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Walking through the urban center of Rome during its booming nightlife, I feel constantly perplexed by the younger Italian crowd.  Italy, the center of Roman Catholicism, appears such a pious and conservative nation, yet a deeper look presents contradictions not necessarily visible to the passing crowd.  In a nation so greatly affected by the Catholic Church, the number of adolescent girls out past midnight scantily clad still surprises me.  The more I observe the young people of Rome, the more I wonder the extent to which young people adhere to the conservative teachings of the Catholic Church.  Furthermore, to what extent does the Catholic Church affect the policies regarding adolescent sexuality and, more generally, women’s sexual choices in Italy?  Through the discussion of such questions, I have found even more questions than answers.  To begin, it is important to look at the facts present in Italian society.  Later, further questions will be addressed.

Part I: Adolescent sexuality and the influence of the Catholic Church

Adolescence is the period in a person’s life between puberty and adulthood.  In advanced societies, especially Italy, the milestones that define adulthood, such as full-time employment, economic independence, domestic partnership/marriage, and childbearing, are reached at later and later ages while puberty begins at even earlier ages than previous decades (White).  Thus, compared with previous generations, the period of adolescence for current generations is increasing in length.  The decision to engage in sexual relationships during adolescence is influenced by a variety of factors; gender, peer groups, religious commitment, traditional values, life experience, and the family all influence when an individual will become sexually active (White).  

The Italian state, as well as the Catholic Church, had been consistently opposed to sexual education in schools until 1999.  Up until this time, sex education in schools was only taught on the initiative of individual teachers, who were often met with opposition, as many Catholics felt that sexual education “…could lead to the premature arousal of sexuality in young people” (Wanrooji).  Although this view has diminished over time, many Catholics still believe that sex education is the responsibility of parents and they “…deny the value of an education that focuses on the physical aspects of sexuality if it does not place these aspects in a more general context, and if it ignores moral issues” (Wanrooji).  Recently the Ministry of Education has decided to include sex education in the Italian curriculum for adolescents (Wanrooji).

In Italy, adolescents begin their first sexual experience later in life than the United States and many other European countries.  In a 1998 survey by the IARD Institute of 1250 Italians aged 18 to 30, the average age for the first complete sexual relation was 17 to 18 for males and 18 to 19 for females (Wanrooji), compared with the average rate of 14 for males and 15 for girls in a 2000 World Health Organization (WHO) study of several advanced countries* (“WHO”).  In Central and Northern Italy, it is more common for females ages 18 to 21 to have had sexual intercourse than males of the same age, 71 percent of females and 66.3 percent of males (Wanrooji).  This figure is opposite in the south where 51.8 percent of the females, compared with 64.8 percent of male, had complete sexual relations (Wanrooji).  When those who had not engaged in intercourse were asked why, the majority of females responded with moral values whereas the males said it was due to the lack of opportunity or the refusal of a partner (Wanrooji).  Although stable relationships become more common with age, 38.5 percent of males and 21.2 percent of females age 26 to 30 have no stable partner, yet a large majority of people of this age range has complete sexual relations (84.7 percent of females and 88.2 percent of males) (Wanrooji).  Such statistics suggest that people are having complete sexual relations with unstable partners, and because of the delayed age of marriage in Italy, those with stable sexual relations are not necessarily married.  Despite the Catholic Church’s opposition to premarital sex, a significant percentage of Italians have engaged in premarital sexual relations, as the average age for first intercourse is 17 to 18 for males and 18 to 19 for females, yet the average age for marriage is 29.3 for males and 26.5 for females (Wanrooji).

The first complete sexual experience for adolescents is often the most risky in terms of sexually transmitted diseases and risk of pregnancy, as many people in the heat of the moment do not use contraception.  Compared with other advanced societies, Italian use of contraception is considerably low, as the WHO study discussed earlier found that among sexually active adolescent women, use of contraceptive varied from 98% in France to 67% in Latvia (“WHO”).  Furthermore, “Among those sexually active at the age of 15, condoms were used by 63-87% of boys and by 55-86% of girls” (“WHO”).  In the IARD survey, 40 percent of those surveyed responded that they used a condom during their first intercourse, and 24 percent responded using coitus interruptus (withdrawal), a rather ineffective method of contraception (Wanrooji).  According to a 1997 survey, the overall most common method of birth control in Italy is withdrawal, which is used by 29.2 percent of women in a stable relationship. The use of this method is highest among women ages 20 to 24 (38.0 percent) (Wanrooji).  Although contraception is legal, widely available, and relatively easy to obtain it Italy, it is not necessarily commonly practiced, especially among young adults.  

Although Italian adolescents begin their sexual experiences later in life than other European countries, mistakes in their choice of contraception often result in unwanted pregnancy.  As compared with America’s extraordinary rate of pregnant teenagers, ranked number one in the world with 494,357 births to women under 20 in 1998, Italy ranks number nine with 11,153 births (Map).  Italy’s relatively low teen pregnancy rate is due more to the later onset of complete sexual relations than better use of contraception (Wanrooji).  Moreover, Italy has a very liberal abortion policy, which may also contribute to the low teen birth rate.  In a 1996 study in Italy of women aged 15 to 19, there is a birthrate of 6.9 per 1,000 women per year, an abortion rate of 5.1 per 1,000, and a pregnancy rate of 12.0 per 1,000 (Singh and Darroch, 16).  The abortion ratio for women age 15 to 19 is 42.9 per 100 pregnancies (Singh and Darroch, 16).  This high abortion rate of 42.9 is significant (8 percent higher than the rate for the United States), especially in contrast with the very low rate of teen pregnancy (Singh and Darroch, 16).  Nearly half of the pregnancies to teenagers result in abortion.  Surprisingly, the capital of Catholicism, with the Church’s total opposition to abortion, has a higher abortion rate among teens than does the United States and most of Europe (Singh and Darroch, 16).

Despite the fact that, as of 1978, Italy has legalized free abortions, it is estimated that in 1987, 100,000 to 190,000 abortions were illegally performed outside the state health care system, 70 percent of which were performed in the South, where state-funded family planning centers are limited (“Few”, 27).  Although abortions are also legal for adolescent women, the legislative barriers for minors to terminate a pregnancy are difficult and stressful.  To receive authorization for an abortion, it is necessary for minors to get parental or guardian consent (“Despite”, 242).  If there is a serious reason for which the woman cannot consult her parents, a judge, “…after discussion with the woman and her doctor, may make an irreversible decision that the abortion should be carried out” (“Despite”, 242).  It is believed that the rate of illegal abortions among teenagers is much higher than the legal rate (“Few”, 27).  It is no wonder that adolescents wishing to abort their pregnancies would want to turn to other sources (i.e. illegal abortions), as consulting parents or a judge is an incredibly onerous task.

*The 2000 WHO Study was comprised of the following countries: Austria, Belgium, Canada, the Czech Republic, Denmark, England, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Greenland, Hungary, Ireland, Israel, Latvia, Lithuania, Northern Ireland, Norway, Poland, Portugal, the Russian Federation, Scotland, Slovakia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the United States of America and Wales.


 

Part II:  The Italian Contradictions

The more one looks into the facts and issues regarding adolescent sexuality in Italy, the more uncertainties arise, moving farther from the specifics of adolescents into the realm of policies, religion, and traditional values.  In a country where Catholicism presides, why is there this incredible discrepancy between pious and secular, conservative and liberal, sexual practices and policies?  In a country where sex education had been banned from schools until 1999 and contraception is condemned, why is first trimester abortion completely legal and free of charge?  How much does the Catholic Church really affect state policies and to what extent can the Church govern over the public and private spheres of Italian society?  The question of sexuality and sexual practices and policies in Italy begins with the fundamental discussion of the traditional morals and values at the root of Italian society.  


When looking into the laws and regulations regarding sexuality in Italy, it seems as though the Catholic Church has made a huge impact.  For example, in 1965 the Constitutional Court had declared that detailed information about contraceptives was illegal because it “offended public morality,” as the Catholic Church deemed the use of birth control immoral (Wanrooji).  As the Catholic Church continues its strong stance against contraception and abortion, why did the Italian government choose to further separate itself from the morality of the Church and legalize not only contraception, but free abortions as well?


I have found few explanations describing the reasons for which abortions are legal, free, and almost as common as contraception.  Those theories I have found include the notions of attitudes regarding sin and the Catholic Church and the effects of modernization on Italy.  I will describe these points and will supplement them with my own personal speculations and observations. 


As Italy is considered a conservative and religious nation, the first proposed theory regarding the contradiction in sexual practices revolves around individuals’ thoughts about sin.  A 1984 study illustrated that “…more than 70 percent of men and women disapprove of birth control, except when it is practiced for reasons of ill health of lack of money.  However, the investigators note the level of abortion use suggests that this one-time procedure may provoke less guilt among practicing Catholics than does the regular use of a contraceptive method” (“Few”, 27-28).  As the traditional view persists among Catholics (especially in southern Italy) that sexual activity is for the “sole aim of procreation,” it is seen that if you are going to have sex, it is better to sin once with abortion that to sin every day using contraception (“Few,” 27).  

A second proposed explanation is that of women’s choices and the male hierarchy of the Catholic Church.  It has been seen that the Catholic Church:

…Stands against the important liberal principle that women have a 

right to control their own bodies…[T]he Church's hierarchical character 

and its refusal to admit women into the priesthood indicate a reluctance 

to recognize such fundamentally liberal ideals as equality, democracy, 

and freedom (Wolfe, 16).  

How can a church that does not allow women leaders have a say-so in the policies restricting women’s reproductive choices “…in a culture where personal experience seems so crucial to the assessment of moral problems” (McGreevy)?  In his article entitled “The Fog of Scandal,” John McGreevy writes, “To regain credibility on any topic related to sexuality and gender, Catholic leaders must acknowledge this fact and integrate women into decision making processes within the church at the highest levels. Families, not bishops, carry and transmit Catholicism, in our culture as any culture.”  Through these arguments, the condemnation of abortion and contraception of the Catholic Church have, to some extent, been ignored by liberal women.  Their argument for the legalization of free abortions focuses on the government’s obligation to consult women when making laws regarding their sexual choices.  Because of the Catholic Church’s refusal to admit women leaders, liberal Italian women feel justified in ignoring the Catholic policies against contraception and abortion.

The third possible explanation proposed is that of the secularization and modernization of Italy.  In relation to the Catholic Church, as mentioned previously:

The modernization of Catholicism…suggests that whatever individual 

Catholics think about the hierarchical character of the Church, they are 

going to organize their own institutions-- families, schools, and 

workplaces-in a fashion more committed to the egalitarian values of 

modern society (Wolfe, 16).  

Through the influence of the highly secular European countries surrounding northern Italy, the values of the consumer and market economy seem to have partially replaced religious values, “…especially among many young people who refuse to accept the moral guidance of the Catholic Church” (Wanrooji).  This suggests that Italy’s highly liberal policy on abortion is due to the modern more secular generations.  As one source of evidence that Italy is moving towards a secular nation, in 1996 only 79.6 percent of the marriages were religious, compared to 20.4 percent of civil marriages (Wanrooji), whereas in England and Wales in 2000, only 17 percent of marriages were civil (“Marriages”).  Furthermore, according to a recent survey, the religiosity rate of Italians, based on the importance of religion in personal life and the participation in religious activities, is close to zero or low for 28.5 percent and high for only 12.3 percent (Wanrooji). 

Such secularization and modernization is also clearly illustrated by the regional differences in abortion rates and religiosity across Italy.  Abortion rates in Italy are typically higher in the more secular and modernized regions, northern and central Italy, and lower where more traditional values prevail (Bettarini and D’Andrea).  Since the legalization of abortion in 1978, the abortion rates have declined the most in the north where family health and planning services are extensive and well established (Bettarini and D’Andrea).  Compared to the national rate of abortions of 9.8 (per 1,000) in 1996, the rates were relatively low in the northeastern region of Italy (Trentino and Veneto had rates of 6.8 and 5.3) (Bettarini and D’Andrea).  The northwestern region of Italy was similar to the national rate (Liguria had a rate of 9.8), and the rates were very disparate across the central and southern regions of Italy (a rate of 8.2 in Marches compared with neighboring Umbria’s rate of 14) (Bettarini and D’Andrea).  The regional differences in abortion rates are also consistent with the unequal distribution of the state-funded family planning centers, which are concentrated in the northern and central regions of Italy, and are relatively scarce in the south, “…where local political support for family planning efforts has traditionally been weak and many doctors refuse to provide abortion services on religious or ethical grounds” (“Few”, 27).

Not only do the rates of abortion correlate with the number of family planning centers, they also have a connection with the religiosity rates of the regions across Italy.  Typically, the less religious a region, the less traditional and the more secular it is, and the more abortions and family planning clinics it has.  Paul Ginsborg, in his book Italy and Its Discontents, describes the rates of religiosity across Italy: “By 1990 the key indicator of regular attendance at Mass on Sundays had reached an all-time low: 19.1 per cent of the adult population in Milan, 15.2 per cent in both Rome and Naples, 7.9 per cent for Florence, just 4 per cent for Bologna” (133).  Similar to the rates of earlier female sexuality discussed in the first section (a good indicator of secularization), both the earlier sexual debuts for women and low religiosity rates occur in the North.  With the exception of Milan, the rates of religiosity decrease as one moves north.  Thus, traditional religious and Italian values are less prevalent the farther north one travels.  As the Church’s response to this increasing secularization, Cardinal Ruini said, in 1996:

‘The fact that Rome is the diocese of the Pope and has a long Christian 

history behind it does not render it immune from the world-wide 

phenomena which have transformed both customs and culture.  We are 

in the presence of philosophical trends and life styles which are deeply 

alien to a Christian mentality.’ (Ginsborg, 133).

Through the increasingly modern beliefs and values of Italy, especially in those areas near the secular nations of Europe, the Italian state has adopted a selection of secular and modern policies.  Perhaps the decreasing importance of the Catholic Church in individuals’ lives has led to the adoption of liberal policies like that of state-funded legal abortions.

Moving beyond the influence of secularization and the Catholic Church, many Italians are affected by the unique traditional values held by Italian culture, intriguing values that can influence policies like abortion, sex education, and contraception.  In reading the Italian Constitution, it is clear that the concept of “public morality” is of great importance.  Several sections describe how offending public morality is unlawful; for example, in Article 13 on personal liberty: “Acts of physical and moral violence against persons subjected to restrictions of personal liberty are to be punished” (Italy Constitution).  In article 19 on Freedom of Religion: “Everyone is entitled to freely profess religious beliefs in any form, individually or with others…provided they are not offensive to public morality” (Italy Constitution).  In article 21 on Freedom of Communication: “Publications, performances, and other exhibits offensive to public morality are prohibited” (Italy Constitution).  By looking into the roots of roots of Italian values and politics, it is clear that incredible importance is placed on the public sphere of Italian society.  

So what is public morality?  In America, it is argued that the division between public and private morality is one of the essential differences between liberals and conservatives (Private).  “According to conservatives, what matters most is how people behave privately: do they take drugs, do they have sex with the wrong person, etc. According to liberals, what matters most is how people behave publicly: do they discriminate based upon race, do they pollute the environment, etc” (Private).  Although most people would consider Italy a very conservative society, by American standards, Italy is liberal in its views as public morality is of utmost importance. 

The division between the public and private spheres in Italy is huge.  During my stay at the Beehive hostel in Rome prior to my study abroad program, I had a discussion with the owner of the hostel, Steven Brenner, about Italian culture.  Through this conversation, I learned that, when Italians are in public, their top priority is looking good to the public eye; this means everything from appearing pious, dressing elegantly and conservatively, smelling fresh, and never swearing (Brenner).  Such is the Italian concept of the “bella figura”, the beautiful figure, in contrast with the highly avoided “brutta figura,” the ugly figure (Brenner).  In Italian culture, people are expected to present themselves well and:

…are traditionally expected to behave with a sense of decorum and 

formality at all times... What other people think is considered extremely

 important, and your actions must always at least appear to be the ‘right’

thing to do. Moreover, there is a belief that behaving appropriately, 

especially out of loyalty to family members, friends, and neighbors,

contributes to the beauty and sense of order in the world (Office). 

I have witnessed this many times; shop owners and employees often give me unneeded discounts; women and men dress to the nines, people spend money to look good and presentable when they need the money for food; in general, people seem to wear their wealth on their backs.  As with religiosity, the further south one goes in Italy, the more obvious and pronounced is the belief in the bella figura (Office).  


To apply the concept of public morality and the bella figura to sexuality in Italy, a summary of the policies and practices in Italy is helpful:  Sex education was banned in schools until 1999 and condom dispensers in high schools remain unacceptable because they “offend public morality” (Wanrooji).  Contraception, although condemned by the Catholic Church, is legal, widely available, relatively easy to obtain, but only moderately used (Italy).  Abortion, legalized in 1978, is legal and free of charge (Italy).  Why, in such a religiously charged country, is abortion legal and free of charge, while something seemingly less immoral as sex education was banned from schools?  Furthermore, how can Italy justify the contradiction between its low rate of contraception use with the high rate of abortions?


Through my discussion with Steven Brenner combined with my personal observations, the concept of public morality and the bella figura seems to have a connection with the sexual policies and practices present in Italian society today.  Because of the importance of the bella figura, it is imperative to look pious and moral in public, whereas what one does in his or her own home is one’s own business.  In a sense, the bureaucracy of the Catholic Church and the Italian society cannot penetrate one’s personal private space.  In is not uncommon for unwed adults, even adolescents, to engage is sexual activity, regardless of the Catholic Church’s teachings.  Having sex and using contraception are, thus, legal and practiced, as they are very private acts that do not infringe upon public morality.  However, because individuals must enter the public sphere to purchase contraceptives, some people, especially adolescents who are obviously unwed, may feel too embarrassed to buy condoms.  Although this is also the case in less strict cultures like the United States, obtaining contraceptives in Italy can be much more obvious and embarrassing for younger adults in Italy, especially with the added stigma of the brutta figura.  Additionally, for both adolescents and adults, it may be considered brutta figura to expose one’s use of contraception to his or her partner, which is hard to avoid in many cases, such as condoms.  These are possible influences for why contraceptive use in Italy is lower than expected.


Other aspects of sexuality that find their way into the public sphere of Italian life are also consistently shot down as offensive.  Sex education and condom dispensers in high schools, for instance, were banned in schools because they offend public morality.  Allowing adolescents the ability to inform themselves about sexuality without high moral guidance is against the bella figura.  Why then is abortion legal, common, and completely funded by the state?  Wouldn’t it be considered much more immoral to fund the killing of an unborn child, as the Catholic Church protests, than use contraception or have sex education in schools?  Why is abortion almost more common than contraceptive use, even among adolescents?  In addition to the religious motivation discussed earlier, the concept of public morality and the bella figura also shine a light upon this contradiction in sexual practices.  

In Italy, where a great value is placed on the public sphere, being pregnant, especially in the third trimester, is a hard thing to hide from the public view.  Although being pregnant is not a sin, being pregnant and unwed is a reason to hide.  Being pregnant, or having a child, as an unwed teenager is a very difficult thing to conceal from public scrutiny.  In this sense, being noticeably pregnant and unwed in Italy offends public morality, and the wrath of the brutta figura upon such an individual will be obvious.  For example, a friend and I pet stray dogs while in Naples, a seemingly harmless action.  As we lifted our heads, we were amazed by the horrific reactions of passersby.  It was as if my “brutta figura” of petting a mangy mutt was the most hideous thing they’d witnessed.  I can only imagine what horrible looks and reactions a pregnant adolescent in Italy would receive.  If sex education is offensive to public morality because it is unacceptable for teens to learn about sexual activity, it is obviously offensive for an unwed woman to walk down the street, pregnant for the world to see, as a sign of sin not only for bearing a child out of wedlock, but for exposing eyes of all ages to the fact that she had sex out of marriage.  What Italian woman wouldn’t want to avoid this incredible stigma?  

It is through this idea, in addition to the explanations discussed earlier, that I propose why abortion is completely legal and free of charge.  In Italy, with its strictly defined bella and brutta figura, having an abortion is much easier to hide than being pregnant and unwed.  In regard to adolescents, the brutta figura associated with purchasing contraceptives, combined with the issues of parental consent for abortions, influence the high rate of illegal abortions among teenagers.  For the state, it is worthy to fund abortion because it shields the public eye from the shamefulness and immorality of unwed women who are pregnant or have borne children, as being pregnant or having a child while unmarried can be considered offensive to public morality.  The Catholic Church, although it shuns the idea of abortion, may even have a hidden interest in abortion as it gives the appearance that women are conforming to the Catholic teachings, by reducing the public’s view of such “sinful” women.   Looking back to the Italian Constitution, anything that offends public morality is unacceptable.

Italy, a nation of public morality and traditional values influenced by the Church, still has some of the most conservative policies in Europe.  Contraceptives aren’t as widely used or as easy to obtain, sex education has only recently been approved, and adolescents, on average, refrain from sexual activity until later than teenagers in other European countries.  Yet, despite the impact of the Catholic Church and the traditional values present in Italy, sexuality among adolescents and unmarried adults still exist.  To counter this fact, Italy has compromised its traditional policies, norms, and attitudes by allowing such liberal policies as governmentally funded abortions to any woman (over the age of 18) who wishes to terminate her pregnancy.  Whether such a contradiction in policies and behaviors is due to religious beliefs of sin, modernization and secularization, or the traditional Italian value of public morality, Italy has stepped up to the plate to allow women this final reproductive choice even though it has been criticized for perpetuating its incredibly low birthrate.  Despite the opposition of the Catholic Church, Italy, for perhaps the reasons discussed earlier, continues to further its sexual contradiction and allows women free abortions, guaranteeing them “’…the right to conscious and responsible procreation,’ recognizes ‘the value of motherhood,’ and promises that the state will ‘protect human life from its beginnings’” (“Despite”, 241).  Although the theories discussed may not completely explain the phenomena behind Italian’s sexual decisions and policies, attitudes about sin, religiosity, secularization, and public morality all shed light onto our perception of Italian society.  As confusing as such policies may appear from the surface, a deeper look into the traditional values and beliefs held in Italian society brings us closer to understanding the inconsistencies within Italy’s policies regarding sexuality and reproduction.  
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