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Abstract

The way space is organised inevitably reflects power relations within cities. The role that strategies of
urban activism plays at a local level in Berlin and Milan establishes the practical field of action defining
the process of gendering urban space During the 1970s feminist movements in West Germany and It-
aly laid the basis for a future transformation of urban space: new perspectives were advocated by
women that fostered the creation of self-organized infrastructures, services and resources. In both cit-
ies feminist movements built public, women oriented infrastructures in a western European context. In
this way urban space became gendered in the political debate and through the political action of
women activists.
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1. Introduction

Urban space is a central organising con-
struct defining the contemporary metropolis.
Different social groups, in making an active
use of it, often contest the power relations that
urban space inevitably reflects. In Berlin and
Milan, West German and Italian feminist
movements contributed to redefine contested
spaces whose meaning sets out a renewed
identity for women within urban contexts. From
the 1970s onwards, the gendered construction
of space became a key element in new radical
urban debates ranging from neo-Marxian ap-
proaches to new architectural discourses on
the design of space. The contemporary social
theory about women in cities was initially pro-
duced in close connection with issues ad-
dressed by the “second wave” women's
movement'. It is therefore significant to ana-
lyze what kind of influence neo-feminist
movements had on the way the city is per-
ceived and used, and the criticisms that influ-
enced political strategies concerning the use of
urban space.

In contrast with Germany, little work has
been done in ltaly around the specific issue of
women and urban space, especially with refer-
ence to the parallel informal and formal infra-
structure that emerged from within the feminist
movements of the 1970s. Examples of such
spaces include women'’s centres, shelters and
bookshop, cafes and the provision of educa-
tional opportunities for women outside univer-
sity. These spaces challenge hierarchical vi-
sions of the city, and provide alternative mod-
els for city planners, architects and local politi-
cal groups.

The debate about public and private space
is of central importance in the understanding of
the way gender identity2 is forged though ur-
ban space. Bourgeois values during the late
eighteen century and early nineteenth century
were built on the assumption of separate
spheres and the “naturalised” association of
women with the private sphere played an im-
portant role for the construction of middle-class
values such as family, moral order and Christi-

anity. The theoretical starting point of the phi-
losophical discourse on private and public
spheres is Hannah Arendt's The Human Con-
dition (1958) and Jirgen Habermas's Struk-
turwandel der Offentlichkeit (1962) [Structural
transformation of the Public Sphere]. Seyla
Benhabib (1998) formulates some important
gender-situated perspectives on the two clas-
sics. In this work, further theoretical contribu-
tions by Ursula Paravicini (2003), Ulla Terlin-
den (2003), Nancy Fraser (1990) and Yvonne
Doderer (2003) are taken into account for de-
fining and classifying urban publics. New de-
velopments of feminist thought and action
sought to challenge existing distinctions be-
tween “public” and “private” so that previously
non-political spaces such as the domestic inte-
riors and the private sphere took on a critical
role as part of a wider public discourse. A his-
torical overview of feminist political action®,
oriented to the appropriation of public spaces
during the 1970s and the 1980s in West Berlin
and in Milan, aims to clarify the strategies al-
lowing women to gain the so-called “subaltern
counter publics” (Fraser, 1990:61) and to de-
fine the process of gendering of space, that
Henri Lefebvre (1974) conceptually illustrates,
without explicitly including a discussion of
women and urban space.

This essay seeks to point out how women’s
centres bring gender specific services and in-
frastructures in Berlin and Milan’s urban terri-
tory, underlying the role of neo-feminist move-
ments in re-thinking the male oriented struc-
ture of the city. Once the construction of gen-
dered spaces in the city is formulated theoreti-
cally, the specificities of contemporary Berlin
and Milan are considered and insights on the
two cases can be generalised to understand
the impact of feminist theory on emerging ap-
proaches to urban planning.

2. Role of feminist theory in reworking
distinctions between private and public
space

The debate on the way public and private
spheres are constructed in Western society is
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of particular interest from a stand point that
wants to take into account the differential posi-
tion of women in cities. In late capitalist socie-
ties, especially after the spread of the Internet,
boundaries separating private from public are
blurring. The dualism is multifaceted: nuances
invest the semi public spaces of consumption
and increasing contaminated forms of private.
The importance of second wave women’s
movements in Europe lies in their ability to let
gender differences be included in the public
agenda through grass-roots representation
and on their success in giving shape to a realm
suspended between the public and the private,
that of civil society (Bridge and Watson, 2003).
In fact, networked gendered spaces at different
levels of institutionalisation are steadily grow-
ing within civil society but this paper rather
aims to identify a specific feminist theoretical
contribution in reworking distinctions between
private and public spaces, in order to clarify
the role of women centres in contemporary
Berlin and Milan. According to changing dis-
tinctions between the private and the public
sphere it is easy to pinpoint the dualist belong-
ing of women to the private sphere and of men
to the public one. Ursula Paravicini (2003) de-
lineates three possible interpretations of public
space in relation to its accessibility for women.
They correspond to its classical political mean-
ing, its legalistic meaning typical of the liberal
tradition, and to its social use related meaning.

2.1 Public space in the political tradition

Hannah Arendt (1958) has extensively
compared the genesis of the public and private
spheres in the ancient Greek society. The pub-
lic sphere in Arendt’s definition clearly belongs
to the masculine elitist governing activity of the
polis. Citizen’s direct participation in decision-
making on public goods was placed in the
agora, the main square of the ancient Greek
city-state, the topographical symbol of the po-
litical sphere. By contrast, oikos was the pri-
vate sphere limited to non-man, non-property
holders and non-Greeks. The definition of the
hierarchical private sphere was based on the

exclusion of women, slaves and non-citizens
from the public domain, where, instead, peer-
to-peer interaction shaped to the institutional
realm. Arendt celebrates the civic virtus proper
of this kind of public and complains of its loss
through the emerging societal sphere when
economic based relations spread outside the
household. The social sphere is created, in Ar-
endt's analysis, through economic relations
that used to be typical of the private sphere.
Arendt argues that the emerging social sphere,
where individuals behave as mere economic
actors, had a negative effect on the political
sphere. In Benhabib’s view Arendt’s theory is
profoundly anti-modernist because it is thanks
to the social sphere that women and other dis-
advantaged political subjects could reclaim
their legal rights. The anti-democratic, competi-
tive, and elitist nature of Arendt's “agonistic
public” is counterbalanced by an associational
space, delineated in The origins of totalitarism
(1968) where public space is no longer identi-
fied with its exclusionary topographical position
but in differential sites of power (Benhabib,
1998). In the political tradition the public
sphere is a space for decision-making, it's spa-
tially confined in a particular area of the city
and it is constructed thorough significant ex-
clusions. The organisation of urban space in
the ancient Greek polis was strongly influ-
enced by cultural discourses about gender,
where the oikos- the domestic and private
sphere- already showed the characteristics of
an encoded feminine space.

2.2 Public space and the liberal tradition

Jurgen Habermas (1962)’s valuable contri-
bution to critical social theory and participative
democracy only takes into account a histori-
cally specific liberal model of public sphere
(Behabib, 1998). In his Strukturwandel der Of-
fentlichkeit Habermas further develops Kant's
legalistic tradition, delineating an idea of con-
sensus in the public opinion built up from a
bourgeois public —a participative public that, by
definition, tends in principle to include all the
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differences, it's open and accessible to all.
However, as a matter of fact, differences, ine-
quality of status and private interests were
hardly admissible in the liberal public sphere
and most of the concerted deliberations shap-
ing public opinion were almost entirely made
from masculine and elite peers (Benhabib,
1998). Habermas and Arendt’'s models of pub-
lic are monolithic: the public is one possible
public, identified with the state and the parlia-
mentary institutions in Habermas, with a pure
and crystallised place of intellect for Arendt.
Public and private as Fraser (1990) warns are
not just attributes of the social sphere but they
are cultural classifications and rhetorical la-
bels, powerful tools often used to value some
interests and to exclude other interests. By
showing how privacy was historically used to
disempower subordinate social groups, Fra-
ser’s critics focuses on the fact that a discur-
sive but monolithic public does not take into
account the existence of competing interest
groups, increasingly evident in late capitalist
societies. What was important to Habermas’s
utopian liberal model is a separation of state
from society, like in Arendt who identifies the
societal sphere with the market economy. Pri-
vate interests were supposed not to belong to
the public, but this ideal condition eroded when
it happened. So Arendt and Habermas’s uto-
pian ideas of the public never existed in their
pure form, with the exception of remote times.
Moreover the idea of publicity was implicitly or
explicitly constructed on a number of signifi-
cant exclusions, be they gender or status,
class or race.

2.3 Subaltern counter publics

Fraser demonstrates how, much earlier
than the late nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries, the object of Habermas’s analysis, com-
peting counter publics developed in order to
access public life “including nationalist publics,
popular peasant publics, elite women’s publics
and working class publics” (Fraser, 1990:61)
conflicting with the bourgeois public. So Fraser
rather than a single discursive liberal public
points out a multiplicity of competing publics

where an inter-public discursive interaction
takes place:

In general, | have been arguing that the idea
of participatory parity is better achieved by a
multiplicity of publics than by a single public.
This is true both for stratified societies and
for egalitarian, cultural societies, albeit for
different reasons. In neither cases is my ar-
gument intended as a simple post-modern
celebration of multiplicity. Rather, in the case
of stratified societies, | am defending subal-
tern counterpublics formed under conditions
of dominance and subordination. In the other
case, by contrast, | am defining the possibil-
ity of combining social equality, cultural di-
versity, and participatory democracy (Fraser,
1990:61).

Because the liberal public reproduces con-
ditions of dominance and subordination, an
alternative public is needed especially accord-
ing to the societal changes from the 1970s
onwards. Integration of diversity is a funda-
mental issue in order to allow policy participa-
tion for different groups of interest in a frag-
mented, late capitalist and stratified society. By
underlining the importance of more integrated
and equal publics, Fraser proposes the theo-
retical framework that enables a definition of
contemporary women oriented infrastructures
as subaltern counter publics:

| propose to call them subaltern counter pub-
lics in order to signal that they are parallel
discursive arenas where members of subor-
dinated social groups invent and circulate
counter discourses, which in turn permit to
formulate oppositional interpretations of their
identities, interests, and needs (Fraser,
1990:67).

In other words “exclusive public realms
might enable the disempowered to gain recog-
nition” (Bridge and Watson, 2003: 371). Fra-
ser's subaltern counter public results from a
radical and timely analysis of classic definitions
of public sphere. They resemble to Lefebvre’s
category, les espaces de representation (Le-
febvre, 1974:49) interpreted by Merrifield
(2000) and Doderer (2003) as counter spaces.
The “spaces of representation” allow the sub-
ject, through her body and her actions to op-
pose unequal power relations. Lefebvrian
“spaces of representation” are linked to under-
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ground culture and clandestine aspects of so-
cial life. Lefebvre’s definition of counter spaces
confirms the need to classify the evolving
meaning of public space during the 1970s,
when urban space was assuming new attrib-
utes related to wide social and urban transfor-
mations. In a changing scenario a variety of
social movements started perceiving the city
differently and Lefebvre contributed to the on-
going debate pointing out the dichotomies be-
tween production and reproduction, public and
private from a neo-Marxist perspective. Both
the philosophical and the political discourses
on gendered construction of urban space show
a clear-cut separation of male and female
competences within the public and the private
spheres. The category of multiple subaltern
counter publics delineated by Fraser and Le-
febvre provide a relevant theoretical framework
in order to understand the process of gen-
dering urban space in contemporary Berlin and
Milan.

3. Spatial hierarchies in Berlin and Mi-
lan

3.1 Public as physical accessibility to urban
spaces

We have seen until now how the concept of
public can be understood according to its phi-
losophical and political meaning. From the
1970s onwards, new definitions of public
space are needed in order to understand the
economic shift from a Fordist to a post-Fordist
regime. Fraser offers a good theoretical grasp
on the multiple, changing and competing pub-
lics of a late capitalist society. Following Ursula
Paravicini’s classification, a third way to under-
stand public space is strictly related to the ac-
cessibility of physical spaces in the city. This
interpretation corresponds to the social use
related meaning of public space (Paravicini,
2003). Public spaces in the city can be pan-
optical and hyper controlled spaces of surveil-
lance (Foucault, 1991) or planned, free acces-
sible, quality spaces appropriated by a variety
of users. While privatisation of urban spaces is

based on the exclusion of undesirable indi-
viduals as is seen in the gated communities
where the tendency toward privatisation
threatens urban public spaces, social segrega-
tion increases the marginalisation of the poor
into socio-spatial islands of poverty. In the pe-
ripheral areas of cities, public transport, basic
services and facilities are often missing; there-
fore public space in these areas has a low so-
cial use (Paravicini, 2003). Differences in ac-
cessibility of urban space can be determined
under economic variables- where the indica-
tors of gender, class and race are significant in
the structuring of urban space (McDowell,
1983; Massey 1994; Bondi and Christie, 2003).
In other words the transformation from one
phase of capitalism into another had an impact
on urban identities: the social organisation of
labour had to face the emergence of new jobs
in the service sector and consequently face
various realignments in the gendered division
of labour and in the household (Herve, 1995).
Despite the increased proportion of women on
the labour market even into core jobs, a socio-
spatial polarisation took place: it meant, on the
other hand, a sharp peak of poorly paid jobs,
temporary contracts and limited employee pro-
tection (Krause, 2003). The class polarisation
sharpened among women and at the same
time a gender polarisation within the classes
became evident. The organisation of the city
changed under new economic circumstances:
both categories of class and gender became
involved in processes of gentrification (Borst,
1992/93; Butler and Hamnett, 1994) and still
gender, exclusion and poverty are intercon-
nected variables when studying deprived
neighbourhoods. Bondi and Christie
(2003:301) show how “freedom for some is at
the expenses of control, manipulation, and
ghettoisation for others, whose gendered or
racialised identities constrain participation in
the public sphere”. In summary, feminist politi-
cal scientists have shown how capitalism and
patriarchy are separate but interconnecting
systems. Aware that ideas about gender are
shaped in different ways according to differing
time and places, they sought to highlight and
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challenge the negative consequences of spati-
ality in everyday life’s identity construction.
From the 1970s and on they presented a chal-
lenge to mainstream, radical geography and
urban sociology, which had marginalised the
study of city and gender.

3.2 Suburbanisation

Gender differences in accessibility of high-
value social use spaces emerged at first with
the question of suburbanisation:

In western cities the idea of “public” city and
the “private” suburbs has strongly influenced
planning regulations. These have essentially
privatized women, leaving them confined to
the domestic sphere in the suburbs or with
an increasingly difficult mix of paid employ-
ment, child care responsibilities, and domes-
tic work in a city which separates all these
features through planning and zoning regula-
tions (Mc Dowell, 1983:17).

Berlin and Milan are specific cases in re-
spect to suburbanisation. In Milan rather than
suburbs it is appropriate to refer to as a “dif-
fused city” (Martinotti, 1993). Periphery is the
term that can better describe the non-central
areas of the city; localising peripheries is diffi-
cult because their extension outside the city
core changes overtime. Areas that, at the end
of the 1950s, were peripheral are no longer
today. In Milan, rather than suburbs, it is more
pertinent to trace a distinction between new
and old periphery: the old one is associated
with the areas of industrial revolution at the
beginning of the twentieth century, where a
community life of workers took place. Workers
often used to live and work in the same area. A
new periphery has to be envisaged during the
economic miracle of the 1950s and 1960s, in
the external belt just outside the city core,
where social housing estates are, where dwell-
ing and work are very sharply separated (Foot,
2001). In Berlin it is only possible to address
the suburbanisation process after 1989 since
the reunification of the city (see Haussermann,
1991). Milan and Berlin’s specific suburbanisa-
tion processes confirm how urban develop-
ment and planning have tended to strengthen

traditional assumptions about gender. Rele-
vant to this work is that women involved in
second-wave feminist movements became
aware that city structure created and rein-
forced their dependence, spatially and socially
segregating them to the domestic arena, in this
way disabling them from access to public life
and spaces.

3.3 Urban related criticism in a neo-feminist
perspective

The German success in getting women
centres financed by local authorities during the
1980s was partly due to an explicit criticism of
urban related topics: the city was thought to
reinforce gender roles. Public transport was at
the time only connecting centre with periphery,
to allow the male breadwinner and commuter
to fulfil his productive tasks. Other urban re-
lated criticisms were addressed to real and
perceived fear causing spaces in the city and
to sexist representations of women in adver-
tisements. Moreover, in Germany women
gained early professional positions, if com-
pared to ltaly, as gatekeepers in the allocation
of urban resources. In fact, in the late 1970s
German architects and urban planners could
start promoting a non-sexist idea of the city
(Rodenstein, 1994), negotiating the private
with the public, exposing private practices such
as domestic violence to legal intervention (Ter-
linden, 2003). In particular, the West Berliner
group Frau-Steine-Erde was entirely com-
posed by female architects, city planners and
sociologists. A 1980 edition of a western Ger-
man feminist journal is entirely dedicated to
women in architecture; in its introduction we
can read a sort of group manifesto. One of the
starting points of the group’s commitment was
to focus on women'’s problems in the built envi-
ronment. Its basic assumption is that the most
influential masculine power is not only evident
in the role and socially constructed submission
of women, but through a material configuration
of our living environment.
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The social separation of functions, founded
on the family roles of male and female in the
private sphere and outside it, isolates house-
wives, makes more difficult the position of
working women and represents a real obsta-
cle to women’s emancipation (Beitraege,
1980).

Frau-Steine-Erde tried to translate eco-
nomic related slogans of the movement such
as “wage to housewives” and “equal opportu-
nity on the labour market” in terms of city plan-
ning: it meant, on the one hand, trying to re-
define the so-called “spaces for reproductive
work”, on the other hand it become an open
criticism of the lack of services and infrastruc-
tures and to insufficient public transport. More
in general they supported an attentive policy
towards women’s everyday needs (Doérhofer
and Terlinden, 1998). In this context the move-
ment’s slogan “private is political” became a
form of urban activism in the appropriation of
spaces confirmed by the proliferation of
women’s services, centres and infrastructures
during the 1980s.

4. German and Italian contexts of urban
political struggles

The beginning of the economic recession in
West Germany during the early 1960s dam-
aged women most of all. In fact, their work had
been necessary during the war, but in this
phase it was underpaid or they were excluded
from the labour market. The socially desired
and economically suited role for a woman
comes back to be that of her traditional bour-
geois function: housewife (Hochgeschurz,
1995). In the renewed circumstances of a civil
rights movement, which advanced strong criti-
cisms of the society as a whole, middle-class
white women living in US and western Euro-
pean countries started to point out the prob-
lems of their submission in a male dominated
society. Urban planning was considered as ex-
clusively mirroring male needs. The 1964
translation of Betty Friedan's Feminine Mys-
tique into German was followed by a wave of
new ideas firing the debate on sexuality and
women’s lower position in the hierarchy of ur-

ban productive spaces. Friedan denounced the
mystique that stereotyped the role of middle-
class white women. Friedan criticised the so-
called “suburbanism as a way of life” in the
way suburbanisation in the early 1970s af-
fected North American women'’s lives, increas-
ing their spatial segregation (Frank, 2003).
Friedan put an emphasis on the new mass-
society, founded on a production system that
defined men and women’s roles in their rela-
tion to production and consumption. Her ideas
gave an important contribution to the shaping
and theorizing of the second wave German
women’s movement. In the 1970s women’s
movements entered the public sphere and
started criticizing the patriarchal society they
were living in. Spaces and their accessibility
for women were restricted and hierarchical; the
large-scale housing estates of the 1960s and
1970s expressed, in the opinion of female ar-
chitects, feelings of anxiety and claustrophobia
(Dorhofer, 1990).

Women wanted more than equal rights.
They wanted emancipation from restricted,
patriarchal educational institutions, from
medicine's invasion of the female body, from
marital violence, from the isolation that work-
ing in and for the family entails (Rodenstein,
2003: 21).

Figure 1. 1970s ltalian activist writes on a wall in
Milan “Wage to housewives”

In Italy, during the 1970s urban planning
related criticisms were not yet clearly formu-
lated by feminists. The fascist penal and famil-
iar laws were still in force, the family as a pri-
mary institution was strongly ideologized from
the Catholic Church which imposed social
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roles for women: being mothers and wives.
Only with the so-called “second industrialisa-
tion” and the economic prosperity of the 1960s,
women were called on the market and the rate
of employment rose for everyone. In these cir-
cumstances, woman gained access to educa-
tion. During the late 1960s women found their
own place in the general uprising and started
to analyse their difficult position in Italian soci-
ety, dominated by a traditional and misogynist
culture (Passerini, 1991). The new-feminist
movement sought to criticize the persistence of
a patriarchal culture in society and created
counter-cultural social milieus, such as “femi-
nist collectives”. Feminist collectives were pri-
vate and domestic spaces where women used
to meet and discuss political issues. In the
newly conquered spaces, often only accessible
to women, they tried to find acknowledgment
on fundamental human rights and a shared
position about their role in the family, in politics
and at work. In 1976 Italian radical feminists
started a specifically space-oriented approach
called /la pratica del fare [doing practice] in
which women wanted to gain separate spaces
for themselves in the city. The immediate ef-
fect of the “doing practice” orientation was that
of opening women-only public spaces such as
bookshops, libraries, bars and discos (Libreria
delle Donne di Milano, 1987). The aim of their
political practice was said to be the relation-
ships between women, which in the past had
always been experienced in the private sphere
(their households). Italian radical feminists
thought that the newly appropriated public
spaces were more important and more sub-
versive than campaigning in demonstrations or
institutional political struggles. They believed
feminist collectives to be a new kind of space
with no separation between private and politi-
cal (public). In their idea the fact of meeting in
those spaces allowed “a collective transforma-
tion of reality” (Libreria delle Donne di Milano,
1987: 94). In summary, the theoretical starting
point for urban oriented feminist struggle was
Friedan’'s Feminine Mistique about suburbani-
sation in US cities. It inspired western Euro-
pean women’'s movements to enter the public

space by explicitly criticizing spatial hierarchies
in the city and encouraged political action to-
wards the appropriation of urban space.

5. The challenge of the 1980s

The most consistent appropriation of the
urban public by feminist groups happened in
West Berlin and in Milan during the 1980s.
However, during the 1970s, two different
trends were already visible in West Germany:
liberal women marched through institutions,
trade unions and political parties toward a
rights-attentive politics on equal opportunities
in education and work. They believed that the
state has to be transformed from within,
through its institutions. In contrast, autono-
mous women believed that a structural trans-
formation of the state was only possible trough
a concerted mobilisation of society from out-
side the state:

Thanks to the second strategy, women did
not wait for support from the state but started
to build up the infrastructures they needed in
cities: women’s centres, women’s shelters,
women’s heath groups, women’s bookshop
and cafes, and special educational and train-
ing opportunities outside universities. In this
way, women'’s issues became visible in pub-
lic urban space (Rodenstein, 2003:21).

By contrast, in Italy the distinction between
institutional-oriented and autonomous parts of
the movement was different. It is relevant to
bear in mind that in Italy Marxist feminists, and
not specifically liberals as it happened in

Germany, marched within institutions and
struggled for political rights such as divorce
and abortion. Divorce and abortion repre-
sented a threat to the traditional and conserva-
tive moral order until then imposed by the
Catholic Church.

Both in Italy and Germany feminist appro-
priations of urban spaces and the threat to a
traditional social order brought women’s needs
into political discourse. The effect on the fol-
lowing decade was to obtain an institutionalisa-
tion of women issues on the political agenda,
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in academia, in core professions and to have
women centres financed (Doderer, 2003).
Women’s struggles reached an institutional
dimension when they became able to allow
awareness of their proposed values at the in-
stitutional level through the professionalisation
of feminist activists. From the 1980s women
don't seem to have belonged to a feminist
movement anymore; instead they became a
collective actor, within civil society, able to
promote an organised and structured trans-
formation process, related to their presence in
the private (family) and in the public (politics,
culture, academia, labour market) (Calabro
and Grasso, 2004). In this phase the “practical
gender needs”, seeking to bring gender spe-
cific issues into everyday life had a priority
over “strategic gender needs”, oriented to a
real change in patriarchal structures (Dérhofer
and Terlinden, 1998). For example, during the
1980s part of the debate around women-
specific urban planning was centred on
women’s fears related to real or imaginary
dangers in the city, such as unlit streets, parks,
parking places and bus stops in non-residential
areas. The idea that women are passive and
vulnerable in public spaces supported, in this
phase, political pressures and therefore policy
outcomes toward an urban planning oriented
to protect women.

Terlinden, Doérhofer (1998) and Paravicini
(2003) judge this political strategy as a wrong
strategy; they stress the importance of reduc-
ing gender hierarchies in order to avoid the
idea of women as potential victims in public
space. In their idea public spaces should not
be places of fear but places allowing emanci-
pation.

While in Germany liberal branches of the
movement contributed to the institutionalisation
and professionalisation of emancipation is-
sues, in ltaly neo-Marxist feminists struggled
for political rights such as abortion and divorce.
In both cases the effect was that of dissolving
the social movement as a whole into more
fragmented and specific women projects. In
this way practical gender needs replaced stra-
tegic gender needs.

Figure 2. Parking place deserved to women in Pren-
zlauerberg, Berlin (© Sebastian Wollschlager, 2004)

6. Contemporary women’s centres in
Berlin, a classification

The professionalisation of feminism during
the 1980s gave an important contribution to
the institutional founding of women centres in
Berlin and Milan. However, a consistent dis-
proportion between the current numbers of
women’s centres in the two cities is quite evi-
dent. In Milan, according to an approximate
estimation, they number about 35. Data for
year 1998 referring to only-for-women spaces
for the whole of Berlin® state there are alto-
gether 172. Other sources such as the Statistic
and Information Management in Stuttgart
count 140 centres in 1997. Women'’s centres in
Berlin offer a wide range of services and facili-
ties so that a categorisation seems to be nec-
essary. Doderer (2003) offers the most com-
plete and accurate study on women'’s re-
sources and infrastructures in contemporary
German cities. According to Doderer’s classifi-
cation, a rough way to define women’s centres
would be for instance to divide them in political
spaces, social spaces, cultural spaces and
economical spaces.

Many of the centres are political because
they organise interventions and develop their
own strategies in the public sphere from a
feminist standpoint. When their action is able
to become coordinated and influence policy
outcomes on a local level we assume they are
acting as political agents within civil society. In
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Berlin the number of centres for women rose
exponentially in the eastern part of the city af-
ter reunification in 1989. During the GDR the
percentage in terms of female occupation
made up an average of 90% of women who
were active on the labour market. Very soon
after reunification the occupational circum-
stances changed drastically and the about 50
women’s projects brought from GDR into the
unified Berlin assumed the function of giving
new occupational chances to eastern women.

After the German reunification social
women centres supplied specialised educa-
tional opportunities, skill improvement, psycho-
logical and social assistance to help women
from the East handle the disruptive social
change. This became very soon the focus of
most women’s projects in the city (Doderer,
2003). Social oriented women services devel-
oped in a much-differentiated way in relation to
problems such as violence against women.
Within the Frauenhausbewegung there were in
1998 four houses for battered women able to
offer secret and anonymous accommodations
in Berlin. Through the appropriation of spaces
in the city women could help other women and
girls in dangerous situations with the qualified
assistance of psychologists and social assis-
tants. The wide debate within the feminist
movement on women’s bodies could be em-
pirically developed through the so-called Ge-
sundheitstrend ; in fact, in 1974, the first health
centre for women was opened in Berlin. To be
mentioned in the category of social spaces
suggested by Doderer are centres and facili-
ties for drug addicted women, prostitutes,
spaces for women’s homelessness, for migrat-
ing women, for older women and for mothers.
Other kinds of social spaces for socialising
women and lesbian women are pubs, bars and
organisations for travel and leisure.

Cultural spaces include information spaces,
education and entertainment such as art gal-
leries, music archives and film projects aiming
to implement female film production, Turkish
baths, cafes, magazines and on line-projects.

Economical spaces should be understood
to be all those spaces that contribute to re-

defining the production and reproduction
spheres putting together a feminist critique
with economic and labour related problems.
Contemporary political, social, cultural and
economical women centres in Berlin underline
continuity from the 1970s feminist movement
and they contribute to highlight the process of
gendering urban space.

Figure 3. Schockofabrick, ex chocolate manufactur-
ing whose post-industrial spaces have been trans-
formed in a cultural women centre in Kreuzberg, Ber-
lin. (© Elena Vacchelli, 2004)

7. Milan’s women’s spaces: a compara-
tive perspective

Milan offers fewer physical spaces for
women in comparison with Berlin. What is pe-
culiar about Milan is that the second wave
feminist movement experimented with new ap-
proaches related to women spaces. There was
not, as happened in Germany with the Berliner
group Frau-Steine Erde, an explicit theorisa-
tion on city related criticisms formulated by fe-
male architects, sociologists and city planners.
Spaces for women in the city were, from the
very beginning, a constitutive aspect of the
movement’s politics. In Milan there was an at-
tempt to rule an asilo autogestito [self ruled
kindergarten] created in Ticinese area: a simi-
lar experience to the Kindergarten Bewegung
in Germany that in Milan didn’t last long (Bat-
tistin, 2003)5. Similar to the German experi-
ence of Frauenh&duser aiming to bring private
life related events in the public sphere is also
the Casa delle Donne maltrattate, a house for
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battered women. Born within the UDI (Unione
Donne Italiane) and still active in Milan, it is an
emergency house where women subjected to
any form of violence, can go, hide and receive
skilled support. Both the Libera Universita delle
Donne [free women’s university], and the Casa
delle donne maltrattate were founded during
the 1980s. In contemporary Milan important
women archives such as Fondazione
Baldracco, Unione Femminile Nazionale and
others are open and accessible. The still active
Libreria delle Donne [women’s bookshop] was
a pivotal space for the Milan feminist move-
ment. The 1976 constitution of a Libreria delle
donne has an important role in the logic of cul-
tural spaces for women, not only because it
was ruled by activists and a proper public
space itself: the Libreria has been giving a
great contribution to the diffusion of feminist
theories by developing the first women ori-
ented publishing in Italy.

Yet a meaningful social space is that of
consultori  familiari (socio-sanitary services
normally addressed to women health providing
demographical education, paediatric aid and
psychological support for family-related mat-
ters). The ltalian campaigning for body and
health women oriented social spaces can be
compared to the Gesundheitstrend promoted
by German neo-feminists. The legal struggle
for consultori familiari is to be attributed to
women who were active in the political mobili-
sation for the revision of law 194 on abortion.
Liliana Paggio’s work (1976) inspired by Adri-
enne Reich on the same topics showed,
through many empirical confrontations in pub-
lic hospitals, how the traditional Italian culture
in the medical field was still pervaded by reli-
gious and discriminating prejudices on woman
sexuality (Paggio, 1976). The upcoming refer-
endum in Italy on biotechnologies related to
women’s health issues is an example of how
the reproductive space is still politically con-
tested and highly controversial. Even if with
different numbers, the exclusive spaces for
women developed in Milan in the last 30 years
correspond to the spaces created by Berlin
neo-feminists. In a similar way as in Berlin the

role of political, social, cultural and economical
centres on Milan territory contribute to the
clarification of the role of women centres in the
process of gendering of urban space.

8. Conclusion

The comparative approach enables us to
trace some conclusions about the differential
appropriation of urban public spaces such as
women’s centres in Berlin and Milan. The
common starting point is the role of feminist
theory in reworking distinctions between pri-
vate and public spaces. Both in Milan and in
Berlin neo-feminist movements started urban
oriented political struggles that resulted in the
opening of women’s centres. Women'’s centres
are to be understood as “subaltern counter
publics”, providing women oriented services
and infrastructures. Two factors are to explain
the difference in the number of women’s cen-
tres in contemporary Berlin and Milan. Firstly,
German women gained earlier professional
positions in architecture and urban planning,
so that they were able to formulate more ex-
plicit urban related criticisms from a feminist
perspective. Secondly, in Italy the initial preva-
lence of radical feminism over liberal feminism
reduced the consolidation of institutionalized
public spaces for women in comparison with
Germany.
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Endnotes

1. The terms “second wave women’s move-
ment” and “neo-feminism” are used here to
encompass theories emerging from 1970s po-
litical struggle. Specifications as “neo”, “new
“second wave” are currently used to distance
1970s feminism from earlier struggles for wo-

men’s rights.

”

2. The term gender identity and gender rela-
tions refer in this work to the complex of institu-
tionalized factors and normative rules that de-
termine, in a certain historical period and cul-
ture, which privileges one sex enjoys at the
expense of the other, how power inequalities
between men and women are prevented,
which rights and duties each sex can bring to
bear against the other, how and whether so-
cially needed work will be distributed along
gender-specific lines, whether there are differ-
ences in the access to social spaces, etc’
(Becker-Schmidt, 1991).

3. This paper draws on the influence that neo-
feminist movements had on the theorisation
and appropriation of public urban spaces in
contemporary Milan and Berlin. To do so the
roots of the 1970s feminist movements in Italy
and in Western Germany have been explored
through accessing primary and secondary
sources. In Berlin’s historical archives rare
feminist journals of the late 1970s and early
1980s constitute the primary sources for this
work. Many of the over 140 women centres in
Berlin have been visited, and interviews with at
least 12 women leading them have been un-
dertaken. One interview with an expert feminist
urban planner in Berlin (Kerstin Dérhofer) has
been filmed and hopefully a couple of the pho-
tos taken in different situations will be useful to
support my argumentation.

4. Data are collected from the archive FFBIZ
(Frauenforschungs-, Bildungs- und -
Informationszentrum e.V.)

5. Feminist activist in 1970s, private communi-
cation with the author, 12 December 2003.
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