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Demographics and a Brief
Historical Perspective

ROBERT T. FRANCOEUR

A. Demographics
It aly is a large pen in sula ex tend ing into the cen tral Med -

i ter ra nean Sea. It bor ders with France on the north west,
with Swit zer land and Aus tria on the north, and with Slo -
venia on the north east. The pen in sula also con tains the two
small in de pend ent states of San Ma rino and Vat i can City. It -
aly has a to tal of 116,306 square mile s (301,230 km2), in -
cluding the is lands of Sic ily with 9,920 square mile s
(25,700 km2) and Sar dinia with 9,300 square mile s (24,090
km2). The al lu vial Po Val ley drains most of the north ern
por tion of the coun try. The rest of the coun try is rug ged and
moun tain ous, ex cept for in ter mit tent coastal plains like
Cam pania, south of Rome. The Apennine Moun tains run
down the cen ter of the pen in sula. The is land of Sic ily, at the
south west ern tip of the Ital ian pen in sula, is 180 mile s by
120 mile s (290 km by 190 km) with a 1992 pop u la tion of 5
mil lion. A sec ond ma jor is land, Sar dinia, is about 115 mile s
(185 km) west of Rome and Na ples, south of Corsica, which 
is a part of France. Sardinia had a 1992 population of over
1.6 million.

In July 2002, It aly had an es ti mated pop u la tion of 57.7
mil lion. (All data are from The World Fact book 2002 (CIA
2002) un less oth er wise stated.)

Age Dis tri bu tion and Sex Ra tios: 0-14 years: 14.1%
with 1.06 male(s) per fe male (sex ra tio); 15-64 years: 67.3%
with 0.99 male(s) per fe male; 65 years and over: 18.6% with
0.7 male(s) per fe male; To tal pop u la tion sex ra tio: 0.94
male(s) to 1 female

Life Ex pec tancy at Birth: To tal Pop u la tion: 79.25
years; male: 76.08 years; fe male: 82.63 years

Ur ban/Ru ral Dis tri bu tion: 67% to 33%; re gion ally,
the north has 44.5% of the pop u la tion, cen tral It aly 19.2%,
and the south 36.3%

Eth nic Dis tri bu tion: An Ital ian ma jor ity with small
clus ters of Ger man-, French-, and Slo vene-Ital ians in the
north, and of Al ba nian-Ital ians and Greek-Ital ians in the
south. In re cent years, most im mi grants have come from Mo -
rocco, the for mer Yu go sla via, Al ba nia, and the Philippines

Re li gious Dis tri bu tion: Ro man Cath o lic 78%; Prot -
estant 5%; Mus lim and other 10%; 7% pro fess no re li gion.
The num ber of those ad her ing to other re li gions is in creas -
ing, partly as a re sult of im mi gra tion. Iden ti fi ca tion with a
re li gion does not co in cide with ac tive par tic i pa tion: 8.7% of 
Ital ians never at tend re li gious services; 39.6% do so only
rarely.

Birth Rate: 8.93 births per 1,000 pop u la tion
Death Rate: 10.13 per 1,000 pop u la tion
In fant Mor tal ity Rate: 5.76 deaths per 1,000 live births
Net Mi gra tion Rate: 1.73 mi grant(s) per 1,000 pop u la -

tion. The nat u ral growth rate of a neg a tive 0.8% per 1,000
pop u la tion is off set by a pos i tive im mi gra tion rate. The to tal 
num ber of im mi grants le gally pres ent in It aly on Jan u ary 1,
1999, was 1.1 mil lion, about 2% of the to tal pop u la tion. In
re cent years, fam ily re uni fi ca tions, mixed mar riages, and
the in crease in the num ber of chil dren born of for eign par -
ents have led to a de cline in the overrepresentation of
young, sin gle males among the immigrant population.

To tal Fer til ity Rate: 1.19 chil dren born per woman
Pop u la tion Growth Rate: 0.07%
HIV/AIDS (1999 est.): Adult prev a lence: 0.35%; Per -

sons liv ing with HIV/AIDS: 95,000; Deaths: 1,000. (For ad -
di tional de tails from www.UNAIDS.org, see end of Sec tion 
10B.)

Lit er acy Rate (de fined as those age 15 and over who
can read and write): 98%; ed u ca tion is free and com pul sory 
from age 6 to 13

Per Ca pita Gross Do mes tic Prod uct (pur chas ing
power par ity): $24,300; In fla tion: 2.7%; Un em ploy ment:
10% (2001 est.)

Since World War II, It aly has changed from a ru ral so ci -
ety to an in dus trial or postindustrial so ci ety. Ag ri cul ture
now con trib utes only 2.9% to the Gross Do mes tic Prod uct,
against 32.1% for in dus try and 65% for the serv ice sec tor.
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The serv ice sec tor em ploys 60.1% of the la bor force against
32.5% for in dus try and a scant 7.4% for ag ri cul ture. The per 
ca pita in come in 1996 was $21,190, with clear dif fer ences
in in come, higher in the north and lower in the south.

B. A Brief Historical Perspective
The ear li est hu man set tle ments within the ter ri tory of

pres ent-day It aly date al most cer tainly to some 500,000
years ago and cor re spond to the Lower Paleolithic pe ri od.
From the be gin ning of the 1st mil len nium B.C.E., there
were in creas ing con tacts with Phoe ni cian and Greek col o -
nists, and It aly en tered the his tor i cal pe ri od. While the
Greeks set tled on the south ern coasts of the pen in sula,
Etrus can civ i li za tion de vel oped in cen tral It aly. Dur ing the
4th and 3rd cen tu ries B.C.E., the Ro man state ex panded its
ter ri tory to the en tire pen in sula. Ex pan sion con tin ued, and
by the end of the 2nd cen tury B.C.E., Rome had be come the
ma jor mil i tary power in the Med i ter ra nean. Ter ri to rial ex -
pan sion was ac com pa nied by the grow ing im por tance of
com mer cial ac tiv i ties in ad di tion to ag ri cul ture and pas -
toralism. The fol low ing cen tu ries saw a grad ual de cline of
It aly’s pre em i nence in com par i son with other prov inces of
the Ro man Em pire. With the end of the West ern Ro man
Em pire in the 4th cen tury of the Com mon Era, the Cath o lic
Church sought to take over the au thor ity and pres tige of
Rome, as sum ing the gov ern ment in the ter ri to ries un der its
con trol. In the 11th and 12th cen tu ries C.E., ag ri cul ture,
crafts, and com merce pros pered, the lat ter two in par tic u lar
be com ing the foun da tions of an ur ban econ omy that was to
pro duce the city states of cen tral-north ern It aly. Tus can and
Lombard bank ers played an ever more im por tant role in fi -
nanc ing the mil i tary un der tak ings of Eu ro pean sov er eigns
and the pa pacy, thus in creas ing their own pres tige and po lit -
i cal in flu ence. Arts and humanistic studies flourished, and
during the Renaissance of the 13th and 14th centuries, Italy
became one of the major cultural centers of Europe.

The lack of po lit i cal sta bil ity and the fre quent wars
among the var i ous Ital ian states, how ever, al lowed the great 
Eu ro pean pow ers to in ter vene, and by the sec ond half of the
16th cen tury, Spain had es tab lished its pre dom i nance over
It aly. What fol lowed was a slow de cline of the po lit i cal role
of It aly in Eu rope, and of its con tri bu tion to cul tural and sci -
en tific de vel op ments. Span ish pre dom i nance in It aly, ex -
tend ing over some two cen tu ries, had rather neg a tive con se -
quences for the coun try, in terms of eco nomic de cline and of 
a grow ing im bal ance be tween part of the southern regions
and other areas of the country.

The pe ri od of French rule, which fol lowed the con quest
of It aly by Na po leon Bonaparte, saw the reemergence of a
sense of na tional unity among the in tel lec tual and mid dle-
classes. In 1861, af ter a num ber of wars of in de pend ence
against Aus tria, the Risorgimento re sulted in the cre ation of
a United King dom of It aly gov erned by the House of Savoy.
Rome was con quered only in 1870. The prob lems, which the 
new king dom had to face, re garded the Cath o lic Church’s
re fusal to rec og nize the new state, and, more gen er ally, the
in te gra tion of the older states, and the gap be tween the po lit -
i cal elite and the lower classes of the pop u la tion, especially
in the rural areas.

Af ter World War I, so cial ten sions and the growth of
New So cial ist and Cath o lic Mass par ties con vinced the rul -
ing groups to help the Fas cist move ment, lead by Benito
Mus so lini, to take over power. The Fas cist re gime pur sued a 
pol icy of re pres sion of the work ing-class move ment while
fa vor ing at the same time co lo nial ex pan sion. Fam ily pol i -
cies were in spired by the de sire to in crease the fer til ity rate
and to re in force the po si tion of the male head of the fam ily.
This pol icy re ceived full sup port from the Cath o lic Church

af ter the Lateran Treaty of 1929, which made Ro man Ca -
thol i cism the state re li gion un til 1984, when a new agree -
ment was signed be tween the Cath o lic Church and the
Ital ian gov ern ment that cancelled most of the privileges
enjoyed by the Church.

Fas cist fam ily leg is la tion re mained valid in It aly even
af ter World War II, and the na tional gov ern ment, dom i -
nated by the Cath o lic party, Demo crazia Cristiana, op -
posed changes in fam ily and gen der re la tions. How ever,
de vel op ments in the late 1950s and 1960s, in clud ing grow -
ing in dus tri al iza tion, mi gra tion from the ru ral south to the
in dus tri al ized north, sec u lar iza tion, and higher stan dards
of ed u ca tion, brought the tra di tional struc tures un der at -
tack. The youth move ment, the fem i nist move ment, and
the gay move ment also played an im por tant role in pro mot -
ing pro found changes, but maybe even more important was 
the diffusion of consumer culture.

While It aly in the 1990s has much in com mon with other 
Eu ro pean coun tries, some of the pe cu liar i ties of Ital ian so -
ci ety—the im por tance of the fam ily, the strong re gional dif -
fer ences, and the role of Ro man Ca thol i cism, among oth -
ers—can only be un der stood in their his tor i cal con text. For
ex am ple, in the past in north west and cen tral It aly, the in ci -
dence of patrilocal res i dence and mul ti ple fam ily house -
holds was high. In these re gions to day, about one third of the 
pop u la tion live s for some time in an ex tended fam ily or in a
mul ti ple-fam ily house hold, and con tacts with the hus band’s 
family tend to be stronger (Barbagli & Saraceno 1997).Italy: Basic Sexological Premises

1. Basic Sexological Premises
A. Character of Gender Roles

Sex u al ity, as we un der stand it to day, is not merely a bi o -
log i cal and “nat u ral” fact, but above all a his tor i cal con -
struc tion, re sult ing from the pres sure by man i fold forces,
and, as such, it is the out come of com plex his tor i cal trans -
for ma tions. Gen der roles, in par tic u lar, are not only based
on phys i cal or bi o log i cal pre mises, but are pri mar ily the re -
sult of the con di tions of life of males and fe males in a given
so cial class, time period, and geographical location.

Dur ing the last de cades of the 19th cen tury, emanci -
pationist move ments in It aly started to ques tion the tra di -
tional gen der roles, which were based on the iden ti fi ca tion of 
males with pro duc tion and pub li c af fairs, and of women with
re pro duc tion and pri vate af fairs. The pre scribed fe male gen -
der role con trasted sharply with a re al ity, which—es pe cially
in the north ern and cen tral re gions—saw an ac tive par tic i pa -
tion of women in the pro duc tion pro cess. The need to main -
tain in dus trial pro duc tion led to a fur ther in crease of the fe -
male em ploy ment rate in industry during World War I.

The Fas cist re gime, which came to power af ter World
War I, tried to re in force the role of the male bread win ner by
in tro duc ing leg is la tion fa vor ing male em ploy ment and by in -
tro duc ing dis crim i na tory mea sures against fe male work ers.
Women re ceived lower sal a ries and had no ac cess to cer tain
po si tions in state ad min is tra tion. A quota sys tem was in tro -
duced to limit the num ber of women work ing for pri vate
com pa nies. The gov ern ment mea sures failed to re duce sig -
nif i cantly fe male em ploy ment, but pub li c ap pre ci a tion for
the fe male role in the fam ily con trib uted to strengthen al -
ready ex ist ing familist ten den cies. The de sire to con form to
the tra di tional fe male role of mother and house wife ex plains
the drop in the female employment rate coinciding with the
economic boom of the 1960s.

Since this pe ri od, new ide als of in de pend ence and au -
ton omy have cre ated a trend of grow ing par tic i pa tion of
women in the la bor mar ket. Nev er the less, in the 1990s, the
fe male ac tiv ity rate was still much lower than that of men,
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while, partly be cause of pro tec tion ist mea sures, fe male un -
em ploy ment was higher. In ad di tion, women were over -
repre sented on the “black” la bor mar ket, where wages are
lower, work ing con di tions wors e, and so cial benefits and
job security nonexistent.

In 1995, It aly ranked tenth on the United Na tions world
list of male-fe male equal ity. Since the 1960s, the level of
ed u ca tion of women has rap idly im proved, and to day more
women than men ob tain a uni ver sity de gree. Also, in pri -
vate busi ness and in pub li c ad min is tra tion, women in It aly
have made im por tant prog ress in the last few years, even
though there is still a long way to go for real equality.

The par tic i pa tion of Ital ian men in house hold chores is
rel a tively low. While the ma jor ity of men—es pe cially in the
north ern re gions—take an ac tive part in the ed u ca tion of chil -
dren, and a grow ing per cent age is will ing to cook, to set the
ta ble, and do shop ping, very few men par tic i pate in ac tiv i ties
like clean ing, do ing the laun dry, or iron ing. On the con trary,
al most all mar ried women, both house wives and women with 
full-time em ploy ment, participate in domestic work.

B. Sociolegal Status of Males and Females
Women re ceived the right to vote in 1945, and in 1947,

the Ital ian Con sti tu tion was ap proved, with Ar ti cle 3 rec og -
niz ing equal rights for men and women. Ac cord ing to Ar ti cle 
29 of the Con sti tu tion, how ever, the need to guar an tee the
unity of the fam ily jus ti fied lim its to the le gal and moral
equal ity of hus band and wife. It took sev eral de cades to ad -
just the ex ist ing leg is la tion to the prin ci ple of equal rights
and to change tra di tional views about the role and po si tion of
women. Un til 1968, adul tery was con sid ered a crime for
women, whereas men could be pun ished for adul tery only in
spe cial cir cum stances. Other dis crim i na tory con di tions de -
riv ing from the male po si tion as head of the fam ily sur vived
un til the gen eral re vi sion of fam ily leg is la tion in 1975. The
new law, based on the prin ci ple of male-fe male equal ity and
on the rec og ni tion of the rights of chil dren, abol ished the po -
si tion of the head of the fam ily, and at trib utes equal rights and 
du ties to hus band and wife in terms of res i dence, work, ed u -
ca tion of the chil dren, and so on. Mar ried women in It aly
keep their own fam ily name, and can add their hus band’s
name if they wish to do so. Pro pos als are in dis cus sion to give 
cou ples the choice to transmit to their children either the
name of the father or that of the mother.

Leg is la tion re gard ing crimes of honor—rec og niz ing spe -
cial mit i gat ing cir cum stances for those who, en raged by an
of fense to their per sonal and fam ily honor, killed their wife,
daugh ter, or sis ter, or the per son with whom their fe male rel a -
tives had an il licit sex ual re la tion ship—was can celed in 1981, 
but had be come ob so lete in most parts of Italy long before.

Dis crim i na tion against women ex isted also with re gard
to la bor: Women were ex cluded from many po si tions and
were paid less. This dis crim i na tion has been grad u ally abol -
ished. In 1960, for in stance, the Con sti tu tional Court elim i -
nated a law dat ing back to 1919, which ex cluded women
from many higher-rank po si tions in the pub li c sec tor. In
1977, a law was ap proved which guar an tees equal rights for
males and fe males in is sues like re cruit ment and hiring,
career, and the like.

C. General Concepts of Sexuality and Love
In It aly, the pre vail ing ide ol ogy links love and sex u al ity.

Love is pre sented as a nec es sary pre con di tion for sex ual re -
la tions, while happy sex ual re la tions are gen er ally con sid -
ered nec es sary for the suc cess of a love re la tion ship. Yet,
60% of women and 74% of men ad mit sex ual de sires re -
gard ing per sons for whom they feel no love (Sabatini 1988). 
In this case, the fact that the sta tis tics were based on a ques -

tion naire dis trib uted among the read ers of Duepiu, a pro -
gres sive mag a zine with a clear pro-sex at ti tude, may have
in flu enced the re sults. Later sur veys, how ever, con firmed
that, es pe cially among young men, sexual relations without
love were rather common.

Faith ful ness is con sid ered an im por tant value for cou -
ples, but a re cent sur vey among young peo ple (Buzzi 1998)
shows that about one third of young men and one sixth of
young women had sex ual re la tions with per sons other than
their part ner. Ad he sion to the val ues of ro man tic love and
faith ful ness thus of ten is more formal than real.Italy: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender Factors Affecting Sexuality

2. Religious, Ethnic, and Gender
Factors Affecting Sexuality

A. Source and Character of Religious Values
In It aly, the val ues of con sumer so ci ety seem to have re -

placed re li gious val ues in many is sues, es pe cially among
many young peo ple who re fuse to ac cept the moral guid -
ance of the Cath o lic Church. In 1996, re li gious mar riages
made up 79.6% of the to tal num ber, com pared to 20.4% of
civ i l mar riages. Ac cord ing to a re cent sur vey, the re li gi os ity 
rate—cal cu lated on the ba sis of the im por tance of re li gion
in per sonal life, and on par tic i pa tion in the ac tiv i ties of the
re li gious com mu nity—is close to zero or low for 28.5% of
Italians, and high only for 12.3% (Cesareo 1995).

Not with stand ing the on go ing pro cess of sec u lar iza tion,
the Cath o lic re li gion is still the main source of val ues af fect -
ing sex u al ity, and the pub li c pro nounce ments of the Pope
are widely dis cussed in the mass me dia. Be cause of the
Cath o lic Church’s op po si tion to a sep a ra tion be tween pro -
cre ation and sex u al ity, it has been im pos si ble to in tro duce
clear leg is la tion re gard ing ar ti fi cial in sem i na tion and other
forms of med i cally as sisted pro cre ation. An ad min is tra tive
rule dat ing back to 1985, which ap plies only to hos pi tals
and clin ics fall ing un der the pub li c health sys tem, ad mits
med i cal as sis tance for pro cre ation in case of mar ried cou -
ples, but ex cludes the use of do nors. There fore, med i cally
as sisted pro cre ation with the use of ga metes from do nors
takes place only in pri vate clin ics, with pos si ble health risks
be cause of in suf fi cient pub li c con trol. Be cause of Cath o lic
op po si tion, a new bill re gard ing med i cally as sisted pro cre -
ation, which was ap proved by the Commission for Social
Affairs of the Chamber of Deputies in January 1998, still
had not become law by the end of 1999.

B. Character of Ethnic Values
Im mi gra tion to It aly is a rel a tively re cent phe nom e non,

and as yet the val ues cher ished by im mi grants have not had
much in flu ence out side the var i ous eth nic groups. In this
sense, It aly is not yet a multi cul tural so ci ety. In a me dium-
or long-term per spec tive, there is no doubt that the pres ence
of large eth nic groups which do not share many of the views
about fam ily val ues, gen der re la tions, and ex tra mar i tal sex -
u al ity com monly held by Ital ians, will be a chal lenge. Con -
trast ing views may lead to greater ap pre ci a tion of di ver sity,
but may also be come a source of growing social tensions
and conflict.Italy: Knowledge and Education about Sexuality

3. Knowledge and Education
about Sexuality

A. Government Policies and Programs
The in tro duc tion of sex ual ed u ca tion as part of the reg u -

lar pro gram of pri mary and sec ond ary school has met with
op po si tion from Cath o lics who ques tion both the re spon si -
bil ity of schools in this area and the con tent of ed u ca tion.
Cath o lics have changed their long stand ing view that sex ual
ed u ca tion could lead to the pre ma ture arousal of sex u al ity
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in young peo ple, but still in sist that sex ual ed u ca tion is,
above all, the re spon si bil ity of par ents. More over, they
deny the value of an ed u ca tion that fo cuses on the phys i cal
as pects of sex u al ity if it does not place these as pects in a
more general context, and if it ignores moral issues.

For these rea sons, and not with stand ing the fact that a
ma jor ity of Ital ians fa vor sex ed u ca tion in school at an early
age (Du rex 1998), un til early 1999, sex ual ed u ca tion oc -
curred in schools only on the ini tia tive of in di vid ual teach -
ers. Only re cently has the Min is try of Ed u ca tion de cided to
sus tain these initiatives formally.

B. Informal Sources of Sexual Knowledge
Peer-group con ver sa tion and the mass me dia are the pri -

mary sources of sex ual knowl edge. Par ents, above all the
mother, rank third as a source of in for ma tion. Mag a zines
and both pub li c and pri vate tele vi sion of fer in struc tive ar ti -
cles and pro grams deal ing with sex ual is sues. More over,
pub lish ers have re sponded to mar ket de mands, and have
sup plied sex ual in for ma tion both in printed form, in video -
cassettes, and on compact disks (CDs).

In con trast with the past, sex ual ed u ca tion to day is less
fo cused on pro cre ation and on gen i tal ac tiv ity, and tries to
ex plore the re la tions be tween gen der iden tity and sex ual
iden tity. More over, sex ual ed u ca tion no lon ger wants to
pre scribe sex ual be hav ior on the ba sis of ideo log i cal or re li -
gious prin ci ples, but rather aims at pro vid ing the cul tural
 instruments for self-realization (Cipolla 1998).

To day, young Ital ians are gen er ally well in formed. It
should be noted, how ever, that a high level of in for ma tion
does not au to mat i cally trans late into sound prac tices.
Knowl edge of the risks of sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases, for
in stance, does not al ways lead to the use of condoms.Italy: Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns

4. Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns
Ac cord ing to the most re cent sur vey among young peo -

ple, nine out of ten men, and four out of ten women, ad mit to
mas tur bat ing (Buzzi 1998). How ever, ear lier sur veys give
higher num bers for fe male mas tur ba tion, even though the
num ber of women who never mas tur bate re mains five times
higher—20% against 4%—than that of men (Sabatini 1988). 
Men start mas tur bat ing ear lier than women: 16.3% be fore
age 12, and 33.3% be tween age 12 and 13. In any event, the
vast ma jor ity—both men and women—con sid er mas tur ba -
tion part of the sex u al ity of every nor mal hu man be ing. This
idea is the out come of rad i cal changes in the consideration of
masturbation.

In the 19th cen tury, mas tur ba tion was the ob ject of se -
vere re pres sion, and was said to be the cause of nu mer ous
phys i cal prob lems. More over, mas tur ba tion, es pe cially if
per formed in the pres ence of other peo ple of the same sex as 
might oc cur in board ing schools, was be lieved to lead to
homo sex u ali ty. In the 20th cen tury, op po si tion against mas -
tur ba tion was based, above all, on the idea that mas tur ba -
tion un der mined the in di vid ual’s ca pac ity to use sex u al ity
as a form of com mu ni ca tion. Al ter na tively, mas tur ba tion
was con sid ered a sub sti tute for “real sex,” an act which
could be per formed by young peo ple with out sta ble part -
ners, but which de noted a lack of sex ual ma tu rity in the case
of adults. Still, in the 1978 sex sur vey by Giampaolo Fabris
and Rowena Da vis, 31% of males and 28% of fe males ex -
pressed the opin ion that mas tur ba tion was un healthy, while
26% of males and 36% of fe males ex pressed their moral
con dem na tion of this ac tiv ity. To day, even though ta boos
have not dis ap peared al to gether, mas tur ba tion gen er ally is
rated more pos i tively as a source of plea sure and as an
experience allowing the increase of self-awareness and
knowledge of the self (Rifelli 1998).Italy: Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors

5. Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors
A. Children

In the be gin ning of the 20th cen tury, ex pres sions of in -
fan tile sex u al ity were con sid ered a form of per ver sion and
were se verely re pressed. To day, on the con trary, most Ital -
ian par ents ac know ledge the sex ual cu ri os ity of chil dren,
but at the same time fear that games with a sex ual over tone
may lead to oversexualization. More over, Ital ian par ents
are afraid of the sex ual abuse of chil dren by adults, which is
the ob ject of gen eral se vere condemnation and repression.

From a le gal point of view, sex ual re la tions with mi nors
un der age 14 are con sid ered stat u tory rape. The age limit is
higher, 16, in the case when the adult per son co hab it ing
with the mi nor is a rel a tive, guard ian, or other per son with
ed u ca tional re spon si bil i ties over the mi nor. A mi nor who
has sex ual re la tions with an other mi nor is not guilty of any
crime, on the con di tions that the youn ger part ner is at least
age 13, and the age dif fer ence be tween the partners is not
more than three years.

B. Adolescents
Puberty Rituals

In It aly, no spe cific rit u als ex ist mark ing the pas sage
from child hood to ad o les cence or adult age.

Premarital Sexual Activities and Relationships
Only a lim ited num ber of gen eral sur veys about the sex -

ual life of the Ital ians ex ist, and most of them were based on
the re sponses of a sam ple of a pre se lected pop u la tion, such
as the cli ents of pub li c fam ily ad vi sory agen cies. Most of
the in for ma tion about the sex ual life of young peo ple pre -
sented here co mes from a sur vey of 1,250 per sons aged 18
to 30 by the IARD Institute (Buzzi 1998).

Ac cord ing to this sur vey, males in con tem po rary It aly
have their first com plete sex ual re la tions with pen e tra tion
when they are 17 to 18 years old; the age of their first sex
was not much dif fer ent from that of their fa thers. The av er -
age age for fe males is 18 to 19. The 1998 Du rex global sex
sur vey (Du rex 1998) does not make a dis tinc tion be tween
males and fe males, and in di cates an av er age age for first sex 
at 17. The ten dency to start sex at an ear lier age be gan with
the gen er a tion of women born in the 1950s and 1960s.

It is more com mon for young women aged 18 to 21 from
cen tral and north ern It aly to have com plete sex ual re la tions
than it is for males of the same age group (fe males 71% vs.
males 66.3%). The op po site is true for fe males from the
south: Only 51.8% of fe males aged 18 to 21 had com plete
re la tions com pared with 64.8% of males from the south. For 
the age group 26 to 30, the per cent ages are 84.7% for fe -
males and 88.2% for males. Moral val ues de ter mine why
young fe males do not en gage in sex ual re la tions; for males
the main rea sons are the lack of op por tu nity or the re fusal of
the partner (Buzzi 1998).

The first sex ual part ner for both males and fe males in al -
most half of the cases is a per son of the same age; the part ner
of 41.8% of fe males is some what older (21.6% for males),
and is some what youn ger for 25.9% of males (4.7% of fe -
males). Ma jor age dif fer ences are rare. Es pe cially for males,
it is very rare that the part ner of their first com plete sex ual re -
la tions is their wife (0.8%); it is more com mon for fe males to
have this ex pe ri ence with their husband (10%).

The “first time” is ap pre ci ated pos i tively by 48.7% of
males and by 38.6% of fe males, for whom em bar rass ment,
fear of preg nancy, and pain play a greater role. Young
women are also more prone to ad mit sex ual pas siv ity
(10.7%), ab sence of sex ual de sire (8.8%), and ma jor psy -
cho log i cal dif fi cul ties (15.3%). With out mak ing a dis tinc -
tion be tween the sexes, the Du rex (1998) sur vey re ports that 

Italy: Knowledge and Education about Sexuality 623



first sex ual in ter course was dis ap point ing for 32% of Ital -
ians, and better than expected for 29%.

First-time in ter course is of ten at risk for preg nancy and
sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases: Con doms are used on this oc -
ca sion by about 40% of Ital ians. Co itus in ter rup tus is used
as a method of birth con trol by 24%. The low in ci dence of
teen age preg nancy in It aly is there fore not a con se quence of 
better con tra cep tion, but of the fact that young Ital ian fe -
males start to have sex ual re la tions at a later age than in
other coun tries. [Up date 2003: One con se quence of the low
in ci dence of teen age preg nan cies is the fact that in It aly—
con trary to trends ex ist ing in other Eu ro pean coun tries—
the num ber of young un mar ried moth ers is de creas ing. (End 
of up date by P. F. Wanrooij)] Sta tis ti cal data re lat ing to pre -
mar i tal con cep tion, ex tra mar i tal preg nancy, and in duced
abor tion showed a rad i cal change in the ten years be tween
1969 and 1978, when the in ci dence of these events in -
creased rap idly. The in crease af fected un mar ried fe males of 
all age groups. In the fol low ing years, how ever, the growth
in the num ber of ex tra mar i tal pregnancies stopped, while
the increase in premarital conceptions slowed down.

Sta ble re la tion ships be come more com mon with the in -
crease of age, but a rel a tively high per cent age of young peo -
ple aged 26 to 30 have no sta ble part ner (38.5% of males and 
21.2% of fe males). Love, phys i cal at trac tion, and trust are
the el e ments that de ter mine the cre ation and the du ra tion of
a relationship.

C. Adults
Premarital Courtship, Dating, and Relationships

[Up date 2003: In re cent years, Amer i can tele vi sion news
mag a zines like 60 Min utes, the In ter na tion al Sec tion of The
New York Times, and in ves ti ga tive re port ers “dis cov ered” an
Ital ian pre mar i tal life style that lent it self to what might be
most ac cu rately called a tit il lat ing cross-cul tural com par i -
son. The jour nal ists knew that in the last quar ter of the 20th
cen tury, af ter the 1960s’ sex ual rev o lu tion, the num ber of
Amer i can un mar ried cou ples liv ing to gether rose dra mat i -
cally from half a mil lion in 1970 to 3.7 mil lion in 1994. They
also knew that one in seven Amer i can chil dren who re ported
liv ing in a sin gle-par ent house hold ac tu ally re sided with a
co hab it ing un mar ried cou ple. Co hab i ta tion had be come a
part of Amer i can cul ture. “It was the modern way” (Bohlen
1996; Rodriguez 1997/1998; Stanley 1999).

[Young Amer i cans, it seems, place an ex tremely high
value on in di vid ual au ton omy and the free dom to do what
they please. In de pend ence means liv ing on your own or co -
hab it ing with out mar i tal ties, and post pon ing mar riage while
you find a ca reer and build your nest egg. Leav ing home, tak -
ing time to live on your own, “helps one grow up, ex pe ri ence
life, and be happy with your self” (White head & Popenoe
1998).

[Then there are young Ital ian men who find the idea of
mov ing out of the pa ren tal home quite un ac cept able and un -
nec es sary. They con tinue liv ing with their par ents, into
their 30s or 40s, de spite be ing fi nan cially in de pend ent, and
of ten in a se ri ous on go ing re la tion ship with a woman. In the
Ital ian view, a man does not have to leave home to “be his
own per son and to do his own thing.”

[This con trast be tween in de pend ent young Amer i can
men and the Ital ian mammoni—sim plis ti cally trans lated
“mama’s boys”—was a bo nanza for both Ital ian and Amer i -
can journalists.

[Per son ally, I pre fer not to speak of mammoni, which
has a pe jo ra tive mean ing and sug gests a mor bid re la tion -
ship be tween mother and son, which has lit tle to do with the
re al ity. A more ap pro pri ate term would be “long fam ily.” In
my view, and that of many Ital ian men and women, liv ing at

home is not nec es sar ily an in di ca tion of a lack of au ton omy,
un less one re fers only to fi nan cial au ton omy. For all other
mat ters, young Ital ians are quite suc cess ful in ne go ti at ing a
rather high level of in de pend ence while con tin u ing to en joy
the “fringe ben e fits” of stay ing at home. In fact, my Amer i -
can stu dents of ten are amazed by the free dom that their Ital -
ian friends en joy in their fam i lies. Ac cord ing to them,
Amer i can par ents would never al low their daugh ters and
sons to in vite boy friends or girl friends over and sleep with
them un der the pa ren tal roof. In ci den tally, I am told that the
num ber of young Amer i cans who re turn home af ter col lege
is in creas ing as it is be com ing more dif fi cult to find a job or
af ford able lodg ing. I won der how they will man age to
convince their parents to become more accommodating to
their personal intimate relationships.

[Which brings up a com ment by Barbara De foe White -
head and Da vid Popenoe (1998) in their study of un mar ried, 
non-col lege-ed u cated, young Amer i cans:

[We were sur prised by the high num ber of young adults liv -
ing with par ents. This may be due to the com bi na tion of
avail able em ploy ment and scarce af ford able hous ing in
north ern New Jer sey. These young men and women are
likely to find work close to their fam i lies but they may not
find af ford able rents—thus in creas ing the at trac tive ness of
liv ing with par ents. Also, most of these men and women re -
ported liv ing in in tact fam i lies at age 15, and per haps their
par ents’ mar i tal sta bil ity in creased the like li hood that they
would have the op tion of re turn ing home. . . . In ter est ingly,
some women said that you had greater free dom liv ing with
your par ents than liv ing on your own or with a part ner. Ap -
par ently, this form of de pend ence on par ents is not in com -
pat i ble with notions of personal inde pen dence.

[To make valid cross-cul tural com par i sons, one needs to 
avoid the sim plis tic de scrip tion and, at the same time, un -
der stand and ap pre ci ate the sub tle ties of the so cial con text
in both cul tures. (End of up date by P. F. Wanrooij)]

Al though there is no strong so cial con dem na tion of the
co hab i ta tion of un mar ried cou ples, co hab i ta tion is rel a -
tively rare, and mar riage is con sid ered the nat u ral con clu -
sion of a sta ble hetero sex u al re la tion ship. In 1991, co hab it -
ing cou ples made up 1.6% of Ital ian cou ples. The rate of co -
hab i ta tion is sig nif i cantly higher in the north ern re gions
than in the south, for ex am ple, 4.1% in the re gion of Val
d’Aosta against 0.5% in the Basilicata.

Not with stand ing a gen er ally pos i tive view of mar riage,
there is a ten dency to de lay the time of mar riage, and, partly
as a re sult of this, the nuptiality rate in It aly is low: In 1997,
it was 4.7 per 1,000 pop u la tion. The av er age age at a first
mar riage in 1994 was 29.3 for males and 26.5 for fe males;
in 1984, it was 27.4 for males and 24.3 for fe males. Ital ians
in the south are dis tin guished by a higher nuptiality rate: In
1994, it was 5.6 per 1,000 pop u la tion against 4.8 in the re -
gions of the north and the cen ter, and at an ear lier age at
mar riage, 25.6 for fe males and 28.7 for males (Barbagli &
Saraceno 1997).

Most Ital ians leave the pa ren tal home only when they
get mar ried, and this holds true even for the older age
groups: 68% of Ital ian males aged 35 and over and 63.3% of 
fe males who never mar ried live with their par ents. Di vorce
or sep a ra tion of ten re sults in a re turn to the pa ren tal home:
About 20% of di vorced or sep a rated Ital ians (25.2% of
males and 17.1% of fe males) co habit with their parents
(ISTAT 1996)

“Long fam i lies” are the com bined ef fect of the low co -
hab i ta tion rate and a rel a tively late age of mar riage: The
ma jor ity of un mar ried young peo ple aged 18 to 34 con tinue
to live with their par ents (58.8% in 1998). It is more com -
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mon for young men to stay with their fam ily (66.5%) than
for young women (50.9%). The per cent age of young peo ple 
liv ing with their fam ily is in creas ing, es pe cially among
young women: In 1983, only 40.4% of them were living
with their family.

Eco nomic cir cum stances, high un em ploy ment among
young peo ple, and the dif fi culty of find ing hous ing also
con trib ute to the in ci dence of “long fam i lies,” but do not of -
fer a suf fi cient ex pla na tion for the fact that young peo ple in
It aly do not “strike out” on their own. “Long fam i lies” are in 
fact as com mon in the north east ern re gion, where un em -
ploy ment is less a prob lem, but where 59.5% of young peo -
ple aged 18 to 34 live with their par ents, com pared with the
south, where eco nomic prob lems are much more se ri ous,
and 59.8% of young peo ple live with their par ents. An al ter -
na tive and more pos i tive ex pla na tion of the grow ing in ci -
dence of “long fam i lies” is the dem o cratic char ac ter of the
mod ern Ital ian fam ily, where young adults have the pos si -
bil ity to re ne go ti ate their po si tion. In this way, young adults
are able to have a sat is fac tory level of au ton omy and in de -
pend ence, while at the same time en joy ing the “fringe ben e -
fits” of fam ily life in terms of fi nan cial ad van tages and ser -
vices (Barbagli & Saraceno 1997). For a high per cent age of
young peo ple (57% in the north east, 34.2% in the south),
the rea son for stay ing is that they are happy to stay and en -
joy a fair amount of freedom. Satisfaction increases with
age as the reasons for tension decrease (ISTAT 1999b).

The high level of in ter ac tion be tween mar ried adults and 
their par ents is fur ther proof of the im por tance of the fam ily
net work in It aly: 3.8% of mar ried Ital ians un der age 64
whose mother is alive live with their mother. Of those who
are not co hab it ing, 77.8% see their par ents at least once a
week and one third of them every day. One par tial ex pla na -
tion of the high in ter ac tion with par ents is the low level of
geo graph ical mo bil ity: 28% of mar ried Ital ians live at a dis -
tance of less than one ki lo me ter (0.62 mi.) from their
parents (ISTAT 1996).

Marriage and Family
Ac cord ing to the 1975 fam ily law, the le gal age of mar -

riage is 18 for both part ners. Le gal courts can give ex emp -
tion from this re quire ment, pro vided that the part ners are at
least 16 years of age. Gen er ally, the courts do not con sid er
preg nancy a valid mo tive to grant per mis sion for the mar -
riage of mi nors. The same 1975 leg is la tion abol ished the
pos si bil ity of reparatory mar riage, which in the past had
been used by per sons ac cused of crimes like rape and force -
ful ab duc tion, who could avoid pun ish ment by marrying
their victim.

The av er age fre quency for sex ual in ter course was 92
times per year (Du rex 1998). Ac cord ing to an ear lier sur -
vey, on av er age, men and women had sex ual in ter course
about eight times per month, but there were im por tant dif -
fer ences ac cord ing to age, with the high est lev els of sex ual
ac tiv ity in the age group 18 to 25 for women and 35 to 44 for
men. The fact that fe males un der 25 showed a higher fre -
quency of sex ual in ter course than males of the same age can 
be ex plained as a re sult of their ear lier par tic i pa tion in sta ble 
re la tion ships and mar riage. A sim i lar ex pla na tion is pro -
posed for the fact that young women have more sex ual part -
ners than men, while the sit u a tion is in verted in the higher
age groups. In this case also, the higher tol er ance of male
pre- and ex tra mar i tal sex ual re la tions may play a role
(Fabris & Da vis 1978). The more re cent sur vey pub lished
by Carlo Buzzi (1998) con firms the higher sex ual ac tiv ity
rate of young women, 33.8% of whom have sex ual in ter -
course two to three times a week (against 27.4% for males).
Also, the per cent age of young women who had no sex ual

in ter course dur ing the pre vious three months turned out to
be almost half that of men (12.4% against 23.5%).

Ac cord ing to the 1978 sur vey, women, more of ten than
men, had sex ual in ter course not be cause they de sired to
have it, but to please their part ner. While 49% of males
would like to in crease the fre quency of sex ual in ter course,
this was true for only 25% of fe males, most of whom were
sat is fied with the fre quency (56% against 43% for males).
Thir teen per cent of fe males—mostly in the higher age
groups—de sired to re duce the fre quency of sex ual in ter -
course as com pared with 3% of males. These gen der dif fer -
ences may be ex plained as the re sult of a greater pres sure on
males for sex ual per for mance, but also by the fact that more
women found sex less en joy able. Many of them, in fact,
com plained that be fore, dur ing, and af ter sex ual in ter -
course, men paid insufficient attention to their desires.

The brief du ra tion of fore play and sex ual in ter course,
lim ited al most ex clu sively to pen e tra tion, is more com mon
among the un ed u cated, among more-re li gious cou ples, and
among the higher age groups. The av er age du ra tion of fore -
play was about 13 min utes, and that of co itus about 9 min -
utes (Fabris & Da vis 1978). A more re cent sur vey in di cates
the du ra tion of sex ual in ter course, ex clud ing fore play, is
14.2 minutes (Durex 1998).

It should be noted that the sta tis ti cal data re gard ing the
fre quency and du ra tion of sex ual in ter course, as well as
other as pects of sex ual life, should be treated with cau tion.
Not only do the av er ages ig nore im por tant dif fer ences in in -
di vid ual re ac tions, but it is also pos si ble that the re sponses
are in flu enced by the de sire of those in ter viewed to sat isfy
the pre sumed ex pec ta tions of the in ter viewer, or—more
gen er ally—by the de sire to make a pos i tive im pres sion. For 
these rea sons, it is wrong to use these data as a measure of
“normality.”

Sev enty-six per cent of male part ners and 72% of fe male
part ners in sta ble cou ples rated their sex ual life “good” or
“very good.” More-neg a tive judg ments were ex pressed by
3% of males and by 7% of fe males. The de gree of sat is fac -
tion with their sex ual live s in creased dur ing the first ten
years of the re la tion ship, and re mained the same or de -
creased there af ter (Fabris & Davis 1978).

Ac cord ing to the 1978 sur vey, 69% of males and 26% of
fe males al ways ex pe ri enced or gasm dur ing sex ual in ter -
course. About one fifth of women never or rarely ex pe ri -
enced or gasm. Young, ed u cated, and non re li gious women
had a higher or gasm rate. Of the women who ex pe ri enced
or gasm, 29% ex pe ri enced or gasm as a re sult of the oral or
man ual stim u la tion of the gen i tals, and 27% ex pe ri enced it
dur ing pen e tra tion, whereas for 44% of these women, both
activities resulted in orgasm.

At least 41% of Ital ian males and 14% of fe males have
had ex tra mar i tal sex ual re la tions. Es pe cially for women,
the adul tery rate in creases with the level of ed u ca tion; it was 
20% for women with a uni ver sity de gree. The adul tery rate
and the num ber of part ners are lower for women, but the ex -
tra mar i tal re la tion ship is also char ac ter ized by a higher
emo tional in vest ment (Fabris & Da vis 1978). More re cent
fig ures in di cate that 38% of Ital ians ad mit to hav ing been
in volved in more than one sex ual relationship at a time
(Durex 1998).

Divorce and Remarriage
Di vorce be came le gal in It aly in 1970, and a 1974 ref er -

en dum con firmed the ex ist ing leg is la tion with a 59.1% ma -
jor ity. Be tween 1985 and 1996, the num ber of di vorces in -
creased from 15,650 to 32,717. In the same pe ri od, sep a ra -
tions in creased from 35,163 to 57,538. The num bers were
high est in the re gion of Lazio, fol lowed by the more in dus -
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trial north west ern re gions. The di vorce rate was much
lower in the south. Even though there is a clear ten dency to -
ward an in crease in the di vorce rate, the sta bil ity of mar -
riage is higher in It aly than in any other Eu ro pean coun try.
This im pres sion re mains true, even when tak ing into ac -
count both sep a ra tions and di vorces: In 1994 in It aly, 16 out
of 100 mar riages were dis solved as a re sult of le gal sep a ra -
tion, and 8 out of 100 be cause of di vorce. In the same year,
the di vorce rate was 44% in the United King dom and Swe -
den and 29% in the Neth er lands. In 1996, the di vorce rate in
It aly was 0.6 per 1,000 population against a European
Union average of 1.8 (ISTAT 1999).

The main rea son for the rel a tively low di vorce rate is
prob a bly re li gion. Added to this fac tor is the im por tance of
the fam ily, not only as a source of emo tional sup port and the 
con text for the de vel op ment of pro found per sonal re la tions, 
but also for many other as pects of so cial life, from fi nan cial
sup port to find ing a job. Di vorce is seen pri mar ily as ev i -
dence of per sonal fail ure, and the end of the re la tion ship is
con sid ered, above all, the be gin ning of a dif fi cult pe ri od in
per sonal life, rather than as a pos si ble new start and an
occasion to regain freedom and independence.

Incidence of Oral and Anal Sex
Oral sex, which in the past was con demned as “un nat u -

ral,” is prac ticed more or less of ten by 55.2% of young Ital -
ians, and only rarely by 26.8%. Ear lier sur veys in di cated
that 47% of fe males and 58% of males ex pe ri enced oral sex
(Fabris & Da vis 1978). Oral sex is a com mon el e ment in the
sex ual fan ta sies of Ital ian males, es pe cially dur ing mas tur -
ba tion; this is less true for women. Both men and women
pre fer their part ner to per form oral stim u la tion of their gen i -
tals, fel la tio and cunnilingus, rather than per form ing these
sex ual acts themselves on their partners.

While anal in ter course is not part of the fan ta sies of the
ma jor ity of women, it is part of the fan ta sies of 75 to 80% of
men. How ever, the in ci dence of this prac tice is rel a tively
low. Ac cord ing to the 1978 sur vey, 35% of males and 23%
of fe males had ex pe ri enced anal sex. A more re cent sur vey
among young peo ple in di cates that 78.6% of fe males and
62% of males never ex pe ri ence anal sex (Buzzi 1998).Italy: Homoerotic, Homosexual, and BisexualBehaviors

6. Homoerotic, Homosexual, and
Bisexual Behaviors

A. History
With the note wor thy ex cep tions of the King dom of Sar -

dinia and the re gions un der Aus trian rule, the Ital ian states
in the first part of the 18th cen tury had no leg is la tion
against homo sex u al acts. Af ter Uni fi ca tion, the re pres sive
leg is la tion of the King dom of Sar dinia was ex tended to the
other re gions of It aly, ex clud ing the ter ri tory of the an cient
king dom of Na ples. With the in tro duc tion of a new pe nal
code in 1889, re gional dif fer ences in the treat ment of
homo sex u al acts were elim i nated and homo sex u ali ty was
de crim i nal ized. Le gal per se cu tion of homo sex u als con tin -
ued, how ever, based on ac cu sa tions re gard ing in de cent
acts, and so on. Es pe cially in south ern It aly, how ever, the
gen eral at ti tude re gard ing homo sex u ali ty was rather tol er -
ant, and by the end of the 19th cen tury, male homo sex u al
com mu ni ties ex isted on the is land of Capri and in towns
such as Taormina. In this same pe ri od, It aly at tracted a fair
amount of sex tour ism from coun tries like the United
Kingdom and Germany where existing legislation against
homo sexuals was applied more severely.

Ho mo pho bic at ti tudes were prom i nent in the na tion al is -
tic pro pa ganda dur ing World War I, which of ten made ref er -
ences to sex ual scan dals in the Ger man im pe rial court, and
used ac cu sa tions of homo sex u ali ty against all those who

op posed the Ital ian war ef fort, in clud ing neutralists and
pacifists.

The at ti tude of re pres sive tol er ance that char ac ter ized
pub li c re ac tions to homo sex u ali ty con tin ued dur ing the Fas -
cist pe ri od, when at tempts to in tro duce more-spe cific leg is -
la tion were blocked to safe guard the vir ile rep u ta tion of Ital -
ian men. Homo sex u al com mu ni ties were thus al lowed to sur -
vive, but at the same time, po lice mea sures were used against
homo sex u als who dared to “come out.” Es pe cially af ter
1938, when rac ist leg is la tion was in tro duced in It aly, many
homosexuals were condemned to legal confinement.

While at the level of leg is la tion, the sit u a tion re mained
un changed af ter the fall of Fas cism in 1945, dur ing the
1950s, some iso lated pub li ca tions voiced the need to im -
prove the so cial sta tus of male and fe male homo sex u als.
These at tempts, how ever, met with the op po si tion of med i -
cal doc tors, and es pe cially the Ital ian spe cial ists of the new
dis ci pline of sexol o gy, who in sisted on con sid er ing homo -
sex u ali ty a per ver sion or dis ease, and ad vo cated any thing
from sports and sex ual en coun ters with pros ti tutes to elec -
tro shock ther apy to cure homo sex u als. Dur ing the 1960s,
mem bers of Par lia ment tried to in tro duce leg is la tion against 
homo sex u ali ty, which would pun ish not only homo sex u al
acts be tween con sent ing adults, but also any pub li c dis -
course in fa vor of homo sex u ali ty. These attempts failed
because of the prevailing attitude of repressive tolerance.

Within the con text of the sex ual lib er a tion move ment of
the late 1960s, which in the first phase was not sym pa thetic
to the prob lems of homo sex u als, the first Ital ian group of or -
ga nized homo sex u als emerged. In April 1972, the Uni tary
Front of Rev o lu tion ary Ital ian Homo sex u als (FUORI; the
ac ro nym also means “out”) con tested the power of med i cal
sci ence at a con gress of sexol o gists. The lack of sup port
from the tra di tional left ist par ties and the rad i cal op po si tion
from the right-wing par ties and from the Cath o lic party,
Chris tian De moc racy, con vinced the lead ers of FUORI in
1975 to es tab lish in sti tu tional links with the Rad i cal Party,
which had a tra di tion of civ i l rights ac tions. How ever, the
de ci sion led to a split be tween the re form ers and those who
con sid ered them selves part of a rev o lu tion ary move ment;
new groups with links to the extreme left-wing parties were
then created. In 1982, FUORI was dissolved.

The first nu cleus of a new or ga ni za tion of homo sex u als,
Arcigay, was cre ated in Palermo in De cem ber 1980 as a re ac -
tion to the trag edy of a dou ble sui cide of two gay lov ers who
had be come the vic tims of pub li c os tra cism in the small town
of Giarre, when their story be came pub li c. The first na tional
con gress de signed to unite the lo cal groups, cre ated with the
sup port of a dis si dent Cath o lic priest, Don Marco Bisceglia,
took place in Palermo in 1982. It saw the par tic i pa tion of the
most im por tant lead ers of Arci, a lei sure-time and cul tural or -
ga ni za tion tra di tion ally close to the par ties of the left (the
com mu nist and so cial ist par ties). The con nec tion be tween
the homo sex u al move ment and the tra di tional par ties of the
left, cre ated through Arcigay, was the re sult of the in no va tive 
po lit i cal strat egy of at ten tion for new so cial groups, fem i -
nists and homo sex u als, in au gu rated by the Com mu nist Party
in 1977. This ini tial con nec tion was fol lowed by a de bate on
the con di tions of homo sex u als in the party press (Giovannini
1980). Fi nally, in 1985, Arcigay was given a more struc tured
na tional or ga ni za tion, with the elec tion at the second na -
tional congress of Franco Grillini as national secretary and
Beppe Ramina as president.

The re la tions be tween les bian women and gay men have 
not been easy, be cause of, among other rea sons, the sep a rat -
ist ten den cies of the most rad i cal les bian groups. In 1990,
how ever, a group of les bi ans cre ated Arcigay Donna, and
for the first time a woman, Graziella Bertozzo, was elected
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na tional sec re tary. In 1992, the as so ci a tion it self was rebap -
tized Arcigay Arcilesbica. In 1996, the as so ci a tion was
once more re struc tured and be came a fed er a tion of dif fer ent 
groups; Arcilesbica chose to be come au ton o mous. The
most re cent strat egy aims at the con struc tion of a gay and
les bian com mu nity of fer ing ser vices, in sti tu tional sup port,
and the sol i dar ity nec es sary to al low les bian and gay per -
sons to ex press their sex ual iden tity just like non-homo sex -
u al per sons. [Up date 2003: In this con text, it is im por tant to
note that ac cord ing to a re cent sur vey car ried out by Marzio
Barbagli and Asher Co lombo (2001), the ma jor ity of homo -
sex u als have never openly dis cussed their sex ual ori en ta -
tion with their par ents. Com ing out on the job is con sid ered
even more of a prob lem, even though only 2% to 5% of
those who did come out were con fronted with se ri ous acts
of dis crim i na tion (End of update by P. F. Wanrooij)]

B. Legal Status
Ar ti cle 3 of the Con sti tu tion of the Ital ian Re pub lic, ap -

proved in 1947, rec og nizes the equal ity of all cit i zens, and
con demns dis crim i na tion based on sex, race, lan guage, re li -
gion, po lit i cal opin ion, and per sonal and so cial con di tions.
The Re pub lic has the ob li ga tion to re move so cial and eco -
nomic ob sta cles, which de facto limit the full de vel op ment
of the hu man per son al ity. While this can be in ter preted as
in clud ing the pro tec tion of the right of each in di vid ual not
to be dis crim i nated against on the grounds of his or her sex -
ual ori en ta tion, there is no ex plicit men tion of this in the
Ital ian leg is la tion. A cam paign to in tro duce sex ual ori en ta -
tion among the conditions mentioned in Article 3 of the
Constitution started in 1998.

The cre ation of Arcigay has given more vis i bil ity to the
prob lems of homo sex u als in Ital ian so ci ety, and has made it
pos si ble to rec og nize and fight ste reo types, prej u dices, and
ho mo pho bic at ti tudes. The rec og ni tion of the role played by
Arcigay in the de fense of the in ter ests of homo sex u als be -
came clear in 1987, when a group of mem bers of Par lia ment
at tended the Third Na tional Con gress of the move ment. To -
gether with the fight against all forms of dis crim i na tion of
homo sex u als in Ital ian so ci ety, Arcigay has ded i cated much
en ergy to the is sue of the rec og ni tion of the rights of homo -
sex u al cou ples. In 1997, a pro posal was pre sented to Par lia -
ment in fa vor of the pub li c rec og ni tion of re la tions not based
on mar riage. The pro posal de fines these so-called “civ i l un -
ions” as re la tions be tween two con sent ing adult per sons of
any sex who have led for at least one year a com mon spir i tual
and ma te rial life. Le gal rec og ni tion of these un ions would
en tail the pos si bil ity of for mal reg is tra tion, and the ex ten sion 
to the part ners of these un ions of all rights com monly rec og -
nized to the part ners of tra di tional cou ples, in clud ing un em -
ploy ment ben e fits, com pen sa tion for in ju ries to the part ner,
priority access to public housing projects, the recognition of
the right to reside in Italy for foreign partners, and so on.

A re cent sur vey among Ital ian Cath o lics (Inchiesta 1998)
in di cated a 72.2% ma jor ity in fa vor of giv ing “de facto un -
ions” the same rights as le gal fam i lies. In this case, an in suf fi -
cient un der stand ing of the term “de facto un ions” prob a bly
in val i dates the re sults. How ever, ac cord ing to a re cent sur -
vey (Buzzi 1998), 47.1% of young peo ple agree with the idea 
that “homo sex u al cou ples should have the same rights as
hetero sex u al cou ples,” while only 30% dis ap proved. The
ideas that homo sex u ali ty is a dis ease or a form of sex ual per -
ver sion that should be il le gal ob tained, re spec tively, the sup -
port of 17.4% and 8.3% of the respondents.

Not with stand ing this pub li c sup port, the pro posal for the
rec og ni tion of “civ i l un ions” has made no prog ress in Par lia -
ment, be cause of nu mer ous groups voic ing their ob jec tions
and the op po si tion of the Cath o lic Church and its allies.

Ac cord ing to a 1988 sur vey, ho mo pho bic at ti tudes are
strong, es pe cially among the lower so cial classes and
among the el derly. But 35.3% of all Ital ians de clared that
they would sim ply ac know ledge the dis cov ery of a homo -
sex u al rel a tive, while 23% would try to help homo sex u al
rel a tives to ex press their sex ual ori en ta tion with out anx i ety
(Fiore 1991). This rel a tively open-minded at ti tude at the in -
di vid ual level con trasts with the so cial re jec tion of homo -
sex u ali ty. Still, 11.2% of Ital ians pro posed le gal mea sures
against homo sex u ali ty and, while 48.8% are in fa vor of the
rec og ni tion of the equal rights and dig nity of homo sex u als,
45.3% of Italians see the diffusion of homosexuality as a so -
cial peril.

C. Behaviors
Most males dis cover their homo sex u al de sires dur ing pu -

berty, be tween the ages of 11 and 15 (42.6%), or ad o les -
cence, age 16 to 20 (20.9%). Fe males be come aware of their
de sires at a later age. They also start hav ing sex ual re la tions
at a later age (22.3% be fore age 15, against 42.1% in the case
of males). Whereas homo sex u al con tacts pre cede the ac qui -
si tion of a homo sex u al iden tity in the case of males, in the
case of fe males, the first homo sex u al ex pe ri ences usu ally
take place af ter the ac qui si tion of a sex ual iden tity. The main
re ac tion in the case of fe males is hap pi ness (64.5% against
47.2% in the case of males). How ever, fear and a sense of
guilt con tinue to play a role. The high num ber of part ners of
male homo sex u als—12.9% de clared sex ual con tacts with
over 400 part ners—is in con trast with the de clared pref er -
ence for mo nog a mous same-sex cou ples. [Up date 2003: The
num ber of part ners per year is sig nif i cantly lower for the gen -
er a tion born af ter 1972 than for those born be fore 1956. This
may be ex plained in part by the fear of AIDS. How ever, it
might also be the re sult of a gen er a tional change, be cause
those com ing of age in the 1980s and 1990s do not share the
ide als of free love that were pop u lar both among homo sex u -
als and among hetero sex u als in the 1960s. (End of update by
P. F. Wanrooij)]

Ac cord ing to Fiore (1991), the most com mon sex ual
prac tices among homo sex u al cou ples are: mu tual mas tur -
ba tion (prac ticed in all sex ual con tacts by 25% of males and
41.9% of fe males), fol lowed by oral-gen i tal con tacts and
pen e tra tion. Sadomasochistic prac tices are much less fre -
quent. Gen er ally speak ing, sex ual prac tices among homo -
sex u als are poly mor phous and de pend on the part ner, the
place, and other spe cific con di tions. [Up date 2003: A re cent 
sur vey by Barbagli and Co lombo (2001) shows that sim i lar
char ac ter is tics ap ply to les bian women: mu tual mas tur ba -
tion and pen e tra tion of the va gina are the most com mon sex -
ual prac tices, but prac tices vary widely de pend ing on con -
di tions like the level of emo tional par tic i pa tion. (End of
update by P. F. Wanrooij)]Italy: Gender Diversity and Transgender Issues

7. Gender Diversity and
Transgender Issues

Dur ing the late 1970s, a group of trans sex u als cre ated
the Movi men to Transessuali Italiani (MTI) (Move ment of
Ital ian Trans sex u als or MIT). With the sup port of the Rad i -
cal Party, this move ment suc ceeded in 1982 in con vinc ing
Par lia ment to change the ex ist ing leg is la tion. The orig i nal
pro posal would have made it pos si ble to change one’s sex
sim ply by re quest ing a change in the sex in di ca tors on of fi -
cial doc u ments. The fi nal ap proved com pro mise in tro duced 
a two-step pro ce dure for chang ing one’s sex. First, a court
has to give per mis sion for the sur gi cal ad ap ta tion of gen i tals 
on the ba sis of med i cal and psy cho log i cal ev i dence. Cer tif i -
ca tion of the sur gi cal in ter ven tion is then needed to change
the indication of sex in the documents.
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The law is based on the as sump tion that only two sexes
ex ist, male and fe male, and, while ac knowl edg ing the right
of trans sex u als to rec re ate the unity of body and mind, the
law of fers no so lu tion for trans sex u als who in tend to change 
their sex sta tus with out un der go ing sur gi cal interventions.Italy: Significant Unconventional Sexual Behaviors

8. Significant Unconventional
Sexual Behaviors

A. Coercive Sex
Child Sexual Abuse and Incest

A num ber of se ri ous crimes com mit ted in It aly and
abroad has brought the prob lem of sex ual abuse of chil dren
to pub li c at ten tion. The ac tiv i ties of the tele phone help serv -
ice for chil dren, Telefono Azzurro (“Blue Tele phone”),
have also con trib uted to mak ing the prob lem better known
to the general public.

Re act ing to the in crease in the num ber of cases of sex ual
abuse of chil dren that have reached pub li c at ten tion, the Ital -
ian Par lia ment in tro duced in 1998 new leg is la tion against the 
sex ual ex ploi ta tion of mi nors in pros ti tu tion, por nog ra phy,
and sex tour ism. The cli ents of pros ti tutes aged 14 to 16 risk a 
term of prison from six months to three years, or of four
months to two years if the cli ent is un der age 18. Sim i lar pun -
ish ment is at tached to the ac qui si tion of por nog ra phy in volv -
ing mi nors. The main in no va tions of the law re gard more se -
vere pun ish ment for those who pro duce, sell, or trans mit por -
nog ra phy de pict ing mi nors, and for those re spon si ble for
sup port ing the pros ti tu tion of mi nors. Those re spon si ble for
traf fic in mi nors for pros ti tu tion risk a pun ish ment of six to
20 years. The law can also be ap plied if the crimes are com -
mit ted abroad, so that travel agencies have the obligation to
warn their clients about the risks of sex tourism.

In or der to com bat sex tour ism and the dis tri bu tion of
por nog ra phy in volv ing mi nors, po lice forces are al lowed to
work un der cover, par tic i pate in or ga nized travel abroad,
and cre ate Internet sites and discussion groups.

The re cent leg is la tion has been crit i cized for con firm ing
ex ist ing ste reo types and for call ing for new cru sades or
“witch hunts.” The main crit i cism cen ters on the fact that
the law tends to fo cus on per sons who are un known to the
child, whereas, in re al ity, in the ma jor ity of cases, those re -
spon si ble for child abuse are fam ily mem bers or members
of the community.

In dict ment for in cest in volv ing two adults takes place
only on com plaint and in case of pub li c scan dal. Gen er ally,
po lice and ju di ciary au thor i ties do not take ac tion un less a
for mal com plaint has been filed.

Sexual Harassment
The ma jor ity of Ital ian women aged 14 to 59 have been

the vic tim of at least one of the fol low ing forms of sex ual
ha rass ment: ob scene tele phone calls, acts of ex hi bi tion ism,
phys i cal ha rass ment, and/or sex ual in tim i da tion on the job.
The per sons re spon si ble for acts of sex ual ha rass ment are
gen er ally out sid ers not known to the victims.

Pro pos als to clar ify the le gal sta tus of some forms of
be hav ior with a sex ual con no ta tion that are clearly of fen -
sive came up for open dis cus sion, but early pub li c opin ion
has re sisted all at tempts to in tro duce a more ex ten sive no -
tion of sex ual ha rass ment. In many cases, these at tempts
are con sid ered part of a moral cru sade im ported from the
United States.

Rape
The Fas cist pe nal code de fined rape as a crime that of -

fended pub li c mo ral ity and not as a crime against the per -
son. Like many other parts of Fas cist leg is la tion, the ar ti cles 
re gard ing sex ual vi o lence re mained valid dur ing the first

de cades of the Ital ian Re pub lic. Rape was con sid ered a
crime against mo ral ity, and no man da tory pros e cu tion ex -
isted. The vic tim had to file a com plaint, and of ten would be
as much on trial as the per pe tra tor, be cause the de fense
would in sist that the vic tim had pro voked the crime. Ev i -
dence of the sex ual his tory of the vic tim could be pre sented
to the court. More over, the fact that the men re spon si ble for
this crime could es cape pun ish ment if they mar ried their
vic tims, of ten led to heavy pres sure on the vic tim. In any
case, punishment of the crime was relatively mild.

Given this le gal sit u a tion, and tak ing into ac count the
psy cho log i cal prob lems that still to day make it dif fi cult to
de nounce acts of sex ual vi o lence, the sta tis tics have no di -
rect re la tion with the real in ci dence of the crime, but are
linked with the at ti tudes pre vail ing in so ci ety, and es pe -
cially among women. Un til the early 1960s, the num ber of
de nun ci a tions of rape was high est in the south ern re gions of
It aly, where le gal pres sure was used to ob tain ex tra le gal so -
lu tions, like mar riage, which could restore the honor of the
family (Sabadini 1998).

Dur ing the 1970s, changes in sex ual mo res led to a de -
cline of the num ber of de nun ci a tions in the south. The gen -
eral in crease of de nun ci a tions in the 1980s is linked with
changes in pub li c opin ion, which had grown more aware of
the im por tance of women’s rights, while the po lice forces
and ju di ciary sys tem also changed their at ti tudes. Women’s
or ga ni za tions have played an im por tant role in this change.
Al ready in the 1960s, women’s or ga ni za tions had started to
cam paign against the ex ist ing leg is la tion, un der lin ing the
im por tance of sex ual vi o lence against women. The ex ist ence 
of an ti-vi o lence cen ters and of other as sis tance ser vices or ga -
nized by women, like the Telefono Rosa (“Pink Telephone”), 
convinced more women to denounce violence.

Still to day, most cases of sex ual vi o lence are not de -
nounced, and this is even more true when the per son re spon -
si ble for the crime is some one known by the vic tim, as is of -
ten the case. Only in 21.7% of the re ported cases of sex ual
vi o lence was the per son re spon si ble to tally un known to the
vic tim; most other cases re garded friends, rel a tives, em -
ploy ers, and so on. Friends, rel a tives, and (ex-)boy friends
are re spon si ble for 54.3% of re ported in ci dents of sex ual vi -
o lence; vi o lence on the job by em ploy ers or col leagues ac -
counts for 10.7%. Street violence accounts for 22.5%.

In Feb ru ary 1996, new leg is la tion was in tro duced. Sex -
ual vi o lence is now con sid ered a crime against the per son,
and is pun ished more se verely than in the past. By abol ish -
ing the dis tinc tion be tween rape (sex ual vi o lence with pen e -
tra tion) and other forms of sex ual vi o lence, Law n. 66 has
elim i nated the need for spe cific med i cal checks and for a
de tailed dis cus sion of the acts. Ac cord ing to the new leg is -
la tion, sex ual vi o lence, mean ing sex ual re la tions ob tained
with the use of phys i cal vi o lence, threats, abuse of au thor -
ity, abuse of con di tions of phys i cal or men tal in fe ri or ity, or
de cep tion, is pun ished with a term in prison from five to ten
years. The pun ish ment is six to 12 years if spe cial con di -
tions oc cur, as in the case of gang rape. Pros e cu tion is man -
da tory only in spe cial cases, such as when the vic tim is un -
der age 14. In all other cases, it is nec es sary to file a com -
plaint within a pe ri od of six months from the time of the
crime. It is not possible to retract this complaint.

B. Prostitution
In 1860, the new Ital ian king dom fol lowed the French

and Bel gian ex am ple of al low ing reg u lated pros ti tu tion in
closed houses, where pros ti tutes were sub jected to man da -
tory med i cal con trol and de prived of many civ i l rights. Not -
with stand ing the op po si tion of the ab o li tion ist move ment
and fem i nist groups, the sys tem of reg u lated pros ti tu tion re -
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mained in vigor, with rel a tively mi nor changes, un til 1958.
The sys tem was jus ti fied on the grounds that it gave young
men a safe out let for their sex ual de sires, and helped to
avoid both mas tur ba tion and the so cially more dis rup tive
prob lem of the se duc tion of “hon est” girls. Mor al is tic ar gu -
ments played an im por tant role as well in the dis course of
the ab o li tion ists, who re fused to rec og nize that pros ti tu tion
could be a choice for poor women for whom the al ter na tives 
of fered by the la bor mar ket of ten were not much more at -
trac tive. Med i cal sci ence viewed reg u lated pros ti tu tion as a
nec es sary pro tec tion against the dif fu sion of sex u ally trans -
mit ted dis eases. More over, posi tiv ist sci en tists like Cesare
Lombroso (1836-1909), an Ital ian phy si cian and crim i nol o -
gist, claimed that prostitution was the “biological destiny”
of women who shared certain physical and psychological
characteristics.

In 1948, Lina Mer lin, a so cial ist mem ber of Par lia ment,
pro posed a bill for the ab o li tion of closed houses of pros ti tu -
tion. The pro posal, which was not ap proved un til 1958, met
with the open op po si tion of brothel keep ers who fi nanced a
cam paign in the news pa pers against the “Sal va tion Army
men tal ity” of Lina Mer lin, and ac cused her of dis re gard ing
male priv i leges. Pro tests were ex pressed also by the na -
tional as so ci a tion of ve nere olo gists, who warned that the
ab o li tion of man da tory med i cal checks on pros ti tutes would 
lead to a rapid in crease of syph i lis and other ve ne real dis -
eases. The group of ab o li tion ists was in ter nally di vided be -
cause some saw the ab o li tion of or ga nized pros ti tu tion pri -
mar ily as a way to re con struct the moral bases of male su pe -
ri or ity, or as part of a more com plex ef fort of mor al iza tion,
in clud ing mea sures against pre mar i tal sex, adul tery, and
con tra cep tion. The main cause of the de lay, how ever, was
the si lent opposition of the male members of Parliament
who simply refused to put the issue on the agenda.

The new leg is la tion, which was fi nally ap proved in
1958, did not make pros ti tu tion, as such, a crime, but pun -
ished only per sons in volved in pro cur ing and in the ex ploi -
ta tion of pros ti tu tion. There fore, those who or ga nized pros -
ti tu tion now ran most of the le gal risks, while the pros ti tutes
them selves had lit tle to fear. The re sult has been that most
pros ti tutes turned to street walk ing; only those pros ti tutes
who could guar an tee a high in come, and who did not rep re -
sent spe cial risks of be ing mi nors or drug ad dicts, were
employed in illegal brothels.

In the 1980s, pros ti tutes, or sex work ers, started to or ga -
nize them selves, and the year 1983 saw the first meet ing of
the Comitato per i Diritti Civ i li delle Pros ti tute (Com mit tee
for the Civ i l Rights of Pros ti tutes), cre ated on the ini tia tive
of Carla Corso and Pia Covre. The main aim of this or ga ni -
za tion was to limit the ex ten sive in ter pre ta tion of the ex ist -
ing law against the ex ploi ta tion of pros ti tu tion, which was
of ten ap plied against the hus bands and part ners of pros ti -
tutes. An at tempt was also made to re ed u cate the male cli -
ents, and to con vince them of the necessity to use condoms.

The pres ence among pros ti tutes of drug ad dicts will ing
to ac cept lower prices and not re quir ing the use of con doms
lim ited the suc cesses of the or ga ni za tions of pros ti tutes. In
the early 1990s, the ar rival of women from East ern Eu rope
and Af rica cre ated fur ther prob lems. Ac cord ing to a re port
pub lished by the Min is try of In ter nal Af fairs in Sep tem ber
1997, the to tal num ber of women work ing as pros ti tutes in
It aly is about 50,000. Thirty-five thou sand of these women
have mi grated to It aly from abroad, with the ma jor group
com ing from Al ba nia. In 1996, 4,387 per sons were de -
nounced for the exploitation of prostitution.

Pros ti tutes can be di vided into three cat e go ries, de pend -
ing on dif fer ences be tween the level of per sonal au ton omy,
the prices paid for their ser vices, the level of in te gra tion in

so ci ety, and age. At the top level are the call girls who are
au ton o mous in the or ga ni za tion of their ac tiv i ties; they at -
tract their cli ents through ad ver tis ing in news pa pers and in
spe cial ized mag a zines. Un like the call girls, the sec ond
group of women, who work of fi cially as ac tors, danc ers,
host esses, strip pers, and so on, can not re fuse cli ents who are 
pro cured by agencies or by the owners of nightclubs.

The work ing con di tions of street walk ers, many of them
il le gal im mi grants, are wors e, be cause their le gal sit u a tion
makes them eas ily ex ploited. More over, many of these pros -
ti tutes, es pe cially those com ing from Al ba nia, are mi nors,
and are forced to work on the streets. These young women
are of ten ex ploited by crim i nal gangs, who force them to
hand over all the money they earn. More over, they are the
fre quent vic tims of the vi o lent ac tions of the pro cur ers, es pe -
cially when they stand up against their ex ploit ers, and re fuse
to work as pros ti tutes. Street walk ers also run more risks in
their con tacts with cli ents. Po lice ac tions against these forms
of violence have been notably inefficient.

The rapid in crease in the num ber of pros ti tutes and their
grow ing vis i bil ity has led to a re cent de bate about the pos si -
ble re in tro duc tion of some reg u la tion of pros ti tu tion. Pro -
pos als have been for warded to force pros ti tutes to ex er cise
their pro fes sion only in cer tain lo ca tions, and/or to al low
them to or ga nize them selves in co op er a tives, with out be ing
ac cused of “fa vor ing” the pros ti tu tion of their fel low sex
work ers. In 1998, many city coun cils in tro duced re pres sive
leg is la tion, us ing the ex ist ing rules re gard ing traf fic and
pub li c or der, to force pros ti tutes and their cli ents to change
lo ca tions. At the na tional level, pro pos als were dis cussed to
co or di nate po lice ac tions against the ex ploi ta tion of women 
and to cre ate pub li c fa cil i ties for pros ti tutes who want to
aban don the streets. More over, il le gal im mi grants are of -
fered the right to re side in It aly in ex change for their help in
dismantling the criminal organizations responsible for the
“traffic in women.”

[Up date 2003: In Jan u ary 2003, the Ital ian gov ern ment
pro posed a bill, which, in its in ten tions, will com bat the in -
crease of pros ti tu tion. The ex ploi ta tion of pros ti tu tion by
crim i nal or ga ni za tions will be pun ished more se verely, and
more funds will be made avail able to as sist the women who
want to es cape from these or ga ni za tions. Street walk ers who 
are not the vic tims of crim i nals will be pun ished with a fine
plus a term of prison up to 15 days. Also, their male cli ents
risk a fine. How ever, pros ti tu tion in pri vate apart ments will
be le gal. More over, pros ti tutes are en cour aged to un dergo
fre quent med i cal check ups, even though the bill does not
introduce any formal obligation in this sense.

[The con ser va tive gov ern ment pre sented its bill as a
way of pro mot ing tra di tional fam ily val ues, with out re in -
tro duc ing reg u lated pros ti tu tion. Mem bers of the op po si -
tion and non govern men tal or ga ni za tions, how ever, speak
about a re turn to the sys tem of “closed houses.” They claim
that the bill merely aims at elim i nat ing the vis i bil ity of pros -
ti tu tion, with out tack ling the prob lem it self. (End of up date
by P. F. Wanrooij)]

Trans sex u als and trans ves tites also par tic i pate in pros ti -
tu tion, where the two cat e go ries are of ten lumped to gether
un der the name viados. Male homo sex u al pros ti tu tion,
which cre ated It aly’s rep u ta tion for sex tour ism early in the
20th cen tury, is con cen trated in the ma jor cit ies, and takes,
above all, the form of street walk ing. As in the case of
hetero sex u al pros ti tu tion, some of the pros ti tutes of fer ing
their ser vices to homo sex u al cli ents are mi nors, and a rel a -
tively high per cent age is re cruited among (il le gal) im mi -
grants. Male hetero sex u al pros ti tu tion is less com mon, but
ac cord ing to jour nal is tic sources, there is an in crease in the
phe nom e non. Un for tu nately, lit tle re search has been done
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on this. In re cent years, the larger Ital ian cit ies have at -
tracted Bra zil ian and other La tino trans ves tites, who can
earn a much better living as prostitutes than they can in
South America.

Not much in for ma tion is avail able about the cli ents of
pros ti tutes. Un til 1960, about a quar ter of Ital ian young men 
had their first com plete hetero sex u al ex pe ri ence with pros -
ti tutes. Vis its to broth els were con sid ered part of the pro cess 
of com ing of age for young, un mar ried men, even though in
re al ity mid dle-aged mar ried men made up a large part of the
clientele.

To day, there is a grow ing de mand for sex ual ser vices,
which seems to be linked with the more gen eral phe nom e -
non of the commoditization of hu man re la tions. About 16%
of sex u ally ac tive Ital ian males have sex ual in ter course
with pros ti tutes, with a higher per cent age in south ern It aly
(Cutrufelli 1996). The in crease in the de mand, how ever, has 
not kept up with the in crease on the sup ply side. As a re sult,
it has be come ever more dif fi cult for pros ti tutes to re fuse
cer tain cli ents or par tic u lar sex ual acts. Also, the safety risk
is higher, as the re quest to use condoms is often disregarded
by clients.

A re cent pub li c opin ion sur vey (Buzzi 1998) shows that
most young Ital ians have a more se vere judg ment about the
cli ents than about the pros ti tutes. Pros ti tu tion, how ever, is
seen above all as a prob lem of pub li c or der, and 64.7% of
young peo ple agree with the idea of re es tab lish ing broth els.
More over, the ma jor ity of young men do not ex clude the
pos si bil ity of going with prostitutes.

C. Pornography and Erotica
While it is dif fi cult to find pre cise data about the pro duc -

tion and com merce of por nog ra phy in It aly, there are no
doubts about its dif fu sion. The grad ual blur ring of the dis -
tinc tion be tween por nog ra phy and other forms of erot ica
has led to a high level of so cial ac cep tance of por nog ra phy
and opened new mar kets. In pub li c de bate, the an ti-por nog -
ra phy po si tion is weak, and por nog ra phy is of ten pre sented
as a form of sex ual lib er a tion. Even some Cath o lic mor al ists 
have rec og nized that por nog ra phy can help cou ples to im -
prove their sex ual life as long as it does not replace “natu -
ral” sexuality.

The por nog ra phy mar ket can sat isfy most re quests in
gen res from hetero sex u al and homo sex u al to trans sex u al,
and from sa do mas och ism to sex ual acts in volv ing an i mals,
and prod ucts in clud ing mag a zines, videocassettes, tele -
phone ser vices, and sex toys. A great di ver si fi ca tion ex ists
in the dis tri bu tion sys tem, which in cludes nor mal news -
stands, video shops, por no shops, and mail-or der ser vices.
From the eco nomic point of view, the most im por tant sec tor
of the por no mar ket is the sale of videocassettes, the suc cess 
of which has been made pos si ble by the wide dis tri bu tion of
vid eo cas sette play ers. With the in crease in the sale of
videocassettes, the im por tance of the so-called “red light”
cin e mas, with their al most ex clu sively male pub li c, has de -
creased rap idly, from 122 in 1987 to 85 in 1992. Soft-core
mag a zines, as well, have en tered a pe ri od of cri sis: The Oc -
to ber 1991 is sue of Play boy sold 51,000 cop ies, whereas
dur ing the late 1970s, the av er age sale had been about
120,000 cop ies. Hard core mag a zines did not suf fer the
same de cline, thanks to the greater di ver si fi ca tion of their
content. The total yearly sale of porno magazines is about
30 million copies.

Com pared to por no cin e mas, videocassettes of fer the
pos si bil ity of greater pri vacy, and ca ter to the needs of a
more mixed pub li c, in clud ing women and cou ples. Por no -
graphic videocassettes are dis trib uted pri mar ily through
video shops, where they can also be rented, and at the typ i -

cal news stand. The news stands have fewer le gal prob lems
in sell ing the hard core cas settes, which are for mally at -
tached to mag a zines, be cause, ac cord ing to a law is sued in
1975, the owner of the news stand is not re spon si ble for the
con tent of the pub li ca tions that he or she sells. This le gal sit -
u a tion has made the news stands the pri mary chan nel for the
sale of por no graphic cas settes, and has thus de ter mined a
high level of vis i bil ity for por nog ra phy. Video shops, how -
ever, of fer the ad van tage of greater an o nym ity, es pe cially,
in the case of auto mat ic dis pens ers, and the tech ni cal qual -
ity of the cas settes is usu ally higher. Es ti mates of the eco -
nomic value of pornographic cassettes vary from 250 to
1,000 billion Italian lire per year.

The star sys tem is a char ac ter is tic of hard core por no -
graphic mov ies pro duced in It aly, and ac tresses like Ilona
Staller, Moana Pozzi, Jessica Rizzo, and Eva Henger have
achieved some pop u lar ity also out side the world of por nog -
ra phy, thanks to their pres ence as guest stars in non-por no
tele vi sion shows. The bes t-known por nog ra phy stars have
tried to ex ploit their pop u lar ity also, through the cre ation of
pay sites on the World Wide Web. Not much is known about
the con sump tion of por nog ra phy though Internet ser vices,
but the grow ing num ber of sites in Ital ian seems to indicate
an expanding demand.

Sur veys re gard ing the con sum ers of por nog ra phy
(Euris pes 1993) in di cate that about 50% of both males and
fe males are sex u al ity ex cited by erotic films. How ever,
whereas fe males pre fer erotic films where sex ual acts are
em bed ded in a nar ra tive con text, males are more eas ily ex -
cited by view ing mere nu dity and sex ual or gans. Ear lier
sur veys (Sabatini 1988) de fined the in ter est for por nog ra -
phy as pre dom i nantly male, and sug gested that fe male cu -
ri os ity in creased with age. More over, fe male con sump tion 
of por nog ra phy seems to take place in the con text of the
cou ple, whereas for men it is more linked with sol i tary sex. 
The gen der dif fer ences in the con sump tion of por nog ra -
phy are prob a bly re lated to its male fo cus. Not with stand -
ing this, gen er ally speak ing, there are indications of an in -
crease of the consumption of pornography by couples.Italy: Contraception, Abortion, and PopulationPlanning

9. Contraception, Abortion, and
Population Planning

A. Contraception
Ac cord ing to a 1997 sur vey (De Sandre 1997), the most

com mon method of con tra cep tion in It aly is with drawal,
which is used by 29.2% of women of fer tile age with a sta -
ble re la tion ship. The in ci dence of this method is high est
among women in the age group 20 to 24 (38.0%), where the
con tra cep tive pill ranks sec ond with 32.9%, and in the age
group 45 to 49 (39.6%). Con doms are the most pop u lar
method of birth con trol for women aged 35 to 39 (28.1%);
the con tra cep tive pill pre vails in the age group 30 to 34
(30.8%). Nine per cent of women with a sta ble re la tion ship
do not use any method of contraception.

The sit u a tion is com pletely dif fer ent among women with -
out a sta ble re la tion ship: 48.7% use the con tra cep tive pill,
and 30.8% use con doms. Dif fer ences be tween the age
groups are less im por tant for this cat e gory, with the ex cep -
tion of women be long ing to the age group 45 to 49, whose
use of the con tra cep tive pill is equaled by the use of other
mod ern meth ods of con tra cep tion (both 22.9%). Con doms
are used by 7.6% of the 45-to-49 age group, whereas 38.9%
of this group does not use any method of con tra cep tion. Dif -
fer ences be tween the age groups are less pro nounced among
women with out a sta ble re la tion ship. Only the women aged
45 to 49 dis tin guish them selves: The use of the con tra cep tive
pill is lower for this group (22.9%), and the dif fer ence is even 
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more strik ing for the use of con doms (7.6%). Thirty-nine
per cent of women with out a sta ble re la tion ship aged 45 to 49
do not use any form of contraception.

Con doms and other means of con tra cep tion were not
eas ily avail able in It aly un til World War I. How ever, the ex -
ist ing meth ods of birth con trol, sex ual ab sten tion and with -
drawal, were not pop u lar among men from the higher
classes, who of ten pre ferred the sex ual ex ploi ta tion of do -
mes tic ser vants and peas ant women. The ide als of neo-Mal -
thu sian ism gained more pop u lar ity in the first de cades of
the 20th cen tury when rub ber con doms be came avail able.
In 1913, Luigi Berta and Secondo Giorni founded the neo-
Mal thu sian League. The suc cess of this move ment was
ham pered by the ad vent of World War I, which seemed to
show the need of pop u la tion growth, and gave birth control
an anti-patriotic image.

Ea ger to win the “de mo graphic bat tle” in fa vor of pop u -
la tion growth, the Fas cist lead ers in tro duced in 1930 leg is -
la tion pro hib it ing pub li ca tions and any other form of pro pa -
ganda in fa vor of birth con trol. The pro duc tion of con doms,
as such, was not af fected, be cause they were deemed nec es -
sary as a pro tec tion against ve ne real dis eases. Sub si dies and 
tax re duc tions for large fam i lies, jobs and better ca reer
chances for pro lific fa thers, higher tax a tion for bach e lors,
and health care for moth ers and chil dren were in tro duced in
this pe ri od, but did not con vince men, and above all women, 
to have more chil dren. The main re sult of the pro hi bi tion of
con tra cep tion was, there fore, an in crease in the num ber of
abor tions. In ad di tion, there was an in crease in the num ber
of il le git i mate chil dren, because economic hardship made it 
difficult to set up new households.

In the years af ter World War II, there was grow ing op po -
si tion against the Fas cist leg is la tion re gard ing con tra cep -
tion, which had re mained valid in It aly even af ter the fall of
Benito Mus so lini. In 1956, the Ital ian As so ci a tion for De -
mo graphic Ed u ca tion (AIED) was founded with the aim of
de fend ing the idea and the prac tice of a vol un tary and con -
scious lim i ta tion of the num ber of chil dren, and of com bat -
ing the ex ist ing leg is la tion against birth con trol. AIED had
the sup port of the sec u lar lay forces in It aly, of the so cial ists
and of the com mu nists, but its pro pos als were strongly op -
posed by the Cath o lics, who up held the ex ist ing leg is la tion.
Still, in 1965, the Con sti tu tional Court de clared that de -
tailed in for ma tion about con tra cep tives should re main il le -
gal be cause it of fended pub li c mo ral ity. In 1971, the leg is la -
tion forbidding “propaganda in favor of birth control” was
declared unconstitutional.

Since the le gal iza tion of con tra cep tion, the fer til ity rate
has ac cel er ated its de cline. Not with stand ing the op po si tion 
of the Cath o lic Church, which has re peat edly re af firmed its 
con dem na tion of con tra cep tion in the 1969 En cyc li cal
Humanae Vi tae of Pope Paul VI, the use of the con tra cep -
tive pill has in creased, and al most tri pled in the ten years
between 1985 and 1996.

Some ta boos sur vive, how ever. In 1997, the in stal la tion
of con dom dis pens ers in a pub li c high school caused a ma -
jor out cry in the con ser va tive press. The of fi cial news pa per
of the Vat i can, L’Osservatore Romano, spoke about an act
of ar ro gance com mit ted by a mi nor ity, even though ac cord -
ing to pub li c opin ion polls, 79% of the Ital ians were in fa vor 
of the ini tia tive. Ear lier, in 1993, an an ti-AIDS cam paign in
high schools was blocked be cause it en dorsed the use of
con doms. Fur ther more, a re cent agree ment among pri vate
and pub li c tele vi sion net works excludes publicity for con -
doms during prime time.

Es pe cially among young peo ple, who seem to be aware
of the risks of un pro tected sex ual re la tions in terms of STDs
and preg nancy, the use of con doms is lim ited, be cause it is

as sumed that they make sex less en joy able, be cause it is em -
bar rass ing to buy them, and also be cause the risk of not us -
ing con doms in con tacts with oc ca sional part ners is judged
ac cept able. The low in ci dence of ex tra mar i tal preg nan cies
is nev er the less an in di ca tion of the wide spread use of con -
tra cep tion. The ma jor ity of un mar ried women above age
20, in fact, have com plete sex ual re la tions, but only a few of
them co habit or have chil dren. This is even more sig nif i cant 
tak ing into ac count the distance between the age of first sex
and marriage.

B. Abortion
Al though in duced abor tion was not al lowed dur ing the

Fas cist pe ri od, le gal mea sures against con tra cep tion, and
the high in ci dence of pre mar i tal sex in cer tain re gions,
made abor tion a com mon method of birth con trol. The first
ex cep tion in the gen eral pro hi bi tion of abor tion was made
in 1975, when the Con sti tu tional Court ruled that in duced
abor tion should be pos si ble in the case of se ri ous health
risks for the woman. Af ter a cam paign by pro-choice fem i -
nist groups, abor tion was le gal ized in 1978, and women
were granted the right to ter mi nate a preg nancy upon re -
quest dur ing the first tri mes ter. How ever, the law con tained
a num ber of re stric tions: Le gal abor tion is con fined to
women whose phys i cal and psy cho log i cal health are at risk
or for whom so cial con di tions, eco nomic con di tions, or the
fam ily sit u a tion make it ex tremely dif fi cult to ed u cate chil -
dren. Fur ther lim i ta tions re gard the ob li ga tion to con sult a
med i cal doc tor, and the man da tory wait ing pe ri od of seven
days be tween the med i cally cer ti fied de ci sion and the ac -
tual in ter ven tion. Mi nors need to ob tain per mis sion of a par -
ent or guardian. The male partner of the woman is involved
in the decision process only if the woman wishes so.

Af ter the first three-month pe ri od, in duced abor tion is
le gal only in case preg nancy or child birth cre ates se ri ous
health risks for the woman, or when the fe tus pres ents pa -
thol o gies that en tail se ri ous risks for the phys i cal and men -
tal health of the woman. All in duced abor tions have to take
place in pub li c hos pi tals, where the med i cal staff has no ob -
li ga tion to co op er ate if abor tion is in con flict with their
moral and re li gious con vic tions. Partly as a re sult of the lim -
i ta tions to the free dom of choice, il le gally in duced abor tion
has not dis ap peared in It aly. For ob vi ous rea sons, no ex act
data are avail able, but the Min is try of Health es ti mated that
50,000 clan des tine abor tions were carried out in 1993, 70%
of which were in the south.

At tempts to change the ex ist ing leg is la tion failed in
1981, when two dif fer ent ref er enda, one aimed at elim i nat -
ing the re stric tions, the other de signed to se verely re duce
ac cess to abor tion, were voted down by ma jor i ties of, re -
spec tively, 88.4% and 68%. Abor tion re mains con tro ver sial 
in It aly, how ever, and is se verely con demned by the Cath o -
lic Church. The con dem na tion was re it er ated in a re cent Pa -
pal En cyc li cal on eth i cal ques tions, Evangelium Vi tae. The
Ital ian pro-life move ment tries ac tively, but with out much
suc cess, to con vince the po lit i cal lead er ship of the need to
change the ex ist ing leg is la tion. Most of its re sources, how -
ever, are spent in pro vid ing alternative solutions and facili -
ties for single mothers.

Af ter the in tro duc tion of Law no. 194, abor tion rates rose
mod estly, in creas ing from 13.7 abor tions per 1,000 women
aged 15 to 44 in 1979 to 16.9 per 1,000 in 1982. Since 1984,
there has been a steady de cline, reach ing 9.8 per 1,000 by
1993. A sim i lar pat tern was dis played by abor tion ra tios (the
num ber of abor tions per 1,000 live births), which reached
213 in 1996 af ter hav ing reached a peak of 389.5 in 1984.
While the abor tion ra tios are rel a tively high be cause of It -
aly’s low fer til ity rate, the gen eral trends are sim i lar to other
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west ern Eu ro pean coun tries. (Salvini Bettarini 1996). Abor -
tion rates and ra tios vary con sid er ably ac cord ing to re gions.
Since le gal iza tion, abor tion rates have dropped most in the
north ern re gions, where fam ily plan ning ser vices are more
ex ten sive, but both abor tion ra tios and rates re main higher in
the northern and central regions than in the south.

As far as age pat terns are con cerned, the abor tion rate is
rel a tively low for young women (7.6 per 1,000 women at
ages 15 to 19 in 1981, and 4.6 in 1991). This may be, in part,
be cause of leg is la tive re stric tions, but it is also linked to the
fact that Ital ian women start to have sex ual re la tions at a rel -
a tively late age. Gen er ally speak ing, the trend in the dis tri -
bu tion of age-spe cific abor tion rates is shift ing up ward. In
1981, the abor tion rate was high est among women aged 25
to 29 (25.3 per 1,000 women), whereas in 1991, the abor tion 
rate was high est among women aged 30 to 34 (16.9 per
1,000 women), with women aged 26 to 29 com ing second
(15.7 per 1,000 women).

The most re cent data (ISTAT 2000) show that the to tal
num ber of vol un tary abor tions has sta bi lized at be tween
138,000 and 140,000 per year, af ter a slight in crease in 1997
when the num ber of abor tions was 9.5 per 1,000 women of
fer tile age. Thus, in the years 1980 to 1997, the av er age num -
ber of abor tions per woman has di min ished by 40.7% against 
a dim i nu tion by 29% of the fer til ity rate in the same time pe -
ri od. The de cline in the abor tion rate and in the fer til ity rate
in di cate a more fre quent, or more ef fi cient, use of tech niques
of birth con trol. The de cline in the abor tion rate is high est
among mar ried women in the most fer tile age groups, 25 to
28 and 30 to 34. An op po site ten dency can be noted among
very young women, aged 15 to 19, among whom the abor tion 
rate has in creased since the early 1990s, reach ing 6.6 per
1,000 in 1998. A more con sis tent in crease re gards the abor -
tion rate of im mi grant women, which reached the number of
32.5 abortions per 1,000 women in 1998.

C. Population Programs
Un der Fas cism, pub li c au thor i ties shared the Cath o lic

Church’s pos i tive view about large fam i lies, and af ter the
fall of Mus so lini, they were slow to change their po si tion.
Not un til 1971 did the Con sti tu tional Court de clare that
ideas about pop u la tion growth dat ing back to the Fas cist pe -
ri od were not suf fi cient to jus tify the ex ist ence of leg is la tion 
against con tra cep tion. To ad vance in for ma tion about con -
tra cep tion and to pro mote re spon si ble par ent hood are part
of the du ties of the public family advisory agencies created
in 1975.

In the post war pe ri od, pop u la tion plan ning con cen trated 
on var i ous ma ter nity ben e fits. The first im por tant le gal
meas ure was taken in 1950 when em ploy ers were pro hib -
ited by law from dis miss ing preg nant women or moth ers of
small chil dren. The same law pro hib ited em ploy ing preg -
nant women in ac tiv i ties that would en dan ger their health or 
the health of the un born baby. Fi nally, a new law in tro duced
a paid ma ter nity leave of three months be fore child birth and 
two months af ter child birth. Moth ers have the right to six
more months of un paid ma ter nity leave, dur ing which they
re tain their po si tion. In the at tempt to in val i date the at tempt
of em ploy ers to dis miss women as soon as the pos si bil ity of
preg nancy in creased sig nif i cantly, a 1963 law spec i fied that 
mar riage was not a valid rea son for dis miss al. The rules re -
gard ing man da tory leave of absence for maternity were
reaffirmed and elaborated on in Law n. 1204 of 1971.

To day, It aly’s birth rate, ex pressed in To tal Fer til ity Rate
(TFR) is, with that of Spain, the low est of 227 na tions: 1.19
chil dren per fer tile woman. A TFR of 0.8 in the north ern in -
dus trial city of Bo lo gna un der scores the so cial chal lenges It -
aly faces. The ac tions of the Ital ian gov ern ments in the field

of pop u la tion plan ning are strongly in flu enced by the fear
that this low fer til ity rate and a rel a tive de cline of the ac tive
pop u la tion will make it im pos si ble to fi nance pen sions for
the re tired and other wel fare pro jects. Most mea sures aim at
im prov ing the con di tions of work ing moth ers, and try at the
same time to elim i nate gen der-spe cific dis crim i na tion, by
ex tend ing rights, such as leaves of ab sence for the care of
chil dren to men. Ac cord ing to re cent pro pos als, fi nan cial
com pen sa tion for ma ter nity, un til now lim ited to em ployed
women, will be ex tended to non-em ployed and self-em -
ployed women. Fur ther mea sures fo cus on the cre ation and
fund ing of childcare fa cil i ties, and, more generally, aim at re -
ducing the financial burden of families with children.Italy: Sexually Transmitted Diseases and HIV/AIDS

10. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
and HIV/AIDS

A. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
His tor i cally, sex u ally trans mis si ble dis eases (STDs)

were seen pri mar ily as a con se quence of sex ual con tacts
with pros ti tutes, and the le gal in ter ven tions re gard ing
pros ti tu tion and STDs were closely con nected. The need to 
con trol the dif fu sion of STDs was one of the main ar gu -
ments for the in tro duc tion, in 1860, of reg u lated pros ti tu -
tion. In 1870, the ob li ga tion to no tify health au thor i ties of
in fec tious dis eases was in tro duced, to gether with more
spe cific laws re gard ing STDs. In 1888, the clin ics for the
man da tory treat ment of in fected pros ti tutes were re or ga -
nized and trans formed into spe cial ized clin ics for the free
treat ment of con ta gious ve ne real dis eases. New leg is la -
tion, ap proved in 1901, de fined syph i lis, gon or rhea, and
chancroid (Hemophilus ducreyi) as “ve ne real dis eases.”
Ac cord ing to leg is la tion ap proved in 1923, ve ne real clin -
ics had to be cre ated in all ma jor cit ies. While re af firm ing
the prin ci ple of free treat ment, Law 837 of 1956 and suc -
ces sive laws up dated ex ist ing leg is la tion and es tab lished a
list of four dis eases—syph i lis, blen nor rha gia (a pro fuse
gon or rheal dis charge), chancroid, and lymphogranu loma
venereum (Chla myd ia trachomatis)—for which there is an 
ob li ga tion to re port. This law is still in ef fect. More over,
the ter mi nol ogy used in of fi cial documents still refers to
“venereal diseases,” and has not yet adopted the broader
term of sexually transmissible diseases (STD).

While ve nere olo gists de nounced a rapid in crease of ve -
ne real dis eases af ter 1958, when the ab o li tion of reg u lated
pros ti tu tion made man da tory med i cal checks on pros ti tutes
im pos si ble, in re al ity the sta tis ti cal data could be inter -
preted in various ways.

In 1972, re spon si bil ity for the di ag no sis and treat ment
of STDs was trans ferred to re gional gov ern ments. The re -
sult has been a grow ing dif fer en ti a tion in the treat ment and
op er a tional con di tions of var i ous STD cen ters, with im por -
tant dif fer ences both be tween re gions and within the same
re gion. In the past, venereology was as so ci ated above all
with der ma tol ogy, but re cent de vel op ments have shown the
need for a more interdisciplinary approach.

The pre cise in ci dence of STDs is un known, not only be -
cause there is a le gal ob li ga tion to re port only a few dis -
eases, but also be cause med i cal spe cial ists tend to dis re gard
this ob li ga tion. The Higher In sti tute for Health (Istituto
Superiore della Sanita, ISS) has es ti mated that the num ber
of un re ported cases is at least 100 to 150% higher than re -
ported cases. In Sep tem ber 1991, a na tional STD sur veil -
lance agency was cre ated to col lect and an a lyze data com -
ing from some 48 STD clin ics. The aim is not to reg is ter the
to tal num ber of cases, but rather to mon i tor de vel op ments
and to gather the data nec es sary for a better description of
STDs (Giuliani & Suligoi 1994).
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The re sults of the first year of the sur vey con firmed the
ex ist ence of im por tant re gional vari a tions in the reg is tra -
tion and/or re course to STD cen ters for treat ment: 67.4% of
the 9,527 STD cases were reg is tered in north ern It aly,
19.3% in cen tral It aly, and 33.6% in the south. In or der to as -
sist the large num ber of for eign ers in volved (10.4%), in
1992, a spe cial pro ject was cre ated for the pre ven tion and
treat ment of STDs among this group. Hetero sex u al con tacts 
were re spon si ble for 92% of the cases, and homo sex u al or
bi sex ual con tacts ac counted for 8%. The most fre quent pa -
thol o gies were Condyloma acuta or ve ne real warts, 28%;
nongonococcal ure thri tis, 11.2%; nongono coccal vag i ni tis,
18.6%; and quiescent seroposi tive syphilis, 10.4%.

B. HIV/AIDS
The first case of AIDS in It aly was dis cov ered in 1982,

and un til 1995, there was an an nual in crease in the num ber
of per sons di ag nosed as be ing in fected with HIV (see Ta -
ble 1). HIV in fec tion is un evenly dis trib uted over the na -
tional ter ri tory, with the high est num bers in the re gions of
Lom bardia, Lazio, Liguria, and Emilia Romagna. Be tween
Oc to ber 1997 and Sep tem ber 1998, the AIDS rate per
100,000 pop u la tion was 6.5 in Liguria, 9.1 in Lombardia,
6.0 in Emilia Romagna, and 8.1 in Lazio, against 0.6 in the
re gion of Molise and 1.2 in the Basilicata. In 1997, women
con sti tuted 23.2% of the cases.

Among the men di ag nosed as be ing in fected with AIDS,
drug ad dicts are the ma jor cat e gory (63.6%), fol lowed by
men with homo sex u al ex pe ri ences (19.7%). Hetero sex u al
ex pe ri ences are held re spon si ble for 15.2% of the cases of
AIDS, but hetero sex u al con tact is the sec ond most im por tant
cause (34.2%) for HIV in fec tion in women af ter the abuse of
drugs (59.9%). The av er age age at which AIDS is di ag nosed
is in creas ing: In 1985, it was 29 for men and 24 for women,
com pared to 37 for men and 34 for women in 1997.

While at first, gay or ga ni za tions in ter preted the alarm
about AIDS as an at tempt of the med i cal pro fes sions to re -
gain con trol and use the dis course about health risks to mor -
al ize “dis or derly sex ual con duct,” the real di men sions of
the prob lem soon be came clear. In May 1985, Arcigay, to -

gether with the Abele group from Tu rin, pro moted the pub -
li ca tion of the first Ital ian book about AIDS, writ ten by
Giovanni Dall’Orto (1985). Since then, Arcigay has pro -
moted many pub li c de bates and in for ma tion cam paigns
about safe sex. Other ini tia tives in cluded the free dis tri bu -
tion of con doms and the cre ation of homo sex u al health cen -
ters man aged by the as so ci a tion it self with the sup port of
the Min is try of Pub li c Health. The suc cess of these ac tions
is shown by the fact that homo sex u als in It aly make up a
much lower percentage of the victims of AIDS than in most
other countries.

[Up date 2002: UNAIDS Ep i de mi o log i cal As sess ment:
The in ci dence of new HIV cases di ag nosed de creased from
19.18 per 100,000 in 1992 to 6.68 per 100,000 in the year
2000. Test ing is man da tory for blood do nors and sys tem at i -
cally pro posed in STD clin ics and in ject ing-drug-user treat -
ment cen ters. There are sev eral re gional HIV case re port ing
sys tems (e.g., Lazio (re gion of Rome), Veneto, Friuli, and
the prov inces of Trento and Modena). Uni ver sal As sess -
ment Test ing (UAT) sur veys have been con ducted in new -
borns in all re gions since 1989, show ing a mean prev a lence
of HIV seropositivity of about 1 per 1,000. Prev a lence var -
ies greatly by re gions. In most of the pop u la tion tested,
prev a lence is higher in Lazio, Lombardia (re gion of Mi lan), 
Emilia, and Liguria than most other re gions. In ad di tion,
prev a lence is higher in all re gions of the north com pared to
the south in all pop u la tions tested, ex cept blood do nors,
where the op po site is ob served, prob a bly due to the higher
pro por tion of oc ca sional blood do nors. Geo graph ical vari a -
tions are even stron ger among in ject ing drug us ers, where
prev a lence in the same re gion var ied from 9% to 48% in
1985 to 86% in small cit ies. Over all, HIV seroprevalence
among in ject ing drug us ers de creased from 30.8% in 1990
to 15.8% in the year 2000. Prev a lence slowly de creased
from 1990 to 1992 in preg nant women na tion ally, mostly
due to a de cline in prev a lence in Lazio and Lombardia. In
Lazio, about 2 of 1,000 women were found HIV in fected
be fore delivery, whereas prevalence was at least 2 times
higher among those who underwent voluntary abortion.

[About 8,000 pa tients are di ag nosed every year by the
STD clin ics (how ever, this num ber un der es ti mates the bur -
den of dis ease since STDs are di ag nosed by pri vate gy ne -
col o gists in a large pro por tion of women). HIV prev a lence
among STD pa tients tended to in crease from 9.3% in 1991
to 18.8% in the year 2000.

[The es ti mated num ber of adults and chil dren liv ing
with HIV/AIDS on Jan u ary 1, 2002, were:

Adults ages 15-49: 100,000 (rate: 0.4%)
Women ages 15-49: 33,000
Chil dren ages 0-15: 770

[An es ti mated 1,100 adults and chil dren died of AIDS
dur ing 2001.

[No es ti mate is avail able for the num ber of Ital ian chil -
dren who had lost one or both par ents to AIDS and were un -
der age 15 at the end of 2001. (End of up date by the Ed i tors)]Italy: Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling, and Therapies

11. Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling,
and Therapies

A. Sexual Dysfunctions
The no tion of sex ual dys func tion it self is sub ject to

change, and def i ni tions of sex ual dys func tions of ten mir ror 
chang ing at ti tudes to ward male and fe male sex u al ity. Thus, 
in hib ited fe male or gasm (anorgasmia) was not con sid ered
a prob lem in a con text where fe male sex u al ity was linked
al most ex clu sively with pro cre ation. Pre ma ture ejacu la -
tion be came more of a prob lem with the emer gence of the
myth of si mul ta neous or gasm, and also the idea of (hetero -

Italy: Sexually Transmitted Diseases and HIV/AIDS 633

Table 1

Annual Distribution of New Cases of 
AIDS and Mortality Rate

Year of Diagnosis New Cases
Mortality

Rate

1982      1   0.0%

1983      8  87.5%

1984     37 100.0%

1985    198  93.9%

1986    457  93.4%

1987  1,029  93.0%

1988  1,773  90.4%

1989  2,480  90.8%

1990  3,135  89.1%

1991  3,826  88.7%

1992  4,261  85.6%

1993  4,818  77.6%

1994  5,521  72.7%

1995  5,654  56.9%

1996  4,993  36.7%

1997  3,728  20.7%

1998 (to 30 September 1998)  1,430  13.6%

Total 42,899  67.5%
(Instituto Superiore di Sanità, Notiziario, XI, 11 November 1998)



sex u al) sex as plea sure-cre ated pres sures and ten sions. Fi -
nally, the grow ing re sis tance to a com pul sory idea of sex u -
al ity as nec es sar ily linked with or gasm might elim i nate the
ten dency to treat alternative expressions of eroticism as
sexual dysfunc tions.

About 11% of Ital ian males have erec tile dys func tions.
More wide spread are prob lems re gard ing or gasm: About one 
third of Ital ian males have had at least some ex pe ri ence with
prob lems of early (pre ma ture) ejacu la tion. The most se ri ous
prob lem, how ever, is a de creased li bido. The in ci dence of
phys i cal prob lems and, above all, psy cho log i cal fac tors, like
the iden ti fi ca tion of vi ril ity with sex ual po tency, and the de -
sire to please the fe male part ner, have cre ated a mar ket for
new phar ma ceu ti cal prod ucts. Among women, the sex ual
dys func tions with the high est in ci dence are pain ful in ter -
course (dys pareun ia), vag i nal spasms (vagi nis mus), and in -
hib ited or gasm (anorgasmia). Also, among women the loss
of sexual desire is common.

Re cent re search among young peo ple aged 18 to 30 in di -
cates that, among males, 10.2% pre sented erec tile dys func -
tions, and 30.1% pre sented prob lems of pre ma ture ejacu la -
tion. In hib ited or gasm was men tioned by 13.2% of young fe -
males, while pain ful in ter course was re ported by 50.7%.
Dif fi cul ties in ex pe ri enc ing or gasm were re ported by 11.5%
of males and 39.8% of fe males, while 14.1% of males and
28.4% of fe males com plained about the lack of sexual desire
(Buzzi 1998).

Other male prob lems in volve fer til ity. A com par i son of
the re sults of sperm anal y ses of 4,518 men with out fer til ity
prob lems, car ried out by the Centro di Andrologia based in
Pisa be tween 1975 and 1994, has con firmed the the sis of a
gen eral de cline of the num ber and of the mo til ity of sper ma -
to zoa. In this 20-year pe ri od, sperm counts went down from
71 mil lion to 65 mil lion sper ma to zoa per mil li me ter. The
de cline of the mo til ity was even more se ri ous, as the num -
ber of sper ma to zoa with pro gres sive mo til ity de creased
from 50% to 32%. Ox i da tion caused by en vi ron men tal
pollution is the main cause of this phenomenon.

B. Counseling and Therapies
In 1948, the first Ital ian fam ily ad vi sory agency was

opened in Mi lan by Don Paolo Liggeri. La Casa and its sis -
ter or ga ni za tions func tioned as a so cial move ment, where
vol un teers tried to trans mit val ues and ide als, not as a serv -
ice agency where paid pro fes sion als of fered their ser vices
to cli ents. For this rea son, the use of Amer i can man u als for
mar riage coun sel ing, with their prag matic at ti tude, of ten
cre ated prob lems. Nev er the less, these Cath o lic mar riage
ad vi sory agen cies were of ten in no va tive, be cause they un -
der lined the pos i tive role of sex u al ity in mar riage and fa -
vored a more ac tive role of fa thers in the ed u ca tion of their
chil dren. How ever, as far as the fe male gen der role was con -
cerned, they sub scribed to more tra di tional ideas about the
fe male bi o log i cal des tiny of motherhood, and women’s
generally more passive attitude in sexuality.

Law n. 405 of 1975 cre ated a net work of pub li c fam ily
agen cies, which were to of fer psy cho log i cal and so cial as sis -
tance to cou ples and fam i lies, and to as sist cou ples in choices
re gard ing pro cre ation and re spon si ble par ent hood through
in for ma tion and the dis tri bu tion of con tra cep tives. The same
law al lowed for the pub li c fund ing of pri vate fam ily agen -
cies. Both Cath o lic and fem i nist-ori ented ad vi sory agen cies
thus re ceived fund ing. The pre req ui site of cli ent-ori ented,
non-di rec tive coun sel ing was sat is fied, not by the sin gle
agen cies, which main tained their ideological premises, but
by the system as a whole.

Among the ther a pies of ten used in com bi na tion to com -
bat sex ual dys func tions, it is pos si ble to dis tin guish these:

psychotherapies fo cused on im prov ing the un der stand ing
of sex ual prob lems, and thus mod i fy ing re ac tions and be -
hav iors; be hav ioral ther apy us ing spe cial as sign ments to
mod ify and im prove the per cep tion of plea sure and the idea
of sex ual plea sure it self; and autogenous training and phar -
macological therapies.Italy: Sex Research and Advanced ProfessionalEducation

12. Sex Research and Advanced
Professional Education

In 1921, the Società Italiana per lo Stu dio delle Questioni
Sessuali was founded by Aldo Mieli, with the aim to im prove 
the level of in for ma tion about hu man sex u al ity. The jour nal
pub lished by the So ci ety, Rassegna di Studi Sessuali, in tro -
duced in It aly the themes and ideas de vel oped by pro gres sive 
Ger man sexol o gists, and greatly con trib uted to a more open
dis cus sion. The rise to power of the Fas cists in 1922, how -
ever, re duced the pos si bil i ties for re form ist ac tion. This was
one of the rea sons why, in 1928, Mieli sub mit ted his res ig na -
tion as ed i tor-in-chief of the jour nal and left It aly for France.
By 1931, when Corrado Gini took over con trol, the jour nal
had be come an instrument of the Fascist population policy.

Sexol o gy had to start again in the post war pe ri od. In
1959, a group of med i cal doc tors, headed by Pro fes sor
Giacomo Santori, cre ated the Centro Italiano di Sessuologia
(Ital ian Cen ter of Sexol o gy, CIS), which is ac tive, above all,
in the sec tor of train ing and in for ma tion. The CIS (Via O.
Regnoli, 74, 40138 Bo lo gna) pro motes an in ter dis ci plin ary
ap proach that draws on the re sults of med i cal sci ence, psy -
chol ogy, and an thro pol ogy, and fa vors an in ter pre ta tion of
hu man sex u al ity that takes into ac count the bi o log i cal and
med i cal as pects, as well as the so cial and re la tional as pects,
with out ex clud ing moral as pects. The CIS is a found ing
mem ber of the World As so ci a tion of Sexology (WAS), and a
member of the European Federation of Sexology.

As pects of sexol o gy are part of med i cal train ing, and
spe cial ized schools are at tached to some uni ver si ties.
Among these, the Cen ter of Andrology of the Uni ver sity of
Pisa, founded by Pro fes sor Menchini Fabris in 1975, de -
serves spe cial men tion. Nu mer ous other in sti tutes and as so -
ci a tions do re search and of fer train ing in sexology, among
them:

• Instituto Internazionale di Sessuologia, Via della Scala,
85, Firenze, It aly (founded in 1981).

• Instituto di Sessuologia Clinica, Via Fibreno 4, 00199
Roma, It aly.

• Società Italiana di Sessuologia Scientifica, Istituto di
Sessuologia Clinica, Via Fibreno 4, 00199 Roma, It aly;
pub li ca tion: Rivista di Sessuologia Clinica.

• Società Italiana di Sessuologia ed Educazione Sessuale,
c/o Prof. Gabriele Traverso, Via Circonvallazione 28,
10015 Ivrea, TO, It aly.

• Centro Italiano di Sessuologia (CIS), Via della Lun -
garina, 65, Rome, 00153, It aly; phone: +39-6-51-245-
785.

• Instituto di Sessuologia di Savona, 17026 Noli, Via la
Malfa, 5, Savona, It aly; phone: 39-19-748-5687; fax:
+39-19-748-5687; Associazi one per la Ricerca in Ses -
suologia (ARS), Via Angelo Cappi 1/8, 16126 Genova,
It aly.

• The Centro Italiano di Sessuologia (CIS) is the pub lish er 
of the Rivista di Sessuologia (CLUEB, Via Mar sa la 24,
40126 Bo lo gna, It aly; www.clueb.com).

• Other pub li ca tions in the field of sexol o gy are Rivista di
Scienze Sessuologiche (Edizioni del Cerro, Via delle
Orchi dee 17, 56018 Tirrenia, Pisa, It aly) and Rivista di
Sessuologia Clinica (Franco Angeli, Viale Monze 106,
20127 Milano, It aly; www.francoangeli.it; frang@tin.it).
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The re sults of sexological stud ies of ten re ceive great at -
ten tion in the mass me dia, and some sexol o gists—Willy
Pasini, to name but one—have gained na tional pop u lar ity
as guests on tele vi sion talk shows and through their ar ti cles
in the popular press.Italy: References and Suggested Readings

References and Suggested Readings
Barbagli, M., & A. Co lombo. 2001. Omosessuali mod ern i:

Gay e lesbiche in Italia. Bo lo gna: Il Mulino.
Barbagli, M., & C. Saraceno, eds. 1997. Lo stato delle famiglie.

Bo lo gna: Il Mulino.
Bohlen, C. 1996 (March 1). At 30-some thing, leave home?

Mamma mia, No! The New York Times (For eign Desk), p.
A4.

Buzzi, C. 1998. Giovani, affettività, sessualità. L’amore tra i
giovani in una indagine IARD. Bo lo gna: Il Mulino. (IARD
Foun da tion, Via Soncino 1, 20123 Milano, It aly).

Cesareo, V. 1995. La religiosità in Italia. Milano: Mondadori.
CIA. 2002 (Jan u ary). The world fact book 2002. Wash ing ton,

DC: Cen tral In tel li gence Agency. Avail able: http://www
.cia.gov/cia/pub li ca tions/fact book/index.html.

Cipolla, C., ed. 1996. Sul letto di Procuste. Introduzione alla
sociologia della sessualita. Milano: Franco Angeli.

Cutrufelli, M. R. 1996. Il denaro in corpo. Uomini e donne. La
domanda di sesso commerciale. Milano: Marco Tropea.

Dall’Orto, G., with R. Ferracini. 1985. AIDS. Torino, It aly:
Gruppo Abele.

De Rose, A. 1992. Socio-eco nomic fac tors and fam ily size as
de ter mi nants of mar i tal dis so lu tion in It aly. Eu ro pean So -
cio log i cal Re view, 8(1).

De Sandre, P., et al. 1997. Matrimonio e figli: Tra rinvio e
rinuncia. Bo lo gna: I1 Mulino.

Du rex. 1998. Global sex sur vey. 1998. Avail able: www.du rex
.com.

Eurispes. 1997. Terzo rapporto sulla pornografia 1992. Eur -
ispes, L’Italia sotto la lente 1982-1997. Quindici anni di
lavoro di ricerca sulla società italiana [CD-ROM]. Roma:
MGE Com mu ni ca tions.

Fabris, G., & R. Da vis. 1978. Il mito del sesso. Rapporto sul
comportamento sessuale degli italiani. Milano: Mondadori.

Fiore, C. 1991. Il sorriso di Afrodite. Rapporto sulla condizione 
omosessuale in Italia. Firenze: Vallecchi.

Giovannini, F. 1980. Comunisti e diversi. Il PCI e la questione
omosessuale. Bari: Dedalo.

Giuliani, M., & B. Suligoi. 1994. La sorveglianza in Italia delle
malattie sessualmente trasmesse. In: M. Dolivo et al., eds.,
Malattie sessualmente trasmesse (pp. 245-255). Milano,
Parigi, Barcellona: Masson.

Inchiesta. 1998. ‘I diritti della famiglia e le ‘unioni di fatto.’ In:
Famiglia Cristiana. Vol. LXVIII, n. 31.

ISTAT (Istituto Nazionale di Statistica). 1996. Famiglia, abita -
zi oni, servizi di pubblica utilità. Indagini multiscopo sulle
famiglie. Anni 1993-1994. Roma: ISTAT.

ISTAT. 1998. Annuario statistico italiano 1998. Roma: ISTAT.
ISTAT. 1999a. Annuario statistico italiano 1999. Roma: ISTAT.
ISTAT. 1999b. Rapporto annuale. La situazione del paese nel

1998. Roma: ISTAT.
ISTAT. 2000. L’Interruzione volontaria di gravidanza in Italia.

Evoluzione e tendenze recenti. Roma: ISTAT.
Rifelli, G., & P. Moro, eds. 1989-1995. Sessuologia clinica. Vol. 

1, Sessuologia gen er ale; Vol. 2, Impotenza Sessuale mas -
chile. femminile e di coppia; Vol. 3, Consulenza e terapia
delle disfunzioni sessuali. Bo lo gna: CLUEB.

Rifelli, G. 1998. Psicologia e psicopatologia della sessualità.
Bo lo gna: Il Mulino.

Ro dri guez, H. 1997/1998. Co hab i ta tion: A snap shot. The Cen -
ter for Law and So cial Pol icy.

Sabadini, L. L. 1998. Molestie e violenze sessuali. Roma:
ISTAT. Avail able: www.istat.it.

Sabatini, R. 1988. L’eros in Italia. Il comportamento sessuale
degli Italiani. Milano: Mursia.

Salvini Bettarini, S., & S. S. D’Andrea. 1996. In duced abor tion
in It aly: Lev els, trends and char ac ter is tics. Fam ily Plan ning 
Per spec tives, 28(6):267-271.

Sgritta, G. B. 1988. The Ital ian fam ily. Jour nal of Fam ily Is -
sues, 40(3):372-396.

Stella, R. 1991. L’osceno di massa. Sociologia della communi -
cazione pornografica. Milano: Angeli.

Stan ley, A. 1999 (No vem ber 16). Vastogirardi jour nal; Bliss ful
bach e lor hood and the shrink ing vil lage. The New York
Times.

Tatafiore, R. 1994. Sesso al Lavoro. Da pros ti tute a sex-worker. 
Miti e realtà dell’eros commerciale. Milano: Il Saggiatore.

Trifiletti, R., A. Pratesi, & S. Simoni. 2001. WP2 care ar range -
ments in sin gle par ent fam i lies. Na tional re port: It aly. Avail -
able: www.uta.fi/laitokset/sospol/soccare/report2.3.pdf.

UNAIDS. 2002. Ep i de mi o log i cal fact sheets by coun try. Gene -
va, Swit zer land: Joint United Na tions Programme on HIV/
AIDS (UNAIDS/WHO). Avail able: http://www.unaids.org/
hivaidsinfo/sta tis tics/fact_sheets/in dex_en.htm.

Wanrooij, B. P. F. 1990. Storia del pudore. La questione ses -
suale in Italia 1860-1940. Venezia: Marsilio.

White head, B. D., & D. Popenoe. 1998. Why wed: Young adults 
talk about sex, love and first un ions. The Na tional Mar riage
Pro ject at Rutgers Uni ver sity. Avail able: http://mar riage
.rutgers.edu/pubwhywe.htm.

Italy: Sex Research and Advanced Professional Education 635


