
Italy
(Italian Republic)2005World Edition

Boundary representations are not necessarily authoritative.

Po

T
iber

•
Cagliari

•
Sicily •Catania

•

•
Bari

■

••
Genoa
(Genova)

•
•

Venice
  (Venezia)

(Milano)

■

Sardinia

Palermo

Turin
(Torino)

•

Bolzano

Bologna

Florence
(Firenze)

ROME
(Roma)

A
P
E
N

N
IN

E
S

ALPS

•

Reggio de Calabria

Milan
•

•
Naples
(Napoli)

★

SAN MARINO

VATICAN CITY
Hungary

Algeria

Romania

Italy

Tyrrhenian
Sea

Ionian
Sea

Slovakia
Austria

Slovenia

Germany

Albania

Bosnia-
    Herze.

Adriatic Sea 

Greece

Switzerland

France

Mediterranean Sea
Tunisia

Czech
  Republic

Croatia

Corsica
(FRANCE)

Serbia 
and

Montenegro

E
U

R
O

P
E

BACKGROUND

Land and Climate. Italy, including the islands of Sardinia and
Sicily, covers 116,305 square miles (301,230 square kilome-
ters) and is slightly larger than Arizona. It boasts a variety of
natural landscapes: from the alpine mountains in the north to
the coastal lowlands in the south. Shaped like a boot, the coun-
try is generally mountainous. The Italian Alps run along the
northern border, and the Apennines form a spine down the pen-
insula. Sicily and Sardinia are also rocky or mountainous. The
“heel” and some coastal areas are flat. The Po River Basin to
the north holds some of Italy’s richest farmland and most of its
heavy industry. Southern agricultural areas are subject to
droughts. The climate is temperate but varies by region. Win-
ters are cold and rainy in the north, cool around Rome, and
mild in the south. Typical of the Mediterranean climate, sum-
mers in the south can be very hot (up to 104°F, or 40°C). The
rest of the country experiences moderate summers. 

Italy surrounds two independent nations: San Marino and
Vatican City (Holy See). San Marino has been independent
since the fourth century. Vatican City was governed by France
for most of the 19th century until It was occupied by Italy in
1870. In 1922, it was recognized as the sovereign State of Vat-
ican City.

History. Much of the West’s civilization and culture stems
from the Italian Peninsula. The area’s history dates back sev-
eral thousand years; one of the first civilizations to flourish
was that of the Etruscans between the eighth and second cen-
turies B.C. They influenced mostly central Italy and later the
Roman Empire. Before the Romans became prominent, Greek
civilization dominated the south. Rome later adopted much of
the Greek culture and became a major power after 300 B.C. as
it expanded throughout the Mediterranean region. By the fifth

century A.D., the western Roman Empire had fallen to a num-
ber of invasions. The peninsula was then divided into several
separate political regions. In addition to local rulers, French,
Spanish, and Austrian leaders governed various parts of Italy.
The Italian Peninsula was the center of many artistic, cultural,
and architectural revolutions, including the great Renaissance
of the 15th and 16th centuries. 

The Italian unification movement, which was known as
Risorgimento, began in the 1800s. The first Italian Parliament
in Turin declared national unification in 1861 and named Vic-
tor Emmanuel II king. The inclusion of Rome in 1870 com-
pleted unification. 

Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini ruled the country from
1922 to 1943 and initially aided Adolf Hitler in World War II.
In 1943, the Italian government overthrew the fascists, and the
country lent its support to the Allies. Italy established itself as
a republic in the 1946 elections, officially abolishing the mon-
archy by national referendum. Political violence and terrorism
marked the 1970s. Conflicts within the coalition governments
led to frequent government collapses during the 1980s. Elec-
tions in April 1992 hurt the ruling coalition but failed to bring
a strong government to power. The proportional system of vot-
ing, originally designed to prevent totalitarianism, was blamed
for consistently bringing weak coalitions to power. On its 16th
vote in May 1992, Parliament finally chose Oscar Luigi Scal-
faro, a Christian Democrat, as president. The country was soon
rocked by dozens of political scandals. Numerous top officials
resigned, including the prime minister, and charges of past cor-
ruption became even more widespread. By 1994, six thousand
individuals were under investigation for corruption. In 1999,
Italy joined the European Monetary Union after pursuing
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aggressive economic reforms. The euro was gradually phased
in between 1999 and 2002.

Political instability in Italy has continued with more than 57
successive governments since World War II. Attempts to sta-
bilize the country’s tricky coalition politics have been unsuc-
cessful thus far. Italy continues to face ongoing problems such
as illegal immigration, organized crime, corruption, high
unemployment, and the economic disparity between southern
Italy and the more prosperous north.

Population. Italy’s population is about 58 million and is grow-
ing by .11 percent annually. There is increasing concern about
the country’s birthrate, one of the lowest in Europe, because
Italy’s population is expected to decline significantly in the
coming decades. Around 67 percent of Italians live in urban
areas. Rome is the capital and largest city, with more than 2.5
million people. Most of the country’s inhabitants are ethnic
Italians, but there are small groups of ethnic Germans, French,
and Slovenes, as well as Albanian-Italians and Greek-Italians.
Although traditionally a country of emigrants, Italy has expe-
rienced a large influx of immigrants in the last two decades.

Language. Italian is the official language, although dialects
differ from city to city. The Florentine and Roman dialects had
a major influence on modern Italian. Most youths also speak
English, the most common second language; older generations
prefer to speak French. Significant French-, German-, and
Slovene-speaking minorities exist. An ethnic minority in Tyrol
speaks Ladin, a Romance language native to northern Italy.

Religion. Nearly all Italians are Roman Catholic, although
many do not participate on a regular basis. Attendance at ser-
vices is not high, and secularism is more appealing to many
segments of society. At the same time, many Catholics are
finding alternate ways to worship (through pilgrimages, infor-
mal gatherings, praying at shrines, and so forth). However, the
Catholic Church does wield significant social and political
influence in Italy. Vatican City, home of the Roman Catholic
pope and headquarters for the Roman Catholic Church, is
located within Rome. The Italian constitution guarantees free-
dom of religion.

General Attitudes. Because of improved economic and social
conditions in southern regions and the influence of the media,
differences between northern and southern Italians are dimin-
ishing. However, Italians still refer to one another by their city
of origin (Milanese, Roman, Florentine, etc.) and some
regional attitudes remain. Adopting practices of their German
and Austrian neighbors, people in the industrialized north tra-
ditionally value punctuality, reliability, organization, and eco-
nomic success. They often are less relaxed and view time as a
resource not to be wasted. They take pride in having a low tol-
erance for criminality and public corruption. Southerners are
appreciated for their warm character and friendliness. They
enjoy a leisurely life and take their time doing business. Fam-
ily values prevail in the south and are often more appreciated
than economic success.

Regional economic differences have led to tensions within
the country. Many in the more prosperous north feel they are
too heavily taxed to subsidize special projects in the south.
Those in the south often resent the higher incomes and better
employment rates of the north. Political movements calling for
more regional autonomy in a federal system have gained some
momentum, particularly in the north. However, most Italians
still oppose a political separation.

Italians consider social interaction very important; they try
not to miss social events such as parties and celebrations. Peo-
ple desire a good reputation in their social circle and seek
approval from their peers. Often the ability to influence others
is associated with how well one can accommodate different
interests or points of view. Humor, agreeability, reliability, and
success in business and social life are regarded more favorably
than individual assertiveness. Italians value their health, fam-
ily, serenity, and financial security.

Personal Appearance. Italians take pride in their appearance
and tend to dress up for occasions as common as an evening
stroll or a casual visit. Italians seldom wear worn, dirty, or
sloppy clothing. Although attitudes vary among the younger
generation, many people base their opinions of others on how
they dress. In many cities, clothing and shoe shops are more
plentiful than bakeries. Italy is a major center of the European
fashion industry. Youths throughout the country follow the lat-
est fashion trends. Older women generally wear dresses.

Greetings. Men and women greet each other by shaking hands.
When in groups, Italians avoid crossing other people’s hand-
shakes. If a person’s hand is dirty, he or she may offer a fore-
arm, a finger, or a simple apology instead. When a man and a
woman are introduced to each other, the man bows his head
slightly and waits for the woman to extend her hand first. Close
friends often greet each other by hugging or by kissing on both
cheeks—or rather, by brushing cheeks as they kiss the air.
Except in southern Italy, the kiss on both cheeks between men
is reserved for family members. Friends and family members
say Ciao (“Hi” or “Good-bye”) as an informal greeting. More
formal terms include Buongiorno (Good morning) and
Buonasera (“Good afternoon” or “Good evening”). Friends of
the same gender often walk arm in arm in public.

Gestures. Italians, especially those in the south, are known for
their use of hand gestures during conversation. In fact, they
often communicate with their hands instead of words. A com-
mon gesture is rubbing the thumb rapidly against the fingers
to indicate “money.” Pulling down the lower eyelid with a fin-
ger is a way of acknowledging someone’s cleverness. In some
areas of the south, a person might indicate “no” by nodding the
head upward. Italian gestures are so numerous that foreigners
sometimes find gesture dictionaries useful. Men remove their
hats when entering buildings. Removing one’s shoes in the
presence of others is impolite. One covers the mouth when
yawning or sneezing.

Visiting. Italians value long friendships and enjoy visiting one
another, especially on holidays and Sundays. Busy schedules
in urban areas require that most visits be planned. In villages,
people are used to unannounced visits by friends and neigh-
bors. Hosts might offer their guests coffee, cake, ice cream, or
drinks. Dinner guests often bring a bottle of good wine, a box
of chocolates, or flowers (in odd numbers) as a gift for the
hosts. In the south, guests often wait for the hosts to sit before
they are seated and to begin eating before they eat. At the end
of the meal, southern guests may leave some food on the plate
if they have been served more generous portions. Guests wait
for the host to offer second or third helpings.

If visiting before supper, guests generally are expected to
stay for the meal. Not staying may be considered impolite,
especially in the south. In the evening before supper or on hol-
idays, Italians enjoy taking a walk in town.

Eating. Italians eat in the continental style, with the fork in the
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left hand and the knife in the right. Hands are kept above the
table; placing them in the lap is improper. When finished eat-
ing, a person places the utensils parallel on the plate. One does
not leave the table until everyone has finished.

Although Italian families traditionally eat lunch together,
this custom is becoming less common, especially in large cit-
ies. Most families at least try to get together for supper (often
around 7 or 8 p.m. in the north and 8:30 or 9:30 p.m. in the
south). When eating with guests, Italians usually do not hurry;
a meal may last one to four hours. Regular family meals are
much shorter. Dinner conversation often includes soccer, pol-
itics, family matters, business, and local events. Hosts appre-
ciate compliments on the home and meal. Guests do not vol-
unteer to help clean up. At restaurants, the bill often includes
a service charge, but leaving a small tip for the server is also
appropriate.

Family. Italians enjoy strong family ties, and when being
together or helping each other is possible, they honor their
family obligations. Parents are willing to offer financial assis-
tance to their adult children, when necessary. Many parents
will help their children buy a home or pay for an apartment—
even if it means significant financial sacrifice. Young Italians
seek to be economically independent of the family, although
high unemployment rates in the south complicate matters.
Grandparents frequently help with child care. Single adult
children tend to live with their parents, even into their thirties.
Most families in the north live as nuclear units, and the average
family has one or two children. Southern families are tradition-
ally larger, and many generations often live in the same house
or town. Extended families throughout the country get
together often and frequently live near each other, although
there is some indication that this custom is changing. City
dwellers generally reside in apartments; houses are common
in suburbs and rural areas. Many Italians are homeowners.

Dating and Marriage. As in other Western countries, Italians
date either in groups or as couples. Dancing and going to mov-
ies are frequent activities. Women usually marry by age 26,
while the average age for men is 29. A man will rarely marry
before he has finished his education and found employment.
Therefore, engagements can last several years. Some couples
live together before marrying. Marriage ceremonies most
often follow Catholic traditions. Divorce is granted only after
three or more years of legal separation. Nevertheless, the
divorce rate is growing and the marriage rate is slowing as
more couples live together instead of marrying (especially in
northern Italy). Even in the more traditional South, single par-
ents are becoming more accepted.

Diet. An Italian breakfast traditionally is light, consisting of a
cup of coffee or cappuccino (warm milk for children) and a
cornetto (cream-filled croissant) or bread with jam or honey.
However, with fewer people eating the main meal at midday,
heavier breakfasts are becoming common. The main meal,
whether lunch or dinner, traditionally includes three courses:
pasta, fish or meat, and vegetables. In the north, pasta or rice
is part of every main meal. Pasta is dominant in the south. A
simple salad (lettuce and tomatoes) is served with the second
course (meat dish). The standard salad dressing contains olive
oil and vinegar, but not spices. Wine commonly accompanies
meals and also is used widely in cooking. Pomodoro (tomato
sauce) and ragù (sauce with meat) are popular with various
types of pasta. Veal is a favorite meat. Italian pizza is not the

same as pizza in the United States and differs from region to
region. Contrary to popular belief in North America, spaghetti
and meatballs is not a typical Italian meal. While some pasta
sauces have small amounts of meat in them, Italians usually
eat the main meat dish after the pasta course. Italians enjoy lit-
erally hundreds of cheeses, including mozzarella and Parme-
san cheeses.

Recreation. Leisure time is very important to Italians; hob-
bies, vacations, and recreation are high priorities. For recre-
ation, Italians go to the beach, countryside, movies, dances, or
sporting events. Soccer is by far the most popular sport, and
teams wear the colors of their home city’s flag. Avid fans fol-
low the World Cup competition, which Italy’s national soccer
team has won three times. Bicycling, horse racing, skiing, ten-
nis, boxing, fencing, swimming, and track-and-field are also
popular. Bocce, a favorite game, is similar to lawn bowling.

During the day, Italians often go to bars to socialize. Bars,
which are more like coffee shops, have a light, open atmo-
sphere and serve both coffee and alcoholic drinks.

The Arts. Italy has been a birthplace and center of the arts for
centuries, shaping art movements throughout Europe and the
world. The Renaissance began in Italy. Some of the greatest
Western painters, architects, and sculptors are from Italy,
including Giotto, Donatello, Michelangelo, Raphael, da Vinci,
Titian, Bernini, Carravagio, and Modigliani. The Romans also
played a key role in the development of Western architecture,
using techniques such as the arch, dome, and vault to build
larger, more structurally sound buildings. Museums in Italian
cities such as Florence, Naples, Rome, and Venice house inter-
nationally renowned art collections.

In music, Italians invented opera, musical notation, and the
piano. Opera is highly regarded, and opera houses are found
in many towns. Music festivals are popular as well.

Italy has also made significant contributions to world liter-
ature. In film, Italian actors and directors have achieved inter-
national recognition. Traditional folk arts are also practiced.
The tarantella, a lively folk dance associated with Sicily, is per-
formed at many celebrations.

Holidays. Religious and national holidays include New Year’s
Day; Epiphany (6 Jan.); Easter (including Easter Monday);
Liberation Day (25 Apr.), which commemorates Italy’s liber-
ation in World War II; Labor Day (1 May); the Anniversary of
the Republic (2 June); the Assumption of the Virgin Mary (15
Aug.); All Saints’ Day (1 Nov.); Immaculate Conception (8
Dec.); Christmas; and St. Stephen’s Day (26 Dec.). Nearly
every city and town honors the local patron saint with an
annual celebration, and various other festivals are also held
throughout the year.

Commerce. The work schedule is from 8 or 9 a.m. to 1 p.m.
and from 3 to 6 or 7 p.m., Monday through Friday. Govern-
ment offices close by 2 p.m. Many Italians work six days a
week. Grocery stores close one afternoon of the week, and bar-
bershops close on Mondays. However, new superstores that
sell everything from car stereos to fresh produce are open from
9 a.m. to 9 p.m. every day of the week. Many small stores are
disappearing because of the competition. Businesses generally
are closed on Sunday.

Government. The Italian Republic is divided into 20 regions,
which are further divided into provinces. A constitutional ref-
erendum in October 2001 gave increased autonomy to these
20 regions on such issues as education, the environment, and
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DEVELOPMENT DATA
Human Dev. Index* rank . . . . . . . . . . . 21 of 175 countries

Adjusted for women. . . . . . . . . . . 21 of 144 countries
Real GDP per capita . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $24,670
Adult literacy rate . . . . . . . . 99 percent (male); 98 (female)
Infant mortality rate . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6 per 1,000 births
Life expectancy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  75 (male); 82 (female)
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taxation. Italy’s president (currently Carlo Azeglio Ciampi) is
chosen by an electoral college and acts as chief of state. The
prime minister (currently Silvio Berlusconi) is head of govern-
ment. The prime minister is usually the head of a majority
party or a majority coalition of parties but can also be chosen
from other parties. In all cases, a proposed prime minister must
be appointed by the president but approved by a parliamentary
vote of confidence. Prime ministers can be removed from
office at any time if Parliament passes a vote of no confidence.

Italy’s upper legislative chamber is the 326-seat Senate.
Eleven senators are appointed for life by the president and the
others are elected to seven-year terms. The 630 members of
Italy’s Chamber of Deputies also hold office for seven years
unless Parliament is dissolved early for new elections. Citizens
may vote in senatorial elections at age 25. The voting age for
all other elections is 18.

Because numerous parties often hold seats in Parliament, it
is difficult for one party to gain a majority. Coalitions are usu-
ally necessary but often fall apart during disputes, power strug-
gles, or scandals; most governments last less than two years.
Parties that combine to form coalitions usually are grouped as
rightists, centrists, or leftists, although some coalitions have
combined opposing forces.

Economy. Italy’s economy is based on agriculture in the south
and industry in the north. Small- and medium-sized businesses
in the north are a strong driving force in the economy. Agri-
culture employs less than 10 percent of the labor force, but
agricultural products are important and allow Italy to be nearly
self-sufficient in food production. Italy is one of the world’s
largest wine producers and a major producer of cheese. Other
important crops include wheat, potatoes, corn, rice, fruits, and
olive oil. Italy is a major steel and iron producer; industry
accounts for almost one-third of the gross domestic product
(GDP). The service sector, which includes tourism, comprises
about two-thirds of Italy’s GDP. The country’s major trading
partners are European Union (EU) nations, including Ger-
many, France, and the United Kingdom.

Italy was granted membership in the European Monetary
Union in May 1999. However, continued fiscal discipline is
needed to reduce Italy’s public debt and overcome high unem-
ployment, particularly in the south. Inflation is low. Most peo-
ple enjoy a standard of living consistent with Italy’s position
as one of the world’s seven major industrialized countries. In
2002, the euro replaced the lira as Italy’s currency.

Transportation and Communications. Buses and trains, the
principal means of public transportation, are punctual and
inexpensive but not always adequate to meet the needs of com-
muters. Subways operate in Rome, Milan, and Naples. Most
households have at least one car. A domestic air system flies
between major cities. People and goods are also transported on
the seas surrounding Italy.

The communications system is modern and extensive but
not always well maintained. Mail delivery is also unreliable at
times. Cellular phones are common; there are more cell phones
in Italy than telephone lines. Numerous radio and television
stations broadcast on a regional basis, and Italians have access
to many daily newspapers.

Education. School attendance is compulsory for students

between the ages of six and fourteen. Classes are held Monday
through Saturday. Education is a serious matter, and most
young people spend a great deal of time doing homework. The
adult literacy rate is somewhat lower in the south. The oldest
university in Europe was founded in Bologna in the 12th cen-
tury. Italy has more than 50 universities and institutes of higher
learning.

Health. Health care services are coordinated through govern-
ment agencies. Individuals can choose their family physician;
the government pays for most services. Private care is also
available, but the patient must pay for it. Smoking is common.
Only about 10 percent of Italians wear seat belts when driving,
although a 1998 law made it mandatory.

Events and Trends.
Throughout 2003, Italy supported the U.S.-led war in Iraq
and contributed more than 2,500 troops to the international
coalition following the overthrow of Saddam Hussein. The
country declared a national day of mourning after 19 Italian
troops were killed in a suicide attack late in the year. 
A multi-billion dollar fraud was discovered at one of Italy’s
largest companies, Parmalat, in 2003. The food manufac-
turer had been lying for years about its falling assets and
huge debts. More than ten former employees have been
arrested in the investigation as attempts to restructure the
company continue. 
In May 2001, billionaire Silvio Berlusconi became Italy’s
prime minister after his center-right coalition won in gen-
eral elections. Berlusconi served previously as prime min-
ister in 1994, but was forced to leave office amid corruption
charges. His trial began in 2003 but stopped when parlia-
ment approved a law giving prime ministers immunity
from prosecution. A court later threw this law out, and the
trial is expected to resume.  
Thousands of illegal immigrants enter Italy each month in
search of a better life. Some stay in the country; most move
to other European nations to look for work. The govern-
ment has promised to crack down on illegal immigration
but has found it difficult to identify effective solutions. 

Contact Information. Embassy of Italy, 3000 Whitehaven
Street NW, Washington, DC 20008; phone (202) 612-4400;
web site www.italyemb.org. Italian Tourist Board, 630 Fifth
Avenue, Suite 1565, New York, NY 10111; phone (212) 245-
5618; web site www.italiantourism.com.
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