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Introduction

Until the early 1990s, Italy displayed a stabletpaystem, where newcomers found it
particularly difficult to challenge the overwhelmgimfluence of the traditional parties: Christian
Democrats (DC), Socialist Party (PSI), and CommuBRerty (PCIl). New political formations
managed to emerge, but they were largely unabtistain their electoral success over a long
period of time and failed to establish themseh@sradible alternative'sThe appearance of the
Northern League (NL) in the late 1980s was alsaté@ as temporary disaffection of sectors of
the electorate from traditional politics. Howewenis proved not to be the case and the NL went
on to become a very central player in the politgyatem.

This article examines the conditions for the emecgeof the Northern League and its
long lasting impact on Italian politics. The NontheLeague is partly responsible for major
changes that occurred in Italy over the last deeadiewnhile its electoral fortunes have somewhat
declined in recent years, the issues it broughprtominence are today very much central in
political debates. The article argues that the fdt from being a single-issue party, has a clear
vision of what Italy in the new millennium shoulabk like. Moreover, the article argues that this
vision is similar to the one held by a number ghtiwing parties in Western Europe such as
Haider’'s Freedom Party. Accordingly, the NL hasratmmed its pro-independence position and
has entered again into a political and electorbhrade with the centre-right Berlusconi-led
coalition. This coalition is the favourite to wihe 2001 national election and the NL is likely to
hold once again a number of key ministerial poBte presence of the Northern League in the
new government will certainly accelerate the paicdexentralising reforms. The initial goal of
federalism will probably be achieved after the NLenv through a stage of profound

radicalisation within which it flirted will indepelence. The failure of the Padanian project



conceived in ethnic terms has brought the NL badkstroots and it is likely that Italy will soon

be a federal state.

International factors and their impact on the Italian political system

The emergence of the Northern League can be unddrsnly by taking into account the
collapse of the bipolar international order andeaffects on the Italian political system. The
stability of the system centred on the necessitiye@ping the Communist Party out of power in
order for Italy to remain firmly anchored to the ¥t&rn camp.To achieve this goal, all parties
would enter a Grand Coalition rather than havirggRICI share government responsibilities. This
Grand Coalition was not necessary in the afterro&iWorld War 11, as the DC was able to win
the majority of seats in Parliament. The situatementually changed, as support for the DC
decreased while other smaller parties were makegaal progress. Thus, since the mid 1960s
a coalition between the DC, the PSI and other mpasties was in power. In order to maintain
their position, the parties in government implemnsena system of close control of the state
apparatus, fostering a network of patronage arehtelism to perpetuate their hold on public
affairs. This led the political class to widespreadruption, chronism, mismanagement of public
resources, ties to organised crime, and lack abmailt consciousness. At the same time, “vast
sectors of the entrepreneurial and professionaseka supported the parties in government in
exchange for the authorities’ blind eye when it eato fiscal, environmental, and safety
regulations.? In short, ltaly traded good government for potiticstability? Nevertheless,
stability was effective in keeping the Communisii$ of government and in guaranteeing strong
economic growth. Thus, the outstanding economigltgsparticularly in the North, and political
stability counterbalanced the 'side-effects'.

On the other side of the spectrum was the Comrhopisosition. Through the years the
PCI had been able to attract constantly one thirthe electorate: not enough to govern, but

enough to gain important concessions. The goverhauash the opposition worked together on



very sensitive issues to implement specific reforimading to the belief that the PCI itself was
profiting from the system. Nevertheless, Italiafitis, "frozen® in the aftermath of WW I, was
divided on a left/right cleavage and other fracsuiieat might have determined a different party-
structure were subordinate to the ideological gfieigThus, "the territorial conflict within Italy
found no direct expression in the party systém."

In this context came the collapse of communisne st important justification for the
DC's rule and for its internal cohesion was foumds ideological confrontation with the Marxist
sub-culture and the fall of the Soviet Union undeed its role. The DC was unable to produce
an innovative project to lead Italy forward, iteeat governing record was very questionable and
the extension of corruption scandals that struak plarty at every level buried the DC'’s
remaining legitimacy. The fall of the Berlin Walath great repercussions on the PCI as well and
the party broke up in 1991. The majority of partgmbers accepted the leadership's decision to
fully embrace social democracy; while a small numbiehard-liners went on to form a new
communist party. Thus, in the early 1990s the targdst Italian parties were left without any
ideological legitimacy and accused of having le@ ttountry to ruins. The PSI as well
disappeared under the weight of corruption scandalsording to the NL, all traditional parties
were one and the same. Luciano Costantini arguwsirithe NL discourse “parties are all the
same because they are all in favour of centraliach lzecause they want to deprive the rich
regions of their wealth through an unfair tax sys&nd through an Southernised bureaucracy.”
This climate of political incertitude and loss aigt toward the mass parties favoured the sudden
expansion of the Northern League.

Thus, international political events contributediiberate the Italian electorate from the
old voting pattern and provoked deep changes. Rdlahnheimer argues that "three processes
closely intertwined had a relevant role in deteingnthe decline of consensus for traditional
parties®: the decreasing importance of 'sub-cultural tradit which deeply affected electoral

choices by perpetuating particular values, mythd symbols; the decreasing influence of the



left/right dimension in looking at or dealing witlertain issues; and the loss of faith in the réle o
traditional parties. Thus, the old cleavage disapget and the NL correctly identified the new
one in the North/South differences. The politicsthté ‘white’ northern regions that "had been
held politically hostageé® by the Cold War was at last freed. However, the e the
international ideological struggle was a necesshy, not sufficient cause to produce the
League’s victories.

Since the late 1980s the international econonderohad undergone substantial changes
in its structure and modes of production. The enth® Cold War accelerated those changes by
eliminating the alternative economic model. Incregglobal exchanges, an acceleration of the
technological revolution, and the importance of theancial’ economy apparently limit the
effective intervention of governments in the ecogoiiter the collapse of socialist models and
the long-term growth of the American economy, thegl-American model has become, it
appears, the only efficient economic organisati@tiobal competition dramatically increased,
production moves from one country to another irrcdeaf the lowest cost of labour while the
financial market decides the economic fate of maouyntries.

"The move from a Fordist mode of production, thatl contributed to create in Western
Europe a net of protection for the working classa fpost-Fordist world dramatically changed all
social and economic relationships.ttalian entrepreneurs such as the former presidént
Confindustria(the association of Italian patrons) Giorgio Fogs®mnomists such as the European
Union Commissioner Mario Monti, and many politicidoelieve that the Anglo-American model
needs to be copied. In order to stay competitivéhenworld market, they call for much less state
intervention, free hand in dealing with the labdarce, improvement of all infrastructures,
possibility to move goods and capitals without nast, and a dramatic decrease of state
expenditures. Thus, the end of the ideological adt the revolutionary impact of economic
globalization's forces determined the rise of neaués and demands that needed to find a

political channel.



The inability to manage the political and econoriisis of the late 1980s and early
1990s was particularly evident in the ‘deep Nor#h'yery dynamic regional economy. In the
area, there are a vast number of entrepreneursogm@l few people and engaged on
international markets that are in search of pdalitiepresentation since they have become the
protagonists of the global economy. Relations betwthese entrepreneurs and the DC-led
central government were previously regulated ommgple assumption: the rich North provided
enough money to Rome in exchange for being leftaldhus, the government tolerated massive
tax evasion, exemption from safety regulations, a@neddatory investments in the Southern
regions of the country through a policy of tax liedn exchange, support for the DC and the
PSI would remain firm and no particular attentioould be paid to how state money would be
spent, particularly in the South. Workers in thes®ll and medium sized firms were and are not
heavily unionised unlike their fellow workers innd@r factories. The left largely failed to include
them or substantially attract their support, legditem to feel "politically peripherat?

Changes in the world economy can be consideredsélend fundamental factor that
contributed to the NL's upsurge. Economic glob#tsa and the collapse of communism
radically mutated the Northern Italian communiteesl the way they channelled their political
demands. The economic changes in particular rede¢hte central position within the economic
system of new social classes that now claimed mpoligcal influence. Traditional parties could
not provide it and many northern entrepreneursf-eseployed professionals, and workers
became the constituencies that, at the same tireated and were represented by the NL.
Understanding the demands of this “new productiess; the most dynamic in the countty,”

allowed the NL to establish itself as the spokespefor the richest area of the country.

The Northern Leaque’s road to success: North versuSouth

The leadership of the NL was able to interpretrieeds and demands of the northern

society through new ideological lenses. The Leatye®y upon existing feelings of mistrust and



discontent against the political class, the inedfic state bureaucracy, the fiscal system, big
business, Southerners and foreign immigrants ieroia set forth its own project. In the white
deep North many had been upset with the DC-led rgovents for many years, but feared
changing allegiance, but the collapse of commune&iminated the traditional enemy and
between 1987 and 1992 most of the votes that theebkived came from former DC supporters.
The NL understood that a different political clage replaced the traditional left/right
ideological struggle and contributed to deepeAstit became evident that purely ethnic politics
would not win much support, Bossi watered down #mly ethnic project of the leghe
autonomiste Perceived ethnic and linguistic differences amosgjons had been used by the

leghe autonomist® win the electorate approval for administratlezentralisation, but the basis

for the League's project relied much more heauilyeoonomics and social behaviour. However,
the NL used those ‘differences’ to strengthen éitipal discourse. The feelings of mistrust

toward Southerners accompanied by a vast array tefeaypes were instrumental in

differentiating the Northern peoples from the Seutlers, thus creating the conditions to
delegitimise the country’s centralist constitutibettucture. If the Southerners and Northerners
were different, then each people should have haditht to self-determination. The League

proposed the creation of a federal state, arguinaj local differences had always been a
characteristic of the country for historical reas@md the 1861 unification did not make them
disappear.

The leader of the NL Umberto Bossi identified therth as the bedrock of hardworking,
wealth-producing and taxes-overburdened people wiepe sustaining the entire Italian
economy, since the South was subsidised througtefudsnoney transfers. The specifics of this
policy were always a matter of contention, but gudicy itself had found support across the
political board. On the contrary, the Northern Leaguestioned the policy at its core and
proposed a radical alternative: eliminate all stateand, through federalism, force the South to

find its own road to economic and social developtéwccording to the League, the wealth



produced in the North should have been invested speht for the benefit of the local
communities.

The Northern League’s fundamental goal is to gaibstantial political, economic, and
administrative autonomy for the northern regiomsoider to achieve this result, Bossi reversed
the terms of the centennial debate on the ‘Southeestion.” Ever since the 1861 unification all
parties had to deal with the question of economit social development in the more backward
South. However, the gap between North and Sou#tdgyencreased. The economic boom of the
1960s was felt very superficially in the Southezgions. Vast-scale industrialisation did not take
place, the presence of organised crime discouragedte investments, and state money was
used to foster clientelism while scores of peoptegeated in search of employment. On the
contrary, the northern regions developed ratheckdyithanks to a mix of favourable geographic
position, good local political administration, esgreneurial spirit, and cheap Southern
immigrant labour. In the early eighties a huge pubdEficit provoked an increase in taxation,
creating an atmosphere of discontent in the Namfatd the central government since the money
raised to fill the state empty coffers impeded Hart economic growth. Moreover, an
overwhelming number of Southerners held postsersthte bureaucracy, drawing criticism from
Northerners who privileged the private sector arftb Vielt they financed an inefficient and
corrupt bureaucracy.

According to this picture, Bossi claimed that tbal national question was the ‘Northern
guestion’. The central government could not dismsstherners' demands that would facilitate
economic growth: the richest regions should be eraged to continue their drive to prosperity
and to be competitive on world markets. In orderdto so, the huge network of small and
medium sized firms demanded more infrastructurésrps decrease in taxation, and less
regulation. At the same time, workers demanded laares or better services. The younger
elements of the working class were particularlyrkeelisten to the NL's political discourse. The

answer to both constituencies, according to thglieais extensive federal reforms. The League



believes that local municipalities should keep nadghe money raised with taxation and invest
it locally as new federal laws would provide forextension of powers on many matters, ranging
from policing to school curricula. The old systeasbd on transfers from the central government
should be abolished.

The Northern question has occupied the politicghade since the late 1980s and has
shifted the attention on areas of the country jpnesly taken into very little consideration. The
economic and social North/South fracture substitdde the old left/right framework. However,
this would not have been enough to guarantee lrigilbo the NL if it had not been connected

more deeply to local realities. The previous ex@we of the leghe autonomistevealed its

importance in terms of community building. The lbd@alect, the supposed common ethnic
background, the same attitude toward hard workrasplect for basic civic rules are all elements
that bonded with the economic discourse. The twoalirses mutually reinforce each other. The
League suggests that a high degree of political eswhomic autonomy is the only possible
solution for Italy's problems.

The issues that the Italian society was facingeveeimplex and called for a restructuring
of all aspects of the country from politics to egomncs. The Northern League succeeded because
it offered simple solutions for valid complaintshish responded to long-standing problems. The
NL was able to connect those solutions to a widmras, economic, cultural, and political
project. Local traditions, exclusion of foreignesariously identified, heavy limitation of state
intervention, low taxes, privatisation of publiac\gees, and cultural conformity are the pillars of

that project.

The Northern Leaque’s issues

The issues that granted visibility to the Leagod that helped it build a vast consensus
can be traced back to the fundamental challengeisgfaEurope since the late 1980s. The

renaissance of nationalism accompanied the collapseternationalist socialist ideology and



Western Europe was not immune to it. Nationalistipsa rose to prominence all over Western
Europe, even if they took different forms, spondod#ferent programs, and enjoyed different
degrees of electoral success. In particular, wet m&ntion, the Austrian Freedom Party, the
Belgian extreme right movement Vlaams Blok, as wasllother formations in Germany (DVU,
Republikaner), Denmark, and Sweden. All these ipaliformations benefited from the ‘new’
cultural importance given to the idea of Nation aradional belonging. In a sense, nationalism
substituted for the need of self-identificationpafople that previously was implemented by other
political ideologies.

The end of socialism represented also a defeah&oworking class. It is true that most
Western European leftist parties had distanced setras from Moscow well before 1989, but
many past victories in terms of labour-capital tieless had been gained by the working class
thanks to the existence of an alternative econanadel. The left's inability to respond to the
post-1989 challenge by rethinking a socialist platf opened the door to a right wing,
nationalist approach to labour-capital relations #énemployment soared and more foreign
labour came to the EU, the far right seized theodpity to put forth its agenda. At the same
time, the United States with its impressive ecomognowth and low unemployment is both the
example and the promoter for neo-liberal policiemce the neo-liberal model is so imposing
and since the European left has no clear altemativt, there is a political vacuum that can be
filled.

The intertwined forces at play have given voicentdionalist parties. The Northern
League comes out of this ‘political family’ andotiilds support on the same issues that are at the
core of right-wing parties' campaigns. Howevertidgions have to be made concerning the
solutions it proposes for specific Italian probler@®ncerning the question of immigration, the
NL calls for very restrictive measures and se@s ia ‘security problem’. Immigrants are largely
identified with crime, but in many of its strongbslthere are large communities of immigrants

who provide much needed lab&lr The anti-immigrant stance of the Northern Leaguay thus



seem paradoxical, but it can be explained by lapkah the economic neo-liberal model they
have in mind. The NL is favourable to provide chéapour to the small and medium-sized
Northern enterprises as long as these foreign werdiee made ‘invisible’ in the communities
where they live. They are not perceived as poteatizens, but as a necessary evil that has to be
imported in order to sustain economic growth. Gn tiote, Umberto Bossi recently encouraged
Northern Italians to have more babies so that enfthure foreign labour will not be necessary
any longer.

Another issue on which the League built its suceess the question of taxes. Taxation in
Italy has always been elevated in order to sustaiexpensive welfare system, but two features
were distinctive of Italy: 1) poor performance ofamy social services and 2) a scandalous
amount of tax evasion. The government thereforeilyei@mxed verifiable incomes (i.e. salaries),
with employees accounting for most of the stateemeres. In exchange for heavy taxation,
employees in the public sector enjoyed high jolusgcand retirement privileges. Workers in
large private firms enjoyed a good level of sopmatection as well thanks to strong trade unions.

With the new economic order, the ‘deep North pomig’ began complaining that
indirect taxes were too high, services too pood, iafrastructure too inefficient to allow them to
cope with the requirements of economic globalizatMoreover, the feeling that tax money was
spent in wasteful projects in the South and usddedd an inefficient bureaucracy accelerated the
pace of fiscal protest. The equation ‘too muchestaio much waste, and too many Southerners’
was simple to make. The League correctly interpréte northern entrepreneurs'demands and
proposed that taxes should be lowered and, morertantly, spent in the territory where they
were paid. However, the real ability of the Leaguoasisted in underplaying the conflict between
employers and employees, uniting them under thendranf federalism. The targets were
Southerners who enjoyed fiscal exemptions of atlssdived off state handouts, and occupied
the majority of state jobs. The League's solutitted perfectly in the social and economic

context of the "deep North". Bossi proposed that m@oney should be kept where it was
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produced through a federal reform of the entire sggtem, benefiting both employers and
employees in the North. If the money wasted in $lo@ith could be used instead to have more
efficient public services and higher investmentghe North, then the whole Northern society
would benefit from it.

The two issues mentioned above are tightly intekd and are the main components of a
wider program of revolutionary changes that thegueawants to introduce in the political and
economic life of the country. The NL was and is aofingle-issue’ party and has become a
durable player in Italian politics thanks to an @mpassing vision of how Italy should be. The
League built its success by addressing the demahdsnstituencies whose needs had been
previously omitted and was able to fit them in aiom of a better society that other parties
lacked. The way those issues were tackled demdestitzat the NL fit perfectly with other right-
wing movement across the continent. Oversimpliftcatand easy categorisations for the
identification of enemies on the base of their ity or geographic background were the

League's weapons together with the servile attitad@rd businesses.

The Padanian identity: from ethnic politics and bak

The Northern League is a territory-based politarglanisation whose fundamental goal is
to represent the interests of the Northern Italiéisselectoral support has been widespread in all
northern regions excluding perhaps Emilia-Romagha&rey making headway was particularly
difficult. Despite its clear territorial base anitk‘nationalist’ project aimed at defending the
North of Italy, Bossi's Northern League attemptedteer away from ethnic identity. When Bossi

finally reunited in 1989 all the leghe autonomigti¢ghin the one single political organisation, he

clearly spelled out that traditional enmities amaagional movements in the name of ethno-
linguistic differences should be set aside in favotia more comprehensive outlook. Thus,
economic and social similarities across all northexgions took over and were utilised to

promote the ‘Northern question.” According to thi, khe North is an economic and productive
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reality rather than an ethnic, religious or linguigntity fighting for recognition and autonomy
from the central government.

In the early 1980s there existed a number of smagionally-based political parties that
advanced the cause of regionalism through ethrdcliaguistic identification on the mould of
the Union Valdotaine (UV) and the Sud-Tirole VoRartei (SVP) that in the aftermath of World
War 1l secured the status of regions with a spestetute for Valle D’Aosta and Trentino Alto-
Adige, where a French-speaking and a German-spgakamority lived. These_leghe
autonomistedemanded more autonomy for the existing regiontherbase of local differences

that distinguished each region from the other. [Baglers of the leghe autonomistederlined

the importance of the local dialect, emphasisedlloaltural traditions and flirted with ethnicity
to justify their demands for increased politicatl@@dministrative autonomy. Once autonomy was
granted, it would have beneficial effects on thealceconomy thanks to the decentralisation of

important decision-making processes. Despite #féarts, the leghe autonomisteere not able

to gather any substantial support and remainedinargctors on the political stage. One reason
for their lack of success was the firm grip of ttexhal political parties on the political agenda;
another was the clash of personalities that lethternal squabbles. Moreover, Italy was still
locked in the ideological struggle and the inteoral environment had considerable
repercussions in stalemating domestic political. IHowever, the apparent ideological deadlock
and its electoral consequences cannot be the ealon for the lack of success of the leghe
autonomisteas other new political formations had been ablgather some support (i.e. the

Greens) despite strong ‘systemic’ pressures. Tlgheleautonomistdried to “"transform a

geographic and administrative point of referen¢e (Region) into the basis for a deep and
intense identification’® and failed. Thus, the lack of clear-cut linguistieligious and ethnic
criteria, which would be the founding base for anawon identity for all Northerners in contrast

with a common identity for all Southerners, conitdd to the setback of the leghe autonomiste
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Bossi abandoned, albeit not entirely, the ethnaggat and economic differences between
North and South became the main political themthefNorthern League. This strategy proved
successful and the League "proposed itself as ¢fender of simple peoples (the hardworking
Northerners) considered according more to critefisocial and economic homogeneity than on
ethnic basis*® The ethno-linguistic discourse was maintained imill form to satisfy those
within the party who had been supporters of thédegutonomiste and it served the purpose of
legitimising the radical economic and political aehs that the NL advocated. The picture
changed in early 1995 with the launch of the cagmpdr Padanian identity. This was both an
answer to the internal crisis of fall 1994 when tile split over the decision to abandon the
Berlusconi-led government and a new political avadle to all other parties that by the time had
caught up with the NL on the issue of federalistug, there are two different but interlocking
reasons for the search of a strong ethnic identtyonly as a means to achieve concrete goals,
but also almost as an end in itself.

In the fall of 1994, Umberto Bossi decided to wittw the League's support to the
Berlusconi-led government, since the League's aiterat federalising the country had been
discarded. The NL split over the decision to letineecoalition and Bossi attracted accusations of
treason from his former allies and from a scor@isfown party members. He responded to this
crisis by "proposing almost obsessively the cendtaiments of the original League's identity,
refusing to enter any coalitiod”™ The cement that would hold the party togethenijtlithe
outflow of militants and increase support after @94 electoral losses was the launch of
Padania and Padanian identity. Through a selectiveerpretation of Italian political life and
history, all Northerners were held to have a comi@ehic ethnic background that was different,
and therefore opposite to Southerners ethnic cortnpasThis is not true as all Italians (with the
exception of the German, French and Slovene miasyibhave the same common mixed ethnic
origin. Language is also the same for all Italidng, local dialects are indeed very different from

one another and are widely used in everyday litawvéler, they are not languages and there are
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just as many differences among northern dialecthei® are between Southern and Northern
ones. Despite this, the NL attempted to found amom ethnicity for all Northerners, give it
historical legitimacy and campaign on it for theght to self-determination. This self-
determination could occur through federalism oressmn. Much effort was put into building a
Padanian identity: the creation of a Northern pamknt, the formation of a secessionist
government, the organisation of a referendum falependence in the North, the launch of
Padanian TV and radio stations, and the promotioanaual Celtic Gamé¥ All these steps
were accompanied by the new symbols of Padaniamtiige The traditional symbol of the
warrior Alberto da Giussano was replaced by then"8uthe Alps"”, the colour green substituted
for the original red and white, and the North weferred to as Padania and not as the Northern
Republic.

The launch of Padania was not simply a means thredach reinvigorate militants and
supporters, but was also a fundamental shift irpthigtical outlook of the Northern League vis a
vis the other political parties. For a considerabtee, the Northern League enjoyed a substantial
advantage over all other political formations imnie of issues it stood for and in terms the
political vision of socio-economic cohesion it pared. All this had changed by the mid-1990s
as most parties supported decentralisation (evength not to the League's extent), fiscal
reforms, the liberalisation of the economy, a halillegal immigration, a tough stand against
organised crime and the drive to achieve EMU. Solydé seemed that the edge the League had
concerning issues and vision of a new society wasds almost every party had closer policy-
positions. In order to re-gain that edge, Bossid#zt to play the "identity card". The ethnic
discourse that was in the background and the ricataole it played in gathering support from
all sectors of the Northern society was let outhe open. An intense campaign of Padanian
nationalism began in 1996 and accompanied a rétugnassroots politcs in preparation for the
April 1996 general election. Thus, the NL ran alané fared surprisingly well at the April 1996

national election, taking 23 per cent of the vategshe North (excluding Emilia-Romagna).
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Despite the stunning result, the NL was margindliseParliament, as its votes were not decisive
in tipping the balance between the centre-righttheccentre-left coalitions.

The electoral results encouraged Bossi to acdelarad deepen the process of Padanian
nationalism; disregarding concrete stands on dpegdlicies and privileging an all-embracing
ethno-nationalist approach to every matter of malitsignificance. From then on, the NL acted
according to ethnic criteria rather than on sodorm®mic ones, returning to the leghe
autonomisteoriginal platform. Unfortunately for the Leaguéetnorthern electorate was not
ready for such a change. The lack of clear-cutietienteria on which to build Padanian
nationalism did not allow the League to strike ardhwithin the larger electorate that was more
concerned with concrete problems. The strengthefLeague had been to privilege economics
and social behaviour over ethnicity and reversimgdiscourse did not pay off. A mild northern
nationalism had been useful in conveying the Lesgueessage regarding the necessity for
federal reforms, but the new Padanian nationaliss much too strong and self-referential to
appeal voters.

As a consequence of this intensive campaign o&ilad nationalism, the NL found itself
in very awkward positions with respect to speciBsues. One of the first policy reversals
occurring in the name of national identity was thmitical stance on the European Union and
EMU, when in earlier times it had been the onlytyp#o take Europe seriously in Italy. Then
came the abandonment of federalism as the ultibcedgue’s goal and it was substituted for by
secession, with threats of armed violence to aehitev he refusal to choose stable alliances with
either the centre-left or centre-right disorientedny militants as giving conditional support to
either one coalition to extract the maximum of adages was typical of parties during the First
Republic and had been criticised many times ovethibyNorthern League leadership. Finally,
the open support for Milosevic during the war inskwo was the latest of the NL’s political
contradictions. The confusion that reigned amongjtanis over these sudden changes and

reversals had negative repercussions in electemaist and created disaffection to the leadership
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within the movement. Many elected officials lefeetiparty or were thrown out in an all-out
political struggle among the different factions.eTgreat emphasis on Padanian nationalism
backfired and Bossi reversed it by entering intoeav coalition with the centre-right. This
alliance has revived the League’s electoral forsualed it has made it again a leading actor on

the Italian political scene.

An assessment of the Northern League

The Northern League has not yet succeeded inrobtpa high degree of autonomy for
the northern regions. However, its presence imtigical system changed the structure and the
content of Italy’s politics. The NL was in fact abto achieve significant results, directly or
indirectly, both for itself and for the whole comntand it provided, since its onset, a valid
critique of the Italian political system.

The question of excessive state spending, the pedormance of public services, the
lack of decentralised decision-making, the incregsyap between North and South, the low
international status of the country, the waste, Hrel corruption were issues that traditional
parties were not tackling. However, the NL is "@#nt in its role as a channel of representation
of discontent, but it is much less effective as dlitipal subject offering solutions and
administration.” It seems that the Northern League is well suiteddestructive’ politics, but
ill-suited for "constructive" ones. On the one hatite NL raised fundamental issues that the
political system refused to take into account ahdt twere causing increasing detachment
between the citizens and the traditional parties. tte other hand, the NL was unable to
formulate a coherent and effective political reg®mnPresenting itself as a party of strong
"ethno-nationalist’ identification, it inevitably tends to be exclusivand racist rather than
inclusive, and antagonising rather than accommogatirhus, the NL is able to channel

resentment, but unable to offer valid policiesdtiective change.
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Despite not having achieved any fundamental resuoltterms of decentralisation, the
League deserves credit for some positive changgstiturred during the 1990s. First of all, the
NL contributed to and accelerated the dismantliithe previous putrid system. Bossi and the
rest of the leadership denounced the corrupteq ggstem and the involvement of all leading
political figures in contributing to the decay dietcountry’s politics and economics: operation
"Clean Hands" proved them right. Thus, the Leagieelarated the inevitable end of a political
system that was unable to meet new challengesoanddvate. However, it was the old political
class that favoured the enrichment of the entrequneal northern class. Bossi willingly forgets
that the League has its stronghold where the D@ tsée all-powerful and the DC is the same
party that controlled the state and caused manlgeoproblems he was pointing at. The NL was
able to hide the most controversial and complexeetspof Italian political and economic
development in order to construct a picture wherevas easy to identify Southerners as
scapegoats.

A second positive feature is the introduction @neepts such as federalism and
administrative and fiscal autonomy. Slow ‘Roman’rdaucracy had left many local
communities' needs unanswered for a long time adralisation of the decision-making
process provokes enormous disadvantages, in gdartioua rapidly changing world and dynamic
economy. The NL was the first political movementpimpose a solution to the problem of
centralized decision-making. The debate over thastormation of the country into a federal
state and the electoral success it obtained foatleather parties to embrace, at least on paper,
the cause of decentralisation. This debate is keajthy for Italian democracy and represents a
step ahead in the right direction both to fight gles disaffection toward politics and to
practically improve civil service's performanceslléwing the NL's pressure, some elements of
federalism have been introduced through the egsdidministrative bodies. The regions have

been empowered with the possibility to raise soameg and spend the money as they think best.
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However, such low-profile reforms did not lead ttaareaching federal decentralisation and the
NL still keeps the pressure on the central govenirteeobtain extensive federal reforms.

Thirdly, the League’s strong anti-Southern polesrtitgggered a positive reaction in the
South. This may seem paradoxical, but the League'sess might have indirectly contributed to
the awakening of the South. In the last few yeaesy mayors and local administrators pushed
for radical changes in governing their municipesti calling for an end of patronage and
clientelism, fighting with the central governmeat fmore financial autonomy, and organising to
obtain special powers to develop their areas. Atogrto many of them decentralisation is
necessary to improve their performances in progidotal communities with better services.
Thus, those who seemingly had the most to lose wgtintroduction have taken up the federal
discourse.

Finally, the League began underlining the imparéafor Italy to play a greater role in
Europe. With the deepening of economic integratibmas imperative for Italian economy to
restructure and to participate to the EMU. The lueagegan pressuring public opinion and the
other parties to realise that the European cortstruevas far more important than petty and
endless ‘national’ issues. Despite recent criticemhow monetary union was achieved, the
League remains committed to the European préfect

If, on the one hand, the Northern League contethub bring about positive changes, on
the other hand its actions had a tremendous digseuptipact on the political system and on
society. While the old political system was abled¢ach compromises through the mass parties
in order to satisfy the demands of all actors, eague's presence made this search for
compromises more difficult. The ethnic discourséus economic and political demands have
been very divisive. Feelings of mistrust and raciesmard Southerners had always been present
in Italian society, but the NL exploited them tai@ater extent, as all problems are blamed on
Southerners. This triggers a dangerous identiboatiith the entire civil service that in turns

reflects into mistrust and hatred for all statetitutions. It is true that Bossi speaks of pealcef
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means to achieve "freedom"”, but in more than ommagion he also spoke of guns, bullets, and
militias. The very existence of the "green shirtilitha clearly points out to a militaristic
organisation of the party.

Secondly, there are dangerous attempts to tesimite to which the NL can go with its
actions before triggering a reaction from the a@ngovernment. Forming a secessionist
Parliament and a provisional government would besiered subversive acts in any other
country, but the NL was able to carry them out withbeing sanctioned. The central government
wants to avoid any confrontation, but it risks talarestimate the danger posed by the NL to the
democratic process and Italy had known instituti®meakdowns in the past.

Finally, the NL is key to the introduction of Amean style capitalism in Italy. The
entrepreneurial business class in the North neeelsntroduction of a laissez fairaarket to
remain profitable in the era of globalization ahdeeds a supine political power. The NL offers
both. Without the weight of the South, the rich thowill be able to keep the pace of the
strongest world economies through the Americarasatif its labour and financial markets. The
future government in the North would undoubtedloiar the entrepreneurial class, providing an
ideal social and cultural environment purified ofdesired 'foreign' elements. What is really
interesting is the ability of the League to attraettors of the northern blue and white-collar
working class. The alliance of capital and labogaiast the central government has been
cemented through the ethno/nationalist politicakcdurse. However, the "deep North"
entrepreneurial class is not sincerely committethéoNL nationalist project in all of its aspects.
It is far more interested in the establishment tHissez-faireeconomy than in the promotion or
defence of the ridiculous Padanian identity. Thenemic needs of this class can also be
satisfied by other political forces promoting ex@®e neo-liberal reforms as shown by the
support that Berlusconi received among the Norteatrepreneurs at the 1994 election. Many of
them eventually shifted back to the NL when Bertusqroved unwilling and unable to deliver

what they expected. The ethnic, nationalist disseus used by the NL to hold labour and capital
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together in the name of Padanian identity, buttehfs ready to betray the NL project: it is more
than willing to hire cheap foreign labour when givine opportunity or to shift production in
low-labour cost countries. At the same time labgarticularly in the private sector and not
limited to blue-collar workers, holds on to therathproject as a means to avoid foreign labour
competition and to enjoy higher salaries if the t8as dropped and taxes reduced. This situation
entails that many workers are blackmailed into pting harder working conditions, limitations
of various sort (vacations, permits, and so onl, lawer pay if they want to keep or find a job
even in times of low unemployment in the North.c®iclear leftist alternatives are lacking, it is

not surprising they are far more committed to Pad#ran their capital counterpart.

Conclusion

The Northern League has been one of the protagasfishe changes that Italy underwent
in the last ten years. For fifty consecutive ye#ts same parties had run the country,
guaranteeing economic growth and political stabivhile installing a centralised and corrupt
system of social and economic relationships. Wl waning of the left/right cleavage, new
issues and demands began to appear, forcing p#otiesthink their own position. Thus, the
dormant territorial conflict awoke as the rich matn regions began to feel that profound
political and economic reforms were needed if thayre to retain their successful economic
position. The NL became their vehicle of politieatpression, calling for federalism, fiscal
autonomy, drastic reduction of welfare state beseéind introduction of American-style market
competition, selective foreign immigration, and @ndicant effort to participate to the
construction of a "Europe of Regions". The NL blamthe political class for waste and
corruption, accused the big industries and theett@aons of strangling the small and medium
entrepreneurial spirit for their own mutual bersgfipointed the finger to the laziness of

Southerners, and denounced the extension of statéerence in people’s lives.
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The failure of the Padanian project and the malitmarginalisation the NL has suffered
since 1996 did not bury the party. In fact, therthiames’ showed that the NL can count on very
committed members and supporters who follow withquestions the contradictory decisions of
the leadership. The votes the NL can provide toctm@re-right coalition are decisive in many
constituencies and the renewed alliance with Bednswill allow the Northern League to
become a prominent player yet again. The needdanthnds of the classes the NL represents
have not been met and are likely to play an infliaémole in the upcoming elections. After
having reversed its electoral downfall in the réaegional election, the NL is poised to return to

power in Rome and to finally deliver federalisntiie country.
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! Among this type of parties, the Radical Party darelGreens are worthy of mention. The Radical Party
enjoyed a successful spell in the mid-seventiegutite leadership of Marco Pannella, while the Gsee
had a significant electoral in the early eightisth parties still exist today, but they have agnaal

role and small following.

2To this effect, many constitutionalists pointed that there existed a non-written rule, tmaventio ad
excludendumby which all existing parties would form a Grafdalition rather than letting the PCI
come to power. Obviously, the Pci would have hagaim more than 50% of the votes if it wanted to ru
the country.
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