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1. Introduction 

Most domestic and foreign observers have usually emphasized Italy's cultural 
heterogeneity and weak national identity. When the country was at last officially 
unified in 1870, only the 10% most cultivated citizens could use the national lan
guage to communicate ; over a century later, in the early 1990s, about 14% of the 
population are , according to some estimates, still restricted to local dialects ; of 
the twenty-eight minority languages identified by the European Union within 
member states, thirteen are spoken by minorities located within the Italian bor
ders. Altogether, these groups exceed one million people (Lepschy, 1990; De Mau
ro, 1994; Adnkronos, 1995: 856) . 

Whether these and other sources of cultural variation - e.g., those reflected in 
the North-South divide - are big enough to result in open cultural fragmentation 
within the country is however another question. Many claim indeed that shared 
mentalities and lifestyles nonetheless provide Italians with a relatively homoge
neous culture and identity (Romano, 1994). This view is apparently supported 
by recent figures about feelings of national identification. In spite of recent suc
cesses of political,9rganizations advocating a drastic reform of the unified state, 
and occasionally threatening its dissolution, Italians still overwhelmingly concei
ve of themselves as fellow nationals in the first place, while only tiny minorities 
regard regional (Venetian, Lombard, Piedmontese, etc.) origins as their major sour
ces of collective identity 1 . 

Rather than from strictly cultural reasons, major problems to ltalian successful 
integration have seemingly come from politica! and socio-economie dynamics , 
related to nation building. Obstacles have come in fact from the well-known 
strength and radicalism of the mounting workers ' movements. Sticking to the ter
ritoria! dimension we are most interested in here, elites in the new unified state 
had to face since the very beginning harsh opposition from local populations that 
were little sympathetic to the new rulers. Rather than from below, ie , as the out
come of democratie mobilizations , the Italian unification was achieved through a 
largely elitarian effort. Especially in Southern Italy, the lack of resources to devo
te to large scale education and socialization processes prevented the new elites 

1 Diamanti and Segatti (1995). Sou rees of homogeneity and solidarity are not, though , 
shared civic cultures or commitment to collective goods , rather, individual qualities such 
as creativity or entrepreneurial skills, or emphasis on familial values. 
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from filling the deficit of loyalty to the new state by democratie procedures . Rat
her, they found it more convenient to obtain support from the backward-looking 
pre-unification elites in those regions. The favourable conditions for the spread 
of patronage polities, familism and corruption, and later for the distorted use of 
welfare policies, were thus set. So were those for the consolidation of overcen
tralized state apparatuses, willing to concede little or no autonomy to local re
presentative bodies. This led in turn to a drastic reduction of opportunities for 
economie growth and social development. Ironically, the absence of a strong ei
vil society, particularly though not exclusively in the Southern regions , may also 
have contributed to the lack of regional conflicts along 'internal colonialism' li
nes in what could definitely be seen as the most colonized and deprived areas of 
the country (Zincone, 1992; Putnam, 1993; Keating, 1988; Palloni, 1979). This in 
spite of a few exceptions, especially in Sardinia (Petrosino, 1992). 

The fascist regime further strengthened the already high centralization within 
the public administration (Voci , 1994). It also pushed very far the process of for
ced 'Italianization' of cultural minorities. In the recently annexed South Tyrol, as 
well as in the Aosta Valley and in other peripheral areas, use of local languages 
was banned, and names of bath sites and people were translated into their sup
posed Italian equivalents (Salvi , 1975). 

Therefore , discussing the center-periphery relationships and the protection of 
cultural minorities implies referring to processes that are well rooted in the 
country's recent (and not so recent) history. Here, I focus on major events of the 
last fifty years , and relate minority and territoria! mobilizations with broader de
velopments in territoria! and devolution policies. 

The center-periphery cleavage has surfaced in three different phases at least 
si nee the end of World Word II and the collapse of fascism . The first phase corres
ponds to the secession efforts launched just at the <lawn of the new republic in 
areas as different as Sicily, Aosta Valley, and South Tyrol. The second phase con
sists of the re-awakening of cultural and linguistic minorities in the contentious 
phase of the late 1960s-early 1970s. Finally, the third phase can largely be located 
in the late 1980s-early 1990s, in correspondence with the sudden rise of the 
Northern League. Each time, claims have been made on behalf of deprived and 
aggrieved populations, whose rights have been purported as denied and/or threa
tened by the central state. Each time, however, the specific traits of the regiona
list, anti-centralist initiatives have been different. Extreme variation may indeed 
be found in the major goals supported by each mobilization wave , in the defini
tion of the actors involved in the conflict as well as of its stake, in the structural 
and politica! context. 

In particular, conflicts related to the regional dimension have largely excee
ded the boundaries of conventional minority rights polities. Throughout the last 
fifty years , regional mobilizations have run parallel to reform attempts underta
ken by national parties and/or by the central government. Policies meant to pro
tect regional minorities' distinctive cultural traits have been started with some 
regularity since the 1960s on. Recently, efforts have been made to extend the au
tonomy of local governments and increase citizens ' participation to local poli
ties, eg by passing a new act on local autonomies (142/1990) (Voci , 1994). Howe
ver, the most substantial effort to deal with the regional dimension in domestic 
polities has consisted of the devolution process, that resulted in the institution 
of regional councils in 1970. The oppositional PCI were obviously interested in 
extending the autonomy of local governments, given their strength in some im
portant areas of the country, especially in central Italy. As for the Christian Demo-
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crats , special attention to territoria! issues was paid by those regional branches 
who were under pressure from ethnoterritorial parties, like in Sardinia or Tren
tino. Strong commitment to devolution processes also carne from areas where 
the most progressive sections of the party had a say, like in Lombardy (Putnam, 
1993). 

II. Postwar separatism and regional reform policies 

Italian minorities and territoria! politica! organizations tried to exploit the op
portunities, created by the reintroduction of democracy in the country, and the 
uncertainty which carne along with it. They also tried to take advantage of a dras
tically modified international context, where the drawing of new state borders 
was in many cases highly controversial. 

Admittedly, not all secession attempts undertaken in the aftermath of the war 
were equally rooted in international conflicts. These had no impact in the case of 
the Independentist Sicilian Movement (MIS - Movimento Indipendentista Sicilia
no), active in Sicily for a few years following the Allied Farces ' occu pation of the 
island in 1943. They obtained in the beginning some support from both large 
and petty landowners, as well as from the American occupants, in their claims 
for secession from the Italian state. Yet , this was far more an attempt by tradi
tional land proprietors to guarantee their hold of power, rather than the expres
sion of minority groups ' attempts to gain increasing recognition and power (Gins
borg, 1990: 59). In Sardinia, the effervescence of the first postwar years also faci
litated the revitalization of the Sardinian Action Party (Partita Sardo d'Azione -
PSdA). An autonomist party established in 1921 , they dropped their profile as a 
patronage , notables party, for a more explicit perspective of democratie federa
lism (Petrosino, 1992; Settembre, 1994). 

The international dimension played an explicit role in Aosta Valley, where the 
autonomist movement had strong roots in the anti-fascist opposition 2 . In May, 
1945, demonstrations demanding regional autonomy - and also threatening se
cession to France - turned into riots. To be fair, support from across the border 
was at least officially rather cool, and the cultural affinity between France and Aosta 
Valley was actually qui te tenuous (as a matter of fact , local dialects bear little si
milarities to the French language) (Salvi, 1975). Still , the proximity to France pro
vided nonetheless local autonomists with a valuable politica! opportunity. It was 
in South Tyrol that regional grievances became a truly international question. The 
South Tyrol people 's Party (SVP - Sudtiroler Volkspartei) was established already 
in 1945 as an ethnic party with a strong subcultural integration capacity, prima
rily oriented to the preservation of the German speaking group. They started off 
by asking for a referendum, which should have sanctioned their return to Au
stria. Indeed , the backing of Austria to South Tyrol largely contributed to assign 
this issue a prominence, rarely attained by other minorities ' mobilizations. Al
ready in 1946 a pact signed in London by the Prime Ministers of the time, Mr De 
Gasperi and Mr Gruber, committed the Italian government to provide effective 
protection of the German speaking group's rights. The long and aften troubleso-

2 1 es leaders had in face been among the promoters of the so-called Chivasso charter, a 
joint document drafted already in 1943 by representatives of cultural minorities involved 
in the resistance moveme nt, advocating autonomy for p eripheral regions once freedom 
had been obtained. See Salvi (1975) and Canciani and De La Pierre (1993). 
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me implementation of this agreement has represented the underlying thread o f 
South Tyrol polities and policies in the last fifty years j 

In this context, the first moves towards decentralization on the part of natio
nal politica! actors were largely reactive in nature. They were mainly meant to 
prevent secession threats in the peripheral regions in a risky and uncertain pha
se of national life, when national unity had to be reasserted after divisions origi
nated from the 1943-1945 civil war. Already in 1945 , in the aftermath of the May 
riots , a royal decree recognized Aosta Valley's right to autonomy; in 1948, the Au
tonomy Statu te granted among other rights bilingualism and financial autonomy. 
In South Tyrol , the already mentioned 1946 De Gasperi-Gruber agreement was 
similarly followed by an Autonomy Statute, where the German-speaking provin
ce of Bozen was associated with Trento in a special status region . By 1949, four 
special status regions with high degrees of politica! autonomy had been establis
hed in Sicily, Sardinia, Aosta Valley and Trentino-Alto Adige (the Jatter being the 
Italian name for South Tyrol), while Friuli-Venezia Giulia had to wait fora similar 
status until 1964. As for the Slovenian minority in north-east Italy, its claims for 
rights were dealt with in the context of the long-lasting negotiations between lta
lian and Yugoslavian governments on the redefinition of national borders (from 
the signature of the pace treaty in 1947 until the final Osimo treaty in 1975) . 

It has to be acknowledged that early decentralization moves were in many res
pects disappointing from the point view of both the ethnic minorities and the 
advocates of decentralization within national parties. In Sardinia, decentraliza
tion plans and, later, policies were largely controlled by the locally dominant Chris
tian Democratie party. For example, proposals that were put forward from PSdA 
when the regional autonomy statute was being drafted were not even discussed 
in the consulting committee constituted to that purpose (Settembre , 1994). In 
South Tyrol , the provincial council was actually granted substantial capacities only 
in a few areas, including culture , professional training, craftsmanship, trade. Mo
reover, as they were associated with the more populated , Italian speaking pro
vince of Trento , German-speaking representatives were by definition minorita
rian in the regional council. 

As for supporters of decentralization within national parties, they had not con
ceived of it only as a means to meet cultural minorities ' demands . Rather, decen
tralization had to be a decisive step towards a more substantial form of demo
cracy, able to overcome the undue centralization of both the fascist regime and 
the pre-war liberal state , and to respond to citizens' rising demands of democra
tie participation. The 1948 constitution indeed referred explicitly to the intro
duction of regional parliaments elected by citizens . With the exception of the so
mewhat 'troublesome ' regions that were granted special status, the implemen
tation of regional governments proved however fairly difficult. Opposition carne 
in fact from both the state bureaucracy and the majority of the Christian Demo
cratie party. Being firmly in hold of national power after the 1948 general elec
tions, DC feared that regional autonomy could grant the Communist Party further 
opportunities for action (Putnam, 1993: chap.2). 

3 Even the cuts to the regional budget, proposed by Mr Berlusconi in Fall, 1994 in the 
context of the widely contested Legge Finanziaria (Genera! Budget Act), have been oppo
sed by South Tyrol MPs by threatening a global revision of the agreement and the call for 
Austria support once again! 
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111. The protection of minority rights and regional devolution policies 
1960 to 1980s 

During the 1950s and early 1960s minority parties sometimes managed to p lay 
some role in the political arena, like in Sard inia. Other times, they combined tac
tic, occasional threats to secession with pragmatic cooperation with national par
ties. This applies for instance to the Aosta Valley, where the ru ling parties within 
the autonomist movement (Popular Democrats first, Union Valdotaine later) got 
involved from time to time in alliances wi th both right- and left-wing parties. This 
resulted in a patronage polities style that h as marked autonomist forces in the 
area ever since, sometimes leaving way to political corruption. While electoral 
support has been preserved to date, little efforts have instead been devoted to 
develop an ethnonationalist approach, capable of revitalizing local culture and 
traditions and of denouncing the external financial groups' grip over local eco
nomy 4 . 

Evidence of consociational relationships to national parties may be found in 
South Tyrol , too, in spite of the above the average levels of contention there. On 
the one hand, conflicts kept developing on the issue of the real implementation 
of the 1946 agreement , of the need for greater independence from Trento ('loss 
von Trient' was in facta major slogan of the time) ; radical positions in favour of 
secession to Austria maintained substantial influence. At the same time , though , 
South Tyrol representatives in the national Parliament sided with ruling Chris
tian Democrats virtually on all issues hut those referring to regional conflicts. 

The political situation changed drastically since the mid-1960s, when an unp
recedented wave of politica! and social unrest put the polity members under se
vere challenge (Tarrow, 1989) . In this context even regional and territorial con
flicts were revitalized and reshaped. Growing overlaps and integration could ac
tually be detected between minority mobilizations and other, often class-based, 
struggles. Similarly to what was happening in other Western countries , even in 
Italy a new generation of minority activists emerged. They had been in many ca
ses socialized to political activism within the urban protest movements active in 
the core regions of the country. This allowed them to overcome the classic no
tion of ethnonationalism, focusing on the defence of traditional culture, in fa
vour of amore politica! , anti-capitalist view 5 . The notion of peripheral regions 
as ' internal colonies ' gained increasing popularity. 

The shift was particularly impressive in Sardinia, where new political organi
zations like 'Su populu sardu ' (The Sardinian people) were established. They iden
tified themselves as an anti-colonialist movement ('movimentu contra su colo
nialismu ') in the first place . Campaigns were launched against NATO bases and 
military training camps in the island; against the industrialization attempts, con
trolled by continental business and the Rome government; against luxurious tou
rist resorts . Traditional banditry was given new attention and appreciation as a 

4 Autonomist parties still polled over half of the vote in both the 1993 regional and the 
1994 national elections , with the dominant Union Valdotaine totalling 37% and 38% res
pectively (Adnkronos , 1995: 418 and 435). 

5 The distinction between old and new ethonationalism is elaborated in Oiani (1983). 
It goes without saying that new currents do not displace more traditional ones , rather, 
they coexist with them, in a changing context where all actors in the politica! arena tend 
to redefine to some extent their approaches. 

Dit artikel uit Res Publica is gepubliceerd door Boom bestuurskunde en is bestemd voor anonieme bezoeker



418 RESPUBLICA 

peculiar example of people's protest action. Even long established organization 
like PSdA adapted their strategies and belief systems to the new context by picking 
up and reframing, from a more moderate and interclassist perspective, theme 
which were part of the 'anti-colonialist discourse '. Unprecedented emphasis was 
therefore placed upon struggles against cultural and economie domination. Alli
ances with left-wing parties were built up , after years of poor communication. 
This trend was to continue in the 1980s, when separatist and ethnonationalist 
approaches would have increased their strength within the party, although elec
toral success would have come only in the 1984 European elections (13. 4%) 6 . 

Analogous , although politically less influential, developments might be found in 
both Slovenian and Occitane areas in northern Italy, where internal colonialism 
approaches overlapped with actions meant to revitalize local traditions, consis
tently with contemporary trends within European ethnonational movements (Can
ciani and De La Pierre, 1993 ; Smith, 1981; Keating , 1988). 

Protest waves usually come along with reform waves (Tarrow, 1989 and 1994) . 
Cultural minorities polities in Italy are no exception to this pattern. To be fair, 
actions promoted in this policy area should not be automatically seen as a by
product of the context which led to massive radical protest movements in the 
1960s and 1970s. Still , a number of acts were passed between the 1960 and the 
1980s, although no systematic legislation has been introduced yet 7 . Between mid-
1970s and mid-1980s spaces opened up within public institutions for several farms 
of minority cultures, to complement the use and teaching ofltalian language . Slo
venian culture and language have gained for example increasing - albeit still poor 
- protection, following a series of acts introducing the use of their language in 
local public media and in the education system, although independent schools 
were not created 8 . Altogether, however, such opportunities have apparently been 
seized far more often by private, or semi-public, cultural associations and re
search centres - sometimes, by some university departments - than by public 
schools (Canciani and De La Pierre, 1993: 38-39). 

Ironically, although the Italian Constitution is among the few to point expli
citly at minority protection as a fundamental task for the country (Pastori, 1995), 
and in spite of some legislative innovations, minorities within Italy largely owe 
their rights - if any - to extra constitutional factors. The most important one is 
still the legacy of international treaties following the Italian defeat in World War 
II. Indeed , most protection has been obtained by minorities leaving on the bor
ders, like the Germans in South Tyrol, the 'French ' in Aosta Valley, the Slovenians 
in the provinces of Trieste and Gorizia. The counterproof comes from the La
dins , who are split between South Tyrol , Veneto and Friuli. While the 30,000 li
ving in South Tyrol can for example be taught in their own dialect since 1973, 
this is denied to the 700,000 living in Friuli. Similarly, Slovenians living in Friuli 
do not enjoy specific protection, while those living in the neighbouring provin
ces of Trieste and Gorizia do (Canciani and De La Pierre, 1993: chap.1). Policy 
responsiveness in this area may also be encouraged by catastrophic events. The 

6 A short history of PSclA may be found in Pecrosino (1992) and Settembre (1994) . 
7 Proposals fora global act regulating th e whole issue ('Norme in materia di tutela del

Ie minoranze linguistiche ') were actually discussed in parliament both in 1987 and in 199 1, 
but they failed in both cases to be finally approved before the end of the legislature (Can
ciani and De La Pierre , 1993) . 

8 See Acts 308/ 1956, 1012/ 1961 , 933/ 1973. See also Settembre (1994). 
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first chair in Friuli 's language and culture was indeed created at the University of 
Udine in 1977, ie , in the aftermath of the 1976 earthquake 9 . 

South Tyrol is definitely the area where minority rights have been dealt with by 
Italian governments in the most systematic way. In 1969, agreement was reached 
about a comprehensive set of measures (137 altogether), covering virtually all 
issues of relevance to the protection of the German group. The implementation 
of the so called 'pacchetto ' (literally, 'package ') has represented a major source 
of argument and contention in the last decades. In 1971, the new Autonomy Sta
tu te was passed. It assigned greater autonomy than usual to provinces, through 
the relocation of power and competences from Trentino-Alto Adige regional offi
ces to Bozen province institutions. High degrees of independence were reached, 
in areas including, among others, education and justice; the choice of language , 
with full bilingualism being awarded; public budget; etc. All major policy areas 
carne largely under the control of provincial, German-speaking bodies. 

One might even argue that in many respects the label 'minority problems' in 
South Tyrol has more and more frequently applied to locally minoritarian groups 
(the Ladins to some extent, but especially the Italians) in their interaction with 
the German group. One major contentious issue has been the rigid system of 'eth
nic proportionality' , according to which access to public jobs and to social ser
vices is strictly regulated by one's affiliation to any of the three language groups 
in the region . This has resulted in significant shares of Italian or Ladin speakers, 
identifying themselves as Germans on the occasion of the National Census, in or
der to increase their opportunities for jobs and provisions 10 The dominance -
be it real or presumed - of the German group has fuelled opposition from both 
the right and the left wings of the politica! spectrum. On the right , the neo-fascist 
and overly nationalistic MSI (now turned into the post-fascist Alleanza Naziona
le : Ignazi, 1994) has long become the best option among Italian speakers, mostly 
concentrated in the bigger towns. On the left , new social movements and alter
native organizations have opposed the increasing pillarization of South Tyrol so
ciety, claiming for peaceful interaction and coexistence, rather than for separa
tion, between the different groups (Barozzi , 1994; Langer, 1983) . 

What about relations between minority rights and regional devolution? All in 
all , it seems possible to argue that the institution of regional councils has ope
ned up more opportunities for minority protection than the state has managed 
to create . Among ordinary status regions , Veneto, Piedmont, Calabria, Molise , and 
Basilicata include among their official goals the protection of minorities. Howe
ver, confl.icts on this level, have regularly developed with centra! authorities , clai
ming that the Constitution reserved this role for the state (Voci , 1994) . In fact , 
several regional laws have been ruled off on this ground. In the 1980s, however, 
the Constitutional court has finally ruled illegitimate the state monopoly over this 
policy area L 1 • 

Even the implementation of the regional reform taken as a whole has not been 
devoid of problems and obstacles, though. The act , regulating regional elec
tions , was passed only in 1968, against heavy opposition from conservatives, and 

9 Act 546/ 1977. See Canciani and De La Pierre (1993: 36-37) . 
10 The 1971 Census registered for instance, out of 4 14,000 residents , 260 ,000 Ger

mans, 128,000 Italians, 26,000 Ladins. On the following censuses, held in 1981 and 1991 , 
estimates have been clone that about 10% of members of the non-German groups have 
modified the ir ethnic affiliation. 

11 Sentences 312/ 1983 and 289/ 1987. See also Canciani and De La Pierre (1993: 40). 
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in the favourable context created by the mounting wave of participatory polities 
of that time. Although elections took place in 1970, only two years later did the 
government actually transfer some powers to the newly establishecl regional cou n
cils. The devolution of power, responsibilities and resources has actually bee n 
very long and complex. One important step were the 616 clecrees by which over 
20,000 offices carne uncler control of regional aclministrations in 1977. Substan
tive policy area that were submittecl to territoria! clevolution incluclecl health and 
social welfare , urban planning, economie clevelopment (Voci , 1994; Putnam, 
1993:28) . 

How substantial the budget autonomy of regional councils is represents a h igh ly 
controversial issue. Here, large clifferences persist between special status and or
clinary status regions. Accorcling to some estimates, in the 1980s only 36% of ex
penses in the farmer was regulated by state laws, while the share climbecl up to 
82% in the latter. Moreover, regional councils have rarely provecl able to over
come the shortcomings which marrecl the state aclministration in terms of de
grees of bureaucracy and inefficiency. On the other hand , yet, regional govern
ments have clisplayecl greater persistency and lesser internal conflicts than nat io 
nal governments 12_ Altogether, surveys regularly conductecl at different po ints 
in time have shown that while ltalian citizens have been quite clissatisfiecl with 
regional councils ' performances, they have been less so than with the natio nal 
governments '. Discontent with regional authorities has been far stronger in Southern 
ltaly. In northern Italy, in contrast, and in spite of recent politica! upsets, people 
still in the 1980s were globally more satisfiecl than clissatisfiecl with their regional 
institutions and administrators 1

-~ . 

Regional aclministrations have therefore managecl only to a limitecl extent to 
counter-balance the attitudes of open clistrust and criticism of government ac
tors - as well as of politica! actors at large - that were spreacling cluring the 1980s . 
Right in the same periocl it appears indeed that center-periphery tensions within 
the establishecl politica! class tencl to facie away. In the pioneering years of regio 
nal reform, regional politicians had often actecl as a 'counterpower' to the cent
ra! state, arguing that local policies offered the opportunities to clevelop more 
responsive , participatory styles of policy making. By the 1980s, though , hostility 
for state con trol over regional policies tenclecl to recluce clrastically among regio
nal councillors ; so clicl claims for the suppression of prefects, the local represen
tatives of the centra! state (Putnam, 1993: 53). Accorcling to critics, regional p oli
ties and policy provecl to be in the end largely a replication on a smalle r scale of 
national 'big ' polities , to the detriment of any real autonomy (Keating, 1988: 230-
234). This contributecl to create further spaces for action for those , willing to fuel 
again center-periphery tensions within the country. This would have taken, ho
wever, raclically different farms to the recent past. 

12 For example , the average length of regional coalitions has been of 700 days in 1985-
1990, in front of 250 days for national governments (Putnam, 1993: 49-50). 

13 Data refer however to feelings , recorded before corruption scandals emerged and 
the ' Italian revolution ' started off (Putnam, 1993: 58-65). 
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IV. The Northern League's challenge to established parties and 
"consociational" democracy 

The rise of the Northern League has introducee! substantial changes on the sym
bolic level, with respect to the way other, previous minorities ' claims and grie
vances were framed and turned into politica! messages . This does not mean that 
the Leagues ' communication has not pickecl up a number of rhetoric farms which 
are wel! rooted in conventional self-representations of oppressed minorities. In
deecl, the autonomist groups that wil! later constitute the Northern League star
teel off in the late 1970s-early 1980s as politica! organizations very close to the 
ethnonationalist model. Northern Italians were portrayecl as colonized by " Ro
man parties", and invited to take action against their oppressors. However, and 
in contrast to other wealthy regions like Catalunia, emphasis on ethnonationalist 
ideas has proved little rewarding in terms of mobilizing capacity. The Leagues have 
therefore dropped progressively their emphasis on the defence of regional cul
tural legacy and identities (with the partial exception of Liga Veneta). The use of 
dialect in public offices and the revitalization of regional traditions have actually 
become rather marginal in these organizations ' programs by the early 1990s (Al
lievi , 1992). What prevails is rather a more confused combination of populism 
and regionalism. It allows autonomists ' politica! organizers to better stitch toge
ther themes and grievances, like anti-s tate and anti-bureaucratie sentiments, anti
welfare , pro-market options, hostility towards immigrants and Southern Italians , 
which it would be more complex to fit coherently in a classic ethnonationalist 
pers pective. 

By focusing on the hard-working ordinary 'people' , without further qualifica
tion, it is indeed easier to maximize the distance between the 'us ' and the ' them ' , 
where the Jatter includes welfare parasites along with immigrants on the one hand , 
politicians, trade union organizers, intellectuals, and even big industrialists on 
the other (Biorcio, 1991 and 1992 ; Diani, 1996) . The Leagues' discourse shares 
many traits with neo-conservative currents in other countries, critica! of welfare 
arrangements and consociaticinal polities. However, in spite of a recurring emp
hasis on the importance of democracy, the Leagues ' populism has differed from 
Thatcherism or Reaganism in its unusually high contempt for democratie practi
ces and procedures. A conception of democracy as a conflict-mediating activity 
which requires specific competences , mutual understanding between conflic
tual parties , and the recognition of the plurality of interests at stake in the poli
tica! arena, has been largely missing - at least until the 1994 National elections. 
While these themes have recently gained some attention, clue to the Leagues' vi
ta! need to differentiate themselves from Mr Berlusconi 's managerial approach, 
in their basic representations of polities deep mistrust for current Italian politi
cians has aften turned into global anti-politica! attitudes . The success of the Lea
gues has in fact occurred at a politica! phase when the capacity of traditional 
cleavages to structure politica! conflict are not the only feature of established po
lities to carne under contestation; rather, public criticism addresses more and 
more frequently the legitimacy of politica! actors and of politica! procedures ba
sed on rational discourse as such (Diani , 1996). 

What is the linkage, if any, between the Leagues' approach and minority rights 
issues? A point of convergence could be found in the importance given to local 
autonomy. Emphasis on self-government and grassroots democracy has actually 
been one key the me for new social movements in recent times (Dalton and Kuechler, 
1990; Dalton, 1993). According to one senior League politician, "autonomy is to 
be the ruler of yourself at home; decentralization insteacl is just doing at home 
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what the state bas decided you should do. While autonomy necessarily requires 
a federal state, decentralization can be implemented even in a centralized state 
like the Italian state" 1 ➔• 

This important exception notwithstanding, the Leagues ' programs do not pay 
too much attention to minority rights issues, nor to issues of 'rights ' in the broader 
sense of the term. This is partially clependent on the fact that in recent times new 
social movements have mobilized on rights which are more or less connected to 
the redefinition of welfare entitlements and provisions. While social movements 
have often been critical of welfare policies, they have never challenged their legi
timacy, rather, they have devised alternative ways to provicle for social needs, or 
to clefine standarcls of access to welfare goods. The Leagues ' approach is diffe
rent. They do not aim at granting full citizenship rights to culturally specific po
pulations which were previously excluded from them. Rather, they tend to ex
panel the rights of majority groups that are already full members of the system -
for example, their rights to lighter fiscal pressure - by excluding, or at least res
tricting, citizenship entitlements to groups that they judge unworthy of special 
social support. These range from Third World immigrants to most Italian citize ns 
currently on welfare. Arguments bebind these proposals underline the unusual, 
clientelistic expansion of access to welfare provisions (in the form of generous 
early retirement schemes, fake disabledness pensions, and so forth) which bas 
marrecl Italian welfare in the last decades. 

One should also notice that social movements ' action on rights in recent times 
bas not been restrictecl to expanding access to a given set of citizenship rights. 
They have also emphasized the importance of cultural pluralism, ie , the impor
tance of redefining rights in a way which took ethnic, gender, cultural differen
ces into account. No traces of these debates may be found in the Leagues ' per
spective. Their reference is the 'people ', that they see as a naturally homogene
ous entity, which one can either assimilate to or deviate from . On several occa
sions, Leagues ' prominent figures have shown little interest in , if not contemp t 
for, cultural pluralism, and denied the need to support the cultural diversity of 
groups which for some reasons have been historically cleprived 15. 

All in all, the Leagues get their support from social sectors that are in most ca
ses supportive of more right-wing views than the general ltalian population. Sur
veys conducted among electors in Lombardy and Veneto demonstrate for instan
ce that Leagues ' voters are more racist than their fellow residents in their attitu
des to both Southern Italians and Thirld World immigrants 16 . Similar data emer
ge even from social milieus , like volunteers in nonprofit organizations, that are 

14 Lombardia Autonomista, 21.10.1989, citecl in Allievi (1992: 23). 
15 Examples may range from some local administrators ' appeals to women to stay home 

as a means to fight unemployment, to the macho language adopted by national leaders, to 
the opposition many local chapte rs have mounted against the construction of non catho
lic , mostly muslim, places of worship in their neighbourhoocls. 

16 About 50% of the Leagues ' voters regard favourably limitations to Southern Italians' 
capacity to move arouncl northern ltaly (vs 26% of the total populations in those regions), 
white 72% see non-white immigrants as potential sources oftrouble and proble ms (vs 58% 
in the genera! population) (Diamanti , 1993: 103) . 

Dit artikel uit Res Publica is gepubliceerd door Boom bestuurskunde en is bestemd voor anonieme bezoeker



REGIONALISM, FEDERLISM AND MINORITY RIGHTS 423 

supposed largely hostile to the Leagues 17 . Their proposals are therefore unlike
ly to link up with other politica! organizations' action on the expansion of rights; 
here, the Ileagues ' attention is actually restricted to the question of territoria! au
tonomy, and more specifically of the federalist transformation of the ltalian state. 

V. The debate on federalism and local government reform 

Loudly voiced claims of federal reform by the Northern League have attracted 
most media and public attention in the last years. In practice, however, similarly 
to what happened in previous phases, issues of devolution and local autonomy 
have been taken up from several perspectives. A number of actions have been 
undertaken by parliamentary and governmental actors, in order to counteract ci
tizens' growing disaffection for traditional parties and public institutions. In this 
perspective, devolution has been mainly seen as an opportunity to improve the 
quality of the linkages between citizens and institutions: in local offices and agen
cies bath communication with, and control by, citizens may in principle be ex
pected to be easier. 

A major achievement on this ground has been the 'local autonomies act', pas
sed in 1990. Opportunities for citizens ' involvement in local policy making have 
been enlarged, introducing city-level referenda on local issues, making it easier 
to access administrative documents, or designing procedures to involve public 
interest groups in more regular interaction with public authorities . The new act 
has also affected relationships between city and regional councils, introducing 
the principle that regional planning should be based on regular city councils ' con
sultation 18_ In 1993, the national associations ofcities (ANc1), provinces (UP1) and 
regions (C1Nsrno) proposed the adoption of a Charter of Regions (Carta delle Re
gioni). Following the German example, it aimed at introducing in the Constitu
tional Charter the notion of subsidiarity (Pastori, 1995; Piraino, 1994). In 1994, 
the Minister for Institutional Reforms of the Berlusconi government, Francesco 
Speroni of the Northern League, chaired the "Study group on institutional, elec
toral, and constitutional reforms". As its name suggests, the committee's tasks 
covered a large spectrum of potential institutional innovations. A similar advi
sory board, the "Study group for regional and local autonomies reforms", was 
chaired in the second half of 1994 by another prominent figure of the League, 
Roberto Maroni , then in charge as Minister of Internal Affairs '9 . However, these 
bodies never managed to formulate organic and systematic plans for reform (Piz
zetti, 1995: 245-249), also because of the quick dissolution of the right-wing ma
jority in December 1994. Even earlier, the collapse of the traditional party sys
tem, following corruption scandals, had similarlyvanished the work ofwhat some 
regard as the most systematic attempt at institutional reform to date. The "Joint 
Senate and Chamber of Deputies Committee for Institutional Reforms", establis-

17 On the occasion of a project on new public interest groups in Milan city in 1990, 
data on 165 members showed for example that even there, relatively more authoritarian 
orientations were positively correlated to relative sympathy for the Northern League (they 
actually accounted for 25% of variance). This evidence has not been published to date . 
For addi tional information on the project, see Diani and Lanzalaco (1990). For d e tails on 
the authoritarianism index, see instead Diani (1995: chap.6). 

18 Act 142/ 1990. See Voci (1994) , Piraino (1994) and Pitruzzella (1994). 
19 Pizzetti (1995) provides a systematic assessment of all the major reform proposals 

put forward in this area in the last few years, including those elaborated by the Speroni 
and Maro ni committees . 
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hed in 1992, was abruptly terminated by the conclusion of the legislature in early 
1994 (Pizzetti , 1995; Pas tori, 1995) . 

All the above mentionecl projects reflected the recurrent tensions between re
form plans emphasizing the role of regions , and reform plans aiming in contrast 
to revitalize the role of all different levels of local government, inclucling city and 
provincial councils (Pizzetti, 1995: 250). However, both 'regionalist' and 'loca
list ' approaches would have been of small scope and breadth in compariso n to 
what the Northern League has long claimecl to be its major politica! goal , ie , th 
constitutional changes meant to turn Italy into a federal state. To be honest , an 
articulated definition ofwhat the Leagues meant by 'federalism ' has been largely 
missing thus far. The idea of federalism has rather been used as a metaphor and 
a rhetorical device in politica! debates (Pizzetti, 1995; De Siervo, 1995; Diamanti, 
1994). The first project the Leagues ever rendered public was a very succinct, ten
articles project fora federal constitution, presented by their ideologue of the time, 
Professor Gianfranco Miglio, at their national conventions of December, 1993 and 
February, 1994 (Frattolin, 1994). It envisaged the preservation of the five special 
status regions , plus the merging of the others into three Macroregions or Can
tons , corresponding respectively to northern ('Padania ') , centra! ('Etruria ') , and 
southern ltaly ('Sucl '). The highly resiclual role of the state , the string cantonal 
control over budget and taxation policies, the opportunity for single regions to 
secede , rendered this project very close to a federation of virtually independent 
states. After it was presented , one major line of criticism was that differences in 
resources between the different areas would have inevitably led the strongest ma
croregions to break away from the others 20 . To survive , the new federation would 
have had to rely upon the unifying powers of charismatic figures 2 1. 

Widespread negative reactions resulted in the quick dismissal of the project as 
a 'provocation' by the leaders of the Leagues themselves. However, even though 
Mr Miglio left the party just after the formation of the Berlusconi 's cabinet in 
Spring, 199422 , his views still affected the more systematic proposal that the 
Northern League presented at a convention in Genoa in November, 1994 2 :>. This 
project envisaged the creation of nine new states, whose size was more compa
rable than that of those in the original 'macro-regional ' scheme. It was a highly 
complex constitutional design, in as much as it maintained the current twenty 
regions , albeit in amore marginal position (Pizzetti, 1995: 238-241). 

From a different perspective, a systematic proposal of regional reform has come 
from a study, promoted by the Agnelli Foundation. In contrast to Miglio 's plans, 
merging of current regions into bigger units is inspired by practical - in particu
lar, economie - considerations , rather than by cultural and historica! homogenei
ty (De Siervo, 1995: 58) . Twelve regions are proposed, with smaller ones either 
joining neighbouring, bigger ones (this would be the case for example of Liguria 
and Aosta Valley joining Piedmont) , or merging together to constitute a bigger 
unit (as in the case of Marche, Abruzzo and Molise). The rationale bebind mer-

20 For an example of an historically grounded argument along these lines see Romano 
(1994). 

21 See Pizzetti (1995: 244-245 , 251) ; De Siervo (1995: 30). 
22 The League leaders' uncertain commitment to this project was apparently among 

the factors which convinced Mr Miglio to resign (Miglio, 1994). 
23 A moclifiecl version of this project was later presentecl in th e Senate in January 199 5 

as a parliamentary proposal for constitutional change by Mr Speroni and other MPs (Piz
zetti , 1995: 240-241). 
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gers is to create twelve units not too different in terms of economie and infra
structural resources. This should result in a system where a) each region is strong 
enough to sustain its own autonomous policies, but at the same time b) no re
gion is stronger than the others to the point of being tempted by the idea of se
cession (Pacini, 1994; Fondazione Agnelli, 1994). 

However, the real question is how many chances has any of these projects to 
be really implemented. With the obvious exception of the Northern League 's, none 
of them is backed by organized political actors. And even the League would need 
a coalition to support their plans. Whether political opportunities are favourable 
to such an outcome is however uncertain. Among public opinion , interest for fe
deralism seems to be relatively low: according toa survey conducted in 1994, the 
Leagues ' proposal of three macroregions was the best type of state structure re
form for 5% only, while federalism with existing regions was supported by 15%, 
versus one third who preferred the status quo and about one fourth who advo
cated devolution of powers to either regional or city councils. Even in northern 
Italy, the macroregional reform got only 6% of support, while federalism was cho
sen by 21 % of respondents - definitely a higher share than in central or southern 
Italy (10% each) , but still lower than those standing for no changes (25 %) (Dia
manti and Segatti, 1994). One year later, figures showed no substantial changes 
but for the further increase of supporters of the status quo (Diamanti , 1995: 817). 

In the light ofthis evidence , the macroregional option seems to be hardly feasi
ble for the Northern League. And yet, the persistence of territorial issues in the 
political agenda should not be automatically ruled out. While its chances for coa
lition building on this ground may be tiny, the League has nonetheless a clear 
interest in revitalizing debates on territorial reform, and in radicalizing them, at 
least in rhetorical terms 24 . Federalism and decentralization could in other words 
represent once again the issue 'owned' (Gusfield, 1981; Schneider, 1985) by the 
League. This would allow the League to differentiate itself from both the center
right and the center-left coalition 25 . However, that this might turn into real se
cessionist polities seems , in spite of speculations that secession could be an " un
intentional consequence" of the interplay between the League 's tactics and chan
ging external conditions (Diamanti , 1995: 818-819) , highly unplausible . 

VI. Conclusions 

By combining differences in regional mobilizations and policy reform attempts 
we have been able to identify three analitically distinctive dynamics , albeit often 
overlapping in practice. In each of these dynamics , regional policies have been 
seen as peculiar responses to different challenges to established political actors , 

24 lt is less clear, though , whether they are really willing to pursue this goal in a con
sistent way. Professor Miglio's recent conviction is for instance chat the League leaders have 
never bee n interested in federalism , nor have they eve r been intellectually equipped to 
the task; rather, they would have used it as a pure propaganda device (Miglio, 1994; see 
also Diamanti, 1994) . 

25 As these notes were finally amended in November 1995 there was no chance to in
corporate any discussion of the last National election and the Prodi 's government propos
als for regional reform in the present paper. 
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coming from territorial-based opposition. The first dynamic focuses on efforts to 
prevent secession moves in peripheral are as in the aftermath of World War II , and 
on their interplay with the regional reform. Here , regional policies may be main
ly conceived of as moves in conflicts, largely shaped by the relevance of the inter
national polities arena. Although this dimension has gradually lost its relevance, 
traces may still be found among the more radical fringes of South Tyrol natio
nalism. 

The second dynamic relates instead demands for recognition coming from cul
tural and linguistic minorities to broader attempts to secure larger access to citi
zenship rights for lower status groups . Here we come closest toa classic "mino
rity rights" problem, where territorial movements mobilize in close interaction 
with other social movements committed to participatory notions of democracy, 
to the expansion and redefinition of welfare entitlements, as well as to more iden
tity-oriented issues. 'Autonomy' themes are strongly related to broader 'social ju -
tice' frames. This pattern could be most frequently found in the contentious 1960 
and 1970s, when the ethnic revival spread across Europe and the 'internal colo
nialism' approach to territorial conflicts emerged. Themes close to this perspec
tive may be found nowadays among some Occitane or Sardist organizations, or 
among the South Tyrol new left groups trying to increase communication bet
ween the different linguistic groups in the region. 

The third major dynamic reverses to a large extent the previous approach to 
territorial issues. Autonomy is still emphasized here , yet disconnected from , and 
aften in explicit opposition to , social equality ideas. Territorial and cultural di
mensions rather legitimize claims for new mechanisms of social closure , rather 
than inclusion as in the previous model. Opposition to redestributive mechanis
ms is in fact mounted upon this basis. In this perspective , freedom and rights are 
still advocated. Yet, they are mainly functional to the defence of regional inte
rests and do not have high status per se in the territorial political discourse . 

The Northern League has actually drawn upon grievances related to economie 
power and status, rather than upon cultural , ethnonationalist ones. Admittedly, 
a number of features of the Leagues' approach is compatible with previous fra
mes emphasising self-government; they have also picked up a few rhetoric devi
ces from the internal colonialism approach. Still , the core of the Leagues ' chal
lenge lies in their deep criticism of the political arrangement, according to which 
the strength of the ideological divide between the major political factions of the 
country was at least partially balanced by a fairly loose access to welfare entitle
ments - no matter the evaluation one may give of both the quality of welfare pro
visions and the long-term consequences of these agreement. 

By standing for free market principles and for the dras tic reduction of welfare 
policies, the Leagues ' challenge is at least as much , and possibly more , anti-sys
temic than those posed by the other two dynamics I have just mentioned . At the 
same time , though , a break can be found in this case with respect to "classic" 
minority rights approaches to territorial polities. In the Belgian case (Van Dyck, 
this issue) , substantive cultural differences have long overlapped with economie 
and status inequalities. Thus, they have provided the basis for the development 
and consolidation of neat political cleavages. However, the political elites have 
managed to design various farms of institutional (and in particular, constitutio
nal) innovation. These seem to have in turn - at least , thus far - facilitated pacific 
settlements of intergroup controversies, and prevented the potential for desrup
tiveness and fragmentation within Belgian society from fully developing. In Italy, 
in contrast, ethnic and cultural differences within the country have been tradi-
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tionally rather weak. However, potential tensions , originating from regional dif
ferences within the country, and from the unsatisfactory performances of largely 
centralized institutions, have been successfully merged by the Northern League 
in an appealing and (at least apparently) coherent quest for radical federalism. 
That this was the case, it seems largely due to the traditional politica! leaders ' 
failure to appreciate the pervasiveness and seriousness of demands for change 
coming from Italian society - of course, along with politicians ' recent appalling 
record in terms of public morality. It is on the spread of broader anti-polities and 
anti-elites sentiments that the League's populist message has in the last analysis 
capitalized . 

Abstract 

Three distinctive dynamics may be identified in the post-war developments 
of territoria! and minority rights polities in Italy. The first focuses on secession 
attempts in peripheral areas in the aftermath of the world war, and on their 
interplay with the regional reform. The second peaks in the late '60s-early '70s, 
and relates territoria! minorities ' demands for recognition to broader protest 
movements and 'internal colonialism 'perspectives. The third consists of the re
cent success of regional Leagues in the North, and largely reverses previous ap
proaches to territoria! issues. Autonomy is still emphasized here, yet disconnec
ted from, and aften in explicit opposition to, social equality ideas. 'Minority 
rights ' are largely replaced with a peculiar ver si on of territoria! populist poli
ties. 
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