Immigrants on the Italian political agenda 1990-2007

Abstract

By studying the Italian case, my aim is to demonstrate the process by which strict anti-immigration measures gain precedence over more liberal policies in European democracies. First, I will point out that measures adopted to tackle immigration overlook the nature of the phenomenon revealed by network-theory. Second, by analysing two speeches delivered by Umberto Bossi, leader of an influential party advocating anti-immigration legislation I will place his argument into context. Finally, I will draw attention to the new dimensions opened by the latest developments at the end of 2007.

Introduction 

The issue of immigration has become one of the central issues of Italian politics since 1990.  Not only the Martelli law, the so-called Turco-Napoletano or Bossi-Fini are part of the political dictionary today, but also expressions like proposta Fini-Landi or Bossi-Berlusconi that have aimed at criminalizing illegal immigration and thus were part of the public discourse for a significant period of time. 

Italy as a country of New Immigration

Although, according to all statistics the number of immigrants exceeded the number of emigrants leaving Italy only by the middle of 1970s, the phenomenon of immigration is part of the Italian reality since the 1960s. (Chiarelli et al.1992: 44-49) Unlike in Germany, France or the Benelux countries the newcomers were not granted legal status on the basis of international agreements inspired by the need of heavy industry.(Colombo-Sciortino 2004) The patterns of immigration have been determined by the simultaneous effects of three distinct phenomena. Two of these are strongly connected to some neglected characteristics of the Italian labour market. 


Giuseppe Sciortino has convincingly shown that there is a strong link between the patterns of immigration and the character of the welfare system. Using the terminology invented by Esping-Andersen, Italy is a conservative welfare state that focuses on cash transfer, while relatively few services are provided for its citizens. As the industrial zones of the North attracted more and more rural and Southern women as labour force, the need for services also increased since most of these women were previously employed as household servants. By the 1970s there was a significant shortage of household labour in the Italian society. It was through the channels of the Catholic Church that such a shortage could be filled. Large numbers of women were and continue to be recruited from Peru, Equador, the Philippines and later from Poland that were all places of intense missionary activity in this period. (Sciortino 2002)


Another of the engines of immigration is also the result of a link between shortage on the labour market and an established network of international migration. The 1990s were the period of the Northeastern and later of the Southern economic boom and thus the age of the SMEs in Italy. In terms of manpower, the needs of these companies were satisfied by migratory networks sustained by Moroccan and Senegalese employees that had previously been linked to French and Belgian regions.(Reyneri 1998) After the second world war in the Italian Mezzogiorno it was not only the industry that needed cheap labour, but also the large plantations. The presence of Tunisians in Sicily may be explained along very similar lines. (Colombo-Sciortino 2004)

The third factor is one that may be best considered as a traditional “push” factor: the “wave” that regularly reaches Italy from some countries of the Balkans hit by continuous economic and political crisis, especially from Albania, Kosovo and Romania.  In the case of Albania it is more precise to talk of a dynamic movement that has been in place since 1992 and that was initially backed by general scarcity as Albania was one of the poorest countries of the world in much of the 1990s. Emigration from Albania was clearly speeded up by the dramatic events following the collapse of the pyramid game in 1997 and the war of 1999. However, recent studies clearly show that emigration towards Italy and Greece is perceived as a part of life or survival strategy in Albanian communities. Therefore, this latter push factor must be placed into a more complex social background. (Piperno 2006:247-283) In the case of Romania, a high percentage of the newly arrived are Rom (that is far from being a homogenous category). Understandably, there is no available statistical data regarding their proportion. However, in their case it is clear that the decision to move is at least as much motivated by the logic of migrant networks (Faist 2000:198-218) as by the general hope for a better life. 


According to the data derived from ISTAT reports the number of immigrants in Italy increased from 356 000 to 1 334 000 between the years 1991 and 2001. Out of this only 80 000 and 132 000 came from the countries of the European Union respectively. In view of the later developments it is important to note that the number of Romanian citizens increased from 9000 to 74 000 in the same period. When drawing conclusions from the above data it must be taken into consideration that recurring waves of granting residence permit on a mass scale or sanatoria is responsible for much of the increase. (ISTAT 2001) The same trends continued and in part accelerated until 2007. The official data showed that on 1 January  2005 2 402 000 foreigners on Italian territory, two years later this figure was 2 939 000. The increase is 10% on average. Between 2002 and 2004 this was the result of the mass sanatoria initiated by the Bossi-Fini Act, while in 2006 the increase was largely due to the arrival of Romanian and Bulgarian citizens as it became certain that the two countries would join the European Union January 2007. At the same time natural population increase of foreigners made up for 70% of the total natural population increase in Italy. (ISTAT 2007) The number of Romanian citizens increased from 74 000 to 178 000 until 2004 and to 342 000 until 2007. By that time the number of citizens classified as Eastern European had reached 1 100 000 that was 39% of the total foreign population. In that year there were 750 000 or 26% classified as African, 512 000 or 17% classified as Asian, while the share of those arriving from EU member states other than Romania and Bulgaria fell to 25,9%. (ISTAT 2007) 


These are the figures that mark Italy’s road towards becoming a New Immigration Country by the 21st Century. (Sole 2004) According to the latest data released by ISTAT, 5% of the population are foreign citizens. This figure is particularly high if compared to such traditional immigration countries as France or the United Kingdom (5,9% and 5,2% respectively). At the same time, it is only a little more than half of that is registered in another of the New Immigration Countries, Spain. 


However, another reliable set of data published annually by the Caritas Italiana puts the number of foreigners staying in Italy for more than three months to 3 600 000-3 690 000 in 2007. This calculation is based on data collected from municipalities.(Caritas 2007) If we accept these latter figures, the rate of increase registered for 2006 is exceptionally high, 21,6% while the share of foreigners in Italy is 6,2%. Although there is a considerable difference between the absolute numbers, the identified tendencies do not differ: 1. The number of foreigners resident in Italy has increased tenfold since 1980. 2. The proportion of Europeans dropped between 1970 and 1990 then quickly rose and has reached 50%. 3. The share of Africans was on the increase until 1990. 4. The absolute number of Asians is constantly rising, but proportionally decreasing. This – despite of the widely shared view - does not simply imply the arrival of the citizens of the People’s Republic of China as their total number hardly exceeds 200 000. 

The gap between the data collected by ISTAT and Caritas in part may be explained by the difference in judging the number of Romanian citizens. The latter institution put this number to 556 000 as of 1 January 2007. 

In both set of data there are more than 100 countries listed with at least 1000 residents in Italy. However, the seven largest groups make up 51% of the foreign population and only a quarter of them exceed 1%. This figure may be read as a proof that only a small minority of pioneers are successful enough to maintain bridges to their home countries. Migratory networks are not easy to develop. Moreover, the data also show that the concentration of communities has also decreased in the 1990s (King 2002) and thus the cohesion of such groups must have also weakened (Colombo-Sciortino 2004) and mobility increased (Schuster 2005)


Naturally, state policies also affect and influence migratory networks into a large extent.

Reform? 

Attempts aiming at describing and regulating immigration in Italy in the early 1990s  disregarded the role of networks, instead they intended to adapt the practice of Western European states that concentrated on needs arising from the Fordist model of industrial production. As a consequence of this approach, the legal channels open for immigration proved to be too narrow to satisfy really existing labour-market shortages mentioned in the previous section. Government practices suffered from double pressures: from the requirements of legality on the one hand and from the needs of the economy on the other. Large scale and recurring regularization or sanatoria can be seen as a desperate legal invention to overcome both problems at the same time.(Colombo-Sciortino 2003)


The issue of immigration appeared on the top of political agenda in 1997, in the second year of the second Prodi government, for the first time after seven years. In those months the Italian Ministry of Interior was preparing for the entry of Italy into the Schengen zone. The German government was eager to put some pressure on its Italian counterpart out of fear of increase in the number of illegal migrants entering Germany. (Finotelli 2006:211-214) (We had experienced a similar phenomenon ten years later when the Schengen aquis entered into force in the ten new EU member states.) 


The bill regulating immigration was drafted by two politicians who started their political career in the PCI well before the landslide of 1992. Livia Turco was then minister of solidarity and health care, while Giorgio Napoletano is a former member of the European Parliament and has since then become the president of the Republic of Italy. The goal of the bill was not simply to adapt the legal framework to Schengen norms. The minister openly declared that she wanted change in paradigm and opted for the so called “selective liberalism” in immigration policy. “When immigrants arrived, they found a way of life in our country and then a new mass regularisation was launched. We wanted a law that would grant fundamental rights to all those that come to Italy to work and would send back all the illegals.” (Turco-Tavella 2005:3)


During the drafting procedure many pro-immigrant NGOs were consulted and some of the circulars sent out by the Ministry of Education regarding the enrolment of children not holding Italian citizenship to primary schools also supported a more open approach towards the newcomers. The position of the right wing opposition then called Polo della Libertá was rather soft especially in comparison with the developments of more recent years. The attitudes may be explained by the fact that the media made a clear link between Italy entering the Schengen zone of Europe as a positive development and the new law on immigration. (Zincone 2006)

 The bill became an Act in February 1998 and its articles were in accordance with the goals originally stated. The Act unofficially called Turco-Napoletano received the number no. 40/1998 and later 286/1998. It facilitated the employment of immigrants as ‘as their recruitment was not on the condition that there weren’t any Italians available to fill the particular vacancy. Furthermore, this act introduced a quota system to be voted on by the parliament on annual basis. Moreover, the differences between citizens and non citizens started to disappear regarding their rights to access health care the right to health care, pensions and education.  The principal of selectiveness was also applied in the text and this resulted in a growth of the number of expulsions. 


However, the Turco-Napoletano Act as reform failed by the turn of the century. On the one hand, the promises made regarding the expulsion of illegal migrants could not be kept due to the new war in the Balkan region, on the other hand the quotas fell short of labour market needs, therefore the tension remained. As the administrative procedures were largely untouched, local authorities kept their traditionally wide discretional power. Consequently when the political climate changed it was possible for civil servants and questura to remain within the framework of the Act disregarding its solidarity-based approach. 


If the Act of 1998 did not bring along far reaching reform, it remains a question if anything had changed in terms of immigration policy after 2001 when the right-wing coalition under the leadership of Silvio Berlusconi formed the government in Italy. Many scholars agree that “…the musicians were replaced, but the music has not changed, at lest it has not changed much.” (Melotti 2004:154)  However, unlike the legal environment, the role of immigration on the Italian agenda has undergone drastic changes in the past six years.

Immigration in the political discourse 2000-2007

In this period the relations between state and immigrants and the image of Islam were those issues along which public opinion and public discourse were divided. While the phenomenon of moral panic has been emerging in Italian society regarding immigrants, attitudes towards foreigners became part of political identities. The moral panic is one of the favourite subjects of both strict and moderate constructivism since the panic is the first and decisive step on the road to the creation of “social problem” and “danger”.(Catanzaro-Nelken 2003) Those influential groups that are able to form a link between public opinion and public institutions play a key role at the start of the process. (Catanzaro-Nelken 2003) In inciting of fears around 2000 a political party was the main actor: the Lega Nord. 


By that time it was clear that the party is not only a protest movement and its organisation and rhetoric shows the characteristics of nationalist movements. (Tambini 2002:52-53) The central aim of the Lega Nord is the creation of a new set of symbols and common identity that may overwrite already existing ones: in this case the Italian one that is also a recent one. As Renzo Guolo summarises: ”At the origins [of the movement] there is tradition, biology and history; localism is presented as a special way of interpreting the world.” (Guolo 2003:58) 


Lega Nord was one of the stronger parties of the first Berlusconi-government, but its MPs did not find their way in the Italian parliament and on the brink of a split, the Lega Nord withdrew from the coalition. The party, still under the leadership of Umberto Bossi, has lost momentum and experienced an extended period of stagnation. It also lost some its strongholds in the municipal elections of 1996.(Tambini 2002:129-151)  

The anti-immigration discourse carried the promise of revival. The new logic and structure of rhetoric was based on those elements that proved to be efficient in a previous stage of the movement when anti-Southern arguments prevailed. Migrants were pictured as invaders destroying the culture of noble native locals and taking on their resources as members of a world wide criminal organisation, the al-Qaida. According to the message conveyed by the Lega Nord, the flow of migrants is a result of the evil conspiracy of the corrupt political left and the omnipresent multinational capital. Their goal is to erode the local cultures and thus eliminate the resistance offered by them to consumer goods pouring into the common market.(Guolo 2003 and Bossi 2000) This argument had already been linked to anti-Islam attitudes before September 2001. “The Middle East advances in the whole of Europe, the East is against the West of individual responsibility, individual liberty and national freedom. The Middle Eastern fatalism of a Muslim mark advances in Europe.”(Bossi 2000) As the result of the agitation in the Lombard town of Lodi against the construction of a mosque (Saint-Blancat-Friedberg 2005) and the symbolic war waged by Giancarlo Gentile, mayor of Treviso (Guolo 2003:70-74) (a town near Venice), the messages of the Lega Nord made it to the headlines of national media and the party managed to overcome the long years of stagnation. As a by-product, public opinion perceived immigration primarily as a cultural and Islam related problem until the year 2007.  This development did not transform the Lega into a single-issue party. Its central thought was still the creation of the popolo padano. The campaigns against Islam and immigration were part of the identity-formation. However, it also turned out that the foreigner-issue is an extremely effective means of vote-maximisation.     

The role of stranger in Lega Nord discourses

In designing its rituals the Lega Nord paid much attention to places that may carry a symbolic message. Umberto Bossi delivers a speech every June on the meadow of Pontida that is considered to be the birth place of the medieval Lombard League. The discourse of 2000 was of particular importance as the Lega not only regained its strength at the regional and municipal election on the spring of that year, but also decided to join the Berlusconi-led right wing joint venture for the parliamentary elections to be held in 2001. 

The leader of the Lega Nord was conscious of the fact that the presence of his party is a risk for the other members of the alliance this time baptized as Casa della Libertà. A large section of the potentially right wing electorate rejects the style of the Lega that is rich in extreme statements and symbolic actions questioning the sovereignty of the Italian state. A defeat at the elections in turn could have easily led to a new period of stagnation for his party and his own position as leader of the movement might have been threatened. Therefore the speech is intended to legitimize the goals and actions of Lega in front of the national public opinion as well as to explain the necessity of the alliance. It is for this reason that the framework of the speech is the well-known argument of the parties of a populist flavour: contrasting the existing leftist and centralist Jacobin dictatorship known as parliamentary democracy with the “real one”, that is of the people. In order to justify its own separatist tendencies, the leader of the Lega recalls the declarations of some of the most respected presidents of the USA such as Woodrow Wilson and Bill Clinton. Accusing the central government and the political left in general of racism, fascism, intolerance and dictatorship serves a similar aim. In other words, in a large section of his speech Bossi is eager to attribute his adversaries with characteristics that are often typical of his own symbolic actions and messages. On the spring of 1999 the leaders of the Lega Nord initiated a referendum that would annul the Turco-Napoletano Act and thus made a high priority issue out of their anti-immigration stand. How can be the Lega Nord the party of anti-racism and anti-immigration, of anti-discrimination and cultural purity at the same time?  How does Bossi manage to mask this paradox in his speech? The problem is by no means insoluble for him: The key is to separate the issue of immigration from democracy and to push it closer to the realm of leftist dictatorship presented above. Since the Left looks for the “good” outside of Italy while wanting to suppress diversity within, it must be obvious that the regulation of immigration was conceived in the name of racism.

Hobbes always saw the bad within and the good without, beyond the frontiers, just as the Turco-Napoletano Act or the communism does…there is a hope to have a new law on immigration that would send into retirement the Turco-Napoletano Act that is nothing else, but the expression of the racism of the left.  (Bossi 2000)

In the interpretation of Bossi, the phenomenon of immigration does not only threaten cultural tradition but also endangers the viability of Lombard society just as the Southern inflow of the 1980s did.

The North has payed for maintaining economic growth with the loss of the identity of its most important cities. In the absence of social policy that could have facilitated the integration of the immigrated masses, new areas of decay and periphery emerged that contributed to making a negative experience  out of the phenomenon immigration. 

The fear of losing tradition and identity as a result of the presence of strangers, the belief in cultural superiority and the rejection of both economic and cultural aspects of globalisation clearly lead to a restrictive, anti-immigration stance. In this rational outlook xenophobia may enjoy not only legitimacy, but is ready to become part of the common wisdom shared by the majority: 

We want to live in a way that we find acceptable: with identities rooted in culture that is also traditional, thus avoiding, as far as we can, all the possible conflicts among groups with different cultural backgrounds and personal identities.  

In the agenda of the Lega Nord the meeting at Pontida is followed by the Festa nazionale dei popoli padani in September in Venice. This event revolves around rituals related to the river considered sacred by the Lega, the Po. 

In the second half of 2003, more than two years after the victory of the Casa della Liberta at the parliamentary elections, the Lega had to face similar difficulties as ten years earlier. The parties of truth are fettered by the duties of government. When they need to satisfy expectations of different interest groups in a complex society, some of the simplifications must be sacrificed. This process inevitably creates internal tension, personal clashes and crisis of identity within the movement. In the second half of 2002 the Lega Nord that earlier suggested that immigrants are agents of an evil conspiracy of the Left and multinational capital, on the field of immigration policy change had to put up with the Act numbered 189/2002 also known as Bossi-Fini Act. Although, the new regulation brought hundreds of thousands to the street, there is no change of paradigm and it was the Berlusconi-government that launched the largest sanatoria in Italian history. (It is a paradox even if we keep in mind that in the second Berlusconi-government Forza Italia had the right to appoint the Minister of Interior, unlike in 1994 when one of the moderate leghisti, Roberto Maroni held that position.) 

Consequently, the goals of Bossi differed significantly from those of the Pontida speech analysed above. Mobilisation of the core voters was the only means by which some pressure could be exerted on government policies. A critique of enlightenment was a sufficient conceptual framework, but this time it was strongly and directly linked to the issue of immigration. In Bossi’s interpretation, leftist idea are rooted in the false philosophy of enlightenment that preaches that anyone becomes civilised if one accepts the basic values of the Western civilisation. This optimism disregards the fact that everyone has a specific history and tradition that cannot by definition be infinitely inclusive. In the interpretation of the leader of Lega Nord, globalisation, in the name of universalism and competitiveness, aims at destroying people, history and land. This is the process that all responsible movements, such as the Lega, must oppose and reject. The argument also integrates the Marxian thesis of exploitation: 

We have large scale immigration from the Third World that is not only favoured [by the Left] because it destroys and relativises our culture and our history, but also in the illusion that if we import cheap labour, perhaps slaves, our companies might do better in the international competition. 

In his discourse Bossi, taking Chinese dumping as his central theme, vehemently argued for market protectionism that is yet again strongly linked to cultural self-protection. On this note, obeying the rules of political rhetoric, he announced a package of legislation that would reduce the number of Eastern European, Asian and African prostitutes as well as the number of foreign players on Italian football stadiums. In 2003, anti-immigration still formed the basis for political action and debate.  “People and popular sovereignty have returned; politics have returned.”
Deadlock          
Indeed, the “politics of truth and people” or, in other words, populism returned to the Italian scene in 2000. Two weeks before the regional elections and following their proposal for a referendum intended to annul the Turco-Napoletano Act, Silvio Berlusconi and Umberto Bossi appeared at the Corte di Cassazione to submit their popular initiative. Article 71 of the Consitution of Italy allows for such an instrument that is specified in the Act n.352/1970. According to Article 48, if more than 50 000 signatures are collected, the Parliament must place the issue on its agenda. Although the proposta Bossi-Berlusconi was not voted on in Parliament until the second Berlusconi government submitted the draft of the would-be Bossi-Fini Act, the popular initiative had its role on the political scene. 


It is not the content of the text that brought novelties as it is nearly identical with earlier statements of the Lega. However, the form and style chosen was highly provocative; it was clearly intended to determine the political agenda and public discourse for the upcoming elections. Berlusconi and Bossi, as leaders of the Casa della Libertà, wanted to push the major leftist parties into a oneway road or, rather, into a deadlock. 


It is compulsory to attach an explanatory section to the initiative. The main motive is the usual: immigration is nothing else but a fight between the ‘dictatorship of the free market Jacobinism’ and ‘national society’. The argument makes use of a rhetorical trick: juxtaposes ‘truth’ and the policy of so-called “cynical relativism’ associated with the Left. According to the Bossi-Berlusconi initiative truth is identical with securing the survival of the nation. In line with this approach international aid must be replaced with missing charity (Article 1), integration and social rights with duties (Article 4,5) and the obligation to be self-sustained. The offer includes the status of guest worker instead of citizenship (Article 3,8,9). On the other hand, if such an offer were declined, the punishment would be imprisonment and deterrence, especially for those coming from Africa. 

After decades of social uncertainty and the fall of great narratives, the capacity of Italian society to imbibe alternative ‘truth’ and ‘reality’ has been increased. Immigration is part of that realm which cannot be integrated into traditional arguments of the parliamentary establishment. The Italian Left has been unable to build up its own discourse around the issue of immigration. 


The key for the success of the anti-immigration argument rooted in a drastic increase of xenophobia and racial hatred (Colombo, 2007:20-29). Until very recently, most researchers would have agreed with the following evaluation: 

“Trying to bring the rich empirical material produced in this decade back to a unitary framework, we might say that nowadays, Italians seem in general to be oriented to an attitude based on more mediated opinions and beliefs, less bound to emergency factors…The picture emerging from this background seems therefore characterized by a progressive “metabolization”, within the Italian society, of the phenomenon of migration.” (Valtolina 2004:202-203)     
Despite of this, the ‘consensus’ regarding the criminality of immigrants had not been broken. 60% of Italians think that there are too many foreigners in the country (Valtolina 2004:202) while 52% think that they are more inclined to commit crimes than native Italians (Colombo 2007:26-27). Italy cannot be considered as a multicultural society in which there is a network of contacts capable of accumulating multiethnic social capital. As it is exemplified by the market of Torino, Porta Palazzo: the cities of Italy are not melting pots; strangers live next to each other. (Cingolani 2006, Semi 2006). We cannot talk of a ghetto since a number of native Italians go to the market every day, however contacts are reduced to economic exchange: a small, racially determined residential quarter was created that is known for its poor condition and infrastructure. 

Moreover, a study conducted in 2000 in the city of Bologna clearly showed that the question of immigration became an integral and constitutive part of political identity for Italians (Zanier 2002). Answers given to questions regarding immigration were divided along party lines. At the same time, latent prejudices were independent of political preferences. In other words, a well structured anti-immigration logic might reach also those that otherwise reject the political Right and its electoral campaign. 

 The factors discussed above explain the reaction of the second Prodi-government to the murder committed by a Romanian Roma in November 2007 in Rome. The decree no.181/2007 allowed for the expulsion of foreigners without the consent of any court. By doing so, the leftist coalition government gave way to a demand of the Lega Nord and Alleanza Nazionale that they had not been able to satisfy while at government. Thus, the Left nearly reached the end of the road leading to deadlock. The lack of initiative led to inability to decide and govern. 

Conclusion: ‘But you can’t skate in a sari!’    
 Are we to experience endless war of identity, waves of clashes or a joyful world rioting in diversity? The key to the answer lies in the intensity and genuineness of interethnic contacts. If the number and proportion of interpersonal interactions reaches a sufficient level, changes of commonly shared notions, transformation of metaphors regarding the ‘stranger’ will take place in a unified social space. Social capital can only be built up on the bases of reciprocity. Consequently, narrowing channels of legality and accepting assimilation as panacea go against sustainability. In the past decade it had to be admitted that it was not possible to design and programme changes in identity. The question is not whether Italy and other countries of traditional or new immigration will succeed in producing masses of new Italian or other citizens. The future of European society depends on whether we manage to establish metaphors that natives and migrants may equally translate.  
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