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				“You put so much stock in winning wars,” the grubby iniquitous old man scoffed. “The real trick lies in losing wars, in knowing which wars can be lost. Italy has been losing wars for centuries, and just see how splendidly we’ve done nonetheless.”

				—Joseph Heller, Catch-22
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			Introduction

			There’s an Italian Way

			Italy arouses in Americans a stunning mix of attraction and skepticism, envy and bafflement, moderate disapproval and incredible allure.

			Is there an Italian way of dealing with life? Perhaps there is, and in Italy we’re familiar with it. But we’re not often willing to talk about it, as if we fear we might reveal a national secret. That’s my intention with this book: I want to share that secret with my English-speaking friends and show them the Italian way of doing things.

			It may not be the world’s best way—is there any such thing as the world’s best way?—but it’s an interesting way, one that involves adjustment and consolation, tolerance and fantasy. Over the past several decades, it has produced neither impeccable governments nor a roaring economy, if we’re honest. But it has displayed elasticity. And in complicated times, elasticity is a great thing. No Italian would be willing to admit what I’m about to say without appending a litany of complaints and grievances, but the fact does remain: we live very nicely in Italy.

			The pandemic has scarred the lives of us all in a violent and unpredictable fashion: in the United States, in Europe, and in every country around the world. It has furthermore coincided with other challenges: in the United States it hit at the tail end of Donald Trump’s term in office, and in Great Britain it coincided with the implementation of Brexit. In many other countries it marked, isolated, and impoverished society. Each country has reacted in its own fashion. In the Italian reaction, we can discern, one might say, interesting aspects. Actually, useful ones.

			Useful to a deeper understanding of who we are in what we used to call the Western world (does that still exist?), what’s become of democracy, and how we face up to the great and sweeping changes in individuals and families, relations between parents and children, new gender relations. We Italians aren’t new: we have a long history stretching out behind us. Those centuries and millennia of experience don’t make us better than anyone else, but perhaps they have given us a few clues that are useful to meeting the challenge of coexistence, keys to that mystery. In this book, I will try to share them with you, my Italy-loving friends. And together we can try to see which doors they can open.
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			At a time like this, are we happy to be Italians? I think we are. Because I love lists and I detest sermons, I’ve tried to sum up my convictions in fifty reasons why; fifty reasons for being Italian. I feel certain that not everyone will agree or find these reasons persuasive. I’m sure, in fact, that each of you will have reasons to cut or reasons to add. I’m fine with that. It means thinking together, both writer and readers, in Italy and around the world. That’s any author’s dream.

			These fifty reasons—or lessons, if you prefer—are not a hasty simplification. They constitute the pillars that hold up our very existence, the foundation upon which we have built a significant past and can try to construct a better future. Those pillars have continued to weather storms, even withstanding the Covid-19 tornado, and they have saved us. They include a good national health system; well-tested family relations; functional social structures; the configuration of our cities; underlying generosity, empathy, imagination, and an absence of resignation: Italy has seen far too many things, over its centuries and millennia of history, to raise the white flag in the face of an epidemic. Even the care we lavish on our homes, which may sometimes seem obsessive, has become a welcome and salutary distraction. Our love of cooking—and, why not? our love of wine—has proved to be a blessing. Two good meals a day are a balm for both body and soul.

			In all the years of my life and my profession as a journalist, I’ve traveled the length and breadth of Italy. I’ve gazed at my country, listened to it, smelled, touched, and tasted it—all of Italy, not just the Lombardy where I was born and raised and still live: every region, every major city, every minor capital of every province, the seas and the mountains, the hills and the lakes, all the islands from my beloved Sardinia to the mysterious Sicily. I’ve caught Italy doing things I didn’t like, I’ve lost my temper with it frequently, and now and then I’ve quarreled with it openly. But Italy is my country; I’ll never have another. I believe I know its shortcomings and finest qualities. And I’m convinced that our finest qualities far outweigh our shortcomings.
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			What you’re about to read is a book I’d been thinking about for some time. I’d previously tried to sum up Italy and the Italians for the benefit of foreigners as early as 2005. The book I wrote then, La testa degli italiani, has been translated into fourteen languages—in the United States, it was titled La Bella Figura: A Field Guide to the Italian Mind—but it also served as a mirror for many of my own fellow Italians. The reflection it offered of our national image wasn’t always a welcome one; there were those who attacked the author, who was holding the mirror. Most Italian readers, however, seemed to guess at what I was trying to provide: an honest self-portrait and some soul-searching.

			Non-Italian readers—and I’ve met them all over the world—have proved to be every bit as perceptive. They understood that I was offering an honest and affectionate summation (two adjectives, by the way, that are by no means incompatible). I was offering the key—a key—to opening the Italian mind, a place capable of infuriating and delighting in the short space of a hundred yards and in just ten minutes’ time.

			I’d planned to stop there. I had no intention of painting a new Italian self-portrait, I assure you. Then came the virus, and it touched the lives of one and all, practically everyone around the world. And Italy, even though we forget this fact from time to time, is a part of the world. The viral season that we Italians have just lived through changed many things: in our homes, in our families, in our relationships, and in our heads. Other things had already changed over the course of the past few years. It’s time to tell the story of the neo-Italians, I thought to myself.

			Let me make one thing clear: This is not a book about the pandemic. It’s a book about Italy and the Italians. But in a very real sense, the pandemic helped: any major crisis becomes a truth machine. Covid and its consequences have done more than reveal who we are. They’ve made it possible to think about who we could become. We’ve learned something, both as individuals and as a collective. Certainly, these are lessons we’d rather have learned in some very different fashion. But when life decides to teach us a lesson, it doesn’t ask permission.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Who have we become, we Italians? It’s going to take time to understand just how uncertainty and challenges have changed our national character. But one change has taken place for certain. We used to think we could solve all our own problems in Italy; now we understand that Italy is part of Europe and the world. We used to think that we were sufficient unto ourselves, we used to mock authority and altruism; but those were the exact qualities that rescued us from our plight. We used to ignore, all too often, both competence and science; and those very things saved us. We blithely confided, in recent years, in the certainty that the superfluous was fundamental. Now we know it’s not true.

			

			—

			In the midst of our challenges, though, we’ve had the good sense—the instinct?—to hold tight to the solid elements of our lives, the foundations of our coexistence. And those good, solid things, as I said, withstood the tornado of this pandemic. That is why it’s so important, now more than ever before, to try to understand what it is that we like, what consoles us, makes us proud, and holds us together. We will speak, in this book, about patience, endurance, and wisdom—occasionally involuntary wisdom; about public schools and family doctors, small towns and big cities, craftsmen and scientists, fields and cemeteries, trains and books, parks and shops, old habits and new arrivals, beaches dotted with bright colors and restaurants that welcome us when it’s pouring down rain.

			Happily, none of that has changed.

			The viral tornado has forced us to find resources within ourselves—in our cities and our families, in our heads and our hearts—that we never even knew we possessed (though many people around the world had already acknowledged that we did). Not because we’re fools, but because we were distracted and prone to bickering. History teaches that when human societies collapse, it’s usually due to distraction, softness, and pettiness. The dictatorship of the superfluous doesn’t proclaim martial law, doesn’t goose-step through the streets. It wins without fighting, after hollowing us out from within.

			A great many things will change in the coming months and years. The risks are unmistakable, but I don’t place much credence in the prophecies of authoritarian crackdowns bound up with the current recession and the spreading social malaise. Just look what happened in the United States: the majority of voters opted for common sense (Joe Biden), not recklessness (Donald Trump), and that led to a new beginning. In Italy, we haven’t been through any decisive elections, but the news hasn’t been much different: we chose a laborious normality over the temptations of illusions and conceit.

			So are we fated to go on quarreling, arguing, and protesting in Italy? Most assuredly. Have egotists, cynics, and liars vanished from the landscape? Of course not. When we think back on this incredible period, we shall level accusations against certain innocent individuals and we shall surely absolve any number of deeply guilty parties. That said, on the whole, we’ll get better. We’ll move forward; we won’t slip backward. Decades of meticulous observation of this nation convince me that’s the way it’ll go. The neo-Italians are ready and able to do new things. We don’t know what those will be, we don’t know how many, we don’t know when.

			But what we do know is that it will all depend on us.

		

	
		
		
			Fifty Reasons for Being Italian

		

	
		
		
			 1. Because when everyone expects us to lose our cool, we find our strength

			Italy was the first country outside Asia to experience Covid. It was the first country to order a lockdown, on March 9, 2020. The picture of Italian Army trucks transporting dead bodies in Bergamo is etched into our collective memory. The northern provinces of Brescia, Lodi, and Cremona also suffered deeply: local newspapers were printed cemeteries overflowing with death notices, and every single day another acquaintance or friend died. Crema, where I was born and still live, was a ghost town for two months. People were in a state of anguish. But they stayed home.

			In May 2020, Italy cautiously reopened. Limited exercise and athletic activity was allowed, outdoors, and then came visits to one’s family, partners, and lovers (“stable affections” was the government’s terminology, which triggered a national debate on what made affections stable rather than otherwise). Factories and construction firms went back to work. A few days later, amid jockeying and corner cutting, so did shops, cafés, and restaurants. Schools remained closed, for who knows what reason. Masking remained obligatory. We all wore light blue reminders on our faces of what had happened, of what must not happen again.

			Italy went through a process that was reproduced, over varying time lines, in every country hit by the virus: first underestimating the danger; then disbelief, anxiety, and lockdown. Then the reactions: wisecracks and memes on our smartphones, mood swings, the reassurance of the national anthem. By then we had understood. The fight was going to be a long-distance race; so we started running.

			In Crema, the hospital was overwhelmed by patients, many of them in critical condition, in desperate need of intensive care. The Italian Army built a field hospital in the parking lot in just a few days. A fifty-two-member medical brigade, made up of doctors and nurses, arrived from Cuba to help us. For the entire month of April, ambulance sirens filled the air. All around were blue skies, flowering trees, and the most beautiful springtime in many years.

			Now that all these things have become memories, we can finally say it: we survived. I described some of these things in the New York Times. The headline was “How Italy Coped, and Will Keep Coping.” We finally had confirmation of that fact—after a criminally distracted summer—in fall and winter, before the national vaccination campaign. It wasn’t just a battle; it was a full-blown war, filled with anxiety and grief and resulting in more than five million cases and 140,000 deaths, though the numbers are probably much higher. Sixty million people, all told, did follow the rules—surprisingly, considering our reputation for lack of self-discipline.

			But is it really so surprising?
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			In Italy, we don’t respect—or ignore—rules the way people do elsewhere. We take it as an insult to our intelligence to be expected to follow a regulation without first having thoroughly argued the fine points; any regulation at all, be it legal, moral, social, or tax or traffic related. Blind obedience is considered beneath us. We want to make up our minds about whether a given rule should apply to our specific case. Once we’ve come to the conclusion that it does apply, we obey it. Faced with the threat of the virus, we decided that the lockdown made good sense, and we complied. It wasn’t a collective decision. It was the cumulative result of millions of individual decisions.

			We succeeded in part because we had the social and psychological resources to do so: realism, resilience, inventiveness, the support of extended families, an instinct for altruism and generosity—at times bordering on the exhibitionistic.

			We were aided by the fact that we are a sociable people. The internet provided new tools that came in handy during the emergency. Personal and family ties—the importance of which has produced a great deal of second-rate writing and opining around the world but that nonetheless should not be underestimated—proved crucial. Men cooked, cleaned house, and tidied their rooms as they’d never done before. If they had children, they spent more time with them. Every mother turned into a schoolteacher, adding that task to all her others. Friends pitched in and helped one another out. Aperitifs on Zoom or on balconies didn’t go on for long. But the strength and the patience that we displayed, after we put down our drinks, were surprising.
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			A pandemic—like a war, like any serious crisis—tells you a lot about both yourself and others. It helps us to better understand people, communities, organizations, and nations.

			The United States of America sprang out of a popular rebellion, and the cult of individual freedom persists in the national culture, as we have seen. From Michigan to Pennsylvania, citizens in great numbers—some of them armed—took to the streets to demand a rapid reopening, egged on by the president himself—none other than Donald Trump—who initially minimized the risks and then proceeded to order the restrictions. The shock waves unleashed by Covid—social, economic, and political—led to the Black Lives Matter movement and subsequently to the electoral overthrow of Trump himself.

			France has always shown a certain gift for protest marches in the street, and sure enough, protest marches there have been: first on the outskirts of Paris and then in the heart of the city, featuring doctors and nurses among others. The Swedes believe in an open society, and theirs was one of the final countries to order a lockdown, and even then only reluctantly. The Russians are resigned to strong state power, and they experienced it once again with Covid: no one knows exactly what happened. In Great Britain, minimizing is a semiofficial state religion; this time, however, British understatement was a factor in the government’s underestimation of the threat. Only the personal drama of Prime Minister Boris Johnson—admitted to the hospital on an emergency basis and coming dangerously close to death—persuaded the British to revise their point of view. Not everyone, of course: conspiracy theorists and political amateurs—just coming off the years of Brexit—expanded their fanciful interpretations to the spreading epidemic. In time, though, Great Britain got itself organized—once again in keeping with British tradition.

			In Italy, there was no fighting in the streets, few if any protest marches, no violence, and certainly no sign of an armed revolt. Here and there you heard, at most, understandable mutterings of discontent at the dithering and hesitation of various administrations in the regional and the national governments. The beginning of the vaccination campaign was chaotic and featured episodes of highly contagious selfishness. But the vast majority of Italians—north, south, in all walks of life, and no matter the level of educational achievement—made up their minds that the lockdown made sense; reluctantly but reliably, they therefore stopped going out and avoided gathering with others. For once, the government owes the governed a sincere and wholehearted thank-you.

			Italians have given ample proof that they are capable of being patient and, if necessary, even diligent. What we need now is better organization, greater rapidity, and higher precision. But we live in emotional times, and feelings are the fuel that runs Italy. They can drive the nation forward toward a better future, or they can make it stumble at the (re-)starting line. That’s the eternal dilemma we face. Only this time, we’re risking much, much more.

		

	
		
		
			 2. Because we’re vulnerable when we think we’re tough, and vice versa

			Many things have changed since that long-ago spring of 2020—not just the government in office. We’ve all changed in Italy. The reaction to the emergency required empathy, decisiveness, and a capacity for imagination: all qualities that are specialties of the house (or perhaps we should say della casa). Today we need calm and foresight.

			The impression is that the burst of emotional saccharine has wearied many if not most. But we thrive on relations, interactions, personal exchanges. Virtual encounters have become popular in Italy, as everywhere, but they tend to leave us unsatisfied. Depriving the Italians of their emotions is like stripping the Swiss of their predictability: it’s traumatic.

			The pandemic taught us one lesson: in Italy, we’re no longer accustomed to uncertainty. We are psychologically fragile. There’s no need to be ashamed, no reason to be surprised. We’re citizens of the Granted States of Fulfilled Western Wishes. The risks of everyday life in other parts of the world—health risks; food risks; climate, political, police, and military risks—are unknown to those who live in Italy and Europe. It would be interesting to know what young Africans think of Covid after facing the challenges and dangers of the desert, Libyan prisons, and the Mediterranean crossing: they might surprise us.

			Over the centuries, epidemics have been greeted by rumor mills and word of mouth, a network that can turn into mob frenzy and poisonous slander (Alessandro Manzoni famously described the process in The Betrothed). Nowadays, we know a great deal, and we learn it very quickly: probably too quickly. We’re hyperinformed and hypersensitive. We’ve just been through the first social media pandemic: the news reports we exchanged—by voice, text, and picture—were fraught with emotion and highly fragmented. The overabundance of information—as often as not imprecise and occasionally downright false—became a feeder of anxiety. Virologists and epidemiologists, frequently quite talkative, deserve a share of the blame: captivated by the spotlight, some of them only contributed to the confusion.

			Why have we become so sensitive? Perhaps because, along with the decline in risk, there has been a corresponding drop in the unexpected. As we go about our days, we carry a device in our pockets that allows us to know traffic conditions, the location of the car on its way to pick us up, the weather report, the distance left to travel. There is still the occasional unpredictable turn of events, as we know; but we’ve corralled them into a special holding pen, as in the game of Monopoly.

			The tools and devices at our disposal have made us unaccustomed to the sort of unpredictability that was an everyday reality to previous generations. Perhaps that is why we so fear diseases, which have marked the extent of human history. The fact that we’ve conquered so many is wonderful; but it leaves us psychologically vulnerable in the face of those that persist. Hypochondria has stopped being a pathological condition; instead
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