ITALY AND THE WAR IN IRAQ:
By
Maria J. Falco, Ph.D.
In the Spring of 2003, I was watching Italian TV and seeing something I had never
expected to see in Italy: a Catholic priest leading a group of anti-war protestors
surrounded by banners identifying some of the activists as communists and other leftoriented party members, as well as students and pacifists. They were standing on the train
tracks in Pisa to prevent US Armed Forces trains from shipping war materiel from the
port to the base in Vicenza, adjacent to the Adriatic from which these armaments
would be shipped to Turkey or the Persian Gulf. This was not a Daniel or Philip
Berrigan I was watching, but a main-line Catholic chaplain, in tune with the clearly
enunciated anti-war policy emanating from the Vatican, denouncing a war that had
yet to begin. It was as though someone had stripped off the sock from the Italian
boot to reveal the exact reverse image of what I had known as a student in Florence
forty-nine years earlier, except that the common enemy was not the Soviet Union
but the United States!
I watched these “Disobedients”, as some conservative politician had dubbed them for
several nights in a row, succeed in their efforts, until someone in the American military
command decided to move the trains at three in the morning, thus ending the confrontation
peacefully. But what was even more surprising was that nowhere on CNN or in the
American newspapers that I could find, (primarily, the International Herald-Tribune) was
there any coverage at all of this, in my eyes, somewhat historic development: the Catholic

Church joining up with the parties of the “Left” to confront the United States over a
matter of foreign policy.
I had returned to Italy in mid-February to complete a series of activities that I had begun
two years earlier: I wanted to thank two professors at the University of Florence and one at
Gonzaga University in Florence, for recommending me for a research grant that I did not
receive due to the overwhelming competition for the two openings available for the entire
country; I also wanted to complete some genealogical research into my grandfather’s
family in southern Italy and to greet once again several members of my grandmother’s
family near the city of Avellino. I spent the remaining time of my six-week tour visiting the
Carnivals of Viareggio and Venice as well as re-visiting some of the historic and artistic
sites I had seen over the years to gain new perspectives on their meaning and impact on our
modern and post-modern world. I certainly did not expect to see the incredible changes in
political perspectives that appeared to have been brought about in two short years by
events in the United States and the Middle East.
A case in point: the directress of the convent where I was staying in Florence stopped me
one day shortly after hanging a rainbow-colored “Peace” banner (PACE) in the reception
room where mainly students, French, German and American tourists were greeted on their
way to their rooms. “Tell me about George Bush”, she said, in an inquiring, but nonconfrontational voice. Having just read Nicholas Kristof’s column in the Herald Tribune, I
told her he was a fundamentalist, evangelical Christian who tended to see things in black
and white instead of gray, and that, because Saddam Hussein was “evil”, he had to go. She
responded, “But if he is a good Christian, why doesn’t he listen to the Pope when he says
this war is wrong?” For a split second I thought of telling her about George Bush’s visit to

Bob Jones University during the 2000 election campaign, where not only was interracial
dating banned but where, reportedly, the president of the university had once declared the
Pope to be the Anti-Christ. However, not wanting to increase anti-American sentiment at
this time, I simply replied: “He’s following his conscience, Sister”, something she could
understand without agreeing.
A few days later I was seated at a crowded small café next to my hotel in Venice eating a
toasted sandwich for lunch, when the proprietor asked if he could seat another couple at
my table.

They were from Dijon, France, and since neither of us spoke the other’s

language very fluently, I jokingly gestured that our two nations were currently at odds over
Iraq. The man then very seriously replied: “Oh, madame, we are very much against this
war. I served in the resistance during World War II and I can tell you that war is a
terrible thing.” Since he did not look old enough to have been in the resistance during the
war, I said nothing. His wife then said, “I experienced the bombings during the war and
was so frightened, madame—it was terrible, terrible!!” At this point all I could do was
agree with them, and said, “Yes, I understand. My father was wounded in the battle of
Nancy/Metz”. In retrospect, that may have been a cheap shot on my part, but it ended the
discussion of Iraq and we went on to talk about other things like Dijon mustard and the
Louisiana Purchase.
Unfortunately, this point of view was not confined to the French. Increasingly, it became
more and more evident that public opinion throughout Europe, Italy included, had become
diffusedly directed against war in general, not just this war in particular—somewhat
resembling what had happened in the United States during the Viet Nam War (“War is not
healthy for children and other living things”.), but unlike anything seen in recent years

when American participation in the conflicts in Bosnia and Kosovo, and even in the first
Gulf War, had enjoyed universal support. In mid-March, the day after George Bush made
his speech announcing the imminent outbreak of the war, I informed the concierge of my
hotel in Rome that I had been up until 2:30 in the morning watching. A guest from the
Netherlands asked “to do what?” I replied, “to tell Saddam he had 48 hours to get out of
town”. “Exactly”, the man replied, making a cowboy “gun-in-holster” gesture with his
right hand.
An exception was the opinion voiced by a professor from the Second University of Naples
(there are five in all), whom I met in Urbino. When I asked him who was more responsible
for the seemingly impending break-up of the European Union and the devastating split in
the United Nations, Jacques Chirac or George Bush, he replied, “Both are. France controls
most of the oil in Iraq and America hates that!” Well, at least he was even-handed in his
response, I thought.
There was other evidence of even-handedness, or at least of an attempted balanced
approach to the war. While driving from place to place throughout Italy, I came upon a
talk radio station called “Radio Radicale”. Because of its name, I was amazed to hear not
anti-American commentary, but a sympathetic while critical series of broadcasts from
various sources on this station. (It got its name from a small but respected party that was
mainly responsible for getting the divorce laws passed in the Italian Parliament some years
earlier.)

On one occasion I heard a French commentator with a voice-over Italian

translation, ask “Where were all the anti-war pacifists when Saddam Hussein was killing
all those Kurds and Shiites before and after the Gulf War?” The Americans are not

monsters, he said, “but are suffering from the after-effects of the September 11
catastrophe”.
Unfortunately, this sentiment appeared to be held only by a minority of those I heard. One
very popular TV talk show called “Ballaro`”, hosted by a youngish rather sharp-tongued
moderator, was a case in point.

On one occasion He interrupted an American

commentator so often it was impossible to get a clear idea of his point of view. On another
he actually prevented an Italian government minister from talking at all—to great
applause from the audience! And when a clip was shown with George Bush stating that the
war would be fought to free the Iraqi people, he shouted “Propaganda!”, also to
thundering applause. On the last of these weekly shows that I was able to view, there were
three government ministers present plus one undersecretary, and finally one of them took
him to task for making a joke of a very serious matter. But they literally had to gang up on
him to get him to pause in his onslaught. And I am still not sure who actually came out
ahead in this encounter, because, once again, his rather youngish audience appeared to
agree with him rather than with the graying government ministers.
However, perhaps the most painful experience I had during my trip to Italy came from
within the “bosom” of my own family. On the last Sunday before I left to return home to
New Orleans, I was the guest at a “feast” my cousin worked for two days to prepare in my
honor. One of those present was a relative of a relative who lived next door. Between
courses in this rather longish dinner, she opened up with an angry harangue against the
Americans who were responsible for this terrible war. “All wars are wrong”, she said, and
this war was particularly wrong “because it was not necessary”. It is not worth all the lives
of innocent women and children that will be lost as a result.

At this point the professor in me leapt forth—especially since other guests were chiming in
around me. “Perhaps you’re right, I said”. But for over a thousand years not even the
Church held that all wars are wrong. The question is, is this a just war. But since I am not
a moral theologian, just a political scientist, I can tell you only about the practical
considerations that went into the decision to wage this war. (I was unwilling, in such a
setting, to engage in a debate over what constituted a “just war”.)1
(To summarize): The people who are saying that the war is not necessary are saying so
because our troops stationed in Kuwait were the threat that made Saddam agree to some
minimal responses to the UN inspectors and to the elimination of some very old missiles.
But those troops could not be held there indefinitely, to satisfy the time requirements of the
inspectors who wanted to pursue a gradual reduction of weapons of mass destruction
instead of the “immediate” response as decreed by the UN last fall and over the past twelve
years. When he committed our armed forces to a major build-up as a way to get Saddam
to comply, George Bush placed himself in the position of having to move into Iraq or get
out and suffer humiliation. “It was a two-edged sword”, I said. If he went forward, he
would lose the support of moderates; if he went backward, he would lose all support at
home. He brought some of this on himself when he announced that he would go it alone, if
necessary, and that “if you were not for him, you were against him”—something a
diplomat never does. That comment served as a red flag before a bull, and apparently
most of the world joined together to challenge him.
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When my adversary announced that I agreed with her then, I responded loudly, “NO!”
and went upstairs to get some aspirin. The discussion had given me a headache. I could not
possibly agree with her first premise, that all wars are wrong—the pacifist position---but
was this war truly necessary? It had reminded me of Thomas Friedman’s argument that
this war was “optional but necessary”—a conundrum, if I ever heard one.
Unfortunately, I left Italy before images of the cheering crowds of Iraqis tearing down
statues of Saddam all over Iraq could be seen on TV throughout the world, so I had no
chance to revisit this conversation with my relatives or with anyone else I had spoken to
during those six weeks—nor even to see what the host of “Ballaro`” would have to say
about it.
Then on April 22nd, I watched a presentation on Ted Koppel’s “Nightline” in which it was
stated that the war on Iraq had not been fought to eliminate “weapons of mass destruction”
after all. (None had been found to date, and it looked as though none would be found.)
Instead, the threat from Iraq had been deliberately exaggerated by members of the Bush
administration, including Colin Powell before the UN, in order to justify removing Saddam
Hussein as a warning to all other regimes in the neighborhood who had “flirted with”,
supported, engaged in, or otherwise encouraged terrorist activities against us throughout
the world. (The New York Times carried the same story in a column by Paul Krugman on
April 29th published by The Times-Picayune in New Orleans on April 30th under the title:
“Found: Weapons of Mass Deception”.)
So the question boils down to this: is lying to the world and to the American public and
putting American, British and Iraqi lives at risk, justified by our fears of another
September 11th? I’d like to hear from the right and the left on this point—from theologians

Michael Novak, Jean Bethke Elshtain and James Gaffney, and anyone else who’d care to
join in. Because I still have that headache that I developed in my cousin’s kitchen on
March 30.

ADDENDUM
ADDITIONAL ENCOUNTERS NOT REPORTED ABOVE
February 24: TV Comedians Greggio and Inchete mock “Giorgino” Bush as discovering
“weapons of mass destruction” when a white-uniformed Iraqi soldier
inadvertently drops an object from his belt while marching in parade.
March 3: Jewish-American couple from New York strongly support Bush because the
husband was entering the World Trade Center building where he worked
when the first plane struck on September 11.
March 12: Houston businessman wondered why we should be surprised by France’s
behavior when the French had been a major supplier of planes and other
weapons throughout the Middle East.
March 19: Met RAI 3 TV team near Ribbibia train station on the way to Rome and told
them I would have liked to have heard what Government Minister had to
say on “Ballaro`” the previous Tuesday.
March 20: Couple from Wisconsin refused to talk about the War because “ no one has
clean hands”.
March 25: Custodian at Basilica of St. Nicholas of Bari replied “We are all brothers, Iraqi,
Italians, Americans” when I told him I had lit a candle not only to pray about
the war but for the US as well, he implied that while it was OK to pray about
the war, it was not OK to pray for the US, as though I had been praying for a
US victory instead of my country.

Italians demonstrate their opposition to the
War in Iraq by Flying “Peace Flags”
From their Apartment Windows (Florence)
And Waving them Vigorously during
The Carnival Celebration in Venice.

