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Introduction
VALERIO ALFONSO BRUNO! AND DANIELA CATERINA?2

Focusing on the Italian Right today — and advancing fine-tuned
analytical instruments to grasp its multilayered complexity — is
no easy task. It features a triple challenge — one for each term
composing this phrase. Zooming in on the Italian Right today
presupposes, in the first place, a basic consensus on — or, at
least, a widespread common understanding of — “the Right” as
a contemporary political force. We would thus need a concep-
tion able to encompass the astonishing proliferation of defini-
tions attached to this political subject: “far-right” (Jupskas and
Leidig, 2020; Mudde, 2019; Pirro, 2023), “conservative right”
(Giubilei, 2020; Vassallo and Vignati, 2023), “extreme right”
(Ignazi, 2014), “extreme right 2.0” (Forti, 2021), “radical right”
(Rydgren, 2018), “centre-right” (Bruno, 2022; Hanley, 2020),
“right-centre” (destra-centro) (Improta and Trastulli, 2022),
“populist right” (Bornschier and Kriesi, 2012; Finchelstein,
2019; Mudde, 2016; Palano, 2021), “populist radical right” (Al-
bertazzi and Vampa, 2021), “sovereignist right” (Basile and

! Universita Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, valerioalfonso.bruno@unicatt.it.
2 Huazhong University of Science and Technology, caterina@hust.edu.cn.
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Mazzoleni, 2020; Scopelliti and Bruno, 2022), “techno-
sovereignist right” (Gressani, 2022; Maglione, 2021).

This polyphony — often quickly ushering into a cacophony
— of definitions is even reinforced if, in the second place, we
look at the ltalian Right today. For decades, in academic liter-
ature and public debate alike, Italy has been labelled a highly
prolific political laboratory worldwide — often anticipating so-
cio-political trends whose echo easily transcends the bounda-
ries of the Italian Peninsula (Campati, 2022; Vampa, 2023).
This evidence endows scholars with a considerable potential
to observe unprecedented dynamics in the Italian context.
The studies on Italy as a laboratory of (diverse streams of)
populism are a case in point in this respect (Palano, 2024;
Vampa, 2023), just like studies on the personalisation of (par-
ty) politics (Musella, 2020). However, the lablabel also entails
a non-negligible risk, pushing researchers and political com-
mentators alike to fall into the trap of the “anomaly” scheme,
which would relegate the Italian laboratory as quintessentially
diverse to the field of non-comparable case studies.

Focusing on the Italian Right today eventually increases the
complexity of our task because of our nonstop exposure to an
acceleration of events at the national, European, and global
levels, which seems to force us into a fragmentary and episodic
observation style. How do we take a distance from such a spiral
of events that seems to turn the Right into a more than ever-
moving target we cannot grasp? By way of example, at the time
of writing, in just a few weeks, the 2024 European Parliament
(EP) elections marked considerable gains for far-right parties
across various countries — most notably, France, Austria, Ger-
many and Italy, where Giorgia Meloni’s party Brothers of Italy
— although in the context of unprecedented abstentionism
rates — has confirmed the winning performance of the previous
national elections (Wax, 2024). Albeit not dramatically altering
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EP’s balance of power, due to the confirmed political weight of
the centre-right European People’s Party, the increased repre-
sentation and influence of these far-right parties preannounces
a growing impact on future policy decisions at the European
level. For sure, the 2024 EP elections have already left an en-
during mark in intra-European relations, pushing France into
significant domestic political upheaval. President Macron re-
acted to the substantial electoral victory of the far-right Nation-
al Rally by dissolving the National Assembly and calling for
snap parliamentary elections to defy Le Pen’s party overtly.
Although the victory of the leftwing coalition eventually sup-
ported Macron in winning its “huge gamble” (Capoccia, 2024)
to block the National Rally’s ascendance, the European echo
unleashed by French developments is more polarised than ever
(Vox, 2024). In the meanwhile, European dynamics take place
against the background of an over-heated US electoral cam-
paign that has reached a peak of domestic tension with the
shooting attack against Donald Trump at a rally in Butler on 13
July 2024 (Levenson, 2024). The polarisation between Trump’s
supporters — viewing him as a martyr — and detractors — fearing
an even more violent escalation — is likely to increase and con-
solidate the attack as a highly relevant turning point in the run
to the presidential elections.

This accelerated chaining of right-wing-related events at vari-
ous levels necessarily also impacts our understanding of the
Italian Right today. In a way, it leaves us — scholars and simple
observers alike — with the uncomfortable, helpless feeling that
“a proper understanding” will always remain out of reach. In
this context, the present volume makes a — however limited
but crucial — attempt at countering such a powerless feeling.
It collects the contributions presented during a study day on
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the Italian Right organised on 3 May 2023 by the Catholic
University of the Sacred Heart in Milan and the Polidemos
Center for the Study of Democracy and Political Change.
Ironically, in light of our discussion so far, this historical
grounding might look like prehistory. None of the develop-
ments sketched out above were in sight; among others, Silvio
Berlusconi — the absolute protagonist and “architect” of the
right-wing political space in Italy’s Second Republic — was still
alive. Yet, as the following contributions show, some crucial
overarching themes about the Italian Right today urge a re-
flection without remaining chained to the hyper-quick devel-
opments of today’s global scenario. From different perspec-
tives and analytical foci, through various instruments and re-
search strategies, the five contributions of this collected vol-
ume show that focusing on the Italian Right today — with an eye
to its narratives, ideologies and policies — is a task we cannot
postpone, asking for innovative efforts to think outside the
box and free us of disciplinary shackles. In different forms,
the following contributions point to three overarching issues
in this respect: first, the conceptual and definitional implica-
tions of focusing on the Italian Right today; second, the con-
ceptualisation and study of its relationship with the past; and,
finally, the attention to concrete policies — in a feedback-
chain with the issue of consensus.

Concepts and definitions — The polyphony of terms constellating
the study of the Right as a political subject is no trivial question. Nor
can it be reduced to a matter of “belonging” to one school of
thought or another. The contributions in this volume — in particu-
lar, the chapters by Bruno and Scopelliti, respectively — review the
complexity of this never-ending conceptual and terminological de-
bate, providing instruments to orientate in the choice — and under-
standing of the related implications — of specific terms to investigate
the Italian Right today. Drawing on an insightful op-ed by Steven
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Forti (2022), which further expands on some key arguments of his
work “Extrema derecha 2.0. Qué es y como combatirla” (Forti
2021), we could condense this conceptual and definitional chaos
into a problematic relationship: that is, the troubled linkages of
“the Right” with the concept of populism. No doubt, addressing and
studying the Right in relation to populism has exponentially in-
creased the tons of ink spilt on these issues. But how productive has
such a conceptual marriage been? The boom of populism studies —
and the fortunes of Cas Mudde’s definition of populism as a “thin
ideology” (Mudde, 2004) — is paradigmatic in this respect. How
much has our understanding of the Right profited from its linkage
with populism, or has this latter concept ended up becoming an
obstacle in disentangling the complexities of today’s Right — with
an eye to its (self-)narratives and ideologies? The contributions of
this volume provoke us with these (open) questions, paving the way
to the still largely unexplored possibilities of a morphological ap-
proach (Freeden, 2013) to the plurality of ideologies featuring the
(Italian) Right. Following a suggestion by Anselmi (2023), this
move is crucial in disentangling the seeming iron nexus between
populism and right ideology and turning the relationship between
the two into an empirical question that requires geo-historically sen-
sitive investigations.

Relation with the past — A second overarching issue emerg-
ing from the volume is the contentious and troubled relation-
ship of the Italian Right today with the past. No surprise, fas-
cism represents here the elephant in the room. In a way, the
consolidated marriage between the study of the Right and the
study of fascism features a similar ambiguous dynamic as in
the case of “the Right & populism” discussed above: on the
one hand, a proliferation of scholarly attention and public
debate; on the other, a limitation of the — potentially much
broader — analytical horizon (see Forti 2022). To be sure, the
question of a fascist heritage — with all its burden of ideologi-

11
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cal ambiguity (see Bruno, this volume) and mainstreaming of
(too) extreme legacies (see Scopelliti, this volume) remains
crucial. However, the present volume broadens the scope of
that “past”, which could be highly insightful for understand-
ing the Italian Right today. In particular, the chapter by Coz-
zolino takes up this challenge, showing us the multilayered
complexity of a focus on the ideological, institutional and pol-
icy features of Thatcherism — and its promising potential in
disentangling the various facets of Giorgia Meloni’s political-
economic project. Using the historical analogy with Thatcher-
ism as an entry point into a more articulated vision of the past
— and thus beyond fascism — the present volume hence paves
the way for further comparisons within the range of Italy’s
more recent past. The current boom of literature on the lega-
cies of Berlusconism, for example, is a case in point in this re-
spect, as it kicks off a new wave of studies about the Italian
Right today in relation to the afterlives of Berlusconi’s cultur-
al and especially political-economic project (see among oth-
ers, Caterina et al (forthcoming); Orsina, 2023).

Policies (and consensus) — Last but not least, the volume’s fo-
cus on the Italian Right today reinstates the centrality of in-
depth investigations with an eye to agenda setting and policy
making. In this sense, the exceptional standing of Italy’s politi-
cal laboratory — with the right-centre coalition guided by Gior-
gia Meloni’s Brothers of Italy in power — is a privileged stand-
point of observation. An exclusive focus on (self-)narratives
and ideologies runs the risk of ushering into discursive reduc-
tionism if it is not counterbalanced by a study of the policies —
and wide-ranging structural and (envisaged) constitutional re-
forms — featuring the Right in government. As the contribu-
tions in this volume show, such a policy focus is central for sev-
eral reasons: to achieve a fine-grained understanding of the
specific political-economic project of the Melonian Right in a

12
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global scenario at the apex of neoliberal tendencies (see Coz-
zolino, this volume); to reach a more grounded assessment of
how “contagious” specific political forces within the right spec-
trum are (see Napoletano, this volume); but also to gain a
more empirically founded understanding of the reasons for
main shifts and turns in levels of Euroscepticism within the
right-wing camp (see Zubani, this volume). Also in this third
respect, the present book thus aims to provide food for
thought by reinstating the centrality of narratives, ideologies
and policies in the study of the Italian Right today. This way, the
volume paves the way to cross-fertilisations among various (sub-
)disciplines in sociology and political science to gain a more
granular understanding of the feedback chain linking dynam-
ics of (self-)representation, effective policy decisions and con-
sensus underpinning the Italian Right in power today.

Spanning these macro-themes — concepts and definitions, re-
lation with the past, policies (and consensus) — the five con-
tributions of this edited volume will concentrate on the fol-
lowing aspects.

In Chapter 1, Valerio Alfonso Bruno focuses on Giorgia
Meloni’s FdI to investigate how the party has drawn on an
ambiguous balance of souverainism and conservativism. After
presenting these two ideologies — by discussing their features,
differences and (potential) points of contact — Bruno illus-
trates how both souverainism and conservativism feature a
long-standing process of normalisation through which FdI has
tried to distance itself from its neo- and post-fascist origins —
yet without cutting those roots. Taking the tricolour flame,
the controversial symbol of the party, as an entry point into
the discussion of FdI’s ideological ambiguity, Bruno shifts the
analysis from a merely rhetorical and symbolic level to the
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policy level. As the author shows, Meloni’s ambiguity is mir-
rored in a very diverse policy stance in the international and
domestic arena, respectively. Since taking office in September
2022, Bruno argues, Meloni has rarely abandoned a moderate
path in relationships with European partners, regional and
international allies, and global financial institutions. Contrary
to this path of minimal international and diplomatic friction,
Bruno dwells on Meloni’s radical stance in domestic policy-
making, resulting in an increasing polarisation of the coun-
try’s electorate and pushing for contentious projects of consti-
tutional reform towards an unprecedented strengthening of
executive powers in the hands of the prime minister.

In Chapter 2, Adriano Cozzolino sheds innovative light on
the nexus of narrative, ideology, and policy at the core of
Meloni’s governing experience by advancing a diachronic
comparison with the Thatcher government in England. As
Cozzolino shows, the qualitative method of historical analogy
is a valuable research instrument in this respect, enabling an
investigation into a current phenomenon (the tenor) by inter-
preting historical facts (the vehicle). Through the prism of his-
torical analogy, the chapter shows Thatcherism as a compel-
ling vehicle thanks to the wealth of perspectives in the anglo-
phone debate over its interpretation running throughout the
1970s-1980s. Cozzolino carefully reconstructs two prominent
adverse positions in this debate, showing their respective
strengths: on the one hand, as epitomised in the notion of
“Authoritarian Populism”, the focus of Stuart Hall and col-
leagues on Thatcherism’s ideological dimension and its ability
to craft a cross-class consensus; on the other hand, the atten-
tion Bob Jessop and colleagues put onto the institutional and
political economy dimension of Thatcherism, as epitomised
in its “Two Nations Project”. This latter constitutes a key entry
point for Cozzolino to interpret current tendencies in the

14
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Meloni government, such as its landmark reform of the “citi-
zens’ income” (reddito di cittadinanza) along a pattern of pro-
ducerism, leading the author to sketch out an encompassing
research agenda to disentangle the spheres of ideology, policy
and institutions towards a more fine-tuned understanding of
the political project of the Melonian far-right.

In Chapter 3, Anna Grazia Napoletano expands the analyt-
ical scope of the book in the study of ideological elements
and policy decisions within the right-wing political space —
and beyond. Napoletano reconstructs the state of the debate
over populists and their relationship to democratic proce-
dures, introducing the argument of populism in power as a
“contagious” phenomenon influencing the policy agenda and
ensuing policy measures — most notably, with an eye to (ex-
clusionary) immigration and integration policy. In the chap-
ter, Napoletano extends the study of populist contagion be-
yond the consolidated focus on radical right populist parties
(RRPPs) by narrowing down on the case of the Five Star
Movement (bSM) and its main coalition partners, that is, the
League in the Conte I government (2018-2019) and the
Democratic Party in the Conte II government (2019-2021).
Merging qualitative analysis, spatial approach, and Chapel
Hill expert survey, Napolitano’s analysis investigates whether
the Italian case confirms the primary trend of RRPPs’ topics
as the most contagious ones. The results broadly confirm this
trend, showing how, from 2014 to 2019, 5SM mainly re-
mained loyal to its inclusionary stances in economic redistri-
bution and environmental protection yet experienced a sub-
stantial drift towards stricter positions on immigration issues.
The League’s influence on the 5SM thus seems remarkable in
this respect. At the same time, Salvini’s party drifted towards
even more exclusionary positions — in line with the exclusion-
ary positioning of Meloni’s Brothers of Italy.

15
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Adding a further key fragment to our study of the Italian
right today, in Chapter 4, Alessio Scopelliti looks at its peculi-
ar intermeshing of narrative, ideology and policy through the
prism of the normalisation — “mainstreaming” — of the far-
right Europe-wide. The results of the latest European Parlia-
ment elections in May 2024 further underpin Scopelliti’s con-
siderations on a wide-ranging consensus for and acceptance
of farright parties from a demand-side perspective across Eu-
rope. Drawing on this compelling evidence, the author ex-
plores the normalisation of far-right narratives and ideologies
as a main implication of such electoral success. To this end,
Scopelliti first engages in a detailed discussion of the plethora
of — often chaotically overlapping — definitions in usage to
grasp the specificity of the “far-right”, an umbrella term en-
compassing both the concepts “radical right” and “extreme
right”. On this basis, the author moves to the contentious def-
inition of “mainstreaming”, laying bare its characteristics, am-
biguities and complexities. Scopelliti thus discusses the three
principal approaches adopted to grasp the diffusion — and
normalisation — of far-right ideas in diverse social contexts: i)
the cultural approach, stressing the centrality of popular cul-
ture as a medium to spread such ideas; ii) the rational ap-
proach, pointing to the deliberate development of (political)
strategies to appear less “extreme” to one’s constituency; and
iii) the institutional approach, which, among others, fore-
grounds the European (proportional) electoral system as a
powerful instrument of normalisation. Exemplary illustrations
of these various mainstreaming approaches in the French and
Italian cases point to the implications of these tendencies and
potential risks further undermining the current precarious
standing of our pluralist liberal democracies.

In Chapter 5, Matilde Zubani completes the book’s journey
through the narratives, ideologies, and policies of the Italian
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right today by zooming in on a recent critical juncture, such as
the 2020-2021 peak of the COVID-19 pandemic. In this con-
text, Zubani focuses on the attitude towards the EU by two key
parties in Italy’s right-wing bloc: the League and Brothers of
Italy. Starting from an in-depth discussion of the emergence,
twists and turns of right-wing Euroscepticism in Italy, the au-
thor engages with a detailed reconstruction of the critical junc-
ture and, most importantly, the initial European response to
such an unprecedented health crisis with severe economic and
political implications. Zubani shows how this latter provided a
highly fruitful terrain for a proliferation of right-wing narra-
tives on the EU and, more specifically, its role as a crisis man-
ager in a context of increasing disillusion and Euroscepticism
among European and especially Italian citizens. The chapter
presents the key insights from a qualitative framing analysis of
Tweets by the leaders of the two observed parties, Matteo Sal-
vini and Giorgia Meloni, respectively. Some key differences
emerge from the comparison of the two leaders. In quantita-
tive terms, EU references in Meloni’s digital space have been
significantly lower than in Salvini’s; moreover, Salvini ad-
dressed the EU in a broader and more diversified range of nar-
ratives, while Meloni mostly attacked the EU concerning the
protection of national interest. However, these discrepancies
notwithstanding, Zubani shows how Euroscepticism acted as a
powerful glue between right-wing populist parties — inde-
pendently of their positioning as a party in the government co-
alition (as the League in the Draghi government) or in opposi-
tion (as Brothers of Italy throughout the observed timespan).

In sum, far from exploiting the full potential of research
on the Italian Right today, the five chapters introduced above
aim to feed an ongoing debate that can transcend academic
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reflections and enter public opinion, providing fresh analyti-
cal instruments to make sense of our present. The ideological
ambiguity of the Right (Bruno), a consistent merger of ideo-
logical components and policy decisions against the back-
ground of accelerated neoliberalism (Cozzolino), influence
on agenda setting and exclusionary/inclusionary issues (Na-
poletano), multilayered mainstreaming of extreme ideologi-
cal and political elements (Scopelliti), as well as the consoli-
dation and continuous adjustment of Eurosceptical positions
(Zubani) — to mention few highlights out of the following
chapters — are here to stay, and point to relevant trends re-
quiring further cross-disciplinary avenues for research to
make sense of the Italian Right today — and tomorrow.
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Abstract. The chapter focuses on Fratelli d’Italia’s sovereignism and con-
servativism. In particular, how those two ideologies have been used, often in
an ambiguous way, to frame a normalisation process that aims at balancing
continuity and distance from the party’s neo and post-fascist roots. The par-
ty’s symbol, the tricolour flame, is very emblematic in this regard. In the
chapter, we namely argue how such ambiguity, far from being merely sym-
bolic or preserving a tradition, characterises the policies of the current
Meloni government both at the domestic and international levels. Almost
two years after taking office, the government has embarked on a path of
minimal friction with the institutions of the EU, its regional and international
allies (NATO, in particular), alongside financial markets. The path of seeking
moderation at the international/regional level has rarely been abandoned.
In contrast, the government led by Meloni has often been radical at the do-
mestic level, pursuing both radical policies based on symbolic “culture wars”
to polarise the Italian electorate and more structural and in-depth reforms,
such as the constitutional reform of premierato.

Keywords: Fratelli d’ltalia; Meloni; sovereignism; conservativism; ideology;
ambiguity.
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Introduction

In a short opinion piece appeared in 2021 on the topic of the
historical and ideological roots of Fratelli d’Italia (FdI), Bruno,
Downes, and Scopelliti rhetorically asked the following: “Post-
Fascism in Italy: ‘So Why This Flame, Mrs. Giorgia Meloni?’”
(Bruno et al, 2021). The flame referred to by the authors is
the fiamma tricolore (tricolour flame), a well-known neofascist
symbol. Originally, the fiamma tricolore was the symbol of the
Movimento Sociale Italiano (MSI), established on 26 December
1946 by Giorgio Almirante and other veterans of the short-
lived Italian Social Republic (Repubblica Sociale Italiana, from
23 September 1943 to 25 April 1945). The symbol has always
been evocative and powerful, passing through the years and
the minds of the Italian electorate, similarly to the crusader
shield of the Christian Democracy party and the hammer and
sickle of the Communist party. That logo is indeed recognised
by the Italian electorate as a “tacit connection with the fascist
regime while referring to the ‘cult of the dead’ and the fu-
nerary imagery providing a potential space both for memory
investments and emotional projections” (Bruno et al, 2021).

After almost eighty years, the fiamma tricolore is still there,
appearing on the party logo(s) used by FdI. For instance, on
the occasion of the election for the 2024 European Parlia-
ment, it appears right in the middle of FdI’s registered logo,
below the names of the party leader Giorgia Meloni and of
the party itself, between the writings “sovranist” and “conserva-
tor?” (figure 1):
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Figure 1: The registered logo of FdI for the European Parliament election of June
2024. It displays the name of Giorgia Meloni upward, with the classic logo of FdI with
the fiamma tricolore in the centre. On the left, it states “sovranist’”, while on the left, it

displays “conservator?”. Source: https://www.fratelli-italia.it/logoeuropee/

GIORGIA
MELONI

FRATELLI
d’ITALIA

When asked about the possibility of removing that symbol
from its logo, Meloni and other FdI fellows have been very
clear on their contrariety: the flame represents continuity
with MSI and AN (Fatto Quotidiano, 2024). Yet, FdI has often
claimed to be a post-ideological or even non-ideological party
(Newth, 2024). In this sense, ambiguity is an element deeply
present in the party, as it will now be argued.

2. On the ambiguity of Fratelli d’Italia

Ambiguity pertains to FdI’s entire historical and ideological past,
from the MSI to Alleanza Nazionale (AN), and this has been par-
ticularly visible since the Fiuggi turning point. In this sense, the
“balancing game” of distancing the party from its (neo)fascism
while, at the same time, remaining in that grey area composed
of illiberal and extreme-right constituencies must be analysed.
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The majority of the works available on FdI agree the party
comes from a specific tradition, usually referred to as “post-
fascist”, a label often structured as a hendiadys, i.e. post-
fascist/neo-fascist (see, for instance, Angelucci et al, 2024;
Vampa, 2023). Some scholars, however, use it to describe FdI’s
specific and unique roots in the MSI. Newth (2022) and Newth
and Maccaferri (2022), starting from the political history of the
Lega Nord to the current Lega, argue postfascism as a sui generis
political logic used by far-right parties and leaders, thus not on-
ly by FdI, in order to allow the mainstreaming/normalisation
of fascist and neo-fascist ideas and theories while at the same
time defining themselves as “post-ideological”: fascism as an
ideology belonging to the past and not existing anymore. Oth-
er scholars prefer to abandon this specific debate, rather pre-
ferring to talk of a-fascism (Vassallo and Vignati, 2023). In this
sense, Vassallo and Vignati (2023) consider FdI a fully-fledged
conservative party with some nationalist features and some ex-
cessive tolerance of conspiracy theories. Vampa (2023) speaks
of postfascist tradition upon which has been built a prismatic
sovereignist ideology alongside key elements of the populist
radical right, such as nativism and authoritarianism; Broder
(2023) describes FdI as the “grandchildren of Mussolini”, argu-
ing the MSI up till the svolta di Fiugg: represented a neo-fascist
party while FdI itself could be best described as postfascist®.

2 In particular, Broder has pointed at the historical process of gradual
equivalence, implemented over decades by far-right actors in Italy, between
anti-fascist resistance and fascism, with the relative trivialisation of the first
in favour of the second, that has allowed a party to define itself as conserva-
tive while clearing and normalising characters, slogans and theories (once
real taboos). The distancing from fascism and neo-fascism by FdI through
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Broder (2023) also contends that Fdl managed, over the past
ten years, to skilfully construct an organisational and political
device capable of thoroughly clearing several fascist and neo-
fascist tropes. These have been cleverly “sold” as conservative
and postfascist (in the sense of post-ideological), bringing to
completion a long process which had in Berlusconism a crucial
moment. The process aims at “pacification” or, in other words,
at equating anti-fascist resistance with (neo-)fascism through a
trivialisation of the former. This process, a sort of “conflict over
memory”, is, according to Broder, more about the present than
about the past, as it fits into global dynamics and trends that
touch on contexts that it would be presumptuous to deem sole-
ly Italian or European, as Trumpism and the case of Bolsonaro
in Brazil have shown in recent times. According to Newth
(2024), those narratives are now mainstream and hegemonic
as the defence of the white people (often defined as the “silent
majority”), which would be at risk of ethnic substitution plan,
the protection of the traditional family and lifestyle by the
unique and globalist thinking of the left-wing elites, the rescue
of overtaxed small businesses against the threat of the conspir-
acies by the international finance or the invasions of the immi-
grants. Thus, FdI would “oscillate” between different possible
postures and ideological characterisations, particularly between
conservativism and (populist) radical-right or between radical-

the articulation of the post-fascist logic or that of the conservative party did
not determine a proper and univocal abandonment of the relative semantic
sphere of that tradition, which in any case must in a certain way be contin-
uously nourished. In synthesis, in the category of post-fascism fall several
important elements, which often are combined ambiguously.
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right and extreme-right positions. Likewise, Meloni’s party
would be distinguished by the mix of old and new (Vampa,
2023; Ventura, 2022) for being a “rooted newcomer” (Baldini
et al, 2023) that is, however, grafted into a very well-defined
tradition (Vassallo and Vignati, 2023) and also for being able
to pursue, in parallel, a radical path sympathetic of conspirac-
ists and nostalgici, or even radicalisation (Dona, 2022; Puleo
and Piccolino, 2022) along with a more institutional and reas-
suring path (particularly vis-a-vis the EU institutions, NATO
and other allies, the financial markets, etc.) that it seeks to de-
fine somehow as conservative (Giubilei, 2020)3.

At this point, we may ask if, in its first decade (2012-2022),
FdI has gone through a path of moderation or it has radical-
ised, and if something similar can be said for Italy’s right-wing
bloc as a whole. Dona (2022) argues that the party, starting
from a more moderate stance soon after its foundation in late
2012, embarked on a different path towards national conserv-
atism and progressive radicalisation, while Castelli Gattinara
and Froio (2021) consider this as a process concerning the
right-wing bloc as a whole. Among others, Albertazzi et al
(2021) have argued that these trends concern more a reshuf-
fle of power and roles within the Italian right-wing camp than
an actual process of radicalisation of Italian politics. Puleo
and Piccolino (2022) remark on the discontinuity associated
with FdI, with the party having accomplished a major ideolog-

¥ The difficulty in distinguishing elements of rightwing extremism from more
“mainstream” elements, albeit always marked by populist, radical, and illiberal
tendencies, is an inherent feature of the concept of “far-right”, as Pirro
(2022) has pointed out concerning the pros and cons of this latter term.

28



Fratelli d’Italia’s Sovereignism and Conservativism

ical rebranding, positioning itself as radically different from
the mainstream centre-right and the postfascist tradition of
the Italian Right. Vampa (2023), in particular, has reiterated
the support for the “inclusion-moderation” thesis convincing-
ly, yet pointing out that the incursions of populist parties, in-
cluding FdI, have been profoundly affecting the very quality
of democracy in Italy, which now appears more fragile than
ever, adding, in particular, the worrying phenomenon of ab-
stentionism*. Bruno, Downes and Scopelliti (2024) have ar-
gued that although some critical elements of radicalism have
been present within Italy’s right-wing bloc since Silvio Ber-
lusconi’s beginning of the political journey in 1994, starting
from 2015-2018, the bloc has become more radicalised.

May we say that, with Fdl, there is a return of ideology during a
historical period that is now considered postideological? Indeed, FdI
and its ideological frame of reference fits within a broad process that
is often referred to as “cultural wars” and “cultural backlash” to cer-
tain types of neoliberal policies (see, for example, Anselmi, 2023; Di
Gregorio, 2019; Diletti and Mongiardo, 2022). Meloni and her FdI
fellows have often proudly exhibited coherence while in opposition,
as during the Draghi executive in 2021-2022. The Meloni govern-
ment often backs its decisions in terms of policies as deriving from a
“political government”, and its values as the values of a well distinct
political culture, well distinct political and historical roots, even when
asked to remove the fiamma tricolore from its logo (Bruno et al, 2021;
Fatto Quotidiano, 2022). There is, of course, pragmatism in FdI, yet
itis quite different from mere opportunism.

* We may add Italy’s anomalous continual recourse to technocratic execu-
tives (see Giannone and Cozzolino, 2023).
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3. Between radicalism and moderation?

Almost two years after taking office, the Meloni government
has embarked on a path of minimal friction with the European
Union (EU) institutions, its regional and international allies
(NATO, in particular), and global financial markets. The path
of seeking moderation and low profile at the internation-
al/regional level has rarely been abandoned. This follows the
agenda proposed and implemented by Italy’s previous gov-
ernment led by Mario Draghi (Albertazzi and Vampa, 2024;
Bruno and Fazio, 2023; Vampa, 2023). When the path of mod-
eration was abandoned, the government quickly retraced on its
steps, as in the case of the famous one-time tax on Italian
banks’ extra-profits in August 2023, which provoked turmoil on
the country’s benchmark stock market index, heavily com-
posed of banks, and great disappointment by the European
Central Bank (ECB) and the European Commission (EC). To
complement moderation, particularly at the European level,
FdI has been extremely active in crediting itself as a possible
mediator between two different political sides in Europe: the
populist radical right and the farright on the one hand, and
the moderate pro-European right, usually falling under the
European People’s Party (EPP), on the other hand.

In contrast to such “moderation” at the regional and inter-
national levels, the most right-wing government in Italy’s re-
publican history has often been radical at the domestic level in
terms of both public narratives and policies. Domestically, the
current Italian government has strategically pursued both: (a)
radical and divisive policies based on symbolic “culture wars” to
polarise the Italian electorate; (b) more structural and in-
depth reforms, as the constitutional reform labelled “premiera-
to” (Albertazzi and Vampa, 2024). We can provide some exam-
ples of relevant domestic policies already passed or in the pro-
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cess of passing: the citizens’ income (reddito di cittadinanza)
supported in the past by the Five Star Movement was made the
subject of significant restrictions, while there is a debate over
the “quota 103" pension scheme; in the frame of the budget law
(legge di bilancio), a tax amounting to 2.000 euros was intro-
duced as a one-time fee for non-EU nationals so that they can
take advantage of the national health care system; on illegal
immigration, the government passed a law that tends to crimi-
nalise NGOs supporting illegal immigration; in the frame of
judiciary reform (the so-called riforma Nordio), there are cur-
rently discussions on the downsizing of the crime of “abuse of
office,” wiretapping, and the introduction of new criminal of-
fenses; the government wants to grant free access to counsel-
ling centres to anti-abortion organisations, tendentiously called
“pro-life” or “pro-choice”, and, more importantly, also intends
to actively fund them with funds from the PNRR (Piano Na-
zionale di Ripresa e Resilienza). However, the dossier on which
the Meloni government has decided to take a big risk and bet
heavily is the so-called “premierato” (Bruno, 2024) — a constitu-
tional reform putting the credibility of this government partic-
ularly at stake. As Albertazzi and Vampa argue (2024), “[t]he
government’s plan to reform the Constitution and introduce
the direct election of the prime minister — a provision that does
not exist anywhere else in the world — is a case in point. The
governing majority is pushing through this reform amidst criti-
cism that it would endanger the checks and balances existing
in the country. More specifically, it would weaken the role of
the President, a crucial guarantor in Italy that the Constitution
is constantly upheld.” In exchange for this crucial reform, Sal-
vini would demand the so-called autonomia differenziata (“dif-
ferentiated autonomy”) in return, which involves defining un-
derstandings between the state and those regions that seek dif-
ferentiated autonomy in the 23 subjects listed in the measure,
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including health protection. We also find education, sports,
environment, energy, transportation, culture, and foreign
trade among the other subjects. Limiting ourselves to the pub-
lic policies mentioned above, it is possible to converge on the
observation that the current Italian executive is playing a game
that is anything but moderate domestically.

4. Sovereignism and conservatism

As mentioned above, FdI's official logo for the 2024 EP elec-
tion carries the terms “sovereignist” and “conservatives.” What
is thus the sovereignism and conservatism that FdI refers to,
and, most importantly, where does the need to inscribe them
in the logo come from?

FdI’s sovereignism is not just about the instrumental frame
of the “Nation taking back control over sovereignty and power”
or a sort of nationalism for the EU sui generis framework. In-
stead, it is an ideology immersed in the past that emphasises a
“nostalgic return” to sovereignty when the nation, in this case
Italy, supposedly had control over its politics. The other side of
the coin here is ressentiment, alongside victimisation, vis-a-vis
sources “threatening” to take powers away from the nation.
The hostile entities may assume a variety of forms: suprana-
tional institutions and bureaucracies such as the European
Commission (EC); global financial markets increasingly con-
trolling the nation’s public debt; the Left and the technocratic
elites, who would continually plot to control the government
without going to elections or even overthrow governments
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democratically elected by the people; or globalisation, under-
stood as a single progressive thought directed at erasing West-
ern culture, its values and traditions®. Beyond the considera-
tions on the nature of FdI's sovereignist ideology, the fact that
the party opted to even inscribe it in the logo for elections at
the European level should provide some food for thought.

On the other hand, the conservativism of FdI is a mature
fruit, a “landing place” this party came to only in recent years.
If the elements of the sovereignist ideology are in nuce already
as original hallmarks of FdI (partially overlapping with the
debate, which we will see later, on postfascism and neo-
fascism), conservativism rather relates to FdI’s recent search
for “rebranding”. Not surprisingly, FdI’s conservatism can be
understood as the natural end of the process of normalisation
of the “Italian post-fascist right wing”, started with the 1995
“svolta di Fiuggi’®. In this sense, FdI's conservativism, we argue,
could be understood as the process of normalization of the
postfascist Right, started with the 1995 svolta di Fiuggi, inter-

® In fact, it is possible to say that through the sovereignist ideology the radi-
cal right has also incorporated the “classic” polemical goals of the radical
left, such as globalisation.

% This event marked the transformation of the MSI, established in 1946 following
the end of World War 11, into Alleanza Nazionale (AN) under Gianfranco Fini’s
guidance. Fiuggi is a small town with a population of around ten thousand in the
province of Frosinone, about seventy kilometres from Rome. It served as the ven-
ue for the final MSI national congress and the constituent congress of the newly-
formed AN on January 27, 1995. In Fiuggi, the secretary of the emerging party
declared an official separation from fascism and those ambiguities that had de-
fined MSI in its earlier days. This shift signalled a move towards embracing a fully
republican and democratic right-wing ideology and marked the official beginning
of the postfascism era (Bruno et al, 2024).
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rupted by Fini’s mistake of repudiating its roots and identity.
Together, these two ideological and programmatic compo-
nents, the sovereignist and the conservative, represent FdI’s
strategic “compromise”, at the national and at the Europe-
an/international level, between a more radical, belligerent
and polemical soul (sovereignism) and the more conciliatory
and moderate soul, an expression of “traditional” values.

a. Sovereignism

Now, we should focus more at length on these two elements.
We can start with FdI’s sovereignism. The theme of limited
sovereignty lies at the heart of FdI's ideologies (Scopelliti and
Bruno, 2023). Differently from populism, it does not empha-
sise the role of corrupt elites in taking away popular sovereign-
ty but instead calls for greater centrality to be recovered
through disintermediation from democratic institutions, pri-
marily the parliament, and blank delegation to the leader of
the day (the strongman with authoritarian traits), sovereignism
focuses more sharply on the sovereignty of the nation, limited
by constraints that would tend to be imposed from outside.
The term “sovereignty” is to be understood here not in a pre-
cise and consistent way but rather as a more or less concrete
and more or less idealised place and time in which the people
and the nation considered themselves the holders of political
power, having complete control over a given territory, its bor-
ders, policy-making, etc. In this sense, it is understandable how
sovereignism develops in constant opposition to phenomena
such as globalisation and Europeanisation, including their re-
spective elites, which would have taken original sovereignty
away from the people and the nation. The discourses present-
ed by populism and sovereignism have, on closer inspection,
fundamental points of contact, starting with the focus on cor-
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rupt elites in cahoots with supranational institutions and bu-
reaucracies or financial markets, seen as guilty of plundering
sovereignty. Indeed, both sovereignism and populism frame
their political discourse in terms of “reclaiming” lost sovereign-
ty from globalised elites unconcerned about the people’s
needs, if not outright hostile to them. However, if in populism,
the figure of the leader is that of a “spokesman” for popular
demands and demands for the defence of the people, in the
sovereignist narrative, the leader takes on demands for a return
to sovereignty in the name of predominantly the nation, em-
phasising less strongly the role of the people.

Of course, in practice, it is understandable that, especially
at the level of right-wing populism, there is much overlap be-
tween populist and sovereignist discourse (Basile and Maz-
zoleni, 2021; see especially Verzichelli, 2021). It is often im-
possible to separate the two positions regarding the approach
and articulation of discourses, narratives, themes and, ulti-
mately, ideologies. While it is undeniable that the bottom-up
demands associated with sovereignism refer to a growing de-
mand for sovereignty (vis-a-vis the summarily characterised
globalisation, European Union or corrupt elites), these are
undoubtedly traceable to some of the central themes of popu-
lism. We can say that what distinguishes sovereignty from
populism, but also from nationalism, is the rather vague idea
of restoring a lost sovereignty. Sovereignty has features in
common with nationalism and populism, and unlike them,
however, it emphasises a “return”, even a vague one, to sover-
eignty located in the past (Bauman, 2017). The discourse
framed by sovereignism also has some traits in common with
populism. Both sovereignism and populism frame their polit-
ical discourse in reclaiming lost sovereignty from globalised
elites presumably insensitive to demands supposedly coming
from the people (Scopelliti and Bruno, 2022, pp. 196-197).
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Vampa (2023) emphasises the role of sovereignism con-
cerning the ideological structure of the party. In particular,
Vampa focuses at length on the relation between sometimes
overlapping ideological features in FdI, including populism,
right-wing nationalism and conservativism. Sovereignism,
alongside nativism, authoritarianism, and populism, would
form an ideological diamond (Vampa, 2023). He advances an
interesting argument about specific ideological features in
FdI and their articulation, suggesting that: “[t]he aim of the
heirs of the MSI and AN was to (re-)launch a conservative ra-
ther than populist project, but this had to come to terms with
a new political reality increasingly dominated by anti-elitist
rhetoric and the centrality of the ‘will of the people’. The
concept of ‘sovereignism’ would thus enrich the nationalist
tradition of the radical right with a new emphasis on the
principle of ‘popular re-empowerment’ (‘taking back con-
trol’) that connects the people to the nation state”. (Vampa,
2023, p. 16). And as Vampa adds on the linkages between
populism, nationalism and sovereignism, in particular within
the sui generis context provided by the EU: “[i]n the Europe-
an context, the concept of national community can be used
to challenge supranational integration processes [...]. Thus,
populism, in addition to focusing on the domestic arena,
tends to evolve into sovereignism when — combined with na-
tivism and authoritarianism — it aims to assert the primacy of
the national interest (emanation of the will of the people)
against alleged global threats” (Vampa, 2023, pp. 17-18)".

7 According to Vampa (2023, pp. 33-34) “the theme of sovereignism, linked to
the assertion of people-based national primacy in the international context
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As we have mentioned, the theme of “taking back control”
to (a) the nation and (b) the people cannot be easily distin-
guished, making the task of identifying and isolating elements
belonging to sovereignism and populism rather complex. If it
is certainly true, like Vampa argues (2023, p. 127), that the
EU, with its supranational features, is particularly relevant for
this kind of ideology and discourses, that should not be lim-
ited to it. We simply need to consider the famous Trumpian
slogan “MAGA?”, that is, Make America Great Again, as an im-
portant example of the ideology of “taking back control” and
“popular re-empowerment”. The themes of nostalgia and of
the nation wanting to return to its “golden age”, may it have
actually happened or not, influence the discourse of this type
of ideology, as some prominent sociologists have well under-
stood, as Zygmunt Bauman (2017) and Colin Crouch (2019).

Scopelliti and Bruno (2022) argue that sovereignism has fea-
tures in common with nationalism and populism and that, unlike
these, it places its emphasis on a “return”, even a vague one, to
sovereignty placed in the past: in this sense, it is interesting the fo-
cus on some insight related to Bauman’s notion of retrotopia as an
“ideal shelter” situated in the past. What is important is not
whether that past was really a place where the people or the na-
tion possessed sovereignty (understood in the most generic sense)
but rather the ability of the sovereignist leader to evoke a kind of

(particularly that of the EU), is present in all election documents submitted
from 2013 to 2022. Yet FdI's Euroscepticism radicalised in 2014-2018 and
then returned to more conciliatory positions from 2019. Moreover, sovereign-
ism has a clear economic dimension that is expressed in a protectionist and at
times strongly anti-globalist vision”. See on this also the excellent works by
Ivaldi and Mazzoleni (2020) and Mazzoleni and Ivaldi (2022).
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nostalgia for a place and time. In this sense, it is understandable
how much the ideology of sovereignism, if we want to speak of
ideology, has elements in common with nationalism and popu-
lism (see on this Mueller and Heidelberger, 2020). In an article
that appeared in 2019, Colin Crouch argued about pessimistic
nostalgia and the role of the past:

[i]t is fairly easy to explain why the early 21st century is becom-
ing one of the periods in which pessimistic nostalgia is success-
fully weaponised, at least in the western world. First, the move
of the advanced economies into postindustrialism has pro-
duced considerable upheaval, removing what seemed to have
been certainties from many people’s lives. While automation
and robotisation are probably the main causes of the decline in
industrial employment, globalisation has also been involved,
which provides some useful ‘foreigner’ targets among both de-
veloping economies and immigrants. Second, the financial cri-
sis of 2007-8 showed another dark side of the internationalisa-
tion of the economy, and suggested that public authorities
were unable to keep economic life secure. Until that moment,
even many people who might have felt left behind in various
ways could at least count on becoming a little better off each
year. That is no longer the case. Third, waves of immigrants
and refugees coming into the western world from poorer
countries have provided easy targets for those feeling a need to
restrict access to the good things of life in a declining world.
[...] These sources of insecurity and declining trust in the ca-
pacity of public authorities to ensure stability have appeared af-
ter a prolonged period of dominance by liberal attitudes, fa-
vouring the admission of various kinds of ‘outsider’: the for-
mation of multicultural societies; the entry of women into
spaces previously reserved to men; a growing role for interna-
tional organisations in what many people had believed to be
their ‘sovereign’ national affairs. (Crouch, 2019).
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Alongside the weaponisation of pessimistic nostalgia, a key feature
of sovereignism — and right-wing populism - is political victimisa-
tion and the “rhetoric of ressentiment” (Armaly and Enders, 2021;
Kelly, 2020; Salmela and Von Scheve, 2017). In this sense, the role
of emotional roots concerning perceived victimhood and ressenti-
ment deserves more in-depth research. Just as in recent American
politics, pessimistic nostalgia and political victimisation are key traits
of FdI. We can now provide an example of that. At a rally in the Si-
cilian city of Catania on 29 August 2022, during the campaign for
the vote for the general election of Italy, Meloni said: “I dream of a
nation where people who for so many years had to keep their heads
down, perhaps pretending that they thought differently, or else
they would all be kicked out, can say how they think and not lose
their jobs because of it!”. And few moments later she added: “I am
sorry, I always try to be more placid, when they then take pictures of
me with swollen veins, but you know I am from the Garbatella
[nda: a neighbourhood of Rome], every now and then the soul
comes out.” (You Tube, 2022). Now, beyond the many intended
ambiguities of this passage, it is easy to note the role of political vic-
timisation: the references to people allegedly having to “keep their
heads down” or people who “cannot talk because otherwise they
would lose their jobs.”

b. Conservativism

Having analysed the role of sovereignism (and populism) in
FdI’s ideology, we now move to conservativism. As we have seen
above, FdI’s leader is currently chairing the European Con-
servatives and Reformists Party (ECR) (yet the latter term,
quite eloquently, is rarely mentioned in FdI’s communication).
In the logo for the 2024 EP election, FdI decided to add “con-
servator?’, alongside “sovranist’. Thus, we should now provide
some definitions of “conservative” and also ask what FdI mean

39



The Italian Right Today

by conservative ideology. In a lengthy interview appeared in
January 2022 for the newspaper Tempi, Meloni stated:

This is a time in which everything that defines us is under at-
tack. The real clash today is between the globalist option and
the identitarian and conservative option. [...] I think a party
that manages to speak to all potential Italian conservatives is a
majority party. I think the majority of Italians share the pe-
rimeter of reference values that Fratelli d’Italia brings for-
ward. [...] To be conservative is to stand up for what you love,
to stand up for who you are. If we did not live in this time,
this should be considered a triviality. And instead, this de-
fence today has become a priority, a revolution. Because this
is a time in which everything that defines us is under attack.
The real clash, today, is between the globalist option and the
identitarian and conservative option. Globalism, to which the
left has lent itself as an army, is an attempt to homogenise
everything: peoples, traditions and roots, in the interest of
big lobbies. The goal of homologation is the construction-
perhaps in a laboratory-of a single human prototype, a single
large consumer, a single marketable product.

The historian of political ideas Richard Bourke (2018) has
written about how hard the task of defining conservativism is.
Citing scholars like Noél O’Sullivan and John Greville Agard
Pocock, he observes that “a general history of conservative
doctrine could never be written since ‘too many minds have
been trying to “conserve” too many things for too many rea-
sons’”. And, he continues, “[t]here is an additional problem
with the idea that conservatism simply conserves: as a defini-
tion, it captures everything and nothing. Just about every po-
litical programme is disposed to preserve something. Even
anarchism aims to maintain its preferred values, if not the
state as a vehicle to secure them. Moreover, if conservatism is
defined in terms of the impulse to preserve, then conservative
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movements dedicated to radical change are excluded. How-
ever, self-designating conservatives have often been revolu-
tionary in temper.” (Bourke, 2018, p. 449).

We can relate tBourke’s last passage to a book written in 2020
by Francesco Giubilei and titled Giorgia Meloni. La rivoluzione dei
conservatori. According to Giubilei, the rising consensus of Gior-
gia Meloni and FdI in recent years is accompanied by a position-
ing of the party that, while holding firmly to its right-wing roots,
embraced the conservative galaxy. The entry into the ECR Eu-
ropean group and Meloni’s subsequent election as the president
of the ECR marked the beginning of a new political season for
the construction of a great Italian and European conservative
right. “The Conservative Revolution” thus follows Meloni’s own
political journey — from militancy to her role as Minister for
Youth (2008-2011) to become one of the most supported politi-
cal leaders in contemporary Italy. Giubilei argues that Meloni
has actualised the lesson of Tatarella by expanding her party and
opening up to new worlds without forgetting her origins.

8 Bourke also uses Freeden’s morphological approach in relation to the conserva-
tive ideology, arguing that: “Michael Freeden has written that conservatism has
basic ‘morphological’ features. What he means is that the ideology can be identi-
fied in terms of its principles, or what Freeden calls its ‘core concept’. This ult-
mately comprises a dedication to ‘gradual and organic change’. The claim here is
that conservatism is not merely a disposition. It is certainly not reducible to a de-
sire to conserve. Instead, it involves an intellectual commitment to the prudent
management of change. Yet patently this criterion applies to reforming liberalism
and socialism. In each case an effort is made to ensure that political change is
made safe. This might require it to be gradual, or even organic, in nature — if ‘or-
ganic’ implies the pursuit of change by capitalising on embedded institutions and
values.” (Freeden, 1996: 333-336).
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Giuseppe “Pinuccio” Tatarella was among the founders of Alle-
anza Nazionale and a member of the parliament for two decades,
first from the ranks of the MSI and then in Fini’s party; in 1994
he served as deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Telecom-
munications in Berlusconi’s first government. A skilled media-
tor, Tatarella is remembered as the symbol of a new destra di gov-
erno, “normalised” and “moderate”. He was among the ideo-
logues of the “svolta di Fiuggi”, ending the isolation of the right,
which had been kept on the margins of democratic life, believ-
ing the time had come for the great conservative right to arise.
This renewal was to be brought about by the new right, the pro-
tagonist of the great global transformation, which would change
the traditional order imposed by the “iron curtain” and bloc pol-
itics. The birth of AN, of the “Polo delle Liberta’ as a coalition and
its ensuing victory in the 1994 general election paved the way for
that development bringing, three decades later, a figure like
Meloni to become Italy’s Prime Minister.

According to the “conservative revolution” account, there-
fore, the conservative project would be nothing more and noth-
ing less than the continuation of a “normal postfascist right-”
process, undertaken as early as in the late 1980s and then con-
cretised with the Fiuggi turn in 1995. However, Fini would have
made the mistake of forgetting the origins of this project, slip-
ping because of what Meloni (2021) calls the “sirene del pensiero
unico™ — pushing him towards the Left and globalisation to veer
toward a modern right, guilty of repudiating its past.

9 On the use of “pensiero unico” and other keywords used by populist radical
right parties in Italy, including “globalizzazione”,” globalizzazione forzata” and
“politicamente corretto”, see Bruno (2022).
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5. Conclusions

In conclusion, we take the move from some of Freeden’s con-
siderations on political ideology. Freeden (1998) has argued
that ideology, as a set of ideas and attitudes shaping understand-
ings or misconceptions of the social and political world, is key to
justify a collective action to preserve or change political practices
and institutions. Thus, the concept of ideology (Freeden 1996;
1998) is split almost irreconcilably between two major meanings.
The first is pejorative, denoting particular, historically distorted
(political) thought that reinforces certain relationships of domi-
nation. The second is a non-pejorative assertion about the dif-
ferent families of cultural symbols and ideas human beings em-
ploy in perceiving, comprehending and evaluating social and
political realities in general, often within a systemic framework.
Traditional definition of ideologies, which sees the latter as “stat-
ic belief systems” and instead bases the analysis on modern se-
mantics. Just like languages, ideologies consist of certain con-
cepts whose meaning may change and evolve over time. The
specific relations between ideological concepts may be analysed
by being set in their respective semantic fields. Each ideology
may be seen as having both “core” and “peripheral” (or second-
ary) concepts. Concepts may gain or lose importance over time.
By studying the conceptual evolution of ideologies,
Freeden observes that the relative “political success” of an
ideology depends on its ability to impose the belief that its
own conceptual definitions are the “correct ones.” In this
sense, Italy may be considered as an extremely successful case

19 On this see also Anselmi (2023).
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of populist radical right parties (PRRPs) and far-right parties
imposing their values and beliefs as the new “common
sense”!, alongside a gradual but constant change of the polit-
ical and institutional of the system from within. As Albertazzi
and Vampa (2024) recently argued, “[r]esearch on democrat-
ic backsliding highlights the fact that, once in power, populist
radical right leaders can bring about systemic shifts gradually
and incrementally, almost imperceptibly. It took more than a
decade of uninterrupted power for Viktor Orban to imple-
ment his radical and authoritarian agenda. Hence, while it
may be true that there has been no backsliding in Italy so far,
it is also the case that Meloni has been in post for less than
two years.” Similarly, Bruno (2023), commenting on the late
2023 elections held in Argentina and the Netherlands, has
warned that it is not enough to focus political analysis on the
electoral performance of the far right, as is often the case. In-
stead, it is essential to add the awareness that, beyond the
more or less positive results at the ballot box, the political fact
is the transformation of a political system “from within.” In
this respect, liberal democracies have recently often been re-
ferred to as forms of government with adequate “antibodies”
to deal with possible democratic backsliding or regression.
The infiltration of fundamental far-right ideological elements
into mainstream politics, to the point where they are seen as
somewhat “normal,” is a significant risk. This shift encom-
passes extreme positions ranging from nativism to white su-
premacy and from conspiracy theories to anti-Semitism and

1" On common sense, cultural hegemony and the farright political discourse in
Italy, Newth (2022, 2024), Newth and Maccaferri (2022) and Broder (2023).
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Islamophobia. There is a worrying possibility that an event in
the coming years could provide fertile ground for an out-
break of violence fuelled by right-wing extremist groups. In
this sense, to return to the antibody metaphor, it is worth ask-
ing whether today’s liberal democracies are capable of recog-
nising the increasingly normalised features of right-wing ex-
tremism as pathogenic and foreign bodies.

By way of conclusion, could we thus say that the whole de-
bate about ideological party roots (fascist, post-fascist, neo-
fascist) is pointless? Or is the threat of democratic backsliding
or models of illiberal democracy without any foundation? In a
brilliant op-ed that appeared on El Pais in mid-February 2024,
Albertazzi and Vampa argued that beyond the interpretations
that insist on fascist/neo-fascist roots and the risk of demo-
cratic backsliding, and those that, on the contrary, would in-
dicate great moderation. In their words:

Research on democratic backsliding highlights the fact that,
once in power, populist radical right leaders can bring about
systemic shifts gradually and incrementally, almost impercep-
tibly. It took more than a decade of uninterrupted power for
Viktor Orban to implement his radical and authoritarian
agenda. Hence, while it may be true that there has been no
backsliding in Italy so far, it is also the case that Meloni has
been in post for less than two years. The government’s plan
to reform the Constitution and introduce the direct election
of the prime minister — a provision that does not exist any-
where else in the world — is a case in point. The governing
majority is pushing through this reform amidst criticism that
it would endanger the checks and balances existing in the
country. More specifically, it would weaken the role of the
President, a crucial guarantor in Italy that the Constitution is
constantly upheld. Moreover, beneath the surface of what
seems to be a shift to the centre, some tensions can be identi-
fied between Meloni and her party, and also between domes-
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tic and international positions. While Meloni now presents
herself as a figure of continuity with past governments by re-
linquishing most of her past radical demands, notable mem-
bers of her party have continued to openly embrace less
moderate positions. (Albertazzi and Vampa, 2024)
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Abstract. This chapter provides a diachronic comparison between the gov-
ernments led by Margaret Thatcher in England and the current government
under Giorgia Meloni in Italy. Through the qualitative method of historical
analogy, this study examines some of the key interpretations of Thatcherism
— particularly at the ideological, policy, and consensus levels — in order to
develop novel insights to frame some of the fundamental aspects of the ide-
ology and policies of the Meloni government. This work argues that these
two cases are examples of the connection between conservative ideology
and neoliberalism. Finally, this study aims to provide a possible analytical
framework for future research concerning the far-right in government in
terms of consensus, ideology and policy, namely several crucial dimensions
to assess the capacity of duration and long-lasting impact of the far-right he-
gemony.
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Introduction

On 22 October 2022, Giorgia Meloni was sworn in by the
President of the Republic, Sergio Mattarella, as Prime Minis-
ter. This oath contains a double first time. The first time for a
woman to become Prime Minister in Italy and the first time
for a “postfascist” party (Bruno and Downes, 2020, 2022;
Puleo and Piccolino, 2022; Dona, 2022; Baldini, Tronconi
and Angelucci, 2022; Vampa, 2023), namely Brothers of Italy
(Fratelli d’Italia), to be the leading force within the govern-
ment coalition. Enough to attract scholarly attention and,
more broadly, to try to understand the pathway that has led
such a political force to be the main party in Italy while also
analysing its policy and political economy programme.
However, this chapter accomplishes neither of the goals
mentioned above, namely the analysis of how Giorgia Meloni
managed to become Prime Minister or the policy programme
of her government. The essay approaches instead the ques-
tion of the far-right currently in power in Italy from the back-
door. The aim is to set out a possible analytical framework for
future research to understand the consensus and praxis of the
farright in power. In turn, this is achieved through a dia-
chronic analysis of two right-wing governments: Thatcher’s
government in England throughout the 1980s and Meloni’s
current government in Italy. As regards the methodology and
research process, the paper relies on the method of historical
analogy — in particular as developed by Mark Kornprobst
(2007; Almagisti, Baccetti, Graziano, 2018; Ferrara, 2021) —
and uses it to develop a comparison between the two cases in-
troduced above of far-right in power. As we shall see very
shortly, in this methodology, the interpretation of a phenom-
enon of the past illuminates — through the exercise of dia-
chronic comparison — certain aspects of a present case.
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Now, the question is why selecting these two cases and this
specific approach. Margaret Thatcher’s rise to power, and es-
pecially the intellectual debate that has tried to interpret her
long-standing consensus and controversial (if not contradicto-
ry) policy, can be instrumental in developing some of the es-
sential elements of a possible analytical framework — which is
the objective of this essay. In other words, a “map” that can be
employed to study the far-right in power. Thus, rather than just
analysing the content of some key policy of the Meloni gov-
ernment, this chapter is concerned with broader epistemologi-
cal and then empirical questions related to the analysis of — in
this case — the Italian far-right in power and the explanation of
its sources of consensus. In fact, a more conscious use of the
historical analogy advises us to pay careful attention to the in-
terpretation of historical facts and processes so that, through
critically discussing such interpretations, we can develop novel
insights about the phenomenon of our interest.

The case of Thatcher is a crucial “test case” for two rea-
sons: first of all, because of her longstanding consensus?,
which is not easy to explain in light of her controversial poli-
cies and confrontation with some sectors of the English work-
ing class. Second and indirectly, because of the debate that,
throughout several decades, has surrounded the interpretation
of Thatcherism, its durability and legacy®. Therefore, the overall

2 Let me remark that Thatcher premiership began in 1979 and ended in
1990. She led the conservative party since 1975 and then won three elec-
tions in a row (1979; 1983; 1987).

* The debate on Thatcher’s legacy and, in general, on Thatcherism is ex-
tremely extensive. A detailed discussion of the entire debate exceeds the
space limits provided here. However, I would like to highlight further fun-
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Sfocus of this work embraces some of the main elements of such interpre-
tations and uses them to frame some aspects of the contemporary far-
right in power in Italy. The reason behind this is that this de-
bate is particularly rich in analytical depth and insightful
adoption of concepts (in particular, some derived from Anto-
nio Gramsci’s thinking) employed to understand political
phenomena and their overall capacity of duration by generat-
ing a certain degree of popular consensus. It is also a possible
avenue to avoid flattening the complexity of politics and polit-
ical-hegemonic projects to just a few explanatory variables (be
it ideology, discourse, or policies). As I show in the dedicated
section, the interpretation of Thatcherism offers valuable in-
sights regarding crucial dimensions such as ideology and con-
sensus, the material bases of Thatcher’s power bloc, the
foundations of Thatcher’s political project, and the proper
policy-making level.

One final aspect concerns the practical relevance of the
methodology of historical analogy and Thatcherism. In par-
ticular, the idea of “Two Nations”, which according to Jessop
and colleagues is one fundamental component of the
Thatcherite project, is particularly suited to frame the Meloni
project. This insight seems heuristically strong, especially in
the study of the reform of the “citizens’ income”, which has
been one of the hallmark measures of this government so far.
This welfare measure was introduced in 2019 by a coalition
government comprising two populist parties such as Five Star

damental contributions apart from those discussed in the chapter, especial-
ly by Gamble (1988), Marsh and Rhodes (1995), Bevir and Rhodes (1998),
Philips (1998), Nunn (2014), Radice (2014).
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Movement and The League. Since then, the reform has been
under the propaganda fire of a broad political and social coa-
lition of several political parties, entrepreneurs and media.
While such social and political coalition has portrayed those
benefiting from the citizens’ income as lazy and living off the
backs of society, and the measure itself as discouraging peo-
ple from working?, just with Meloni government the citizens’
income was eventually abolished and substituted with a signif-
icantly pejorative reform for those previously benefiting from
this welfare measure. As I discuss below, the discursive and
ideological framework of Two Nations explains very well the
productivist idea that has supported its substantial cancellation.

The chapter is organised as follows. The next section intro-
duces the methodology of historical analysis and argues why it
is crucial to get an insight into the Meloni government by in-
terpreting Thatcherism as a political phenomenon. Then, the
proper debate/interpretation of Thatcherism is introduced
and discussed. The following sections respectively frame several
potential avenues for future research about the Right in power
and the question of the reform of the “citizens’ income”.

1. The methodology of historical analogy: a short introduction

A crucial element of historical analogy concerns the interpreta-
tion of historical events, so that the intellectual exercise of in-

* Clearly, this order of discourse does not mention the increasingly poor
working conditions, wage levels often insufficient to lead a decent life, en-
demic precarity, rising poverty levels (among working population) and/or
how such a measure would improve living and working conditions.
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terpretation potentially allows gaining new insights about cur-
rent phenomena. While reasons of space do not allow us to
discuss in detail all the epistemological issues and possible uses
of the historical analogy, here I present some valuable pointers
provided by Mark Kornprobst (2007). Kornprobst has devel-
oped a frame of guiding questions to use the methodology of
historical analogy. In sum, the author begins with a distinction
between wvehicle and fenor, conceived as the two poles of the
equation that makes possible the historical analogy. The first —
the vehicle — concerns the interpretation of historical facts,
while the second — the tenor — the phenomenon that we want
to make intelligible. The interpretation, therefore, makes his-
torical analogies possible and can be seen as the concrete
lynchpin between past and present; on the other hand,
knowledge constitutes the fabric of this bond. At the same
time, several fundamental epistemological issues need to be
taken into account. These are related to the range of the rep-
ertoire of historical interpretations from which a particular
phenomenon is selected as a vehicle, the strict interpretation
of the vehicle, the differences and similarities between vehicle
and tenor, and how the interpretation of the vehicle helps us
to see the tenor in a new light.

Following this map and using the method of historical
analogy, Alfredo Ferrara (2021), for instance, has applied this
analytical-interpretive scheme to the historical consolidation
of neoliberalism as a case of passive revolution. By resorting
to Gramsci’s conceptual repertoire developed to interpret the
case of Italian fascism as a form of passive revolution, Ferrara
has used some of these concepts — such as organic and mo-
lecular crisis, historical fracture, interregnum and overall pas-
sive revolution — to elaborate new insights about the genesis
and consolidation of neoliberalism globally. Neoliberalism,
albeit indirectly, is the elephant in the room for this work,
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too. Yet, rather than a general interpretation of the phenom-
enon, my analysis is mainly concerned with the debate and
interpretation of one of the leading political figures — Marga-
ret Thatcher — who paved the way to political neoliberalism
and neoliberal policy.

Before shedding light on the debate on the interpretations
of Thatcherism, it is worth briefly stressing several dissimilari-
ties and similarities that justify using the historical analogy. Dis-
similarities concern two main dimensions: institutions and con-
text. The British government and institutions in the 1980s dif-
fer on many levels with the Italian context in which Giorgia
Meloni won the general elections (October 2022) — from the
institutional complex to the electoral system, to the legal-
constitutional dimension, to the relative position in the Inter-
national System, to the direct influence of the European Un-
ion, and so on. And yet, several key similarities justify the
choice of this methodology. The first is as clear as fundamen-
tal: we are dealing with two political projects that can be locat-
ed within the radical right-wing political family. As already not-
ed, in the case of Italy, it is the first time that a postfascist party
has become the leading political force in the government.
Thus, they are very clear-cut in their conservative positions
concerning the family, crime, and so on, while also evident is
the authoritarian-cum-populist appeal that seems the hallmark
of both our cases — in fact, Authoritarian Populism is how Stu-
art Hall depicts some of the fundamental ideological traits of
Thatcherism (see below). On the other hand, the other simi-
larity concerns neoliberal policy. While Thatcher is clearly
comprised within the neoliberal field and is even conceived as
a leading figure in its advent, the very first months of the
Meloni government already reveal a clear mainstream neolib-
eral direction — especially looking at tax policy, the centrality of
enterprises austerity measures, and welfare restructuring. Ac-
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cordingly, both cases can be seen as crucial political configura-
tions of the specific variant of conservative neoliberalism.

The next section presents an overview of the debate about
Thatcherism, while the following argues in detail why it matters to
develop new insights into studying the contemporary Far-Right.

2. The debate on Thatcherism and its ongoing relevance

The impact of Margaret Thatcher on British and global poli-
tics cannot be underestimated. By and large, Thatcher is
rightly indicated as one of the central political forerunners of
neoliberalism (Harvey, 2005; Peck and Tickell, 2007). Overall,
she managed to lead the British government for more than a
decade by winning three elections in a row. Her government’s
impact and durability had the obvious effect of sparking de-
bates and intellectual enquiries about the consensus, the pol-
icies and the legacy of Thatcherism.

In this essay I concentrate my attention primarily on one de-
bate taking place in Britain since the 1970s and throughout the
1980s. I discuss two main blocks of arguments from Stuart Hall
(also in association with Martin Jacques and Colin Leys) on the
one hand and Bob Jessop (with Kevin Bonnett, Simon Bromley
and Tom Ling)® on the other (for a broader presentation — and
then reconciliation — of both sides see Gallas, 2015)%. “The bone
of contention — as Alexander Gallas notes (2015, p. 11) — was the
hegemony of Thatcherism, that is, the question regarding to what

5 See Hall, 1979, 1983, 1985; and Hall and Jaques, 1983. For a discussion of
Hall’s conception of ideology see also Larrain, 1991.
% See Jessop et al 1984, 1985, 1990.
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extent the political rule of Thatcher and her associates was sus-
tained by popular consent”. While these positions do not exhaust
the full range of analyses of Thatcherism, they offer precious in-
sights to develop a possible framework for political analysis of
rightwing hegemonic strategies and their effectiveness over time.
While Hall and colleagues try to analyse the ideological dimen-
sion and the intrinsic strength of Thatcher’s Authoritarian Popu-
lism in crafting a cross-class consensus, Jessop and his group focus
more on the institutional and political economy spheres. Given
the different analytical standpoints, these also lead — as we shall
see shortly — to varying views about the actual ability of Thatcher-
ism to create and maintain a consensus over time.

Stuart Hall was among the first intellectuals to try to pro-
vide a framework to explain the rise of Margaret Thatcher.
On the one hand, he has convincingly linked Thatcher’s early
fortunes to the prolonged crisis of the late 1960s and 1970s.
More specifically, the (global) economic crisis brought by
capitalist recession and the crisis in capitalist accumulation
constitutes the historical context and process that situated the
rise of the farright. Overall, the management of the crisis —
“naturally” governed by the social democratic party, Hall re-
marks — has mostly shifted onto the working classes (through
wage restraints and income policy) the costs of the adjust-
ment, so that “this last factor has had profound effects in dis-
organising and fragmenting working-class responses to the
crisis itself” (1979, p. 16). On the cultural front, the Right has
devised (at an ideological level) since the 1970s its classical
repertoire of conservative discursive strategies (mainly devel-
oped against the 1960s progressive culture): the need for au-
thority and discipline (“Law and Order”), the risk of falling
into “social anarchy” due to the growth of crime rates, racism,
the dangers of socialism and the excessive presence of the
State (anti-statism). In the relationship between the socio-
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economic dimension and ideology, Hall also offers an inter-
pretation of the crisis of the 1970s as — in the Gramscian sense
— organic; therefore, such a profound and irreversible crisis
implies an innovative — “formative” — character of the re-
sponse. Hall asserts that “[p]olitical and ideological work is
required to disarticulate old formations, and to rework their
elements into new configurations. The ‘swing to the Right’ is
not a reflection of the crisis: it is itself a response to the crisis”
(1979, p. 15). The already-mentioned concept of Authoritari-
an Populism — embodied by Thatcherism — is maybe the key
insight offered by Hall. AP denotes a capitalist state where
formal representative institutions exist, but democratic initia-
tives and processes are dramatically weakened. Also, AP can
generate some “active popular consent” in that it resonates
with popular concerns and worries.

The importance of Hall’s interventions is in that he — as
standalone intellectual contributions and in association with
others — managed to dissect the new common sense forged by
the Right, which lasted well after Thatcher lost her power — to
the extent it can be still conceived as a substantive portion of
neoliberal common sense. The discursive mix composed of the
insistence on the perception of insecurity, anti-statism, individ-
ualism and conservative values proved to forge a strong and
long-lasting vision of the world, even vis-a-vis the failures of the
Right in political economy and in delivering stable growth for
all.

On the other hand, institutions and the political economy
are the privileged spheres of enquiry pursued by Jessop and
colleagues. First of all, they criticise Hall’s analysis for the ex-
cessive attention on ideology and ideological practices at the
expense of political and economic organisation (the allegation
is of “ideologism”). This, in turn, leads to underestimating the
internal contradiction of the Thatcherite project and the social

60



An Italian Thaitcherism, at Last?

bases that support it. Indeed, according to Jessop and associ-
ates, Hall’s approach tends to foster a homogeneous view of
the impact of Thatcher’s messages. At the same time, these
must be located within specific socially determining conditions
and understand who — that is, which social forces and groups —
accept such messages and why. To be sure, the relevance of AP
is not wholly discarded. Instead, Jessop and colleagues identify
the novelty of Thatcherism as a compelling synthesis of AP,
neo-liberal ideas and a new productivist ideology that config-
ures a “Two Nations Project” (I will return on this soon). At the
same time, they locate the ideological sphere into what they
define as the “dual crisis of the British State”, that is, a crisis of
both political representation in the parliament and of corpo-
ratist representation/intermediation (with the fragmentation
of trade union and business associations, unable to intervene
effectively in the policy-making process). This crisis — which oc-
curred in the context of the broader crisis of the Keynesian
Welfare State — opened a window of opportunity for populist
discourse — the direct appeal to the population — and, at the
same time, to enhance the decisional autonomy of the gov-
ernment. Accordingly, such enhanced autonomy and reduc-
tion of the role of parties in the parliament

has certainly enhanced Thatcherism’s room for manoeuvre
in pursuing its monetarist strategy in the face of rising unem-
ployment, continued de-industrialization, rising levels of taxa-
tion, increasing proportions of state spending in GDP, dete-
rioration in the non-oil balance of trade, and so forth (Jessop
etal, 1984, p. 47).

One important piece of analysis fostered by Jessop et al is precisely
locating the social basis of Thatcher’s consensus. In other words,
while ideology and discourse account for building cross-class con-
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sensus, the authors rightly claim also to explore the specific “ma-
terial rewards” that assure the basis of consensus.

By way of summary, Jessop and colleagues have the merit to
enucleate several levels of analysis that, all considered, can ar-
ticulate a broader analytical toolkit to explore the overall expe-
rience and durability of the Right in power. So, the first level is
the already mentioned coalition of social forces that support
Thatcher — what they call “the power bloc”. In the case of the
Thatcher government, for instance, we find a power bloc com-
prising especially financial capital (epitomised as The City),
thanks to the liberalisation of markets, and industry, in this
case welcoming the taming of Unions. Finally, another level of
analysis is the policies concretely enacted by the government
and — indirectly — whether they can restore industrial and eco-
nomic growth or look at an immediate consensus.

The concept of “Two Nations Project” deserves a specific
remark as it can be a valuable tool to understand one crucial
aspect of Meloni’s politics. In short, Jessop and colleagues
make a fundamental contribution by noting an ¢deological shift
within the Right. The rise of Thatcherism as a political
movement embodied the break with the old Tories’ estab-
lishment “One Nation Project” and the shift towards a new
ideological-discursive configuration — the mentioned “Two
Nations Project”. The first project aimed to integrate the
poor, the working class and other unprivileged groups “into
membership of the community through economic growth,
full employment, and increasing, universal welfare benefits”
(Jessop et al, 1984, p. 51). Thatcher took a completely differ-
ent stance and broke with such a project by configuring a new
cleavage between a “nation of ‘good citizens’ and ‘hard work-
ers’ against a contained and subordinate nation which ex-
tends beyond the inner cities and their ethnic minorities to
include much of the non-skilled working class outside the
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South-East” (ibid) — all this in the name of productivism and
moral indictment against those who live off welfare benefits.
Thus, Thatcher put into question the very legitimacy of the
welfare state and the integration of the poor and popular
classes into the community in such a way; also and crucially,
the Thatcherite project managed to put segments of the
working population against each other and thus divide the
subaltern front through a vertical line between “hard-working
people” and “parasites”. Such a highly effective discursive
framework cannot but resonate with the order of discourse and poli-
cies of the Meloni government. The pejorative reform of the “citi-
zens’ income” fits this worldview and reproduces it. In so do-
ing, the only way to be a legitimate community member is
through getting a job, regardless of the fact that many of those ben-
efiting from the citizens’ income are working poor.

In conclusion, this strand of the debate about Thatcherism
constitutes a fundamental framework for analysing political
phenomena and their ideological, policy and cultural rele-
vance. It is also relevant because all those involved tried to
disentangle the sources of consensus, the ideological-
discursive dimension, the political economy and its overall ef-
fects over time. The exercise of discerning such different and
variegated analytical levels is thus essential to understanding
the capacity of durability and the overall political and cultural
legacy of a political project.

3. Studying the Right in power: possible guiding questions
and analytical domains
In the previous paragraph, I noted that the debate on the rise,

fortunes and duration of Thatcher’s governments and, more
broadly, Thatcherism (also as a cultural-political phenomenon)
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has a peculiar heuristic relevance to understand and analyse
both the consensus and policy of the farright in power. In par-
ticular, it prompts us to question the intertwining of the ideolo-
gy-discursive dimension and the specific policy enacted. These
constitute different but entangled layers of political legitimation
and materiality of any given political consensus vis-a-vis a social
bloc. Namely, the base that allows consensus to be kept over
time within ever-changing social and political circumstances.
Consensus necessarily lives off of a discursive dimension, which
conveys ideas and forges common sense, and of a policy dimen-
sion, which concerns the distribution of resources and possibili-
ties among different social groups.

Going back to the interpretations of Thatcherism, Stuart Hall
has the merit to stress and disentangle one key element, namely
the efficacy of Thatcher’s populist discourse, which managed to
forge a cross-class common sense and then achieved a certain
degree of popular consensus. Within this, the question of the
State is crucial and worth further reflection. Once again, Hall
provides here several key insights. The argument goes as follows:
while State interventionism was potentially a pivotal site to social
democracy to manage the capitalist crises of the 1970s, the party
of social democracy — Labour — primarily addressed the costs of
the crisis onto the working classes. Accordingly,

[i]n the absence of any fuller mobilisation of democratic ini-
tiatives, the state is increasingly encountered and experi-
enced by ordinary working people as, indeed, not a benefi-
ciary but a powerful, bureaucratic imposition. And this “ex-
perience” is not misguided since, in its effective operations
with respect to the popular classes, the state is less and less
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present as a welfare institution and more and more present as
the state of “state monopoly capital” (Hall, 1979, p. 18).

Within this paradoxical effect, the Right introduces a further
paradox by presenting itself as against the State (anti-statism)
and with “the people”, depicting the Left as statist and op-
pressive (through taxation, for instance). This element seems
particularly important in catching a fundamental aspect of
the repertoire of the Right — whereby the State is an ideologi-
cal prism to look at it. The Right, in other words, crafts a vi-
sion of the State whose core is a paradoxical anti-statism com-
prising a small State in the “economy” vs. a strong State in
terms of steering capacity and Law&Order framework.

On their part, Jessop and colleagues correctly stress the
dimension of the social bloc surrounding Thatcher’s project.

As they argue,

Thatcherism must be seen less as a monolithic monstrosity
and more as an alliance of disparate forces around a self-
contradictory programme. We need to analyse the specific
mechanisms by which specific groups were mobilised behind
the general campaigning themes of ‘resolute ‘government’,
the ‘national interest’, patriotism, union bashing, etc., rather
than concentrate on those empty (or overfull?) phrases
themselves (Jessop et al, 1984, p. 38).

This passage is interesting in specific regard to this case study.
It urges us to complement the analytical picture by broadening

7 Hall makes also another important observation about social democracy:
“[...] the enlarged interventionist state is the principal instrument through
which the party of social democracy attempts to manage the capitalist crisis
on behalf of capital”.
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the spectrum from the discursive level to the policy level, that
is, the concrete choices concerning how resources are distrib-
uted among a coalition of interests. Such a level constitutes the
glue of a social bloc and grants the material possibility of last-
ing over time. Again, as in the case of the social group and in-
terests supporting Thatcher, the core is detected in the City
and the powerful interests of the financial capital. However,
the Treasury (in the light of the possibility of limiting public
expenditures) and some sectors of industrial capital also wel-
comed tax cuts on business, low inflation, and the reimposition
of managerial authority. Crucially, as Jessop and colleagues
acutely noted, while on the economic front the Thatcherite
project hardly can be said to have restored high growth rates,
on the political front it succeeded in several accomplishments.

First, it articulates a clear vision of society (and a new
common sense) through both Authoritarian Populism and
the Two Nations project, which are two sides of the same
coin. While the first at once amplifies and exaggerates social
anxieties related to crime and then offers Law&Order solu-
tions, the second triggers a new cleavage roughly describable
as “productive vs. parasites” and aimed at restructuring the
welfare state while blaming the poor.

Second, strengthening the decisional autonomy of execu-
tive power in the State is another important aspect of Thatch-
erism’s authoritarian dimension and its intolerance for politi-
cal mediation and negotiation.

Third, Thatcher compacted a social bloc comprising finan-
cial capital, industry and other social groups benefiting from
her policies — low inflation, liberalisation of financial capital
and privatisations. Most importantly, “Thatcherism is signifi-
cant here because it provided the focal point around which the
counter-offensive mobilised” (Jessop et al, 1984, p. 41). In oth-
er words, it managed to emerge as the political lynchpin of the
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rising neoliberal offensive, and this offensive embraced the po-

litical, ideological, institutional and policy dimensions.

The discussion about several critical aspects of the inter-
pretations of Thatcherism allows us to draw several potential
research avenues to study the case of the Meloni government.
Recalling the method of historical analogy briefly, in this re-
search approach the fundamental dimension is interpreta-
tion. We can draw precious information and novel insights
about what we want to study by interpreting comparable phe-
nomena. Thus, taking inspiration from several dimensions of
analysis elaborated by Jessop and colleagues to safeguard the
Authoritarian Populism framework as a “rational kernel”, I
elaborate on some potential questions that can help to disen-
tangle the politics of the far-right in power.

1. Repertoires of Authoritarian Populism and the battle to shape
common sense. Possible research questions are as follows: Do
the main discursive-ideological elements of Meloni’s polit-
ical project make it a case of renewed Authoritarian Popu-
lism (also looking at specific Law&Order policy measures)?
Do we find substantial continuities in how the Right in
power articulates its core discursive framework despite the
different historical and societal contexts (for instance,
concerning family and crime)? For example, one case of
innovation within substantive continuities is the “anti-
gender” movement, that is, one of the key cultural battles
of the Right against the supposed “gender theory” and
LGBTQ+ rights (see Prearo, 2020) in the name of “tradi-
tional family”. Another essential aspect to monitor, finally,
is the so-called “penal populism”, which is the tendency to
use penal legislation and, therefore, repression in symbolic
terms by artificially creating emergencies that do not exist.
This is the case with the so-called “rave decree” (a decree
law introduced in the Italian criminal law system by the
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Meloni government after a rave party occurred in October
2022, and presented as the response to a national emer-
gency arising from the raves themselves) or the populist
use of criminal law against migrants.

Two Nations and policy agenda. The issue here is to under-
stand whether and to what extent the Meloni government
reproduces this interpretative framework to justify ongoing
welfare state retrenchment. At the same time and crucially,
what is at stake is also what overall policy agenda it legiti-
mates. There is not only the “citizens’ income” reform but
also other measures concerning taxation, privatisation and
liberalisation, fiscal consolidation and so on. Importantly,
in the analysis of Thatcherism, the contradictory nature of
her policy measures is often remarked. In other words, ra-
ther than finding one coherent and homogeneous picture
that could be labelled as an abstract and overarching “ne-
oliberalism”, it is a puzzle of often-incoherent interven-
tions that try to make neoliberal policy direction coexist
with cementing an allied social bloc. For instance, if an or-
thodox neoliberal policy would prescribe liberalisation of
all service sectors, the far-right could avoid imposing such
a policy in some sectors to maintain consensus. One of the
most prominent cases in Italy is that of taxi licences, which
taxi drivers fiercely oppose: hardly even a radical right-
wing government such as this, in theory espousing neolib-
eral policies, will venture to liberalise licences and open
the market to competition.

The State. Conceiving here the State as a dual entity (idea-
ideology + institutional apparatus: Cozzolino, 2021), the
question is to explore, in specific regard to the Meloni
government, both these ontological levels. In other words,
the analysis should first frame the idea of State endorsed
by Meloni, for instance concerning market economy and
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within the framework of national identity and new nation-
alism. Most importantly, the analysis should also study the
proposed reforms. In this sense, for example, again, Jessop
and colleagues point to Thatcher’s policies of centralisa-
tion and concentration of decision-making power, which
in turn augmented the decisional autonomy of the gov-
ernment. Similarly, a significant battle of the Meloni gov-
ernment is introducing the presidential system® by chang-
ing the Constitution, thus a further consolidation of the
powers of the executive vis-a-vis an already marginalised
parliament.

These three levels of political analysis — ideology, policy, insti-
tutions — are intended to favour a more systematic study of
the Right in power. This is necessary to foster an in-depth ex-
ploration of the respective domains in which the Right oper-
ates and, at the same time, their mutual interconnections.

8 The Italian Constitution provides for an institutional system in which par-
liament has (formally) a central role in the production of laws. It is flanked by
the executive, which has the role of setting the political agenda and (likewise,
formally) a subsidiary role in legislative production. The government itself, in
order to take office, must necessarily obtain the confidence of parliament.
While it also key to note that there is a de facto tendency towards presidential-
ism (for instance testified by the abuse of the emergency legislation by the
executive) at least since the late 1980s and early 1990s, nonetheless a constitu-
tional reform would have a very high institutional and symbolic impact, actu-
ally formalising the transition and taking it to the next level.
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4. Conclusions

This chapter has aimed to set the stage for a more systematic
and conceptually-cum-empirically grounded analysis of the
post-fascist Right currently in power in Italy. The methodologi-
cal choice fell on the method of historical analogy, a heuristic
tool that, through the interpretation of comparable phenome-
na occurred in the past, allows us to better understand the pre-
sent. If — in this research — Thatcher and her disruptive novelty
represent the past, the present is the Meloni government and
the ongoing renovation of conservative political culture. Thus,
I addressed two cases of the Right in power with many aspects
in common and a shared ideological and policy repertoire.
The paper has reviewed a strand of the debate about
Thatcherism (which I have only presented in some of its es-
sential features due to space reasons) since it is particularly
rich in terms of analytical depth and insightful adoption of
concepts (in particular derived from Gramsci’s thinking)
used to understand dynamically political phenomena and
their overall capacity of duration over time. In other words,
dynamism consists of thinking with political categories while
using them to study political phenomena in their concrete
historical development. The relevance of the debate concerns
the specific features of how Thatcherism is interpreted and
how the interpretation is concretely carried out. In this last
respect, the aim of dwelling on the interpretation of Thatch-
erism concerns also, and especially, how it is empiricallyper-
formed. Some of the interpretations have indeed the merit of
emphasising and putting in question the interconnections be-
tween the ideological-discursive and policy levels, also by look-
ing at the constellation of interests and groups supporting
Thatcher governments. In these complex interconnections, it
is here that it is possible to fully appreciate the different
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spheres through which a political force succeeds in obtaining
and maintaining consensus, though without dispensing with
the analysis of the use of force and coercion against political
opposition (especially grassroots opposition).

On the other hand, there are differences between the two
cases, and they are analytically relevant. If Thatcher can be
seen as the dawn of the encounter between conservative ide-
ology and neoliberalism, Meloni, on the other hand, stands at
the mature phase of the neoliberal parabola. Nevertheless,
while conservative ideology and political culture still seem
able to generate consensus, the socio-economic context of
permanent crisis makes it comparatively more difficult to rec-
oncile legitimation and capital accumulation. The Italian case
— characterised by a particular political instability and often
marked by internal conflicts within party coalitions — will be a
crucial test in the coming months and years to understand
the ability of the far-right (and the connection between con-
servatism and neoliberalism) to generate consensus and legit-
imacy for its policies. This is especially important in light of a
common sense that, as we have seen, finds one of its earliest
and fundamental interpreter in MargaretThatcher.

In conclusion, the chapter has tried to indicate possible
analytical avenues to interpret and study a radical Right-wing
government in Italy by disentangling the spheres of ideology,
policy and institutions. In doing so, the study attempted to
prepare the field for future research aimed at understanding
the sources of consensus and, more broadly, the political pro-
ject of the far-right. Possible fields of analysis concern welfare
state reform, tax policy, constitutional reforms and the nexus
discourse-ideology. The methodological objective is to bring
out inconsistencies and contradictions in the political frame-
work under analysis. In so doing, this work suggests avoiding
both deterministic views of the slide towards “fascism” at this
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time of multiple crises of capitalism (ecological, political, so-
cial), and thus emphasising the difficulties in the farright’s
camp in reconciling neoliberal policies and popular consen-
sus, while on the other hand — as Stuart Hall remindes us with
his analysis of Thatcherism — it also calls for paying ongoing
attention to how the Right can shape common sense through
instrumental uses of fears and popular concerns (namely, the
discursive framework of Authoritarian Populism). The next
few years will tell us whether and to what extent the Melonian
far-right will be able to make a long-term impact and trans-
form the Italian state further towards a neo-authoritarian ne-
oliberal direction.

References

Almagisti, M., Baccetti, C. and Graziano, P.R. (Eds) (2018) Introdu-
zione alla politologia storica. Questioni teoriche e studi di caso. Roma: Ca-
rocci.

Baldini, G., Tronconi, F. and Angelucci, D. (2022) ‘Yet Another Po-
pulist Party? Understanding the Rise of Brothers of Italy’. South Eu-
ropean Society and Politics, 27(3), pp. 385-405.

Bevir, M., and Rhodes, RW. (1998) ‘Narratives of ‘thatcherism’’.
West European Politics, 21(1), pp. 97-119.

Bruno, V.A,, & Downes, J.F. (2020) The case of Fratelli d’Italia: how
radical-right populists in Italy and beyond are building global net-
works. Democratic Audit Blog.

Bruno, V.A. and Downes, J.F. (2023) ‘The Radicalisation of the Ital-
ian Mainstream: Populist Radical Right Parties and Extreme Right-
Wing Movements in Italy (2012-2022)°. In Kondor, K. and Littler,
M. (eds) The Routledge Handbook of Far-Right Extremism in Europe, 1%
edition, pp. 129-144. London: Routledge.

72



An Italian Thaitcherism, at Last?

Clarke, P. (1999) ‘The rise and fall of Thatcherism’. Historical Re-
search, 72(179), 301-322.

Cozzolino, A. (2021) Neoliberal transformations of the Italian state. Un-
derstanding the roots of the crisis. Lanham (MA): Rowman & Littlefield.

Dona, A. (2022) ‘The rise of the Radical Right in Italy: the case of
Fratelli d’Italia’. Journal of Modern Italian Studies, 27(5), pp. 775-794.

Ferrara, A. (2021) L’ascesa politica del neoliberalismo. Accumulazioni mo-
lecolari, rivoluzione passiva ed egemonia. Bari: Cacucci.

Gallas, A. (2015) The Thatcherite offensive: A neo-Poulantzasian analysis.
London: Brill.

Gamble, A. (1988) The free economy and the strong state: The politics of
Thatcherism. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Hall, S. (1979) ‘The great moving right show’. Marxism today, 23(1),
pp- 14-20.

Hall, S. (1983) ‘Thatcherism — Rolling back the welfare state’. Thesis
Eleven, 7(1), pp. 6-19.

Hall, S. (1985) ‘Authoritarian populism: A reply to Jessop et al.’.
New left review, 151(1), pp. 115-123.

Hall, S. and Jacques, M. (Eds.) (1983) The politics of Thatcherism (p.
19). London: Lawrence and Wishart.

Harvey, D. (2007) A brief history of neoliberalism. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Jessop, B., Bonnett, K., Bromley, S. and Ling, T. (1984) ‘Authoritar-
ian populism, two nations, and Thatcherism’. New Lefi Review,
147(1), pp. 32-60.

Jessop, B., Bonnett, K., Bromley, S. and Ling, T. (1985) ‘Thatcher-
ism and the politics of hegemony: A reply to Stuart Hall’. New Left
Review, 153(1), pp. 87-101.

73



The Italian Right Today

Jessop, B., Bonnett, K., and Bromley, S. (1990) ‘Farewell to Thatcher-
ism? Neo-liberalism and new times’. New Left Review, 179, pp. 81-102.

Larrain, J. (1991). Stuart Hall and the Marxist concept of ideology.
Theory, Culture & Society, 8(4), 1-28.

Marsh, D. and Rhodes, RW. (1995) ‘Evaluating Thatcherism: Over
the Moon or as Sick as a Parrot?’. Politics, 15(1), pp. 49-54.

Nunn, A. (2014) ‘The contested and contingent outcomes of
Thatcherism in the UK. Capital & Class, 38(2), pp. 303-321.

Kornprobst, M. (2007) ‘Comparing apples and oranges? Leading
and misleading uses of historical analogies’. Millennium, 36(1), pp.
29-49.

Peck, J. and Tickell, A. (2007) ‘Conceptualizing neoliberalism,
thinking Thatcherism’. In Leitner, H., Peck J., Sheppard E.S. (Eds.)
Contesting neoliberalism: Urban frontiers, 26(50), pp. 1770-1787.

Phillips, L. (1998) ‘Hegemony and political discourse: the lasting
impact of Thatcherism’. Sociology, 32(4), pp. 847-867.

Prearo, M. (2020) L’potesi neocattolica: Politologia dei movimenti anti-
gender. Milano: Mimesis.

Puleo, L. and Piccolino, G. (2022) ‘Back to the post-fascist past or
landing in the populist radical right? The brothers of Italy between
continuity and change’. South European Society and Politics, pp.1-25.

Radice, H. (2014) ‘Thatcherism and alternatives: What future for
British capitalism?’. Capital & Class, 38(2), pp. 277-287.

Vampa, D. (2023) Brothers of Italy: A New Populist Wave in an Un-
stable Party System. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

74



Five Star Movement-League Coalition:
Radical Right Populist Influence Scores Again?
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Abstract. Over the past two decades, many populist parties have successful-
ly entered higher political institutions. This growing presence in parliaments
and governments indicates that populism is not episodic but a contagious
trend. According to research, the exclusionary positions on issues that radi-
cal right populist parties focus on (such as immigration and integration) are
the most influential and often lead other political parties to adopt similar
exclusionary stances. In this vein, the government coalition experience be-
tween the post-ideological Five Star Movement and the radical right populist
League from 2018 to 2019 represents an interesting case that might fruitful-
ly contribute to this debate. By using qualitative analysis, spatial approach
and Chapel Hill experts survey, this analysis will focus on the issues present
in the inclusionary-exclusionary framework to determine if, also in the Italian
case, the primary trend holds, meaning that the radical right populist parties’
key topics are the most contagious ones.
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1. The debate on populist contagion

Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, a growing
number of “populist parties” have achieved enough electoral
success to enter the higher political institutions or to be asked
to form coalitions or give external support to the government.
For a long time, researchers have debated how to define popu-
lism, and no ultimate definition has been found yet. According
to this author, the most fair and flexible way to look at this
phenomenon has been theorised by Cas Mudde, who defined
populism as “a (thin) ideology that split society into two oppo-
site groups ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and
which argues that politics should be an expression of the vo-
lonté générale (general will) of the people” (Mudde, 2004, p.
543)”. In the 1990s, academics were particularly interested in
“radical right populist parties” (RRPPs) given that, at that time,
most of the populist parties that succeeded in entering higher
political institutions shared a fundamental set of ideological
features (Betz, 1995; Taggart, 2000, 2007; Mudde, 2017). How-
ever, since then, the Western European scenario has seen an
increasing number of different types of populist parties in
power. Along with this phenomenon, the study of populism in
power has grown considerably.

This debate has developed around two longstanding main
topics. First, a consistent group of academics has debated the
effects of populism on democratic procedures, wondering
whether it should be considered a “threat” or a “corrective” to
democracy (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser, 2013; Rummens,
2017). The second much-discussed topic on populism in
power addresses the relationship between populists and dem-
ocratic procedures (Miiller, 2016; Rummens, 2017; Urbinati,
2011), namely, can populists govern once in power? (Hei-
nisch, 2003). In this vein, some academics have supported the
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idea that populism cannot remain in power because of its very
structure and the difficulty of “squaring their original empha-
sis on representation and their original role as a voice of the
people with the constraints imposed by governing and by
compromising with coalition partners” (Mair, 2009, p. 17). In
contrast to this kind of opinion, other researchers have re-
jected the idea that populism is episodic and populist parties
are unlikely to stay in power (Albertazzi and Mueller, 2013;
Albertazzi and McDonnell, 2015; Wolinetz and Zaslove, 2018;
Albertazzi and Vampa, 2021). As the last twenty years and the
related growth of new populist parties (Graziano, 2018) with-
in the Western European political scenario have effectively
shown, populism in power is more than an episodic phenom-
enon destined to fail. Instead, populism in power is a “conta-
gious” phenomenon (Albertazzi and McDonnell, 2015). Once
in power, populists are variously able to exert their “influ-
ence” directly or indirectly both on their own political scenar-
io and on other political parties.

So far, different researchers have investigated how such an
influence is exerted. Van Spanje defined contagious effect (or
influence) as “that pressure a political (populist) party might
exert on other political parties, forcing them to change their
own policy positions” (Van Spanje, 2010). Moreover, different
studies have proved mainstream parties tend to adopt inclusive
strategies towards newcomers and populist parties when these
are remarkably successful from an electoral point of view
(Minkenberg, 2001; Meguid, 2005; Bale et al, 2010; Akkerman
and De Lange, 2012; Mejers, 2015). In particular, Bonnie
Meguid argued that niche parties could profoundly change po-
litical competition because they can “shape the importance of
policy dimension” (Meguid, 2005, p. 349), exerting pressure
on the other political parties. On this note, this research in-
tends to stress the importance of the communicative aspect
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when dealing with influence and, expressly, populist influence
(Napoletano, 2022?). Indeed, the communicative aspect is es-
sential because the “communication style for populist parties is
crucial to exercise a permanent pressure” on the other political
parties (Biard et al, 2019, p.180; Mudde, 2004)”.

1.2 Populist policy contagion: on which issue
do populists exert the most influence?

As previously mentioned, for a long time, most of the debate
on populist influence on other political parties has focused
on the major role played by RRPPs in power (Akkerman et al,
2016; Carvalho, 2016; Biard et al, 2019). In particular, the
radical right populist party’s “policy priorities are mainly in
the field of immigration and integration policy” and the rule
of law (Minkenberg, 2001; Zaslove, 2004; Akkerman and De
Lange, 2012, p. 579; Mudde, 2007; Van Spanje, 2010; Bale et
al, 2010; Biard et al, 2019). Some researchers have also tried
to explain why radical right populist parties have attracted so
much electoral consensus across Europe, and their main con-
clusion was that voters are merely attracted by their exclu-
sionary positions on immigration rather than other policy
dimensions that the RRPPs might take into consideration
(Wolinetz and Zaslove, 2018, p. 10). In particular, researchers
have drawn their attention to the “exclusionary effects” of the
RRPPs’ direct and indirect influence on the national govern-
ment and how they might lead the other political parties to
adopt stricter immigration policies (Paxton, 2019, p. 125).

2Author’s PhD Thesis.
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Simply put, bearing in mind the importance of context-
dependent factors, RRPPs become electorally successful when
they can increase the salience of the immigration issue. In
particular, this might happen in the presence of “high unem-
ployment, globalization and mistrust of political élites threat-
ens the security, identity and employment opportunities of
locals” (Zaslove, 2004, p. 100). Consequently, the electoral
success of RRPPs is likely to prompt the other parties to adopt
accommodative strategies towards the RRPPs’ exclusionary
immigration positions (Meijers, 2015, p. 3). Notwithstanding
this principal trend, some studies have also tried to draw at-
tention to other policy dimensions on which radical right
populism might be particularly effective, such as “foreign pol-
icy” (Verbeeck and Zaslove, 2017) or “federalism” (Bouillard,
2019) or Euroscepticism (Meijers, 2015; Bouillard, 2019).
However, the main trend seems to remain attached to the is-
sues of immigration, rule of law and integration policy.

In this vein, Biard et al (2019) provided a comparative anal-
ysis of how RRPPs in advanced liberal democracies “directly” or
“indirectly” (Schain, 2006) influence their coalition partners
when they are in government or when they are in opposition,
especially on topics such as immigration and integration, but
also Euroscepticism and cultural policies. Interestingly, Biard
et al concluded that according to the “context-dependent con-
ditions”, some RRPPs in opposition have been able to influ-
ence the political agenda of their countries more effectively
compared to other RRPPs who were members of the cabinet
and that the impact of this influence depends on the issue the
RRPPs push forward (Veerbeck and Zaslove, 2017; Combei et
al, 2020). Overall, it can be concluded that RRPPs can “make a
difference” on integration issues even when they are not part
of the government (Biard et al, 2019).
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Compared to RRPPs that were able to join government co-
alitions, the number of left-wing populist parties or radical
left-wing parties that joined government coalitions within the
Western political scene is small. Thus, little research has been
devoted to policy influence among coalition partners. How-
ever, an interesting case is represented by the Greek populist
government between the radical left-wing Syriza and the radi-
cal right-wing (Anexartitoi Ellines) ANEL. In their analysis of
this government experience, the first of its kind within the
Western European scenario, Aslanidis and Rovira Kaltwasser
proved that both these populist actors were deeply influenced
by internal and external factors that forced both of them to
tone down their populist and anti-establishment character,
especially in response to the external pressure represented by
the troika (Aslanidis and Rovira Kaltwasser, 2016, p.12). Simi-
lar to the Greek case, the government experience faced by
the populist left-wing Podemos led this populist party to go
through a radical change (Zarzalejos, 2016).

2. Case selection: The Five Star Movement
and its coalition with the League

So far, the debate on “populist contagiosity” has mainly fo-
cused on radical right-wing parties and how they succeed in
shaping the immigration policies of their countries (Bale et
al, 2010; Akkerman and De Lange, 2010; Biard et al, 2019).
However, in the last decades, new kinds of populist parties
(Graziano, 2018) and movements characterised by a left- or
right-wing or “post-ideological” attitude have succeeded in en-
tering higher political institutions, not only within the par-
liament but also within the cabinet as major or junior coali-
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tion partners. In this sense, the Italian Five Star Movement
(5SM) represents a case in point.

Compared to other Western European populist parties,
the 5SM has represented an interesting combination of fea-
tures that are quite uncommon within the populist field,
namely: grassroots origins, post-ideological approach (except
for ecological issues), strong anti-establishment attitude, un-
conventional use of technology in order to promote direct
democracy, fluid organisational structure and a (initial) re-
fusal to join coalition with other political parties. What is
more interesting is that the 5SM had the chance to govern
with vastly different ideological political players, especially
during its first two government experiences from 2018 to
2021: first with the radical right-wing League of Salvini and
then with the centre-left-wing Democratic Party (Partito Demo-
cratico, PD). The following analysis will examine the first coali-
tion experience as a valuable example of a government coali-
tion between two populist parties. This first coalition experi-
ence offers an opportunity to observe how the political posi-
tions of an eclectic populist actor may change during a gov-
ernment coalition with a radical-right populist party (or vice
versa). In particular, this analysis aims to observe if the eclec-
tic 5SM has been influenced by the policies dear to the radi-
cal right populist League.

3. Concepts, methods and data

To investigate whether there was a contagion effect between
the 5SM party and its coalition partners within the first two
5SM coalition governments, the first step is to understand the
policy positions of the parties involved before these govern-
ment experiences. To achieve this, a qualitative study of the
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5SM and League has been conducted using their official elec-
toral programs (national and European) and official state-
ments from 2013-2018.

From a conceptual point of view, the present analysis relies
on the ideational definition of populism (Mudde, 2004) and
Van Spanje’s definition of the contagion effect (2010) previ-
ously mentioned. Moreover, regarding policy positions (and
possible policy position change), the focus will be on the topics
in the inclusionary/exclusionary framework theorised by Mud-
de and Kaltwasser (2013). This framework organises populist
parties into “inclusionary or exclusionary” categories depend-
ing on their attitude and positions on three main dimensions:
material, political, and symbolic. In a nutshell: i) the material
dimension addresses the economy and material “state re-
sources” and how these are distributed; ii) the political dimen-
sion concerns political participation and public protest; and iii)
the symbolic dimension singles out who are the “people” and
who are the “elite” (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2012, p.15).

From a methodological point of view, this analysis will use
expert surveys to analyse the policy positions of the 5SM and
its coalition partner, tracing if they changed over time. Expert
surveys are based on the judgement of specialists “to locate
party policy positions, in the party systems of which they had
expert knowledge, on a set of predefined policy dimensions”
(Benoit and Laver, 2006, p. 2) and thus are instrumental in
displaying political party policy positions in a specific moment
and how these might change over time concerning specific
policy dimensions. More specifically, in order to analyse how
the policy position of the 5SM and its coalition partner might
have changed from 2013 to 2019, this research relies on the
spatial approach (Benoit and Laver, 2006) and bidimensional
analysis. The spatial approach allows for constructing a policy
space where it is possible to display political actors’ prefer-
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ences on different issues and measure how these preferences
might change over time and, thus, how the political actors
compete. In particular, in order to study the change in politi-
cal parties’ policy positions, this analysis relied on the expert
survey data provided by Chapel Hill Expert Survey (Chapel
Hill Expert Survey Trend File, 1999-2019).

From this dataset, we selected those policy dimensions® cor-
responding to the topics present within the inclusion-
ary/exclusionary framework. For the material dimension, we
select “redistribution” (redistribution of wealth from the rich
to the poor) and “environment” (position towards environ-
mental sustainability). The issue “environment” was not origi-
nally included within the inclusionary/exclusionary frame-
work; however, considering that, since its onset, the 5SM has
expressed strong pro-environment positions (Tronconi, 2015),
“environment” was added to the material dimension. Then, we
select “immigrate” (immigration policy) and “social lifestyle”
(position on social lifestyle, e.g. rights for homosexuals, gender
equality). For the symbolic dimension, the EU position (overall
orientation of the party leadership towards European integra-
tion) and “immigrate™ (immigration policy)® were chosen.

* See Appendix A.

* The position on immigration can also provide important insights for the
symbolic dimension, especially if we take into consideration that exclusion-
ary populist parties tend to identify the migrants as part of the “others” that
have to be excluded.

® To be noted that “immigration” is present in both political and symbolic
dimensions. This analysis made this choice on purpose and for two main
reasons. First, according to the inclusionary/exclusionary framework, “im-
migration” points out who benefits from political participation rights,
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The following section will provide the qualitative ideological
portrait depicted according to the inclusionary/exclusionary
framework of the 5SM and the League before 2018. A shorter
ideological portrait of the PD will also be presented. The rea-
son is twofold. First, considering that from 2019 to 2021, PD
and the Five Star Movement were government coalition part-
ners, it might be interesting to look at the policy affinities they
had before their coalition. Second, considering that, from 2013
to 2018, the PD took an active part in the governments, it
would be interesting to investigate whether the PD, as the main
centre-left traditional party, showed any signs of possible influ-
ence by the League or the 5SM.

3.1 The Five Star Movement: Ideological portrait
(up to 2018)

Characterised by a robust environmentalist attitude, unde-
fined ideology, grassroots origins, intense local activism and
massive use of new technologies and digital platforms, the
5SM presented itself as an anti-political “outsider” (Bor-
dignon and Ceccarini, 2013) of the Italian political system.
The use of the internet and digital platforms such as the

namely the major number of people possible (inclusionary attitude) or if
this participation is restricted to a specific group of people (exclusionary
attitude). Second, together with the “elite group”, exclusionary populist
parties tend to identify the “enemy” with the group of migrants. As such,
including “immigration” in the analysis of the symbolic dimension might
also clarify what kind of populism we are dealing with: exclusionary or in-
clusionary.

% Before the Yellow-Green government coalition.
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“Blog of Beppe Grillo” was essential for what can be called the
“embryo stage” (Lanzone and Tronconi, 2015, p. 58; Napole-
tano, 2017) of the 5SM, even before the official foundation of
the Movement in 2009. Over time, the 5SM made increasing
use of digital platforms to promote direct democracy, for ex-
ample, by giving a chance to its members to propose or elect
the bSM delegates (representatives). Interestingly, since the
beginning of its entry into higher political institutions, the
5SM has always refused to form any kind of alliance with the
other political parties.

According to the literature, especially before its coalition
experiences, it was difficult (a difficulty that might still per-
sist) to classify the 5SM once and for all according to both the
inclusionary-exclusionary framework and the leftright
scheme. Indeed, the 5SM presents various ideological stances
that are difficult to place (Graziano, 2018; Font et al, 2019;
Tronconi and Mosca, 2019; Vittori, 2019, 2020). From a 2019
study on European Southern inclusionary populist parties,
Font et al claimed that compared to the Spanish Podemos and
the Greek Syriza, the bSM seems “to be collocated between
the inclusionary and the exclusionary continuum” for two
main reasons (Font et al, 2019, p. 16). First, the 5SM does not
show a clear position on the immigration issue (Graziano,
2018; Mosca and Tronconi, 2019; Vittori, 2020) and, conse-
quently, its attitude towards the material and political dimen-
sions is also inconsistent or, in any case, not fully inclusive
(e.g., no explicit reference to women or immigrants). Moreo-
ver, on issues such as civil rights and, for example, homosexu-
al marriage, the Movement has also never taken defined posi-
tions (Vittori, 2020). In a few cases, the movement decided to
“delegate the decision” to its activists and members through
an online poll (Manucci and Amsler, 2017, p. 112).
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However, notwithstanding the difficulties in defining the
ideological nature of the 5SM once and for all, on the materi-
al dimension, this actor showed a less blurred position from
the beginning of its political adventure. In their study on the
ideological positioning of the 5SM, Mosca and Tronconi
claimed that from the economic point of view, this populist
actor shows left-wing features such as “welfare expansion,
state intervention in the economy and universal basic income
programme”™ but also right-wing features such as “anti-tax
discourse” (Mosca and Tronconi, 2019, p. 1276). Notwith-
standing the right-wing anti-tax discourse (that will take place
clearly from 2018, Vittori, 2020), the 5SM showed itself to be
in favour of economic redistribution (also through the reddito
di cittadinanza, “guaranteed minimum income,” and against
the financial interest of banks and multinationals since the
onset of its political experience (Vittori, 2020). Not surpris-
ingly, the electoral programme from 2013 based on seven
main points — “state and citizens, energy, information, econ-
omy, transportation, health and education” — was also based
on initiatives aimed to protect citizens from the economic in-
terests of banks, multinationals and monopolies such as the
Italian “Eni, Enel, Mediaset”. Moreover, this electoral pro-
gramme proposed the introduction of the “guaranteed un-
employment subsidy” (Vittori, 2020, p. 124) but also, interest-
ingly, called for the protection of local production (Mo-
vimento b5 Stelle 2013). It should be noted that the im-

" However, concerning the inclusionary economic point of view of 5SM, Font et al
(2019) stressed that even if the 5SM has pushed for a redistributive use of material
resources, this is subject to strict restrictions for non-Italian citizens.
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portance of local production and “made in Italy” is one of the
battle horses of the League, too.

Concerning the use of resources to protect the environ-
ment, the 5SM was the most inclusive political actor within
the Italian political scenario (Movimento 5 Stelle, 2013, 2014,
2018), and, especially before its government experiences, it
was the leading defender of environmental battles.

Turning to the political dimension, the 5SM is hard to define
as a merely inclusive or exclusive populist actor. The political di-
mension involves topics such as political participation and public
protest (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012, p.15) and, in partic-
ular, political participation represents a paradox issue within the
5SM especially if we refer to immigration (Font et al 2019; Vittori,
2020). Officially, and for the first time in its programs, the 5SM
spoke openly about immigration from 2018°. Before that year, the
Movement was never too openly clear about immigration or spe-
cific topics related to it, such as the introduction of the ius sol#,
and did not show univocal signs of multiculturalism (Vittori, 2020;
Font et al, 2019). Very shortly, in 2018, the movement called for
the “stop to the business of immigration” and “immediate repatri-
ation for illegal immigrants” and asked for economic resources to
reinforce the territorial commission that sorts migrants on Italian
soil (Movimento 5 Stelle, 2018). Especially from 2018, in its elec-
toral programs, it referred to immigration more in terms of find-

8 Although in the program for the European elections in 2014, the 5SM
called for a European common redistribution of migrants.

? It is important to note that in 2017, the 5SM abstained from voting on the
law on dus soli.
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ing ways to “regulate it”"° (Movimento 5 Stelle, 2014) rather than
in terms of open integration and multiculturalism.

Speaking about the political dimension, in addition to im-
migration, it is also crucial to look at the right to protest and
the protection of civil rights (e.g., LGBT and gender equality)
as part of the political representation and participation dimen-
sion. Somehow, the 5SM was born as a “protest movement” it-
self, and, on this point, it never showed an exclusionary posi-
tion calling for reinforcement of law and order in this sense, at
least up to 2018. However, on the same note, the Movement
never showed clear homogenous inclusionary or exclusionary
official positions on civil rights either (Vittori, 2020).

Concerning the symbolic dimension, namely the definition of
who are the people and who are the elite, as previously men-
tioned, it is not “ideologically” clear who the people are (Manucci
and Amsler, 2017). In general, it is possible to argue that the 5SM
addressed (to the) Italian citizens mostly. In this vein, the fact
that, since 2013, the Movement exalted the product Made in Italy
in its programmes might also contribute to this assumption. How-
ever, it is not possible to find a clearcut exclusionary position
about immigration in the 5SM discourse. Notwithstanding this,
especially at the onset of its political experience, the Movement
pointed out “the European Central Bank, the International Mon-
etary Fund, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund,
the EU, other Italian parties, Germany, international financial ac-
tors, neoliberals” (Font et al, 2019, p. 11) and Italian big monopo-

1At the national, but also supra-national level, calling for a significant in-
volvement of the European Union in the redistribution of migrants.
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lies such as “Eni, Enel, Mediaset, Benetton autostrade, Telecom”
(Vittori, 2020, p. 124) as part of the (evil) elite.

3.2 League: Ideological portrait (up to 2018)

The League finds its roots at the end of the 80s when, under
the influential (and authoritative) leadership of Umberto
Bossi, the Lombard League presented itself as an outsider of
the old-fashioned politics and its corrupted political parties
(Ignazi, 2018). Robustly present at the local level, character-
ised by solid activism and organised according to the model
of the mass party" (Ignazi 2018, Albertazzi et al, 2018), at the
onset of its political experience, the League was an anti-party
regionalist populist party (McDonnell 2006; Veerbeck and
Zaslove, 2015; Ignazi, 2018; Agnew and Shin, 2002). In par-
ticular, the Northern League was an “anti-immigration and
traditionally anti-southern party” party (Longo, 2016, p. 16)
that pushed for “an administrative and fiscal independence”
from Roma Ladrona (“Rome the thief”; see Agnew and Shin,
2019; Ignazi, 2018, pp. 184-185).

However, as Piero Ignazi stressed, notwithstanding these
exclusionary features (except the devolution), at the onset of
its political experience, the League was “ideologically a pot
pourr?” because if, for example, on the one hand, it showed
clearly antimigration and xenophobic positions, on the other

1 Although, as Piero Ignazi stressed, the Northern League organisational
structure at this point resembled the mass party model, it was also very
much affected by the hierarchical leadership of Umberto Bossi, especially
in terms of epurations (Ignazi, 2018).
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hand, it also “showed openness towards civil rights” (Ignazi,
2018, p.187). However, this undefined ideological attachment
would change dramatically during the second coalition gov-
ernment experience with Silvio Berlusconi (2001 - 2005),
when the Northern League clearly moved towards “extreme
right positions” on topics such as law and order, becoming, at
the same time, also “a staunch defender of Christianity” (Ig-
nazi, 2018, p.199; Passarelli and Tuorto, 2018).

In 2012, after a series of scandals related to improper use
of the Northern League funds by Bossi and his family, the
Northern League leadership changed. In 2013, Matteo Salvini
became the new charismatic leader of the Northern League.
This leadership change also marked a change of direction for
the past Northern League. Indeed, this change coincided
with a shift in the definition of the “pure people” category
from the Northern League of Bossi to the Lega of Salvini. Be-
fore 2012, for the Northern League, the pure people (identi-
fied on an ethnical basis) were those located in the North of
Italy; after 2013, this framework changed progressively. Under
Salvini’s personalist leadership'? (Albertazzi et al, 2018, p. 3)
and his new strategy of communication based on a massive,
direct and “emotional” (Passarelli and Tuorto, 2018, p. 79)
use of social media, the pure people are still identified on an
ethnical basis. Still, now they are identified with all the “Ital-

12 Even the name of the party changed from the Northern League to the
League — Salvini premier.
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ians”, whereas the “others” threaten the Italian identity from a
cultural and an economic point of view'.

As a consequence of this assumption, every aspect of socie-
ty and political life must be interpreted according to the mot-
to “Italian First” (Graziano, 2018, p. 25), which brought the
League to push for a society where the state material re-
sources, political representation and protest rights should be
strictly regulated on a nativist basis. For all these reasons, ac-
cording to the scholarship, the League headed by Matteo Sal-
vini is a clear example of a radical right populist party (Veer-
beck and Zaslove, 2014; Ivaldi et al, 2017; Graziano, 2018;
Passarelli and Tuorto, 2018) and an exclusionary populist ac-
tor (Cervi et al, 2020).

In particular, looking at the material dimension, the League
“supports social market policies aimed to favour internal pro-
duction” (Lega Nord, 2013). Moreover, it supports the “flat
tax” (Lega 2018) and strongly opposes the austerity policies
from the EU (Lega Nord 2013, 2018) (Ivaldi et al, 2017). In
addition to this, the League does not show clear environmen-
talist features, nor is it available to support the costs for envi-
ronmental policies: “Facts show that the reduction of Cogis an
expensive and useless effort, that shift the attention from the
real problem: pollution!” (Lega, 2014). Despite these state-
ments in the electoral program from 2018, the League dis-

B8 It is important to note that, compared to the past Northern League
headed by Umberto Bossi, Salvini’s new symbolic discourse led the League
to conquer regions traditionally linked to the left and, for the first time, to
gather consistent electoral support even in the southern regions (Albertazzi
etal, 2018, p.1; Passarelli and Tuorto, 2018).
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played openness towards the green economy and measures
aimed to promote the reduction of pollutants (Lega, 2018).

Besides the positions on the economy, the exclusionary na-
tivist point of view of the League also affects how this populist
party perceives political representation, and the Motto “Ital-
ian First” sets the boundaries for what political participation is
and who deserves to be politically involved (Italian political
sovereignty first). Indeed, according to the League (the Ital-
ian) citizens must be protected from two main threats: first,
from “migrants” and second, from the selfish interests of oth-
er political parties and international actors such as the “Euro-
pean Union” (Ivaldi et al, 2017, p. 358; Graziano, 2018)
which, according to the League, want to repress the political
sovereignty of Italian citizens. It is to be noted that the role
previously held by “Rome thief” gave way entirely to the Eu-
ropean Union institutions (Albertazzi et al, 2018; Passarelli
and Tuorto, 2018). Not surprisingly, the League of Matteo
Salvini became one of the most Eurosceptical populist actors
in Europe, along with other leaders such as Marine Le Pen,
Victor Orban and Geert Wilders.

Overall, it is possible to argue that the League headed by
Salvini seems to have dropped the economic and political bat-
tle of regional autonomy (Ignazi, 2018; Albertazzi et al, 2018).
However, as Albertazzi et al (2018) proved, if it is true that
Salvini shifted the focus from the original regionalist battle
for the autonomy of Padania in favour of issues such as the
reinforcement of law and order and exclusionary immigra-
tion policies (Lega, 2013, 2014, 2018), it is also true that the
call for independence remained very much felt by the League
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representatives at the regional level* (especially in Veneto
and Lombardy) (Albertazzi et al, 2018, pp.16-17). Concerning
the right of public protest, the League defends the idea of a
society based on a strict law and order point of view in which
protesting should also be limited. At the same time, as a tena-
cious defender of the catholic religion and Christian roots,
the League of Salvini promotes and defends the idea of a tra-
ditional family and does not support LGBT rights or gay mar-
riage (Passarelli and Tuorto, 2018).

3.3 Democratic Party: Ideological portrait (up to 2018)

Compared to the 5SM and the League, the PD can be consid-
ered a non-populist, traditional” centre-left political party'.
Different from the League and the 5SM, it actively participat-
ed in the governments from 2013 to 2018. Indeed, the prime
ministers who ran the governments from 2013 to 2018 (Enri-
co Letta 2013-2014, Matteo Renzi 2014-2016, Paolo Gentiloni
2016-2018) were all members of the Democratic Party. Con-
cerning this point, it is important to emphasise that all these
governments were not elected but institutional governments!’.

4 This regionalist calls for autonomy also led to a (consultive) referendum
in Veneto in 2017 to ask for a greater degree of autonomy from Rome.

15 With important change from an organisational point of view (Bernardi et
al, 2017).

16 Although in terms of time, the League was officially founded in 1991 and
the PD in 2007.

'7 The government of Enrico Letta represents a special case. In 2013, regu-
lar elections took place, but no coalition could reach the necessary majority
in both parliamentary chambers.

93



The Italian Right Today

Nowadays the PD represents the main centre-left party
within the Italian political scenario. It can be considered as
the result of the convergence which took place in 2007 be-
tween “the centrist party ‘Democracy and Freedom’ — the Dai-
sy (Democrazia e Liberta, La Margherita) and the social
democrats ‘Democrats of the Left’ (Democratici di Sinistra —
DS)” (Froio, 2021, p. 252). The presence of these two cur-
rents within the party created different ideological difficulties
over time, (Froio, 2021) as well as the influence of different
secretaries/leaders led to continuous internal conflicts, espe-
cially under Matteo Renzi’s government (Ignazi, 2018).

If, from an economic point of view, the two souls of the PD
found a common denominator in a sort of “third way position on
economy and social policy” (Froio, 2021, p. 252) and displayed a
homogenous pro-Europe sentiment (Partito Democratico, 2013),
on other issues such as civil rights (for example) gay marriage,
they continued to oppose each other (Ignazi, 2018, p. 235).

From an economic point of view (material dimension), the
PD showed “soft” inclusionary economic policies (Partito
Democratico, 2013, 2014, 2018) and “mixed calls for the
budget to be balanced with a ‘third way'® approach to eco-
nomic matters” (Froio, 2021, p. 257). In 2013, it officially
called for “property tax and fiscal policies in support of fe-
male employment” and “reform of welfare aimed to support
families” (Partito Democratico 2013). Similarly, in 2018, it
proposed to reinforce the welfare measures for families, espe-
cially those in economic difficulty, and to introduce the “min-

'8 In particular this “third way approach” was evident under Matteo Renzi’s
government.
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imum wage” but, at the same time, stressing the importance
of work: “whoever proposes an income for all regardless of
work clashes with the principle of reality and common sense”
(Partito Democratico, 2018).

Looking at the environmental side, the PD officially stated its fa-
vourable position for a green and circular economy and the respect
of the environment (Partito Democratico, 2018). Turning to the
political dimension (political participation and public protest) the
PD does not show a real continuous and homogenous pattern
which is solely inclusive or exclusive. From an official point of view,
in its electoral program from 2013 and 2018, this party displayed
very inclusive positions on topics such as the ius soli (in 2014 it
called for a European us soli, Partito Democratico, 2014), gender
equality and LGBT rights (Partito Democratico, 2013, 2018). In
particular, speaking about LGBT rights, the PD promoted and ob-
tained recognition for same-sex civil unions in 2016 (Cirinna Law).
However, on immigration, the PD tended to promote inclusive pro-
immigration policies; conversely, it also adopted ambiguous and
severe immigration policies (Froio, 2021). For the 2014 European
elections, the PD called for a “Europe of integration” based on a
joint European effort to rescue and redistribute migrants (Partito
Democratico, 2014). Similarly, in 2018, the official program stated,
“Europe has a duty to welcome political refugees. It is an interna-
tional right that it must not find any exceptions in Europe. This is
exactly where the Union comes into play: let’s go beyond the Dub-
lin agreements — unfortunately approved by the Berlusconi gov-
ernment — which is the principle that asylum seekers are a problem
of the country of first disembarkation” (Partito Democratico, 2018,
p. 26). However, in 2017, during Gentiloni’s government, the Min-
niti-Orlando law was adopted, which introduced restrictive, exclu-
sionary immigration measures (including strict rules for the NGOs)
mainly based on a bilateral agreement with Lybia (Froio, 2021, p.
260). In general, these measures were aimed at stopping immigra-
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tion, making repatriation faster and letting Lybia “take care of the
situation” — even at the cost of neglecting compliance with humani-
tarian standards.

As a conclusive important note on the PD, it is important to
emphasise that it openly claimed to want to fight populism. In-
deed, in 2013, the PD clearly stated that it wanted to challenge
populism: “For us, populism is the main opponent of genuine-
ly popular politics. In recent years it has been fueled by a fi-
nancial liberalism that has left the less affluent classes at the
mercy of an unregulated market. The populist right has prom-
ised an illusory protection from the effects of financial liberal-
ism by raising cultural, territorial and sometimes xenophobic
barriers. The only real answer to populism is democratic partic-
ipation. The crisis of democracy is not fought with ‘less’ but
with ‘more’ democracy” (Partito Democratico, 2013).

The ideological analysis of the Five Star Movement,
League, and Democratic Party according to the inclusionary-
exclusionary framework ends here. In the next section, this
analysis will use the spatial approach to quantitatively display
whether the 5SM pushed the League to change its position on
the material, political, and symbolic dimensions or vice versa.
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4. Spatial approach analysis: Quantitative analysis

of policy position shift

In this section we will present a spatial bidimensional analy-
sis' based on Chapel Hill Expert Survey data from 2014 to
2019. In particular, this analysis picks up those policies* that
cover the dimensions present in the inclusionary-exclusionary
framework (material, political and symbolic).

These tables display the major political parties present in
those years (from 2014 to 2019) and those that might interest
our research purposes. Especially Forza Italia (Go Italy) and
Fratelli d’Italia (Brothers of Italy) are particularly interesting as
allies of the League at a regional and local level. Within the
table, we included the score for the policy position provided
by the dataset and the national election year. Labels = M5S:
Five Star Movement; LN: League; FdI: Brothers of Italy; FI:
Forza Italia; PD: Democratic Party.

The x axis represents the left/right* spectrum, the x axis
represents the left/right spectrum, namely the “overall ideo-
logical stance” (“Lrgen”) of the political parties indicated by
the experts, whereas the y axis the policy dimension of our in-
terest. Thus, the bidimensional analysis allows us to display

19 Different colors point out different degree of extremism: red for left
wing, yellow for center and blue for right wing.

20 See Appendix A.

2 The Chapell Hill expert survey does not provide variables that clearly distin-
guish between inclusionary and exclusionary positions. For this reason, we decid-
ed to use the classic left/right distinction. According to the present analysis that
looks at singular policy issues per time, this distinction is still reliable and fair in
reference to the main inclusionary-exclusionary theoretical framework.
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the ideological position of political parties on certain specific
policy issues pointed out by the inclusionary/exclusionary
framework and observe how these might change over time.

Table 5.1. Bidimensional analysis, Italy (2014 -2019)
Redistribution (material), Left/Right
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Table 5.2 Bidimensional analysis, Italy (2014 -2019)
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From a material point of view, looking at “redistribution”,
there are no considerable shifts from 2014 to 2019 for 5SM#.
On a scale from 0 (extremely favourable to redistribution) to
10 (strongly opposes redistribution), the 5SM remained quite
favourable to redistribution, passing from 3 (2014) to 2
(2019). The LN and FdI tended to oppose redistribution. LN
shifted from a score of 6 (2014) to a score of 7 (2018), where-
as FdI changed from a score of 5(2014) to 6 (2019). PD was
the only one that remained stable in its position (3), quite fa-
vourable to redistribution over time.

Looking at “environment,” the most important results
show that the 5SM remained quite open and inclusive regard-
ing the use of economic resources for the environment (score
2 from 2014 to 2019), whereas its coalition partner LN be-
came even more strict and exclusive on this issue (from score
6 in 2014 to score 8 to 2019).

2 To be noted that these tables display the major political parties present in
that moment, and that those political parties that disappeared in that peri-
od were not included. Within the table we included the score for the policy
position and the year of last national election. Labels = M5S: Five Star
Movement; LN: League; FdI: Brothers of Italy; FI: Forza Italia; PD: Demo-
cratic Party.
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Table 5.3. Bidimensional analysis, Italy (2014 -2019)
Immigration (political and symbolic) — Left/Right
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Turning to the political dimension, it is possible to
acknowledge an important policy shift on immigration for
5SM during its first coalition period with LN. On a scale from
0 (strongly favours a liberal policy on immigration) to 10
(strongly favours a restrictive policy on immigration), the
5SM passed from a less restrictive position 4 (2014) to a nota-
bly more restrictive position scoring 7 (2018). In contrast, LN
remained stable on its exclusionary position 10 from 2014 to
2019, and the PD did the same, not moving at all from its
(quite) inclusive position (3). The PD remained stable in its
soft inclusionary position (3 in 2014 and 2019). Interestingly,
FdI shifted towards an even more exclusionary position to-
wards immigration, going from 9 (2014) to 10 (2019).
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Table 5.4. Bidimensional analysis, Italy (2014 -2019)
Social lifestyle (political), Left/Right
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Concerning social lifestyle, the 5SM started with a quite inclu-
sive position, but this slightly shifted from a score of 2 (2014)
to 3 (2019), which means that overall, it remained quite sup-
portive (but not really open) towards topics such as civil rights
and gender equality. Between 2014 and 2019, the PD re-
mained quite inclusive, shifting from a score of 3 towards an
even more inclusive position of 2. LN and FdI remained very
exclusive on these topics, although FdI mildly toned down its
position (from 10 to 8). An interesting result is related to For-
za Italia (FI) which moved away from the exclusionary right-
wing corner towards a more lenient position from 2014 to
2019.
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Table 5.5. Bidimensional analysis, Italy (2014 -2019)
EU_Position (symbolic), Left/Right
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Finally, looking at the position of the EU, it is possible to ob-
serve that the 5SM became “softer” towards the EU integra-
tion, shifting from a more exclusionary position towards a less
strict view on EU, shifting from 1 (2014) to 3 (2019). This
cannot be considered as a striking result but is still quite rele-
vant, especially if we consider the original anti-EU character
of the 5SM. By contrast, LN and FdI remained quite loyal to
their very exclusionary position towards the EU. Interestingly,
FI, which was already less exclusionary (score 3 in 2014) than
its allies FdI and LN, moved towards an even more open ap-
proach towards the EU (score 5 in 2019).

5. Results

Overall, these main results on the dimension of the inclu-
sionary-exclusionary framework (material, political and sym-
bolic) suggest that only on the material dimension did the
5SM remain truly loyal to its initial positions. Especially re-
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garding immigration and EU integration, the 5SM changed
its mind considerably. What is quite clear is that the 5SM
shifted towards a more exclusionary view of immigration be-
tween 2014 and 2019. By contrast, it seems that the League
did not change its exclusionary position on any dimension in
any way because of having the 5SM as a coalition partner. In-
deed, especially on redistribution and the environment, the
League became even more extreme in its exclusionary posi-
tions on these topics, positioning itself farther from its coali-
tion partner. It could be argued that the League tended to
follow its external coalition partner, Brothers of Italy, in its
extreme positions. The PD did not show striking shifts on any
of the policy issues presented. However, looking at this last
point, it is important to note that even if, according to these
bidimensional analyses, the PD remained stable on its soft in-
clusionary position on immigration, it also adopted some ex-
clusionary positions on this topic between 2013 and 2019. In
particular, during the Gentiloni Government in 2017, the PD
promoted the Minniti-Orlando law, which introduced severe
restrictions on immigration (Froio, 2021, p. 260). Overall, it
can be argued that immigration remains a sensitive topic re-
garding populist influence (Biard et al, 2019), especially in
the presence of exclusionary populist parties within the polit-
ical scenario.

6. Conclusions

This analysis is aware that these results are not enough to ar-
gue that the policy shifts described are due to radical right
populist contamination. However, they provide a fruitful in-
sight that a quantitative and qualitative analysis might investi-
gate further and that the present author has researched deep-
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ly. For now, this essay suggests that within the period from
2014 to 2019, the 5SM remained quite loyal to its inclusionary
position on economic redistribution and protection of the
environment. In contrast, it showed a notable shift towards
stricter immigration policies. On the EU, the 5SM showed a
more open attitude. It might be argued that due to its “expe-
rience in office,” the Movement felt forced to soften its origi-
nal anti-EU positions. Conversely, the League remained quite
stable in its exclusionary positions, becoming even more ex-
clusionary on topics such as redistribution and environment —
topics that are actually very important for the 5SM.

Overall, looking at these data, it is possible to claim that
the 5SM was influenced by its coalition partner, the League.
In contrast, the League wanted to stress the differences from
the 5SM, shifting towards even more exclusionary positions
along with Brothers of Italy. In conclusion, this case study
confirms that RRPP topics are the most contagious. Further-
more, it can be argued that the PD was also, to some extent,
influenced by the League in terms of immigration and inte-
gration policies. Indeed, according to the bidimensional
analyses presented, the PD remained quite stable on its policy
position except for “social lifestyle” (e.g. gay marriage and
LGTB rights), where it shifted towards an even more inclu-
sionary position. However, it is equally important to note that,
even if, in our bidimensional analysis, the PD showed quite an
open attitude towards immigration and did not show signifi-
cant changes between 2013 and 2019, it pushed forward ex-
clusionary immigration policies in 2017 under the Gentiloni
government.
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Appendix A
Chapell Hill Expert Survey
trend file 1999-2019 — Questions

Material dimension

REDISTRIBUTION = position on redistribution of wealth
from the rich to the poor.

0 = Strongly favors redistribution; 10 = Strongly opposes
redistribution

ENVIRONMENT = position towards environmental sustaina-
bility

0 = Strongly supports environmental protection even at the
cost of economic growth; 10 = Strongly supports economic
growth even at the cost of environmental protection

Political and symbolic dimension

IMMIGRATE_POLICY = position on immigration policy.
0 = Strongly favors a liberal policy on immigration; 10:
Strongly favors a restrictive policy on immigration
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Political dimension

SOCIALLIFESTYLE = position on social lifestyle (e.g. rights
for homosexuals, gender equality).

0 = Strongly supports liberal policies; 10 = Strongly oppos-
es liberal policies

Symbolic dimension

EU_POSITION = overall orientation of the party leadership
towards European integration in YEAR.
1 = Strongly opposed

2 = Opposed
3 = Somewhat opposed
4 = Neutral

5 = Somewhat in favor
6 = In favor
7 = Strongly in favor 25
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A Theoretical Framework

to Explore Multiple Processes
of Far-Right Mainstreaming:
Focusing on France and Italy
ALESSIO SCOPELLITI!

Abstract. The chapter aims to highlight multiple approaches for understand-
ing the mainstreaming of far-right parties, using the French and the Italian
cases to demonstrate that such a complex phenomenon cannot be attribut-
ed to a single factor (or approach). Instead, it argues it typically results from
the simultaneous influence of multiple factors. And for their ideological na-
ture, the mainstreaming of the far-right can have far-reaching consequences
for liberal democracies: (a) far-right parties often exhibit a hostile stance to-
wards minority groups and civil liberties, such as freedom of the press, ex-
pression, and association; (b) far-right parties tend to be authoritarian and,
thus, anti-democratic, leading to attempts to limit democratic participation
and political competition; (c) far-right governments manifest through forms
of majoritarianism that implicitly rely on restrictions on political and civil
rights, implementing laws that undermine political pluralism. Eventually, the
normalisation process of far-right ideas is a phenomenon that, in the long
run, produces hatred and discrimination, as people may perceive far-right
values as acceptable, resulting in increased discrimination and violence from
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the relative ethnic/political majority against multiple minorities that coexist
in nowadays societies.
Keywords: Far-right; mainstreaming; Italy; France; Liberal democracy.

Introduction

Over the last decade, academic literature on party politics has ob-
served the surprising electoral success of far-right political parties.
These movements — once considered controversial due to their
historical values and ideals — are no longer seen as fringe parties
that voters choose to protest against the establishment or express
social discontent. Instead, they have become genuine electoral al-
ternatives, consolidating their presence in national elections
across Europe and globally. Accordingly, this chapter primarily
focuses on farright parties that are no longer ephemeral electoral
phenomena. Instead, they have firmly established themselves as
viable options in modern European party politics nationally and
transnationally. Table 1, drafted in August 2023, showcases recent
electoral results in European national parliaments. Notably, many
of these parties, such as Vlaams Belang and the National Rally, ini-
tially secured only a few seats but significantly increased their par-
liamentary representation in subsequent elections. Even Brothers
of Italy witnessed substantial seat gains between 2018 and 2022
despite a reduction in the total number of Italian MPs due to a
constitutional referendum. Furthermore, it is essential to observe
the electoral performance of farright parties in recent elections
that did not increase in electoral performance. Parties like Free-
dom Party, Freedom and Direct Democracy, Alternative for Ger-
many, Party of Freedom, Vox and Sweden Democrats experi-
enced slight decreases in their seat counts between the last two
consecutive elections. The League, on the other hand, witnessed
a significant decline in electoral performance.
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Table 1 electoral results of far-right parties in European countries’
national parliaments

Country Far-right party Year t-1 S:_TS Year t Setats
Austria Freedom Party 2017 40 2019 31
Belgium Vlaams Belang 2014 3 2019 18
I(zz;‘j;)lic ilrizeg(i)rr:ct Democracy 2017 22 2021 20
France National Rally 2017 8 2022 89
Germany Alternative for Germany 2017 91 2021 83
Ttaly League 2018 125 2022 23%
Italy Brothers of Italy 2018 32 2022 69*
The Netherlands  Party of Freedom 2017 20 2021 17
Spain Vox 2019 52 2023 33
Sweden Sweden Democrats 2018 62 2022 61

Notes: * Constitutional Law No. 1 of 19 October 2020 provided a drastic reduction in
MPs from 630 to 400 deputies and from 315 to 200 senators.

This trend of far-right parties’ electoral performance becomes
even more pronounced when examining the transnational
level, particularly in European elections. Comparing the 2014
and 2019 European elections, Table 2 reveals significant seat
increases for parliamentary groups that endorse far-right ide-
ologies. The Identity and Democracy group added approxi-
mately forty-three seats, and the European Conservatives and
Reformists gained about four seats.
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Table 2 European Parliament Elections in 2019

European Parliamen- Seats in 2019 Difference of seats

tary Group European Elections gl(l)::)lpze(;l:EIections
European People’s Party (EPP) 187 -27
Progressive Alliance of Socialists and 148 19
Democrats (S&D)

Renew Europe (ex-ALDE) 97 +29
Identity and Democracy (ex-ENF) 76 +43
'{élfeggg_%r; /A F;uropean Free Alliance 63 199
European Conservatives and Reform- 69 4
ists (ECR)

European United Left/Nordic Green 40 11
Left (GUE/NGL)

Unaffiliated parties 27 +10
Europe of Freedom and Direct De- 0 94

mocracy (EFDD)

Source: Politico website
(https:/ /www.politico.eu/ europe-poll-of-polls/european-parliament-elections-2019/)

These European electoral results carry multiple implications.
Firstly, the 2019 European elections saw a notable increase in
voter turnout, a departure from the decades-long decline in
European Parliament election participation. This shift under-
scores the growing importance of the European Parliament in
national political debates. Secondly, the new composition of
the European Parliament signifies shifting political dynamics at
both European and national levels. For the first time in Euro-
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pean Parliament history, the European People’s Party and the
Socialists & Democrats no longer held an absolute majority,
leading to alliances with Renew Europe and Greens/European
Free Alliance groups, promoting further European integration.
Lastly, this political coalition in the European Parliament high-
lights the emergence of an opposing political pole, comprising
parties from the European Conservatives and Reformists
Group (ECR) and the Identity and Democracy Group (ID). As
such, despite their defeat in the 2019 European elections, this
pole has gained significant media and political attention,
strengthening far-right parties’ arguments within the European
electorate.

These results, whether at the national or European level,
resonate with the introductory theme of the normalisation
and acceptance of far-right parties from a demand-side per-
spective. Voters are becoming less hesitant to support these
parties, as they are no longer seen as mere protest votes or re-
flections of social discontent. Instead, far-right parties are in-
creasingly viewed as representing voters’ ideals and interests.
Given the ongoing electoral success of far-right parties in to-
day’s European politics, this chapter does not focus on the
reasons behind their electoral success; instead, its main goal is
to explore the implications of this success, specifically the
normalisation of farright narratives and ideologies. To ac-
complish this, the chapter firstly reviews existing academic lit-
erature, clarifying key concepts relevant to the study of far-
right parties, including their conceptualisation of “what is far-
right?” and the conceptualisation of “what does it mean main-
streaming of the far-right?”. Secondly, the chapter introduces a
new theoretical framework that may aid future researchers in
investigating the mainstreaming of farright parties. This
framework draws from multiple interdisciplinary branches of
academic literature, organised into three main blocks: the
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cultural, rational, and institutional approaches. While not
presenting empirical evidence, the chapter uses case studies
from France and Italy to illustrate these three approaches, of-
fering readers a deeper understanding of the so-called phe-
nomenon of farright mainstreaming.

1. Literature review
1.1 What is the far-right?

The far-right party family has received numerous definitions
over the decades. The concept has evolved due to extensive
post-Second World War literature, likening it to right-wing to-
talitarian ideologies like Nazism and Fascism, spawning new
categories such as neo-Nazism and neo-Fascism. Multiple
generations of academics have studied and interpreted the
political landscape to deepen their understanding. My goal is
to clarify how academia nowadays defines the core features
that constitute the far-right as an ideology.

Far-right is often associated with various terms aiming to
reveal its core ideologies. In this chapter, I will mainly rely on
three authors who extensively explored the far-right concept:
Cas Mudde (2007, 2019) and the work from Sofia Vasilopou-
lou and Daphne Halikiopoulou (2015). Drawing from their
seminal works, the far-right is understood as an umbrella
term encompassing two similar but distinct notions: the radi-
cal right and the extreme right (see Figure 1 below).
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Figure 1. Umbrella conceptualisation of the far-right

FAR RIGHT

RADICAL RIGHT

Nativism

Authoritarianism

| Hostility toward liberal democracy

—

— —

Violence

EXTREME RIGHT

The main constitutive characteristics of contemporary radical
right ideology can be categorised into three strands: nativism,
authoritarianism, and hostility towards liberal democracy. Na-
tivism, as defined by Mudde (2007, p.22), centres on the be-
lief that states should exclusively comprise members of the
native group or nation, viewing non-native elements as threats
to national homogeneity. Nativism defines citizens’ belonging
in ethnic terms (Betz, 1994) and, accordingly, radical right
parties argue that multiculturalism shall be considered a
threat to national heritage and traditions (Triandafyllidou,
1998; Rovny, 2013). Moving to authoritarianism, following the
stream of research of Adorno and his colleagues (1950),
Flanagan and Lee (2003, p.238) describe it as valuing self-
denial, where everyone in the party — and, eventually, the
country — must guarantee loyalty to the group and unchecked
leaders. Once in government, far-right parties may impose law
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and order not only against external threats (e.g. all those that
do not belong to the majoritarian ethnic group) but also
against internal enemies, including political critics and politi-
cal opponents (Heinisch, 2003, p. 95). The final characteristic
distinguishing radical right parties from extreme parties,
which still creates confusion for the broader audience (and
observers and political scientists often underestimate it), is
the hostility towards liberal democracy. Having reviewed the pre-
vious core features, one shall notice that they are inherently
in contrast with the fundamental principles that constitute a
liberal democracy, which is based on:

the importance of protecting individual and minority rights
against the tyranny of the state and the tyranny of the majori-
ty. [...] This is achieved by constitutionally protected civil lib-
erties, strong rule of law, an independent judiciary, and effec-
tive checks and balances that, together, limit the exercise of
executive power (Coppedge et al, 2023, p. 45).

However, once in power, radical right parties tend to express
(not necessarily in an explicit way) extreme forms of majori-
tarianism (Mudde, 2013, 2014; Betz and Johnson, 2016; Cas-
tillo-Ortiz, 2019; Urbinati, 2019). We have witnessed Europe-
an governments with radical right political parties in power
that exemplify this strengthening of majoritarian institutions,
such as Fidesz in Hungary and Law and Justice in Poland. In
both countries, these parties have shown disregard for the
rule of law by suppressing political rights and the rights of
both ethnic and LGBT+ minorities (Wintrobe, 2018, p. 218).
Similarly, in Italy, once the League joined the Conte I cabinet
in 2018, pushed for implementing the “security decrees” that
hinder the action of NGOs to rescue migrants at sea and limit
civil society’s rights to protest (Corsi, 2019). Another example
is the Israeli judicial reform proposed by the Netanyahu gov-
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ernment to curb the judiciary’s influence over lawmaking and
limit the Supreme Court’s power to exercise judicial review
(Roznai, 2018). All these examples have been unlisted as ris-
ing cases of the so-called “illiberal democracies” (Plattner,
2020). As one can notice, the core feature of hostility towards
liberal democracy is the most complex. It is often confusing
when scholars attempt to distinguish radical right from ex-
treme right (Carter, 2018). Both types of farright movements
possess nativist and authoritarian traits, albeit with cultural
and historical variations. However, it is their differing atti-
tudes towards liberal democracy that set them apart. The rad-
ical right is generally seen as pro-democracy and anti-
violence, while the extreme right is characterised as anti-
democratic and pro-violence.

In summary, one shall distinguish these two types of far-
right movements, keeping in mind that while extreme right
movements are often associated with a rejection of democracy
and a propensity for violence (and for that reason, excluded
by the democratic game), radical right movements vary in
their relationship with democracy. The radical right does par-
ticipate in democratic processes, seeking to capitalise on pub-
lic support and achieve power through legal and electoral
means. But one should still remember that its electoral suc-
cess might lead to more extreme and (il)liberal regimes.

1.2 What does it mean “mainstreaming” of the far-right?

First of all, before I start to clarify what can be conceptualised
as the mainstreaming of a certain ideology, I believe it is nec-
essary to clarify the conceptual root of such a process. There-
fore, I shall explain: what is a mainstream party?

The term “mainstream party” is frequently used in political sci-
ence by two main characteristics: ideological positionality and or-
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ganisational aspects. The first attribute, as one can intuitively ob-
serve, links mainstream parties to the classical cleavage structure
of left vs right ideological conflict, positioning these types of par-
ties as those that dwell in the centre-left, centre, or centre-right of
such ideological spectrum. Therefore, mainstream parties em-
body classical cleavage structures, like the Christian Democratic,
the Social Democratic, the Liberal, and the Conservative parties.
Parties founded on these conflicts are considered moderate (due
to their non-extreme/radical ideological positioning) and, thus,
mainstream, while any other political parties that position on the
fringes of such conflict are not to be considered mainstream
(Pop-Eleches, 2010; Meguid, 2005). Alternatively, other authors
prioritise other parties’ characteristics, including parties’ govern-
ment potential. For instance, Giovanni Sartori (1976) defines
mainstream parties as those capable of governing or forming coa-
litions. This definition includes established parties in their current
systems as mainstream parties since they are those political forces
that have held power and can do so again. Both approaches were
valuable from the late 1940s to the 1960s when European party
systems were stable and based on the four Rokkanian classical
cleavage structures (State vs Church, Centre vs Periphery, Urban
vs Rural, Employers vs Workers). However, since the early 1970s,
new cleavage structures have challenged the validity of these two
criteria. The last decades have complicated categorisations of
mainstream and non-mainstream parties due to the latest evolving
process that democratic regimes have been experiencing.

For instance, when populist parties (whether left-wing or
right-wing) join governing coalitions’ or become governing

2 See for instance, Podemos, Danish People’s Party, Freedom Party of Austria.
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parties’, do they become mainstream? When a centre-right
party adopts a far-right platform?, does it remain mainstream?
These questions reflect the fluidity of party labels, which inev-
itably change with circumstances, political landscapes, and
time. For that reason, the classification of mainstream parties
based on their ideological belonging on the left vs right scale
and capability to join a government presents significant
shortcomings. Nonetheless, Benjamin Moffitt’s (2022) con-
ceptualisation stands out in this literature. In particular, he
focuses on the distinction between mainstream and pariah
parties, emphasising political legitimacy and social normalcy
rather than on the core features of mainstream parties. This
shift redirects attention to the acceptance of norms and ideas
a party represents despite these values being once considered
unspeakable and stigmatised. As such, Moffitt’s concept por-
trays a mainstream party as the antithesis of a pariah party,
which is not politically and socially accepted and should not
participate in the current party system. Therefore, main-
streaming is rather a process of acceptance of extreme ideas,
turning them into the new acceptable norms for society and,
inevitably, for the democratic political game.

Specifically, when discussing the “mainstreaming” of the far-
right, reference is often made to the so-called fourth wave of
the farright, emerging in the 21* century (Mudde, 2019). This
is the most recent step of the long evolving process of far-right
parties, which have been able to electorally capitalise in the last

% See for instance Syriza, Fidesz, Five Star Movement.
* See for instance the Republican Party under Trump or the Conservative
party under Johnson.
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two decades on recent economic crises (e.g. 2008 financial cri-
sis, the rise of economic stagnation and endemic unemploy-
ment) and cultural crises (9/11 terrorist attack, 2015 migration
crisis and uprising of islamophobia). As such, the defining fea-
ture of this fourth wave is the mainstreaming of the far-right,
and this term has two main procedural directions on how
mainstreaming takes place. The first involves mainstream par-
ties adopting elements of pariah parties’ ideology, policies, dis-
course, or rhetorical style to counter electoral threats. Akker-
man et al (2016) suggest calling this phenomenon “radicalisa-
tion” since it does not involve radical parties moderating but
mainstream parties adopting radical elements. The second
process, conversely, concerns legitimising non-mainstream par-
ties, allowing them to gain acceptability and become part of the
mainstream, providing them with legitimacy and increased po-
litical and electoral viability (Brown et al, 2023). Both processes
have significant implications in today’s party politics. On the
one hand, mainstream forces deviate from their original ideo-
logical positions towards more radical ones to capture more
votes. On the other hand, stigmatised political and social
movements are gaining more acceptance from the general
public and political competitors. Together, these processes de-
scribe the fourth wave of the far-right. Unlike earlier waves, to-
day’s farright parties are acceptable coalition partners for
mainstream right and occasionally left parties. Furthermore,
ideas from the far-right are openly debated in mainstream cir-
cles, news broadcasts, talk shows and social media. Although
the radicalisation of mainstream parties has its specific rele-
vance for the future of democratic regimes, I shall focus, in the
following section, on multiple approaches to explore the sec-
ond process: the mainstreaming of the far-right.
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2. Three approaches to exploring far-right mainstreaming

In general, all three theoretical approaches suggest that far-
right ideas are mainstreamed through their diffusion in vari-
ous social contexts. However, these approaches differ in their
focus and the modalities they express for this phenomenon.

2.1 Cultural approach

This approach focuses on disseminating far-right ideas through
popular culture, such as mass media, music, film, and televi-
sion. The far-right is not a particularly intellectual movement —
in fact, many far-right groups are openly anti-intellectual, con-
sidering all intellectuals to be cultural Marxists. However, some
organisations focus on developing and innovating far-right ide-
as and training far-right activists. This includes specific organi-
zations within the most successful political parties, which or-
ganise thematic conferences and summer schools to train their
members, and groups which focus exclusively on education, for
example, by publishing books and magazines. This approach
argues that farright ideas are mainstreamed through their
presence in popular culture, making them acceptable and de-
sirable for some people.

One shall consider that the mainstreaming of far-right ide-
as passed through a normalisation of constructed truths that
used to be unsayable and suddenly became sayable. There-
fore, discussing the “shameless mainstreaming” of far-right
discourses (Wodak, 2021), I primarily draw from Michel Fou-
cault’s works on the construction of truths in society (Fou-
cault and Gordon, 1980). He argued that truth is not an abso-
lute and unchanging concept, but it is instead a more flexible
idea that is produced by social and cultural influences. And as
a product of the societal realm, it is also influenced by chang-
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es in the historical context and established societal norms. In
other words, what is considered true in our society is often
shaped by powerful dominant structures that shape and de-
termine dominant shared values. Accordingly, living in turbu-
lent post-truth times, the far-right often capitalises on a lack of
trust in official institutions. It often questions the truthfulness
of established (and therefore accepted) trust; when people
perceive the state or mainstream institutions as corrupt or in-
effective, the information they produce is also viewed as taint-
ed. This situation encourages people to turn to alternative
sources of information that provide their own interpretation
of reality and how this shall be managed.

In today’s digital age, the most representative example of a
post-truth society is the capability of far-right actors to find
new avenues for disseminating their ideologies, circumvent-
ing the need for negotiation with mainstream media compa-
nies. Instead, they can create their own digital content thanks
to digital platforms, gaining more visibility and popularity. An
illustrative case is Steve Bannon’s news website (Breit-
bart.com), which aimed to build a platform for the altright
(Michael, 2017). Moreover, these alternative media vehicles
allowed other far-right figures to prosper, often adopting the
veneer of intellectuals and feigning legitimacy to advance
white supremacist ideas (through titles, such as “professor”
and “dr”, along with academic references) (Kress and Van
Leeuwen, 2001). Moreover, keeping in mind the inevitable
erosion of trust towards established institutions, far-right ac-
tors strategically position themselves as purveyors of truth,
representing the voice of the “people” against the corrupted
“elite.” This transformation of the farright into a “truth in-
dustry” represents a significant shift in the dynamics of media
and political discourse in the digital age that encourages pro-
cesses of far-right mainstreaming.
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2.2 Rational approach

A rational (or strategic) approach by farright actors involves
their direct employment of persuasive techniques to appear less
“extreme” in the eyes of their electorate, seeking legitimacy both
when looking for power (in opposition) and also once holding
such power (in government). Especially in opposition, social
media’s digital realm has become one of the most potent tools
of farright parties seeking mainstreaming. Thanks to the vague
regulatory policies and algorithmic clustering of social media
content and groups, farright movements have been facilitated
in constructing their identities and spreading far-right ideas and
values (Ekman, 2019). Some authors even agree that social me-
dia have functioned as amplified platforms of farright ideas,
which blurred the boundaries between the mainstream and the
pariah (Ekman, 2022). One key interpretive frame shaped via
social media is new common sense constructions, providing
frameworks to make sense of the world (Maccaferri and Newth,
2022; Newth and Scopelliti, 2023). Producing farright
knowledge by movements, whether in opposition or in power, is
not a novel practice. Historical examples abound, such as during
the Third Reich. Back then, scientific publications were prolific,
aiming to establish scholarship on the “Jewish question” and jus-
tify the Holocaust under the Nazi regime (Stenweis, 2008). Sim-
ultaneously, farright totalitarian regimes used cultural propa-
ganda to combat various enemies, both ideological (e.g., anti-
fascists) and racial (primarily targeting Jews). Fascist anthems
like “Giovinezza” and “Faccetta Nera” significantly shaped Italian
public opinion, rationalising colonialism and Italian overseas
military endeavours (Pickering-lazzi, 2000). Radio broadcasts
featuring speeches by Hitler and Mussolini through loudspeak-
ers served as a primary tool for disseminating news. The film in-
dustry of the 1930s also played a pivotal role in disseminating far-
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right ideas and values (O’Shaughnessy, 2017). These tactics, not
limited to the past, continue to be employed by contemporary
far-right governments once gaining power. For example, Brazili-
an President Bolsonaro has propagated homophobic theories
concerning the ideological indoctrination of children and teen-
agers in schools by teachers (Knijnik, 2021). Likewise, Donald
Trump encouraged the dissemination of anti-liberal theories
like Pizzagate® (Bleakley, 2023).

2.3 Institutional approach

The influence of electoral systems on the mainstreaming of the
radical right is another crucial aspect to consider in under-
standing the rise and success of far-right parties and ideologies
in contemporary politics. The electoral system, which defines
the rules of the game for political competition, can either facil-
itate or hinder the access of far-right parties to national institu-
tions. In this context, the European electoral system stands out
as a crucial factor contributing to the visibility and acceptance
of far-right actors (Reungoat, 2017). The European Parliament
political arena operates on a proportional electoral system,
which differs significantly from many national electoral systems
that often rely on first-past-the-post or other majoritarian
mechanisms. This distinction is pivotal because it provides new
avenues and opportunities for political actors facing limitations
within their national electoral systems. The proportional repre-

® This conspiracy theory emerged shortly before the 2016 electoral cam-
paign, suggesting Democratic Party leaders were involved in ritual Satanic
child abuses.
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sentation system used in European elections thus allows for a
more accurate reflection of the overall electorate’s prefer-
ences, enabling minor parties, including those on the far-right,
to secure representation. One of the key strategies employed
by far-right movements in Europe has been to leverage Euro-
pean Parliamentary elections as a stepping stone for national
political action. This approach has yielded several benefits for
these parties and movements. Firstly, the presence of farright
politicians in the European Parliament lends credibility and
legitimacy to their ideas and agendas, at least in the eyes of
some segments of the electorate (Reungoat, 2017). Having
Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) validates these
parties, signalling to voters that they are a legitimate part of the
political landscape. Moreover, the exposure gained through
European elections can be instrumental in mobilising symbolic
resources (Carter et al, 2007). High vote counts, media atten-
tion, and the sheer presence of far-right actors in the European
Parliament help bolster their image and influence. These sym-
bolic resources, in turn, can be used to build trust with voters
or potential coalition partners. They become tools for legiti-
mising far-right positions and policies, making them more pal-
atable to a broader audience. Additionally, the European Par-
liament provides far-right parties access to material resources
that are often challenging to obtain through national electoral
processes. This includes recruiting European and local staff as-
sociated with individual MEPs, party groups, and Euro-parties.
As a result, the European elections have become a strategic
arena for the farright, serving as a back door to national poli-
tics and contributing to their continued growth and influence
in contemporary European politics (Shemer-Kunz, 2013).
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3. Case studies in comparison: France and Italy

The following section does not serve as empirical evidence in
support of the above theoretical framework. Instead, it func-
tions as a set of examples to help the reader properly under-
stand the multiple approaches to mainstreaming the far right.

3.1 France

A prime example illustrating the implications of mainstream-
ing the far-right through a cultural approach is the pivotal
role played by Alain de Benoist. De Benoist, a French journal-
ist and political philosopher, was a founding member of the
Nowwelle Droite, a political and cultural movement dedicated to
forging a new conservative identity by critiquing post-war col-
lectivist ideals (communism and liberalism). He also founded
and led the ethno-nationalist think tank GRECE (Groupement
de recherche et d’études pour la civilisation européenne) (Rueda,
2021). GRECE’s name, with its metapolitical objectives, em-
phasises its mission to rebuild culture not merely in service of
nationalism but in pursuit of a new Europe. The following
cultural influence was eventually reached through GRECEss
leading publication, Nouwvelle école, which welcomes prominent
figures from the French right-wing cultural sphere to deliver
essays and pieces linked to the values of the new right, such as
ethnopluralism (Spektorowski, 2003).

Another example of the farright’s mainstreaming success
is the transformation of the Front National under Marine Le
Pen’s leadership. When she assumed leadership, her status as
a young woman in a predominantly male party signalled a
shift towards novelty and garnered interest, especially among
female voters. Marine Le Pen’s strategy for the so-called de-
diabolisation (or de-demonization) involved changing the par-
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ty’s image and opening it up to a broader audience (Pérez
and Vuelta, 2020). This strategy included distancing herself
from the Ni droite ni gauche label, attacking Muslim communi-
ties, denouncing anti-Semitism, and seeking legitimacy within
the Jewish community and Israel. This shift has attracted a
middle-class segment of the population that has been defined
by the literature as either “losers” of globalisation (Kriesi et al,
2006) or those who claim a “cultural backlash” (Norris and
Inglehart, 2019) of authoritarian populist attitudes against
cosmopolitan values.

Finally, another significant aspect determining the main-
streaming of the farright in France is the different impact be-
tween the French and European electoral systems. In France, a
majoritarian electoral system is in place. If no candidate se-
cures over fifty per cent of the vote, a second round is organ-
ised, featuring only the top two candidates, with the one receiv-
ing an absolute majority winning. In this electoral context, as
farright parties have gained prominence in advanced democ-
racies, established parties have faced a dilemma (Levitsky and
Ziblatt, 2019). They must decide whether to create a cordon
sanitaire by avoiding alliances with far-right parties or invite
them into government, forming a potentially tainted coalition.
Establishing a cordon sanitaire can prevent extreme parties
from immediately entering the government but may also ener-
gise their support in future elections. In contrast, forming a
tainted coalition can limit the subsequent electoral success of
extreme parties in exchange for granting them some institu-
tional power in the short term. In France, the phenomenon of
the cordon sanitaire has been observed numerous times, as the
mainstream left and right have consistently refused to cooper-
ate with the Front National. This is why the European electoral
system, being proportional, has been so crucial for main-
streaming the French farright. Such an electoral system pro-
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vided substantial success in European elections, enabling far-
right party actors to mobilise symbolic resources, gaining cred-
ibility with the electorate or potential coalition partners
through the legitimacy of MEPs, media visibility, and a high
number of votes (Reungoat, 2017). It is crucial to remark that
in the more recent presidential elections, Marine Le Pen is not
anymore an outcast of the national party system but a political
player who has gained popularity and is recognised as an estab-
lished political alternative, primarily thanks to her experience
at the European Parliament.

3.1 Italy

Unlike the French example, the Italian country lacked signifi-
cant think tanks that shaped societal perception of far-right
ideas. Nonetheless, the rational approach best fits the Italian
example while illustrating the mainstreaming of far-right par-
ties while in a position of power. Two of Italy’s most right-
wing governments — the Conte I cabinet and the Meloni cabi-
net — exemplify this. Despite apparent differences, the Conte
I cabinet resulted from the alliance between the League and
the Five Star Movement in 2018, sharing hard Euroscepticism
as the main common ground to justify such a government al-
liance. During this government, Matteo Salvini served as vice-
Prime Minister and Minister of Internal Affairs, where he in-
troduced some of the most stringent decrees against freedom
to protest and the possibility of NGOs to help migrants in the
Mediterranean Sea: the so-called “security decrees” or “Sal-
vini’s decrees”, by juxtaposing the migrant crisis with a public
safety issue. The Meloni cabinet, in turn, stands as Italy’s most
right-wing government. It is led by Brothers of Italy and sup-
ported by the League and Go Italy. In this case, the entire
cabinet consistently promotes far-right narratives, including
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hard Euroscepticism, anti-immigration policies, opposition to
surrogacy, and criticism of homosexual families, emphasising
law and order.

Like France, Italian far-right parties also utilised the Euro-
pean Parliament as a platform for their narratives and ideas
(Bélanger and Wunsch, 2022). Notably, prominent Italian far-
right leaders, such as Matteo Salvini from the League and
Giorgia Meloni from Brothers of Italy, benefited from their
European experiences. Salvini served as an MEP for five years
before becoming party leader, gaining visibility through con-
troversial protests in the European Parliament, championing
slogans like “no euro” and “italexit”. Similarly, Giorgia Meloni
leveraged her European experience. While she never held a
seat in the European Parliament, she became the president of
the Conservative European Group. This role showcased her
leadership skills, allowing her to self-label as Conservative
while advancing far-right ideas to normalise Brothers of Italy’s
political agenda. However, the Italian electoral system has his-
torically been proportional, granting far-right parties access to
local and national institutions despite their ideological roots —
even with the Italian Social Movement. Consequently, far-
right parties often faced stigma during the First Republic, but
they could still access power.

4. Conclusions

During the fourth wave of the farright, such movements were
initially considered niche parties, focusing primarily on socio-
cultural issues like crime and immigration. Mainstream parties
predominantly competed on socio-economic matters, such as
taxation and unemployment. However, in the past two dec-
ades, socio-cultural issues have again taken centre stage in the
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political agenda (Mudde, 2019). Across most European coun-
tries, political debates are now dominated by socio-cultural top-
ics and identity conflicts. Norris and Inglehart call it cultural
backlash, where a large section of society finds its most signifi-
cant expression through “discourses blending nationalism, an-
ti-globalism, racism, welfare nationalism, anti-immigrant and
refugee themes, and the need for strong leadership and order”
(Bennett and Livingston, 2018, p. 131). From this perspective,
the new cleavage proposed by Norris and Inglehart (2016,
2019) is presented as a reaction against modernity that gave
rise to a new conflict, namely authoritarian populist values vs
cosmopolitan liberalist values. These discussions often include
explicit or implicit defences of white supremacy in response to
the increased politicisation of ethnic, religious and cultural
minorities. Consequently, socio-cultural concerns are no long-
er niche, as mainstream parties now prioritise them, at least
during their electoral campaigns. One could even argue that
socio-economic issues have become niche in today’s political
landscape (demonstrating as much less salient has become the
classical cleavage left vs right).

In this chapter, I aimed to highlight multiple approaches
for understanding the mainstreaming of far-right parties, and
both the French and the Italian cases demonstrated that such
a complex phenomenon cannot be attributed to a single fac-
tor (or approach). Instead, it typically results from the simul-
taneous influence of multiple factors. Moreover, recognising
that we are currently witnessing processes of normalisation or
mainstreaming of the far-right raises questions about its im-
plications. The far-right has established a lasting presence in
politics, including those factions that survived the 1945 defeat
of the Fascist and Nazis movements that initially inspired
them (e.g. neo-Nazis and neo-Fascist parties). And for their
own ideological nature, the mainstreaming of the far-right
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can have farreaching consequences for liberal democracies.
Firstly, far-right parties often exhibit a hostile stance towards
minority groups and civil liberties, such as freedom of the
press, expression, and association. Far-right parties tend to be
authoritarian and, thus, anti-democratic, leading to attempts
to limit democratic participation and political competition.
Lastly, far-right governments manifest through forms of ma-
joritarianism that implicitly rely on restrictions on political
and civil rights, implementing laws that undermine political
pluralism. Eventually, the normalisation process of far-right
ideas is a phenomenon that, in the long run, produces hatred
and discrimination, as people may perceive far-right values as
acceptable, resulting in increased discrimination and violence
from the relative ethnic/political majority against multiple
minorities that coexist in nowadays societies.
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Abstract. This chapter traces the emergence of Eurosceptic positions in the
Italian political landscape by looking at two right-wing populist parties, the
League and Brothers of Italy. This analysis focuses mainly on the period of
the COVID-19 pandemic that the European Union (EU) experienced at its
peak in 2020-2021. Starting from an original database of tweets posted by
the leaders of these two parties, the aim is to compare the different narra-
tives used to frame the European institutions in their role as crisis managers.
Shared narratives focus on protecting national interests and the need for
Italy to be treated with equity, solidarity and respect by the EU institutions
and the other Member states. However, while in the first period, both were
opposition parties and shared positions critical of the government’s actions
and its subalternity to the EU, some changes occurred when the League de-
cided to support the Draghi executive.

Key-words: COVID-19; European Union; right-wing populism; Euroscepti-
cism; framing

! Universita Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, matilde.zubani@unicatt.it.

143



The Italian Right Today

Introduction

The COVID-19 crisis arrived in Italy at the end of a decade of sig-
nificant political instability, in which five different governments?
followed one another with ever-changing alliances and ruling ma-
jorities. The two-year period 2020-21 was no exception. While the
pandemic crisis bedevilled Europe and the world, Italy changed
two cabinets, the Conte II (from 05/09,/2019 to 13/02/2021) and
the Draghi’s (from 13/02/2021 to 22/10/2022).

The COVID pandemic has created unprecedented challenges
for the European Union (EU) and its Member States regarding
their health and border policies, the protection of civil liberties,
and the principles and workings of representative democracy.
Wideranging decisions had to be made quickly. The global na-
ture of the crisis stimulated a multilevel intergovernmental man-
agement, where the EU assumed a high salience.

In Italy, the role of the EU as crisis manager was put at the
centre of the debate when the country realised it could not
cope with the unprecedented emergency alone. During 2020
and 2021, the battle between Eurosceptic and Euro-enthusiast
sentiments shifted the dialectical balance of the ruling and
opposition parties, pervading the online and offline public
communication space. Moments of great institutional tension
alternated with appointments that had the flavour of an ep-
ochal turning point.

2 Monti government (16 November 2011 to 27 April 2013), Letta Govern-
ment (from 28 April 2013 to 21 February 2014), Renzi Government (from
22/02/2014 to 12/12/2016), Gentiloni Government (from 12/12/2016 to
01/06/2018), Conte Government (from 01,/06/2018 to 04/09/2019).
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Around Europe, populist radical right parties (PRRPs), the
traditional strongholds of Eurosceptic claims, seemed to have
a golden opportunity to take advantage of the crisis by credi-
bly framing it as a failure of representation, capitalising on
the missteps of adversaries and/or by using the pandemic to
feed public resentment. However, this potential was exploited
differently depending on whether they were government or
opposition parties (Rovira Kaltwasser and Taggart, 2022). Ita-
ly provided examples of both positions. As long as the Conte
IT government was in power, the PRRPs — including Brothers
of Italy (Fratelli d’Italia, FdI) and the League (Lega) — formed
a common opposition front at the national level. During the
Draghi government, the League joined the so-called “national
unity” coalition, while Brothers of Italy remained the only
opposition party.

In an environment of intensely disputed claims over gov-
ernmental policies in response to COVID-19, distrust of — and
discontent with — evidence-based policy interventions, the dis-
crediting of professional and technocratic expertise, and the
promotion of simplistic or emotional responses, often through
social media, can be handled as some of the many reactions of
the PRRPs to this crisis (Wondreys and Mudde, 2022).

To contribute to the analysis of this political-institutional
framework, this chapter will explore how the role of the EU as
crisis manager has been framed by the League and Brothers
of Italy leaders during the first two years of the pandemic. To
do so, we will give an overview of the origins and develop-
ments of right-wing Euroscepticism in Italy; then, we will take
a closer look at the consequences of the arrival of COVID-19
in Europe on the institutional system and decision-making
mechanisms of the European Union. Finally, we will examine
the data collected on Twitter from the accounts of Matteo
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Salvini and Giorgia Meloni to compare emerging narratives
and draw some conclusions.

1. Right-wing Euroscepticism in Italy

The entry into force of the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 is gen-
erally identified as the moment when the first critical voices
towards European integration and European institutions be-
gan to emerge in Italy (see, for example Verney, 2011). The
Maastricht Treaty strengthened the institutions of the Euro-
pean Community and defined the criteria for achieving the
European Monetary Union (EMU) by 1 January 1999. These
criteria were designed to ensure that countries were ready to
join EMU by meeting the same standards, obliging candidate
countries to satisfy economic policy objectives to demonstrate
their willingness and ability to pursue a sustainable conver-
gence policy. Therefore, this transformation process fostered
the emergence of the EU as a relevant domestic policy issue.
The emphasis on budgetary discipline and the rigid criteria
that must be respected to join the Eurozone promoted a sort
of identification between tool and objective: the constraint
became Europe, and vice versa (Pasquinucci, 2022).

In recent decades, the EU has gone through multiple cri-
ses’, all of which have significantly impacted the emergence of
Euroscepticism in Italy and elsewhere. The strategy imple-
mented by Eurosceptic parties — particularly the League and
Brothers of Italy — has been based on creating an image of the

* The financial crisis that hit the eurozone in 2010, the “migration crisis” of
2015 and, finally, the COVID-19 pandemic.
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EU as “other” in opposition to “us”, i.e., the Italian people,
whose sovereignty is threatened from outside. The antagonis-
tic narrative towards the EU, combined with the hostility to-
wards a pro-European ruling elite incapable of defending na-
tional interests and essentially acting as imposers of decisions
taken abroad, creates an interesting point of contact between
Euroscepticism and contemporary populism (Kneuer, 2019).

Looking at the case of the League, under the leadership of
Matteo Salvini (from 2013 onwards), the party has moved
away from its previous political identity as a voice for Italy’s
north. It has placed hostility towards the policies and institu-
tions of the EU at the heart of its rhetoric, substituting Rome
as “the place where incompetent and corrupt elites exploit
ordinary citizens”. The fall of Berlusconi’s cabinet in Novem-
ber 2011, and, more importantly, the appointment of former
European Commissioner Mario Monti as Prime Minister, al-
lowed the League to position itself as the principal party in
the Italian parliament opposing European integration
(Brunazzo and Gilbert, 2017).

Driven by the growing discontent caused by the economic
and migration crises, the League strengthened its right-wing,
ethnocentric, and Eurosceptic positions. It focused on pro-
moting “Italy first” narratives and framing its anti-EU position
using sovereigntist and nativist arguments. It also endorsed
outright criticism of toward the EU elite, the EU regime, and
the EU community, which are seen as a threat to national ter-
ritorial/cultural unity (Zappettini and Maccaferri, 2021).

In the case of Brothers of Italy, the party’s first electoral
manifesto, in 2013, while declaring support for European in-
tegration and membership of the single currency, introduced
an anti-establishment narrative that pitted supporters of a
“Europe of the peoples” against proponents of a “Europe of
finance and oligarchy” (FdI, 2013). The choice of proposing
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this dichotomy highlights one of the main features of the Eu-
rosceptic populist discourse. Populists have typically resorted
to the narrative of the elite versus the people to highlight the
lack of democratic legitimacy of the EU: the elite, or the
“Brussels bureaucrats”, favour the interests of the bankers and
the privileged and make decisions in compliance with an
opaque system of alliances, without any consideration of the
people’s voice (Cozzaglio and Efthymiou, 2022).

After only one year, looking at the party’s official positions,
it was registered an escalation of intolerance towards the Eu-
ropean institutional set-up, especially against other Member
States accused of wanting to humiliate Italy. At the same time,
the euro is seen as an obstacle to Italy’s recovery and the
cause of inequalities between Member States. Moving to a dif-
ferent narrative angle, in 2017, at the party congress, the EU
was publicly accused of eroding Italian national identity
(Puleo and Piccolino, 2022).

Clearly, those listed so far are only some of the characteris-
tics of the Eurosceptic expression of the League and Brothers
of Italy. We will then see how these narratives will be used
during the COVID-19 pandemic crisis.

2. COVID-19 pandemic shakes the European Union

When the first cases of COVID-19 were confirmed in the EU,
thus opening a health crisis unprecedented in the continent’s
recent history, the experience of the last two crises the Union
went through (the Eurozone crisis in 2010-12 and the migra-
tion crisis of 2015-16) was still vivid in the memory of Europe-
ans. According to the critics, in the first the EU did the bare
minimum to save the monetary union; in the second, it failed
spectacularly in pursuing a common migration and asylum
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policy (Alcaro and Tocci, 2021). In both cases, the appeal for
more solidarity has been a recurring pattern in political dis-
cussions on how to cope with the crises the EU is confronting.
According to Grimmel (2021), there is a yawning gap be-
tween the rhetorical commitment to solidarity and Member
States’ practices of solidarity: even though the EU and its
members regularly refer to solidarity as one of their funda-
mental values, the concept regularly fails to translate into
concrete and joint action. This lack of solidarity in problem
resolution renders solidarity a weak principle within the EU’s
political framework and precludes more effective crisis man-
agement.

The expectation within Italy and other countries in Eu-
rope was that the EU institutions, including the European
Central Bank (ECB), the European Commission, the Council
of Ministers, the European Parliament, and the Member
States themselves would react immediately to shield the re-
gion from the harmful effects of the pandemic. However, the
situation was more complex than that, especially as states at-
tempted to promote their policies and safeguard their na-
tional interests.

During the first phase of the pandemic, i.e. March-April
2020, the lack of unity, solidarity, and cooperation was evi-
dent: the leaders of the Member States proceeded haphazard-
ly by re-establishing national borders and reinforcing re-
strictions on the export of medical equipment with the EU
market. Meanwhile, European institutions have been essen-
tially silent and made missteps. The most striking was by the
ECB President Christine Lagarde, who — referring to calls for
the ECB to cut interest rates to ease borrowing costs for high-
ly indebted eurozone countries — said: “We are not here to
close [bond] spreads, there are other tools and other actors
to deal with these issues” (ECB, 2020).
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These initial and uncoordinated national closures had the
potential to inflict further, perhaps irreversible, damage as
they threatened the very integrity of the single market that
depends on the free flow of goods, services, capital and la-
bour. This conclusion must have been soon reached by Euro-
pean leaders who, not without difficulty, abandoned their ini-
tial hesitations and started working together to mitigate the
effect of the crisis.

The economic response first took the form of a liquidity
injection of over EUR 1 trillion through the ECB’s temporary
asset purchase programme and the suspension of the Stability
and Growth Pact ceilings on deficit, debt and inflation rates.
After much bargaining in the Eurogroup, an agreement was
reached to reform the European Stability Mechanism. An
agreement was also reached to channel EUR 250 billion
through the European Investment Bank and EUR 100 billion
into a new European employment insurance scheme. Most
significantly, the European Council endorsed a EUR 750 bil-
lion EU Next Generation Fund, favouring grants over loans
(Alcaro and Tocci, 2021).

Some have claimed that, in many respects, the COVID-19
crisis seemed to be a replica of the “emergency policy” expe-
rienced during the eurozone crisis, with a clear tendency for
executive policy to benefit national governments and the Eu-
ropean Council (and, to a lesser extent, the Eurogroup)
(White, 2019; Hodson and Puetter, 2019).

Indeed, the challenge for the European institutions has
been insidious, given that economic governance takes place on
different levels: national, the eurozone and the EU as a whole.
The EU has complex institutions that generally need a long
time to make decisions with laborious negotiations and pro-
gress that happens in small steps — precisely the opposite of
what was needed during an acute emergency such as the
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COVID-19 pandemic. However, even though, at the beginning
of the crisis, it seemed that Europe was destined to remain im-
prisoned in a logic of mutual distrust, crossed vetoes and
lengthy procedures, in the end, it proved effective and brought
home fundamental decisions and institutional innovations.

The assessment of the European Council’s work contrasts
those who think that the EU has experienced a “Hamiltonian
moment” foreshadowing the beginning of an economic and
fiscal union long invoked in the EU’s history, and those who
instead believe that only a temporary result was achieved to
cope with the emergency, leaving unresolved questions related
to fiscal integration that will pave the way for more political po-
larisation (Tesche, 2022).

3. Right-wing narratives on the role of the EU as crisis manager

According to the survey coordinated by the Laboratorio Ana-
lisi Politiche e Sociali (LAPS) of the University of Siena in
April 2020, the coronavirus emergency weakened the image
of the EU among Italian citizens, fostering a critical orienta-
tion towards it. As many as 79 per cent of the Italian public
believe that the EU’s efforts to support Italy in coping with
the crisis were inadequate; 73 per cent of the sample believe
that the pandemic has demonstrated the complete failure of
the EU. These data cross the electorates of the different par-
ties, unsurprisingly peaking among voters of the League and
Brothers of Italy, where almost the entire sample expressed a
negative opinion (86 per cent and 92 per cent, respectively)
(Angelucci and Piccolino, 2020).

To analyse what narratives the Italian PRRs proposed dur-
ing the first two years of the pandemic regarding the role
played by the European Union in managing the crisis, a data-

151



The Italian Right Today

base was built with the tweets posted by Matteo Salvini
(@matteosalvinimi), leader of the League, and Giorgia
Meloni (@GiorgiaMeloni), leader of Brothers of Italy, from
January 1, 2020, to December 31, 2021.

The choice to observe how political communication devel-
oped in the digital space is due to the fact that the limitations
imposed by the pandemic on “in-person” interpersonal rela-
tions significantly influenced the evolution of political dis-
course on social networks. It was found that 65 per cent of UN
member states had a leader who addressed the citizenry direct-
ly on Twitter to discuss what was happening during COVID-19
(Haman, 2020). In Italy Twitter recorded +24 per cent of regis-
tered accounts in 2020 (Il Sole 24 Ore, 2020).

Moreover, it should be noted that the digital space seems
to make populist leaders particularly comfortable, enhancing
some of the typical characteristics of this debate. Social media
allows for the creation of a direct relationship with the public,
which goes beyond the circle of loyal voters and personally in-
volves the audience, who are authorised to comment, evaluate
and share the message by spreading it among their contacts.
Thanks to social media, the populist leader can establish an
emotional relationship through simple and fast language,
which sometimes becomes polarising, simplistic and provoca-
tive (Del Lago, 2017).

Tweets were extracted by scraping the Twitter API with the
academictwitteR R package, filtering by keywords and time.
They were manually checked for relevance, and 222 tweets
have been included: 177 by Matteo Salvini and 45 by Giorgia
Meloni.
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A manual qualitative coding software tool (MAXQDA) al-
lowed to perform a framing analysis* based on a validated
coding book, which identified seven coding categories func-
tional to detect framing emergence: claimant, addressee,
problem definition, problem source, policy solution/claim
for change, evaluation of EU action, and justification.

Even before assessing the content of the various tweets col-
lected, it can be observed that the presence of the EU in Gior-
gia Meloni’s digital space within the period under analysis is
substantially marginal, with only 45 relevant tweets over two
years in which COVID-19 was a trending topic almost every day.

The frequency analysis (see Fig. 1 and 2) revealed, with no
surprise, that the PRR leaders’ overall evaluation of the EU’s
role as crisis manager was predominantly negative (78 per
cent of Meloni’s tweets and 84 per cent of Salvini’s tweets
contained an explicit negative assessment).

Referring to European institutions, both leaders mainly
used generic expressions such as “I’Europa” (Europe) or
“‘UE” (the EU) without explicitly identifying the European
institution held responsible for the decision or procedure be-
ing discussed and contested. Another general observation is
that Meloni mainly focused on the issue of protecting the na-
tional interest: 58 per cent of her tweets can be traced back to
this framing category, compared to 33 percent of Salvini’s

* Following Entman’s definition, framing is the process of “selecting and
highlighting some facts of events and issues and making connections
among them so as to promote a particular interpretation, evaluation,
and/or solution”. Frames manifest themselves in specific words, phrases,
symbols, and images that the receiver is familiar with (Entman, 2003).
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tweets. Salvini employed a more diversified range of narra-
tives, including claims on the (in)efficiency of the decisional
process at EU level (27 per cent) and on the (lack of) equi-
ty/solidarity shown by the institutions when taking actions (23
per cent).

Figure 1. Frequency of coding categories - @matteosalvinimi
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Figure 2. Frequency of coding categories - @GiorgiaMeloni
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But let us look at a few tweets (Table 1) that can significantly
exemplify what has been covered so far.

Table 1: Tweets sample from @matteosalvinimi and @GiorgiaMeloni.

Account Date Original English Main coding
tweet translation5 categories

@matteos 16/03/2020 Serve ripensa- We need to PD: Equity -

alvinimi re a questa rethink this National In-

® Translations from the Italian have been made by the author.
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Account Date Original English Main coding
tweet translation5 categories
Unione euro- European Un- terest
pea che ¢ ion that is PS: EU Mem-
“Unione” “Union” when bership
quando serve it benefits CFC: Institu-

a qualcuno e

someone and

tional asset

non ¢ “Unio- is not “Union” E: Negative
ne” quando  when Italyis  J: EU values
ad aver biso-  in need
gno ¢ I'ltalia
@matteos 19/07/2020 Questa Unio- This Europe- PD: Equity —
alvinimi ne europea an Union be- National In-
tradisce il so-  trays the terest
gno dei nostri dream of our PS: The idea
padri, é solo fathers, it is of EU
una banca just an in- CFC:n/a
d’affari dove  vestment bank E: Negative
pochi ci gua-  where few J: Economic
dagnano e gain and effects

molti ci rimet-
tono, I’'Italia
prima di tutti.
Abbiamo pa-
gato piu di
200 miliardi
per avere in-
dietro poco o
niente, men-
tre altri cor-
rono...

many lose out,
Italy first. We
have paid
more than 200
billion to get
back little or
nothing, while
others run...

@matteos 17/02/2021
alvinimi

Se garantisce
salute e lavo-
ro, evviva

I’Europa. Se

If it guaran-
tees health
and jobs, hur-
ray for Eu-

PD: Efficiency
— National In-
terest

PS: EU Mem-
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Account Date Original English Main coding
tweet translation5 categories
impone disoc- rope. If itim- bership
cupazione e  posesunem- CFC:n/a
chiusure, e ployment and E: Negative
sbaglia a ordi- closures, and J: National
nare i vaccini, fail to order identi-
criticarla non  vaccines, criti- ty/sovereignty

€ solo un dirit-
to, ma un do-
vere di ogni
cittadino di
questo Paese.

cising it is not
only a right,
but a duty of
every citizen
of this coun-
try.

@Giorgia 26,/02/2020
Meloni

sul #Coronavi-
rus ennesima
dimostrazione
di un’Europa
assente sulle
grandi que-
stioni e trop-
po presente in
altre non ne-
cessarie in
questa emer-
genza sarebbe
stato ragione-
vole che
I’Europa si
fosse messa a
tavolino per
stabilire un
unico proto-
collo valido
per tutti gli

on the
#Coronavirus
yet another
demonstra-
tion of a Eu-
rope that is
absent on ma-
jor issues and
too present in
other unnec-
essary ones in
this emergen-
cy it would
have been
reasonable for
Europe to
have sat down
to establish a
single proto-
col valid for
all member

PD: Efficiency
— Equity
PS:n/a

CFC: Policy
E: Negative

J: National
identi-

ty/sovereignty
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Account Date Original English Main coding
tweet translation5 categories
Stati membri  states

@Giorgia 28/06/2020
Meloni

L’Europa la-
scia intendere
che se I'Italia
non accedera
al #MES, la
trattativa sul
#recoveryfund
sara piu diffi-
cile.
L’ennesima
conferma che
il MES ¢ in
realta uno
strumento per
controllare la
nostra eco-
nomia. E una
trappola, e
I'Italia non
deve caderci
dentro.

Europe hints
that if Italy
does not join
the #MES, the
#recoveryfund
negotiations
will be more
difficult. Yet
another con-
firmation that
the ESM is ac-
tually a tool to
control our
economy. It is
a trap, and Ita-
ly must not
fall into it.

PD: National
Interest
PS:n/a
CFC: n/a

E: Negative
J: National
identi-

ty/sovereignty
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Account Date Original English Main coding
tweet translation5 categories
@Giorgia 07/03/2021 Multinazionali Multinational PD: Efficiency

Meloni

del farmaco
decidono di
tagliare le
forniture di
vaccini a pro-
pria discre-
zione perché
I’UE ha stipu-
lato contratti
senza clausole
veramente
vincolanti. E
Vergognoso
che nessuno
chieda conto
di questo fal-
limento. Serve
intervenire in
difesa
dell’interesse
nazionale ita-
liano

drug compa- - National In-

nies decide to terest

cut off sup- PS:n/a
plies of vac- CFC:n/a
cines at their  E: Negative

own discretion J: Accountabi-
because the lity
EU has con-
cluded con-

tracts without

truly binding
clauses. It is
shameful that

no one is

holding this
failure to ac-
count. Action

is needed in
defence of Ita-

ly’s national
interest

Source: author’s own elaboration based on original dataset.

Note: the reported coding categories are Problem definition (PD), Problem source
(PS), Claim for change (CFC), Evaluation (E) and Justification (J). Not all categories
are applicable for all tweets. The extensive coding book is available upon request.

The evidence points to some common tendencies, e.g., both
leaders viewed EU action as an unwelcome “interference” of
EU institutions in domestic politics. This reflects the idea that
European integration is (and has always been) criticised by its
opponents as an elite-driven process, dominated by all-
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powerful and obscure European technocrats and bureaucrats,
who are uncontrollable because they could not be punished by
the citizens, or by what populists call “the people” (Pasqui-
nucci, 2022).

In line with the sovereigntist orientations of the two right-
wing parties, the theme of defending the national interest was
very prominent. There are several references to unfair treat-
ment by institutions, which are portrayed as very demanding
in terms of constraints and transfers of money. At the same
time, these institutions would be unwilling to give or — as the
populist leaders said — to give back and share the burden of
the economic and material difficulties of the crisis among the
different Member States.

As for the League, we can see how Salvini denounced the
EU’s slowness, ineffectiveness and lack of solidarity with the Ital-
ians in the first phase of the pandemic. Notably, in his tweet of
July 19, 2020, Salvini referred to an EU that “betrays the dream
of our fathers” by de facto taking a leading role in the definition
of what would be the EU’s founding ideals, which he claimed
were being betrayed by the crisis management choices made by
the EU.

From February 2021, the participation in the Draghi gov-
ernment “without conditions and vetoes” opened to the
League’s “keep one foot in and one foot out of government”
strategy. Salvini was urged to soften his Eurosceptic narrative
(and we see this in the tweet of 17/02/2021) while at the
same time trying to maintain a diffident and critical attitude.
At the beginning of 2021, a series of tweets alluded to the im-
portance of having President Draghi as a strong interlocutor
at the European bargaining table and to the fact that the
Prime Minister’s credibility in European “circles” was instru-
mental in having Italy and its interests respected within the
crisis management framework, hence the need to support his
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executive®. At the same time, Salvini tried to position himself
as a responsible leader; by siding with the government, criti-
cism was often shifted to the EU, accused of starting a trade
war against Italy and being deaf to the concerns of Italians.

As we have already pointed out, Meloni focused mainly on
domestic affairs and crisis management from a strictly nation-
al perspective, relegating European institutions to absolute
second place. Meloni’s criticisms appear more circumstantial
than Salvini’s and focus on specific actions, such as the ESM,
which are seen as a potential threat to Italy’s sovereignty. Crit-
icism is levelled at the uselessness of “procedural red tape”,
and the finger is also pointed at some Member States (Ger-
many and France) accused of “excessive power” to the detri-
ment of Italy”.

In contrast to the League, Brothers of Italy decided not to
support Draghi’s cabinet, remaining the only opposition par-
ty. This position allowed FdI to present itself as the only faith-
ful bulwark of Italians’ interests and to emerge as the only

% See for example @matteosalvinimi on 27/04/2021: “Draghi ¢ la persona giu-
sta al posto giusto: stiamo aiutando il Paese a uscire da una guerra. Con la sua au-
torevolezza se chiama in Europa, rispondono. A Conte melterebbero la segreteria tele-
fonica” [Draghi is the right person in the right place: we are helping the
country out of a war. With his authority if he calls in Europe, they answer.
Conte would get an answering machine...]

7 See for example @GiorgiaMeloni on 17/03/2020: “Lemergenza #coronavi-
rus poteva essere per U#Europa Uoccasione di dimostrare che ¢’¢ ed esiste, ma si € rive-
lata solo l'ennesima occasione per Francia e Germania per provare a spolpare Ultalia.
Europa dove sei?” [The #coronavirus emergency could have been an oppor-
tunity for #Europe to show that it is there and that it exists, but it turned
out to be just another chance for France and Germany to try to plunder
Italy. Europe where are your].
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“reactive” party. This choice certainly made the party much
more visible in the eyes of the voters and may partially justify
its great success in the early elections of 2022.

4. Conclusion

Italy’s path from a Europhile EU member to a Eurosceptic
state is not surprising. The heavy commitments and sacrifices
that Italy initially undertook to join the ambitious European
integration project have put its capabilities to the test. What
made everything more difficult was the impact of the global fi-
nancial crisis of the 2000s, with long-lasting damage to Italy.
This was compounded by the EU’s uncoordinated response to
migration across the Mediterranean and Italy’s inability to
manage this exodus alone. Additionally, the tragic impact of
the Coronavirus pandemic in Italy and, once again, the failure
— at least initially — of EU solidarity. The Eurosceptic political
orientation emerged from a changed economic and social
landscape that pushed many Italians to question the viability
and value of EU membership (Brunazzo and Mascitelli, 2021).
As expected, the right-wing parties exploited the govern-
ment’s difficulties in dealing with the COVID-19 crisis by ac-
cusing it of responding too late, too slowly or without the
necessary force. At the same time, we have seen that these
parties lashed out at the containment measures they consid-
ered undemocratic and unconstitutional when the govern-
ments adopted them. A trend that seems to have united the
right-wing populist parties, whether they were in government
or opposition, is Euroscepticism, as we have also seen in the
Italian case. This Eurosceptic discourse combines nativism
and populism and accuses the EU of misusing the pandemic
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to undermine national sovereignty and push through new su-
pranational measures (Wondreys and Mudde, 2022).
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