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�1. FOREWORD

The following report is a study of six biographies of single parents one of which, Titina, is analysed in depth. Given the heterogeneity of the subjects included in this group, we have interviewed women from different categories of lone parenthood: three unmarried women, two widows and one divorced woman.

The complete report falls into four parts:

¥	The first part outlines the situation of Ôlone parenthoodÕ in Italy;

¥	The second part focuses on the in-depth analysis of TitinaÕs case;

¥	The third part presents the biographies of the other five cases;

¥	The fourth part compares the six cases in order to identify different types and the risks they face.



PART 1: SINGLE PARENTHOOD IN THE ITALIAN CONTEXT

From the Ô60s onwards in most Western countries there has been an increase in lone parent households; the rise has been particularly marked in the last decade. The phenomenon has emerged in Italy too, but to a lesser extent as with other Mediterranean countries, where the percentage of lone parent households (between 5-7% of the total population) is far lower than the rate in North-America (more than 20%) or in Northern Europe (about 15% on average, Zanatta 1996)..

Lone parent households with dependent children have been counted specifically in Italy only from 1983 onwards, when for the first time this aggregate was separated from families with dependent children. At that time, lone parent households were 5.5% of families with children. After a decade, the incidence of these families rises to 7.4% (about half a million of such families with nearly 700,000 children). Although there has been a significant increase, the ÔburdenÕ of lone parent households in Italy is indeed still very moderate if compared with the 19% in the UK (Zanatta, 1996). 

However there are reasons to believe that the official statistics widely underestimate the phenomenon. In fact, the definition they adopt appears to be too limited if we consider the Ôprolonged adolescenceÕ that characterises the Italian context. The average age of marriage is 26 for girls and 29 for boys; and children usually continue to live with their parents - even if single parents - and are supported by them until they marry (Bimbi, 1997). Thus if we adopt a wider definition which includes dependent adult children, the percentage of lone parent households rises to 11% (equal to nearly 1.8 million families, Zanatta, 1996). 

Italy seems to be absolutely in line with the other countries with regard to the clear prevalence of women heading lone-parent households: in 1994, in 85 families of every 100, the single parent is the mother. So in terms of families with single mothers, Italy seems to follow the trends of other countries: in fact, the incidence of separated and divorced women (56.7%) increases, while there's a progressive reduction in that of widows (24.7%) who had, up to the last decade, a heavier preponderance (41.9%). So in Italy too we see the shift from the lone parenthood of the past, brought about by widowhood, to the new lone parenthood, resulting from the voluntary break of a partnership and from the birth of children outside marriage (Zanatta, 1996).

The fact that Italy is similar to other Western countries in the composition but not in the diffusion of the phenomenon, arises out of another Italian peculiarity: the divorce rate. Since the rate of divorce in Italy is the lowest in the EU, we can easily understand why the number of single mothers continues to be low.

Anyway, we should point out that another element obstructs the quantitative alignment of Italy with the rest of Western countries, that is the strong territorial divide. The lower separation and divorce rate in the South of Italy has, in fact, a remarkable effect on the national data (in addition, this explains why here, widows make up the largest number of single mothers). This situation is brought about not only by the persistence of a traditional culture in the South, but also by the objective economic disadvantage of the area compared with the rest of the country. The high levels of unemployment in this area actually makes access to the labour market particularly difficult for women. On the other hand, work represents a crucial resource guaranteeing the survival (not only for them but for their children) in a context characterised both by the absence of social policies supportive of single mothers, and by the difficulty of assuring maintenance payments by the partner.

This structural feature explains not only why, in the South, women divorce with greater difficulty than elsewhere, but also the high number of single mothers who work: (60% in 1994 compared to nearly 40% of women living in a couple). Working is a forced choice for single mothers, for it is often the only alternative to poverty.

In fact, as we have already said, single mothers are a nearly invisible category in Italian social policies which suffer a legislative 'vacuum' in this field. The only laws still in force date back to the Fascist period and are addressed only to Ôneedy single parentsÕ, that is to women who have had children out of marriage. In this case, the support is provided by the Local Authorities, and this causes a remarkable inequality in treatment according to region (single women living in a Northern province will enjoy, very probably, better treatment). Moreover the financial supports which exist (family allowances) are allocated to families on the basis of income and number of members, but not of lone parenthood. Widows have the right to the pension accrued by the husband. Thus, altogether, Italian social policies privilege the largest families, with a single income. This highlights the family based character of Italian welfare, while the ÔprivilegeÕ enjoyed by widows shows the persistence of the male breadwinner model.



PART 2: TITINA'S CASE

We have analysed in depth the case of Titina, a single parent aged 49, with a seriously handicapped daughter. The study is in three sections: the biographical data analysis, the thematic field analysis and the reconstruction of the case.

2.1 Biographical Data 

1948	Titina is born

1950-1955	TitinaÕs mother falls ill

1958	Her mother dies

1958	Leaves school

1958	 Starts working at a newspaper kiosk

1958	Gets engaged to a boy three years older than her

1964	Leaves her boyfriend

1964	Gets engaged to another boy

1964	Begins selling stolen goods and smuggling cigarettes

1965-1966	 Loses her virginity with her boyfriend

1966-1968	TitinaÕs grandmother dies, at the age of 94

1966-1968	TitinaÕs brother gets married and leaves home. Her step-brother goes to work in Switzerland

1967	Leaves her boyfriend

1967	Gets engaged secretly to another man, Alfredo, three years older than her

1970	Discovers that Alfredo is married and has a son

1970-1980	Gets pregnant by Alfredo five or six times but each time she has a voluntary abortion (Alfredo is still with his wife and in 1974 he has a second child with her)

1981	Gets pregnant again, this time with twins. She seeks an abortion at two months pregnant; but two months later she discovers she is still pregnant

1981	At the fourth month of pregnancy Titina has a second abortion, which also fails (when four months pregnant, Titina sees in the street AlfredoÕs wife and discovers that sheÕs about to have a baby too)

1981	Katya is born: sheÕs a premature and has to stay in hospital for four months

1981	Titina comes back home with her baby girl. TitinaÕs father, even though he doesnÕt know who is the father, accepts the child, whom Alfredo doesnÕt recognise

1982	When Katya is 7 months old, Titina gets pregnant again by Alfredo

1982	Titina aborts

1982	Begins taking contraceptives

1982	Discovers that Katya is spastic: sheÕs handicapped in her movements

1982	TitinaÕs father dies

1995	Begins suffering anxiety crises in connection with the menopause

1996	TitinaÕs brother starts a legal action against her: he claims the co-ownership of the newspaper kiosk

1996	Titina receives notice to quit

1997	Titina continues at the kiosk. She still has a relationship with Alfredo. She hasnÕt yet left the house where she lives with Katya.



2.2 Biographical Data Analysis

TitinaÕs background, family, neighbourhood

The neighbourhood

Titina comes from a working-class family in the historic centre of Naples. Her father was a manual worker (he made print types in a type foundry in the neighbourhood), her mother was a newsagent (in the same quarter). Thus, TitinaÕs family has been bound from the very beginning to the neighbourhood, an area - contained by the two decumani of the old Greek town - that has particular socio-economic characteristics. Indeed, on the economic side the area has been traditionally characterised by the so called Ôalley-economiesÕ, a kind of work market shaped by inseparable links between job and residence, and by the strong presence of off-the-books work. The manpower employed in the local productive sectors (handicraft production of paper flowers, gloves, china shepherds, typography and musical instruments) resides in the area itself. From a social point of view the area has been traditionally characterised by the prevalence of community relationships and strong social integration. From the early Ô70s housing speculation has resulted in a process of migration of the resident population to the suburban areas of the city. A consequence of this process has been not only a clear decrease in resident population, but also a substantial change in its social composition. While the working classes have been in some measure pushed out, the middle classes have been, and are still, attracted to the historic centre. This is a consequence of the appreciation of the real estate that intensified in value mainly after the earthquake in 1980; since it seriously damaged the whole area, has offered the opportunity to eject a large number of resident families, who never returned. The result of this mobility has been the disruption of the pre-existent productive sector, which cleared the way for business activities by owners non-resident in the neighbourhood and by service activities (connected to the presence of University).

The lower-class families remaining in the area have not been involved in the changing economic pattern, and for the most part they have turned to activities typical of the underground economy: black production of ÔimitationsÕ (high-fashion bags and clothing), cigarettes smuggling, unlicensed lottery and illegal football pool, even if the history of the area (especially the strong handicraft and artistic tradition) has stemmed the diffusion of completely criminal activities, such as prostitution and drug pushing, which are widespread in the bordering areas.

Notwithstanding the real social and economic change, the area has still in some measure a sense of community inherited from the past. It can be seen from the way that Ôthe streetÕ, mainly for the old working-class inhabitants, still constitute a central element not only for social but also for economic relationships.

The history of TitinaÕs parents

As already said, TitinaÕs family has been strongly bound to the neighbourhood. Both her parents were born and have lived in the quarter throughout their lifetime, and they also worked there. When they met, TitinaÕs father and mother were both widowed. Her father had two sons from his first marriage: a daughter who had eloped with a man and had broken off any relationship with her father (Titina has never met her) and a son who, after the death of his mother, had been sent to boarding school. TitinaÕs mother hadn't had any children from her first marriage. She had been married to an unreliable man Ñ possibly he was alcoholic - who often left her for long period of time, and who had never worked. TitinaÕs mother started working in a newspaper kiosk belonging to her mother-in-law and after the death of her first husband she bought it out and became its owner. Then she met TitinaÕs father; got pregnant and gave birth to a baby but he didn't marry her because his family, of working-class roots, didnÕt consider marriage with a newsagent, whose reputation was not spotless, suitable to their status as honest workers. TitinaÕs mother went back to live with her mother. Nearly two years after the birth of his son (in 1946) TitinaÕs father, against the will of his brothers with whom he broke off all relations, married the woman and went to live with her and her mother. Then TitinaÕs mother brought back the boy, born to her husbandÕs first marriage. Thus was established a real new family. The father continued as a manual worker, the mother continued as a newsagent, assisted by her husband, and the grandmother worked as servant. After the marriage, her mother got pregnant again and in 1948 Titina was born.

What biographical path might we expect from such a background?

1. First of all, from a historic/social perspective, we might expect that Titina, who was born and has lived in a family which, even if working-class, has never had great economic problems, and in a time - the Ô50s and Ô60s - when the economic boom encouraged expectations of social mobility (which could have been reinforced by the slight imbalance of status between her parents) would continue her studies at least to the end of compulsory school.

2. From a geographical perspective we might expect that Titina, whose parents' activities were deeply rooted in the neighbourhood, would develop a strong sense of her roots or, put negatively, been little disposed towards geographic mobility.

3. Furthermore, as result of her social, geographic and generational belonging, we might expected that Titina would develop a biographical path traditionally oriented (school, marriage and motherhood) which without excluding work would not endow it with a significance to do with breaking away or emancipation.

4. Finally, as a consequence of the past history of her parents (the elopement of the sister, the bad reputation of her mother) we might expect Titina to be educated in an atmosphere of discipline, if not actual repression, that could lead her either to an accepting conformity or to an actual rebellion.

It's worth pointing out straight away that only some of these elements are confirmed by the analysis of TitinaÕs biography. Even if her rootedness in the neighbourhood (that Titina has never left in her lifetime) and paternal strictness are confirmed, the development of a traditional path oriented to marriage and motherhood reveals itself to be completely absent. On the contrary, TitinaÕs life appears to be a long series of choices aimed at avoiding marriage and motherhood. Our analysis of the biographical events will try and show how TitinaÕs life, started very soon to present itself as an actual strategy for escaping marriage and motherhood.

1948-1958 TitinaÕs childhood: from birth to the death of her mother

When Titina is still very young (we cannot define exactly when) her mother falls ill with tuberculosis and diabetes. Her illness worsens as time passes; she goes on working at the kiosk, assisted by her husband, but the admissions to hospital become more frequent and longer. Titina spends a long time with her grandmother; she goes to the nunÕs school opposite the house and soon afterwards goes back home. It's a gloomy childhood, without amusements or games, marked by her fatherÕs strictness and her motherÕs illness. For Titina, the coincidence of hers and her brotherÕs birth, and the motherÕs illness, may have induced a sense of guilt that led her to undertake prematurely an adult role (she does not expect to ÔreceiveÕ but feels she must ÔgiveÕ): she begins taking care of the household while still at school where she does poorly. The centre of her interest starts to be, very early on, the newspaper kiosk; more than school (a world suitable to children) and more than home, which is a sad and heavy place for her. When TitinaÕs mother dies, on May 1958, the importance that her illness has had in TitinaÕs life appears evident. Titina becomes a complete substitute for her mother. Indeed, soon after her death, she stops studying (after the primary school), takes care of house, helped by the grandmother, and begins working at the kiosk, assisted by her father. If TitinaÕs mother was helped by the mother (at home) and by the husband (at the kiosk) for her illness, Titina receives a support from them for her young age, but in any case her daily life repeats the life that her mother had lived.

1958-1967 Sentimental life between her 10s-20s

In the same year of her mother's death, Titina gets engaged, aged only 10, to a boy aged 13. It is an engagement opposed by her father, who beats her violently and frequently to make her leave him. This engagement has considerable significance in TitinaÕs life. Contrary to what we might assume, the event, significant certainly for its precocity, doesn't represent either a search for affection to make up for the loss of her mother (except maybe at the beginning, given the coincidence with her worsening condition), nor the start of rebellion against paternal strictness. Actually, it is the beginning of a precise Ôsentimental policyÕ that consists in choosing partners to act specifically and exclusively as a screen: that is, to serve the function of preserving her from the disapproval which might arise from Ônot being engaged, as all honest girls areÕ, and, at the same time, of protecting her from the ÔriskÕ of marriage.  Her first boyfriend lasts for a good six years simply because he canÕt lead her into marriage, being hated by her father. If Titina had wished to marry or rebel against her father, she would have accepted his proposal to elope just for one day, so that the father, in order to preserve his honour, would have consented to her marriage (it is the custom known as ÔfuitinaÕ, still observed in some Southern areas). But Titina doesn't accept the proposal and ends by leaving him.

Then she gets engaged to another boy, Ôof good familyÕ. This time the choice is more hazardous. Indeed, the boyfriend - jealous, possessive and inclined to violence - is approved by her father who doesn't oppose the engagement and supports it. Moreover, Titina loses her virginity with him and this brings the prospect of marriage closer. Faced with the risk of permanent relationship, Titina reacts again by escaping and leaving him. In the meantime her life goes on unchanged: Titina continues taking care of the house and working at the newspaper kiosk.

1967 - The meeting with the father of her daughter

In 1967, after leaving her second boyfriend, Titina bonds with a man, Alfredo, three years older than her. Unlike her previous partners, who were too young and didn't work, Alfredo, who is 22, is a mature man and works as a fireman. Titina falls deeply in love with him and arouses the anger of her father, who violently opposes the engagement, and secretly meets him.  Alfredo is the ideal man for Titina because he offers a guarantee of being Ôunavailable for marriageÕ. Not only he is not accepted by her father but he is already married, and when he meets Titina he has just become a father. Although Titina says that she discovered his marriage only three years later (but as we will see later, it is likely she already knew that he was married), the course of the story confirms the hypothesis that Titina wanted to avoid marriage and motherhood. Indeed, not only does she remain with Alfredo even when she discovers he is married, and in spite of the violent beating from her father each time he learns of their continued meetings, but over a period of 14 years she aborts six or seven times after having got pregnant by him. In the meantime, Alfredo has a second child with his wife, but even this isn't a sufficient reason to leave him. On the contrary, she is obstinately bound to him for he represents a matchless defence against marriage and motherhood. So she continues living with her father, by then all alone. Between 1966 and 1967, in fact, TitinaÕs grandmother dies, her brother marries, very young and against his father will, and her step-brother goes to live in Switzerland.

1981 - The birth of Katya, the discovery of KatyaÕs illness, the death of TitinaÕs father

TitinaÕs life goes on unchanged for 14 years with Alfredo, her house, her father, and the newspaper kiosk. In 1981, Titina gets pregnant again and apparently undergoes an abortion. However the abortion fails and Titina, realising sheÕs still pregnant, after two months attempts another abortion.  Once again the abortion fails: actually she is expecting twins but the obstetrician doesn't realise it, so only one foetus is aborted. Two months later Titina gives birth to a premature baby girl (a six months birth) who weighs only 900 grams. Only then she confesses to her father that she has had a child. He accepts Titina and her daughter at home, although the baby has to be kept for four months in hospital before being considered out of danger.

Even this event of finding herself a mother, which so disrupts her life, paradoxically doesn't change her ways. Alfredo, who in the meantime has had a third son with his wife, isn't involved: Titina not only doesn't ask him to leave his wife, but she doesn't even ask him to acknowledge his fatherhood of Katya. Her life continues unchanged, except that she now has Katya in the house. Not even this motherhood - suffered but unwanted - puts in crisis her life strategy: to avoid marriage and maternity.

One year and half after the birth of Katya, Titina discovers she has a serious handicap: she is spastic. A few months later her father dies. Even after this, her life goes on unchanged. The birth of her daughter, the discovery of her illness and the death of her father doesn't compromise her refusal of marriage. Not only does Titina not leave Alfredo (even to marry another man, since she's released from the control of her father) but she aborts yet again, clear evidence that she has no wish to bind Alfredo to her.



Today

Titina still has a relationship with Alfredo, who is still living with his wife and sons. Apart from the occasional visit, Titina doesn't receive anything from him, either money or physical help with her daughter. As she done all through the years, she takes care of her daughter, who by now is 16; takes her to school; takes her to her rehabilitation therapy every day; takes care of every aspect of her daily life, since Katya is completely dependent. She is still living in the house where she lived with her father and she is still working at the kiosk. For supplementing her income, she sells contraband cigarettes (she started this activity nearly 30 years ago). 

She continues to avoid, or better, to neutralise any event which might change the course of her life. 

The previous year her brother sued her, claiming the co-ownership of the newspaper kiosk, but Titina doesnÕt even consider selling it, to satisfy her brotherÕs requests, or changing her job (she has initiated a legal action claiming to be the only legal heir of the kiosk); a year ago she also received notice to quit her house but she hasn't looked for and she isn't looking for another house; the Local Authority has offered free care in an institution for Katya but she has refused it.

Alfredo, Katya and the kiosk remain the scenery of her life. However, over the last two years, another element has been added: a panic state which shows itself in anxiety crises and breathing problems mainly at night and during holidays, that is when the kiosk is closed, the neighbourhood is 'dead', the street is deserted and Titina is afraid to be alone with her daughter.

2.3 Thematic Field Analysis

The text of the interview with Titina consists of a long report interrupted from time to time by short evaluation/argumentations. Titina never describes accurately either the events of her life nor the people (whether they have been important or not) who surround her and with whom she is in touch. She recounts her life exclusively in the first person and never uses ÔweÕ, even when she speaks about her daughter, her father or KatyaÕs father (whom she never call by name throughout the interview). Titina systematically avoids too the word ÔfamilyÕ, which appears in the text only three or four times. She omits speaking about her mother too, who is indeed left out of the main narrative to be then introduced, rather hastily, in long sequences where she speaks about other relatives. Only at the end of interview Titina showing a photograph of her mother dwells upon her.

The selective principle that guides TitinaÕs story can be summarised in the following statement: I havenÕt been the cause of my fate. Indeed, her main story opens with the immediate identification of the players who, in different ways, have influenced her life. KatyaÕs father is shown as the most responsible; not only because he courted her (I was at the newspapers kiosk, he came and stopped me) but also and mainly because he repeatedly deceived her (he didnÕt tell me he was married and had a son; he has told me that he didnÕt get on well with his wife and would leave her in 5 years) taking advantage of her loyalty and honesty (if you tell me that I have to wait for 5 years, I will wait for itÉ I have been waiting for 27 years, for nothing). Titina continues emphasising how she has always ÔhonouredÕ KatyaÕs father (I  always got an abortion) and her father (I  always had an abortion because daddy didnÕt want to have anything to do with it) and thus acted as an honest woman, who wouldn't have risked her and her familyÕs reputation by giving birth to a son without being married; moreover she wouldn't have used her pregnancy to ruin the family of KatyaÕs father. However, in spite of her good intentions, the behaviour of others has meant her life turned out quite differently to what she would have liked. Titina, whoÕd always sought abortion, continues to do so when she is expecting Katya (I went for an abortion when I was two months and then four months pregnant; at five months they told me it was a tumour, finally when I was six months pregnant Katya was born). The obstetricians had bungled the operation repeatedly. So Titina, in spite of herself, becomes a single parent. She is mother of a premature baby girl who, at birth, weighed only 900 grams and even went down to 650 grams. The doctors keep the baby under observation in the hospital for a long time; undertake to save her and succeed in getting her to a proper weight, but they too deceive her: KatyaÕs life is saved but she is irreversibly ill, she is spastic (when they gave me my baby girl, they gave me her when she was 2 kilos 250 grams but they didnÕt tell me  what she had). Titina, who absolutely didn't want a baby in order to not compromise her reputation, finds herself mother of a seriously handicapped baby in consequence of deceit and errors on the part of others.

As a result, the principal themes of the main story are two: the deception (by others) and the loyalty (of Titina). In continuing her narrative, Titina introduces the third element, I do everything by myself. This statement - that appears more than once in the text and represents the final evaluation of her main story - is always linked to othersÕ behaviour whose consequences are suffered only by her. Titina is alone when she goes to have the baby after the errors made by the obstetricians (I went to the hospital, I did it by myself, I did everything just by myself) and she is alone as well in providing for the treatment her daughter needs since the doctors didn't manage to cure her (I have been quite alone with my daughter, I take her to therapy, I take her to school, I do everything by myself).

All the topics taken together - the deception, the honesty and ÔI do everything by myselfÕ - outline the thematic field that is the setting of TitinaÕs self-presentation: the injustice. Titina, who hasn't been the cause of her fate and who has always behaved honestly, is the only one to pay for the errors made by others.

2.4 The Reconstruction Of The Case

From the analysis of biographical data it comes out which are the events which mark significantly TitinaÕs life: the death of her mother, and the birth and discovery of her daughter's illness. Indeed, from the thematic analysis it emerges how the selective principle that organises her self-presentation, ÔI haven't been the cause of my fateÕ, is connected to the subject of injustice.

What have these events meant for Titina when they occurred? And what is the link between such events and her self-presentation? In other words, how is the self-presentation correlated with past events and how are they reinterpreted?

The death of her mother represents the first turning point in TitinaÕs life. Her mother fell ill soon after having had her children; and even though Titina ascribes the illness to the birth of her brother (my mother, when she had him she had a goitre, and with the goitre came everything else:  diabetes and  tuberculosisÉ because when she gave birth to my brother she made, she strained and enlarged the the goitre, so it was like thisÉ..), actually she felt herself to be responsible as well. It isn't by chance that Titina, when her mother dies, takes on the role of wife, taking her place at home (when my mother died, I had to be the wife, so to speak  I did the shopping, I had to cook, I washed the clothesÉ from 10 onwards my life has been like this) and at the kiosk (we have seen that Titina, when her mother dies, leaves school and begins working at the newspaper kiosk).

Anyway, the work at the kiosk isn't just a job like other jobs. The kiosk had already played a crucial role in her motherÕs life: her mother had been not only a Ôstay-at-homeÕ sort of woman, but she had also been a Ôstay-in-the-streetÕ woman since she was a newsagent, and this had cost her her reputation (someone said that my mother was in the wrong). In fact, when Titina explains the reasons for her fatherÕs refusal to marry her (even after the birth of their first son) and the break with his brothers when he then decides to marry after all, she says all this happened simply because her mother was a newsagent;  and she tells also how the father was suspicious of her activities (in the past people would go to the Gallery to get newspapers, with parcels on their heads;  once my father actually hid himself, and followed my motherÉ but found nothing;, she never did anything wrong).

Thus Titina identifies herself with her mother by taking on her role of wife but also of Ôwoman with reputation problemsÕ since she is a newsagent. However, there is a sphere in which Titina cannot follow her mother: Titina - who has ascribed the death of her mother to hers and her brotherÕs birth and who has therefore associated maternity with death, developing the idea that it's impossible to survive oneÕs children - cannot take on the reproductive role of her mother. Titina shows implicitly her belief that motherhood is synonymous with death. Indeed, speaking about the previous marriages of her parents, both of them left widowed, she seems to explain the death, both of her fatherÕs first wife and her mother, by giving birth to sons: my mother was left a widow, her first husband died and she had no child from her first husband (and she saved herself); my father was left a widower and he had had two sons with his first wife (and she died); and then my mother had two sons, my brother and me, and soÉ (and she died). Again, telling of the death of her mother she says: Ôshe died at 3 p.m., on 9 May, that is MotherÕs Day, the first time it became MotherÕs DayÕ.

The association motherhood/death leads her to develop a strategy of escaping from maternity (I always had abortions) and so from marriage, without this implying an escape from sexual intercourse. The identification with her mother, both at home and on the street, means men appear on her horizon. Anyway, the fear of motherhood inhibits her: during the six years she was with her first boyfriend - this relationship shows she has an interest in the opposite sex - they never had sexual intercourse, and she refused his proposal to elope (I was afraid) notwithstanding his assurances (I wont touch you, IÕll do nothingÉ IÔll no touch you at all). Thus sex remains on her horizon but it doesn't yet get into her life.

Her second boyfriend, a boy approved of by her father, but obsessed with jealousy (he was possessive and prone to violence, he always beat me out of jealousy) shows her that sex can be separated from motherhood. Titina, who considers him as a kind of clone of her father, lowers her guard and loses her virginity without experiencing much (with this boy I made love, in my opinion, not properly, because I really did not feel anythingÉ I said him: but how did you do it since I didnÕt feel anything?). This unintentional ÔlossÕ of her virginity frees Titina from the fears that her mother and her grandmother had inculcated in her (if he catches you, you donÕt know what he will do to you, all the blood, it will hurt! You are too young and then you will split because the children come out of the nose; they killed me, they killed me!) and she discovers that sex is not death and pain (no, no it itÕs not true itÕs painful).

The lost of virginity is the turning point that allows her to include sex in her life. In consequence of her motherÕs death, Titina had married her father; this allowed her to escape the trap of marriage and motherhood and, at the same time, to repay her father for having taken away his wife; but it didn't allow her to have a sexual life. Having discovered that sex can be separated from pregnancy, Titina finds the solution that enables her to have sex without risking her reputation. Titina, by being ÔmarriedÕ to her father, not only escapes from the fate that would have made her a wife and a mother, but also from the label of Ôwoman of easy virtueÕ. Thus Titina strengthens her strategy moving, to speak, from an unconsummated marriage to an unfaithful marriage.

This strategy leads her to live a double life, represented on one side by her home, father and marriage, and on the other side by the kiosk, men and sex. The setting for the first axis is the house, which represents oppression and submission (we were only ever at home, I was only ever at homeÉ I had to stay at home); the heart of the second axis is the kiosk that turns into a place of freedom and expression of herself (I liked the kioskÉ I have always gone on working at the kiosk).

Therefore the ÔmarriageÕ with her father and her staying in the paternal house, as Ôhonest girlsÕ do, acts as a cover: Titina can stay at the kiosk, the place that represents freedom for her, even sexual freedom, without risking her reputation. In that too, Titina follows in the footsteps of her mother who, after the marriage, had regained her good reputation (my father and my mother worked together at the kiosk; I have always gone on working at the kiosk but my father and meÉ in the morning he opened the kiosk and I went down, then he went to work and he came back at 5 p.m. and I left).

Having established this dual existence, Titina reworks her sentimental life. She leaves the boyfriend, approved of by her father (she risked being pushed into marrying him) and gets engaged to Alfredo, a man who, since heÕs already married and father of a son, offers her a guarantee of being Ôun-marriagableÕ. In TitinaÕs story the fact that she has chosen Alfredo simply because he is married, is covert. She asserts she discovered it only three years later, but the anxiety she shows in presenting herself as unaware of it, leads us to believe that she had always suspected it and that, for this reason alone, she had accepted his courting. Titina tells of a series of attempts made by her to check the marital status of Alfredo; she produces them as evidence of her good faith but, actually, they seem to be a research aimed at checking that her suspicion was not groundless, that is, he was in fact married and therefore the right man for her. It's for this reason that in the main story the narration of the ÔdiscoveryÕ of AlfredoÕs marriage doesn't strike any particularly dramatic note (I got engaged, three years later I found out he was already married and had got a baby; a friend of his told me;  then when we next met I said to him: ÔListen, that friend of yours has told me you are married, why didnÕt you tell me that?Õ He said: ÔNo, originally I just came along to pass time, but unfortunately I have fallen in love, so now you can take your choiceÕ. I said: ÔOk, since I can choose, I choose to be with you). Moreover the subsequent choices made by Titina confirm that she had never had any marriage project in mind with Alfredo. It is not by chance that Titina doesn't consider leaving him, either when she discovers he is married or when he has a second son with his wife three years later, or when the time of five years - that they had set for going to live together - is up (How long do I have to wait for you? He said: Ô5 years, I will leave my family and come to you because I donÕt get on well with my wife'). Thus Alfredo represents for Titina a guarantee against marriage and motherhood (a man married and with children will never ask her to have a son) and, at the same time, the opportunity to Ôhave good sexÕ (he was handsome in his firemanÕs uniform;  when I saw him passing by the kiosk, I longed for him).

Alfredo doesnÕt appear on the home-marriage-father axis, but rather on the kiosk-men-sex one; in fact, his existence is hidden from her father and it doesn't prevent her from going out with other men too (when he missed an appointment I went out with other boys).

The relationship with Alfredo is so ÔfunctionalÕ to TitinaÕs two-fold strategy that it stands up to the crucial test, that is when Titina gets pregnant the first time. In this situation Titina gets confirmation of the Ôtacit agreementÕ that binds her to Alfredo (he didn't ask her to become either his wife or the mother of his sons): the decision to abort is, in fact, taken for granted; none of them contemplate, not even for a moment, keeping the baby.

On the other end, the abortion makes Titina aware that sex doesn't lead to maternity, even when it leads to pregnancy. The abortion becomes for her a common contraceptive, adopted without any sense of guilt. The association that she makes between motherhood and death, authorises her to use the abortion as a mean of self-defence (I have always got an abortionÉ I had the first abortion on Sunday, at 3 p.m.É then, in the evening, I went dancingÉ I didnÕt suffer).

Therefore the relationship with Alfredo represents for Titina the squaring of the circle: she succeeds in having sex, avoiding marriage and motherhood and, at the same time, she doesn't compromise her reputation, since she meets Alfredo secretly.

This kind of solution answers so much to TitinaÕs needs that it lasts for nearly 15 years (from 1967 to 1981). In this phase of her life, Titina is fully satisfied, everything works in conformity with her plans; indeed, the stability of that period is testified by the absence of biographical events. The only events mentioned are the abortions, which have represented the only threat to her strategy.

The solidity of the strategy that Titina has built is even resistant to the birth of Katya. Although Titina had done everything possible to not have her (she aborts twice), she isn't overwhelmed by the event either: Titina, who has already discovered that sex doesn't kill and pregnancy doesn't lead to death, discovers now that is possible to survive motherhood (I was smoking a cigarette when I gave birth to Katya, I never suffered). Thus Titina finds herself, in this phase of her life, to have eliminated all the fears of her infancy. Now the identification with her mother is fully realised: Titina continues acting as a wife (she stays with her father), as a newsagent (she goes on working at the kiosk), having sex (she doesn't leave Alfredo), and now she becomes a mother too.

She believes that, unlike her mother, she has survived the motherhood trial. However, when she discovers that her daughter is irreversibly ill, she realises she may not have escaped the same lot of her mother and, as her mother, she ÔdiesÕ in consequence of this motherhood. KatyaÕs illness represents, in fact, her death: starting from this event, Titina is condemned to the life sentence, to a slow agony.

The realisation that she, in some way, deserves the same lot as her mother, represents for her a turning point that leads her to revise and reinterpret her existence. Suffering the same destiny as her mother, seems to be a punishment so exemplary as to presuppose a crime as serious. But what was her fault? Both her 'story' and her 'history' show it up as ÔrecklessÕ, being resolutely outside marriage. indeed, Titina has a great ÔneedÕ to show how marriage is not synonymous with honesty (you know how it is in this area, if you are married you are honest, an honest woman. Even though wives are often unfaithful, for people they are honest) and how, on the contrary, her refusal of marriage can be interpreted, in her case, as evidence of uprightness (in fact I met a man who celebrated his first billion liras and I didnÕt want him, because I didnÕt like him. How could I have married him and at the same time stayed with KatyaÕs father? I couldnÕt!). Moreover, because of KatyaÕs illness Titina gives up sex.

Thus KatyaÕs illness represents the turning point after which Titina reinterprets her life and begins to ascribe to her mother the Ôoriginal sinÕ that has marked her lot. Titina feels herself, in fact, to be just one link in a chain of guilt that starts with her mother. Her mother, a newsagent, has ÔruinedÕ her since she has passed on to her a heritage of dishonesty which she herself paid with her death; Titina, who is the repository of this heritage (she says more than once in the course of interview: I am just like my mother, my mother was good-looking), has ÔdamagedÕ her daughter and has been condemned to a life sentence. That explains why Titina, paradoxically, doesn't feel any sense of guilt towards Katya, even if she herself admits that the handicap of her daughter has been caused by the two abortions made on the foetus before it was born (Katya was damaged by the abortion).

Thus, the original ÔsinÕ of Titina was in having deliberately accepted and followed her motherÕs heritage. Titina has chosen, wilfully and repeatedly, to ignore conformity with social patterns and to have sex out of marriage. And it is for this reason that, faced with the consequences of her choice, she is obliged to deny the active role she had in taking on her motherÕs identity. So Titina presents herself as a woman who hadn't been the author of her lot in order to mask how, till the discovery of KatyaÕs illness, she had been the main author of it. She presents herself as a woman who has been deprived of her right to lead a normal life, in order to hide her deliberate efforts to escape it. From this perspective she can see in ÔothersÕ (her mother, her father, KatyaÕs father, the obstetricians, the doctors) the main people responsible for what has happened to her. Everything is then reinterpreted. The places and people of her life take on completely different meanings, almost a reversal of the meanings they had had in the past. The newspaper kiosk, metaphoric place of sexual freedom (I liked the kiosk), turns into a prison (I spend the whole day around the kiosk, from 6 a.m. to the eveningÉ itÕs too exhaustingÉ I have to calculate the returns, I have to do the accountsÉ); the house, place of oppression and hard work, turns into a mirage (I likeÉ being at home, like other women); her father, whom she had wanted to compensate for the loss of her mother, turns into a slave driver (once my father was dead I felt free because he he oppressed me, he made me lead this life, he made me leave my first boyfriend); Alfredo, who had been her warranty against marriage and motherhood, turns out to be a traitor (I said him, when my father dies, you must come to me, ÔdonÕt worryÕ he said, but then daddy died and he never came).

This re-examination of her existence explains why Titina doesn't accept the opportunities offered to assume again the reins of her life; she doesn't accept the move to a new house; she doesn't accept the place for Katya in the Institute; she wont sell the kiosk. She refuses everything systematically because she cannot act as a woman in charge of her life, and if she did, this new version of her life would be shattered. On the contrary, it functions to support the version of her as a woman autonomously dealing with the consequences of errors made by others. Titina acknowledges her capacity for independence (I do everything by myself) and she certainly faces alone an exhausting rhythm of daily life; allowing her to view herself too as a victim of injustice: she is the only one who pays for the mistakes that others made her commit. Thus, since Titina deliberately rejects any ÔsolutionÕ that would lighten her punishment, her ÔsalvationÕ too can depend only on others. Indeed, Titina can only anticipate their forgiveness because there are no longer witnesses for her to appeal to. The menopause, already arrived, precludes for ever the possibility of Ôgoing backÕ and redeeming herself through the construction of a normal path made up of marriage and motherhood. Only a pardon could release her from this life sentence: a man, a potential husband who would take care of her and Katya and give her back that ÔnormalÕ life, she had refused (a man who would take me out of the kiosk and keep me at home, like other women, to bring up my daughter, with everything in place). Anyway, the possibility of the pardon scarcely appears on the horizon: Titina wants justice to be done since she has earned redemption through KatyaÕs illness (I respect my daughter, I donÕt go out with anybody, I donÕt mindÉ I will not do wrong because I love my daughter); but itÕs excluded because others don't recognise the change in her (this is an area where if you ask about a person, even if they donÕt know him or her, they say, that woman? well, her husbandÉ well, anyway, they donÕt help you by saying: ÔsheÕs an unfortunate woman, she has a daughter with a serious condition, she has a difficult life. Today here, here in this neighbourhood, if you are married you are automatically an honest woman, if you arenÕt married you will always be a bad woman. At this point in life, I am fed up, I retire home and I stay thereÉ I am alone, I suffer but people are bad and thatÕs all there is to itÉ you know how it is here, a woman who has been once in the wrong, is always in the wrong).

In reviewing her story Titina reveals, once more, to be an excellent strategist: she ascribes to others the responsibilities for what has happened to her (I have not been the cause of my fate) but attributes to herself the responsibility of remedying the consequences of the errors of others (I do everything by myself). In so doing, she succeeds in assuaging her sense of guilt, that otherwise would engulf her, and in taking proper care of Katya who isn't either her victim or her perpetrator but only her companion in misfortune.

2.5 Summary

The case of Titina is emblematic and representative of the stigma that a deeply traditional and sexist culture attaches to single mothers.

In her adolescence Titina suffered paternal authority and repression, without having a female figure to rely on (the mother) and mitigate the power of her father. Once adult, Titina eludes marriage to avoid the risk of a new abusive situation (that is, finding herself once again in a condition of submission to a partner); for this reason she eludes also maternity as a prelude to marriage. Titina associates motherhood with death; for her, taking on the role of wife and mother means denying her expectations of freedom and independence. In other words, she sees in maternity her ÔdeathÕ as a person and as a woman.

However, Titina hasnÕt the cultural resources to fully realise her project of emancipation and independence. Thus she adopts a compromise strategy: it consists in keeping for herself Ôsecret spaces' of freedom without rebelling openly against the normative models imposed on her by her family and community. In fact when the birth of the daughter reveals her strategy, Titina simply retreats into the traditional role of devoted mother. But returning to tradition reveals the failure of her strategy: Titina, who avoided marriage to escape the risk of being trapped in authoritarian and abusive relationships, ends by remaining trapped in the stigma (the Ôbad reputationÕ) attached to her by the community for her behaviour.

Therefore Titina not only gives up her freedom (mostly sexual) but becomes also much more vulnerable than she would have been if ÔnormallyÕ married. As stigmatised, in fact, sheÕs in a position of absolute weakness in the marriage market (she is a single parent and, moreover, has a handicapped daughter); and in addition, she is a victim of her partnerÕs sexism, who continues ÔusingÕ her without assuming any responsibility for her or for their daughter.

Titina isnÕt able to exert any contractual power to negotiate more favourable solutions/conditions for herself. Thus, having avoided 'marriage', she finds herself in the role of victim both as partner and as mother, but without enjoying the advantage of being a wife.

�3. THE OTHER CASES

3.1 Daniela

Daniela is the ninth of ten children (five brothers and five sisters); she was born in 1962 in a traditional area of Naples. Her parents, poor and uneducated, were born prior to the 1920s. Daniela, like her brothers, begins working at the age of 10 but at the same time continues school up to the third year of the Arts school. In 1976, at the age of 14, she meets a boy seven years older than her, politically committed and with a great passion for painting; he becomes her husband in 1980. The marriage, that he had apparently very much wanted, is purely instrumental: a marriage certificate is necessary to obtain a squat in a house in one of the ghettos of Naples, at that time a centre for youth and student struggle.

After four years of stormy cohabitation, the idea brews in Daniela to leave her husband; but before doing so she decides to have a son with him. In 1986, when her daughter Chandra is 2, Daniela opens a beauty/massage parlour, rents a flat and goes to live there with her daughter. Her husband contributes to the economic maintenance of the child, with whom he spends a lot of time. Daniela is very concerned to encourage the relationship between father and daughter. 

In 1993, a fire destroys the house where Daniela lives. For some time she lives as a guest with her daughter in ex-husbandÕs flat; then she decides to go and live in a town in Tuscany. This new location lasts only a year and ends when Chandra asks to live with her father. A few months later Daniela comes back to Naples too, in response to her ex-husbandÕs request, who, by himself, canÕt manage both work and daughter: by now he is a very famous painter. Daniela returns to live in her husbandÕs house but remains there only a few months. In the spring of 1996 she leaves that house and sets off on a journey through Europe with a new partner. But that relationship ends on their return and Daniela goes to live in the flat of a friend, a separated woman who lives by herself with her daughter. Currently Daniela is looking for her own flat - recently the court has established that her ex-husband has to pay her rent. Chandra continues living with her father and sees her mother at week-ends.

The text of DanielaÕs interview is a long argumentation. Her story is a continuous alternation of stop and go; thereÕs no continuous exposition, the narrative is always tortuous, fragmented and from time to time incoherent.

In the main Daniela speaks about herself as a woman who, at the age of 22, has chosen to give birth to a child, even though she has already decided to separate from her husband. The frustration of her expectations regarding the marriage ÔI realised that you are always alone, even with a partner, even as a coupleÕ, leads her to seek in the motherhood more than she finds in the marriage, that is, a Ôsure and lasting' relationship. Thus having a baby is for Daniela an attempt to free herself from her artist partner. In this way she pits herself against a husband who has become an encumbrance, who Ôis married to his painting' with her ÔownÕ project of giving birth to a baby, bringing up a child and ÔsucceedingÕ where she had failed with her partner-Ôwith this man there wasnÕt any possibility of developing a family life together'.

Choosing to become a mother and then separate, is for Daniela the first step in a process of emancipation from her partner. Anyway, Daniela puts into effect only a ÔsymbolicÕ separation: she sets a physical distance between her and her partner, she goes away, but she doesnÕt break the link that binds her to him. On the contrary, she strengthens it through her daughter ÔIÕve never tried to separate them, well, today IÕm a little bit sorry, because IÕve given him too much, I mean, IÕve set up too much of an image of the father who was doing something important, having an artistic career'.

Daniela ends the main narrative when she reaches the conclusion she was trying to express from the very beginning: Ôand since she has chosen to live with her father, I find myself completely alone, but at the same time IÕm very glad they have this relationship, since she wanted to live with her father; but itÕs really very sadÕ (cries).

In the second part of the interview, Daniela continues the theme of marriage and separation, and connects it to her adolescence and to the fact of having been brought up in a large family where she was the ninth of ten children Ôin my family there was freedom of movement but there wasnÕt an affective  dimension, that is, a loving atmosphere, and this was what I was looking for, not just freedom; but it was just this love relation that I didnÕt find in my husband, or if I did find it, it was only a poor substitute;  for I was the ninth child and didnÕt get much attention;  I found it difficult to show my needs as it is when you are the ninth of ten siblings.Õ

Then she focuses again on the period before the separation, on her need Ôto be aloneÕ, to Ôdevelop during this periodÕ and to Ôdevote myself just to my personal and inner development, finding my potential, my identity, so that if I succeed, subsequently IÕd have a sense of satisfaction and respect for myself'. And, soon afterwards, she recounts how she planned her ÔescapeÕ: she asked for a loan from some friends and opened a small beauty and massage parlour, close to her house (her father, a baker, has passed on to her and to her sisters a passion for ÔkneadingÕ and consequently a flair for massage). Six months later, she rents a flat not very far from her ex-husbandÕs house and she moves there with her daughter. The preparations for her ÔescapeÕ last nearly a year, but Daniela notes with great bitterness that Ômy partner didnÕt notice anything at all what I was really doing, it was as if it were nothing to him; in spite of my angerÉ. the discussions,,, in the end I thought:  look! IÕm going away, but he was totally unconcerned; he was immersed only in his own dimension, in his search for success'.

The separation seems to begin a new phase in DanielaÕs life. All proceeds according to plan. She has created her work; she likes it, and it allows her to be economically independent (her husband, in addition, gives her a monthly allowance for the maintenance of their daughter). Furthermore, living alone with her daughter, in the same area where her husband has always lived, is what she really enjoys. It makes her feel modern and emancipated, a ÔmodelÕ for the other women of the neighbourhood: Ôthe other women admired me; they thought: well, she isnÕt a confused woman, the kind that first refuses wealth and stability, and then runs back to her mother's house, and has many lovers;  I mean there are many women in that situation who lose their way, lose sight of their goal and in the end lose themselves. How many women do that! But with me, on the contrary, other women saw me, my house, a fine house, my centre, my job, my daughter in a good school; they liked seeing a working-class woman acting in a way which is quite untypical of the pattern of women in the district after a separation. And I saw how they looked and thought, a little bit curious: so, itÕs possible, so we can do it too, we arenÕt obliged to live always with our man, if she can do it why canÕt we?  So it was a bit of a challenge for me, offering a model of the woman who says: you can rebel, you can, you donÕt need to put up with things'.

The strategy of ÔescapingÕ from husband and marriage bears fruit: Daniela is now without a partner, but she has a house, a job of her own, and her daughter with her. Moreover, she enjoys 'social acknowledgement' from other women and, in the neighbourhood where she lives and works, she has become ÔvisibleÕ not just as the Ôwife ofÕ but as a Ôpersonage', me too, I was a character with my own style of life, at work tooÉ a professional, it means not just working to earn a living, but working for my personal satisfaction.Õ

Work as creative, as a personal search and expression and not just a means of economic independence, shapes the second phase of DanielaÕs separation, when she begins to 'disassemble', piece by piece, what she had built before (after having opened this parlour, five years later I decided to close it, I earned during this period, but I didnÕt like the long hours, it wasnÕt my thing anymore, I no longer wanted to be a masseuse.Õ Daniela closes down her centre because sheÕs afraid of being corrupted by commerce, by economic success, by work as alienation rather than as 'self-expression'.Õ She gives it up because Ôwhat started as a hobby was becoming a business, it was beginning to do too well, so I chose to follow another path.Õ She starts working at home with the massage which is now no longer just a means for making a living but above all a means Ôof taking up again the art that I wanted to express in picture, in painting'.

In 1993 an unexpected event, the complete destruction of her house by fire and the consequent loss of everything in it, puts DanielaÕs life in crisis again. And this event initiates the third phase of separation, the one in which she loses the last 'asset' left to her- her daughter. Daniela is now without a job and without a house, she decides to move to another town, in spite of her ex-husbandÕs opposition: Ôher father didnÕt want us to leave, he suffered over it, because in spite of the separation there was still a strong bond, in sexual terms too, he still needed me; for the separation hadn't been brought about by the end of our love, but by my personal 'choice'; I wanted to grow up on my own; but  there was this passion, this link that continued between us, in spite of living in separate houses'. She moves with her daughter to Tuscany where she has some friends. But there Chandra, her daughter, doesn't settle. She's only interested in school, but at home (they live in a furnished flat) she's not happy; she doesnÕt eat, she cries and doesnÕt sleep. On the last day of school, she feels so ill she has to be hospitalised. Once discharged from the hospital, Chandra asks to go and live with her father. Daniela remains in Tuscany. That autumn her ex-husband, who canÕt manage his work and his daughter at the same time, asks her to come back home:Ômy daughter has chosen to return to Naples, to her father; but I donÕt want to give up yet, so I say: ok, I m continuing on this path and staying in Tuscany; but three months later her father called me saying that he couldnÕt continue like this. So I returned to Naples, even though I was giving up a good situation, with work consistent with my needs'.

Her coming back marks the fourth stage in DanielaÕs separation. In this stage, still in progress, Daniela ÔlosesÕ what she had chaotically and anxiously gained: she has no longer a job nor house nor daughter, and now she no longer has her partner: Ô15 days ago we got the divorce, I could ask for much more money since he is, well, a VIP, he has a lot of money, his success is a guarantee  I mean, if I go to someone IÕm a nobody, if he goesÉ ah, they open up,  the bank opens its doors to him, but the bank doesnÕt open its doors to me because IÕm a nobody'.

Thus DanielaÕs strategy has been unsuccessful. Her attempt to distance herself from her partner, to emancipate herself from him, has led her to lose everything bit by bit: he has everything, the daughter, the house, the success, the economic security. She has nothing.

The problem of the case

The problem of the case lies in a lack of identity, or you could say by a block in the development of her identity, within her parental family, where Daniela didnÕt feel emotionally supported. The marriage and the lone parenthood, where she has looked in vain for the emotional support she has never had, have only exacerbated the problem.

Her perception of the problem

Daniela perceives all the Ôbreak-ups' caused by herself as forced choices. The break-ups represent for her the inevitable result of processes which otherwise would have trapped her in roles threatening her personal development (ÔI donÕt easily accept compromises, I donÕt simulate in my relationships, even though I run the risk of losing all relationships and remaining alone'). The Ôrupture' is her way of escaping from conditions that she perceives as a ÔrestraintÕ on her development. Similarly, starting new relationships and new experiences is her way of getting in touch with other 'sources of identity' which can orient and support her in the process of self-development. At the moment, Daniela is at a turning point: Ôwho abandoned whomÕ is now the question. Answering this question could stop the vicious circle of the Ôbreak-ups' in which she has been trapped till now. Through a self-reflexive process she could learn to be less centred on her 'ego' and include 'others', by negotiating with them her needs and expectations.

The solution

Daniela responds to the condition of marginality experienced in her family of origin - where she suffered a sense of being Ôa mere cipherÕ - by searching in love for her self-realisation. But she has a deep ambivalence towards the partner relationship that comes again from her family background. In fact her mother, who has always played the role of wife and mother inside a deeply traditional family, has projected onto Daniela her own desire for emancipation (Ômy mother and my father were continuously in conflict, because my mother was illiterate but very intelligent, the first message she gave us was always about independence and  freedom. She said: you must be independent and free, your husbands are 'borrowed blood'). 

Daniela begins marriage very early, in a condition of great vulnerability. Actually, she is totally dependent in the emotional field and absolutely lacking in resources on which she could count. But she aspires to realising an equal and but-conflictual relationship with a man who, in contrast, seems to be invulnerable: he has a ÔnaturalÕ artistic vocation, enjoys public recognition, is successful in his job. Having to endure the comparison with him, Daniela tries to distance herself from her partner by reorienting herself, that is centring herself not only on the partner relationship, but on motherhood and work. But she isn't able to free herself from comparisons with her partner and so encounterds only failure. Finally she has to face the complete loss of her 'capital': her man, her daughter, her work. DanielaÕs obstinacy in insisting on seeing herself as a modern woman, given she hasn't the cultural resources and means, precludes her from any possibility of negotiating an egalitarian relationship with her partner. Paradoxically, he is a man who has tried at all cost to stay with her, and even though he has been abandoned, he has fully assumed the role of a responsible father, respecting the ÔobligationÕ to contribute to the economic maintenance of his ex-wife as well as his daughter.

The risk

Daniela isnÕt exposed to the risk of material impoverishment but she greatly risks a relational and affective impoverishment. Her incapacity to build relationships, since she is afraid of being overwhelmed by them, makes her retire into herself in order to try, repeatedly and unsuccessfully, to develop her own identity. One of the greatest risks Daniela runs currently is that, in searching herself in a new relationship, she can remain trapped again in it.



3.2 Grazia

Grazia was born in 1946 and she is the fourth of seven children (two brothers and five sisters). At the age of 6 she begins working in small workshops in the neighbourhood where she lives. At the age of 10, she is obliged by her parents to leave school even though she liked studying. At 20 she marries and has two daughters. Her husband, soon after the birth of the second baby, falls ill and is discovered to have a serious tumour; he dies in 1972. After his death, Grazia is taken on as an attendant in the hospital where her husband had been hospitalised for three years. In 1974, Grazia begins a relationship with another man; she lives with him without marrying and has three others sons, in 1976, 1978 and 1984. When the last born is only six months old, Grazia leaves her partner since she discovers yet another betrayal on his part. Since then neither she nor her sons have seen him anymore. At the moment Grazia lives with three of her five sons (the first two daughters are married); she continues to cope with the needs of the whole family (she has also a second-job: in the evening, she works in a restaurant) but she is anxious about the future of her fourth son who, since his father has gone away, has through childhood and adolescence shown disturbed behaviour.

Grazia talks about her life in a straightforward and laconic way. Her narrative is reduced to the main events and is uninformative. In her main narrative, that lasts only a minute, there isnÕt a ÔstoryÕ but rather a sequence of events: her marriage (I got married at the age of 20), the birth of two daughters (IÕve had two daughters), the death of her husband (after six years of marriage my husband  died), the relationship with a new partner (then four or five years later I started a relationship with another man), the birth of the other three sons (and I have had three babies with him), the rupture of the relationship (and we separated because we didnÕt get on well together; I can bear poverty but I canÕt bear betrayal; he took a lover, so we separated), the disappearance of her partner (since then we havenÕt seen him anymore, he has never sent anything for his sons), her work, on which the whole family depends (IÕve a job, I work in a hospital and I live on it though sometimes with the help of a  loan; one day we eat well, the next we donÕt, but anyway we keep going), the present composition of her family (IÕve five children; two are married and three live with me) and the ÔprofessionalÕ condition of each member in it (the girl aged 20 is engaged; there is a boy of 18 who once worked but now is unemployed, he has to do his National Service; and the last born, 13 years, attends the second class at high school). The main narrative ends with an evaluation (this is my life) through which Grazia on one hand wants to stress the ÔpredictabilityÕ of her life, on the other hand wants to show her unwillingness to add anything else: she has already said all that she had to say.

In the second part of the interview Grazia, 'pressed' to dwell upon the events only touched on in the main narrative, presents her life with extreme reticence. It is articulated into four parts whose guiding principle is her Ôhaving always worked'.

About her adolescence, up to her marriage at 20, Grazia says she was a girl whoÔat the age of 12, I was already a skilled workerÕ. Moreover she describes that period as a phase Ôthat wasnÕt so good. I worked late the whole week, only on Sundays was I free but even then not completely. I had to tidy up home and to cook; then I had to wash the dishes, serve the coffee and finally wash everything'.

Grazia talks about the second phase of her life - starting with her marriage and ending with the death of her husband at the age of 26 - as a period marked by the illness of her partner. Consequently, married life and the birth of two daughters fade completely into the background. In this phase, Grazia takes on herself both the role of breadwinner for her family and the role of care-taker for her husband; in fact, speaking about herself, she says ÔI went to work and I went to the hospital'.

The death of her husband, occurring in 1972, marks the start of the third phase of her life, the period of her Ôrebellion'. Up to then, Grazia had never opposed her ÔdestinyÕ - her low social extraction - which condemned her to an unhappy childhood and adolescence, consisting of work at the factory and work at home. But now her premature Ôsocial deathÕ, as woman and as person, to which she feels condemned due to her situation of young widow and mother of two girls, is a price that Grazia refuses to pay. Grazia, by challenging the conventions which would see her only as a Ôgood motherÕ and a Ôgood workerÕ, claims her right to start a new life and to reconstitute a family for herself and her daughters. In other terms, she wants to escape at any cost from the segregation and exclusion to which she would be condemned for not having a partner (IÕve experienced too many bad feelings, quite apart from the children who, when the eldest was 5 and the youngest was 3, asked for their father: he has gone to work, I would say. They felt sad, alone; the worst thing was when we went to a wedding, somewhere, and we were all alone. It was awful'). Nevertheless, being aware of having few opportunities in the marriage market - sheÕs a widow and sheÕs already two daughters of 3 and 5 - she accepts the courtship of a man, an unreliable latin lover type, whom sheÕd known since she was a young girl. But before that she had Ônever wanted to get involved with himÕ and even though she asserts that Ôat first I didnÕt like him, at first not so much, then graduallyÉÕ she chose to live with him without marrying for the second time, even if her partner would have married her. If Grazia had legalised the relationship, she could have risked economic security which she explains thus: ÔHe wasnÕt a reliable man from the economic point of view, I didnÕt feel sure of him, also because everything rebounds on you when you are married, the wife pays for the husbandÕs problems, and vice versa'. Her entry into the ÔregularÕ labour market (soon after the death of her husband she had a ÔjobÕ as attendant in the hospital where he had been) has, in fact, represented a crucial turning point in GraziaÕs life. Even though she has been working since she was 6, only now she feels sheÕs gained the status of ÔworkerÕ. The visibility acquired on the labour market actually, allows her to act as the ÔstrongÕ partner in the new relationship and to settle the terms of their living together. Working is also what allows her, ten years later, not to put up with yet another adultery by her partner and to rebel again. Even though they have had another three children, their last born was only six months old, Grazia decides to leave her partner (I can bear poverty, but I canÕt bear betrayal').

The rupture with her partner marks the end of this period of 'rebellion' against the impositions of a traditional and sexist culture. Grazia, who had wanted the separation, finds herself again alone and charged with the care of five children aged 17 (female), 15 (female), 8 (female), 6 (male) and 6 months (male). She can't rely on the help of anybody, apart from the occasional support of her neighbours. Her mother has died and her relatives, (who have never accepted her decision to live with a man and have three children with him and then leave him) continue to show towards her an attitude Ômostly of reproachÕ.

She faces the new condition of single parenthood undertaking a second and a third job. Grazia is out the whole day and even till late; if she hasn't enough money, she gets loans turning to acquaintances/usurers ('when I can't go on, if I haven't enough money to pay a bill, I must get a loan to pay it').

As was the case 25 years ago (when she was left a widow), and 13 years ago (when she turned out her partner) Grazia, today isn't afraid at all for the economic future of her family since she trusts herself in her 'breadwinner role'(I've coped for so many years, from '72 up to '97ÉÕ). 

Actually, what has been worrying her for 13 years, and makes her afraid of future, is the future of her fourth son Ôthe one who hadnÕt wanted to go to school since his father leftÕ, and who at the age of 14 Ôwas involved in bad company, drugs, and who has been in prison'. With regard to him and his disturbed behaviour, Grazia hasnÕt no answer and does nothing but cry and say Ôeverything IÕve suffered didnÕt hurt me as much as what I suffered with him'). 

The problem of the case

The case of Grazia represents emblematically the case of a woman who sees the failure of her project of emancipation from a deeply traditionalist culture due to the lack of adequate personal, relational and cultural resources.

Her perception of the problem

As a widow, Grazia feels sufficiently strong to oppose the conventions and refuse the 'social deathÕ to which she would be condemned as 'breadwinner' in a family that has lost its traditional form of Ôfather, mother, children'. Similarly, as a ÔcohabitantÕ, she perceives herself as someone able to oppose the impositions of a sexist culture and rather than accept the adultery by her partner she leaves him. As a single parent, however, Grazia feels overcome by the consequences of her choices. The problems with her fourth son become the 'obstacle' to her project of emancipation. His deviance has led her to review her previous choices and to realise she has been the cause, by her behaviour, of the sufferings of her son, whose social exclusion is perceived by Grazia as a 'punishment' for her rebellion.

The solution

Grazia had seen in marriage a possible way of escaping from her unhappy childhood and adolescence. In that period, due to the poverty of her family of origin, she hadn't been able to follow her aspirations and interests. Working and contributing with her own income to the maintenance of her family of origin had been an obligation that she couldn't evade. The illness of her husband had obliged her, as well, to bear fully the economic responsibility of her new family. Once again Grazia had to give up her aspirations and devote herself exclusively to facing up to the risk of impoverishment that threatened her family. Having obtained a secure job, soon afterwards the death of her husband, meant release from the 'needs' and 'obligations' to which poverty had condemned her till then. 

On the basis of the 'position' sheÕs acquired in the labour market, Grazia wants to assert her rights to a Ônormal familyÕ even at the cost of failing to meet the social conventions and expectations of her culture. Living with her partner without marrying is her first and resolute act of rebellion against a traditional culture that would confine her, once left widow, to the exclusive role of a devoted mother. Similarly, ten years later, breaking her relationship for not being prepared to be subject to the betrayals of her partner, represents a further act of rebellion against a sexist culture which would have her confined to the role of passive acceptance. 

Centring on children and on her role of breadwinner is the strategy that Grazia takes on after the failure of her second relationship. Rather than trying to carry forward her process of emancipation - i.e. by having new relationships; or by trying to keep in contact with her ex-partner in order to ensure a paternal figure for her children; or even talking to them about her choices and the reasons which have led her to the separation - Grazia reorients herself completely towards tradition. The need to feel fully accepted by her community and to free herself from the stigma that her previous behaviour had brought, leads Grazia to present herself in the eyes of community and those of her sons as a 'weak' figure, as a woman whoÕs been abandoned by the father of her last three children. In adopting this strategy - that implies the complete denial of her part in the break-up and consequent 'loss' of a father suffered by her children - Grazia underestimates the effects on them. Her fourth son, who was 6 at the time of the breaking up, grows up feeling like an illegitimate child and, worse, rejected by his father.

The risk

Her fourth son is the real risk factor in Grazia's life. The risk of social exclusion that he runs, exposes her to new possible risks which she feels unable to face.



3.3 Marianna

Marianna is 39 years old; she has never married; she was born and brought up in a town not very far from Naples. She comes from a working-class family; her father, now a pensioner, was a carpenter and her mother is a housewife. She is the eldest of seven children. She studied to become a physiotherapist. At the age of 18, while attending the first year at the physiotherapist school, she meets a man ten years older than her, who is already married and whose wife is pregnant; however his marriage is in crisis. Since her parents are hostile to the situation, she leaves home and goes to live with him. After a while, she gives birth to a baby girl. A few months later the relationship breaks up. Marianna goes back to her parents who accept her; she restarts her studies and gets a diploma. Then she goes to work in the North as a physiotherapist, leaving her baby with her parents. Sbsequently she wins a competition for a job in a hospital of her town of origin. She goes back to live with her parents again. A few months later she rents a house and goes to live on her own. From that time on she has lived with her daughter, who is now 15 years old. She has not had any further sentimental relationships.

Marianna begins her narrative by introducing herself and her life; this self-presentation precedes the beginning of her longest narration (the main story takes 40 pages and the interview lasted nearly six hours). Although her life has been intense (Ôtelling the story of my life isnÕt simple, because IÕll soon be 39 and I have lived my life very intenselyÕ) and difficult (ÔI can honestly say it hasnÕt gone very wellÕ), Marianna introduces herself as a person who has been able to come through (Ôanyway, I succeed in doing what I wanted, I havenÕt any regrets nor remorseÕ) thanks to her obstinacy and her generosity (ÔI devote little time to myself and a lot to others, who maybe donÕt deserve it, but still IÕm happy to do itÕ). Her job, mentioned already in the first lines of the interview, is shown as evidence of her devotion to the others (ÔMy jobÉ I chose it, I was 18, I was young, I did all I could to take up this profession, it was really a mission for meÕ) but also a source of pleasure (ÔMine is a real vocation; I couldnÕt have done any other jobÕ), together with motherhood and, maybe, marriage (Ôand then I like being a mother, and maybe a wife too, but who knows; it has been denied me). As we can see, itÕs Marianna herself who defines not only the framework in which her story unfolds, but also her strategy, which is much more oriented to job and motherhood than to marriage.

The narrative is organised chronologically. Marianna presents her life in three stages: childhood and adolescence, dominated by the negative figure of her mother; the relationship with the father of her daughter, from the first meeting to the crisis, marked by the presence of wicked ÔothersÕ (her parents and relatives); finally the phase of 'independence' when Marianna, at last, becomes the main character, together with her daughter.

Marianna presents herself as a person who has never had a real childhood, due to her mother Ôbringing me up in a different wayÕ: she was the eldest of seven children and was obliged, from an early age, to act as a mother to her siblings (ÔI took her place; by the force of circumstance, I was burdened with this responsibility, I had no dolls, my siblings were my toysÕ) without any pleasure (Ôwhen I was all alone I said to myself: nobody has ever asked me: how are you? How are things? Or at least: how long did you spend doing all that?Õ) or affection from her mother (ÔSince I was the eldest it seemed as if there was no room for me because I looked too adult to bother her for anythingÕ) who, on the contrary, was very violent towards her (ÔI have been attacked, by my mother, with things that I donÕt want even to mention; dishes, scissors, knives, everything, and I still bear the scars, yes, she cut my vein hereÉ and it was a knife she threwÕ). The school experience too was compromised by the presence of her mother who hindered her progress with her continuous calls for help, notwithstanding her passion for studying ('I wanted to do well, but I wasnÕt allowed to, and sometimes it happened I went to school without having been able to do my homework').

The meeting with the father of her daughter is shown as an 'upsetting' event: it is the meeting in which thereÕs love at first sight, described over four pages which recall the typical atmosphere of a Lelouche movie (with the classic rhetoric of romance, for example, where all those present at their first meeting were inspired by the happiness the two lovers exuded). As in the best romantic tradition, Marianna describes the events of that period as shaped by the power of a love, that helps her endure her parentsÕ opposition, and subsequently in taking a difficult decision: that of leaving the paternal house. After a period in which she lives at her grandmotherÕs house (Ôshe was my best friend, my mother, everythingÕ), Marianna goes to live with her lover. Once again, the choice is shown as imposed by external conditions, in this case her relatives, who continuously threatening to bring her back home. For some time then Marianna, who is expecting a baby, lives at her partnerÕs house but then decides on a different strategy, this time one imposed by her love for the baby she is expecting. Actually, she has a threatened miscarriage so stops studying; moreover she feels that the life with her partner (the fact that he stops her seeing her brothers and sisters, whom she loves, the financial straits, his coolness towards the coming baby) causes her great stress. Thus, she decides to go to an Institute for 'unmarried mothers' (she even produces false papers because she wouldnÕt otherwise have a right to be admitted there).

Marianna remains there up to the moment of the birth. Then, with the baby, she goes back again to living at her partnerÕs house. A few months later, she makes another choice, and for the first time she makes it for herself and not only for her daughter. Marianna canÕt stand the irresponsibility of her partner (little by little I discovered what he was like, I started having doubts about his goodness, but they were not justified; he is just an easy-going man, not wickedness or avaricious, just irresponsible). She hates their segregation (he didnÕt want people around us, and I was always alone) and when she finds her partner beating the baby and telling her to be quiet, she decides instantly to leave home. She rings up her sister and asks to be taken to the Institute for 'unmarried mothers'; but her mother comes and tells her: ÔYou can come back home, come back home with me'.

'My return home wasnÕt as a 'seduced and abandoned' girl who had been forgiven by her parents, and who for this reason goes with lowered head, never reacting, always consenting to everything, acting as a beast of burden, forget it!; I was intransigentÕ!  Marianna says. In fact she started a new life at that point. She began studying again since could count on her parentsÕ help, and after the diploma she left for a northern town. In this case too, the decision was seen as a mission (the chance comes about through a request for help from her sister, who has moved North and now has health troubles); actually Marianna starts working there and rents a flat on her own (as usual, she presents this decision as a forced choice: her sister, being now restored to health, tells her that the husband doesnÕt like giving her hospitality). Once settled down, Marianna fetches her daughter, who up to that point had remained with the grandparents. But the girl, used to living in a house full of affection (from uncles and aunts and grandparents), is unhappy there; she doesnÕt adapt to the new situation (she has to go to nursery school and can see her mother only in the evening); she doesn't eat and cries a lot. Marianna brings her back to the grandparents (once more she presents the decision as one taken out of love) but she remains in the North, all alone (she has quarrelled with her sister), and goes on refusing the various Ôindecent proposals which both men and women made meÕ because she was an unmarried mother. She takes part in the competitive exams for physiotherapists in a number of southern hospitals; she wins one of them (another point of arrival for I had so many goals in my lifeÉ) and comes back home. After only five months (on March 1989 I received my first wage, in August I rented a house) she rents a flat and leaves her parentsÕ house: even this time she presents her choice as forced Ôafter a lot of discussion my mother turned me out, that is she asked me to find a house of my own immediately'. Marianna takes out loans and pays the bills and organises her flat; today she is very proud of what she has done on her own ('Today IÕve plenty of everything, that is, this flat is furnished as if I had had a partner, someone who helped me; IÕve a proper house, IÕve plenty of everythingÕ). Nowadays Marianna works with passion, has friends, frequently meets her siblings; she goes out dancing and to the cinema with them. SheÕs proud of her daughter and talks about her as a friend (we donÕt need anything, we can buy a book, go and buy a pizza, go on a journey) but she doesnÕt ÔuseÕ her to compensate for the affective gaps in her life (the lack of a man). She speaks about her as an independent and adult person, but this doesnÕt mean she refuses her role of mother ('I see in her a certain tenacity, she is persevering and intelligent; I believe that if she wanted something, she would know how to get it; not long ago she told me that she wants to become a notary, but I donÕt know, maybe from over the next few years she could change her mind, anyway whatever she decides to do, the fact is she will always have someone on whom she can count, while I am alive').

The problem of the case

As in the case of Carmela, the problem of the case is rooted in a deeply traditional family background which doesnÕt respect the sentimental freedom of daughters, and by a parental figure who is hostile and sometimes violent.

Her perception of the problem

Marianna has never felt trapped in her situation; on the contrary, the fact of considering herself exploited and not respected inside her family gives her the advantage of feeling ÔdifferentÕ Paradoxically, her diversity has acted as a resource. Marianna has always felt ÔspecialÕ in a positive sense and able to come through - thanks to difficulties sheÕs had to face - without allowing others to trample on her (anyhow, I succeed in doing as I want, she says when introducing herself).

The solution

The condition of exploitation within her family (since she was forced prematurely to take on a domestic role, to the detriment of her progress at school), and the fact of receiving so little care from her mother who in fact sometimes maltreated her physically, have aroused in Marianna a strong egoism. This has led her to develop very early a strategy definitely oriented to emancipation and independence. Moreover, this explains MariannaÕs tendency to show herself as an ÔangelÕ (always ready to take care of everybody else without asking for anything in return) and as a ÔvictimÕ of events (as we have seen, she presents all the important choices of her life as dictated by the will of others or by love for her daughter). Marianna has lived with the idea of being a benefactress; she has built herself up as a person who has sacrificed her life for others: she has taken care of her brothers and sisters and father; she has always been ready to help anyone (her sister, when she fell ill; her brother, who had drug problems; the other girls at the Institute for unmarried mothers; even the interviewer, to whom she says - showing the wounds caused by her mother - ÔI donÕt want to upset you, donÕt worry, IÕve got over it). Even the relationship with the father of her daughter is presented - as in the movie ÔIÕll save youÕ - as a support partner relationship (he was neglected by his wife; he was immature, irresponsible, I took care of him, IÕve assumed the responsibility of helping him). The image that Marianna presents to others, and probably to herself as well, serves the purpose of 'hiding' her stubborn determination to take care of herself and, in so doing, to build an alternative life to the family one. In her childhood and adolescence the alternative world is represented by school which, from the very beginning, means for her building up a professional destiny (IÕve chosen my job, I was 8, I was young, and I decided to be a Red Cross nurse, and I studied to do that, for me it was really a mission). Contemporaneously, she cultivates her romantic dream of waiting for the great love, the one that brings you a second life (I was looking for the great love of my life). When Marianna meets the father of her daughter (not a hurricane, but a tempest), she changes her strategy centring herself exclusively on love, and that becomes now the way to free herself from the domestic situation. However, afterwards she realises sheÕs backed the wrong horse; so she leaves him. Many episodes suggest that he wished to stay with her at any cost, and after the break-up to at least take care of his daughter, but Marianna rejects him (she refuses his economic support, for example). Her strategy isnÕt that of a woman in search of an egalitarian partner relationship, but rather of a woman who is unable to sustain such a relationship and who prefers to give up men, turning herself in a way into a man. Her emancipation doesnÕt represent the negotiation of an egalitarian partner relationship, but rather the ÔcancellationÕ of the male universe. Giving up men has been her guiding principle (itÕs symptomatic that she ends the main narration saying Ôtoday IÕve plenty of everything, that is, this flat is furnished as if I had a partner, someone who helped me, that is with another person; IÕve a real house, IÕve plenty of everything).

The risk

It seems that Marianna can rely on ample enough resources, to be protected from risk. Her personal resources give her a great capacity to face difficulties; having cultivated her affective relationships (thanks to her missionary strategy) which allow her to count on others (siblings, but also old friends); having been oriented to emancipation which has given her the opportunity to do a satisfying job. Finally, not having centred on her daughter as the only reason for living, which preserves Marianna from the risk of finding herself with an empty and meaningless life when her daughter has become independent.



3.4 Luisa

Luisa is 48 years old and lives in Naples in a middle-class area. She comes from a middle-class family. Up to the age of 7 she lived in Puglia, the native region of her father, and from 7 up to 18 in Sardinia, where her mother (born in the North of Italy) wanted to move, in order to join her mother who had married for the second time, a multi-millionaire aristocrat. At the age of 10 her parents separate. After the separation, which her mother had wanted since sheÕd started a love affair with a wealth old man, Luisa and her sister choose to stay with their father. They are sent to boarding school for three years; subsequently they live with their father, up to the time when he has a relationship with a woman (he marries her and has two girls). At 18 Luisa goes to study in Naples, where she meets her husband. She takes a degree and begins working as a teacher. At the age of 22 she gets married. She has two girls. At 29 she is left widow and lives from her job. Two years later she meets the second man of her life, with whom she is to stay for 16 years, even though he doesnÕt offer her a stable relationship (he has another woman; forces Luisa into and abortion; is jealous and sometime violent etc.). For a  year now Luisa has broken off this relationship. She lives with her daughters, now twenty-year-old girls, who study; she continues working and hasnÕt started a new partner relationship.

Luisa presents her life as a tragedy, and herself as a heroine: her heroism residing in the fact of having overcome all the misfortunes that life has brought her. She begins her narrative saying that she was born Ôwith a silver spoon in her mouthÕ (a sign of good luck); however - as we will see in her story - this fact, mentioned at the beginning, is used merely to point out how the prospects had been deceptive. Indeed, soon afterwards she begins the story of her difficult life, organised as a tragedy in three acts. In the first part she tells of her childhood and adolescence. After seven years of Ônormal family life, with two parents  in some way presentÕ her sufferings start. She mentions the move to Sardinia, demanded by her mother (who wanted to be near her wealthy mother), and the first quarrels between her parents; their separation, brought about by her mother (Ôthe separation took place in opposition to my father, he didnÕt want my mother to leave him); the experience of the boarding school, together with her elder sister, from 10 to 13, experienced as an abandonment by her parents (ÔIÕm reminded by the little bells when your parents come to meet you and then go away, or when they donÕt come and you see the father and mother of the others, but not yours;  IÕm reminded when we spent Christmas at  boarding school because they couldnÕt decide who should have the two girls'). She goes on with the trauma suffered when they had to choose, in front of the judge, where to live (Ôof course we chose dad, because daddy was the good one at that momentÕ) and with the story of her adolescence marked by the total absence of her mother (ÔI hadnÕt seen my mother for two or three years, then, when I was 15, from time to time she would come in the afternoonÉ because then she lived with another man').She ends with the betrayal by her father who starts a love affair with a woman (Ômy father met a woman, who is now his wife, and with whom he has had two daughters, and we were an obstacle').

The bitter summing up of the relationship with her parents ends the first act of her life ('IÕve never had any affection from my father or my mother, IÕd say that maybe my father  used us against my mother, that is we were a means to attract her back to him, but it didnÕt work; maybe we werenÕt anything important in her life'). The second part, continuing the main narration, deals with her marriage. Luisa reacts to the disappointment caused by her father and decides to go and study in Naples. Here she meets her husband. Love is a turning point for her, the chance to give up the sadness of the past: Ôthen I met Giorgio, I started a second lifeÉ he was really exciting and lively, and wherever he was people laughed and had a good time, in short there was joy'. But Luisa, again, presents herself as deceived by a destiny which seems to promise happiness but then causes her only pain. After two or three years of real happiness (Ôfor two or three years everything went smoothly, we were deeply in loveÕ), and after the birth of the first daughter, her husband begins to be unfaithful; tells her lies; and has many relationships with other women and acts like the typical latin lover. The marriage is in crisis; they try to find reconciliation and Luisa gets pregnant again. During the pregnancy Luisa finds out that her husband has a very serious relationship with a young woman, and she suffers terribly. The baby girl is born; two months later her husband unexpectedly dies. Luisa experiences the death of her husband as a betrayal: ÔIÕve some recurring dreams in which I dream that Giorgio comes back and I always say: why do you return? Do you expect to find me as I was when you went off with other women? I dream of him, as though heÕd left, for an adulterous liaison'. Luisa has a serious depression (Ôat the beginning I lived in it deeplyÉ as though nobody else existed as though the external world didnÕt exist, outside me; they gave me drugs to get me up').This phase marks the passage to the third act of her story, the meeting with the second man of her life. Luisa, our heroine, reacts once again ('The girls are very young and I always react, IÕve started living again, IÕve started living again'). But once again sheÕd destined for disappointment.  After a period of great joy, which leads her to neglect her daughters who were 3 and 6, her new man shows himself to be completely incapable of realising her dreams of normality. Describing the cruelty of her partner (she has been involved with him for 15 years) Luisa doesnÕt stress so much the damage he has done to her (the jealousy, the violence, the fact of having forced her into an abortion, Ôbecause he didnÕt want children and step-children') but rather the consequences suffered by her daughters of her neglect of them (Ôhe was selfish and arrogant and insisted I devoted myself more to him than to them, so in fact I did neglect them a little, during the first yearÉ if he asked me to go out, I went outÕ); his refusal to be called daddy (Ôno, IÕm not your daddy, he told my younger girl who had never met her father; she had only asked to call him daddy; your daddy has gone to HeavenÕ); having allowed them to be present at situations which hurt them (Ôif he came to sleep with me, I had no scruples; I thought they were young but it wasnÕt true since they observed us, they heard usÕ). Even the betrayal of her partner, who gets engaged to a young student a few years later, is presented in terms of its negative consequences for her daughters Ôone day she stopped my daughter and told her: you know, Renato made the doctors put the instruments in the belly of your mother').

Her daughters, at this point, become the new focus in the main narration: Luisa seems to integrate positively all the aspects of her relationship with them (Ôyou could say that, in some way, I  brought them up quite well, considering the historyÕ) but soon after she ÔadmitsÕ her greatest guilt: she canÕt bear physical contact with them ('the only bad thing I have towards them is that I canÕt embrace them, that is have physical contactÉ physical contact bothers me, not just because I donÕt love them, but only because IÕm not used to having it, IÕve never had it from my mother, in fact when I tried to embrace my mother, she was almost angry'). Even this time Luisa doesnÕt show herself as a woman who has surrendered; on the contrary, she thinks sheÕs in time to remedy her error. In the last year, she left her partner (till then she had kept up contact with him even though he had a son by his lover); has started family therapy with her daughters (Ôgiven the pain I suffered, now IÕm trying to remedy these problems, since they feel the need for physical contact, perhaps IÕm in time to sort out this problemÉ well, actually, it doesnÕt bother me like in the past, the psychologist gave us an exercise where we had to kiss each other before going to sleepÕ); she has resumed her hobbies, mostly ceramics.

The problem of the case

Luisa symbolises one of those cases where family life and the experience of abandonment by the parents play the main role. Her search for stability leads her to accept an unsatisfactory marriage with a man who she herself defines Ôa latin lover and a gambler' - a marriage made of lies and betrayals - and a fifteen-year relationship with a man who has kept her tied without offering anything. Her problem is that of a woman unable to live in a relationship with a partner based on respect and equality.

Her perception of the problem

The perception that Luisa has today of her problem is that of a woman who is working on herself, who is in the middle of a self-reflexive process. Luisa defines herself as a person afflicted by emotional dependence, and she clearly connects the experience of the abandonment to her sentimental Ômasochism'. SheÕs a very beautiful woman and was courted intensely; during the 20 years of her widowhood she has had several relationships with loving men who wanted to build a steady bond with her. But she has always escaped precisely from this kind of man (ÔProbably itÕs something in me which makes me look for someone who makes me suffer, maybe because IÕm used to suffering since I was a baby, IÕm too used to suffering, so when the opportunity arises of meeting a good man who could offer me a normal life, I donÕt like it, itÕs like  a drug addict who needs the drug; he knows it hurts him, but he returns to it, IÕve analysed it in this wayÕ). This awareness has led her to break the relationship with the second partner. She says, like a drug addict who has managed to deintoxicate himself, ÔIÕve freed myself; for a year IÕve felt nothing, IÕm out, IÕm immune from himÕ. From this current perspective, Luisa reconsiders also the relationship with her husband (Ôit wouldnÕt have lasted with Giorgio; love would have ended, for I was too badly treated, I think that I was becoming too lucid').Today she can see the limitations of her husband, described as a victim of Latin male culture which in some way obliges men to be unfaithful: Ômaybe he didnÕt like it either, anyway, he couldnÕt give upÕ (it sounds like the analysis that Giddens offers of ÔDon GiovanniÕ).

The solution

Luisa has been trying for a large part of her life to re-establish the ÔnormalityÕ lost when she was 7. She attempted it by getting married; forgiving the betrayals by her husband and having a second baby with him; putting up for 15 years with a man who only caused her suffering (ÔIÕve always lived with the hope he would return, in fact I always ended any relationship in the very moment he came backÕ). It has been a hard struggle, carried out completely alone and without receiving any support from her mother (even though she is wealthy Luisa never asked her for economic support; when she was in difficulties, she prefers to pawn some jewellerys) nor from her father (Ôfor a year and half IÕve  had no news of my father, why? I donÕt know; obviously he has replaced us with the other two daughters he has had'). So in fact this struggle has failed: Luisa hasnÕt been able to reconstitute a normal family, and her partner has had a son by another woman. In consequence of this and also of various problems thrown up by her second daughter (who has serious difficulties both in her studies and in her relationships with others) recently something has changed, and the family therapy with the psychologist is an indicator of this (however she has interrupted it because it was too expensive). Today Luisa feels she is redressing her mistakes. Therefore she thinks of herself as having been successful; and her daughters as well, since they study and do little jobs. (ÔToday I feel calm, whatever happens we are able to meet our daily needs'). Luisa is preparing herself to be alone when her daughters go off on their own paths; she studies and applies herself to her hobbies, and she feels ÔrestoredÕ. ÔNow I must think of myself, and not look for love; always this same search for love; now itÕs finished! Who wants to give me love, has to give it to me free, but now itÕs over!Õ, she says at the end of the interview.

The risk

The case of Luisa shows how the meeting between an absent and disaffected family of origin, and a strongly sexist culture can be dangerous. In other words, the risk is that in a context marked by deeply unequal partner relationship patterns, needs for filling affective gaps can make the womanÕs position much more vulnerable; in fact, women can bear any kind of abuse just to receive affection and love. Moreover in this kind of situation, we should recognise also the risk of loneliness which can have both affective and economic implications. Any unexpected event (loss of the job; illness) would render extremely problematic the situation of those who have no family to turn to (given that, as a response to the abandonment suffered, all their lives have been oriented to proving that family is unnecessary) nor a partner (since the problem, in their case, is precisely that of not being able to have a steady relationship with a responsible mate). In this case, friends reveal themselves to be a necessary resource, even though presumably a scanty one. Luisa's case, in fact, is emblematic of the risk of segregation that a woman alone, young and beautiful, could face in a traditional and middle-class context, where social life is completely shaped for the couple. In short, she risks both being marginalised by women, who see in her a threat, and being excluded from men, since sheÕs already a mother (Ôall of them have gone away, all of them; and to think that they lived in my house, they always stayed in my houseÉ  sadness has been the worst thing in my life, the loneliness').



3.5 Carmela

Carmela is 43 years old; she lives in a town not far from Naples, in a semi-rural area. She comes from a working-class family, neither parent has had any education. From the age of 6 to 11, she lives at her paternal grandmotherÕs house. After having failed the first year at the senior high school, she leaves school. At the age of 18 she gets pregnant: the father is a man nine years older than her. Two months after the birth of the baby, he marries another woman, to whom he was already engaged. Carmela is accepted with her baby into her parentsÕ house. From then on Carmela has lived with them, with her youngest brother and her son, now 25, who didnÕt complete high school and is unemployed. Carmela has never worked or married; she lives on her fatherÕs pension.

Carmela introduces herself with a brief account of her birth, mentioning that she nearly died at only 9 days but was resuscitated. Her evaluation on this (Ôthinking over my life up till now it seems as if it would have been better if I had at that point been allowed to die') she opens the story of her childhood and adolescence. The first event she mentions is that at 6 she went to live at her paternal grandmotherÕs house, in a town close to hers. Carmela introduces this event by putting forward a justification for her parentsÕ decision (my grandmother was a school-caretaker I had to attend the school where she worked) however she must have reacted negatively to this experience for, soon after, she talks about her parents, describing her mother as a cool, strict and nervy woman (I canÕt remember her ever giving me a kiss, neverÉ very possessive, obsessive, anxious; she passed on to me her anxiety), and the father as a distant and indifferent man (my father, I never had a conversation with my father, nothing, nothing, nothing at all, because he isnÕt interestedÉ he doesn't care a rap, honestly'). Carmela goes on with the story of her life following it through chronologically: adolescence; the end of her studies at the age of 14 (which she connects with her involvement in the housework at home); the meeting with the father of her son during this period; the discovery of his prior engagement; her pregnancy; his marriage; her life today.

The principal themes of the main narration are the relationship with her parents and with the father of her son (while her brothers, and even her son, are secondary characters). The parents are shown in the oppressive setting of the home, where she has lived all her life, a sort of prison (we could say that home is too restricted for me, itÕs really restrictive, IÕm controlled) where she lives with the anxiety of her mother (if you go out, where do you go? How do you get there? What time do you get there? ItÕs terrible, itÕs really terrible with my mother) and the authority of her father (you canÕt even watch TV in peace, even the spots, sometimes there are some scenes which are a bit hardÉ if you donÕt get up and leave the room he changes the channel).

Also the father of her son is presented in his most negative aspects: Carmela mentions the fact that he already had a girlfriend when he began to go out with her, and she attributes to him the responsibility for their relationship. She mentions that she went to live in a Northern town, at her unclesÕ house, in order to not meet him any more, but that he came to find her. She gives to him the responsibility for the birth of her son as well (it was really him who  wanted this son andÉ I didnÕt refuse, but I didnÕt know how, I really didnÕt know how babies come into the world'). She stresses his lack of concern both during her pregnancy and afterwards (at the moment of the birth he took her to the hospital and he went away immediately just saying: ÔI want a boy'. Two months later he married and she knew about the marriage only because she saw the wedding-card on the seat of his car). Finally, she lists his lack of care for her son (the poor economic support, the promises made to his son and never fulfilled, the lack of support in looking for a job for him).

Though Carmela is so critical of her parents and the father of her son, she is not really resentful towards them. She is grateful to her parents for having accepted her and having 'nourished' her and her son. She feels in some way in debt to the father of her son because he has offered her the few happy moments of her life (the only two or three times I went to the cinema was  with him). However, as well as her feelings of gratitude, Carmela doesn't attribute to the others the guilt for her situation, since she is fully conscious of not having done anything herself to change it. In fact she interrupts her long narration with bitter self-recriminations: '25 years of privation, of sacrifice, and all this time I have stayed at home, I havenÕt done anything, I have just been a servantÕ, ÔI have reached the age of nearly 43 and realise that I have achieved nothingÕ. To a certain extent she feels herself to be the cause of her sentimental fate. Carmela, in fact, ascribes to her the guilt for having lost the father of her son (ÔIÕm a nobodyÉ I didnÕt succeed in keeping him,  letting him go awayÉ I let him get away too easilyÕ). Actually, the sexist culture is so rooted in herself ('men are hunters, it is up to women to manage and keep them) that she thinks it is right that a woman who let herself get pregnant outside marriage should have to pay her for her sin. She even feels she deserves the isolation in which she has lived and the stigma she has suffered (because of me, my dearest relatives, when I got pregnant, stopped frequenting our house).

The problem of the case

Carmela is an emblem of a deeply traditional society, whose constitutive elements are: the strongly repressive family background; the relationship with a deeply sexist partner; a strongly stigmatising external context. Her problem is having remained paralysed in her family, having failed in the marriage strategy and therefore having incurred the stigma.

Her perception of the problem

Carmela perceived and still perceives herself as trapped in her family of origin. The pregnancy represented for her the only way out, but that unfortunately went wrong since it did not lead to marriage. Since then she has continued to see herself as completely unable to act, and she has developed for this reason the ÔservantÕ role, devoting her whole life to running the house for her parents, her brother, her son, in order to repay them for their support.

The solution

As she has never considered herself able to leave her ÔtrappedÕ situation, she has never tried to leave it (ÔI canÕt rebel at all, and even if I wanted to, what could I do? Should I go away? Where could I go? How would I live? So I bend my head and I do everything they sayÕ).  In truth, she 'stopped' at the age of 18. She accepts being controlled and not going out as if she were a young girl. She has never considered another relationship as being possible; she is still emotionally involved with the father of her son and she ÔusesÕ her son (who often goes to his fatherÕs house to stay with his three step-brothers) as an intermediary to him and she asks him:Ôbut does he ever ask after me?Õ, even though she hasnÕt had any contact with him in the last six years, even by telephone. Carmela has still the occasional longing for vitality (she would like to go dancing, or go to the gymnasium) but she considers quite impracticable anything which might Ôbreak her chains'. Sometimes she dreams of her parentsÕ death, but she knows that with the death of her father she couldnÕt rely on his pension any longer, thus she would be compelled to ask  charity of her brothers. In short, she canÕt see any future (ÔI just hope this situation will change, but I donÕt know or when, maybe never, I have no hope of anything').

Her sense of paralysis prevents her even from centring on her son. The only way she involves herself with him is in looking after him, but she does not support his 'growth project': she has not helped him either in his studies (she didnÕt encourage him to continue when he stopped high school) or in his job (she made him  leave a job as tourist animator because it kept him too far from home) and so she canÕt see any hope for him either.

The risk

The case of Carmela underlines how lethal the support of the family of origin can be when the family is authoritarian and repressive. In this kind of family, support is obtained at the price of seclusion in the home. This makes any attempt at emancipation very difficult, for instance finding work or even obtaining welfare benefits and services. The risk in such a situation is that of impoverishment, both economic (once her parents die, Carmela can only hope for her brothersÕ support, who live by temporary and underpaid jobs) and affective (in this particular case, Carmela even risks losing her son: it is not out of the question that he will organise a life far away and completely independent of his mother, in order to escape from the prison in which he himself has been obliged to live).



�4. COMPARISONS AMONG THE CASES

4.1 Typifying The Biographies

Only in two cases of our sample (Titina and Grazia), is Ôsingle parenthoodÕ the structuring principle of the case. In another two cases (Daniela and Marianna) the structuring principle is that of self-development; in another case (Luisa) itÕs the relationship with the partner; in the last one (Carmela) the patriarchal relationships in the family of origin.

We find several similarities between Titina and Grazia. They come from the same milieu (lower-class), belong to the same cohort (they were both born at the end of Ô40s), both have lived in very authoritarian, patriarchal families and in a context where values of honour and respectability were deeply rooted.

They shared the attempt at opposing the traditional culture. Titina challenges paternal authority by refusing marriage. Grazia challenges social convention, at first by choosing cohabitation rather than second marriage and afterwards preferring to be alone rather than accept her new partnerÕs betrayal. For both of them problems with their children (handicap in the case of Titina; deviancy in the case of Grazia), are witness to the failure of their attempt at emancipation. The sons are witness to the price paid for having challenged Ôthe rulesÕ. Their response is that of choosing to centre themselves on the Ôfruits of their guiltÕ and delete from their lives any possibility of finding a new partner. The crucial resource which allows them to take on the role of breadwinner is, for both of them, having been early socialised to work; this is particular feature of families from the urban proletariat. Titina and Grazia symbolise the type who becomes child-centred in order to resolve their guilt at having challenged the tradition.

Carmela, on the other hand, chooses a diametrically opposed solution to the same problem: she too has grown up in a very authoritarian, patriarchal family and in a very traditional context where the values of honour and respectability are deeply rooted. But unlike Titina and Grazia, she doesnÕt  make any attempt at opposition. Indeed Carmela hasnÕt the means to carry out any kind of project. She has no emotional resources; she hasnÕt studied and, furthermore, she has lived in a rural context in an atmosphere of segregation which has precluded the very idea of working.

The experience of being abandoned, suffered during her infancy, and the cold atmosphere of her family background, lead her to construct an idea of love. However, the complete lack of resources prevents her success, that is of turning this idea into a life project. Carmela, in fact, doesnÕt succeed in negotiating a solution for her condition of unmarried mother, neither with her father nor with her partner. Thus she remains trapped in her original position, that of an Ôeternal daughter in a patriarchal familyÕ. Carmela hasnÕt considered her son as a possible resource from which she might start to develop a project of her own.  Her 'daughter role' is so all-embracing as to preclude her from even the possibility of taking on a maternal role and carrying through a development project, if not for herself, at least for her son. Carmela fully represents the type trapped in patriarchal relationships in the family of origin (the eternal-daughter type.)

Marianna shares with Carmela the experience of problematic relationships within the family of origin. But her family is a middle-class one; this allows her to see in studying a means for developing an autonomous life project. Unlike Carmela, Marianna faces her problem - lack of love and maternal violence - seeing in work, and not in love, a possible way out. In other words, she centres on herself from the very beginning; her structuring principle is actually that of self-development. The meeting with the father of her daughter is only a temporary deviation in this path, and her daughter represents only a new element to be included in her original project. Anyway in her plan there is no room for a man (subsequently Marianna will have no more sentimental relationships), since she has to interiorise the male role in order to avoid any potential source of dependence (analysing her case we labelled her the ÔhermaphroditeÕ). Marianna could be considered emblematic of a type for whom the process of emancipation implies the renunciation of love relationships.

For Daniela, as for Marianna, self-development is the structuring principle of her biography. However, the two cases are substantially different. Daniela faces her problem - not having been able to develop her own identity inside her family of origin - looking for a source of identity outside it, firstly in love and then in motherhood. However, two elements prevent her from carrying out her project. The first is the sexist culture of her partner. Her initial strategy, in fact, would have presupposed an egalitarian partner relationship: Ôgrowing up together, making a life and a family togetherÕ; but in fact she finds herself subordinated to the brilliant career of her husband. And it is precisely his brilliant social mobility which represents a second obstacle to her project of her 'developing together with'. The status inconsistency between them, relegates her again to the shade. The impact on her of the 'alternative culture' - feminist groups, political movements, etc. - prevents her from accepting both the role of Ôthe wife ofÕ and Ôthe mother ofÕ. On the other hand, her being rooted in traditional culture prevents her from really feeling herself to be a modern woman who is able to develop an autonomous project apart from the partner relationship. Not being able to bring about a synthesis between the traditional and the alternative culture, she paralyses herself in a dimension of endless existential research; her self centredness keeps her from using, and even from seeing, the resources that she nevertheless has. Daniela could symbolise a type trapped in the search for identity through the partner.

We should note that the only two cases of women who seem to be paralysed, Daniela and Carmela, have had absolutely different life paths. DanielaÕs life has been entirely oriented towards the search for herself outside her family of origin, where actually she enjoyed the widest autonomy. Carmela, on the other hand, has spent her whole life ÔenclosedÕ in a family which hasnÕt granted her any freedom. Both ways reveal themselves to be unsuccessful: for Daniela, the ÔoutsideÕ has brought about a loss of identity (ÔIÕm a nobodyÕ she says about herself); for Carmela, segregation has meant the absolute lack of resources (ÔIÕm nothingÕ she says about herself). This explains why Carmela sees herself as paralysed: she knows she hasn't any resources; while Daniela feels paralysed since she doesnÕt know she has them.

In the case of Luisa, her inability to use the available resources assumes a completely different aspect. She represents one of those cases where the problematic relationships in the family background play a leading role, and where the psychological dimension appears to be prevalent. Indeed, even if Luisa has at her disposal class resources (income, education, work), she isnÕt able to use them for negotiating egalitarian partner relationships. This is due to the deep wounds caused by her motherÕs abandonment of her and by her fatherÕs betrayal, which have provoked in Luisa a syndrome of Ôaffective masochismÕ and a psychological dependence on men. Luisa represents the type trapped in unsatisfactory partner relationships.



4.2 Typifying Risks

Up to now we have considered the 'problem' of the case and the 'solution' to the problem; this has allowed us to identify different types of single parents. What we would emphasise now is that each type of single parent corresponds to a kind of risk.

The type who is child-centred in order to repair the guilt of having challenged the tradition (Titina and Grazia) has faced the risk of challenging the family authority without having the resources necessary to support their aspirations. For this type the risk is that of a repressive family provoking the drive for emancipation in a still deeply traditional and stigmatising context. Focusing on children is the result of an unsuccessful strategy which leads to being trapped in tradition and, furthermore, with the burden of stigma.

The type trapped in patriarchal relationships in the family of origin, the eternal-daughter type, (Carmela), has been exposed to the risk of a stop on the personal development. For this type the risk lies in the protection ÔofferedÕ by a patriarchal family which is actually suffocating and pervasive and so inhibits any drive to autonomy. Remaining trapped in the daughter role comes from having been segregated, which has prevented individuals from developing any kind of ÔexternalÕ experience and therefore from developing any personal resources.

The type for whom the process of emancipation implies renouncing love relationships in a still deeply traditional context (Marianna) has faced the risk of loosing the gender identity. For this type the risk is represented by an abusive family which generates instances of gender emancipation, in a context where egalitarian partner relationships models are totally lacking. The impossibility of having any relationship with men is the result of a number of factors. On the one hand, the problematic (abusive) relationships inside the family of origin, which lead individuals to centre exclusively on themselves, and thus to develop identities as ÔpersonsÕ; on the other hand a still deeply traditional culture which provides only identity models of ÔwifeÕ and ÔmotherÕ.

The type trapped in the search for identity through the partner (Daniela) has faced the risk of the absence of identity. For this type the risk is represented by the attempt to integrate contradictory cultural models into the partner relationship. The lack of identity results from the unsuccessful attempt to build oneÕs own identity through the partner in a context (the family, the external environment, or both) characterised by contradictory cultural expectations, which suggest contrasting models of gender identity (emancipated woman vs. wife/mother).

The type trapped in unsatisfactory partner relationships (Luisa) has faced the risk of losing all the ÔcapitalÕ in love. For this type the risk is constituted by focusing on men as the only source of affective acknowledgement, in response to the abandonment experienced in the family of origin. The impossibility of investing their resources (capital) is the result of a Ôvicious circleÕ caused by the affective gaps which prevent individuals from pursuing autonomous projects and, consequently, enhance their affective vulnerability and therefore the psychic dependence on partners.

Now, if we examine risk from a biographical perspective, that is by considering dynamically how each strategy generates further risks, we can analyse the risks to which our subjects are exposed today.

Titina and Grazia, who have centred on their sons in order to free themselves from stigma, share the same current problem: to guarantee the future of their sons. However, they face different risks. Titina appears to be much more exposed and, actually, she runs at least three risks: risk of economic impoverishment (she hasnÕt a stable job); risk of being uprooted and/or of social impoverishment (losing her house and having to move from the neighbourhood); risk of psychic breakdown (if KatyaÕs condition worsens to such an extent she has to be hospitalised). Grazia, on the other hand, even if her son became completely marginalized, she would be exposed to great psychological suffering, but not to a psychic breakdown. Unlike Titina, she can count on several resources. She can rely on her job, that is not only regular work but also an important source of identity for her; on a good family and on social networks (she has colleagues, friends, relatives, children); and finally, on psychological resources which result from her being successful both in work (promotions and new diplomas) and in the family (the other children have done well). 

Carmela too, like Titina, is mostly at risk because lacking in resources, even more so in fact. She has no job and no education; she isnÕt involved in a social network, and even the relationship with her son doesnÕt represent for her an identity resource. Thus, she is exposed to the risk of economic impoverishment, relational impoverishment (both of them depending on the death of her parents) and also the risk of affective impoverishment if her son goes his own way.

Marianna, unlike the others, appears to be nearly free from risk, since she has endowed herself with all resources, material and personal, necessary for going forward. She has remarkable working resources (the work is for her the main source of identity), has affective resources (the brothers she has brought up and her daughter), has relational resources (her friends and her colleagues), moreover she has considerable psychological resources coming from a deep sense of self-esteem.

Daniela appears to be strongly at risk since, in the search for herself through others, she risks being trapped in a new unsuccessful relationship or being attracted by a 'predatory' organisation (for instance, a religious sect), or finally of giving up her search for identity and becoming an outsider. Thus, in her case, the problem doesn't lie in the lack of material resources but in the lack of psychological resources which prevent her from using her material ones (that is to say she has the Ômeans' but not the Ôgoals').

For Luisa too, the problem doesn't lie in lack of resources but in the incapacity to use them within an autonomous project. Luisa has economic resources (a stable job and, in the future, inheritance from her mother), cultural resources (which would allow her to seek out egalitarian partner-relationships), creative resources (hobbies which involve her a lot) and affective resources (her daughters). Nevertheless, if Luisa doesnÕt stop considering men as the only source of affective gratification - doing a sort of de-centring from men and re-centring on herself and her daughters - she could face several risks. First of all, the risk of remaining trapped in her Ômale dependenceÕ; then, the risk of being rejected by her daughters, who have suffered a lot for her ÔabsenceÕ; finally, the risk of going back to the problem of her adolescence (focusing on herself as 'an abandoned daughter'), if her present attempt to recover herself as a ÔpersonÕ and a ÔmotherÕ are unsuccessful.

From the analysis carried out up to now, itÕs possible to outline the Ôdynamics of riskÕ in our subjectsÕ biographies. From this perspective we can reconsider a biography in terms of Ôrisk careerÕ. In fact, if we consider our subjects in terms of the intensity of the risk they face in their lives, we see at once that such intensity tends to remain constant. In other words, in our cases we don't find sudden fluctuations, upwards or downwards, in the intensity of risk to which they are exposed. 

Nevertheless when we take into consideration the strategies adopted by our subjects, we can identify three different careers of risk. 

The first one could be defined as a career of 'risk steadiness' (this is the case of Daniela, Luisa and Carmela) where they always face the same type of risk, since the subjects donÕt put into effect any kind of re-orientation. The second one could be considered as a career of systematic control of risk (this is the case of Marianna), where the main element is the continuous mobilisation of the available resources. Finally, the third one could be defined as a career of risk reproduction (this is the case of Titina and Grazia), where the strategies of re-orientation themselves generate further risks. Only in the last case does single parenthood represent a risk factor. It is in fact the response to it - focusing on the children - that leads to having new risks to face. By contrast, in the other two types of career (steadiness and control of risk) lone parenthood doesnÕt appear as an element structuring the risk.

Then, shifting our attention to the reasons for pursuing one career rather than another, itÕs absolutely evident how the endowment and combination of resources is the essential factor. Our biographies show very clearly how the capacity to face the risk is connected to the availability of resources, both economic (they avoid the risk of impoverishment), and relational (they yield further resources of protective networks). At the same time, they show how a specific resource, the identity resource, is a necessary pre-condition for an effective use of other available resources. In fact, it has clearly emerged that all the interviewees cope or have coped with the definition of their gender identity, that is with the problem of defining themselves and their aspirations as women. 

The identity construction seems to be particularly problematic and ÔriskyÕ in a period of transition, characterised by the coexistence of contrasting reference models. Thus, when we speak about identity resources, we donÕt refer to a generic psychological resource but rather to a personal resource which has a social-cultural connotation. In fact, the development of a life project (marriage, work, etc.), requires that individuals are able to answer at least two questions: who am I and what do I want. But the capacity for Ôseeing themselves' in these terms shouldnÕt be taken for granted, especially in a context, like the Southern one, characterised by a strong persistence of patriarchal and sexist models, and at the same time crossed by modernising currents.  Much less can we assume that people with poor Ôcultural capitalÕ have such a capacity.

The importance of the question concerning the change of gender identity explains also the centrality of the family of origin in the biographies of our interviewees. If we consider that the family, and particularly the mother, represent the main agents of socialisation into gender roles, we can easily understand why all the interviewees seem to be deeply marked by their relationships with their parents, particularly with their mothers.                                    Far from being a psychoanalytic question, we can read this phenomenon in a sociological way. In a period of transition, the transmission of cultural models from one generation to the next one is no longer linear; as a consequence, mothers cease to be a normative reference model. In these terms, even the experience of abandonment or abuse must be interpreted in its cultural dimension (in addition to its obviously psychological one); therefore, as the loss of a model to which one might aspire or be opposed to.

The centrality of family background in the biographies analysed has also another 'raison dÕ�tre'. Actually, the family is an essential source of support (material, affective and relational) and whoever is deprived of it, lives in extremely problematic conditions. The resources offered by the family are, in short, crucial in a context - like the Italian one - where the welfare policies are mostly absent. It has emerged from the analysis of our cases that no one among the interviewees has ever made use of any support from the welfare system;  nor have they ever referred to it as a possible provider of resources (in monetary or service terms) to satisfy, at least to some extent, their basic needs. Not perceiving the welfare as a possible source of support, shows how women have interiorised the model of Italian welfare based on ÔlabourÕ (the right to security passes through work) and on ÔfamilyÕ (the responsibility for support belongs to the family and not the government). This prevents them from perceiving themselves as Ôentitled'. ItÕs symptomatic that the only interviewee willing to ask for help is Titina, and she does it simply because she's the mother of a handicapped girl and not because she's a Ôsingle parent'.
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