The Berlusconi government and Italian foreign policy: change or continuity?

This text advances some arguments which have been developed in a more systematic manner in two recently published articles: "Much Ado about Little: The Foreign Policy of the Second Berlusconi Government" (Modern Italy, 10, 1, 2005: 59-74) and "The ‘Americanisation’ of Italian foreign policy?" (Journal of Modern Italian Studies, 10, 1, 2005: 10-26).
According to conventional wisdom, under the second Berlusconi government Italian foreign policy has undergone a shift, away from the European Union and towards the United States. Berlusconi’s government, in other words, has allegedly watered down Italy’s traditional support for European integration while trying to strengthen its relationship with the US on a bilateral basis. The theoretical assumption as well as the interpretation of events on which such a view rests are less than persuasive. 
The un-stated theoretical assumption behind this view is that a new government, meaning primarily the Council of Ministers, is able to bring about, and sustain, a radically new course in foreign policy. Such ability would be surprising in any country, and even more so in Italy, for a number of reasons. In contrast to what happens in some other countries, a new Italian government does not replace the top echelons of the civil service with political friends or allies. In Italy, moreover, there is no tradition of academic ‘think tanks’ working closely, and exchanging personnel, with political parties and governments to develop new policies and sell them to the public. Indeed, in Italy, foreign and security policies have traditionally ranked low on parties’ and governments’ agendas and have received little attention from academics, opinion leaders, and the public at large. Only since the end of the Cold War has Italy begun to exhibit a more active and pronounced foreign and security policy, and to conceptualise and uphold it in terms of pursuit of the national interest. It was, however, the ‘professionals’ of diplomacy (i.e. the diplomatic corps), as well as the military, and not the politicians that were primarily responsible for this new activism. Their initiative cannot be attributed exclusively to the fact that the passage from the predictability of bipolarity to the turbulence of post-bipolarity in the international system coincided in Italy with the hectic political/institutional transition from the ‘First’ to the ‘Second’ Republic. The top civil servants in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (also known by the name of its headquarters, La Farnesina) have always played a central role in the elaboration of Italian foreign policy and thus assured continuity through changes of government and political regimes. The Farnesina has resident ‘diplomatic advisors’ in a number of other Ministries. The Office of the Prime Minister (Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri) has an entire team of career diplomats (Ufficio del consigliere diplomatico) whose task is to ‘assist [the President of the Council] in all foreign affairs matters’. With respect to European affairs, moreover, following its January 2000 reform, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs has set up a new Division for European Integration (Direzione Generale per l’Integrazione Europea), which brings together competences that were spread among different offices and coordinates policies and initiatives with a European component taken by other Ministries. Notwithstanding its importance, unfortunately we know little about the structure of the Farnesina and almost nothing about the values, attitudes, and beliefs of its officials. To my knowledge at least, there is no study of the values, attitudes and beliefs of the Italian diplomatic corps. What we do know is that the Ministry resisted attempts to reform and modernize its structure until the late 1990s and that, until that time at least, its top officials were still identified with the names of (by then defunct) Christian Democratic factions. All of this, of course, points to continuity more than change. It also suggests that the claim that the Berlusconi government has altered the course of Italian foreign policy might be an exaggeration. 
If this is true, then the question is: why has such a claim become conventional wisdom? Two interrelated hypotheses can be advanced. The first is that the conclusion reached by Carlo Mongardini in a study of the public image of Italian foreign policy may still be valid: ‘The image of Italian foreign policy, even among opinion leaders, - he wrote - is still very much conditioned by variables which have nothing to do with hard information, namely ideological predispositions and professional values’. This would mean that the view that the Berlusconi government has dramatically changed the course of Italian foreign policy is primarily a ‘political’ view i.e. simply an additional way of criticising the government. The second hypothesis is that the Berlusconi government, in an effort to distinguish itself from its predecessors, has tended to emphasize change over continuity. A 2002 special issue (entirely devoted to Italian foreign policy) of Ideazione, a review which is close to the centre-right government, provides an interesting example of this. All the politicians interviewed or invited to contribute stress the changes they have supposedly wrought, whereas diplomatic officials and most of the academics emphasize continuity. The opening piece is an interview with Berlusconi entitled ‘Così ho cambiato la politica estera’. In the interview, however, Berlusconi argues that the only change concerns his adoption of ‘a new modus operandi deriving from [his] long experience in the private sector, a world in which personal relationships and the respect for engagements entered into, even if only verbally, are the foundation of credibility and success’. For what concerns the substance of foreign policy, and particularly European and Atlantic relations, Berlusconi admits that there is nothing new except his determination to strengthen them. Another example is the more recent book by former Foreign Minister Franco Frattini entitled Cambiamo rotta. La nuova politica estera dell’Italia. Notwithstanding the title of the book, however, Frattini argues that the ‘foreign policy choices [of his government] are grafted onto a long tradition of continuity’ and that the only novelty is its new activism. This new activism, however, was not introduced by the Berlusconi government, but by the diplomatic corps and, as already mentioned above, began to appear in the very early 1990s. The political rhetoric of government officials thus seems to have given support to the ‘political’ predisposition of critics of the government to emphasize change over continuity. One should not, however, assume identity between the Berlusconi government’s public and, at times, extemporaneous declarations and its foreign policy. Although public declarations are undoubtedly part of Italian foreign policy, the latter cannot be reduced simply to the former.
The central piece of evidence of the supposed ‘Americanisation’ of Italian foreign policy concerns the Berlusconi government’s handling of the Iraqi question. According to interpretation of events provided by the supporters of the ‘Americanisation thesis’, after taking initially a strong pro-American position, Berlusconi was obliged by the opposition, an public opinion, to backtrack. Since he did not join the French-German camp, he ended up isolated thus distancing Italy from its traditional European allies. At the same time, he failed to improve its standing in Washington because, unlike his colleagues in Great Britain, Spain, and Poland, Berlusconi did not dare provide even a symbolic military contribution, which would have had great political significance for Bush. An alternative assessment of the Italian government’s handling of the Iraqi question which that emphasizes continuity over change is however not only possible but also persuasive. The Berlusconi government had a clear position, which it maintained consistently, even if Berlusconi’s verbal extemporizations and some hasty statements by Defence Minister Martino often gave the opposite impression. The government also had a clear objective, which it failed to attain partly because of intrinsic difficulties and partly because of Berlusconi’s own shortcomings as a broker. 
There is hardly any doubt that Berlusconi’s instinctive inclination, as well as that of some government ministers such as Martino, was to side with the US not because of deference or servility, as charged by critics, but because of a substantially similar reading of the Iraqi question and choice of strategy. In his speech to the Chamber of Deputies on September 25, 2002, for instance, Berlusconi described the perceived Iraqi threat in terms closer to those used in Washington than in other European capitals. He affirmed that the Italian government would play its part for a solution to come out of the United Nations Security Council but also offered what was probably the most sympathetic endorsement of the American position that was heard in Europe. He said: 
If the US is considering acting alone or with an ad hoc coalition of the willing, it is because the process of multilateral decision-making has shown shortcomings that are intolerable for a country bearing the major responsibility for the maintenance of international security. 

The government’s position on Iraq, which was presented most thoroughly and cogently in a speech given by Foreign Minister Franco Frattini to the French National Assembly on 26 February 2003, was that after September 11, the international community could no longer ignore Iraq’s repeated failures to provide proof of its disarmament and thus comply fully with UN Security Council resolutions. Of course, the preferred solution was to convince Saddam to comply without having to resort to military force. Hence, the government thought it imperative that the US and its European allies form a united front to put pressure on Iraq because the chances of a peaceful outcome were linked to Saddam’s realization that he could not escape punishment if he failed to comply. A strongly worded UN resolution that threatened automatic use of ‘all necessary means’ was therefore preferable to an ambiguous one. Even more important, public disagreement among allies was absolutely to be avoided because it could only lead to compellence failure. According to the Italian government, the position against a military intervention taken by Germany and France had a negative impact on the admittedly slim probabilities that Saddam would comply. Thus, ironically, France and Germany decreased the chances that a threat would suffice, and increased those that military force would have to be used. If the use of force were to prove necessary, then the Italian government felt it was in everyone’s interest that it be done with the authorization of the UN, or at least NATO, or another multilateral organization. This position was not - and this was perhaps the government, and Berlusconi’s in particular, major weakness - promoted with the intellectual rigour, forceful clarity, and charismatic intensity characteristic of British Prime Minister Tony Blair’s style, for instance. Berlusconi articulated it in a fragmentary manner also because he could never pass up a chance to hit back at his detractors on the Left. Unavoidably, this political wrangling was given much attention by the Italian media and stuck in the public eye much more than the substance as well as consistency of the government’s position. After Germany and France defected from this strategy – without proper consultation with other European partners, one should underline - the Italian government set for itself the task of mediating between the two opposing camps. The objective of the Italian government became to reconstruct the unity of Europe and of the Atlantic Alliance in order to give a chance to the possibility that the Iraqi question be solved within the UN Security Council. Such an objective was perfectly consistent with Italy’s traditional policy of reinforcing and functionally linking the different multilateral organizations to which it belongs. 
The government failed to achieve its objective for at least three reasons. First, the squabble over Iraq was but the manifestation of an underlying and unresolved difference among EU member states over Europe’s international role and its relations with the US, especially in the security and defence field. In this respect, the Berlusconi government adopted the traditional Italian position of favouring a strong Europe within a solid Atlantic Alliance and of opposing those who are tempted to privilege one over the other. Second, the transatlantic rift was transformed rather quickly from a debate over assessment of threat and choice of appropriate strategy into a clash about principles, which was far less amenable to a compromise solution. Third, Berlusconi’s inability to articulate and promote the Italian position in a clear, forceful, and convincing manner undermined his role as self-appointed mediator, a role which hardly befitted him since he enjoyed little or no credibility or trust in either Paris or Berlin. It is conceivable -although this is only idle speculation - that D’Alema or Prodi, had they been at the head of the Italian government, might have been able to promote better the Italian position in Paris and Berlin. Although Berlusconi’s role as mediator was very ineffective this does not mean that he was responsible for the European and transatlantic rifts. It seems clear, for instance, that European unity, transatlantic solidarity, and multilateral procedures were less important to the US, Germany, and France, than they were to Italy. If Europe ended up divided, the fault – if one can indeed speak of faults in politics - rests less with Berlusconi’s inability to mediate an existing rift than with Chancellor Schröder’s temptation to tie his hands for domestic political reasons, and with President Chirac’s miscalculation that threatening a veto in the UN Security Council might persuade the Americans to give the inspectors more time.
Having failed to play midwife to a compromise capable of rebuilding European unity, the Italian government remained isolated: it did not join the chorus condemning US intervention and, at the same time, it was unable to provide even a symbolic military contribution, which would have had great political significance for Bush. This does not mean, however, that the Berlusconi government would have served Italian interests better had it aligned itself with Chirac and Schröder, as its critics seem to imply. Such an alignment could have easily been interpreted as acquiescing to a Franco-German directoire in the EU and to Chirac’s ambitions of having the EU speak with a French accent on the world scene. All Italian governments, including those formed by the Ulivo coalition, have always opposed the formation of a European directoire. Alignment with France and Germany, moreover, would probably have further isolated Great Britain from his continental partners, widened the rift across the Atlantic, and made progress towards a European Security and Defence Policy more difficult.
It seems therefore a political exaggeration to claim that the Berlusconi government is responsible for a shift away from the EU and towards the US in Italian foreign policy. Italian governments have always considered the European integration project and the Atlantic Alliance the two lodestars of the country’s foreign policy. At the same time, whenever these two lodestars have tended to diverge, usually because of some French initiative, Rome has always shown, as Leopoldo Nuti has cogently noted, ‘a clear reluctance to follow the French lead and an inclination to take a slightly more Atlanticist posture’. An incident of this type occurred long before the advent of the second Berlusconi government, in 1996 concerning the command of Allied Forces Southern Europe (AFSOUTH) based in Naples. On that occasion, the Italian government refused to support a French proposal that would have given the AFSOUTH command to a French officer. The underlying logic of this consistent posture is that Italy is not prepared to go along with plans that loosen US ties with Europe without offering any concrete gain for the security and defence of Europe. The position of the Berlusconi government on the Iraqi question, therefore, is not something new, but simply the latest manifestation of a well-established policy choice based on what Nuti has called ‘an almost structural inclination’ of Italy to look towards Washington with the same intensity with which it looks over the Alps and across the Mediterranean. Two factors, however, have made Berlusconi’s traditional choice of looking towards Washington more politically controversial than similar choices by his predecessors. First, looking towards Washington this time meant obliging the Bush administration, which, most Europeans - both governmental leaders and the public in general - find loathsome. Second, unlike any of his predecessors, Berlusconi has not been very subtle in his choice. Instead of keeping a very low profile publicly, he has taken a very loud and visible pro-American stance. This has made him an easy target for the opposition, which has ridden the popular wave of anti-Americanism, or perhaps just anti-Bushism. Berlusconi’s predecessors, including D’Alema and Prodi, would most likely have made the same choice, but none of them would have been so naïve as to boast, as Berlusconi did after Spanish Prime Minister Zapatero announced the withdrawal of Spanish troops from Iraq: ‘Now, we [Italians] are the best friends of the US’. Hence, it could be said that while Berlusconi’s choice was in line with traditional Italian foreign policy, the style he used to present that choice was not. 
Italy’s traditional pro-European policy has not changed either. At most, the current government can be said to lack the kind of fideistic attitude that characterised some of its predecessors. In the past, Italian government officials often and effectively used the need to embrace Community agreements in order to build support for domestic policies that would otherwise have been more difficult to implement. That this might be changing, and the fact that the current government is looking at European integration projects on their own merit, should be considered a positive development: an Italian government has finally got sufficient confidence in itself to take an uncharacteristically assertive position in EU negotiations, just as other countries, from France to the UK, from Spain to Denmark, and more recently Germany and newly arrived Poland, have done repeatedly without anyone finding it surprising or scandalous. In this respect, one could say that Italy is becoming - to use a slogan dear to the centre-left - un paese normale. 
In a normal country, where two parties or coalitions face each other, the job of the opposition is to criticize, often noisily and even in an exaggerated way, the actions of the government. This is exactly what the centre-left press has been doing. What is interesting, however, is the relatively responsible way in which the opposition has done it in Parliament. At the end of the war in Iraq, for instance, the Berlusconi government decided to make a contribution to what it called the ‘humanitarian stabilisation’ of the country, which included, as requested by Bush and Blair, a contingent of carabinieri with policing tasks. The opposition publicly argued that Italy should not send a single carabiniere to Iraq without a UN authorization. When Parliament was called to approve the mission, however, only the usual suspects (the Greens, Rifondazione Comunista and the Partito dei Comunisti d’Italia) voted against, while the Democratici di Sinistra, the Margherita, the SDI, and the UDEUR abstained. At the same time, these parties and their leaders, have done everything they possibly could to distance themselves from the harshest anti-American choruses that have been heard within the extreme left and some Catholic circles. Most of the opposition, in other words, has not missed any opportunity to distinguish its position from that of the government, but it has done so in a cautious way since it knows very well that once it returns to government it will find itself in similar predicaments. Indeed, it does not seem to be an exaggeration to affirm that the Ulivo would most likely have adopted the same course of action – in substance, albeit not in style - as that of Berlusconi government, had it been in power rather than at the opposition. The second Berlusconi government can be faulted on many fronts, foreign policy, however, is not one of them. 
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