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Within less than a year, Matteo Salvini, Italy’s truculent 
Interior Minister and Deputy Prime Minister, has broken 
into the centre of European politics. His abrasive campaign 
against what he calls “the Brussels wall” has established the 
leader of Italy’s Lega as one of the protagonists – alongside 
Hungary’s Viktor Orbán, Poland’s Jarosław Kaczyński 
and France’s Marine Le Pen – in the crusade against the 
“Macron-Merkel axis”, construed as the embodiment of the 
European status quo. It has also fueled growing concerns 
amongst those committed to the pursuit of European 
integration as to a possible landslide of anti-European 
forces in the upcoming EU parliamentary elections. 
Such simple division between “pro-European” and “anti-
European” forces fails, however, to adequately account 
for the transformation of the nationalist agenda across 
the continent. Right-wing “identity-based” movements 
all over the EU have started their aggiornamento: they no 
longer advocate an outright retreat from the European 
Union; rather, they are joining forces to advance a 
new idea for Europe, based on the defence of Christian 
civilisation, the rebirth of a strong state, and a critique of 

1  https://legrandcontinent.eu/2018/11/24/quand-salvini-reve-de-refaire-leurope/ 

2  http://www.pagina99.it/2016/01/29/neri-verdi-o-tricolori-la-lega-al-fronte-le-pen/

liberalism. The metamorphoses of Italy’s Lega, first from 
regionalist to nationalist party, and more recently to a 
pan-European force, provides an illuminating instance of 
this wider European trend.1 An examination of Matteo 
Salvini’s pan-European strategy is thus useful, not just in 
grasping the catalysts for the rise of a far-right coalition 
at European level, but also in exposing the fault-lines 
behind this seemingly united front. Ultimately, this can 
also serve to put into perspective the acuity and scale of 
the “populist threat” in the May 2019 elections.

From regional front to national front

“The League for which I campaigned for over twenty years 
had Bobby Sands as its symbol, not Marine Le Pen.”2 This 
nostalgic remark was formulated by Mayor of Lesmo 
Marco Desiderati after he resigned his membership of 
Lega. Coming from the man who had replaced Matteo 
Salvini as MP for Lombardy when the latter was re-
elected to the EU Parliament, in June 2009, the statement 
encapsulates the transformation of the old Lega Nord: 
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no longer a party dedicated to voicing the particularism 
and separatist aspirations of the people of “Padania”, the 
imaginary nation of the Italian Po Valley, Salvini’s Lega 
has evolved into a nationwide party with a new slogan 
– “Italians first!” Since wresting the leadership of the 
League from the old guard, in late 2013, not only has 
Matteo Salvini dropped the term “Nord” from the party 
name, but he has created a subsidiary for Southern Italy 
under the personal brand name “Noi con Salvini” [Us 
with Salvini]. This expansion of Lega’s political offer and 
geographical base has been met with electoral success. 
While the vote share of Lega Nord had dwindled to a mere 
4% in the 2013 general elections, in 2018 - for the first 
time - Salvini’s Lega presented candidates in all the regions 
of Italy. It reaped a historic 17.3% of the vote, ahead of 
Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia, thus winning a place as 
an equal partner in a coalition government with the Five 
Star Movement. The popularity of the League has steadily 
risen since, to reach 30% of positive opinion today.

These transformations of the League were exhibited in 
a gaudy one-man show3 at the latest party meeting in 
Pontida, where thousands of supporters gather every 
summer. The place is loaded with symbolism. It was there, 
at the Abbey of Pontida, that a confederation of Northern 
Italian cities met in 1167 to take an oath of unity against 
the threat of invasion by the German Holy Emperor 
Frederick Barbarossa and formed the first Lombard 
League. And it was there that the founder of Lega Nord, 
Umberto Bossi, gathered his closest comrades in the 
early 1990s to vow to “defeat Italy or die”. The League 
was then a pro-European party, which asserted its affinity 
with Northern European values against “the sloth” and 
“corruption” of the Italian South and dedicated itself to 
freeing the North from the yoke of Rome by demanding 
greater tax federalism. In the meantime, the introduction 
of the Euro, deemed to have impaired the competitiveness 
of Italian enterprises, has dented Brussels’ credit. The 
rupture was further aggravated by the austerity measures 

3  See : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e8ih2auNhQM

introduced by the Monti government of 2011-2013 and 
the failure of Italy’s European partners to show solidarity 
with Rome at the height of the refugee crisis. All this 
has created a propitious atmosphere for Matteo Salvini’s 
revamped anti-establishment and anti-immigration 
battle cries to resound far beyond the Northern third 
of the country. On 1 July 2018 at Pontida, there were 
buses from Liguria, Lazio, Campania, Puglia, Calabria, 
Sicily and Sardinia. And while many party followers 
were wearing green T-shirts and waving the “green sun” 
of Padania, hundreds of blue flags – the Italian national 
colour – also floated above the assembly. From the field of 
Pontida, Matteo Salvini sent a clear and direct message to 
EU leaders: “there is no more opposition in Italy,” he said, 
“now our enemies are in Brussels.”

From national front to European front

His post-victory speech at Pontida provided Salvini 
with an opportunity to spell out his vision beyond the 
conquest of national government. “It is not the League, 
but the world, that has changed,” he told the crowd. 
“We were going nowhere on our own. To win we had 
to unite Italy, and now we have to unite Europe. And I 
think of a League of European leagues which would bring 
together all the free and sovereign movements that wish to 
defend their people and their borders.” This call for pan-
European cooperation was first materialised on 8 October 
2018, when Matteo Salvini and Marine Le Pen, his 
friend and political ally within the European Parliament’s 
Europe of Nations and Freedom group (ENF), launched 
their European campaign at a joint meeting in Rome. 
Both leaders concurred as to the nature of their target. 
“We are not fighting against Europe, but against the 
EU, which has become a totalitarian system”, Marine Le 
Pen said, while Salvini castigated “the enemies of Europe, 
those holed up in the Brussels bunker – the Junckers, the 
Moscovicis, who have brought economic precariousness 
and fear to the continent.” The two also made it clear that 
their objective was to obtain a blocking minority of at 
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least 30% in the next European Parliament. A couple of 
months later, on 9 January 2019, Matteo Salvini emerged 
from a limousine in Warsaw, wearing an Italian police 
jacket. At a press conference with Polish Interior Minister 
Joachim Brudziński, the capitano outlined his pan-
European strategy of “replacing the Paris-Berlin axis with 
a Rome-Warsaw axis”. He then went on to meet Jarosław 
Kaczyński, the reclusive leader of Poland’s national-
conservative party. This was a meeting Mr Salvini had 
sought to obtain for several months. Following Brexit, 
Law and Justice (PiS) is on track to lose its Tory partners 
within the European Conservatives and Reformists 
(ECR). Lega, meanwhile, intends to increase its influence 
in European politics beyond the fringe ENF group, 
within which it currently holds 5 seats. According to the 
latest polling results published by Politico, PiS could win 
25 seats next May, while the League could get 28.4 The 
two leaders needed to talk.

The prospects opened up by the Warsaw meeting did 
not go unnoticed in Budapest. On the following day, at 
his New Year’s press conference, Hungarian PM Viktor 
Orbán declared that the new partnership between PiS and 
Lega was “the most wonderful development of the year so 
far”. In another instance of the new European ambition of 
the identity-based right, Orbán spelt out his strategy for 
the next legislature in crystal clear terms: “It is Hungary’s 
goal for anti-immigration forces to be in the majority in 
every institution within the EU’s institutional system: as a 
first step, anti-immigration forces should be in a majority 
in the European Parliament; a few months later they 
should be in a majority in the Commission; and later, as a 
result of national parliamentary elections, we would also 
like them to be in a majority in the European Council.”5 
Thus, from Rome to Warsaw and from Budapest to Paris, 
the stated ambition of Europe’s new right is to win over 
the European institutions so as to alter the nature of 

4  https://www.politico.eu/2019-european-elections/poland/ 

5  http://www.kormany.hu/en/the-prime-minister/the-prime-minister-s-speeches/viktor-orban-s-press-conference-at-the-127th-government-info

6  Quotes from Matteo Salvini’s speech at Pontida on 1st July 2018: https://www.bergamonews.it/2018/07/01/matteo-salvini-pontida-discorso-integrale-
dal-palco-del-raduno-leghista/285598/ 

the European project from within. But what is the exact 
nature of the alternative project pushed forward by Mr 
Salvini and his European allies, and how coherent is it?

Confluences and divergences

A first unifying feature of the new right discourse on 
Europe is its emphasis on democracy and the need 
to empower “the people” against “the elite”. Matteo 
Salvini thus routinely invokes “a revolution of common 
sense” against the technocratic elite in Brussels, as well 
as against international banks – epitomised by “George 
Soros the speculator” – and multinational corporations. 
The underlying narrative is that of an objective alliance 
between a rootless, unaccountable technocracy and the 
forces of globalisation. To put it in the words of Mr 
Salvini, the goal is to “change Europe by giving a voice 
to the peoples who have been shattered by those whose 
only concern was the fate of finance and multinationals” 
– those “in Berlin, Brussels and Paris who sought to 
sacrifice roots for numbers to create consumers they can 
sell to the multinationals.”6 A second dimension shared by 
Salvini’s Lega, Kaczyński’s PiS and Le Pen’s Rassemblement 
National is the focus on social policy (and in particular 
family policy), the defence of small businesses and the role 
of state intervention. “The real challenge”, according to 
the leader of Lega, “is the fight against precarious jobs, 
unemployment and empty cradles”. Such focus on social 
policy, combined with a rejection of the establishment, 
are features largely shared by the populist left. The crucial 
difference lies in the populist right’s fixation on the 
defence of the cultural identity of the native population 
and its anti-immigration corollary. The vision heralded by 
the leader of Lega is not just of a people’s Europe, but of a 
Europe of peoples, whose culture is defined by roots and 
traditional values. In Pontida, Salvini thus lambasted the 
failure of mainstream parties to protect Europeans and 
their borders, presenting the League as the last chance 
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for a Christian civilisation to survive in Europe, while in 
Warsaw he quoted John Paul II to praise family values and 
call for a return to the Judeo-Christian roots of Europe.

These commonalities should not, however, mask the 
profound dissensions that exist within Europe’s variegated 
constellation of illiberal rightwing forces. A first set of 
difficulties has to do with the particular history and culture 
of each of these parties, which lack a strong tradition of 
cooperation at European level (comparable, for example, 
to that of social-democratic parties within the S&D, of 
Christian-democratic forces within the EPP, or even of 
the European Greens). It remains to be seen whether 
Mr Salvini’s Lega, which maintains a federalist outlook, 
can truly form an expanded new group in the European 
Parliament, capable of simultaneously attracting France’s 
centralist Rassemblement National and Poland’s ruling Law 
and Justice party, whose leader has stated that he wanted 
nothing to do with Mrs Le Pen. Then too, these parties 
have serious disagreements on key European policies – e.g. 
on free trade versus economic protectionism, on the issue 
of posted workers and on the share of structural funding 
in the EU budget. They even disagree on the adequate 
response to the migration crisis: Matteo Salvini insists on 
the need to relocate migrants arriving to Italy, whereas 
Kaczyński, Orbán and the other members of the Visegrád 
Group have built their electoral appeal on closing off 
their country to any asylum seekers. Finally, they diverge 
in their geopolitical positioning towards the United 
States, China, and above all Russia. Like Marine Le Pen, 
Matteo Salvini has repeatedly called for an abolition of 
EU-imposed sanctions on Russia. Lega even signed a 
cooperation agreement with Mr Putin’s party “United 
Russia” in March 2017, a few short months after a similar 
agreement was signed in Moscow by Chairman of the 
Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ), Heinz-Christian Strache. 
Such good will towards Russia is not easily reconciled 
with the viscerally anti-Russian position of a Jarosław 
Kaczyński (as indeed of Poland at large).

Conclusion

All of this goes to show that the “new European Spring” 
called forth by Matteo Salvini may not be quite ready to 
fully blossom. Illiberal rightwing forces across Europe still 
fall short of providing a unifying European alternative, 
grounded in a coherent set of institutional, policy 
and geopolitical positions. Yet the sharpness of their 
charge against the fault-lines and opacities of European 
democracy – and their ability to rescale their strategy at 
European level – should act as a wake-up call for those 
attached to liberal principles and fundamental freedoms. 
It is not good enough to demonise “the populists”. The 
surge of an identity-based agenda for Europe must be 
met with political imagination, not the defence of a weak 
status quo.
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