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Abstract: The rise of parties, leaders and movements challenging the political
direction of the European Union is the certainty of recent years. The large
ideological variety characterizing the Member States of the Union has revealed
the competition between traditional and reformist political parties, on the
background of the declining confidence in the virtues of democracy to avoid the
existing social and ethnic cleavages. Political radicalism, assimilated to recent
pan-European political developments, is the result of the indecision of traditional
parties to reach a consensus on the future of the European Union. The example of
the Lega Nord in Italy is the subject of this article: the ideology, government
program and strategies to consolidate the mass support implemented by this party
show that some events at the European level (the economic crisis, then the refugee
crisis and the Covid-19 pandemic) have long-term effects on the policy at the level
of each Member State, and the anti-system behavior acquires completely new
coordinates. Political changes at regional or national level have consequences for
the entire European spectrum, requiring an approach to the phenomenon through
democratic methods: negotiation, consensus, limited majority and ensuring
citizens’ rights and freedoms.
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Literature review. The far-right populism in Europe

One of the evolutionary trends noted by researchers is the grafting of populism
on existing radical ideologies, thus reaching hybrid orientations, in which traditional
principles and “dogmas” of the far-right are associated with populism and new
populism and propose alternative models for the creation of a united Europe. Recent
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comparative politics studies highlight the resurgence of a culture of extremism at the
European level, being a phenomenon that starts from within the masses and finds
representatives in the sphere of political elites, and leaders who manage to exploit
certain discontents and frustrations of society and give an ideological form, threatening
the project of European integration'.

Grafting populism onto far-right ideologies is complicated and controversial, and
this complexity is evident in the consolidation of the regionalist identities. Piero Ignazi
argues that the new right-wing extremist parties, such as the Lega, have fascist
ideological origins or, rather, represent a radical post-industrial orientation defined by
the fusion of anti-establishment and neoconservatism attitudes®. Hans-George Betz and
Paul Taggart completed Ignazi's formulation by introducing the populist factor”.

From a theoretical perspective, populism was framed as a political rhetoric
marked by “the unscrupulous use and instrumentalization of diffuse public feelings,
anxiety and disappointment™ and “the recourse to the power of the people to challenge
the legitimacy of the existing political order”’. From another point of view, populism
appears as a poorly articulated ideology® that considers society to be “ultimately
separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups: the pure people versus the
corrupt elite, and who argue that politics must be the expression of the general will. of
the people’’. Elements regarding the structure and exercise of power in society are the
references to the antagonistic relations between elites and the masses, the ideal of
restoring “popular sovereignty” and the conception of the “people” as a homogeneous
body. A special feature of populism is the indeterminacy that “responds to its need for
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adaptability”®.
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In the Italian case, when the populism of parties such Lega combined with the
extremist image of the “nation”, they managed to inoculate the idea of an Italian
exceptionalism within the European Union, in a deep identity crisis. Cas Mudde states
that the discourse construction allowed the party to expose the nativist nationalism to
the public. He argues that it is an ideological construct in the midst of which is the idea
that any state must be ruled and inhabited primarily by “native” citizens and that
outside individuals, foreigners endanger the stability of the homogeneous nation-state”.

For the Lega Party, however, Roberto Biorcio uses the term “regional populism”
to describe the origin and ways of expansion. The regionalism-populism dialectic is
relevant as Lega evolved in a specific political and socio-economic environment, in
which it had the opportunity to develop its themes by referring to the territorial
context, and glorifying Northern Italy to the detriment of the South. The Lega Party
emerged as an alliance of regional groups, with an institutional history dominated by
localism".

The political context 2018-2020

The Italian government formed by the Lega Party and the Movimento 5 Stelle in
2018, whose prime minister is currently Giuseppe Conte, was the most “right-wing”
government after the Second World War in this country. The academic community
states that it falls into the category of the far-right, if we use the traditional scheme of
classification''.

Following the 2018 Italian parliamentary elections, Salvini and the Hungarian
Prime Minister Viktor Orban announced that they would form a common front in the
fight against immigrants in Europe, contradicting the position of other member states
on this issue: “United on anti-immigration policies and the constant ironies on the
European Union, the two right-wing politicians called for the creation of a pan-
European alliance against immigrants, aimed at the prevention of the migration on the
continent of those coming from regions in military conflict, in this case Africa and the
Middle East. (...) Salvini stated that he wants a future alliance that excludes the
socialists and the left in general, and brings back to the center of attention the values
that their parties represent. At the same time, Orban called on the European People's
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Party, of which his party FIDESZ is member, to take a strong position against illegal
migration”"?.

However, the year 2019 brought a governmental crisis, at the end of which
Salvini and his party came into opposition. “After 14 months of bickering, Italy’s
government collapsed on Tuesday, plunging a key European nation already hobbled by
financial fragility and political chaos into a renewed period of crisis and uncertainty”".
In this new context, “Giuseppe Conte's new government is a coalition between unlikely
allies: the anti-establishment Five Star Movement and center-left Democratic Party.
The alliance follows the withdrawal of Matteo Salvini's League party”'*. But the
extremist leader preserved his discourse and tried to throw the responsibility on the
other EU Member States: “Salvini, who now sits on the opposition sidelines, labelled
the new administration <a government produced by Paris and Berlin, born out of fear
to give up power, without dignity or ideals, with the wrong people in the wrong
places>"".

Salvini received another blow in the January 2020 regional elections, when the
Lega lost one of its traditional strongholds, the Emilia-Romagna region. “Salvini put
on a brave face, telling reporters he had done “everything humanly possible and even a
bit more”, to win the region and he was “absolutely satisfied” to have eroded the left’s
support”'®, Lorenzo De Sio, politics professor at Rome’s Luiss University, said “the
result has hurt Salvini’s aura of invincibility”"’. It was the beginning of the erosion of
his political narrative’s credibility.

The popularity of Matteo Salvini has decreased due to the unexpected COVID-19
crisis. In this context it was a confrontation between the dramatic reality and the
Salvini’s demagogic political discourse. The drama of the Italians was so profound that
the bombastic speech of the Lega leader did not have the expected effect. His narrative
has lost the sense and appeared disconnected from the immediate reality.
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The Lega’s message has remained unchanged: it is still a firmly anti-migrant,
anti-European, and anti-globalist movement. “The COVID-19 outbreak, in fact, is the
last case in point, with Salvini using the pandemic as an excuse to spread fake news
about migrants being disease carriers, thus ostracising the Chinese community in
Italy™'®.

But with Italians looking for a more solemn leadership style during the
coronavirus crisis, Salvini’s populist playbook has fallen flat, exposing his
vulnerabilities. Unable to focus the national debate on immigration and denied political
rallies and other opportunities to press the flesh, Salvini has slumped in the polls®.
Since the virus hit Italy, the lockdown has damaged the former interior minister’s
ability to connect with the public, Jacopo Morrone, a senior League MP, told
POLITICO: “The strength of Salvini and the League is out in the field, showing our
faces. We are always in the piazzas, we are close to the people”®.

The polls, by party, still show the League in first place, but steadily losing its
lead. Last August, the League had a 15-point advantage over the second-place
Democratic Party, which has now been cut in half*’. Though the League remains
Italy’s strongest party, “POLITICO’s Poll of Polls puts its support at 27 percent, down
4 percentage points from the end of February and 10 points from its peak last summer.
Its lead over the center-left Democratic Party has narrowed from 15 points to 6%

Conclusions

It’s much too soon to count out Salvini or his League, or for that matter to draw
any definitive conclusions about who will ultimately be the winners and the losers after
a pandemic that is still devastating people’s lives. But the dent in Salvini’s political
standing confirms that the coronavirus has put the entire board in play. Former
predictions no longer hold. Anything is possible.
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Negative attitudes and behaviors towards the European democratic model are
therefore the defining components of the Italian political sphere at the moment.
Challenging the establishment is the dominant trend and certain social categories,
permanently excluded from the governing programs of traditional parties, are now
“revolting” by choosing to go to those who question not only the values and principles
of democracy, but also the political system itself. from this country. Inevitably, Italy is
among the countries that want a paradigm shift on the part of the European Union in
addressing the public agenda. In the absence of an effective self-protection mechanism,
the democratic community model is put in a position to compete with alternatives that
call into question its efficiency and the opportunity to continue on the same path.
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