LISTENING TO THE VOID: ITALY AND ZERO TOLERANCE FOR YOUTH CRIMES.
By Vincenzo Scalia


“Children are pieces of heart”, says the tune of an old Neapolitan song. It is reflected in the attitude Italian society has always had, a particular lenient one, towards children and juveniles, to the extent that any deviant behaviour they perform has been regarded more as the need for help and support than the beginning of a deviant carreer. The laws enforced in 1988 to address juvenile deviance, rely on the principle that youths caught in a law – breaking act and tried by the juvenile justice system must be protected from the trauma of dealing with judges and policemen.The law explicitly states that the aim of juvenile justice system must consist of not interrupting the growth of the youth. As a consequence of this, Italian juvenile prisons are the less crowded in Europe, given to the different tools judges can use in order to divert deviant youths from prison: such are the disposals of irrilevanza del fatto (not relevant to warrant conviction), perdono giudiziale (judicial forgiveness), and messa alla prova (probation scheme), which serve well the purpose of keeping deviant youths out of prison. It is yet important to point out how the same degree of leniency is not used towards such deviant youths belonging to marginal groups of Italian society as gypsies and immigrant (who are currently accounting for the 75% of juvenile inmates), as well as that you can find different attitudes in as many different juvenile courtrooms across the country. 


The reason for this relative leniency lays in social and cultural elements. Italian society is still relying on strong family ties, so that youths generally live with their parents until they get married (and in some cases even after that !). On the one hand family wield its control over youths. On the other hand judges and social workers, when coping with a juvenile convicted of a crime, check its family background before issuing their disposal. That is how you can explain that italian youths, with a regular family and attending school (especially those ones living in Northern areas) are kept out of the penal system, whereas immigrants and gypsies, whose are often devoid of any family support, are more often sentenced to custody disposals. 


Catholic subculture can also help us understanding the trend better. Despite religious commitment has shrunk in the last forty years, Catholicism is still strongly influencing Italian society. Mafia and terrorism supergrasses have been called pentiti (repented people), the amnesty for those who do not pay taxes is usually called condono fiscale (fiscal forgiveness), and we could draw many more examples from everyday life. 


Since early 1990s, media have been focusing their attention on youths involved in particularly violent crimes, such as murdering (of parents or of other youths), throwing stones to the cars rushing by in the motorway, hooliganism. The government led by Mr Berlusconi (forgive the nasty word!) is known to be particularly sensitive towards justice issues. Let alone all the laws his MPs passed to save him from penal conviction, the Bossi – Fini act, a law aimed at worsening the condition of migrants, was passed. Concerning juvenile justice, the current Ministry of Justice, Roberto Castelli, has drafted a bill which repeals juvenile courtrooms, so that deviant youths will be judged by ordinary courts. Moreover, if the bill was passed, custodial sentences would be higher and probation schemes would be limited to a smaller range of cases. 


The attempt to lead juvenile justice along the path of zero tolerance is yet far from being reached. On the one hand, recent serious crimes made by youths have risen thorough discussions about what the best judicial practice to deal with these cases should be like. On the other hand, such discussions have not moved from the assumption Non siamo capaci di ascoltarli (we are not good at listening to them). The idea that youths are not responsible for their (deviant) behaviours is still prevailing within Italian society, and it is widely shared both by the left and by the right wing of political sides. Novelists, journalists, priests, psychologists, more than politicians, are those who support this view in national newspapers. To show this better I will illustrates some examples drawn from some of the most popular newspapers, with different political orientations. The articles were written after two of the most serious crimes Italian juveniles committed in the last two years, drawing a national attention. 


In February 2001, in Novi Ligure, near Turin, Erika, a 16 – year old girl, planned and executed, with her 17 year old boyfriend Omar, the homicide of her mother and of her little brother. Both the victims were stabbed several times. The two youths had told the police that a gang of Albanian thieves had tried to burgle the house. A famous psychologist writes an article for the liberal newspaper la Repubblica, wherein he states: 

One year ago, if some one had asked Erika “how is it going?” we might have understood. Sentiments can abruptly flow into tragedy. Erika and Omar are two of the many youths we weren’t good to listen to. Who live in their absolutely normal silence.[CREPET]

Such a comment does not consider individual responsibility at all, and emphasises a paternalistic attitude, that of listening and caring of children. The “someone” he points out seems to take the responsibility for what happened. Another journalist, in the same newspaper, finds the “someone” in society, stressing the lack of communication as the cause of what happened:

In this generation everyone builds its own identity, so that some identities remain unknown and can turn to deviance. This generation produces both monsters and enfants prodige, computer geniuses, baby entrepreneurs and baby killers.[DA EMPOLI]

This sociological explanation, with a vaguely durkheimian flavour, will be very popular also in the second case we are going to illustrate, which is more interesting. In October 2002, a 16 - year old –girl, Desirèe, was found dead in a stable outside Brescia, in the wealthy region of Lombardy. The killers are a gang of working – class teenagers, who wanted to rape the girl. One year later, nobody rises the question wheter youth criminality requires harsher punishment or not. A psychologist writes on la Repubblica:

What is the world like outside home? Youths just don’t know. They don’t understand anything, they are not capable of connecting the simplest facts. Have these teenagers still got a psyche to elaborate conflicts?…I mean, that manners of feelings, enthusiasms, emotions, fears, which protects from emotional indifference…they lack an emotional education.[GALIMBERTI]

Indiviudual responsibility is once again cast away, and a lack of “emotional education”, which should of course given by families is the cause of youth criminality. A female writer, on Il Corriere della Sera, the most important Italian newspaper, makes the point better:

There is a value crisis, so that youths can’t tell anymore the difference between failing at school, stealing an apple, stabbing a girl to death. Moreover, there is still the idea that women are preys to be caught by the use of violence(…) We, the adults, supposedly strong models, but weak indeed, competing for money, look, sex, success, who spend hours watching TV, longing for nothing: is it so surprising that our children “drink their brains”?[BOSSI – FEDRIGOTTI]

A journalist writing for the same newspaper makes the same point:

Monsters are stalking our society. We created them…The flocks have growingly become less rational, and iti is impossible for them to make a distinction between cyber universe and the real seriousness of their behaviours…Too much possession of mobile phones,  money, motorbikes…[BARBIELLINI AMIDEI]

Lack of values, lack of morality, too much hedonism, but the it is the adults to be responsible for this. The Corriere is centre oriented. If we read such right – wing newspapers as Il Resto del Carlino, the interpretation of youth criminality is still the same: 

Youths of that age are not used to discuss their problems with someone else. And adults are not used and taught to talk to them. Adults prefer to control youths, or to let them do their way. Remember…children look at us and try to behave in the same way as ours, so they reproduce all the void of communication and the whole load of street violence society offers nowadays[PARSI]. 

Public opinion is focused more on the problems of nowadays teenagers, hence on the murderers, rather than on the crime they did or on the ways to react and to prevent any such crime to be made again. Society and family are at the forefront also in this case. A journalist writing for the same newspaper writes:

All you sociologists, psychologists, consultants, please, shut up! And don’t mention the soft laws of this Republic. If Desirèe’s father picked the murderers one by one and did them what they did to his daughter, I would not reproach him. I would not even report the fact to the judges.[CANE’ 1] 

Justice does not seem to be a task of governments. As the youth crime problem stem from family and society, that is in private demains, the solution consists more of private avenges rather than of asking harsher laws for youth deviants. 

This is not the end of the story. As the enquiry into the murder goes one, judges and policemen come to know that an adult has planned the kidnapping and murdering of Desirèe. The fact seems to be proving that youths are not responsible for what they make. The same journalist justifying private avenge writes:

We don’t care at all about the adult. Give him a life sentence casting him away for good. Teenagers are no longer the protagonists of such terrible facts. Monsters are not born and brought up by themselves. We create them…there is always an adult behind a teenagers who doesn’t know how to behave. [CANE’ 2]

In this presentation we tried to cope with the way juvenile deviance is constructed within Italian society. To serve this purpose well, we draw some comment from national newspaper of different political orientations about the two most serious youth – made crime of the last two years. We believe that the seriousness of the two crimes, as well as the national role and the political orientation can give us some good understanding of the attitude Italian society has towards youth criminality. A society who thinks juveniles are not individually responsible for what they do, and traces the roots of the problem back to society (by which is mostly meant the private demain of family) does not encourage the enforcement of zero – tolerance oriented laws. In our opinion, this is one reason why the proposals of Minister Castelli have not been passed yet.

Before concluding my presentation, I think it is work rising two question about juvenile justice: to what extent the importance of family in Italian society slows down the implementation of any reform trying to cope with juvenile deviance through welfare – centered policies, relying on school or other public institutions? This question is important also to introduce the second one, as immigrant and gypsies youth, who often need welfare interventions, are kept out of this lenient attitude. Public opinion tolerance can be also explained also by the fact that the youths involved in these cases are living in the wealthier part of the country, have a job or attended school, are Italians. What would have happened had the murderers been foreigners? Will zero – tolerance become popular when second generation immigrants will reach the front page for their crimes? At the moment, we can only hope that the Castelli bill will not pass. 
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