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The Meloni Government and “External 
Constraints”: International Institutions as 
Facilitators of Radical-Right Governance 
VALERIO ALFONSO BRUNO1 AND ENRICO FASSI2 

Abstract. Much of existing scholarship treats organisations such as the 
European Union (EU) and NATO as “external constraints” that moderate 
populist radical-right parties (PRRPs), even as recent contributions have 
begun to question this assumption. We argue that this expectation rests on 
increasingly fragile assumptions about the coherence of supranational 
institutions and the persistence of a shared liberal-democratic consensus. This 
chapter examines when and how international institutions cease to constrain 
and begin to facilitate radical-right governance, specifically when the 
normative coherence of supranational institutions erodes and when radical-
right actors command sufficient credibility to engage institutionally rather 
than contest from outside. Empirically, we develop a theory-building case 
study of Italy under Giorgia Meloni’s government (2022 onwards). We show 
how a strategy of pragmatic ambivalence, combining international 
conformity with domestic radicalism, enables the use of EU frameworks to 
consolidate and diffuse illiberal policies. Migration policy, and in particular 
the “Albania model” and its endorsement at the European level, provides the 
clearest empirical illustration, while parallel developments within the EU and 
NATO indicate that this transformation extends beyond the Italian case. 
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1. Introduction 

Governments pursuing radical political agendas are rarely 
unconstrained. A large body of scholarship has demonstrated 
how, especially in democratic countries, domestic institutions 
such as courts, constitutional frameworks, and checks and 
balances can limit the scope of illiberal governance. External 
constraints, particularly those exercised by supranational 
organisations such as the European Union (EU) and the 
North-Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), have been widely 
understood as reinforcing these dynamics by disciplining 
governments and incentivising compliance with liberal-
democratic norms (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 2004). 
Within this perspective, these external constraints (“vincolo 
esterno” in the specific connotation of the Italian case) have 
been interpreted as a stabilising force capable of moderating 
the behaviour of populist radical-right parties once in office 
(Diodato, 2014; Diodato and Marchetti, 2023). 

This article argues that this assumption no longer holds. 
Recent developments across Europe reveal a pattern that 
existing theories struggle to account for. Populist radical-right 
parties in government increasingly comply with the formal 
requirements of EU and NATO membership while 
simultaneously pursuing domestically illiberal agendas 
(Mudde, 2017; Pirro, 2023). At the same time, policy 
innovations initially advanced by these actors, particularly in 
the field of migration, are not merely tolerated but 
progressively legitimised and diffused at the European level 
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(Meunier and Vachudova, 2018; Rivera Escartin, 2020). 
External constraints do not simply fail to moderate. Under 
specific conditions, namely the erosion of normative consensus 
within supranational institutions and the adoption of formal 
compliance strategies by radical-right governments, they 
actively enable. 

This article explains when and how this shift occurs, and 
under what conditions it can be reversed. We argue that the 
moderating effect traditionally attributed to supranational 
institutions depends on a set of background conditions, 
including the coherence of their normative architecture and 
the persistence of a shared liberal-democratic consensus 
among member states (Meunier and Vachudova, 2018). As 
these conditions erode, external constraints are transformed. 
Rather than disciplining governments through conditionality 
and socialisation, they become resources that can be 
strategically instrumentalised by radical-right actors to 
consolidate domestic power and project their preferences 
beyond the national level. 

To theorise this transformation, we introduce the concept 
of the “external facilitator”. We conceptualise a three-stage 
process through which international institutions evolve from 
external constraint to contested constraint and ultimately to 
external facilitator. This transformation is driven by three 
mechanisms, namely i) pragmatic adaptation, ii) legitimation, 
and iii) policy projection. Together, these mechanisms 
underpin a process that we define as reverse Europeanisation, 
through which domestic radical-right preferences are 
uploaded onto the supranational arena, reshaping both policy 
outputs and normative boundaries. 

We develop this argument through an in-depth case study 
of Italy under Giorgia Meloni’s government from 2022 
onwards. Italy represents a most likely case for the operation of 



Hybrid Italy 

86 

the vincolo esterno, and by the same logic a least likely case for 
the argument advanced here, given its long-standing reliance 
on external constraints as a disciplining device (Diodato and 
Marchetti, 2023). A successful demonstration of external 
facilitation in this least likely case constitutes particularly 
strong inferential leverage for the argument. We show how the 
Meloni government combines international conformity with 
domestic radicalism, a governing formula that can be defined 
as pragmatic ambivalence, and how this strategy enables the 
systematic instrumentalisation of EU frameworks, particularly 
in migration policy. We further illustrate how these dynamics 
extend beyond the national level, contributing to shifts within 
EU institutions and interacting with the changing role of 
NATO in a context marked by the erosion of its liberal-
democratic anchoring function (Lucarelli, 2020; Parsi, 2021). 

This chapter makes three contributions. First, it analyses 
Giorgia’s Meloni’s government providing a theoretically 
grounded account of contemporary radical-right governance 
that highlights the strategic interaction between domestic and 
international arenas. Second, it advances the literature on 
Europeanisation by identifying a reverse dynamic through 
which domestic (radical) preferences are projected onto the 
EU level. Third, it reconceptualises the role of international 
institutions in processes of democratic backsliding, showing 
that they may operate not only as constraints but also as 
enablers of illiberal governance. 

2. Methodology and Theoretical Framework 

The chapter develops a theory-building, single-case study 
designed to explain the conditions under which external 
constraints cease to moderate and begin to facilitate radical-
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right governance. The empirical analysis focuses on Italy under 
Giorgia Meloni’s government from 2022 onwards. As argued in 
the Introduction, Italy is best understood as a least likely case for 
the argument advanced here: precisely because external 
constraints are expected to be strongest there (Diodato and 
Marchetti, 2023), demonstrating their transformation in this 
context provides strong inferential leverage. Moreover, Fratelli 
d’Italia, by far the largest party within the governing coalition 
and the one holding the premiership, derives from a post-fascist 
radical right tradition and represents the first party of this kind 
to exercise stable leadership in a “major” EU member state, 
thereby providing a useful case for assessing potential analogous 
developments in countries such as France or Germany. 

Conceptually, the article engages with the literature on the 
Populist Radical Right while situating it within the broader 
category of the Far Right (Mudde, 2017; Pirro, 2023). The 
Populist Radical Right is defined by nativism, authoritarianism, 
and illiberalism, whereas the Far Right captures a wider 
spectrum of actors characterised by nationalism and the 
rejection of liberal democratic norms, including more extreme 
and anti-democratic variants (Jupskås and Leidig, 2020; Mudde, 
2004; Mudde, 2021; Palano, 2022a; Weyland, 2017). This 
distinction allows us to account for both ideological continuity 
and internal differentiation within the political space under 
examination. Fratelli d’Italia occupies a position at the 
boundary between the two categories: its organisational lineage 
in post-fascism (Broder, 2023; Bruno and Downes, 2023; Vampa, 
2023) places it at the harder end of the radical-right spectrum, 
while its governing behaviour since 2022 reflects the strategic 
moderation associated with PRRPs more broadly (Baldini, 
2024). For the purposes of this article, the “external facilitator” 
argument applies specifically to actors that combine ideological 
radicalism with institutional engagement, a configuration 
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characteristic of PRRPs rather than of the extreme or anti-system 
right. 

The analysis builds on the literature on democratic 
backsliding and Europeanisation, which has highlighted the 
growing contestation of liberal norms within the EU and the 
increasing role of illiberal actors in shaping supranational 
outcomes (Campati, 2022a; Campati, 2024; Meunier and 
Vachudova, 2018; Rivera Escartin, 2020). While this literature 
has identified important dynamics of norm erosion and 
informal Europeanisation, it continues to treat international 
institutions primarily as constraints. This article departs from 
that assumption by theorising the conditions under which 
these institutions may instead enable illiberal governance 
(Kelemen, 2021). 

We conceptualise a three-stage transformation of 
international institutions. In the first stage, external constraint, 
supranational institutions operate through conditionality and 
socialisation, incentivising compliance with liberal-democratic 
norms (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 2004). In the second 
stage, contested constraint, formal rules remain in place but 
their enforcement becomes selective, allowing for a decoupling 
between formal compliance and domestic practice (Meunier 
and Vachudova, 2018). In the third stage, external facilitator, 
supranational frameworks are no longer primarily constraining 
but become resources that can be strategically instrumentalised 
by radical-right actors. As mentioned, this transformation is 
driven by three mechanisms. First, pragmatic adaptation refers 
to the strategic alignment of governments with supranational 
expectations at the formal level, without corresponding norm 
internalisation. Second, legitimation captures the process 
through which supranational endorsement or tolerance 
validates domestic illiberal policies. Third, policy projection 
describes the upward transfer of domestic policy preferences to 
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the supranational level, contributing to the redefinition of 
common policy frameworks. Together, these mechanisms 
constitute a process that we define as reverse Europeanisation. 
While the term “reverse Europeanisation” has been used in the 
broader Europeanisation literature to describe the bottom-up 
uploading of domestic preferences to the EU level, we employ it 
here in a more specific sense: to capture the illiberal content of 
the preferences uploaded, the radical-right identity of the actors 
driving them, and the structural erosion of normative consensus 
that makes the upload possible. This usage is therefore 
analytically distinct from standard accounts of preference 
uploading associated with conventional Europeanisation 
processes in liberal or technocratic contexts (Moravcsik, 1993). 
The transition to “external facilitator” is conditioned on three 
structural prerequisites: (i) declining normative coherence 
within the supranational institution; (ii) the presence of radical-
right actors in government who adopt strategies of formal 
compliance rather than open contestation; and (iii) the 
availability of institutional frameworks amenable to 
reinterpretation. Where these conditions are absent, for 
instance where normative consensus remains strong or where 
radical-right actors choose confrontation over accommodation, 
the constraint function is expected to persist. The Orbán case, 
examined in Section 5, illustrates the latter. 

The Italian case allows us to trace these mechanisms 
empirically across key policy domains, particularly migration, 
and to observe their interaction with broader shifts within the 
EU and NATO. While the analysis focuses on a single case, the 
framework is generalisable to other contexts in which radical-
right actors operate within, rather than against, supranational 
institutional structures. 
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3. The Meloni Government: Pragmatic Ambivalence in Practice 

Many populist radical-right parties in Western Europe have 
exhibited at least partial moderation once in government, 
though the degree and durability of such moderation vary 
considerably across cases (Albertazzi and McDonnell, 2015; 
Capaul and Ewert, 2021; Wondreys and Mudde, 2022). The 
Italian case appears, at first glance, to conform to this pattern. 
Before the 2022 elections, the steady rise of Fratelli d’Italia in 
opinion polls foreshadowed the possible formation of the most 
right-wing governing coalition in the history of the Italian 
Republic, and thus raised concerns about Italy’s domestic 
policies and its international positioning, especially in relation 
to the EU and NATO. 

Following the elections, Fratelli d’Italia adopted a more 
pragmatic stance towards the EU, both to strengthen its 
influence within European institutions and to ensure the 
effective management of NextGenerationEU funds (Albertazzi 
and Zulianello, 2022; Baldini, 2024, p. 408). The governing 
coalition reflects this logic. It brings together two populist 
radical-right parties, Fratelli d’Italia and Matteo Salvini’s Lega, 
alongside the more moderate Forza Italia, affiliated with the 
European People’s Party. While often described as centre-
right, we characterise the coalition as radical right, given the 
electoral and ideological dominance of Fratelli d’Italia within 
it and the party’s programmatic priorities since entering 
government (Albertazzi, Bonansinga and Zulianello, 2021; 
Bruno, 2022; Bruno and Morini, 2026; Baldini, 2024; Vampa, 
2023; Vassallo and Vignati, 2022; Verbeek and Zaslove, 2015). 

At the international level, the government’s behaviour is 
consistent with the moderation thesis. The transition from the 
Draghi to the Meloni government took place without mayor 
shifts in Italy’s foreign policy, or significant changes in Italy’s 
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formal commitments within the EU and NATO. Notably, Italy’s 
position on the war in Ukraine remained broadly aligned with 
that of its allies, notwithstanding internal tensions within the 
coalition (Cozzolino and Giannone, 2021; Giannone and 
Cozzolino, 2023). More generally, the government has 
maintained a strategy of alignment with European and 
transatlantic partners, reflected in improved relations with the 
European Commission and in the promotion of initiatives 
framed as compatible with European priorities (Bruno and 
Fazio, 2023; Coticchia and Catanzaro, 2022). 

This pattern illustrates what we define as pragmatic 
adaptation. The government aligns with 
international/supranational expectations at the formal level, 
thereby preserving credibility and access to institutional 
resources, without necessarily internalising the underlying 
liberal-democratic norms. Moderation, in this sense, is not an 
outcome but a strategy. We distinguish the two empirically by 
examining the divergence between external and domestic 
policy trajectories: genuine moderation would produce 
convergence across both arenas, whereas strategic moderation 
produces alignment externally and radicalisation domestically, 
which is precisely the pattern observed in the Italian case. 

At the domestic level, a series of measures adopted since 
2022 point indeed towards a more radical and illiberal agenda. 
These include restrictions on the Reddito di Cittadinanza 
welfare scheme (Decree-Law 48/2023), limitations on NGO 
rescue operations at sea (Decree-Law 1/2023, the so-called 
“Decreto ONG”), the constitutional reform separating the 
careers of judges and prosecutors (approved by Parliament in 
2024, but rejected by a referendum in March 2026) – unfolding 
in a context of escalating tensions with the judiciary, and new 
security legislation expanding state authority in the 
management of protests and public order (Law 104/2023, the 
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so-called “Decreto Sicurezza”). Additional initiatives further 
indicate a broader attempt to reshape institutional balances. 
The proposed constitutional reform introducing the direct 
election of the Prime Minister (“premierato”) was advanced 
but stalled in parliamentary committee, while the 
Differentiated Autonomy Law (Legge Calderoli, Law 86/2024) 
was substantially curtailed by the Constitutional Court (ruling 
no. 192/2024), a reminder that domestic institutional 
resistance remains a real countervailing force (Albertazzi and 
Vampa, 2024; Bull and Polverari, 2025; Campati, 2022b). In 
addition, the Meloni government exhibits features associated 
with the radical right particularly in the cultural and security 
domains. It promotes traditional family values and adopts 
restrictive positions on civil rights (e.g. limits on the 
recognition of children of same-sex couples, restrictions on 
surrogacy), especially regarding LGBTQ+ issues. These 
policies are reinforced by nationalist and identity-based 
rhetoric (e.g. references to “ethnic replacement,” initiatives 
defending the Italian language), framing politics around the 
defense of the nation, cultural homogeneity, and opposition to 
globalization and immigration. 

This divergence between international alignment and 
domestic radicalisation is not contradictory. It reflects a 
coherent governing strategy that we define as pragmatic 
ambivalence. International moderation and domestic 
radicalism operate as complementary dimensions of the same 
political logic. External constraints are not resisted but 
accommodated at the formal level, allowing governments to 
secure legitimacy, resources, and room for manoeuvre, while 
pursuing more contentious agendas domestically. 

Crucially, this configuration creates the conditions for the 
transformation of external constraints into facilitators. Formal 
compliance with EU and NATO frameworks, as well as foreign 
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policy alignment with the main partners enhances the credibility 
of the government, reduces the likelihood of external sanction, 
and provides a source of legitimation for domestic policies in 
line with the logic of “two levels game” (Putnam, 1988). At the 
same time, it enables the strategic use of supranational 
frameworks as instruments of policy justification and projection. 
Italy thus provides a clear empirical illustration of the transition 
from external constraint to contested constraint. The “vincolo 
esterno” continues to operate, but its effects are increasingly 
limited to the international dimension, while domestic 
trajectories diverge. This decoupling between formal (external) 
alignment and substantive (domestic) practice is precisely what 
makes possible the subsequent shift towards external 
facilitation, which we examine in the following sections. 

4. Migration Policy as a Platform: The Albania Model and 
Reverse Europeanisation in Practice 

Migration policy provides the most analytically revealing 
empirical case for the argument developed in this article. It is 
in this domain that the three mechanisms of reverse 
Europeanisation, namely pragmatic adaptation, legitimation, 
and policy projection, can be most clearly observed, and where 
the transformation of the EU from external constraint to 
external facilitator is most advanced. The Italian case shows not 
only that supranational institutions fail to constrain radical-
right governance, but that they can actively enable and diffuse 
it. 
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Pragmatic adaptation and selective accommodation 

The starting point of this process lies in the domestic 
consolidation of a restrictive migration agenda combined with 
continued formal alignment with EU frameworks. Upon 
entering office in October 2022, the Meloni government faced 
a sharp increase in irregular arrivals, with sea arrivals reaching 
157,651 in 2023 (Geddes and Hadj-Abdou, 2023); arrivals 
subsequently declined to approximately 65,600 in 2024, a trend 
that underscores the contingent, rather than structural, nature 
of migration pressure. The government responded through a 
series of decree-laws that restricted legal pathways, curtailed 
NGO rescue operations, and expanded the use of accelerated 
border procedures. 

These measures generated significant legal and political 
contestation at the domestic level, including repeated rulings 
by Italian courts that questioned their compatibility with both 
constitutional provisions and EU asylum law (Antoniazzi, 2024; 
Amnesty International, 2024). However, this contestation was 
not matched at the supranational level. European Union 
institutions did not intervene as effective constraints. Instead, 
they tolerated and accommodated these measures, thereby 
allowing a decoupling between formal compliance and 
domestic practice. This configuration illustrates the 
mechanism of pragmatic adaptation. The Italian government 
maintained formal alignment with European Union norms 
while pursuing policies that stretched or reinterpreted their 
substantive content. In doing so, it preserved its position within 
the European framework while expanding its room for 
manoeuvre domestically. 
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Legitimation and the Albania model 

The second mechanism, legitimation, becomes visible with the 
Italy–Albania Protocol of November 2023. The agreement 
established Italian-managed facilities on Albanian territory for 
the processing of asylum claims under Italian jurisdiction (De 
Leo and Celoria, 2024). Rather than presenting the initiative 
as a departure from EU law, or as an open challenge to the 
European approach, echoing the rhetoric of Fratelli d’Italia 
during its time as a small opposition party, the Italian 
government framed it as an extension of European legal 
frameworks beyond the Union’s borders. This shift was 
accompanied by a corresponding shift in communication, with 
greater visibility given to joint initiatives involving Meloni and 
von der Leyen, such as the “Team Europe” missions to Tunisia 
(June 2023), the EU–Tunisia Memorandum of Understanding 
(July 2023), and their coordinated response to the Lampedusa 
migration crisis (joint visit in September 2023) (Echeverria, 
Finotelli 2024, 241-242). 

This framing was reinforced by the reaction of EU 
institutions. European Commission President Ursula von der 
Leyen publicly endorsed the initiative, and the European 
Commission formally concluded that the Protocol fell outside, 
rather than in violation of, European Union law, on the grounds 
that it operates under Italian rather than EU jurisdiction (CEPS, 
2023). This distinction, while formally narrow, had significant 
political implications. It signalled that the initiative was 
compatible with the broader direction of European policy. This 
is a clear instance of legitimation. European Union 
endorsement provided political validation for a policy that had 
originated at the national level and that significantly expanded 
the logic of externalisation. The effect was not merely to tolerate 
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the Italian approach, but to normalise it within the European 
policy space. 

Policy projection and diffusion at the European level 

The third mechanism, policy projection, is observable in the 
subsequent diffusion of the Italian model. Following the 
Albania agreement, other member states began exploring 
similar arrangements, and externalisation became a central 
component of migration debates in countries such as 
Germany. More broadly, Italian policy preferences were 
progressively incorporated into the EU’s external migration 
agenda. This dynamic is particularly evident in the interaction 
between the Italian approach and the New Pact on Migration 
and Asylum adopted in 2024. The Pact expanded the use of 
safe third country concepts and strengthened the external 
dimension of migration policy, promoting cooperation with 
third countries on returns and border control. Rather than 
constraining national initiatives such as the Albania model, it 
generalised their underlying logic (Migration Policy Group, 
2024; Arnoux Bellavitsa and Ripoll Servent, 2025). Italy’s role 
in this process was active rather than passive: the Meloni 
government consistently advanced externalisation proposals in 
the European Council: Prime Minister Meloni co-signed joint 
letters to the Commission in favour of external processing in 
June and September 2023, organized ad hoc informal 
meetings with EU leaders to talk about ‘innovative solutions’, 
and Italian officials participated centrally in the final 
negotiating rounds of the Pact (Morucci, 2024). 

A similar pattern can be observed in the Italy–Africa strategy 
known as the Piano Mattei. Launched in 2024 and 
subsequently embedded within the EU’s Global Gateway 
framework, the plan links development cooperation and 
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migration control, reinforcing the externalisation approach. 
The incorporation of this strategy into European Union 
funding instruments further illustrates how national policy 
preferences are projected onto the supranational level. 

Contestation, limits, and adaptive responses 

The trajectory of the Albania model also highlights the limits 
and contestation of this process. In practice, the facilities 
established in Albania have been used only minimally, with 
Italian courts repeatedly ordering the return of transferred 
migrants to Italy (ECFR, 2025). The Court of Justice of the EU 
further constrained the legal basis of the model in its 2025 ruling 
on safe country designations. However, these constraints do not 
invalidate the argument. Rather, they demonstrate that the 
transformation from constraint to facilitator is neither linear 
nor uncontested. What matters is not the operational success of 
the policy, but its political and normative effects. The Albania 
model contributed to redefining what is considered acceptable 
within European migration policy and positioned Italy as an 
agenda-setter at the European level: at least six EU member 
states, including Germany, the Netherlands, and Denmark, 
announced or explored comparable externalisation 
arrangements in 2024, and the Commission’s 2025 proposal to 
amend the Asylum Procedures Regulation explicitly cited the 
need to accommodate approaches akin to the Albania model 
(ECFR, 2025). Importantly, the response to legal constraints has 
not been retrenchment but adaptation. Italian authorities have 
adjusted the use of the Albanian facilities, while European 
Union institutions have explored regulatory changes to 
accommodate similar approaches, including proposals to revise 
the application of safe country concepts (EU Law Analysis, 2026; 
Arnoux Bellavitsa and Ripoll Servent, 2025). This iterative 



Hybrid Italy 

98 

process further reinforces the dynamic of reverse 
Europeanisation. 

From “constraint” to “facilitator” 

Taken together, these developments illustrate the full sequence 
of mechanisms identified in the theoretical framework. 
Pragmatic adaptation enables governments to remain within the 
European institutional framework while pursuing 
radicaldomestic policies. Legitimation by supranational actors 
validates these policies and reduces their political costs. Policy 
projection then allows these preferences to be uploaded to the 
European level, reshaping common policy frameworks. In this 
sense, migration policy provides a clear empirical 
demonstration of the transition from external constraint to 
external facilitator. The EU does not simply fail to constrain 
radical-right governance. It becomes part of the process through 
which such governance is normalised, diffused, and, ultimately, 
institutionalised. 

5. The European Union: Shifting Equilibria? 

The transformation of external constraints into facilitators is 
not only observable at the level of national policy, but is also 
rooted in broader changes within the EU’s political and 
institutional equilibrium. The 2024 European Parliament 
elections provide a critical juncture for understanding these 
dynamics. 

While pre-election expectations pointed to a potential 
breakthrough of far-right forces, the results were more 
nuanced. The three mainstream pro-European groups, the 
European People’s Party, the Socialists and Democrats, and 
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Renew Europe, retained a combined majority. At the same 
time, however, the radical and far right reached an 
unprecedented level of representation, with 187 Members of 
the European Parliament, corresponding to approximately 26 
per cent of the assembly (Mudde, 2024). This expansion did 
not translate into full cohesion, as far-right actors remained 
fragmented across multiple groups, including the European 
Conservatives and Reformists, Patriots for Europe, and the 
Europe of Sovereign Nations. The significance of these 
developments lies less in immediate institutional control than 
in their structural and normative effects. 

The growing presence of radical-right actors within 
European institutions contributes to redefining the boundaries 
of what is considered legitimate within the European policy 
space. This shift operates not through overt institutional 
rupture, but through gradual normalisation and 
accommodation (Leidig, 2020; Mondon and Winter, 2020a; 
Mondon and Winter, 2020b). Within the EP specifically, this 
dynamic is visible in voting patterns on migration, rule of law, 
and fundamental rights, where the expanded far-right presence 
has altered coalition arithmetic for the centre-right majority 
(Mudde, 2024; Hadfield and Demir, 2024). At the level of 
Council dynamics and interstate bargaining, the perspective of 
liberal intergovernmentalism illustrates how European 
integration reflects the aggregation of member state 
preferences shaped by domestic political process (Moravcsik, 
1993). As Meunier and Vachudova (2018) argue, the rise of 
illiberal actors across member states alters these preferences, 
shifting contestation from policy choices to the underlying 
normative foundations of the European project. The result is an 
increasingly fragmented normative environment in which 
liberal-democratic consensus can no longer be taken for granted 
(Palano, 2020). 
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This erosion of consensus has two key implications for the 
argument advanced in this article. First, it weakens the capacity 
of the EU to act as a coherent source of external constraint. 
Conditionality becomes more difficult to enforce in a context 
where member states themselves diverge on core normative 
commitments. Second, it creates opportunities for radical-
right actors to exercise influence from within institutions, 
rather than merely contesting them from the outside. These 
dynamics are particularly visible in the field of migration 
policy. As discussed in the previous section, the Italian 
approach to migration has received not only tolerance but 
active political support from EU institutions. This support 
reflects a broader convergence among member states around 
more restrictive and externalised approaches to migration 
governance. In this context, the preferences of radical-right 
actors are no longer marginal but increasingly central to policy 
formation. 

Beyond vertical dynamics between member states and 
institutions, horizontal interactions between governments also 
play a crucial role. As highlighted by Rivera Escartin (2020), 
processes of informal and illiberal Europeanisation enable 
governments to project their preferences onto the European 
level through networks of like-minded actors. Rather than 
withdrawing from the EU, these governments seek to reshape 
it from within, aligning supranational outcomes with their 
domestic agendas. This combination of vertical and horizontal 
dynamics contributes to the transition from contested 
constraint to external facilitator. The EU does not cease to 
function as an institutional framework, nor does it abandon its 
formal commitment to liberal-democratic norms. However, 
the internal balance of power shifts in ways that make it 
increasingly receptive to illiberal preferences. In this context, 
radical-right actors can operate as legitimate agenda-setters, 
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influencing both the content and direction of European 
policies. 

The result is a structural transformation of the European 
Union’s role. Instead of acting primarily as a constraint on 
national governments, it becomes a site through which 
domestic political dynamics are aggregated, normalised, and 
projected. This transformation is central to the process of 
reverse Europeanisation identified in this article, and provides 
the broader institutional context within which national cases 
such as Italy can be understood. 

Table 1 – European Parliament elections, figures at constitutive session. 
2019: 748 MEPs (pre-Brexit, UK included). 2024: 720 MEPs. Far-right 

groups in italics. Source: European Parliament official results 

Group Orientation 2019 2024 Change 
Share 
2024 

EPP 
European 
People’s 

Party 

Centre-right 182 188 +6 26.1% 

S&D 
Socialists and 
Democrats 

Centre-left 154 136 −18 18.9% 

Renew 
Europe 

Liberal / 
centrist 

Liberal 
centre 

108 77 −31 10.7% 

PfE 
Patriots for 

Europe 
Far right 

73 
(as ID) 

84 +11 11.7% 
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Group Orientation 2019 2024 Change 
Share 
2024 

(successor to 
ID) 

ECR 
European 

Conservatives 
& Reformists 

Radical right 62 78 +16 10.8% 

Greens / 
EFA 

Greens / 
European 

Free 
Alliance 

Green /  
regionalist 

74 53 −21 7.4% 

The Left 
(GUE/NGL) 

United 
European 

Left 

Left 41 46 +5 6.4% 

ESN 
Europe of 
Sovereign 

Nations (new 
2024) 

Far right / 
nationalist 

, 25 new 3.5% 

NI 
Non- 

attached 
members 

Mixed / 
unaffiliated 

54 33 −21 4.6% 
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Group Orientation 2019 2024 Change 
Share 
2024 

Total seats 
748 

(incl. UK) 
720 ,  

Far right total 
(PfE + ECR + ESN) 

135 
(ID+ECR) 

187 +52 26% 

 
The Italian governing coalition provides a salient case study of 
these broader dynamics. As Table 1 illustrates, the 2024 
European Parliament elections confirmed a significant 
rightward shift, with the three far-right groups, Patriots for 
Europe, the European Conservatives and Reformists, and the 
Europe of Sovereign Nations, securing a combined 187 seats, 
approximately 26 per cent of the Parliament, a historic high. At 
the same time, this expansion has been accompanied by 
persistent fragmentation. Rather than consolidating into a 
unified bloc, the far right remains divided across competing 
groupings that differ in their ideological profiles, their strategic 
orientations towards European institutions, and their 
relationships with the mainstream centre-right, particularly the 
European People’s Party. 

This combination of expansion and fragmentation is 
analytically significant. The increasing presence of radical-
right actors within European institutions contributes to the 
normalisation of their policy preferences, while fragmentation 
prevents direct institutional capture. The result is a 
configuration in which influence is exercised not through 
dominance, but through selective alignment with mainstream 
actors. In particular, the consolidation of the European 
People’s Party as the largest group, combined with the 
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electoral decline of liberal and green forces, creates incentives 
for strategic interaction between the centre-right and segments 
of the radical right. 

Within this context, two distinct models of far-right 
influence can be identified, associated respectively with 
Giorgia Meloni and Viktor Orbán (Bruno and Morini, 2026). 
The Orbán model is characterised by open contestation of 
supranational institutions, an explicit commitment to illiberal 
democracy, and a strategy of confrontation that positions the 
EU as an external constraint to be resisted. By contrast, the 
Meloni model is based on engagement from within. It 
combines ideological continuity with strategic moderation at 
the international level, allowing radical-right actors to operate 
as credible partners within European institutional settings 

This distinction is central to the argument advanced in this 
article. The transformation of external constraints into 
facilitators does not occur under conditions of open 
confrontation, but through processes of accommodation and 
alignment. The Meloni model illustrates how radical-right 
actors can leverage supranational frameworks to enhance their 
legitimacy and expand their influence, while avoiding the costs 
associated with direct institutional conflict. In a fragmented 
far-right landscape, this strategy may prove more effective than 
confrontational sovereignism, as it enables agenda-setting and 
policy projection within, rather than against, the EU. 
Preliminary evidence of the model’s replicability emerges from 
comparable strategic pivots by other PRRPs: Marine Le Pen’s 
Rassemblement National has progressively abandoned Frexit 
rhetoric in favour of EU reform from within, while in the 
Netherlands the PVV-led coalition under Wilders has engaged 
with EU institutions rather than pursuing confrontation. 
Whether these cases constitute genuine instances of the 
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Meloni model or merely tactical repositioning remains a 
question for future comparative research. 

6. A Trump’s Effect? NATO, the United States and the Radical Right 

The transformation of external “constraints” into “facilitators” 
is not limited to the EU. It also extends to the transatlantic 
dimension, where changes in the role of the United States and 
the internal dynamics of NATO have altered the Alliance’s 
capacity to function as a liberal-democratic anchor. 
Historically, NATO has been interpreted not only as a military 
alliance but also as a political community grounded in shared 
liberal-democratic norms (Lucarelli, 2020; Parsi, 2021). 
During and after the Cold War, membership and enlargement 
were formally linked to democratic standards, contributing to 
the consolidation of the broader Liberal International Order 
(Ikenberry, 2018). Although this role has always been uneven 
(Poast and Chinchilla, 2020; Rubinson, 2021), it has 
nonetheless underpinned the expectation that NATO could 
act as an external constraint on illiberal political trajectories 
among its members. 

This expectation has become increasingly difficult to 
sustain. The election of Donald Trump in 2016 and, more 
decisively, the developments associated with his second term 
have contributed to a weakening of NATO’s normative 
foundations. While the first Trump administration did not 
fundamentally alter the Alliance’s institutional functioning 
(Carati and Locatelli, 2023; Locatelli and Carati, 2023), it 
introduced a significant shift in its normative environment. 
The public legitimation of authoritarian leaders and the 
erosion of democratic norms within the United States itself 
reduced the credibility of NATO as a community of liberal 
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democracies (Carothers, 2017; Fassi, 2021; Fassi and Zotti, 
2018; Ikenberry, 2018). 

These trends have intensified in the context of Trump’s 
second presidency. The domestic trajectory of the United States, 
characterised by increasing pressure on institutional checks and 
balances and a more confrontational approach to liberal-
democratic norms, has projected a powerful signal at the 
international level. At the same time, shifts in foreign policy, 
particularly with regard to Russia and the war in Ukraine, have 
further undermined the perception of NATO as a cohesive and 
normatively anchored alliance. The implications for NATO’s 
role as an external constraint are significant. As the normative 
coherence of the Alliance weakens, its capacity to exert pressure 
on member states in defence of liberal-democratic standards 
diminishes. In parallel, the growing emphasis on burden-
sharing and defence spending, exemplified by the adoption of 
a new 5 per cent GDP target at the 2025 Hague Summit, reflects 
a shift towards a more transactional and security-driven 
conception of the Alliance. While this shift may reinforce 
NATO’s military dimension, it further sidelines its normative 
function. 

This transformation creates a structural environment that is 
more permissive for radical-right actors. For Italy specifically, 
the shift in NATO’s normative environment has had 
measurable implications. The Meloni government increased 
defence spending towards the 2% GDP target, signalling 
transatlantic credibility, while simultaneously maintaining 
ambivalent positions on Ukraine aid, reflecting internal 
coalition pressures from Lega’s historically pro-Russian 
sympathies (Fasola and Lucarelli, 2024; Isernia, Martini and 
Cozzi-Fucile, 2024). This combination illustrates the same logic 
of pragmatic ambivalence identified in the EU context: formal 
compliance with Alliance commitments without full normative 
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alignment. Without a strong and credible transatlantic anchor, 
the external constraints traditionally associated with NATO 
become less effective in shaping domestic political trajectories. 
Rather than operating as a source of moderation, the Alliance 
increasingly reflects the preferences and priorities of its 
member states, including those shaped by illiberal political 
dynamics. 

In this sense, NATO mirrors the broader pattern identified 
in this article. It does not cease to exist as an institutional 
framework, nor does it formally abandon its commitment to 
democratic values. However, the erosion of its normative 
coherence reduces its constraining capacity and contributes to 
widening the political space available to radical-right 
governments. The external constraint is not simply weakened. 
It is transformed into a more permissive and, under certain 
conditions, enabling environment. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has analysed the first three years of the Meloni 
government, focusing on the role of international institutions 
in shaping the behaviour of populist radical-right parties. It has 
argued that the conventional view of supranational 
organisations such as the EU and NATO as external constraints 
on radical and illiberal governance is no longer sufficient. 
Rather than functioning as stable and exogenous sources of 
moderation for its members, these institutions are themselves 
subject to transformation. Their constraining capacity depends 
on political and normative conditions that can erode over time. 

The analysis has shown that this transformation follows a 
specific trajectory. External constraints do not simply weaken. 
Under the conditions identified in the theoretical framework, 
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they are reconfigured into external facilitators. This shift is 
driven by three mechanisms: pragmatic adaptation, through 
which governments maintain formal compliance without norm 
internalisation; legitimation, through which supranational 
endorsement normalises domestic illiberal policies; and policy 
projection, through which national preferences are uploaded 
to the international/supranational level. Together, these 
mechanisms underpin a process of reverse Europeanisation 
that reshapes both policy outcomes and normative boundaries. 

The Italian case illustrates how this transformation operates 
in practice. The Meloni government combines international 
alignment and moderation with domestic radicalism in a 
strategy that can be defined as pragmatic ambivalence. This 
configuration does not represent a deviation from the logic of 
external constraint, but rather its evolution under changed 
structural conditions. Formal compliance with European 
Union and NATO frameworks secures legitimacy and access to 
resources, while simultaneously enabling the pursuit and 
projection of illiberal agendas. Migration policy, in particular, 
demonstrates how radical ideas and initiatives advanced at the 
national level can be legitimised, diffused, and ultimately 
incorporated into the European policy framework. 

Beyond the Italian case, the article has shown that these 
dynamics are embedded in broader structural changes. Within 
the EU, the growing presence and normalisation of radical-right 
actors, combined with the erosion of liberal consensus, has 
altered the balance of power and the direction of policy 
development. Within NATO, the weakening of its normative 
foundations and the shift towards a more transactional logic, 
amplified by the second Trump administration, have reduced its 
capacity to act as a liberal-democratic anchor. Taken together, 
these developments indicate that the transformation of external 
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constraints is not confined to this specific case, but reflects a 
wider reconfiguration of the international environment. 

These findings carry important implications for the study of 
democratic backsliding. If international institutions can 
function not only as constraints but also as enablers, then 
analyses that treat them as inherently stabilising risk 
overlooking a central dimension of contemporary political 
change. Understanding democratic erosion in Europe 
requires attention not only to domestic factors, but also to the 
ways in which supranational frameworks are instrumentalised, 
adapted, and, in some cases, repurposed (Youngs et al., 2025). 
At the same time, this transformation is neither linear nor 
irreversible. The interaction between domestic and 
international dynamics remains contingent and open-ended. 
The fragmentation of the far right, the persistence of 
institutional veto points, and the possibility of renewed liberal 
convergence, for example in the form of a partnership of the 
like-minded” middle powers advocated by Canadian Prime 
Minister Mark Carney in his 20206 Davos address (New York 
Times, 2026), all represent countervailing forces that may limit 
or reshape these trends. 
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