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Italy
The Never-ending Transition
of a Democratic Regime

Gianfranco Pasquino

Sinee 1992-3 the Iralian politieal system has been llndergoing a politieal and
institutional transition. More preeisely, the Ira!ian transition, whieh has so far not
affeeted the demoeratie framework but the performanee and the quality ofits demoe­
racy, is eharacrerised by rwo fundamema] phenomena. The first phenomenon
eonCems the rules of the game, that is, the meehanisms through whieh politiea]
power is won, a1loeated and distributed and the overall institutional srrueture of the

politieal system. The seeond phenomenon is represenred by ineessam and signifieanr
ehanges in the party system eoneerning the type of parties and their coalitional
arrangements. In the meamime, there have been a couple of signifieam rotations in
offiee berween the rwo major coalitions, though euriollsly wimout any ehange in their
leaders, and several govemmems have followed eaeh other. Attempts have been made
to reform the institutions and even the eonstitlltion. To no avail. As of 2007, there

appears to be no solurion in sight.
The fragile, bur lasting, equilibrium that eharaeterised the long first phase of

the demoeratie Republie has disappeared and has not yet been replaced by a new equi­
librium. To paraphrase Josep Colomer (1996: 16), the ha!ian institutional

equilibrium that prevailed in the First Republie proved to be stoble withour being
aeeompanied by 'a high degree of politiea! effieaey or satisfaetory represenration'.
A new equilibrium has not appeared. This is both becallse, 'given the bargaining
srrength of the aetors, none of them wOllld find it worthwhile to enter inro a process
of batgaining and politieal change' and because the main features of a potenrially
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new equilibrium remain expased ro criticisms and subject to repeated dnen1pts ar

negoriation and ar subversion. Understandably, the electoral system is at the same

tin1e the most conrroversial af the oew fearures and the most imponanr one (har needs

to be revised if one wishes to pursue both parrisan and systemic goals. However, the

real problem is that the Italian model of government remains that of a rraditional

parliamentary system dominared by political panies that are by fur less capable of

providing stable guidance.

POLITI CAL PARTlES AND THE PARTY SYSTEM

On the who]e quite stable throughout rhe First Republic, the major actors remaining

largely the same without any significant change in their electoral strength and

governing power, the Italian parry system has undergone a profound transformation

since 1993. The electoral reform impinged upon a situation that was alreadyeharac­

rerised by some currents of change. More precisely, there had already emerged a new

and peeuliar politi cal movement, first Lombard, then Northern League. Its politica!

appeal was fundamemaIly based on two elements. The _first one was a growing

dissatisfaetion with the existing parties, especiaIly with governing parties, for their

corruption, as revealed by the 'Clean Hands' investigation, as weIl as for their perfor­

mance, as revea]ed by the state of the economy. The second elemem was the explicit

reviva! of a territorial identiry. In several areas of the North, this kind of idenriry had

always existed. It was often uanslated and channeIled inro locallists, but it was a1most

as often eourted and captured by, at the same time, the factional appeal of the

Christian Democrats (DC) and the narional appeal of the Communists (PCI).

Neither the DC nor the PCI cultivated local senrimems, feelings or grievances. For

several reasons, prominem among them the international a1ignmem of the cold war,

Italian parry eompetition was uuly national. Elections were fought neither on 10ca!1

regional peeuliarities and demands nor on European perspectives and aspirations,

but exdusively on national issues. However, loeal grievances, on the part of the

North, whieh felt exploited by 'Roman politics' and suffocated by the 'Roman

bureaucracy', and regional peculiarities always existed. The Northern League decided

to unearth and to highlight them. Thanks to the gradual dedine of the Christian

Democrats and to the dramatic transformation of the Communist Parry, the

Northern League was very successful in making an issue of territorial idenriry. That

said, one must not exaggerate the politi cal and eleetoral success of the Northern

League. At its highest electorallevel, only about one Out of four Northerners voted

for the League. It was a considerable, but not exrraordinary result. As to the amount

of political suecess measuted in terms of the writing of the national agenda, the

appearance of one paramoum issue can be attributed to the srrength of the League:

federalism. Variously dedined, as decenrralisation, devolution, federalism, even seees­

sion and independence, in the 1990s the issue ofhow many and which powers should

be devolved by the cemralised Italian state to regional authorities became, in fact,

overriding. In terms of actual policies, it on ly produced some inevitable devolution

of functions and the (almost) direct popular election of the presidents of the regional

governmems. But, then, it remains very doubtful whether the League and irs
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shrinking e1ectorate considercd these resuhs sarisLKwry. H_o\vtvcr, [he presence nf

threen1inisters in the second government led by Berlusconi (2001-6), including,
before his iIlness, their kader Umberro Bossi, as Ministcr of Insrirurional Reforms

and Devolution, has belped to defuse most of thc grievanees. Today, though elcc­

toraIly inRuenrial in tbe Nonh, tbe Nonhern League is essenrially juSt a regionally

based politieal parry.

As to the other parties, three phenomena took place. Tbe firsr one is the dis­

appearance for aIl purposes of most of the historieal parties. The second one is the

more or less com plete rransformation of some of the historical parties. The rbird,

most importanr and, in aIllikelihood, decisive phenomenon has been the creation

and suecess of a brand new parry: Lets Co Italy (Forza !talia). AlI these ehanges

amoum to the construction of a parry system that is very differem from the one that

existed in the first phase of the democratic Republic and thar shaped its funetioning.

However, for several reasons, as many other political Srructures were caught in rhe

rransition, not even the presem parry system can be considered fuIly consolidated.

This lack of consolidation can be seen and evaluated wirh reference to tbe panies'

names, their electoral srrength and their coalition partners. New attempts at ereating

additional panies have been made and not aIl of rhem have failed. But rhe process

of parry proliferation and aggregation appears to be by no means over in 2007.

As to the disappearance of most of the bisrorical panies, especially rhc Liberals.

the Soeial Demoerats and the Republicans, there are good reasons to believe that

their time had already been exhausted and that they were being kept alive only rhanks

to twO factors. The first one was the proporrional eleetorallaw, wirh very low thresh­

olds for parliamemary represemarion. Had Italy urilised the Cerman 5 per cent dause

only four or five parties would have obtained parliamemary represemation. The

Italian proporrional reptesemation system granted parliamenrary seats even to panies

with less than 2 per cent of the narional vore. Once in Parliamem, smaIl parties were

a]so gramed offices in the various, usuaIly oversised, governmental coalitions led

by the DC SmaIl parties were used by the Chrisrian Democrats as a buffer in order

to avoid a head-on confrontation with the Communists, but a!so because, to some

extem, they were providing politi cal representation for social sectors whieh would

otherwise not supporr the DC Together with governmental offices eame a lot of

parronage power and opportunities. This second factor was not only welcome, blit

also practicaIly decisive for their survival. When, following the implememation of

the new electorallaw, the small parties disappeared from ParIiamem, they lost all

any ehance of surviving politieally. However, it is also imporram to stress that their

organisations had already fallen into disrepute because of the indictment on eharges

of corruption of aIl rheit general secretaries. SriIl, it remains appropriate to remark

that the proporrional electorallaw reaIly was the smaIl parties' safery net and that

patronage was the water in which they could stay aRoat. The Chrisrian Democrats

had to rely on them to buttress their governments, but, few exeeptions aside, in rerms

of policies the smaIl parties' conrribution to rhe way Italy was governed has to be

judged minor and limited.

It was a different story for the Italian Socialist Pany (PSI), both with reference to

its political role and in terms oHully llndersranding its sudden disappearanee. Always

by far sttonger than any of thc small cenuist panies, rhe PSI was always callght
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berwcen (wo killds nf opposire preSSllres. On thc one hand, rhere was the pressure

to guarantee same governabiliry by joining an alliancewith [he Christian Democratsj
on the othet, (here was thc pressure (O funcrl0n as a channel for thc transmission

of leftist ideas, preferenees and expectations, espeeiaJly those formulated by the
PCI. Because of these pressures, the PSI suffered tWOserious opposite splits, in 1947
beeause it had moved too close to the PCI, and in 1964 because it had joined a

governmental coaJition with the DC. When in 1976 Bertino Craxi gained power
within the party and then translated his newly aequired political power into govern­
mental power, becoming Prime Minister in ]983, he drasticaJly revised the overal!
strategy of the PSI. In government with the Christian Democrats, Craxi delib­
erately decided to challenge the Communists in order both ro reduce their electoral
fol!owing and to demonstrate their irrelevance, that is, that they had no influence
whatsoever on governmental decisions and policies. In addition, Craxi exploited his
indispensable governmental role and his coalition power in order to acquire, often
in a less than proper way, all types of resources necessary ro run lavish elecroral
campaigns. When his straregy failed, rhat is, when it became clear rhat the Christian
Democrats were not going ro be displaced and replaced and thar rhe (former)
Communisrs had not been overtaken in terms of electoral suppon, Craxi appeared
so weakened that several charges of corruption and embezzlement couJd be level!ed
against him. Under the weighr of the aceusations and while its leader went into
exile in Tunisia, the PSI practically dissolved itself. By the end of I 993, the fiveparties
- Christian Democrats, Socialists, Social Democrats, Republicans, Libetals - that had

governed Italy for more than ten years in a five-party coalition known aspentapartito
had either disappeared or were in shambles. Only the Italian Democratic Socialists
(SDI) play an albeit minor role within the centre-Ieft coalirion.

The Christian Democrars themselves were, indeed, a shambles, but their vicissi­

tudes are berter analysed in terms of a difficult and largely failed transformation
characterised by rwOdevelopments. The first is that, fol!owing the fall of the Berlin
Wal! and ofCommunism in 1989, the Italian Communist Party changed its name,

its Jogo, its organisation. It also suffered a serious split, giving birth to the hard-line
Communist Refoundation (Rifóndazione Comunista), and had become a largely
different and much Jess influential political acror. Deprived of their traditional
'enemy', whose threatening existence could repeatedly justifY a vote in tbeir favour
from many social secrors, the Christian Democrats first lost votes, then exploded
into several fragments. Today there are three groups claiming the unavailable heritage
of the Christian Democrats. Within the centre-Ieft coalition, one finds former

members of the Italian Popular Party (Partiro Popolare ltaliano, PPI), now in the
Daisy (Margherita) and the Union of European Democrats (Unione Democratici
Europei, UDEUR). The Union of Democratic Centre (Unione Democratica
de Centro, UDC) has long positioned itself within the House ofLiberties (Casa delle
Liberta), but recently it has challenged Berlusconi's leadership and, while remain­
ing within the centre-right, it has decided to play its own cards (in the hope of a
proponional elecrorallaw).

At the beginning of the political and institutional transition, there is no doubt
that by far the rwo most impottam transformations concerned the extreme parties
of the political specrrum: the Italian Communist Party and the Italian Social
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lvlovemenr (MSI). lndeed, only thc rransformltion of these (wo panies madc ir

possible, as we wil1 set laret, for party competirion (O change irs nature, irs dynamics,
its quality.

The long overdue transforn1ation ofthe lralian COn11TIUnisr Party began in earnesr

immediately aftet rhe fall of the Berlin Wall when the Seeretary-Genera! Achil!e
Occhetro announced the decision to change the name and the logo of the party.
However, roo much time elapsed berween the announcemenr and the acmal change,
which took place only on I February 199 I. Hence, not only were the positive effects
postponed, but the opponems of the transformation could also organise a successflll
split, giving binh ro Communist Refoundarion. This split has deprived the new
Democratic Party of the Left (Partito Democratico della Sinisrra, PDS) of at least
one-quarter ofits elecroral strength and, above all, of many commitred party workers
and militants. Moreover, Occherto's own project, to launch a 'new political forma­
tion' open to additional comributions, a 'caravan' that many cOllld join during its
journey, meant that the party remained in a continuous state of flux. In the wake of
the defeat in the 1994 national and Ellropean eleetions, Oechetto suddenly resigned
and was replaced by Massimo D'A]ema. Thollgh a staunch defender of the traditional
role of mass parties, D'A]ema himself rhought it was necessary to create a new organ­
isation. In February ]998, the so-called Thing 2 (Cosa 2, because Thing 1 was the
original artempt to create what had become the PDS) was meant ro bring rogether
former supponers and leaders of the Republicans, the Social Demoerats, the Liberals,
some Socialists (the so-called Labourites), the Social Chrisrians and several other

minor left-wing groups. The outcome was baptised Left Democrats (Democratici
di Sinistra, DS). The operation was led from the rop and was accompanied neither
by mobilisation nor by enrhusiasm. It was a purely bureaucratic merger, mostly of
full-time politicians. Later on, the DS leadership played for a short period of time
with the idea of joining the explorarion of the Third Way as indicated by New
Labour. Fol!owing serious electoral defeat in 2001, the pany went through a long
phase of restructuring under the new secretaty Piero Fassino. However, even though
tbe Left Democrats were a decisive component of the vicrorious centre-Ieft coalition
in 2006, electorally they remained smck ar 17.5 per cem of the national vote.

Stressing the imperative ro construct a new and large politi cal organisation
providing the necessary support ro Romano Prodi's governmenr inaugurated in May
2006, the Left Democrars and the Daisy decided to join in a new Democratic
Party. This party had to combine the srrength of both the Left Democrats and the
Daisy ro become the largest Italian party, possibly polling more than 30 per cent
of the vote. The process leading to the new party should be completed before the
2009 European elections. While the Daisy, itse1f not having made any eIeeroral
growth in 2006, appeared not ro suffer from the decision ro merge with the Left
Democrats, heated conrroversies and yet another split have accompanied the dis­
solution of the Left Democrats. Not only have those who left the party indicated their
preoccupation with the disappearance of a left-wing politieaJ organisation. The overall
fear concerns a potenrial drift of the political alignmenr rowards the centre and the
lack of a truly reformist party, which Italy has, in practice, never had.

Obviously, the ful! governmemallegitimisation of the former neo-Faseisrs of thc
Ita!ian Socia! Movemem (Movimemo Sociale ltaliano, MS]), now National Alliance
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(AJleanza Nazionale, AN), lTIllSt a\so bc considcred a dcmocratic success, even more
so if one looks at AN's share of the vote: mote than double what the MSI used

ro pol!. Outing its transfotmation, National Allianee too suffered a split, giving

birth ro the MSI-Tricolour Flamc (Fiamma Trieolote), blit the split has been les s

consequenrial than that of Communist Refoundation for the Left Oemoerats. Even

when undergoing its transformation, National Allianee remained a rather well­

organised party, entrenehed in most areas of the eounrry, and not only in the South,

with two strongholds in Lazio and in Puglia. On the whole, Narional Allianee's

President Gianfraneo Fini has been eapable of conrrolling and leading his party

rowards the Image of a deeent, eonservative, nationalist, almost Gaullist, party. By

50 doing, he eonrribured signifieantly to the vierory of Berluseoni's Pole of Good

Governmenr (Polo del Buongoverno) in 1994 and House of Liberties (Casa delle

Liberta) in 2001. In faet, rhe role ofNational Allianee appears to be erucial for the

party eompetition beeoming and remaining bipolar and to Iraly to retaining the

chanee of a1ternation in govemmenr of different coalitions.

Looking at the transformation of the Communists as well as of the neo- Fascists, one

ean appreeiate how sueeessful Iralian demoeraey has been. Though at a high

priee, that is, the laek of altemation and the cunailing of politieal options, for more

than forty years the demoeratie constiturional framework proved to be eapable of

preventing both anti-system parties from jeopardising and destroying its essential

features. Ir has obliged them to transform their ideologies and their organisations and

to play a different role, aequiring, enjoying and losing governmenral responsibilities.

The post-1993 strueture of politieal opportunities has rewarded both the former

Communists and the former neo-Faseists, but only after and beeause they have

aeeepted the rules of 'the game in rown'. If there are still problems and ehallenges for

Iralian demoeracy, it is unlikely that they will come from its erstwhile opponenrs.

Ir is one thing to transform and improve old parties, and a very differenr thing to

ereate new panies, especially ex novo, that is, neither our of splits nor our of parlia­

mentaty realignmenrs and/ot regroupings. One ean loeate in the eategoty of'splits'

practicallyall the parties bom out of the Christian Oemoeratic diaspora and the three

parties born out of the transformation of the Italian Communist Party (Left

Oemocrats, Communist Refoundation, Italian Communists). In the second categoty

of'realignmenrs and regroupings', one would find as the only lasting and suecessful

case the Oaisy (Margherita), originally construeted around former Christian

Oemocrats and Prodi's faithful supponers, but led by prime ministerial candidate

Franeesco Rurelli, coming from the very differenr politica! traditions of the Radica!

Party and the Greens. Finally, the merger of the Left Oemoerats and the Oaisy

and the implemenration of a new eleetotallaw may encourage the much needed and

overdue general realignment of the Iralian left.

Al! this said, in the 19905 only one party appeared that, in the confusing Italian

politieal arena, truly deserves the definition of new: Let's Go Iraly (Forza Italia, FI).
Created in less than six monrhs between the end of 1993 and March 1994, from

scratch, with very linie suppon from some minor and dedining eenrrist splinter

groups, Let'S Go Italy has quiekly emerged as the most important, indeed, the

dominant party not on ly in the eenrre-right alignment, bm in Iralian politics. In the

2001 national eleetions, FI beeame the first Iralian party, polIing almost II milIion

vores, 29.5 per cem of the rota!. In 2006, lhough on the losing side, it obtained

9,048,976 votes (23.7 per cent), remaining by far the largesl party in Ira!y. The second

largest party, thc Left Oemoerats, had about 3 milIion fewer votes. Moreover, its

elecroral consensus is distributed in a balaneed way in alI Italian regions, with

strongholds of over 30 per eenr in both Lombardy aad Sicily.

Fls sueeess and persistenee have baff!ed political scienrists and commenrators

alike. No doubt Forza Iralia draws a signifieanr pan of its suecess from being the

party of a leader who happens ro be a media tycoon and who has, understandably, put

his media power in the service of his politi cal vehicle. No doubr the party, though

by no means rotalIy absent from loeal areas, remains sporadiealIy organised when

it comes to loeal elections. No doubt its overalI appeal is largely populist and anti­

politieal, but it also has a neo-conservative programme. That said, if a 'party' i5

defined, as it should be, as an organisation of women (not roo many) and men (most

of them) looking for votes in order ro get seats and offiees, Let's Go Italy fits this

definition beaurifully. Ir is not exaetly a professional eleetoral party, beeause it is

exeessively dependent on its founder and leader and nor enough on a network of

at least part-time professional politicians. lndeed, its major asset, Berluseoni's leader­

ship, also seems ro be its major potential weakness. As was dearly shown by the 2006

eleeroral eampaign, run foreefulIy and almosr exdusively by Berluseoni in person,

there is no deputy leader, no designated sueeessor, no heir apparent. While Let's Co
Italy's sueeess has also been nourished by irs abiliry to attract and ro 'reeyde' former

Christian Oemocrats and former Soeialists, rhe profile of the party and, perhaps, irs

future are dosely tied to and defined by its founder and leader.

By emerging at the time it did, in 1994, Ler's Go Iraly has performed a substantially

partisan role, providing for the politieal represenration of alI those voters who [elr

themselves to be orphans of rheir previous discredired parties, but it has also ful­

fil!ed an important systemie role. In 1994 Let's Go Iraly prevented the left from

aequiring governmental power by default, that is, beeause of the disarray of all eentre­

right parties. Serving as a linehpin, both for the Norrhern League and for National

Allianee, otherwise incompatible bedfelIows, Let's Go Italy sueeeeded in winning

national power. Beeause the two bedfelIows were indeed incompatible, the eentre­

right government was quickly overturned and eould not quiekly reeonstmet a viable

coalition agreemenr to prevent the Olive Tree from winning the 1996 eleetions.

Henee, throughour the remaining years of the 19905, FI and its partners served

as an opposition, not a1ways welI prepared and eapable, but stilI a eheek on the eenrre­

left government. In the 200 I eleetions FI led the centre-right to the eonquest of

a eonspieuous number of seats and governmenral power. However, its subsequenr

governing experienee was not espeeialIy suceessful beeause of the many legal problems

faeed by Berlusconi the entrepreneur, and his exaggerated promises, which were

not folIowed by a satisfaerory performanee. The 2006 eleeroral defeat left Ler's Co
Iraly, like the Left Oemocrats, who are the smalIest left-wing party in the European

Union, too weak ro be eompared with goveming European conservative parties,

for instance the Popular Party of Spain or the Gaullists of France, not to say the

German Christian Demoerats. At the European level, much ro its satisfaction, Let's

Go Italy has finally joined the European Popular Parry, aequiring, in spite of its

Euroscepticism, an importanr daim ro legitimacy. On the whole, its mling class,
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Silvio Berlusconi included, mainJ)' consisring af professionals. who are close

collaborators of the leader, stilI appears inexperienced, olten not eompetenr, largely
morivated by anri-politieal feelings.

The preceding analysis is meant clearly ro suggest that Iralian parties and the pany
system are not suffieiently eonsolidated. Most parties are weak, ftagile groupings,
almost personal vehicles. Most of them are bound to ehange and, possibly, to di5­

appear. Therefore, the Iralian party system, both in its format, number and type
of parties, and in its dynamies - that is, the panem of competition among parties
- is stili undetgoing a proeess of unguided transformation. The prevailing panem
of party eompetition in the First ltalian Repub]ic was the one idenrified and
formulated by Giovanni Sartori (I 976): 'polarised pluralism', eentred on the strength
and the eoalitional ptopensity of centrist parties, the exclusion of the PCI and the
MSI from any partieipation in the govemment, and the impossibility of altemation.
ln the 1946-92 context, polatisation referred both to the existence of three poles
- right, eentre, left - and to the ideologieal distanee separating them, whieh made
impossible any coalition between the centre and, respeetively, either the right Ot
the left and, as a eonsequenee, deprived the politieal system of any heaIrhy rotation
in govemment. The new panem of party competition is eonsidetab]y di!ferent,
perhaps just the opposite. The new party system may be defined as 'moderate
pluralism'. In this model, centrist parties, witholit disappearing completely, counr
far less and eannor dietate the type of coalition ro be eonstrueted. Eleeroral eompeti­
tion has become bipolar between two heterogeneous coalitions, and altemation is not
only possible, blit has aemallytakenplaee.allowing all signifieant panies a taste
of govemmental power. More preeisely, altemation has become possible and feasible
both beeause the eentre ean no longer eonstitute itself as an autonomous pole and
beeause the ideologieal distanee between the twO major coalitions has on the whole

Sources: Updated from sources for Table 2.4 and Gíannetti and Oe Giorgi (2006).
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been signifieantly redueed. In the absence of berrer indicators, 'hble 5.1 focuses on
the policy distanee among a11parties.

Fot a com plete stabilisation of the parties and the party system and of the nature
of party eompetition, much wi11depend on the eleeroral system and the way it is
reformed. At this point a retum to polarised pluralism appears very unlikely. However,
there is little doubt that a reintroduetion of proporrional representation may indeed
favour the exclusion of the extfeme lelt, that is, at least of Communist Refoundation,

blit possibly also of the right, National Allianee. Of eourse, proportional represen­
tation wi11also offer the opponunity for diversified eentrist a11ianees,in a11likelihood
stili dominated by Let's Go Iraly, to 'oeeupy' in a rather stable way the eentre of the
politieal alignment. This situation, retuming the entire politieal system ro the pre­
1993 eonfiguration, would make any future altemation in govemment quite diffieult.

Summing up, in the present Ita]ian politiea] system neither single individual
parties nor the party system ean be considered stable and consolidated. As Table 5.2
shows, there have been considerable variations in the number, type and eleetoral
stfength of differenr parties. There is no reason to believe that the overall proeess of
a]ignment, de-a]ignment, and realignment has eome to an end. On the contrary,
both another reform of the eleetora] law and the creation of the Demoerarie Party
wi11bring abolit additional and signifieant transformations coneeming both major
coalitions, and even their eontinued exisrenee, their respeetive ageing leadership,
and their relationship and competition. Final1y,while the voters seem ro appreciate
the type ofbipolar eompetition that, faeilitated by the post-1993 eleeroral system,
has eharaeterised the eleetions of 1994, 1996, 2001 and even of 2006, toO many
politieians sti11seem inrent on searehing for a different system exclusively in order
to improve rheir parrisan performances. Ar this poinr, there are good reasons to
believe that they wil1 not be sueeessful, but their obsessive seareh prevents the

Table 5.2 Elections to the !talian Chamber 01 Depulies, 1994-2006

Year

CommunistsDemocratsRoseCentreConservativeNorthernOthers
RC

PdCI DSMargVSDI UDCflAN LN

1994

6 2016 32 2114 8 10
1996

9 2111 31 6 2016 10 3
2001

52 1615 - 2-32912 4 12
2006

62 1811 23 7 2412 5 10

SLA

PDIV UDCPdL LN
2008

3344 638 9

Note:

Communist: RC: Communist Refoundation (Rifondazione (omunista); PdCI: Party of Italian Communists (Partito dei Comunisti Itarlani); SLA:

Rainbow Left (la Sinistra Arcobaleno).

Democrat: DS: len Democrats (Democratici di Sinistra); Marg: Daisy (Margherita); po: Democratic Party (Partito Democratico); IV: Italy of

Values (Italia dei Valari).

Rose: Rose in Fist (Rosa nel Pugno); V: Greens (Verdi); 501: Italian Democralic Sociallsts (Socialistj Oemocratici ltaliani).

Centre: UDe: Oemocratic Unioo of Centre (Unione Democratica di Centra)

Conservative: FI: lets Go Italy (Forza Italía); AN: National Alliance (Alleanza Naziona)e); PdL Party of Freedom (Partito delJa Uberta)

Northern: LN: Northern League (lega Nord).

Right

Northern

LN

Centre·right

freedom

PDL

Centre

UDC

Centre

Democrat

PD IV

Centre-IeftLelt

Lelt

LSA

Table 5.1 Left-right placement 01 parties in Italy

Party names:

LSA: Rainbow Left (La Sinistra Arcobaleno).

PD: Democratic Party (partilo Democratico).

IV: Italy 01 Values (Italia dei Valori).
UDe: Union 01 Centre (Unione di Centro).

PDL: Party 01 freedom (Partito della libertá).

LN: Northern League (Lega Nord).
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stabilisation af the party system, even more 50 because all af them are rrying to rerain

or to improve their political power through the shaping of a partisan electoral system.

THE ElECTORAl SYSTEM

The Italian crisis being institutional, that is, fundamentally the product of the

unsatisfactory performance of the overall institutional system, one can neither

discount the size of the change ro be made nor hope to soIve the crisis exclusively

through the reform of the eleetoral system. It is worth recalling that the peculiar type

of proportional representation utilised in Italy had, indeed, been a component and

a cause of the unsatisfactory performance of the political system, especially afrer 1975,

and of its crisis at the end of the 1980s. Still, had it been up to the politicians alone,

no reform of the proportional electorallaw would ever have been approved. It rook

rwo popular referendums, initiated by some dissenting politicians with the support

of several social and cultural assoeiations, ro pUt the issue on the political and insti­

tutional agenda. The first referendum, held in June 1991, signalled ro the politicians,

the majoriry of whom had vehemently opposed it, that they were out of rouch with

the citizens' preferences. The second referendum, held in April 1993, was widely

interpreted as a complete rejection ofPR in favour of a pluraliry system. Obliged ro

drafr a new elecrorallaw by the referendum, approved by almost 90 per cent of the

voters, the politicians attempted to make their partisan goals prevail over the citizens

systemic goals. The outcome of the elecroral referendum fundamentally dictated

that the law for the Senate had ro combíne three major princíples. Fim, it had ro be

based on a pluraliry mechanism; second, it had ro be applied in single-member

constituencies; third, it had to be cortected with some proportional reallocation of

seats. lndeed, the referendum had made it almost imperative that three-quarters

of the senators (238) be elected by plurality in single-member constituencies while

the remaining seats (77) had to be allocated proportionally on a regional basis,

without utilising any of the votes that had served ro elect the 'pluraliry' senators.

Technically, the law for the Chamber of Deputies had not been affected by the

referendum, because the 'repealing' mechanism could not be made ro work against

any ofits features. Therefore, at least in theory, the Chamber PR might have remained

unchanged or could have been drafted according ro different principles. Politically,

however, under pressure from public opinion, the deputies felt it necessary, first,

to reform their own law, second, not ro stray too far from the elecrorallaw for the

Senate. The dominant criterion remained the same: three-quarters of the seats (475)

had to be won in single-member constituencies by using the pluraliry formula.

The difference from the Senate law is that the voters for the Chamber of Deputies

are given rwo different ballots: one showing the names of the candidates in each

speeific single-member constituency; the other containing the symbols of the parties

and up ro four names of candidates (I 55) ro be elected through a proportional mech­

anism in regional ar semi-regional areas. In order ro have access ro the proportional

seats, a parry must win at least 4 per cent of the national vote ealculated with reference

to the second 'proportional' ballot. The elecroral reformers intended the new laws

ro achieve a number of goals. The most important of these was a reduction in the
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disranc\:' between the voters and rhe candidates, to be achieved by the crearion af

single-member constituencies instead of the previous large PR districrs. The second

goal was the simplification of the party system by making it impossible for small

parties ro obrain parliamentary representation. The third was the creation of stable

govemmental coalitions capable of lasting for an entire parliamentary term.

Obviously, all these goals could nor be attained in one single election, but public

expectations ran very high. On rhe whole, there appeared to be widespread agreement

thar the new electorallaw had mllen rather short of the purported goals. There had

been no reduction in the politi cal distance berween voters and candidates. In the

absence of any residency requirement, the most powerful politicians had repeatedly

chosen ro be parachuted into the safest constituencies. Some of them decided in

any case also ro occupy the head of one or more (at rhe most three) proportional

lists in order to increase their chances of being elected (another reassuring clause

of the law). Needless to say, to give one curious example, in 1994 the general rappor­

teur of the law, the former Christian Democrat Sergio Mattarella, won a seat in

the Chamber of Deputies thanks ro his candidaey at the top of a proportionallist.

Even Mario Segni, the Chairman of the committee that had ptomoted the elected

referendum, was re-eleeted only because of the proportional component of tbe law.

fu to the second goal, the simplification of the party system, a few figures will suffice.

Though it is difficult ro count them, there were 12 parties represented in the 1992

parliament. In 1994 14 parties obtained parliamentary representation and in 1996

the number of parties had risen ro 19. The 2001 figures indicate that only 5 parties

or aggregations of parties have overcome the 4 per cent threshold. In order of

magnitude, they are Let's Go Italy, the Lefr Democrats, the Daisy (consisting of four

different centre-Ieft groups), National Alliance and Communist Refoundation.

ln the three elections held under this elecrorallaw (I994, 1996, 2001), the fact

that quite a number of single-member constituencies could be won or lost byvery few

votes allowed minor parties ro survive. Their eontribution in some marginal seats

was considered invaluable, both beeause it might have been very important and

beeause it eannot be truly and precisely evaluated. In exchange fOt their support in

single-member constituencies, minor parties have been rewarded by being allocated

several safe constituencies. The end result appeared to be not only that many small

parties could survive, but also that many new parties could be explicitly ereated by

exploiting the opportunities offered by the law (as will be seen in the section on

the political parties on pp. 136-44). However, this trend was abruptly interrupted

in 2001 when some overly ambitious political movements, such as Italy ofValues

(Italia dei Valori), created by the former Clean Hands magistrate and senaror Antonio

Di Pietro, and European Democracy (Democrazia Europea), launched by the forrner

CISL trade union leader Sergio D'Antoni, missed, respectively by a small and by a

large number of votes, the 4 per cent threshold.

FinaIly, as ro what eoncems the ereation of stable govemmental coalitions, the

evidence is mixed. On the one hand, it is true that the major parry and politi cal actors,

with the exception of many Christian Democrats who founded the Italian Popular

Parry, immediately understood that the new elecrorallaw made it imperative ro create

eleeroral coalitions. It may also be that, at the time of the 1994 eleetions, the forrner

Christian Dernocrats entertained the idea of becoming the key/pivotal player (ago
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della bilancia) betwcen thc two major coalitions, on the one hand the Pole of
Liberties/Pole ofGood Government and on the other the left-wing Progressives. They
faí1edand the centre-Ieft eoalition known as Olive Tree (Ulivo) was created in 1995-6

by their merger. In any case, the Jralian elecroral coalitions were and remain signi­
fieantly heterogeneous, diversified and composite, though several aerors have tried
tOehallenge them by staying outside. The lesson taughr by the 2001 general eleerions
is thar the spaee for rhird fOteeshas been drasrieally eurtailed, perhaps even definirely
so. Neverrheless, rhe hererogeneiry of coalirions consrruered more out of politieal
neeessiry than because of programmatie eonvetgenee has produeed unstable govern­
mental coalirions (as we will see in the seerion devored ro the government on
pp. 152-60) that have negarively affeeted both the eentre-righr and the centre-left.
ln sum, the eleerorallaw drafted in 1993-4 has nor served rhe Iralian politieal

system in a completely satisfuctory manner. On the contraty, it has contributed only
slightly to a better funerioning of the political sysrem, but ir has made a significant
contribution ro rhe completion of the Iralian transition.

ln view of rhe 2006 national elecrions, the governing House of Liberties eoalition
reaehed agreement on a new electorallaw. The decision to reform the Mattarellum
(as it was ironieally and cririeally dubbed by the politieal seientisr Giovanni Sarrori,
'matto' being in Iralian crazy, a kind of village idiot) was not grounded in a sober
and teehnieal assessment of its inadequaeies or aimed at drafting a better law rhat
eould improve the overall funerioning of the politieal system. The morivations
of rhe reformers were highly parrisan. AII the polls suggested a crushing victory for
the centre-Ieft made even more impressive by rhe majoritarian components of the
Mattarellum. Aware thar a proportional electorallaw might, at rhe same rime, reduce
rhe size of rhe likely victory of the eentre-Iefr and contain rhe losses of the likely defeat
of the House ofLiberties, and pressed botb by rhe Norrhern League and by the former
Christian Democrars of the UDe, who had remained adamantly 'proportionalists',
Silvio Berlusconi threw his support behind a new elecrorallaw. Technically, ir was
not a rerurn to the proportional elecrorallaw Italy had utilised from 1946 ro 1992.
Perhaps, irs mosr importanr component was the allocarion of a majoriry bon us.
For the Chamber of Deputies, the bonus had ro be given ro the coalition receiv­
ing tbe highest number of votes rhar would have allowed it tO obtain at least 340
sears (out of 630). For the Senare, due ro a probably wrong interpreration of the
consrirution according to which the Senare is elecred 'on a regional basis', it was
decided ro attribute the bonus region by region. The distribution of seats was,
otherwise, proporrional to alllists having received at leasr 2 per cent of rhe votes,
but also to rhe list thar, in irs respecrive coalirion, had come the closesr to the 2 per
cent threshold. The existence of a majoriry bonus has had twOpoJitical consequences.
On the one hand, ir has encouraged rhe formation of pre-electoraJ coalitions and
it has preserved the qualiry ofbipolar competition that allows the voters to express
their preference for a coalition and its Jeader. On the orher hand, it has obliged the
twO coalirions to become as encompassing as possible, thus producing highly
heterogeneous alignments (rhe centre-Ieft considerably more soj.

Most of the consrituencies were very large indeed, being allocated more rhan 20
and often as many as 30 seats or more, because the House of Liberties feared rhat
rhe process of redistriering and reapportioning would have prevented the approval
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of its Iav/ in rlnlc. Multiple candldacies \Vere allowed, which Il1e8.Il( rhat many part)'

leaders pur rhenlselves on rhe rop or their pany lisrs in several consrituencies

(Berlusconi was the head of the Let's Go Italy Jists in all Chamber eonstirueneies).
Finally, all parry lim were bloeked. The vorers eould only mark wirh an 'X' rhe symbol
of rheir favourite parry. This rule gave a tremendous amount of power ro parry leaders,
who could not just ehoose the candidates bur, knowing with some accuracy the
distribution of the votes for theirparty, consrituency after constituency, decide in
pracrice who was going to be elected. The ourcry coming from the centre-Ieft did

not, of course, focus on the techniealities of the new Jaw.Many, perhaps the majoriry,
in tbe centre-Ieft had remained proporrionaJisrs in rheir hearrs and minds. Many
of the centre-Ieft parry !eaders certainly appreciared tbe gifr thar was made to rhern,
offering tbe power to send to Parliament tbeir most faitbful supporters. The protest
of rhe centre-Iefr was purely parrisan. They reacred against the attempt to deprive
them of a massive elecroral victory and of a large parliamentary rnajoriry. AJso, because
of the rnany mistakes rhey made and rhe impressive elecroral campaign run by
Berluseoni, rheir fears almosr became a self-fulfilling prophecy.

When all rhe votes were counted, rhe cenrre-Ieft enjoyed a comfortable majoriry
in the Chamber of Deputies and a razor-thin two-seat majority in the Senate:
158 vs 156 (the Speaker of rhe Italian Senate, himself elected by the senarors of the
centre-lefr, traditionally does not cast his vote). No wonder the elecrora! system
remains an objeer of eontinuous discord and renewed confrontarion. In fact, afrer

defear in a Senare vore, Romano Prodi's government was obliged ro resign. Following
a quick round of consultation wirh parry leaders, the newly eJecred President of
the Republie sent Prodi back ro Parliamenr for a renewed vote of confidence. He

clear1y added rhat no dissolution would be possible before rhe approval of a berter
electorallaw. Therefore, he solernnly and warmly invited all parry leaders ro devore
themseJves to a successful search for a new electorallaw. All the well-known and

rradiriona! cleavages suddenly resurfaced between a rninoriry of parliamentarians
and parry leaders who favoured a majoriry eJeeroral sysrem of the run-off Freneh
variant and a majoriry of parliarnentarians and parry leaders some of whom had never
ceased proclaiming their devotion to a proportional soJution.

However, the 'proportionalists' are themselves divided among several alternatives:
the German sysrem, the Spanish system, some Italian variants and some rechnicaliries;

the percentage JeveJ of the threshold clause and wherher or nor to provide for a
majority bonus and its seat size. From an often confused and manipulared debate
marred by rhe continuing search for short-term parrisan advanrages, two conclusions
can be safely drawn. The lirst one is that rhe next Italian electorallaw will contain

a high degree of proportionaliry. The second conclusion is that it wil1 nor work

satisfactorily and ir will remain an objeet of politieal conRict and struggle. In rhe
meantime, another popular referendum on repealing some seetions of the existing
law is in the making. Though it will only be capable of revising in a majoritarian
direerion the very bad existing electoral law, nor producing an overal1 satisf)ring
oureome, jr is stili considered a lerhal threat by all minor parties. Hence ir may serve
to pave rhe way for a pre-ernptive reform whose qualiry remains to be seen.
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THE PARlIAMENTARY SYSTEM

The ltalian parliament has always been a parliament of parties, that ís, a parliament
staffed, controlled and made to work by parties and parry leaders; even more 50 atter
the 2005 electoral reform, which, as argued before, has gíven to parry leaders the
power to 'appoint' their parliamentarians. Depending on one's perspective, one may
want to suggest that this outcome was eíther inevitable and beneficial or, on the
contrary, the consequence of choices made by the constitution-makers and negative.
The ltalian parliament has been described both as 'centra!' in the institutional and
constitutional framework, and therefore very influential on its own, and as just an
'arena for dialogue, exchange, confrontation between parties, as we11as between the
government and the oppositions (in the plural). In order to explain and understand
the different definitions and descriptions and, as a consequence, the implications for
the worbng of parliament, one must take into account several factors.

lt is likely that the most important of these factors is represented by the peculiar
form of parliamentary government ltaly has had since 1948. In principle, parlia­
ment was constructed by the constitution-makers to become a central player in the
ltalian political system. In fact, no government can come into being withollt an
explicit parliamentary vote of confidence. One might also expect that no government
would lose office without a parliamentary vote of no confidence. The realiry has been
quite different. Allltalian governmems have been created outside parliamem by
a previous agreement among parry leaders that was ratified by the President of the
Republic, who according to the constitution officia11yappoints tbe Prime Minister
(and countersigns the selection by the Prime Miníster of the ministers). Only one
government has ever been defeated in parliament on an expressly requested vote
of confidence: Romano Prodi's government, in October 1998, fo11owinghis arrempt
to test the solidiry of his parliamentary majoriry, a showdown he lost by one vote.
Otherwise, all governmental crises have been extra-parliamentary, that is, the prod­
uct of parry di5agreements and dashes leading to the resignation of the Prime
Minister. This was also the case in the much debated alternation (ribaltone), when

in November 1994 the decision taken by Umberto Bossi, the Northern League leader,
to withdraw his support from Berlusconi's government delivered a parliamenrary,
and subsequently a governmental, majoriry different from the one that had obtained
an electoral majoriry a few months before. Constitutionally, for an Italian government
to exist only a parliamenrary vote of confidence expressed by both the house and the
Senate is necessary. Politically, sevetal commentators and analysts, joined, of coutse,
by Berlusconi himself, daimed that this bnd of overthrow ofhis governmenr violated
'the wi11of the people'. Note, however, that the wi11of the people had not directly
empowered the 1994 Berlusconi governmem.

Parry disagreements and dashes have never even been debated in parliament
for at least two good reasons. Firsr, the outgoing Prime Minister never wanted to
exacerbate the political tensions thus forfeiting his possibiliry of returning to office.
Second, knowing that, in the absence of any credible governmental alterna­
tive throughout the 1946-92 period, they were 'obliged' to co11aboratewith the same
partners, the parties in governmenr never wanted to expose in public, that is, in

parliament, their differences of opinion and their disagreements. On the whole,
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th.erefore, Italy provides us with a C3se af a parliamentary [arm af governnleJlt in

which parliament is notat all central to the creation and dismissal af governnlents.
II the ltalian parliament then central to the policy-making process'

According to the constitution, the legislative initiative belongs to each individual
member ofparlial11ent, as we11as to the government and its ministers (and to 50,000

voters capable of writing, signing and submitting to Parliament an apprapriate
Bi11).In practice, members ofparliament exercise their right of legislative initiative
frequently and massively (the voters almost never). However, MPs' success rate is

very limited. No more than approximately 10 per cent of the Bills approved by parlia­
ment are initiated by individual members of parlial11ent or even by groups of them.
In any case, those unsuccessful Bills serve an important purpose. They are messages
sent to imeresr groups, associations of a11bnds, electoral constituencies and the

mass media. Therefore, it is the government and its ministers who are mainly respon­
sible for legislation. Perhaps that is how it should be since the governmenr and its
parliamemary majoriry may then be considered accountable for what rhey have
accomplished or failed to do. At least in rhe 1980s and 1990s it appeared that the issue
of governl11ental accountabiliry had become relevant to ltalian voting behaviour.

As a consequence, the Italian parliamem's role has been confined to carrying Out
certain specific tasks. Of course, one important and specific task consists in evaluat­
ing, amending and, in the end, approving the Bi11sintroduced by the governmem.
However, for several reasons, the ltalian parliament is not vety effective at petforming
these tasks. The fitst reason is that it is not well equipped to do so because of three
major structural characteristics that merit some considetation. The first is rhat the

ltalian parliament is, a11things considered, the last of the existing (non-federal)
bicametal parliaments in which both houses enjoy exactly the same powets and
perform exactly the same functions. This means that a11legislation must pass rhtOugh
both houses and even small changes have to be tatified by a vote. There are two

politically significant consequences of this arrangemem. One is that the law-mabng
process is very slow. On average a Bi11of any imporrance wi11take at least nine

momhs before being approved. Therefore no govemment can rely on normal parlia­
mentary procedures to get irs legislation passed. 50 most governmems resort to
decree legislation. Because even deerees have eventua11yto be ratified by parliament
within sixty days of their promulgation, many of them wi11expire simply because
of rhe passing of time. Quite a number of them wi11therefore be reintroduced,
fo11owingrhe same path and encountering the same obstades. However, since decrees
are immediately effective and produce concrere consequences, even rhe most COntro­

versial among them will serve tO regulate activiry in some sector without ever having
been apptOved by a parIiamenrary majoriry. This was SO not least because the

governing majotities had been unable to agree on exactly how to regulate those very
activities. Finally, in 1996 the Constitutional Court declared these parIiamentary
and governmental procedures unconstitutional. ltalian governmems can sri11enact
decrees, but no longet reiterate them (unless, of course, some of the dauses and some

of the wordings appear satisfactorily changed).
Another consequence of the ltalian symmetric bicameralism is that rhe law­

mabng process is very unreliable. lt is not simply that the government cannot comtOl
the timing ofits desired legislation.lt does not comrol the coment, the output, either.
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This lack at control over rhe content derives fr01TI another sr[uctural feature of

the ltalian parliament and is reinforced by a politieal feature as well. The structura]
feature is a consequence of the faet that all legislation must, as a first step, be referred
to rather powerful parliamenrary comnlirrees. Ir i5 within rhose committees (har COI1­

50ciatio11a1 pracrices, rhar i5, opaque agreements and nansacrions among the panies

in government and the oppositions, found and may stili find an easy oudet. This
i5 even more the case when (hose sranding committees are given the power to pass

legislation without going through a vote on the /loor of the house. One-tenth of the
members of a specific ehamber and one-fifth of the members of a specific committee
retain the power to send legislation to the /loor. Therefore, when nothing of the son
happens it is clear that opposition panies have squared their disagreements and that
most of the provisions of the Bili do meet opposition demands.

The political factor is, obviously, that throughout the entire lirst phase of the
Republic all governmental majorities were divided on most issues. This condition
has not improved in the post-I 993 phase because the winning coalitions have been
made up of heterogeneous partners and their prime ministers were never strong
enough to dictate policies. Though much better placed because it enjoyed a con­
spicuous parliamentary majority, even Berlusconi's second government (2001-5) did
not a!ways have its way because of the con/licts within his own House of Liberties
coalition that produced several important ministerial reshuflles and in the end a
governmental crisis. On the whole, it remains appropriate tO stress that, under most
circumstances, three lines of division run through the Iralian parliament. One is the
dassic dear-cut division between the parliamentary majority and the opposition.

Always rather rare though not totally absent in the lta!ian parliament in the period
1946-92, it has almost become the rule after 1993. The second line of division is

that between the government and its parliamentary majoriry, due to the frequent

repositioning of the various parties. The third, the most frequent one, cuts through
me parliamentary majority itself, giving the opposition a welcome opportunity
tO exercise the dout eventua!ly deriving from its discipline and active participation
in Baor and commirree votes.

Ir must be added that the lta!ian bicamera! parliament seems to be a system

congenia! to a divided, undisciplined, absentee majority. In practice, what the govern­
mental majority loses in one committee it may recover on the /loor. What it loses
in one chamber it may recover in the other. The price to be paid is always time,
often some additional compromises. The BilI intended to regulate the con/lict

between private interests and public duties, fundamentally, though not exdusively,
affecting the media tycoon Silvio Berlusconi, provides a case in point. Obviously,
from the beginning, in the summer of 1996, it entailed a clash between the governing
centre-left majority and Berlusconi's centre-right coa!ition. A first draft could be

approved in the Chamber of Deputies exdusively because it was bland enough not
to pose any serious challenge to Berlusconi's interests and properties. For a couple
of years not much more could be done because the centre-Ieft partners were divided
on many dauses of the BilI. Finally, a very different and drastically revised text was

approved though only by the Senate and just a few months before the May 200 I
elections. Lacking the approval of the ehamber, it could not become law. Though
adamandy denying the existence of a con/lict of interests, in 2004 Berlusconi was
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obliged to pass a law (har, in Jan, recognises and freezes thc situJrion as ir was with

no addiriona! consequence.

Finally, the lta!ian law-making process has always been somewhat erratic. There
are several explanations for this. In the lirsr place, too much legislation comes before

parliament for approval. This is due large1y to the nature of the ltalian legal and
bureaucratie system. Even minor deeisions and regulations have to be translated into
laws, or small specific laws (leggine). Second, re1ations of mistrust between the

governing majorities and the oppositions have always prevailed. In the past, this
was due to the fact that an opposition aware of its practical inability to repJace the
governing majority was unwilJing to relinquish its power of comrol over the activities

of ministers, even more 50 since the governing majority never accepted the idea and
the practice of making individ ua1 ministers accountable to Parliamenr for their

decisions. It could not do otherwise because each individua! party felt obliged
strenuously to defend 'its' ministers, threatening a governmentaJ crisis. Therefore,
the quantity and the quality of acceptable regulations by individual ministers are

extremely limited. In anycase, all governmenta! majorities have been totally reJuetant
to pena!ise their ministers for polirical incompetence or any other SOrt of mis­

demeanour. Only one minister was ever obliged to resign following a parliamentary
no-confidence vote against him. This occurred in 1995. The Minister of Justice
who suffered this fate was not a member of any party and occupied his role in the

non-political government, not re1ying on a predetermined parliamentary majority,
led by Lamberto Dini, himself at the time without any party base.

The ltalian legislative process has been further complicated by membership of the
European Community/European Union. Until recent times, all European directives
had to be approved and translated one by one by the lta!ian parliament into Iwian

law, taking up a lot of time and energy. Politically, the situation was never catastrophic
because the left of the PCI/PDS was a pro-European unilication party and acrively
co-operated to speed up mis part of the legislative process. Finally, in the early 1990s
the decision was made that tens of European Union directives could be approved
and implemented through an annual Community Law, drafted by the competenr
minister, and meant to adequately revise existing lta!ian laws affected by those
directives.

The second explanation for the unreliability of the ltalian legislative process
has to do with the composition of the ltalian parliament. Especially, but not only,
in recent times, the most visible aspect of the ltalian parliament has been its party
fragmentation. There have always existed many, rarely less than ten, parliamentary
groups and too many parry factions (there were at least live factions within the
Christian Democrats, as well as within the Soeialist Party unti1 1976 when Craxi

became the party secretary). The result was that several exchanges of all kinds, among
many political and non-political actors, were possible, attempted, performed. Not

only did these exchanges require time, but their fina! product also appeared to be quite
far from the origina! text and the preferences of the government. Hence, the various

governments either rejected it or tried to reformulate it. ln the latter case, the
legislative process had to start all over again. In the Parliament elected in 2006 there

are thirteen parliamentary groups, which, of course, goes a long way towards explain­
ing the s10wness and the difficulty of rhe legislative process. While agreemenrs and
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comprolnises berween the government dnd the opposition are made well-nigh

impossible because of the tough bipolar competition, this type of confrontation

contribmes negatively, in terms of timing and omcome, to the legislative process.

Fina11y, parliamentaty voting procedures have always been of gteat help to a11sorts

of more or less organised groups but not to the governing majority itself. Up to 1988

on ptactica11y a11 issues it was possible fot a small numbet of parliamentarians

to request and obtain a seeret vote. Alí:er a protracted and acrimonious batde against

secret voting waged by Bettino Craxi, then Secretary-General of the Socialist

Patty, mainly in ordet to curb Christian Democtatic parliamentarians' lack of disci­

pline and abundance of ties with interest groups, resort to it was severely curtailed.

Today, secret voting in parliament is very infrequent, almost exceptional. However,

only in a few cases are the tesults of the voting tallied in such a way as to allow

interested public opinion to obtain precise information on how the various individual

members of parliament have actua11y voted. Most votes are, in fact, simply not

recorded. Only the final numerical result is recorded, though, of course, the position

of each party can be easily deduced from the voting declarations of their repre­

sentatives. The remaining weapon used by those who want to obstruct the working

of parliamenr is the request that there at least half of the parliamentarians, the

so-called quorum, are ptesent at any vote taken on the Roor, be it an artiele of a

Bi11 or a single amendment. When no certified quorum exists, the session is first

adjourned for one or more hours, then suspended for one day, fina11y postponed for

one week or more. Even a small group of disciplined parliamentarians, at least twelve

- that is, the number necessary to request a count on the existence of a quorum ­

can thus easily disrupt the working of the entire Iralian parliament.

The almost total elimination of secret voting has not destroyed the power of the

lobbies. The most powerful of them have only transferred their intervention and their

pressure from the Roor of both houses to their committee rooms and, whenever

possible, ro the ministerial offices and staff rooms. This relocation of power and

pressure, which was already in the making, has only been accelerated by voting

and procedural changes. Ir indicates that, on the whole, tbe ltalian parliament is not

a significant independent political player on its own. The move elsewhere of the

lobbies sets the seal on the declining power of a body that is badly in need of some

streamlining and restructuring, for instance as to the division of functions and powers

between the House and the Senate. Ir also suggests that what badly needs an incisive

reform may be the ltalian model of parliamenrary government and, therefore, not

only the relationships between parliament and governmenr, but the very nature, the

structure and the power of the government.

GOVERNMENT AND BUREAUCRACY

ln many ways the best starring poinr for the analysis ofItalian governmenrs in their

policy-making capacity and in their relationship with the bureaucracy and with

organised groups is their appointment procedure. Under the Iralian constitution, tbe

President of the Republic appoints the Prime Minister and, on the latter's nomi­

nation, appoinrs all individual ministers. In practice, that is, in what ltalian jurists
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have called rhe 'rnaterial' constitLlIÍon, the procedure has worked in the past and works

in thc post-1993 phase in a very different manner. In the past, only in exceptional and

almost unique circumstances has the President of the Republic himself enjoyed

enough political power and enough personal discretion rea11y to appoint the Prime

Minister. In most cases the Presidenr's role was confined to choosing from among

the several names submitted to him by the Christian Democrats. Otherwise, he was

practica11y obliged to accept the ready-made choices submitted by the secretaries

of the parties which had agreed to join a coalition governmenr. AJ; to individual

ministets, they were not proposed by the Prime Minister, but imposed on him by

faction leaders of the various coalition parties. Because ltalian governments have

a11 been coalition governments, with the exception of some 'emergency' ctisis­

softening a11-Christian Democratic governments, a11the rules pertaining to portfolio

allocation were consistenrly, almost scientifically, applied. Indeed, a precious hand­

book existed for the allocation not only of portfolios, blit also of all types of political

patronage, that has come, most recendy, to include even the offices of Speaker of

the chamber and the Senate. Ir was named after its author, a top bureaucrat with

Christian Democratic leanings, Manuale Cencelli, and detailed these rules in a vety

effective manner. AJ; things were, it was no surprise that the President of the Republic,

himself usually the product of this game, was essentially obliged, excepr on a couple

af occasions, to ratify (hose complex agreements.

Among the implications of the 1993 elecrorallaw one finds that putting forward

a candidate for rhe offi.ce ofPrime Minister has, for the two major coalitions, elearly

become not only a requirement but also an asset. There is no doubt that in 1994

Berlusconi enjoyed a distincr advantage over the Progressives, who, because of routual

vetos, were unable explicitly to indicate the name of their candidate to Palace Chigi,
tbe offi.cial residence of the Prime Minister. Romano Prodi, the 1996 leader of the

Olive Tree coalirion, certainly acquired for himself and for his coalition partners

the advanrage of being the Prime Minister designare. The same was true for

Berlusconi in the 2001 elections. Finally, in a sense the 2006 elections represented the

epitome of tbis extra-constitutional development that significancly ties the hands of

the President of the Republic. In fact, in all these instances, the rask of the President

of the Republic was confined to accepring the fait accompli of the electoral resulrs.

However, the President of the Republic can still exert an inRuence on the choice

of the minisrers, as Oscar L. Scalfaro 0992-9) did in 1994 when he prevented

Berlusconi from appointing as Minister of Justice one of his discredited lawyers.

Similarly, President Carlo A. Ciampi 0999-2006) successfully argued the case

both for a pro-European Union and competent Minister of Foreign Affairs in

Berlusconi's 2001 Cabinet and against the appointment of an indicted parliamen­

tarian of the Northern League to the Ministry of Justice. In any case, the ovetall

procedure for the appointment of the Prime Minister and the ministers remains long

and relatively complex, because Italian governments remain coalirion governments

and must accommodare the requests of several partners. Hence, all the traditional

criteria reRecting the strength of the partners and the importance of the portfolios

stil! operate.

Because the ltalian instirutional system is somewhat Byzantine, the appoinrment

procedure can by no means be swift. Ir is a ritual requiring several days. Moreover,
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\vhen [here is a governmental crisis, and (hne were many bet\\'een 1994 and 2007,

almost all the old, time-honoured blit criticised practices re-emerge. Ir was so when,

in the wake of the demise of Berlusconi's first governmenr, President Scalfato

appoimed a non-political government. FolIowing Berlusconi's suggestion and the

cenrre-left positive advice, he selected Berlusconi's Minister of the Treasury Lambeno

Dini to become Prime Minister and acrively patticipated in the choice of his

non-political ministers. Scalrnro was offered another chance to mastermind a solution

to tbe governmental crisis that folIowed Prodi's defeat in Parliament. Without the

president's suppon no D'Alema government wou!d have followed. Notice that it was

in Scalfaro's discretion, had he sO desired, to proceed instead ro an early dissolution

of Parliament and to call new e1ections. As we've already seen, President Giorgio

Napolitano adroitly managed the lirst governmental crisis of his term byexplaining

how and why he had decided to behave then and for the foreseeable furure.

AlI tbings considered, then, one can say that since 1993 the powers of the President

of the Republic have been somewhat circumscribed when it comes tO the appoint­

ment of the Prime Minister whenever a general e1ection produces a clear winner.

Those powers can stili be exercised whenever a governmental crisis intervenes during

the life of a Parliament. Then, the President may explore two options: immediate

dissolution of Parliament or appointment of another Prime Minister, but only if he

has a reasonable chance of mustering a parliamentary majority and keeping it together

and work.ing. In sum, while the inauguration of Italian governmems may have

shifted towards a more 'immediate' and closer relationship with the ourcome of the

e1ections and the preferences of the voters, there stilI remain many opponunities

for poEtico-insritutiona! manoeuvres.

Since the selection and appoimment procedures of the past seem to have, on tbe

whole, survived, one can understand why Iralian coalition governmems continue

not to be characterised by enough politica! cohesion or colIective responsibility;

and why the Prime Minister has never been in a position to acquire and retain enough

power to lead his coalition governmem and to dismiss incompetent or disloyal

ministers. Since no Italian Prime Minister enjoys the power to dissolve Parliament

and all Iralian prime ministers know that tbey can be replaced by their parliamentary

majority or, more likely, when and because a srrategically locared party shifts its

suppon, their ability tO steer a clear uncompromising course have generally speak.ing

been quite limited. In a sense, Berlusconi's 200 I governmem, which was based on

a sizeable majority supponing an alIegedly srrong !eader, can be taken to represent a

test of how much the Italian politico-institutional system has changed (or not).

Politico-governmental stability is a precondition of governmental effectiveness, and

this may be the second test for Berlusconi's government and the ministers he claims

to have personally recruited with reference to their competence. I am afraid that

neirher test has been passed satisfactorily. Not on ly has Berlusconi delivered far less

than he solemnly and spectacularly promised when he signed on TV his personal

'Contracr with the Italians', but he had to suffer a governmema! crisis in April 2005.

Moreover, he was repeatedly obliged to replace quite a number of his ministers even

in top oflices: three ministers of Foreign Affairs, one Minister of the Interior, two

ministers of the Treasury, two deputy prime ministers and a host of minor ministers
and llnder-secreraries.
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In thc pre-1993 period, facrion leaders successfulIy proposed ar imposed the

names ofindividual minisrers for rwo major reaSQllS: hrst, because theywere powerful

within their respective parties and facrions; second, because they were capable of

representing the preferences of some imerest grollpS sllpponing specific panies and

factions and, as a conseqllence, cOllld promise polirico-e1ecroral advantages to come.

Minisrries were a reward for past groups' behaviour or a commitn1ent to [uruce action.

To a large extent, powerflll faction leaders and sllb-leaders were pUt in charge

of those ministries considered signilicant by their socio-economic reference grollpS.
As a conseqllence, the powerflll Small Farmers' Confederation, dosely associated with

the Christian Democrats, was the sllccessflll sponsor of almost all the ministers

of Agriclllture. Ir was impossible to become Minister of Education without the

acrive SllppOrt and the opén acceptance of the very many Catholic associations

operating in that lield. The Minister ofIndllstry had to entenain an a1most symbiotic

relarionship with powerful indllstrial groups and for a long time with the National

Association of Manllrncturers (Confindustría). Almost as a corollary, the Minister of

State Paniciparion was to be the representative of the major public enrerprises and

was dosely conttolled by a specilic DC facrion.

A long time ago, two ideal types were formlllated to describe and explain the
relations between ministries and rheir socio-economic consriruencies: clíentela

and ptlTente!a. C!iente!a is rhe relationship between a ministry's bureaucracy and
the imerests jt is supposed to deal with. Due [Q lack of competence and resources,

Table 5.3 Governments of Italy, 1991-2006

No.

YearPrime MinisterParty composition

10

1991G. AndreottiChristian Democrat, Socialist, Social Democrat, Liberal

11

1992G. AmatoSocialist, Christian Democrat, Social Democrat, Liberal

1993

C. A. ClampiIndependent, Christian Democrat, Soda!ist, Sodal
Democrat, libera!12

1994S. Berlusconilets Go Italy, National A, Northern league, Christian
(CCD)1995

U. Dini Independent, lett Democrat, Popular, Northern league

13

1996R. Prodi Popular, lett Democrat, Greens, Renewal

1998

M. D'Alemaleft, Popular, Green, Socia! Democrats, Renewal,
Christlans (UDEur), Communist (PdCI)1999

M. D'Alemalett, Popular, Democrat, Green, Social Democrat,

Renewal, Christian (UDEur), Communist (PdCI)2000

G. AmatoSocia! Democrat, lett, Popular, Democrat, Green,
Christian (UDEur), Communist (PdCl)14

2001S. Berlusconilets Go Italy, Nationa! A, Northern league, Centre
(UDe)15

2006R. Prodi lett Democrats, Daisy, Communists (RC, PdCI), Va!ues,
Christian (UDEur), Rose (SDI, Radicals)16

2008S. BerlusconiFreedom, Northern league

Note: The fjrst party indicates the Primer Minister's affiliation.

155



156

the minisrry's bureaucracy becomes almost a client of those interests. Ir comes to

depend on them even tor tecbnical advice. Tberefore tbe most imponant decisions
are really drahed, shaped or at least implememed according to tbe wishes of power­
ful imerests. To a large extem, according to Joseph LaPalombara, this was the case
with the Ministry oflndustry vis-a-vis Fiat.

Parentefa is the relationship between a ministrys bureaucracy, and often the
ministet him/herself, and outside imerests when they share the same perspective,
the same goals, the same values. This was, and in alllikelihood remained for a long
period, the relation between the Ministry ofEducation and the many Catholic organ­
isations and associations active in the education field. Especially so because the
Minister of Education had always been, with one short-lived exception, a Christian
Democrat. With the passing of time, clientela and parentela may have changed in
intensiry, but not in qualiry. For instance, umil its abolition by popular referendum
in 1993, the Ministry of State Participation remained the cliem of all public
companies and was not meant to orient their activities or to evaluate their

performance, bur only to transmit their requests to the Council of Ministers and
vent their grievances. For some time the Ministry of Labour, usually allocated to a
minister with a union background or endowed with some union ties, worked in
harmony with the unions. In a rypical relationship of parente!.a, it transmitred their
demands and supported them in the usually complex and long-drawn-out process
of bargaining with the employers and their confederation.

Much, though certainly not all this, has changed. Not only has the disintegration
of the old party system made it imperative for interest groups to look for a more
flexible relationship with the bureaucracy, but it has also offered some of them

more independence. However, especially in the 2001 electora! campaign it became
clear that thanks to the bipolar confromation the National Association of the
Entrepreneurs (Confindusrria) could choose sides and throw its full weight behind
Berlusconi. For his part, the leader of the House of Liberties could claim that the

Confindustria programme was 'his programme'. One would expect the trade union
movement to make a similar choice, though in the opposite direction, that is, in
favour of the centre-left. Instead, because of their longstanding political division
into three differem national organisations, the trade unions have been lukewarm
towards the cemre-left govemment. Even the leh-wing union the Italian Genera!
Confederation of Labour (CGIL) did not consider the cemre-left government 'its
own govemment, bur just a friendly govemment who could be, and in fact ohen
was, criticised.

Though not uniquely presem in the Italian case, cliente!.a and parente!.a were
far more pervasive than other panems of interest imeractions with political and
bureaucratic decision-makers. In Italy, for a long period of time the politics ofinterest
groups continued to be dominated by political parties, their factions, their experts,
whose power derived from their position as party spokesmen or women and not from
their technocraric expertise. In light of the weakness of the Italian bureaucratic
apparatus, it has always seemed out of place even to speak of the possibility of
'iron triangles': parties, interests, bureaucrats. Often recruited according to political

criteria, mostly promoted according to partisan crireria, rarely endowed with specific
teehnical knowledge or abilities, unerly lacking any esprit de corps or professional

pride, Italian bureaucra1S, with tbe exeeption of a fcw relatively happy islands of
integrity such as the Bank ofltaly, some branches of the Ministry of the lmerior and
theMinistry of Foreign Mfairs, were the happy prey of politieal sponsors, and of
defensive and rent-seeking union activities.

The bureaucrats' inefficiency and short working hours are paid for by job tenure
and limited demands on their energies. Obviously, this trade-off is not profitable
for the stare when ir comes to a need for active intervention in some socio-economic

areas. It has been and remains highly profitable for governing parties when ir comes
to the acquisition of electora! consensus. Ohen those relatively few ministers who
want(ed) to govern - that is, to deal with interest groups on an equal footing ­
decide(d) to bypass the state bureaucracy. They proceed to create their own more
or less restricted staff, their' own political cabinet made up of loyal and competent
collaborators. However, this way, on the one hand, the bureaucracy is not encouraged
to improve its performance; on the other hand, the difficulties deriving from the
implementation and the policy evaluation phases do not disappear. Indeed, by playing
according to the rules, the disgruntled bureaucrats may seriously damage any
governmenta! activity.

Overall, the Iralian policy-making process can be characterised as of the reactive

type and accomplished in conditions o/ emergency. More precisely, policy-making
of some importance is rarely proaetive, that is, initiated in the politica! sphere follow­
ing the intuition of some clever politicians. On the conrrary, it is usually reactive
because it is the product of demands coming from some socio-economic sectors,
from outside actors such as collective movements ar inrerest groups, from inter­

national pressures and obligations. Policy-making of some importance is rardy the
product of norma! procedures in normal times. It isusually the product of emergency
situations because suddenly an issue has become ofbuming importance. Perhaps the
issue had been forgotten because of the lack of instruments to keep it on the political
agenda. Perhaps it had been postponed for lack of consensus among the decision­
makers. Perhaps it had been removed because of cultura! inability to envisage a viable
and acceptable solution, or because the groups pressing for a solution were not
powerful enough, or because those opposing a solution were very powerful indeed.
When the issue becomes salient, the solution becomes urgent.

There are several examples of reactive policies being adopted under emergency
conditions. The entire story of the reform of the university sysrem is a case in point.
It had been debated for seventeen years and became an issue only following the
violem studem eruption of 1977. Stili, the law was passed only some years aherwards.
Probably rhe most significam case of a reactive policy taken into serious considera­
tion only when it developed into an ineseapable emergency is represemed by reform
of the electoral law. Since more information has already been provided above,
suffice it to recall here that it took two popular referendums to put the reform of the
electora! system on the political and parliamematy agenda. Though it was more than
just a policy, the decision to embark on meeting all the criteria necessary to join
the Euro was taken by the Italian govemmem only at the last momem in autumn
1996 when it became clear that almost a!l the member states were ready and that the
costs of staying outside were going to be extremely high. Finally, another good
example of rhe next likely reaetive poliey will be the one eonceming the pension
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system, whieh has already been posrponed, beeause of the hosti]ity at the unions,
for severa! years.

Because the two patterns of relarions between, politics and organised interesrs

that dominated in Italy were those of c!ientela and parentela, there was not even a
meaningful politiea] debate about neo-eorporatism and its potemia] comributions
to poliey-making. Imported from the imemariona! ]iterature, the expression was
Jirst preeisely utj]ised in the ]ate 1970s. In that period, characterised by high infla­
tion and growing unemploymem, the socialist-communist trade union (CGIL)
showed signs of developing some neo-corporatist availabj]ity, quickly rejected by the
Christian Democratic uade union (the CISL). Later, in 198 I, a quasi-neo-corporatist
agreemem between the employers and all the unions was signed thanks to the then
Minister of Labour. Not much progress was made in the eady 1980s. Most devel­
opments were blocked and became a lost cause when in 1984 the Socialist Prime

Minister Bettino Craxi decided to (urtail the indexation system by decree after having
played with the idea, now strong]y sponsored by CISL leaders, of tying the unions
to the government in a true neo-corporarist pact.

The problem with the creation of a neo-corporatist system was, however, not so
much politica! as mainly structural. The two most imporrant conditions for the
construction and functioning of a neo-corporatist system were missing in the ltalian
case. First, the union movement remained divided a!ong politica! and culturallines.
Second, the party of the industrial working class, the Communist PCI, was never
even dose to govemmental power. The three main uade unions, the CGIL, the CISL
and the UIL, were closely affiliated to their respective parties, namely the PCI (later,
the PDS), the Christian Democratic DC and the Socialist PSI. From a cultural

poim of view, that is, in their bargaining strategies, Italian unions have a!ways
exhibited profound theoretical and practical differences. They are preoccupied with
representing a!1tbe workers, mainly at the nationa!level, and putsuing both economic
and politica! goals (CGIL) or with represeming only unionised workers, essemia!ly
at tbe loca! and pJam level, witb exclusively economic goals (CISL). They tend to
be either soft (UIL) or tough (CISL and CGIL) on the employers, and either soft
(UIL, CISL and the socialists within the CGIL) or tough (the rest of the CGIL) on
the governmem.

Understandably, the sheer fact that the PCI, correctly regarded as the party of
the industria! working class, never had nor could legitimately aspire to a governing
role prevented the establishmem and consolidation of that initial condition of

trust indispensable for the emetgence and functioning of a neo-corporatist system.
The working class was undersrandably suspicious of deferring its day-to-day requests
in exchange for future gains, since no po!itical player was in a position to offer them
a credible guaramee. The neo-corporatist attempts that were made between the 70s
and the 80s remained ha!f-hearted and appeared ill founded.

The nature of the relationship between unions, parties and coa]ition governmems
is stili a matter of discussion, conflict and disagreemenr. In the meamime, however,
for several reasons common to West European union movements, and for some
reasons peculiar to the Italian case, Italian unions have ]ost membership, represen­
tativeness, power. They are now a declining p!ayer in search of a role. However, it
remains difJicult and costly to govem against the unions or without taking imo
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aC(OUl1r at leasr son~e of rheír preferences and obraining some collaboratiol1.

Understandably, this Ís what rhe varÍous cenrre-left governmenrs have uied to do,

offering both the unions and the industrialists the possibility of collaborating in the
forrnu]ation of policies in the overall economic area as well as in the Jie]d of labour
and ind ustria! relations. These eomp]ex pacts, some of them requiring more flexi­
bility on the part of the labour force in order to create more jobs, seem to have worked
reasonably well. However, both the unions and the industria]ists have expressed some
dissatisfaction, but a new patrem of relationship is not in sight.

The ltalian decision-making process is complex and cumbersome. AJI minor and
major decisions are bound to pass through a series of stages and to seek the agree­
mem of seveta! players, incessandy engaged in reversible and opaque negotiations.
In the last instance, all signiJicam and insigniJicant decisions are subject to formal
approva! by a divided and not very discipEned parliament. lt is no surprise, then,
that the overa!! decision-making process is inevitably exposed to imetference by many
illegal activities. Where a multiplicity of actors takes part in allocating a conspicu­
ous quantity of public resources, often to be disbursed according tO party criteria,
tbe likelihood of corruption is very high. Indeed, politica! corruption has been
widespread in the ltalian case and it remains a fearure of the politica! system.

There have been basically twO types of corruption. The Jirst type, money paid out
to policy-makers at all leve!s in order to influence their decisions, predominated
in tbe !ong hrst pluse of the democratie regime up to the mid-1970s. lt must be
added that, on the part of public companies, whose managers were appointed by
governing politicians, this money was a!so imended to subsidise governing parties,
their electoral campaigns and political stfUctutes. In the absence at tbe time of any
system of public funding of politi cal parties, this kind of Jinancing was not only
indispensable, but almost taken for granted, as quasi-Iegal.

Then, in 1974, in the wake of a major scanda! involving oi! importers who
had bribed parties in governmem in order to secure higher ptices for oi! products
following the Arab embargo, a law was passed Jinancing politica! parties with state
money. Among its provisions, the 1974 law forbade public companies from making
donations to political parties. Therefore, to some extem, it liberated, so to speak,
public managers ftom that kind of peculiar, sub-instirutional obligation towards
parties. However, the flow of'b!ack' rnoney was not completely imerrupted.

The second type of corruption became even more widespread and acquired a
systemic character. In this instance, party secretaries and their collaboratots, rninisters,
under-sectetaries, members of parliament, and local politicians were active in exact­
ing kickbacks on aJI public contracts and public works, licences and allocations
of resources and activities. This scanda! of massive proportions was uncovered Jirst
in Februaty 1992 in Milan, then, few regiona! exceptions aside, throughout the emire
coumry. lt became known as 'Kickbacksville' (Tangentopolz) and the corresponding
large-scale investigation was ca!led 'Clean Hands' (Mani Pulite).

The extem and depth of corruption derived from two factors. In the Jirst p]ace,
all goveming parties justiJied their requests for money, often sheer extortion, to
industria!ists, bui!ders and comractors by pointing to the existence of the Communist
threat. Their leaders c1aimed to represent the dam against that threat. Money was
needed for increasingly cosdy electoral campaigns to counterbalance the superior
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Communisr Pany organisation. Of course, rhis motivation lost all credibilirywith the

collapse cf inrernational cOffilllunism and thc transformation and decline of the

former ltalian Communist Parry.

In the second place, industrialists, builders and contractors were weI! aware that

the same panies and, often, the same poliÚcians who had already been in posirions

of power for a long time retained a credible chance of staying there jUSt as long again.

A change of governmental coalitions was not in prospect and, as long as there was

a powerful Communist Parry, from their point of view it was not even desirable.

Kickbacks to governing parties and politicians could be justified, at least partiaI!y, as
the 'price of democracy' and, to a lesser extent, as a sort of tax on their activities.

Paradoxically, but understandably, some streaks of consociationalism survived for a

while, so that, especiaI!y in Milan, where the PCl had long been part of the governing

majoriry together with the PSI, some money was more or less indirecdy poured into
Communist coffers as wel!.

Though conspicuous, kickbacks have not prevented aI!ltalian political parties

from running high deficits. These were largely due to skyrocketing electoral expen­

ditures, but in some cases also to the search for personal enrichment and a luxutious

standard of living. Finally, because of the advent of commercial TV, electoral

campaigns had become unbearably expensive anel, trying to catch up with both the
Christian Democrats and the Communists, the Socialists needed mote and more

money. They could get it only by pointing to their permanent role in the government

and by exchanging favourable decisions for 'donations'.

In ltaly, the relationship between money and politics has always been controversial

and from the very beginning the law on the state financing of political parties has heen

chaI!enged. A referendum to repeal the law in 1978 showed simultaneously great
dissatisfaction and the extent to which the PCl and the DC were entrenched. The

two parties barely succeeded in defeating the request: 44 per cent of the vorers were

in favour of repeal, 56 per cent againsr. In the ensuing years, the political climate

changed drasticaI!y. In April1993 more than 90 per cent of voters decided by refer­

endum to do away with the law; more precisely, to srop rhe funds going direcrly

to parry parliamentary groups though not the electoral reimbursemenr. lndeed, the

1994 electoral law explicirly provides for substantial electoral reimbursements.

However, all parties need more money and spend more money for their organisations.

Hence, they have surreptitiously step by step reintroduced a form of state financing

not only of their activities, but also of their structures. In any case, political corruption

has not disappeared from ltalian politics. lndeed, the ranking of Transparency

lnternational puts ltaly year in, year out around thirry-second in terms of public

moraliry, just above Nigeria and weI! below all European democracies.

INTERGOVERNMENTAl RElATlONS

In order to understand ltalian intergovernmental relations precisely, it is necessary

to always keep one premise in mind: ltalian governments have constanrly been weak

both in terms of their likely and predictable stability and in terms of their decision­

making powers. Therefore, those institutions and groups that were interested in
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opposing a decisioll could jUSI try to bllY tÍme and wait for thc incvitable changc in

the government and/or the ministers and/or the policies. There has so fu been no

significant improvement either in thc stability ar in thc decision-making pov,rers

of ltalian governments. lndeed, two major changes indicate that many decisions

wiI! be taken elsewhere. ParadoxicaI!y, if this phenomenon is confirmed it may aI!ow

those ltalian governments that are successful in gaining enough politi cal stabiliry

to concentrate on a few, major decisions. The first very imponant change has been

increasing ltalian integration with the European Union. This is not a development

that concerns ltaly alone. However, some ofits consequences have been more impor­

tant for ltaly than for other member states of the European Union. The case of the

Euro is especially revealing. ltalian public opinion and fundamentally all ltalian

governments, with the possible exception of the one led by Silvio Berlusconi from

April to Decemher 1994, have been, at least verbally, unabashedly pro-Europe in

all its various expressions. This pro-European attitude has constituted a son of

threshold for the governmental acceptance of some parties. Gradually, though

increasingly, the Communists shifted their position and their policies towards, at least

in the late 1970s, full acceptance of and ful! panicipation in the European institu­

tions and unification process. Hence, tO some extent, one can say that the simple

existence of a European democratic framework produced positive results for the

ltalian political system.

Leaving aside a longer story, in any case nOt made of active panicipaÚon by sub­

sequent ltalian governments and of innovations suggested by them, the most

important turning point has been represented by the criteria set at Maastricht in 1992

for joining the European Common Currency system. Though initially perplexed

regarding the abiliry of his government successfully to meet those criteria together

with the 'virtuous' European states, in 1998 Prime Minister Romano Prodi exploited

the opportuniry tO put in order the ltalian economic system, which had been

disrupted by several years of'merry financial dealings'. Long considered a sort of safery

net, the process of European integration opened a nor too large but very im ponant

window of opponuniry for Italy through which it hecame possible to restructure the

ltalian economic system. Once the Italian economic system was put on its not too

solid feet, it became necessary to continue to run the economy without deviating

from the guidelines and the indicators of the Growth and Stabiliry Pact. Then,

'Europe' has been utilised by severalltalian governments in different ways. lt provides

an alibi: 'We, the politicians, are not responsible for these painful decisions; they are

imposed upon us by Europe'. It is taken as a constraint: 'We, the politicians, cannot

do more or differently; these are the demands of Europe'. lt offers an opportuniry:

'We, the politicians, can assure you that by behaving as Europe asks ltaly to do great
benefits wilI folIow'. Above alI it has worked as a safery net: 'Because we are part

of a democratic Europe, no doubt the European Union will support democracy and

the democrats in ltaly as weI! as the ltalian socio-economic system'. A few nuances

ofinterpretation notwithstanding, only the extreme right, the Northern League and

Communist Refoundation dare in different ways criticise the European Union

and oppose some of its policies.

The overaI! consensus that the European Union is 011 the whole largely beneficial

for the ltalian economic and political system is not broken by any contrary view. Even
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rhe cr1[ic5 are not asking for Italy (O abandon the European Union, bur just to redef1ne

SOITIeaf irs positions and 50I11e af its policies. However, several criricislTIS have beeo
made of allltalian governments for rheir limited abiliry to influence the decision_

making process ar rhe European leve!. The responsibiliry for this falls on the rradirional

handicaps of Iralian insriturions: rhe minisrers, Parliament, rhe bureauerats, Iralian

regional governments. Freguendy changing minisrers can neirher grasp the impor­

tance af some issues nor exercise enollgh infIuence on their European counterpans/
colleagues. A slow-working and cumbersome Parliament can neirher intervene before

rhe European decision-making stans, by suggesting counter-proposals and giving
guidelines and suppon to rhe minisrers, nor respond in rhe implementation process

by effectively and in a timely manner rranslaring European regulations and directives

into the ltalian legislative system. Bureaucrats, onen selected according to patronage

criteria, can rarely carry the day with their EUtopean counterpans, a!so because they
cannot rely on a steady guide from meir respective ministers.

Paradoxically, the most imponant development in the relarionships between

Iraly and rhe European Union has raken place in one area where prestige counts

enormously but cannor be rranslared into polirical power, thar is, in the appoíntment

of European Commissioners. Because of successful though different combinations

of jórtuna and virtu, Emma Bonino (I 994-9) and Mario Monti (I 994-2004) were

given the opponuniry ro demonsrrate their knowledge of the problems and meir

solid commitment to the European unification process. Moreover, because of his

success in leading Iraly into the Euro, Romano Prodi has been rewarded with the

much more demanding task of leading rhe European Commission in difficult tímes

and in unchaned waters (1999-2004), presiding over a major process of enlargement.

However, not much of this personal prestige and accomplishment has reverberated

on the lta!ian political system.

Political and institutiona! problems similar to those exísting at the nationa!level

can be easily found at the regional level. Freguently changing governments, tech­

nica!ly incompetent and overstaffed bureaucracies, a larger than acceptable dose of

politica! amateurism have meant that most Iralian regions have been less capable

of obtaining and of spending European regional development funds. As a conse­

guence, while severa! regions in the Republic of Ireland, in Spain and in Portuga!

have improved their lot and have increased their standard of living, most ltalian

Sourhern regions, wi th the exception of Basilicata, have made no leap forward.

Whether this is due to the gualiry of the politicians and the bureaucrats or to the

institutiona! mechanisms and thejr limited decision-making autonomy remains to

be seen. In fact, it will soon be possible to discern which, thanks to one of the few

signincant institutional innovations introduced in the 1990s: the (quasi-)direct

popular election of the presidem of the regional governmems. Ir is not so much the

mechanisms utilised to eleer the presidems of the regions that are of special impor­
tance. What count more are two other elements: the nrst is that the winner, which

is the elected President, gets a bonus of seats that consolidates and stabilises his

majoriry; the second element is rhat the Presidem cannot be replaced before new

elections. In fact, it appears that regional insrabiliry has been signincandy reduced,

making it possible to proceed to the implememation of the Presidem's legishtive

programme. In addirion to the perspective concerning powers of decision-making
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rhat are nor new, bm can finally be exercised co rhe full, depending on rhe personal

and polirica! capabiliries of rhe presidenrs, rhere is 'dnomer perspecrive fcom which

one may want to evaluare rhe changes taking place ar rhe regionallevel.

This perspective suggesrs rhar powerfi.d regional presidents will arrempt to acquire

a new balance ofpowers between regional governnlents and the narionaJ government.
A grearer number of social, economic and polirical preferences will be raken into

consideration, to the satisfacrion ofa grearer percentage of voters in their respective

regions. Of course, it is stili too early to draw convincing lessons and dennitive con­

clusions from the shon ltalian experience. Neverrheless, for the rime being no full

positive eva!uation appears to be justified. Centre-lefr regional presidents have largely

supported the actions and the proposals of the centre-Ieft national governmenr and

centre-right regiona] presidems have challenged, in some cases with tremendous

partisan determination, whatever the centre-Ien narional governmenr was proposing

or doing. Both sets of regiona! presidents have been asking for more powers and more

functions. For their pan cenrre-left regional presidents have given a positive evalua­

tion to the devolution law approved by the government. The law rejected by the

centre-right opposition in Parliament has been predictably opposed by centre-right

regiona! presidents, most vehemendy so by the regional presidenr of Lombardy and

Veneto. When in 2005 the centre-right House ofLiberries approved a constiturional

reform shifring more powers to the regions, rhe cenrre-]eft opposed it and succeeded

in having it, together (as we will see in rhe next paragraph) with all the other

consritutional reforms, rejected by a popular referendum. Only future events will

reveal whether a new more effecrive and more satisfactory eguilibrium is reached.

lt will also be interesting to see whether the presidents of the ltalian regions will

acguire the nariona! stature of US governors or, ro resort to a more appropriate

comparison, of the Minister-Prasidemen of the German Liinder. At this point, in

the case of the relationship between the ltalian state and the regions, between the

national governmenr and the regional presidents, rhe situation must be denned as

in transition. Their respective powers as well as their functions will probably be

changing, but there are toO many factors to be taken inro account before making

any appreciable prediction.

Always a sore point in the functioning of the ltalian poJitica! and administrative

system, the relarionships between the poliricians and the judicia! system became tense

and burning with the explosi on of the investigation ca!led 'Clean Hands' (Mani
Pulite). In order to understand irs developments, one must state very c1early ar the

outset that 'rule of law' is not exactly rhe most appropriate expression to define

me ltalian situation. Organised crime has always been powerful in ltaly, 50 much

so rhat, according to many analysts and commentators, in at Jeast four Italian

regions, Campania, Calabria, Sicily and Apulia, the state, that is, rhe police and the

judges, cannot guaranree a decent amount of comrol of the territory and personal

securiry. ln those regions, the relationship between organised crime and politics is,

indeed, very close. Protracted Mafia and camorra acrivities would be impossible with­

out the connivance of some poliricians; some asronishing political careers would be

unimaginable without the suppon of organised crime. In some cases, it may not

be necessary for the politicians to look for supporr from organised crime. Ir is the

Mafiosi themselves who decide whom to suppon, when and why. The Mafiosi choose
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who is going tO be the winning horse and rhrow theír weight behind h.im or her.

Afterwards, (hey will ask for something in exchange, brandishing as a 111inilnum

the threat of shifting rheir votes and funds ro orher candidates or, even, of revealing

theír ties. Many economic activiries are controlled by organised críme, 50 much 50

that all Southern Ita!ian regions are deliberately avoided by foreign investors. For too

long, some sectors of the judieiary, of loeal administrarors, even of the police, did

not clearly and consistently oppose organised erime. Then, at the beginning of the

1980s, several courageous judges, such as Giovanni Fakone and Paolo Borsellino,

and some loyal civil servams, such as the then prefect of Palermo, General Carlo

Alberto Dalla Chiesa, decided ro confront the Sicilian Mafia. In due time, they were

all murdered. The major change with respect ro the past is that Mafia killers and

Mafia bosses have all been apprehended and eondemned, but tbeir supporters and

protecrors within the political world have so far escaped being pursued by the law.

Apparently, for some politicians Mafia votes do not stink. And new Mafia leaders have

already appeared.

That said, the area where the confronration between some judges and the political

class has been most frequenr, most ten se, most bitter has been in those many illegal

activities related to the financing of politi cal activities: unlawful contributions,

fraudulenr budgets, kickbacks, embezzlemem. Although since 1974 in Iraly there

has existed a system of public financing of political parties, state money has never

been enough to cover all the costs of some lavish electoral campaigns and some over­

staffed party organisations (plus the personal enrichmenr of some politicians).

Ostensibly, most party leaders and parliamenrarians justified their illegal activities

by stating that some corruption in the financing party activities and electora! cam­

paigns is 'the páce of democracy'. For a long time, parliamentarians were also capable

of protecting themselves against judicial action by rejecting the parliamentary

authorisation the judges had ro request in order to investigate the behaviour of a

parliamenrarian and to bring him (a!most never her) to trial. Then, the parliamenraty

rules were changed. lnstead of it being necessaty to muster an absolute majority to

approve the judges' request, it became indispensable to muster an absolute majority

to reject ir. In this enrirely new ball game and under pressure from the mass media

and public opinion, it became almost impossible for most parliamenrarians to

block the requests of the judges. At the end of the 1992-4 Parliament, more than

one-third of the rotal number of Iralian parliamemarians - that is, more than 300

of them - had received a judicial notice. However, because the ltalian legal system

offers many loopholes and because, of course, most politicians can employ very

powerful teams of lawyers, several trials were never pursued ro the end and several

offences enjoyed the shield of rhe stature of limitations.

Ir is probably nor rrue rhar rhere is less public support roday for the anri-corruprion

judges. On the one hand, rhere is less mobilisation in favour of the judges; on the

other, the issue of polirical corruprion is even more poliricised because Berlusconi,

some of his dose collaborators and some of the judges he a1legedly bribed have all

been indicted. For many Iralians, however, rhe evaluation of the judicial system is

made nor on rhe basis of the struggle between the poliricians and the judges or

by the magistrates againsr polirical corruprion and organised crime. Ir is made on

the basis of the day-to-day performanee of the magistrares dealing with civil cases.

With thc exception of a few hardworking judges, tbc Iralían judiciary is made up of

many civil servants who lead a bureaucratic life, who are proI11oted through a senioríty

system without any ql1ality comrol of rheit activiries, who enjoy short working

days, long vacations and high salaries. Public opinion being mixed, it is difficult to

prediet what kind of reeeption any attempt (O reform and/orto 'normalise' the judges

(in Berlusconi's words, 'to bleaeh rhe red robes') will reeeive. The eritieisms made

by Berlusconi of the Constitl1tional COllrt have been more disturbing beeause the

Iralian Constitutional Coun has in fact played its role of 'guardian of the constitu­

tion' commendably. Ir is one of rhe few Iralian institurions nor really in need of

any reform, excepr, perhaps, the introduction of'disseming opinions'. To sum up, like

most other ltalian institutions, the jlldiciary appears to be in transition: from an

imperfect siruation of considerable professional and organisational auronomy with

respect ro executive power, often, however, bordering on rhe corporatist protection

of privileges, towards an unknown future.

STRATEGIES FOR INSTITUTlONAL REFORM

Notwithstanding their personal and partisan evaluations, all ltalian politieians,

scholars and commentators are well aware (har the preseot institutional system cannot

remain as it is. Generally speaking, there are two major poinrs of view deriving from

the fact rhat the eleeroral system remains an objeet of major eontenrion and eontinues

to be exposed tO parrisan reforms, and from challenges coming from popular

referendums. The premise is that the 'old polirical system was consrrueted on a pro­

portional electoral law and thar ir was made to work, deliberarely and/or out

of neeessity, by a proporrional distribution not only of seats and offiees, but also of

several types of resourees. lndeed, aeeording to many analysts, the proporrional

prineiple was carried ro the point of sustaining a sorr of eonsociational demoeracy

and its arrangements. Henee, those who are stili favourable ro 'proportionality' would

say that, if it proves impossible ro draft a deeenr PR law, any more or less majori­

tarian eleetoral system must be accompanied by some appropriate checks and

balances. Those who eriricised the old proporrional eleeroral law - among other
reasons a1so beeause it had fostered eonsociational deviees and states of minds - and

succeeded in reforming ir, take the opposite view. They argue that the 2005 eleetoral

proporrional law has produeed negarive unbearable consequences. Therefore, a

reform of the reform is absolutely indispensable befote new eleetions rake plaee

(elected in 2006, the existing Parliamenr's term ends in 2011).

While there appears ro be some agreement on the need for reform or at least

for cosmeric embellishmenrs, there is no agreemenr on the fundamenrals. Nobody

is any longer advocating the British model, while offieially, though not in praetiee,

rhe Len Democrats mainrain that they would be in favour of the introduetion of the

French run-off eleeroral formula. Ir is clear that no party will be able positively

to impose its favourite eleeroral formula. Since it is also clear that (00 many parries

within their respective eoalitions enjoy the role of vero players, ir seems easy ro

prediet two plausible outcomes: (1) no reform at all; (2) a reform introdueing some

proporrional formula for the rranslation of votes into seats, accompanied by a very
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low threshold for access to par1iamenury representdrion. ln tbe lighr af 111)1overaH

interpreta tion of Italian politics in the pasr decade and my forecast for the neXt
decade, I can draw two general conclllsions: hrst, no reform of the electoral system
wilI completely satisfYalI parry acrors or the vorers; second, the elecroral system wilI
continlle ro be an objeet of major politi cal contention and controversy.

ln the meantime, another disCllssion wilI remain heated both with reference to

the method ro be implemented in order to draft and approve any constitutional
reform and to the substance; rhat is, precise1ywhich reforms wiJIbring to a successful
completion the politica] and institutional rransirion, at the same time improving the
functioning of the Italian political system and the gualiry of its democracy. As is
perfectly understandable, a combination of personal and partisan preferences with
systemic views has shaped the various proposa]s. The majoriry of politicians have
evaluated the proposals put forward by their colIeagues, by their parties and by the
scholars engaged in tbis debate with an eye to their personal/ political advantage
or, more freguently, ro their potential disadvantage. The debate has oscilIated between
those who are arguing that rhe reforms ought to be made wirh the agreement
of aU those involved (quod omnes tangit ab omnibus probari debet) and those who are
advocaring not only the right, but even the duty of a parliamentary majoriry
to take responsibiliry and tO make the necessary reforms. The centre-left, as is clearly
indicated by rhe experience in 1997-8 of a special parliamentary Bicameral
Committee entrusted with the power to drafr proposals in four ateas (the form of
the state; the model of government; the judiciary system; parliament and the
relationships with Europe), has taken the first position.

Under the chairmanship of Massimo D'Alema, then the Secretary of the DS,
perceived to be the most capable Italian politician and the most committed to
the success of the reformist efforts in otdet to prove his statesman-like qualities, the
Bicameral Committee worked for one and a half years. However, no overaU agree­
ment was reached and, in June 1998, the leader of the opposition Silvio Berlusconi
aU but sank the proposals formulated by the Bicamerale. While Berlusconi's
quasi o/ticial explanation was that the Committee had formulated low-profile
proposals, his critics point to tbe fact that he had been unable to get what he wanted
in terms of the reform of the judiciary, that is, tighter po1itical control of aUjudicial
activities. Be that as it may, in aU other fields the Bicametal Committee had
demonstrated that there are no widely shared solutions to rhe Iralian institutional
problems.

When the turn of tbe centre-right came, Berlusconi and his allies decided to go
it alone. As I have indicated above, rhe House of Liberties redrafted almost half of

the Constitutional Charter pursuing twOfundamental goals. On the one hand, more
activities and more power were, satisfYing the requests of the Northern League,
devolved to the regional governments. On the other hand, more political and
institutional power was given, as both Berlusconi and Gianfranco Fini, the leader
of National A1liance, had long advocated, to the Prime Minister. The new arrange­
ment, to be accompanied by reform of the symmerric bicameralism providing
for territorial representation of the regional governments, largely inspired by proposals
coming from the centre-Ieft, was dubbed 'srrong premiership'. Ir was also meant
to put aside forever the only alternative model that was circulating in the Italian
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consrirurional debate, French-sryle semi-presidcl1(Íalism. To a Jarge extent, though

never precise1y enough and withour appreeiating alI the histotieal and politieal
features that could not be created by any insriturional mechanisms, rhe strong­
premiership model was supposed to be or to be eguated with the so-calIed
'Westminster model': a powerful Prime Minister leading his parliamentary majoriry.
This was something Italy never enjoyed, but ir is doubtful whether it could be shaped
under the prevailing Italian political conditions, in which the rwo major coalitions
hide the realiry of a stilI fragmented parry system.

ln order to give more power and a bener legitimacy ro its candidate for the office
of Prime Minister, prodded, after several vacillations, by Prodi himself, the cenrre­
left decided to hold prim ary elections. Open to aU voters, who only had to sign a
pledge in favour of the Olive Tree coalition and to conrribute €I ro the organisational
expenses and to finance the subsequent national electora! campaign (the majoriry
giving much more), an unusual and unprecedented primary was he1d on 16 October
2005. Unexpectedly, more than 4,300,000 voters turned out ro choose among six
candidates. Supported both by the Left Democrats and by tbe Oaisy, Prodi received
more than 3 miUion votes. However, the momentum of this intense mobijisation

was guickly wasted when all pany leaders of the cenrre-Ieft coalition rejected all
requests to hold primaries for the selection of par!iamentary candidates.

The e1ectorallaw had been an informal part of the package of more ambitious
constitutional reforms formulated by the House of Libenies and approved by its
sizable parliamentary majoriry before the dissolution of Par!iament in February
2006. Vehemently opposed by the centre-Iefr, those reforms amounted almost to an
overhaul of the ltalian constitution, not only because they affected 56 articles out
of 138, but because they were meant to reshape the major Italian institutions: the
Presidency, the government, Parliament, and their mutual disrribution of powers,
as well as the relationship between the state and the regions, in the form of adminis­
trative and political devolution. In fact, in rhe House of Liberties' constitutional
preferences there were rwo distinct logics. The first one was fundamentally to
srrengthen rhe powers of the Prime Minister with respect to both the President
of the Republic and Parliament, or, more precisely, his/her own par!iamentary
majoriry. Hence, the President of the Republic was to be deprived of his power
to appoint the Prime Minister and to dissolve Parliament, while in practice no parlia­
memary majoriry could replace the Prime Minister. The second logic was apparently
to increase the powers of the regions at the expense of the 'centra!' state, though
without giving fiscal autonomy to the regional governmems.

In principle, both logics had been widely shared by several leaders and con­
stitutional advisors of the centre-lefr. lndeed, the srrengthening of the powers of the
Páme Minister figured prominently in some of the cemre-lefr constitutional projects.
Therefore, their highly vocal opposition appeared a mix of panisan and expedient
motivations. What could be said of the constitutional package is not so much that
it was going to be a threat to Italian democracy, but that it was ofren confused and
that ir promised no improvement of the functioning of the political system. On
the contrary, it might have backfired and led to frequent inter-institutional con­
Ilicts. When not approved by a two-thirds parliamentary majoriry, all constirutional
reforms may (not 'must') be submitted to a popular referendum if this is requested
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majoriry and the parliamentary majoriry too much power would be concentrated in
the hands of the ChiefExecutive; on the other side, because in the case of cohabitation

there would be the likelihood of eonflict between the President of the Republic
and the Prime Minister. Seen from the Italian perspective of the ills of the politieal
system, any coincidence of the twO majorities could speed up the decision-makíng
process but also impose a lot of political accountabiliry on the President. Cohabitation
may make the decision-makíng process more difficult and perhaps slower, blit ir
would shift a lot of aecountability Onto the Prime Minister. So far Iralian polirical
actors, especially mi nor parties, which are accustomed to exploiting their black­
mailing power Qver the larger panies af their respective coalirions, have responded

that they do not want any of either. Vested imerests, not only those represented
by the parties in Parliarnent, have succeeded in blockíng any serious and significant
reformo As a consequence, the ltalian political institutional system remains in a
unhealthy state of transition.

Any assessment of a politi cal system is bound to be influenced by twO types of
elements. The first is the evaluation of the previous politi cal system; the second is
the criteria/measures that are utilised. In the case ofltaly, there is a third complicating
element: the state of transition affecting the entire political system.

The Fim Italian Republic collapsed under the weight of excessive corruption,
because of its inabiliry to reform itself and to produce alternation in governmem.
Ir has unjustly been buried by criticism of its later vices and not evaluated in a fair
manner for some of its long-term contributions to the establishment, consolidation
and even the growth of Italian democracy. ln one sentenee, one should not refrain
from remarking that between 1948 and 1993 the Italian Republic had become, in
spite of its traditional institutions, an economic giant, blit because of the inadequacy
of its institutions had not progressed much beyond the stage of a politi cal dwarf.
The next phase of the Republic, definitely not yet a Second Republic, was inaugurated
in 1993 amid many exaggerated expeetations, but also in the wake of great dis­
satisfaction and birterness on the part of mOStcitizens and some political actors. So
far, for a variery of reasons, the new phase has not lived up to those expectations.
The third phase is not yet in the making. However, major changes, positive and
negative, have taken place. Some of them have already been hinted at in the previous

Source: Eurobarometer, selected years.
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by 500,000 voters, or five regional councils, or one-fifth of the parliamenrarians.
ln a show of strcngth, cenue-Ieft leaders successfully pursued all three paths to the
popular referendum. A not so secondary purpose was to increase the involvement
of the vorers, to 'educate' and to mobilise them (against Berlusconi's govemment).
The referendum was held on 26 June 2006 in the wake of the cenue-Ieft's eleetoral

vietory. Therewas a good rumout (52.3 per cent): 15,971,293 (61.3 per cent) voted
yes to the caneellation of all the reforms, while 9,962,348 (38.7 per cent) voted no,
that is, expressed their sup port for the reformo In only twO Northern regions,
Lombardy and Veneto, where the centre-right, especially Lets Go Italy and the
Northem League, is electorally very powerful, did there appear to be a majoríry in
favour of those reforms.

The reforms of the House ofLiberties were defeated, but the overall issue ofhow

to consuuct a berter circuit connecting the voters to Parliament and parliamentary
majorities with their prime ministers, and how to improve political representation
by redefining the role and the powers of symmetric ltalian bicameralism, are still
very much alive. In fact, they are also somewhat tied to reform of the electorallaw.

But again there does not seem to be a satisfactory shared solution in sight. Since no
uansformation of the Italian model of government followed, all constitutional issues
remain very much alive and are the object of serious controversies.

More precisely, the Prime Minister remains, at best, aprimus inter pares. With the
exception of the 2005 primary election, he (so far, no 'she') is chosen by parry leaders,
does not lead his parliamentary majoriry, may be replaced at any time because it is not
up to him to make the decision to dissolve parliarnent and to call early/new elections.
The traditional ltalian problem of the instabiliry of prime ministers has not yet
found a solution. However, it is fair to suess that, because of the immense effort by
Berlusconi to personalise his politics as well as all his electoral campaigns, and because
of the bipolar competition, Italian voters have had the impression ofbeing consulted
and being allowed to vote directly for their Prime Minister. Constitutionally, of
course, it is not SO.However, there is no doubt that Berlusconi's role in the House

of Liberties coalition is such that, politically, he has certainly achieved a sort of
direct popular election of the Prime Minister. In any case, once in oflice, the Prime
Minister will find that his powers are limited, that his majoriry is not compelled to
be disciplined, that the bicameral system is resistant to any artempt to rationalise
and speed up the decision-makíng process.

For those who believe that the Italian problem and, generally speakíng, the most
important problem of many political systems is not the speed of the decision-makíng
process, bur its qualiry, it is fair to add at least one remark. Not only has the Italian
decision-making process always been slow and cumbersome; it has also nOt been

transparent. In the Fim Republic this lack of transparency led to the politics of
buck-passing. Since it was almost impossible to identifY who was responsible for what
was do ne and what was nOt done, it became politically fruitfulladvantageous to pass
the buck to allies, to the government, to the opposition and vice versa. The practice
has only minimally improved in the present political transition. Political account­
abiliry appears stili to be an elusive goal, and/or an eluded request, so much so that
the proposals for a semi-presidential model of government were criticised on twO
COUntS:on the one side, because in ease of a coincidenee between the presidential
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paragrJphs. Bere, a fevv additioIl:ll and more systel1latic comnlentS will be made,

specificaJly focllsed on the aurhoriries and thc regime.

As to rhe ámhoríries, on rhe posirive side ir appeared for a rime rhar renewal

of the polirieal class, also beeause of generarional reaso115, might linally introduee

new energies and produee new ideas. Not so. The 2006 decrions wirnessed a repeat

of rhe eompetirion berween the same rwo leaders (69-year-old Berluseoni and

67 -year-old Prodi) who had eonfromed eaeh orher ren years before in 1996, borh

surrounded and advised by rhe same old eollaborarors. On the negarive side, it must

be stressed that many members of the old polirieal class have smvived and cominue

ro play a signifieam political role even in the new sysrem. The second aspect is rhat

the renewal of the politi cal and parliamemary class has largdy been rhe product

of the appearance and the success of Lets Go Italy and, secondari1y, of the presence

in parliamem of rhe Northern League. However, the appearance and consolidation

ofLet's Go Italy have not set into motion a process of c01lecrive renewal of the political

dass. Ler's Go Italy has brought imo the political system a number of represema­

tives of a specilic secror of society: businessmen and professionals with limited

polirical competence and scanty interesr in learning abour polirics. Political in com­

petence and professional arrogance have not renewed, and could nor renew, Italian

political life. On the contrary, comempt for politics and amateurism have certainly

increased the disrance berween rhe average vorer and politics. The tradirionalItalian

cynicism has been strengthened and the rate of abstemion has slowly, though irre­

sistibly, gone up. Finally, rhe encumbering presence in the polirical sphere of rhe

wealthiesr Italian businessman, media tycoon Silvio Berlusconi (and his professional

coJlaborarors), created a very re115e situation characrerised by actual and potenrial

dashes and was worsened by his ascem ro power, by his conquest ofPalace Chigi. This

was so not on ly because of the overa1l conflict between his privare inrerests and public

duties, bm also because of his conflict wirh the judiciary and his pervasive conrrol

of rhe relevision system.

F01l0wing Pippa Norris's (1999) useful rhree-fold differemiation, the evaluation

of the Italian regime can effectively be broken down imo irs three componems:

regime principles, regime performance and regime institutions. Ir may be difficulr

ro disemangle the performance of rhe regime from the democraric principles.

Nevertheless, there is little doubt rhat the Italians have always been dissatisfied with

rhe workings of rheir democratic regime. The percentages tell the sroty. I have chosen

six differem poims in time: 1987, at rhe height of the five-party government, just
at the end of Craxi's term as Prime Minister; 1991, when the cracks in the old

Republic were already appearing; 1997, one year after the beginning of the Olive

Tree governmental experiment; 2000, when that governmental experiment was

coming ro a somewhat disappointing end; 2004, in the midst of rhe long govern­

memal experience ofBerlusconi's House ofLiberties; and 2006, during the decroral

campalgn.

As the percemages convincingly indicate, there have always been deep-seated

reservatio115 about the way Italian democracy works. For more than a decade these

reservarions appeared not to be exposed ro comingem facrors. They were not exposed

to easy fluctuations influenced by changes in the governmem. Nevertheless, and

ironically, the first nor major increase in the percentage of satisfied cirize115, though
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adminedly ir stilI djd not al1l01lnt ro an absolure lnajoriry, appearcd jusr one yeal

before thc centre-righr defeated rhe incumbenr cenrre-tefr go\!crnment and in

spite of an overa1l improvement in rhe quality of !ralian democracy. Somewhat

surprisingly, in rceent years (here has been a surge in thc percenrage oflralian citizens

satisfied wirh the working of rheir democracy. ln 2004, for the lifS( time ever, more

than half of halians were expressing their sarisfacrion. lndependent and reliable

sources confirm rhat the lindings of the Eurobarometer appear not ro have been

influenced by exogenous facrors. My imerpreration is that by the autumn of 2004,

Berlusconi's coalition had offered, rhough wirh some internal tensions, a long period

of governmental stábility. Obviously, this rare achievement received a favourable

rating and very signilicandy increased rhe percentage of ltalians satislied with the

working of their democracy. Let me stress that in alllikelihood halians were giving

a good mark not ro the performance of the government, but to the working of

rheir democracy, finally capable of assuring, if not the best of governments, at least

a stable government. As to rhe small dedine in the spring 2006 percentage, a plausible

hyporhesis would suggest that halians may have reacted against the poor quality

of the decroral campaign.

There is no doubt that democracy is the only game played in rhe halian politi cal

system, bm neither the players nor the way the game is phyed satisfy more than a

slim majority of Italian citizens. As a consequence, a significanr number of rhem,

rhough compararivdy not an excessive percentage (only about 20 per cent), tend to

stay outside the political arena, rhat is, they do not even bother ro vore, While,

comparativdy, the halian abstention rate compares well wirh that of most European

democracies, it has grown in the last three or four elections. On the who!e, a limited

degree of improvemenr in the workings of the institutions has been achieved. The
reform of the decroral law, alrhough imperfect and unlinished, has significandy and

positively changed the type of the political-e1ecroral competition. As discussed in

the section on parties and the party system (on pp. 136-44), bipolar competition
has created the need for an inclusive democracy in which, in comrast to the previous

regime, which was blocked around the DC and permanendy excluded both the

extreme right and the Communist Party, all the relevant actors have found a role

and the possibility of exercising some dout, Above all, alternation has nor on ly

become possible, but has already been practised a couple of times. Of course, some

scholars have stressed that any alrernarion will create some, at least remporary,

dissatisfaction among the losers (perhaps one might also measure the amount

of'happiness' of rhe winners). Analysts should, therefore, not make roo much of the
dissatisfaction of some secrions, never the same, of rhe halian voters. Ir is the cosr

of alternarion. One can surmise that rhe majoriry of halian voters are probably

willing ro pay that price. What makes that price excessive in some cases is the anxiety

fuelled by the fact rhat the rules of the game, the procedures, the insritmions are not

fully established, They are nor srable because both rhe debare concerning which

institurions and rhe attempts ro reform them seem tO be heading in a partisan rather

than a systemic direction. Unless, and until such time as, a single player or coalirion

of players succeeds in formulating new rules and constructing new institutions, the

halian polirical sysrem and irs democracy will continue to be rhe object of pervasive

criticism, and undersrandably so. In sum, the proof of the virali ty of[talian democracy
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is chat ir is srill changing. The-Ievel of citizens' dissatisfac[ion with its functionjng,

bu[ not wi[h its principles, is evidence chat enough ltalianscare abol1t improvingit.
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