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The short history of recent Italian immigration politics spans four 
phases: (1) until 1986, an incoherent policy with little control 
over flows; (2) increased mobilisation of public opinion, fol­
lowed by the extension of foreign workers' rights and a flawed 
amnesty campaign; (3) renewed mobilisation of public opinion 
in 1989, and Italy's alignment with the Schengen group; (4) lower 
political salience since the events at Bari in 1991. The mobilisa­
tion of public opinion drives cycles of immigration policy­
making activity, but legislative procedures structure influence 
within policy networks and thus indirectly condition policy 
content. The weakness of xenophobia, the dismantling of the 
Ministry for Italians Abroad and Immigration, and preoccupa­
tion with the crisis of Italy's postwar system have made immi­
gration an unimportant political issue since 1991. 

Italy is a country with a century-long experience of mass emigration, for 
which the arrival of hundreds of thousands of immigrants since the mid-
1970s has raised entirely new political questions. While this article 
focuses on the cycles, content and effects of Italy's policy responses, 
associated processes are also examined, namely interparty and inter­
ministerial dynamics, the fluctuating pressures of public opinion, and 
the roles of unions, voluntary associations, and immigrant groups. 

Four analytical questions underpin this historical account. First, in 
order to address the question of influence in policy-making, an attempt 
has been made to identify sides in the making of specific pieces of 
immigration policy, and to examine whether policy outcomes reflect 
conflict or accommodation between forces. The second question con­
cerns the direction of policy in terms of liberalisation versus restriction: 
does a policy change expand or contract the flow of foreigners, increase 
or decrease their rights? The third question pertains to the centralisation 
of immigration policy: how extended is the policy-making network, and 
do decision-making or implementation tend to fall to the same actors? 
Finally, to what extent do policies bring Italy into harmony with inter­
national conventions and agreements?1 
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TABLE 2 

FOREIGN POPULATION IN ITALY. 1975-91 

1975 

Foreigners. in thousands 186.4 

% of total population 0.3 

1980 

298.7 

0.5 

1985 

423.0 

0.7 

1990 

781.1 

1.4 

1991 

896.8 

1.6 

35 

Sources: Continuous Reporting System on Migration/SOPEMI. Trends in International 
Migration (Paris: OECD, 1992), p. 131, Table 1; Italy, Ministry of the Interior (1987, 
1992). 

restaurants and garages, and as pedlars and domestics. Often, the legal 
or economic status of foreign workers has been precarious because they 
tend to be self-employed, non-unionised, hired seasonally, or exploited 
in the underground economy.4 

IMMIGRATION POLICY TO 1986: GAPS AND CLANDESTINITY 

Until late 1986, Italian policy toward the entry, residence and rights of 
aliens lacked comprehensiveness. By framing immigration primarily as a 
threat to public order, the state failed to regulate and co-ordinate other 
dimensions of the phenomenon including flows, employment, housing, 
education, training, health and family unification. Moreover, the 
sudden rise of immigration since the 1970s was met by a profusion 
of ministerial directives and amendments whose opaqueness, incon­
sistencies ~nd lacunae encouraged administrative discretion and 
arbitrariness. 5 

Finally, the statutes contradicted the Italian Constitution of 1948, 
which recognises the right of asylum, equal civil and social rights for 
foreign residents, and the limitation of Italian sovereignty by broad 
international laws. In particular: (1) the core of the law on foreigners 
(which dated from 1931 and was designed to bar anti-Fascists) subjected 
non-nationals to special restrictions over entry, movement, residence 
and property ownership; (2) under legislation passed in 1948, foreigners 
could be expelled if unable to show their funds were both sufficient and 
legally obtained; (3) in March 1982 the Ministry of Labour instructed 
local authorities to stop issuing work permits to non-EC citizens; (4) 
while Italy was a signatory of the 1951 Geneva Convention on Refugees, 
it did not ratify the Bellagio Protocol and thus was exempt from taking 
refugees on the now outdated grounds that it was a country of emi­
gration; (5) when Italy ratified ILO Convention 143 (1975) in April1981 
with the aim of defending the rights of Italians living and working 
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received the approval of a parliamentary committee (the Commissione 
lavoro emigrazione del Senato) but died when the Spadolini government 
fell in November 1982.8 

PARLIAMENTARY COMMITTEES AND THE FIRST REGULARISATION 

CAMPAIGN 

When France's Front National scored its breakthrough in the 1984 
European elections, immigration still was not a public issue in Italy. 
However, in August 1985 Prime Minister Craxi linked recent terrorism 
in Italy to foreigners at the University of Perugia, and the mass media 
then indulged in a guessing-game concerning the 'true' number of 
immigrants in Italy. A terrorist attack on the Leonardo da Vinci 
International Airport near Rome in December 1985 reinforced public 
criticism of lax border controls and inadequate policing, though some 
also warned about the dangers of racism.9 

The following year, Bill1820 (which later became Law 943 of 1986) 
was presented in standing committees of the Senate and House of 
Representatives. Under the Italian system, a bill can pass without going 
before a plenary session of Parliament if the committees approve it. 
In this case, the committees' members belonged to parties in and out of 
government, including the Communist Party and the neo-fascist MSI 
(Movimento sociale italiano-Destra nazionale). The Communists 
worked in tandem with the Christian Democrats on Law 943. While the 
smaller parties usually pay less attention to international relations, both 
the Communists and the Christian Democrats had a few members 
whose activism in immigrant politics flowed out of their earlier involve­
ment in emigration politics. These politicians also had close contact with 
the areas of Italian civil society which were most involved with immi­
grants - the labour movement and Catholic voluntary associations. 

In discussions held in the parliamentary committees, the MSI's depu­
ties (but not the MSI's senators) registered the only consistent dissent 
with the bill. However, in a backroom deal the neo-fascist deputies 
agreed to abstain rather than cast their dissenting votes. In return, the 
bill was reworded so the MSI-backed CISNAL union might have a place 
in the new advisory board on immigrant affairs. 10 A leading Christian 
Democratic sponsor of the bill, Franco Foschi, later thanked the MSI 
deputies 'who had chosen not to identify themselves with positions 
which had brought success to the far right in France' .11 The bill was then 
passed with no votes against - and three MSI abstentions. 

At this time, immigrants were not autonomous political actors. Their 
interests were mediated by the Comitato per una Iegge giusta organised 
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ministers, and different agendas. The Ministry of the Interior was 
directly involved in the Trevi agreement on international crime and 
terrorism, and played up immigration as a threat to public safety. The 
Foreign Ministry, which was responsible for border controls rather than 
the integration of immigrants into Italian society, also played down 
immigration reform, for it did not want to compromise negotiations 
over agricultural trade, fishing rights and natural gas with the Maghreb 
countries which sent so many immigrants to Italy. And in the eyes of the 
parties, the subjects of immigration policy- Italy's foreigners- counted 
for little because they did not belong to the electorate. As in 1986, when 
public reaction to terrorism spurred new immigration legislation, more 
decisive government action awaited another sensational event. 

Vice-Premier Claudio Martelli grabbed the responsibility for a new 
immigration bill when public opinion reacted strongly to the murder of 
an immigrant from South Africa, Jerry Essan Masslo, in August 1989. 
Martelli was a newcomer to immigration politics, and the party he 
represented, the Socialists, had no specialists in the area. However, 
public opinion was now mobilised and expectant, and as both Vice­
Premier and the senior Socialist in the coalition government, Martelli 
had more influence over the parties and his fellow ministers than Russo 
Jervolino. Martelli was also to show strong political will, particularly 
when Minister of Labour Donat Cattin suddenly tried to relax the 
conditions under which foreign workers could register in provincial 
labour offices. 

Whereas Law 943 (1986) was passed in committee, the Martelli Law 
followed a different legislative path. It began as a decree law (decreto­
legge), a government emergency decree which expires within 60 days 
unless Parliament converts it into a law. As with Law 943 (1986), the 
mechanics of the legislative procedure affected participation in the key 
consultations as well as the new law's content. 

According to press coverage at the time, the making of the decree law 
involved collective debate and negotiation. In fact, the decree was 
conditioned by the foreign policy concerns of top bureaucrats who 
wanted to show the EC that Italy was serious about controlling immi­
gration. Before the government issued the decree law, a high-profile 
discussion carried by the mass media - mostly about goodwill and the 
importance of pluralism and racial tolerance- attracted intellectuals and 
representatives of parties, immigrant groups, associations and social 
movements. For the Socialists, the near consensus of public opinion on 
immigration signalled a chance to show national leadership while mend­
ing their party's image as a promoter of social solidarity. 

Martelli engaged in a series of consultations which seemed to import 
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expelled from the national territory, as shall those who are directly 
or indirectly responsible, in Italy or abroad, for serious infractions 
of currency, customs, or other Italian fiscal Jaws, or of laws pro­
tecting the artistic heritage, or concerning labour trafficking as well 
as living by the avails of prostitution or the crime of statutory rape 
and other sexual offences. 29 

In sum, when the parties converted the Martelli decree into law, they 
shifted the emphasis toward public order and gave significant discretion­
ary, budgetary and staffing means to the ministry which had carried so 
much administrative weight in past immigration policy - the Ministry of 
the Interior. 

As Table 3 shows, more than twice as many aliens were regularised 
under Law 39 (1990) than in the 1986 campaign. The second campaign 
was better publicised via radio and television, and 500,000 copies of the 
Law were translated into eight languages and distributed to foreigners. 
The second regularisation campaign was also better funded and staffed, 
the help of voluntary associations was officially encouraged, and author­
ities were instructed to accept any of a wide variety of documents as 
acceptable identification. Nonetheless, discrepancies in bureaucratic 
procedures and efficiency reproduced the north-south split in the 
country's development, and the Ministry of Labour's attempts to help 
foreign workers to register led to a minor clash with the Ministry of the 
Interior. 30 

FORGETTING THE DEBACLE AT BAR! 

While the Martelli Law was being made to gain control over Third 
World immigration, the Second World was falling apart. By the time 
Vice-Premier Martelli signed the Schengen agreement in November 
1990, Italy was receiving increasing numbers of immigrants from 
Eastern Europe. Already in July 1990 some 4,000 Albanian asylum 
seekers had landed at Brindisi, and in February 1991 another handful of 
Albanian soldiers and civilians asked for asylum. The following month, 
at a time Italy was barring foreign workers, a further 21,300 Albanians 
were allowed into the country. While the government was divided over 
what to do next, the administration was incapable of meeting the new 
arrivals' basic needs in food, shelter and medical care. Eventually, the 
government decided to grant work permits to all of the Albanians, then 
to relocate them across Italy.31 

On 7-8 August 1991 another 15,000 or more Albanians landed at the 
port of Bari. This time the government stood firm by repatriating most 
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of the new arrivals, restricting maritime landings, and pledging $70 
million in aid to Albania. While the events at Bari received wide mass­
media coverage in Italy and abroad, the ensuing public polemic was 
brief. La Malfa tried to exploit the events at Bari by blaming them on 
the so-called Martelli Law, but public opinion dropped the issue once 
the Albanians were gone. Indeed, since Bari both politicians and the 
general public seem to have decided that Italy's future policy toward 
Second and Third World immigration lies in the hands of the Schengen 
group, if not the EU. 32 

Indifference on the part of the government and top politicians under­
lies the history of the short-lived Ministry for Italians Abroad and 
Immigration. Instituted by government decree in April 1991, the 
ministry's responsibilities included the planning of immigration flows 
and the co-ordination, direction and promotion of initiatives in the areas 
of employment, information, statistics and legislation. The government 
appointed Margherita Boniver of the Socialist Party as the new minister, 
but without portfolio, which meant the new ministry had no budget of 
its own. Further, its authority in immigration matters could not infringe 
upon the competencies of other ministries. 33 

Without a strong minister, lacking its own budget and staff, the 
Ministry for Italians Abroad and Immigration could not wrest the 
leadership on immigration policy from other ministries. The responsibi­
lity for dealing with the crisis at Bari reverted to Minister of the Interior 
Vincenzo Scotti rather than Boniver, and most of her ministry's budget 
for 1992 was allocated to deal with the Yugoslavian refugee crisis. Nor 
did the Ministry for Italians Abroad and Immigration receive added 
authority under the citizenship law enacted in February 1992. Instead, 
citizenship remained primarily a responsibility of the Ministry of the 
Interior, along with the Foreign Ministry and the Ministry of Justice.34 

The Ministry for Italians Abroad and Immigration was dropped not 
much more than a year after its birth, when the new Amato government 
was formed in June 1992. On the face of it, the ministry's demise did not 
reflect a lesser preoccupation with immigration on the part of the new 
government. That commitment was weak under previous governments. 
Morover, the Boniver ministry was not the only one eliminated - other 
ministries disappeared too, and in this light the Ministry for Italians 
Abroad and Immigration was simply one of the casualties in Premier 
Amato's fight against the Italian spoils system known as lottitazione. 

Yet, the Boniver ministry could hardly have been corrupt or cliente­
listic, for it had few resources to tempt anyone. Instead, it was axed 
precisely because none of the parties had a material interest in its 
survival. Further, the ministry disappeared before being absorbed into 
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another ministry, the first time this has ever happened. For immigrant 
groups and their allies, the Ministry for Italians Abroad and 
Immigration seemed both a policy co-ordinator and counterweight to 
the large ministries. Without it, the representation of immigrants' inter­
ests once again became fragmented and overstretched by the task of 
addressing different ministries. Meanwhile, the powerful Ministry of the 
Interior continues to carry the most weight in immigration policy. 

The established political parties have been largely silent on immi­
gration since the events at Bari. Immigration was not a partisan issue in 
the general elections of April 1992, and neither the MSI nor the PRI 
have systematically pursued the xenophobic positions that tempted 
them when the Martelli Law was in the making. The new northern 
Leagues, whose ideology tends to put Third World immigrants and 
southern Italians int~ the same stigmatised social category, are currently 
the most xenophobic parties. Yet, even if anti-immigrant hostility 
unifies part of the Leagues' subculture, it has yet to become a consistent 
theme in leaders' public statements. All this could easily change, given 
the Leagues' ongoing growth, increasing voter dealignment, and the 
continued erosion of the Left and Catholic subcultures.35 

Italy's immigrants have yet to organise into a coherent political force. 
They do not vote, and they lack both economic influence and autonomy 
from unions and Catholic associations. Existing immigrant associations 
display an absence of strong leadership and are fragmented along 
regional and ethnic lines. When Vice-Premier Martelli consulted with 
immigrant representatives in 1989-90, they seemed unacquainted with 
the political issues, out of touch with their communities, and unable to 
present concrete demands. The Catholic associations have long lobbied 
on behalf of foreigners, and continue to do so, but this does not help the 
immigrants' organisational autonomy. And while the biggest trade 
unions worked hard to recruit foreign workers between 1986 and 1990, 
like the Catholic associations they will not put independent resources at 
the disposal of immigrant groups. Moreover, in lobbying and collective 
bargaining the unions tend to neglect foreigners' special needs in the 
areas of housing, language, and social and health services. 

While the press continues to follow the more sensational aspects of 
immigration, including skinhead attacks on foreigners, and the Leagues 
continue to test xenophobia, now there is the sense that Italy is no 
longer the soft underbelly of the European Union. It sent the Albanians 
packing while the whole world watched, and attention has shifted to 
Germany as it deals with its own refugees, guest workers and neo-nazis: 
Italy should just wait and see what is done about immigration at the EU 
level, then follow. If Italy's postwar political system were still in place, 
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the next cycle of immigration policy-making would await another sensa­
tional event capable of capturing public opinion. 

However, since 1992 Italy has experienced a political crisis without 
parallel in the rest of Western Europe, and this crisis has pushed 
immigration off the political agenda. The social and political inclusion of 
foreigners is not a priority in a country burdened with a new wave of 
terrorist bombings, the privatisation of its largest firms, constitutional 
and electoral reform, the defence of its embattled currency, huge bud­
getary and public sector debts, one fight against the Mafia and another 
against a corrupt public contracting system, business scandals, and the 
continued disintegration of its established political parties. 

The new political system which is expected to emerge from the crisis 
ought to be characterised by new structures of policy-making and inter­
party competition. Accordingly, the patterns identified in the present 
study may belong to a dying way of doing politics. If the present crisis 
does indeed bring on the transformation of the political system, future 
research will have to trace out the implications of such change, not just 
for Italy's immigration politics, but for its policy-making and interparty 
dynamics as a whole. 

NOTES 

Research funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, and 
Princeton University's Council on Regional Studies and Center of International Studies 
(MacArthur Foundation.Fund). Thanks also to Guido Bolaffi, Roberto Chiarini, Stephen 
Hellman, Richard Katz, Roberto Magni, Gianfausto Rosoli, Nadia Urbinati, Mark 
VanLandingham, the Centro Studi Emigrazione, and the Canadian Academic Centre in 
Rome. An earlier version of this article was presented at the 1992 Meetings of the 
American Political Stience Association in Chicago. 

1. This article draws on interviews the author conducted in 1992 with Italian politicians, 
civil servants and trade union officials. All have participated in immigration politics, 
and their statements were cross-checked. Interviewees were assured of confidentia­
lity, so they are not cited as sources. 

2. Antonio Golini, 'L'Italia nel sistema delle migrazioni internazionali', Studi 
Emigrazione 25/91-92 (Sept.-Dec. 1988), pp.544-65; Umberto Melotti, 'L'immigra­
zione straniera in Italia', G. Cocchi (ed.), Stranieri in Italia (Bologna: Misure/ 
Materiali di Ricerca dell'lstituto Cattaneo, 1990), pp.31-43. 

3. Continuous reporting system on migration/SOPEMJ, Annual Report - 1980 (Paris: 
OECD, 1981), pp.l13-14; idem, Trends in International Migration (Paris: OECD, 
1992), p.17, Graph 2. 

4. Marina Capparucci, 'Fasi di accumulazione e flussi migratori: Jtalia e Terzo Mondo', 
Studi Emigrazione 25/91-92 (Sept.-Dec. 1988), pp.570-80. 

5. Between 1963 and 1985 no fewer than two dozen ministerial directives (circolari 
ministeriali) and amendments were issued for residence matters alone, mostly by the 
Ministry of Labour. Dossier Europa Emigrazione 11n-s (July-Aug. 1986), pp.46-7. 

6. Gianfausto Rosoli, 'Problemi e prospettive degli interventi legislativi sull'immigra­
zione in Italia', Studi Emigrazione 23/82-83 (June-Sept. 1986), pp. 476-91; Jacqueline 





ITALY: A SHORT STORY 49 

Mulino, 1989); Manconi (note 19), pp.52-4; Roberto Chiarini, 'Le Mouvement social 
italien et Ia question des immign!s', paper presented at the Joint Sessions of the 
European Consortium for Political Research, Bochum, Germany. April 1991. For an 
example of contrasting positions within the MSI, compare the interviews with 
Alessandra Mussolini and MSI deputy Teodoro Buontempo in Panorama, 22 Nov. 
1992, pp.74-5. 

27. Laura Balbo and Luigi Manconi (eds.), I razzismi reali (Milan: Feltrinelli. 1992). 
pp.99-102. 

28. Carriere della Sera, 23 Dec. 1989, p.11. 
29. Gazzetta Ufficiale della Repubblica ltaliana, 28 Feb. 1990 (parliamentary modifi­

cations to the decree law emphasised by the author). 
30. Massimo Saraz, 'La Iegge 39/90. L'osservatorio sulla sua attuazione', Presidenza del 

Consiglio dei Ministri, Atti della Conferenza Nazionale dell'Immigrazione (Rome: 
Editalia, 1991), pp.388-9; Marina Forti. 'lnclusi, esclusi. semi-esclusi', Balbo and 
Manconi (note 19), pp.105-22. 

31. Of this group, 9,000 found work, 8,500 registered as unemployed, another 645 were 
granted political asylum, and 1,143 were later repatriated. Continuous reporting 
system on migration/SOPEMI, Trends in International Migration (Paris: OECD, 
1992), p.66. 

32. Ibid.; Woods (note 25), pp.280-l; Balbo and Manconi (note 27), pp.26-9. 
33. Gazzetta Ufficiale della Repubblica ltaliatw, 22 April 1991. 
34. Gazzetta Ufficiale della Repubblica Italiana, 15 Feb. 1992. The new citizenship law 

retained the primacy of the jus sanguinis principle, but the conditions for naturalisa­
tion by jus soli were relaxed somewhat: a non-EC citizen might acquire Italian 
nationality after 10 years of legal residence. 

35. Vittorio Moioli, I nuovi razzismi: Miserie e fortune della 'Lega Lombarda' (Rome: 
Edizioni Associate, 1990); Renato Mannheimer (ed.), La Lega Lombarda (Milan: 
Feltrinelli, 1991); Dwayne Woods, 'The Centre No Longer Holds: The Rise of 
Regional Leagues in Italian Politics', West European Politics 1512 (April 1992). 
pp.56-76. 


