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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This study analyses the ideologies and manifestos of Italy’s 
two main radical right parties: Matteo Salvini’s Lega and 
Fratelli d’Italia (Fdl) led by Italy’s current prime minister, Gior-
gia Meloni. In particular, in addition to comparisons with the 
approaches of the other parties, the stances of these two 
parties are analysed and generalised using two different re-
search techniques. On one hand, Lega and Fratelli d’Italia’s 
approaches are examined through an evidence-based ex-
pert survey which places them on the political spectrum 
based on their leaders’ statements and their principal mani-
festo policies. On the other hand, a survey performed on a 
representative sample of the Italian population is used to 
identify the views of radical right voters, especially on three 
different analytical dimensions: (i) populist attitude or mind-
set; (ii) degree of state intervention in the economy; and (iii) 
preference for a nativist or chauvinist notion of the welfare 
state.

Cross-referencing this data enabled us to analyse both over-
laps between voters’ views and those expressed by party 
leaders and the many similarities between the two Italian 
radical right parties’ voters. First and foremost, what 
emerged from the analysis was that the party leaders’ views 
on the main elements analysed are more extreme than 
those of their voters, above all as regards those eligible for 
welfare state benefits and the use of populist rhetoric. In the 
second place the data analysed shows a shift to the centre 
by Lega and Fratelli d’Italia in the economics sphere, with 
specific reference to the potential for approval of interven-
tionist policies in social terms. However these state interven-
tion policies are not seen as redistributive, or designed to re-
duce inequality, but rather as a distributive-type policy ben-
efiting specific social categories and whose goal is to reserve 
welfare state services for natives alone. 

In the third place, this analysis shows that this set of policies 
and preferences, summarisable in the ‘statism + nativism’ 
formula, is perceived by the majority of the two parties’ vot-
ers not as radical or anti-system, but rather as expressing a 
shared sentiment and, as such, entirely compatible with lib-
eral democracy and conservatism. It is exactly this social and 
political context which is behind the mainstreaming of the 
radical right, namely their progressive normalisation within 
the public debate. And it is perhaps precisely this which en-
ables such parties to win over large swathes of an electorate 
that refuses to see itself as extremist, including those whose 
economic orientation is social democratic.
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INTRODUCTION:  
FRATELLI D’ITALIA (FDL) AND LEGA

Italy’s second government with a populist parliamentary 
majority took office on 22 October 2022. Its first such gov-
ernment was headed by Giuseppe Conte and was in office 
from June 2018 to August 2019 on the basis of the Movi-
mento 5 Stelle party and Salvini’s Lega MPs. The govern-
ment that came to power after the 25 September elec-
tions, on the other hand, is made up of Salvini’s Lega and 
Fratelli d’Italia (Fdl), the latter cofounded by Giorgia Melo-
ni, who is now the prime minister. While the first of these 
governments was based on an extremely heterogeneous 
majority in left/right terms, with a right-wing Lega and an 
M5s which presents itself as neither right nor left, two of 
the three coalition parties in the second of the two popu-
list governments can, according to Cas Mudde’s categories 
(The Far Right Today, Polity Press, 2019), be considered 
‘radical right’, while the third, Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Ita-
lia, is a centre-right party. 

Meloni’s party was the real winner of the September 2022 
elections, gaining 25 per cent of the vote in contrast to the 
4.2 per cent it had achieved in the previous elections in 
2018, and confirming what the polls had already made 
clear, namely that constant, long-term growth since 2019 
has made it Italy’s primary political party. Fratelli d’Italia is 
thus the coalition’s principal party (and thus chooses its 
prime minister), while Lega, after its 2018 election success 
and, above all, the 2019 EU elections, achieved just over 
9  per cent and Forza Italia 7.8  per cent. With just over 
43 per cent of the vote, partly on the strength of an elec-
toral system which is one-third first-past-the-post, the 
right-wing coalition won a full majority in both houses of 
parliament. The opposition was weak and divided: the Par-
tito Democratico (the main centre-left party) led a coalition 
that, taken together, won only 19.4 per cent; the populist 
Movimento 5 Stelle, having moved further to the left and 
led by former prime minister Giuseppe Conte, gained 
15.2 per cent; a liberal centre block won 8 per cent; and 
there were also some small extremist parties on both right 
and left (see Figure 1). 

The radical right’s percentage of the vote has been around 
35–40 per cent since 2019. But what is the electoral ‘win-
ning formula’ for these parties? How has their social base 
changed over recent decades? And, in more specifically 
Italian terms, what are the similarities and differences be-
tween the two allies which are, at the same time, com-
peting for the same votes? To respond to these (and oth-
er) questions we have conducted research in recent 
months, primarily in two stages. In the first we used an 
evidence-based expert survey to identify and analyse the 
approaches of the Italian radical right parties on three of 
the different areas in which they are rivals: (i) the tradi-
tional economic axis concerning the extent of state action 
for redistribution purposes; (ii) populist rhetoric based on 
a moralistic antagonism between a ‘pure’ people and a 
corrupt elite; and (iii) the issue of access or otherwise to 
the welfare state solely for citizens with full residency 
rights. 

This first phase of research – which enabled us to place the 
Italian radical right parties in political terms in accordance 
with the three dimensions described above – was followed 
by a second phase focusing on those who voted for the 
two parties. This involved a survey of a representative sam-
ple of the Italian population (1,000 interviewees) in the pe-
riod immediately after the 25 September 2022 elections. 
Specifically, the survey was a chance to analyse the opin-
ions of the radical right-wing parties’ voters on the three is-
sues described above. This enabled us to compare the par-
ties’ stances as seen by the experts with how they are seen 
by their voters. At the same time it was a chance to com-
pare the voters of the two radical right parties – Lega and 
Fratelli d’Italia – to identify any overlaps or differences be-
tween them. 

Before examining the main research outcomes it should be 
noted that recent decades have seen significant changes in 
the makeup of the radical right electorates within the Euro-
pean party system and their positioning within political 
space. In particular, the radical right parties – both those that 
emerged during what Cas Mudde has called the far right 
‘third wave’ from the 1980s to the end of the twentieth cen-
tury and the later ‘fourth wave’ of the noughties – stood out 
in terms of a left- or at least centre-leaning tendency as re-
gards state intervention in the economy, while adopting 
more radical approaches to identity or cultural politics. This 
phenomenon began to take shape in the 1990s. Compared 
with the radical right parties of the previous era, whose man-
ifestos combined an adherence to laissez faire principles in 
the economic sphere and conservative or authoritarian poli-
cies in the legal context, more recent radical right and popu-
list parties have progressively replaced the ‘liberal’ economic 
approach with support for more interventionist economic 
policies. In other words, the winning formula has changed in 
the wake of a simultaneous drop in the proportion of voters 
combining pro-market and authoritarian preferences and an 
increase in lower and working class voters with socialist and 
simultaneously authoritarian views (Sarah L. De Lange, ‘A 
New Winning Formula?’, Party Politics, 13, 4, 2007, pp. 411–
435; Eelco Harteveld, ‘Winning the ‘losers’ but losing the 
‘winners’? The electoral consequences of the radical right 
moving to the economic left’, Electoral Studies, 44, 6, 2016, 
pp. 225–234). On the other hand the third wave identified 
by Mudde was fed by increased unemployment, as well as 
mass immigration, while the fourth wave was influenced by 
the 11 September attack, the recession beginning in 2008, 
and the 2015 refugee crisis. 

The winning formula for the radical right is thus now capa-
ble of combining leftist socio-economic approaches and 
tools with right-wing conservative cultural, identity-based 
or post-materialist dimensions. As a result of this program-
matic shift, scholars have begun talking of a progressive 
‘proletarianisation’ of the radical right parties’ social base 
and their ability to compete directly with socialist or social 
democratic parties for the more socially and economically 
marginalised voters. Furthermore, the radical right’s shift 
to the centre, or full-blown leftwards breakthrough, has 
contributed to blurring the traditional left/right divide. The 
disappearance or at least serious erosion of the left–right 
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Source: Based on Ministry of the Interior data.

Figure 1
National and European Union elections results in Italy from 1994 to 2022 (%)
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Figure 2
Position and distribution of Fratelli d’Italia and Lega voters across the political spectrum in 2022   
(economic and welfare state dimensions)

Source: Kieskompas
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difference in the economic sphere has led to political par-
ties, from the starting point of the radical right, shifting 
their policy or rhetorical focus to other spheres of conflict, 
first and foremost culture or identity. 

ECONOMIC AND WELFARE STATE  
DIMENSIONS

As we will see, the changes outlined here are tangible in the 
makeup of the electorates of the two Italian parties exam-
ined here, above all their ability to attract voters sharing si-
multaneously interventionist and distributional economic 
views and radical nativist or neo-nationalist views on the 
cultural plane.

Figure 2 shows both expert-opinion-based judgements on 
party stances (indicated by the symbols of Lega and Fratelli 
d’Italia) and the voter spectrum on the right–left economic 
dimension (horizontal axis) and as regards ‘welfare chauvin-
ism’ concerning the beneficiaries of welfare state services, in 
other words, native-born or new arrivals (vertical axis). Wel-
fare chauvinism is the idea that welfare benefits/services 
should, first and foremost though not exclusively, be re-
served for ‘natives’. 

Clearly, both electorates have moved centre-leftwards on 
the economic plane. radical right voters’ views are certainly 
heterogeneous, but closer to the interventionist and distri-
butionary end of the spectrum. Lega’s electorate is slightly 
more left leaning than Fratelli d’Italia’s. The two parties are 
on the right of the graph – and thus of the right–left contin-
uum – with Lega closer to the centre than Fratelli d’Italia. 
Both are closer to the centre, however, than to the extremes. 
It seems likely that the proposed flat tax in its various forms, 
put forward in particular by Lega, and the determination of 
Giorgia Meloni’s party propaganda to support small and 
medium-sized businesses and more determined opposition 
to the citizens’ income policy have contributed to a further 
rightward economic shift. Whatever the budgetary con-
straints, these policies have been accompanied by public 
spending in a range of sectors, especially pensions and tax 
reforms benefiting families. In this way tax reduction prom-
ises can coexist with state infrastructure and industrial ac-
tion, at least on the electoral and propaganda planes. 

Where the second dimension (which pits a chauvinist, ‘ex-
clusionary’ concept of welfare against an egalitarian or uni-
versalist one) is concerned Lega and Fratelli d’Italia voters ex-
press a clear preference for the reservation of social services 
primarily for the native born or legally resident. Both elector-
ates thus show a preference for the welfare chauvinism end 
of the spectrum, with Lega voters slightly further away from 
the centre. Thus both Fratelli d’Italia and Lega voters have a 
preference for interventionism and redistribution in eco-
nomic terms and nativist exclusion as far as social services 
are concerned. 

In this respect it is useful to note that the parties’ stances, as 
identified by the experts, diverge to some extent from the 
views of their voters. While in economic terms the parties 

are further right than their voters, they favour an ‘exclusive’ 
welfare state for ‘nationals’ (or ‘patriots’) more strongly than 
their respective electoral bases. Fratelli d’Italia and Lega’s 
more radical views may be the result of the constant empha-
sis in their rhetoric on immigration policies, refugee man-
agement and citizenship rights for permanent immigrant 
residents. It is precisely the salience of these issues, from the 
starting point of welfare chauvinism, which has enabled 
Fratelli d’Italia and Lega to move their economic policies a 
little leftward. In this way, public spending on social or wel-
fare policies is sometimes promoted but only when the ben-
eficiaries are Italian citizens.

ECONOMIC AND POPULISM DIMENSIONS

In addition to an analysis of the political spectrum which 
takes account of welfare policies, our analysis also focused 
on populist rhetoric, which has often accompanied the 
growth of the radical right parties. As Cas Mudde has ob-
served, while non-populism is a feasible option for radical 
right parties today’s right-wing parties have mainly adopted 
populist rhetoric. 

In the case of Matteo Salvini’s Lega the presence of popu-
list attitudes, messages and orientations has been con-
firmed by the academic literature. However, his participa-
tion in Mario Draghi’s technocratic government in 2021 and 
2022 inevitably tempered his more extreme language and 
Salvini had to conform to governmental logics and con-
straints, especially in the pandemic emergency manage-
ment phase and the international tensions arising from the 
russia-Ukraine war. This form of populism toned down by 
the emergency context and participation in the Draghi gov-
ernment is visible in Figure 3, showing Lega’s stance (as 
seen by the experts) both economically and rhetorically. 
From this perspective Salvini’s party is certainly populist, 
but in a less marked way than in the past, especially in its 
periods of opposition. What we might call the ‘Draghi ef-
fect’ ultimately acted as a brake on the excesses of pop-
ulism characteristic of Salvini’s language. 

In contrast with Lega, Fratelli d’Italia has never been unani-
mously classified as populist. A not always explicit heir first 
to Movimento Sociale Italiano (Msi) and then Alleanza Nazi-
onale (An), Giorgia Meloni’s party has built its electoral suc-
cess on neither anti-political nor anti-party messages. The 
target of its admittedly populist rhetoric has primarily been 
the supranational institutional elites, first and foremost the 
European Union, and subsequently the international eco-
nomic and cultural elites as bearers of a multiculturalism 
considered detrimental to national identity. Given the above, 
and the party’s history, it is not surprising that the experts 
view Fratelli d’Italia as an ‘averagely populist’ party. This is 
even more relevant if it is borne in mind that Giorgia Melo-
ni’s party, from its inception in 2012 to the recent events 
which have taken it into government, has always remained 
stubbornly and combatively in opposition. This had the po-
tential to favour greater adherence to populist canons, but 
this has been partly restrained by the bonds the new party 
sought to revitalise with post-Fascist party politics (Movi-
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Figure 3
Position and distribution of Fratelli d’Italia and Lega voters across the political spectrum in 2022   
(economic and populism dimensions)

Source: Kieskompas
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mento Sociale Italiano and Alleanza Nazionale) on both the 
cultural plane and the level of politicians and organisations 
themselves.

Whatever the positioning of the radical right parties on the 
political spectrum, it is also interesting in this case to ob-
serve voter distribution on the rivalry dimensions. The first 
aspect worthy of note is once again a certain discrepancy 
between the stances of the two parties and those of their 
electorates. Fratelli d’Italia and Lega voters are less populist 
in their attitudes than the two parties themselves. With a 
few exceptions, then, the Fratelli d’Italia and Lega leader-
ships are more populist than most of their supporters. 

Given this it seems reasonable to suppose that populism is 
used strategically by radical right parties as a rhetorical de-
vice for the purpose of appealing to an electorate, both 
right and left, which generally favours an interventionist 
approach. It is thus on the strength of a populist orienta-
tion and a restrictive or nativist notion of the welfare state 
that the radical right in Italy and elsewhere has succeeded 
in eroding the support of the centre-left parties whose tra-
ditionally social democratic approaches no longer mark 
them out from their competitors and have in any case be-
come less clear cut as they have attempted to combine 
these with neoliberal stances, such as policies that favour 
labour-market flexibility.

It is worth underlining, however, that both parties and their 
respective electorates have more extreme views on welfare 
chauvinism and less extreme views as regards populism. If 

we examine the approaches of the other parties to these 
same issues, however, the divergence is clear between 
Fratelli d’Italia and Lega voters and the Italian electoral av-
erage precisely on the welfare chauvinism issue. For exam-
ple, as regards an indicator that typically brings out populist 
views, namely ‘The will of the people should be the guiding 
light in the country’s politics’, the electorate generally 
strongly agrees, or 67 per cent of it does, while 81 per cent 
of Lega voters and 84  per cent of Fratelli d’Italia voters 
agree. As regards an equally typical indicator of welfare 
chauvinism – ‘People born in Italy should take precedence 
for work over immigrants’ – 50  per cent of the sample 
agreed or strongly agreed (Fratelli d’Italia 72 per cent and 
Lega 74 per cent). 

OVERLAPPING ELECTORATES  
AND VOTER PRIORITIES

The strong overlap and similarities between the voters of 
Italy’s two radical right parties in all three areas of rivalry 
examined here also emerge from this study. While their 
historical trajectories and voting geographies differ, Fratelli 
d’Italia and Lega get their votes from a social catchment ar-
ea whose views on the themes at the heart of the public 
debate are similar. 

The overlap of the electorates of the two radical right par-
ties is also visible in analyses of voting patterns at the 2018 
and 25 September 2022 elections. The data shown in Ta-
ble 1, from our survey of a sample of the Italian population, 
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Source: Based on Euromedia research data for the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung. 

Table 1
Voting patterns from the 2018 to the 2022 elections 
(out of every 100 voters for each party at the 2022, ‚where did they come from‘? as regards the 2018 elections)



shows individual party voting composition (vertical col-
umn) in the September 2022 elections on the basis of votes 
at the 2018 elections. As far as Fratelli d’Italia and Lega are 
concerned it can be observed that around one-third 
(32.9 per cent) of 2018 Lega voters shifted to Giorgia Mel-
oni’s party in 2022, confirming the broad area of overlap 
and interchange between the two electorates. Moreover, 
as other studies on the 2022 elections have shown, this 
massive transfer of Lega voters to Fratelli d’Italia took place 
in what were once the heartlands of Lega (Nord) support, 
namely northern Italy. It was, in fact, in this geographical 
area that a considerable part of Lega’s social base – made 
up in particular of artisans, private sector workers, small 
business people and the self-employed – preferred the 
change represented in the radical right context by Giorgia 
Meloni and her party, who also stood out, as we have 
seen, because of their special rhetorical attention to small 
and medium-sized business interests, combining free en-
terprise values with ‘protecting’ Italian manufacturing.

Once again as regards 2018 to 2022 voting patterns it 
should be noted that, beyond the non-voting universe it is 
precisely the two radical right parties which have proved 
most capable of winning back abstainers. Fratelli d’Italia’s 
percentage of former abstainers who voted this time was 
31.8 per cent of its electorate, while Lega’s was over 33 per 
cent (though dropping).

In political sociology terms the resemblance between Lega 
and Fratelli d’Italia voters is also visible, with a few excep-
tions, in an analysis of the priority agendas of the inter-
viewees in our sample. The data are shown in Figure 3 and 
also indicate that Italians’ primary concerns are increased 
living costs (energy and inflation) and (un)employment. 
Nearly 75 per cent of Fratelli d’Italia voters expressed wor-
ries about inflation, an even higher figure than the sample 
average (65.4  per cent), while Lega voters were fully 
aligned with the overall figure on this issue (65 per cent). 
A similar trend is visible on the second theme cited as a pri-
ority, namely employment: 44.7 per cent of those voting 
for Meloni cited generating new jobs as a priority, while 
only 38.3 per cent of Lega voters did so. 

In this sense Fratelli d’Italia voters would seem to be more 
worried about the state of the Italian economy and the re-
percussions for the labour market and family wellbeing than 
Lega’s, and then the Italian electorate as a whole. Fratelli 
d’Italia’s greater radical right ‘social’ inclination than Lega’s 
comes through here. One area of agreement between the 
two parties and their electorates is safety and criminality 
(frequently aligned with immigration). As can be seen, these 
issues are considered a priority by around a quarter of Ital-
ians (25.9 per cent), but Fratelli d’Italia and Lega voters rank 
safety and criminality concerns third, at 41.2 per cent and 
38.3 per cent, respectively, of interviewees choosing these. 
If we consider that these issues are frequently presented by 
the radical right as a consequence of immigration, it is clear 
that this emphasis on economic difficulties, on one hand, 
and on social law and order support measures, on the oth-
er, is the basis for party manifestos capable of integrating 
state action and an exclusivist or nativist notion of welfare.

ITALIAN PRIORITIES

The contradictions potentially inherent in manifestos such 
as these – which might be summed up as ‘statism + nativ-
ism’ and which were the cornerstones of the winning elec-
toral formula referred to above – are related in particular to 
where public spending goes. For Fratelli d’Italia and Lega 
voters, in fact, the spending priority should not be reduc-
ing socio-economic inequality. Once again, as Figure 4 
shows, while Italians cite the issue of social disparities as a 
priority for 25.9  per cent of interviewees, Fratelli d’Italia 
and Lega voters accord it much lower priority, at 15.3 per 
cent and 16.7 per cent, respectively. This means that state 
intervention in the economy is seen as useful if it protects 
or safeguards specific social categories in distributional 
rather than redistributional terms. There is thus nothing 
random about the fact that the greatest differences be-
tween these voters and those voting for centre-left parties 
is to be found precisely on the issue of reducing inequali-
ties, held to be a priority for 32 per cent of PD voters and 
50 per cent of Sinistra Italiana/verdi voters.

Analysing Italian priorities and those of the two Italian rad-
ical right parties highlights the ability of Fratelli d’Italia and 
Lega to combine a form of state interventionism of a con-
servative type with a traditionalist or nationalist view of civ-
il rights. This combination can be analysed by intersecting 
two different dimensions: on one hand, voter self-identifi-
cation on the left/right spectrum (here taken literally as 
well as in exclusively economic terms) and, on the other, 
the cultural or identity dimension related to post-material-
ist and self-expression issues and values.

POLITICAL SPACES AND ITALIAN PARTY 
POSITIONING

In Figure 5 these two dimensions form a political space 
within which the positions of those voting for the main Ital-
ian parties are shown. As can be seen, Fratelli d’Italia and 
Lega voters self-identify as right-wing with conservative ori-
entations in the field of civil rights (citizenship, sexual identi-
ty, immigration and so on). It is worth noting that there is no 
contradiction between the above arguments and the right-
wing positioning of the voters of the two parties consid-
ered. In the previous analysis the position of the parties and 
their voters on the political spectrum was related to the role 
to be played by, and the weight of, the state in defining 
public policy. From this viewpoint, the support of the major-
ity of Lega and Fdl voters for public spending policies was 
centre-left in orientation. By contrast, when these same vot-
ers were asked about their left–right ideologies (as shown in 
Figure 4) a clear rightward shift was visible. 

Of the two Italian right-wing parties the most radical in 
terms of electoral makeup is Fratelli d’Italia, although the 
difference between its and Lega voters is minimal. The 
same trend can be observed in the second dimension ex-
amined, namely culture. While the difference is not huge, 
slightly more Fratelli d’Italia voters than Lega voters 
self-identify as conservative. This snapshot of the Italian 
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Source: Based on Euromedia research data for the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung.

Figure 4
Public agenda priorities for Italians by votes at the 2022 elections  
(in percentage terms with multiple answers, max. 3)

38.2 44.7 38.3 41.7 32.0 35.2 20.0 30.0 37.0 37.2

65.4 74.7 65.0 61.7 66.0 66.0 50.0 80.0 58.0 62.5

33.0 35.9 20.0 35.0 36.0 48.0 40.0 40.0 34.0 27.2

31.5 32.9 26.7 26.7 40.0 30.0 30.0 20.0 27.0 33.3

25.9 15.3 16.7 18.3 20.0 32.0 50.0 40.0 31.0 29.7

25.9 41.2 38.3 28.3 22.0 15.2 15.0 0 15.0 25.6

25.6 17.1 23.3 25.0 14.0 24.0 25.0 20.0 40.0 27.8

15.7 9.4 16.7 31.7 20.0 20.0 20.0 10.0 18.0 13.3

7.8 3.5 5.0 1.7 4.0 16.0 15.0 30.0 13.0 7.2

4.3 1.2 5.0 8.3 8.0 5.6 5.0 0 5.0 4.4
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Figure 6
The Italian political spectrum and where the various parties’ voters are located on the left–right and cultural dimensions  
(size of circles proportionate to votes won by the parties at the 2022 elections)

Figure 5
The Italian political spectrum and where the various parties’ voters are located on the left–right and cultural dimensions  
(size of circles proportionate to votes won by the parties at the 2022 elections)

10

8

6

4

2

0

10

8

6

4

2

0

PD

PD

FdI

FdI

Lega

Lega

Forza 
Italia

Forza 
Italia

M5s

M5s

+Eu

+Eu

Sinistra/ 
Verdi

Sinistra/ 
Verdi

Azione

Azione



radical right is  further confirmation of the social and ideo-
logical similarities between Salvini’s and Meloni’s parties. It 
is an electoral base made up of ideologically right-wing vot-
ers with interventionist economic tendencies and nativist or 
nationalist attitudes on civil and social rights.

THE IDEOLOGICAL CHARACTER  
OF THE ITALIAN RADICAL RIGHT AND  
PERCEPTIONS OF FRATELLI D’ITALIA  
AND LEGA

The radical right’s nationalist or sovereigntist approach 
emerges clearly if we examine the political dimension of Eu-
ropean Union’s functions and powers. In Figure 5 this di-
mension, which juxtaposes voters favourable to the Europe-
an integration process with more Eurosceptic ones, inter-
sects with the usual left–right ideological scale. In this case 
the greater Euroscepticism of the radical right than that of 
the other parties, including its centre-right ally Forza Italia, is 
evident. However, compared with the past, the opposition 
to European integration has diminished, with measured, 
though critical support for the European Union visible. 

On this issue two aspects need underlining, however. The 
first concerns the type of data analysed in this context. The 
political space shown in figures 5 and 6 shows the views of 
party voters, not those of party leaders. This is an important 
distinction, because radical right party voters generally hold 
more moderate (or more pro-Europe in this case) views than 
their party representatives. In other words, the Euro-
scepticism shown over time by Fratelli d’Italia and Lega has 
been supported by voters who are only partially critical of 
Europe and sometimes even show lukewarm pro-European 
Union views.

On the other hand the second aspect to highlight is the 
gradual weakening of the Euroscepticism shown by the 
leaders of Lega and Fratelli d’Italia, for various reasons. In 
the case of Lega, its participation in the government of for-
mer ECB President Mario Draghi inevitably tempered its 
criticism of the European Union, above all at a time of pub-
lic investments sponsored precisely by the primary suprana-

tional institutions (Next Generation EU, Sure, NrrP and 
so on). In the case of Fratelli d’Italia, it was primarily its pro-
spective electoral victory that prompted Giorgia Meloni to 
temper her clear opposition to European integration and ul-
timately to espouse a Eurosceptic line that did not contem-
plate ‘Italexit’, either directly or indirectly.

As far as the ideological nature of the two parties examined 
here is concerned, what remains to be analysed is the judge-
ments on the issue made by voters themselves. As mentioned 
earlier the populism category also applies to Fratelli d’Italia, 
albeit with many limitations. It is the very ‘radical right’ cate-
gory which is frequently rejected by the party leaders them-
selves, who prefer other labels, such as conservatism or na-
tionalism (in the form of patriotism) as their benchmarks. In 
this respect voters were asked directly how they would define 
the two parties examined here. Figure 7 shows answers for 
Giorgia Meloni’s party, with the majority of interviewees 
(55.1 per cent) agreeing with the definition of Fratelli d’Italia 
as a ‘right-wing conservative’ party, while 27.8 per cent of the 
sample preferred a post- or neo-Fascist label. Only 17.1 per 
cent considered Fratelli d’Italia to be a radical right party. 

Beyond these overall opinions, the most interesting observa-
tions concern the answers of voters of the individual parties, 
with marked differences between centre-left and cen-
tre-right. In fact, it is above all Fratelli d’Italia’s supporters 
who mostly (83.8 per cent) agree that their party should be 
defined as a right-wing conservative party. Only a minority 
(8.4 per cent) consider the post- or neo-Fascist category to 
be the most appropriate, despite the party’s historical roots 
in earlier post-Fascist bodies. Lega’s voters and, to a lesser 
extent, those of Forza Italia, consider Meloni’s party a right-
wing conservative party. The true watershed as regards 
judgements on Fratelli d’Italia’s identity comes from PD and 
M5s voters, for whom Meloni’s party does not have con-
servate connotations, has to some extent disowned its his-
torical roots and is linked directly to the Fascist experience, 
in these voters’ opinion. Specifically, 46.2  per cent of PD 
voters and 49.4 per cent of M5s voters consider Fratelli d’Ita-
lia a neo-or post-Fascist party. The right-wing conservatism 
category is preferred by 36.8 per cent of PD supporters and 
by only 22.2 per cent of M5s voters. 

Right-wing conservative

Radical right

Post- or neo-fascist

Total Forza ItaliaFdI AzioneLega Pd M5s
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Source: Based on Euromedia research data for the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung.

Figure 7
In ideological terms, how can Giorgia Meloni’s party (Fratelli d’Italia) be defined? 
(percentage of responses by vote at the 2022 elections)

55.1 83.8 75.0 56.9 58.3 36.8 22.2

27.8 8.4 10.4 31.4 18.8 46.2 49.4

17.1 7.8 14.6 11.8 22.9 17.1 28.4



Turning to the definition of Salvini’s Lega (Figure 8), the first 
figure that emerges is the prevalence of those who consider 
Lega a right-wing populist party – nearly half of voters 
(49.6 per cent) define it in this way. Next come those who 
consider Lega a right-wing conservative (18.6 per cent) or 
centre-right (16.7 per cent) party and lastly those who con-
sider it a radical right party (15.1 per cent). In the case of Le-
ga the difference between the views of Fratelli d’Italia and 
Lega voters is interesting. Lega voters see the party led by 
Salvini, like Meloni’s, as a right-wing conservative party 
(43.1 per cent) and, as we saw above, the two compete for 
the same votes. By contrast, Fratelli d’Italia voters prefer to 
define Lega as a right-wing populist party (38.1 per cent). 
From Fratelli d’Italia voters’ point of view it is precisely its 
populism which marks out Lega and differentiates it from 
Giorgia Meloni’s party. The coalition’s other ally, Forza Italia, 
shares this view, with 57.4 per cent considering Lega a right-
wing populist party.

In contrast to our earlier description of Fratelli d’Italia’s ide-
ological character, in Lega’s case centre-left party voters 
agree with Fratelli d’Italia and Forza Italia voters in defining 
Lega’s ideological profile: 73.5 per cent of Azione/Italia vi-
va voters, 65 per cent of PD voters and 53.2 per cent of 
M5s voters define Lega as a right-wing populist party, po-
tentially with a radical connotation. But while for Giorgia 
Meloni’s supporters attributing a populist connotation to 
Salvini’s party is designed to differentiate it from the con-
servative space occupied by Fratelli d’Italia itself, in the case 
of the centre-left it takes on critical connotations of politi-
cal irresponsibility. 

Perceptions of the two radical right parties among the vari-
ous parties’ voters are thus bound up with party rivalries 
and a desire to take their distance (left-wing and centre vot-
ers in particular) from parties considered culturally reprehen-
sible. However, it can also be observed that voters for par-
ties considered reprehensible by others see the parties they 
vote for as conservative, not radical or far right. Given that 
such voters accounted for 35 per cent of Italian voters at the 
last elections on 25 September 2022, this means that a sig-
nificant proportion of the electorate increasingly see the 

populist right as normal. In other words, what Cas Mudde 
has called the ‘mainstreaming’ of the radical right – that is, 
its progressive normalisation – is under way, and it is per-
haps precisely this that enables such parties to win over such 
large swathes of an electorate that refuses to see itself as 
extremist.

In conclusion, then, Fratelli d’Italia and Lega voters would 
seem to be attracted to these parties above all on the basis 
of their promises to reserve a privileged space in the nation-
al community for natives, limit the negative repercussions of 
immigrants and drastically reduce their numbers. These 
preferences would also seem to be flanked by lukewarm or 
negative attitudes to the European Union and extremely 
conservative cultural and civil rights views, preferences 
which are shored up by the rhetoric of the two populist par-
ties. In the second place these same voters seem to be sus-
ceptible to the populist appeal, to the central importance 
accorded in party speeches and by radical right leaders to 
the rights and sacrosanct expectations of the ‘sovereign’ 
people, an indistinct group made up of ‘ordinary people’ as 
distinct from the ‘elite’. These same ordinary people, it 
should not be forgotten, find their spokespersons in leaders, 
namely Matteo Salvini and then Giorgia Meloni, who are 
the very epitome of highly mediatised populist leaders. The 
majority of voters of these two parties do not perceive all 
this as radical or anti-system, but as expressing a shared sen-
timent and thus ‘normal’, and thus as entirely compatible 
with liberal democracy and conservatism. 

At the same time, the two parties’ voters do not have a clear 
left–right axis position, although they have a tendency to 
demand protection from a state which they simultaneously 
want to ask less of them. This stance is echoed by the rhet-
oric and promises of two populist parties that are now such 
formidable rivals of a centre-left and left in electoral crisis 
because of their ability to appeal to a working- and mid-
dle-class electorate that is fearful of loss of status (in both fi-
nancial and lifestyle terms) and regards openness to new ar-
rivals as dangerous and the behaviour of the elite and the 
mainstream political class as harmful. This is the winning for-
mula we spoke of at the outset. 

Centre-right

Right-wing conservative

Right-wing populist

Radical right

Total Forza ItaliaFdI AzioneLega Pd M5s

Source: Based on Euromedia research data for the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung.

Figure 8
In ideological terms how can Matteo Salvini’s party (Lega) be defined?
(percentage of responses by vote at the 2022 elections)

49.6 38.1 13.7 57.4 73.5 65.0 53.2

18.6 26.5 43.1 22.2 10.2 10.0 13.0

16.7 26.5 31.4 13.0 6.1 8.3 3.9

15.1 8.8 11.8 7.4 10.2 16.7 29.9
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FRATELLI D’ITALIA AND LEGA:
WHAT IS THE RECIPE FOR SUCCESS  
OF ITALIAN POPULISM?

This study analyses the ideologies and manifestos of Italy’s 
two main radical right parties: Matteo Salvini’s Lega and 
Fratelli d’Italia (Fdl) led by Italy’s current prime minister, 
Giorgia Meloni. In particular, in addition to comparisons wi-
th the approaches of the other parties, the stances of these 
two parties are analysed and generalised using two diffe-
rent research techniques. On one hand, Lega and Fratelli 
d’Italia’s approaches are examined through an eviden-
ce-based expert survey which places them on the political 
spectrum based on their leaders’ statements and their prin-
cipal manifesto policies. On the other hand, a survey perfor-
med on a representative sample of the Italian population is 
used to identify the views of radical right voters, especially 
on three different analytical dimensions: (i) populist attitu-
de or mindset; (ii) degree of state intervention in the eco-
nomy; and (iii) preference for a nativist or chauvinist notion 
of the welfare state.

Cross-referencing this data enabled us to analyse both 
overlaps between voters’ views and those expressed by 
party leaders and the many similarities between the two 
Italian radical right parties’ voters. First and foremost, what 
emerged from the analysis was that the party leaders’ views 
on the main elements analysed are more extreme than tho-
se of their voters, above all as regards those eligible for wel-
fare state benefits and the use of populist rhetoric. In the 
second place the data analysed shows a shift to the centre 
by Lega and Fratelli d’Italia in the economics sphere, with 
specific reference to the potential for approval of interven-
tionist policies in social terms. However these state inter-
vention policies are not seen as redistributive, or designed 
to reduce inequality, but rather as a distributive-type policy 
benefiting specific social categories and whose goal is to 
reserve welfare state services for natives alone. 

In the third place, this analysis shows that this set of policies 
and preferences, summarisable in the ‘statism + nativism’ 
formula, is perceived by the majority of the two parties’ vo-
ters not as radical or anti-system, but rather as expressing a 
shared sentiment and, as such, entirely compatible with li-
beral democracy and conservatism. It is exactly this social 
and political context which is behind the mainstreaming of 
the radical right, namely their progressive normalisation wi-
thin the public debate. And it is perhaps precisely this whi-
ch enables such parties to win over large swathes of an 
electorate that refuses to see itself as extremist, including 
those whose economic orientation is social democratic.
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