery or the 

establishment of a landfill can be easily conceptualized and carried out—block the road, occupy 

the construction site, simultaneously work on the policy side of the construction, and hope they 

change their plans. But in one of the best-case scenarios, in which the toxifying industry is moved 

out of Sicily, it still goes somewhere, affects someone, and in that scenario the economic output 

of the industry no longer benefits the region. As Federica began our entire conversion, “the mode 

of development is completely wrong.”54 This is the reality of which Sicilian territorial committees 

are intimately aware and further informs their decision to take action. 

 
53 Quello che mi piace è che fuori dalla regione o fuori anche dalla provincia tantissime persone ci stanno accanto e 
parlo di persone veramente competenti per cui anche lì è bello perchè all'inizio ci sembra una pazzia quello che 
stavamo facendo. Ma chi ci ascolta? Chi c'è? È vero qui pochi, però fuori da qui, tantissimi. E tantissimi ci dicono 
andate, fate, avete ragione ed è giusto continuate-- è bello (translation mine) 
54 Il modello di sviluppo è completamente sbagliato (translation mine) 
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We Do Not Live in a Crystal Ball 
Non Viviamo in Una Bolla di Cristallo 
 

As we focus in on Sicilian history, corruption, womanhood, motherhood, care 

relationships, family, collective identity, and community, we can see how each of these areas 

connects to create a strong impetus for and pathway to social activism. The fact that this is all 

taking place in the twenty-first century amplifies the intensity of outside forces acting on activists 

in Sicily, as well as the ability of Sicilian activists to engage with ideas and movements outside of 

the region. Chiara explained some of this influence by saying,  

Over the years we have embraced many other topics that are all closely related to pollution. 

For example, we also deal with topics that are presented by climate change. We have also 

brought here the movement Fridays for Future.55 We also engage with this and we would 

also like an economic reconversion for our territory so that we can gradually insert other 

types of more eco-sustainable activities, so obviously leave fossil fuel-based production.56 

 

The sense of community is intensified to the global scale, with the narrative of anthropogenic 

climate change57 creating a shared international vocabulary to communicate the urgency of 

redesigning systems of development.   

The pollution in Sicily is directly tied to external entities, economies, and politics that guide 

and pressure the practices of the local industries. Parallel to the development of this global 

industrial landscape is the formation of counter movements, ideas, and communities that recognize 

the malpractice of the established system and organize in opposition to it. The Rete is acutely aware 

of the global implications of the industries that are causing local harm and these international 

 
55 A youth-led international movement demanding action from political leaders to work to prevent climate change 

and transition away from the fossil fuel industry towards renewable energy 
56 Nel corso di questi anni abbiamo abbracciato tantissimi altri argomenti che sono tutti strettamente correlati 
comunque all'inquinamento. Per esempio noi ci occupiamo anche di quelli che sono presenti i cambiamenti 
climatici. Abbiamo insomma portato anche qui il movimento di Fridays for Future. Quindi noi ci occupiamo anche 
di questo quindi vorremmo anche insomma per il nostro territorio una riconversione economica quindi che 
insomma pian piano si dovrebbero inserire altri tipi di attività più ecosostenibili, quindi di lasciare ovviamente le 
produzioni che derivano dal fossile (translation mine) 
57 The changing of the earth’s climate due to human activity 
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effects provide further motivation to engage in local resistance. In the sense that it is a united and 

connected front against systems of pollution and degradation, the network of Sicilian land use 

committees is globally expanded through the narrative of anthropogenic climate change.  

There are certain convictions that are not difficult to reach when pollution and toxification 

have always been an intimate part of your life. However, because of the entrenchment and 

normalization of these systems, it can be difficult to imagine that these forces will ever change. In 

the transition from the personal to the committee, from the committee to the Rete, and from the 

Rete to the international understanding of the importance of changing systems of development, 

activists are further emboldened to act against the poteri forti of their territory.  

In the context of world systems of economic pressures and degradation, the poteri forti of 

your own town suddenly do not seem as concrete or unchangeable. They are certainly powerful 

and well situated, but they are the most direct line of access you have to the unsustainable and 

deadly systems that people around the world are trying to organize against. Communication and 

organization between groups across Sicily and around the world offers vital encouragement, but it 

also allows activists to see first-hand the dramatic differences in the scale of different powers.  

In Sicily there are intense and well-established systems of outright corruption, disinterested 

in the well-being of the public. At the same time, there are steadfast and determined groups of 

individuals who are aware of the odds and improbability of meaningful change but act anyway. 

Instead of activists willfully ignoring this improbability, it is engaged with, examined, and 

considered reason for additional determination. The quote from Sicilian lawyer Giovanni Falcone 

in 1992 regarding the seemingly everlasting reign of the Sicilian Mafia is appropriate in this 

context: “the Mafia is a human phenomenon, and like all human phenomena, it had a beginning, 
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and it will have an end.”58 The Sicilian cultural take on massively entrenched forces of control is 

an extreme and existential one—a  blunt optimism that is aware of the possibility that, at the very 

least, the Mafia ends when humanity does.  

The hard reality of possible failure on the part of anti-Mafia activists to eradicate the Mafia 

is widely understood, but it is not internalized as apathy. There is a parallel here between the 

culture of anti-Mafia activists and the culture of activists in a global climate emergency. Therefore, 

the narrative of anthropogenic climate change easily and effectively becomes part of Rete 

advocacy and goals. Activists are few and heavily opposed, but through community organizing, 

the few are able to come together and create what feels like a powerful collective. For Sicilian 

activists, acting against poteri forti with improbable odds (Sicilian or Global) is not a new 

phenomenon, nor do activists believe it will ever necessarily be part of the past. It is largely with 

this philosophy of perpetual resistance that activists continue.  

 

Conclusion  

The choice for women to partake in activism in Sicily is situated within a web of actors, 

histories, and power dynamics that help to inform their decision. The family and extension of the 

familial care sentiment is a potent force to commit to protective action. The family is responsibility, 

duty, and belonging, but is not limited to the barriers of the nuclear family. The well-being of the 

community at large and engagement with global sustainability issues dramatically broadens the 

scope of Sicilian activism and further situates it within the world. Connected to the family are 

themes of trust, and how distrust in State protection results in the call for self-governance and 

territorial independence. The absence of functional environmental regulatory agencies, and 

 
58 La mafia è un fenomeno umano e come tutti i fenomeni umani ha un principio, una sua evoluzione e avrà quindi 
anche una fine (cite) 
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interrelated mass emigration from Sicily, means that for some, remaining in Sicily requires that 

they resist forces of control. The historical precedent of resisting centralized control and corruption 

persists today in the dichotomy between the poteri forti and the Rete’s resilience of the forza.  

The spirito materno that cares for and protects the extended family through systemic 

change, and by this act creates a collective identity of activists with perceived shared sensibilities, 

is a further unifying and motivating quality of Rete activism. For women, Sicilian environmental 

independence means both territorial decision-making independence, but also personal social 

independence from the systemic masculine power structures that seek to control them. Each of 

these is a powerful motivating factor for someone to begin resistance efforts, and once someone 

begins and is fully aware of the culpability of the powers they oppose, and more importantly their 

own power to reconfigure dysfunctional systems of oppression, quitting this work can be difficult.   

When I asked Rete activists what their goals are as a committee, answers included self-

determination, halting a particular construction site, increasing pollution regulations, etc. 

However, when I asked if they could explain what their final goal was, if there existed a scenario 

in which they could stop organization and resistance efforts, responses were less specific to a 

particular project. Isabella said, “I don't think that the work will finish in this sense. In the sense 

that I don't even believe that we as a network or as an association can aspire to a perfect model of 

society because we won't get there because it probably doesn't exist.”59 This line of reasoning does 

not negate the urgency of halting the construction of a particular landfill or refinery, but it adds an 

additional dimension to the question of why someone becomes an activist.  

 
59 Io non credo che finirà il lavoro in questo senso. Nel senso che non credo neanche che noi come Rete o come 
associazione al presidio possiamo ambire a un modello perfetto di società perchè non ci arriveremo perché non 
esiste, probabilmente (translation mine) 
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The belief that the work will never end, that there will always be a life-threatening power 

to oppose, and that there will always be a new issue to resolve, could seem a hopeless one in the 

context of an intensely toxified living environment. However, this illuminates the type of enduring 

mindset required of activists in Sicily. A mental balancing act is needed between believing that 

your committee has that capability of enacting meaningful change and accepting the reality that 

the work itself will most likely never end. In the context of understanding that there will not be a 

moment when you can say that your emotionally and physically exhausting work is truly complete, 

the question becomes: how is it sustainable? 

Describing a lifelong commitment to activism as never-ending and emotionally draining, 

but essential, can make it seem as though activists are trapped. Considering all the activists who 

feel they do not have a choice but to partake in resistance efforts, one could argue that they are. 

The toxified spaces and environmental degradation that result from the projects opposed by the 

Rete are grave aspects of life in Sicily that are urgently and necessarily resisted. But 

conceptualizing the decision to engage and remain engaged in activism as being influenced solely 

by a lack of choice and questions of life and death would ignore the joy present in activists' own 

descriptions of their work.  

Daria was one of the last activists with whom I spoke. Mid-way through our call, I heard a 

cheerful commotion out of the view of the camera, and then Federica popped up on the screen. 

“Ciao!” she waved and smiled. We caught up for a moment since meeting a few weeks prior, and 

then she returned to the other people in the room. It was around dinner time, and I could hear the 

sounds of the kitchen behind my conversation with Daria. Towards the end of our call, and almost 

as a summation of everything we had talked about, Daria said, “with these people I found many 
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things in common. I am finally doing well.” It was difficult not to understand the affectionate 

warmth of this comment as I could hear the sounds of other Rete activists in the next room.  

In spite of every force that the Rete opposes that detracts from the community’s quality of 

life, there is an undeniable joy in the way activists talk about their work and one another. Images 

of rallies and protests on committee websites and Facebook accounts convey a unity, resolve, and 

element of happiness that seem borderline out of place. Resilient hope is an essential perspective 

in life-long Sicilian activism and is echoed in the work of environmental activists around the world. 

Activism in the context of the Rete is the embodiment of the community that seeks to protect one 

another, so the enactment of that protection through Rete activities creates a joyous atmosphere 

and collective identity that themselves could be considered acts of resistance.  

Over the course of interviews, several activists described to me how they had always 

wanted to work on environmental issues, and now that they found their committee, they were 

thankful that they were able to engage with these questions in a communal capacity: “We work so 

well together,” “I trust that we share the same sensibilities,” “I knew I had my back protected,” “I 

immediately looked for a community of territorial committees to join,” “we immediately grew in 

unity.” Each of these comments describes the power of the Rete to support one another, but more 

impactfully, to provide a community based in collective identity, common opponents, and shared 

values. Believing that the critical and exhausting resistance that you engage in may never end is 

made sustainable through organizing itself. The desire to engage in activism is given the chance 

to manifest itself into cathartic action through forming human connections and recognizing 

multiple communities and kinds of families. Strength, resilience, and determination emerge as the 

antithetical forms of power to the hegemonic poteri forti that attempt to control the territory, minds, 

and bodies of activists. For women, the Rete fosters a communal identity and feminized collective 
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form of power situated around “women’s sensibilities and solidarity,” where joy is unexpectedly 

and necessarily present, enabling the continual and multifaceted activism required of communities 

that live with toxification and environmental hazard. 
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Interviewee Information Chart 

 
 

Pseudonym  Description  Age Range 

Federica Activist, business owner, committee leader  35-50 

Monica Activist, school teacher, mother 50+ 

Chiara Activist, mother, committee leader  35-50 

Maura Activist, business owner, mother 35-50 

Giulia Activist, lawyer, mother 50+ 

Daria Activist, mother 35-50 

Isabella  Activist, engineer, committee leader 18-35 

Gianna Activist, academic, mother, committee leader 18-35 
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