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Abstract
This thesis tests one of the approaches that analyzes the rise of right-wing populist parties,
“the economic crisis” approach. The core idea of this theory is that during an economic crisis,
there is a rise of electoral support for the right-wing populist parties. The two case studies
which are studied are the (Northern) League in Italy and the National Front/Rally in France.
These analyses include a brief history of the said parties, their political profile, and the results
in elections after the 2008-2009 financial crisis. As well as data on the profile of supporters
of these parties and the reasons why they support these parties, and their views on some of
the main political and social issues.
From the data confrontation it is shown that there is no correlation between times of
economic hardship, and the electoral success of these parties. And what is more important
supporters of these parties also emphasize reasons related with identity rather than economic
problems for supporting these parties. For economic issues they have a similar perception to
the rest of the population.

Keywords
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1.1 Introduction
Studies about populism and relations between economic problems and the rise of populism
have started early and become more significant after the '90s. Those studies focused mostly
on Latin America and on left-wing populism, however, after the financial crisis of 2008, there
has been a shift in studies of populism from left-wing to right-wing and from Latin America
to Europe.
The presence of populism in world politics is increasing in the recent years and decades.
From Europe to America, South America, Turkey, Russia, and elsewhere, there is a revival of
populist discourse and populist actions. Many populist parties have achieved high electoral
success, and some others, like Fidesz, Podemos, or “Law and Order” are already governing.
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Populism can be found with right-wing, left-wing parties, extreme right, and extreme left.
However, many populist parties and leaders deny the existence of ideologies, such as left vs.
right division, and say that the real division in the political scene is the "people" vs. the
"elite."1
Removal of the classic ideologies from the political programs and discourse is part of a wave
of regression of ideological division, and this goes to the dilemma if the traditional ideologies
are any longer relevant for the interpretation of the economic, social, and political reality.
In this so-called "real" division, populists add some additional features to both the “people”
and the “elite” which generally can be summarized as good vs. evil. 2 This language acquires
almost religious nuances when the "people" are represented as angels and the "elite" as
devils. 3
It should be mentioned that the populist discourse is not used only by parties and leaders,
which are categorized as "a clear example of the populism." Still, traces of populism can be
found in the public discourse of almost all political parties who aim electoral success and
assumption of power. This is more obvious if populism is considered not only as an ideology,
but also a style of doing politics, a style of political discourse, and political behavior.4 There
is no electoral campaign and electoral victory without some populist discourse.
So, it looks like the liberal-democracy has populism an essential part of itself, and this is
somehow understandable as long as the sovereign in the liberal-democracy is the "people,"
and legitimacy is taken in the name of the people. In this way, the discourse with the
"people," as its central element, is not considered as demagogy but as an essential part of
democracy. As a result, populism nowadays is transformed into a generally accepted political
style.
For quite a long time, the discourse of political parties was dominated by particular social
categories, mostly class-based, and the notion of "the people" was silenced, or at least left
aside. However, today "the people," is not a forgotten notion, but a central concept in the
political scene. As a result, populism has become a usual way of doing politics. Furthermore,
1

Mudde, Cas and Rovira Kaltwasser, Cristóbal (2017), Populism: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, pg. 6.
2
Albertazzi Daniele and McDonnell Duncan (2008), “Introduction: The Sceptre and the Spectre,” in:
Albertazzi, D. and D. McDonnell, Twenty First Century Populism, Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, pg. 11.
3
Mudde, Cas (2004), The Populist Zeitgeist. In Government and Opposition, Volume 39: 541-563.
4
Kazzin Michael (1998), The Populist Persuasion: An American History, New York: Cornell University Press,
pg. 287.
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this is somehow understandable for two reasons: "the people" is a central element in
democracy, and populism can easily cohabit with many ideologies, primarily if it is
understood as a form of discourse, which aims to understand and explain the society, and its
function.
Recently, Europe has seen a resurgence of populist discourse; also, many populist parties or
groups have emerged. Some of those parties even are part of the respective governments.
Populism in Europe has appeared in those countries where EU policies and discourse have
failed to convince the population about its policies and structure. Those people consider the
EU as a supranational structure that suppresses the freedom and democracy of member
countries. In Europe, there is a rise in populism in many countries, such as the United
Kingdom, Spain, France, Italy, Austria, Hungary, Poland, or Greece. Some of the populist
parties have increased their votes but are still in opposition, some others are part of the
government, and some others have come close to power.
The rise and electoral success of right-wing populist parties have been studied and interpreted
by many authors, as Mudde5, Albertazzi and McDonnell6, Norris and Inglehart 7 etc. whose
studies and conclusions have created a few theories which explain the growth of the rightwing populism.
One of the approaches that analyzes the rise of right-wing populist parties, is “the economic
crisis” approach. The core idea of this theory is that during an economic crisis, there is a rise
of electoral support for the right-wing populist parties.
It should be noted that the economic explanation for the growth and electoral success of farright parties has not begun with right-wing populist parties. Initially, these studies (dealing
with the 1930s) have analyzed the rise of far-right parties, the fascist ones, and then the focus
of studies shifted from extreme right to right-wing populist parties. In the theoretical
framework of this thesis, studies for the rise of far right and populist right will be presented.
Although different casual factors are mentioned in the economic theories, the general idea of
them is that a specific economic situation, e.g. a financial crisis, globalization, or
development of technology, leads to the transformation of labor markets, generates economic

5

Mudde, Cas (2007), Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Albertazzi and McDonnell (2008) “Introduction: The Sceptre and the Spectre.”
7
Inglehart, Ronald and Norris, Pippa (2016), “Trump, Brexit, and the rise of populism: Economic have-nots and
cultural backlash.”, American Political Science Association Annual Meeting, 1-4 September, Philadelphia.
6
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insecurity and social reactions. These developments make citizens lose faith in the political
system and traditional political parties. They direct their hopes towards populist parties that
present a change of their economic situation and offer tempting solutions to the voters'
economic problems. Those solutions can be protectionism, building a border wall or, as is
usual in Europe, exiting from the European Union.
The financial crisis of 2008 offers a good opportunity to test this approach, as it was a
financial crisis that hit the US and Europe, had substantial social consequences: bankruptcy
of many businesses, unemployment, the rise of inequality, as well as in a general view after
the crisis there was a rise of right-wing populist parties in Europe.

1.2 Research question
The research question which will be answered in this thesis is: Is there a correlation between
the consequences of the 2008 financial crisis and the electoral success of right-wing populist
parties?
In this thesis, times of economic hardship means difficulties caused by the lack of resources
to fulfill the economic needs. To measure this, I will rely on data about GDP, unemployment
rate and the level of general consumption.

1.3 Methodology
This thesis tests one of the approaches that analyzes the rise of right-wing populist parties,
“the economic crisis” approach.
This thesis is conceived in this form:
A theoretical framework on populism will be given first, and although the approaches of
some authors will be presented, the thesis will rely mostly on the work of Cass Mudde.
Because Mudde has conducted comprehensive studies on the right-wing populism in Europe,
his definition of populism as a "thin-centered ideology"8 to which classical ideologies can be
attached too, seems very appropriate for populist parties. Also, Mudde's idea, "within
European right-wing populism there is a ‘marriage of convenience’ of populism based on an

8

Mudde (2004), The Populist Zeitgeist: 541-563.
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‘ethnic and chauvinistic definition of the people’, authoritarianism and nativism," 9 is a
comprehensive description for the right-wing populist parties.
Then, the main authors who explain the growth and electoral success of right-wing populist
parties as a result of the consequences of the economic crisis and a synthesis of their theories
will be presented.
The two case studies which will be analyzed to answer the research question are the
(Northern) League in Italy and the National Front/Rally in France. This, because the crisis hit
both Italy and France, and both countries have faced hard economic consequences due to the
crisis (reduction of economic growth, an increase of unemployment, reduction of
consumption). Furthermore, the (Northern) League and The National Front/Rally are two
successful right-wing populist parties in their respective countries. For each of these parties a
brief history will be given. In addition, the ideological profile of each of them will be
presented in more details, as well as their definitions on the two main elements of populism,
"the people" and "the elite". This thesis also considers how these parties’ public discourse has
changed over the years as well as the attitudes of these parties regarding some key issues such
as the EU, immigration, multiculturalism, the presence of Muslims in Europe, nation and
national identity.
To answer the research question, two factors will be analyzed: first, the main consequences of
the financial crisis in the respective countries, year by year; and second, the electoral results
of the right-wing populist parties. The focus will be on whether those results correspond to
the difficult economic times. For this reason, quantitative data resulting from the performance
of right-wing populist parties in elections, as well as main indicators of the economic
performance, GDP, unemployment rate, general consumption, in the respective countries will
be analyzed.
Some data on the profile of supporters of these parties will also be provided to examine the
reasons why they support right-wing populist parties, as well as their stances on some of the
main social and political issues. These qualitative data will be analyzed to try to interpret if
the economic reasons are what pushes these people to support these parties. These data will
be provided firstly to show the social, economic, and cultural profile of the supporters of
these parties, as well as the reasons why the latter support these parties. The positions of the
(Northern) League and the National Front/Rally supporters on key social and political issues
9

Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser (2017), Populism: A Very Short Introduction, pg. 34–35.
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will be given to see if there are economic problems or those related to cultural and identity,
the main concerns of the supporters of these parties. Thus, there will be a clearer picture of
their profile and attitudes.
The methodology will be used to test the theory that the rise and electoral success of rightwing populism is a result of the consequences of the economic crisis, and it is a tool to
interpret the data and arrive at a conclusion.

2. Theoretical framework
2.1 Defining populism
Populism is a word that comes from the Latin word "populous," which means "the people" in
the collectivist sense of the word, and one of the most critical features of the populist leaders
and parties is their appeal to the ordinary people. Also, populist leaders claim that their
legitimacy and power stem from the collective of ordinary people. This aspect of populism is
similar to democracy. Democratic systems are founded on the concept of "people." The
people are the new sovereign; from the people, they get legitimacy. However, there is a
difference in how liberal democracy defines the people, and populists define it. For the
former, "people" are all citizens of the country, while for populists, "people" is a narrower
concept, only “ordinary people.” This idea that they have for the people, "ordinary people," is
a crucial point for understanding populism.
Below, will be tried to analyze populism as an ideology. However, it should be noted that
there is much disagreement among various authors as to “what populism is.” Also, it should
be mentioned that an ultimate definition of populism cannot be given. However, Margaret
Canovan has provided a description of minimal criteria a party or movement should fulfill to
be considered populist. She writes that in modern liberal-democracies, the best way to
understand populism is to see it as an appeal to the "ordinary people" against the economic
and political establishment, as well as their supporting system of values and ideas. This
ideology justifies and reproduces these leaders. Populist parties not only appeal to the
"ordinary people" against the elite but also try to inspire some kind of revolt against them, a
revival, a revolution of the people.10

10

Canovan Margaret (1999), Trust the People! Populism and the Two Faces of Democracy, in Political Studies,
Volume: 47 issue: 1: 2-16.
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Albertazzi and McDonell consider populism as an ideology, which as its core idea has the
antagonism between the most significant part of society, usually referred as “the people,” and
a few individuals who own all the economic, political, cultural capital in the given society,
which are called “the elite.”11 Furthermore they view each of those two groups as displaying
certain features such as: good/evil, hardworking/lazy, moral/immoral (which are
characteristics of each of the members of these groups, respectively). Still referring to
Albertazzi and McDonell, another crucial feature of those groups is the permanent war
between them for taking and exercising power.12 The elite does not allow people to fulfill
their interests.
Michael Kazzin considers populism more than an ideology, a style of doing politics, a way of
political behavior, and a style of public discourse. The leaders of these parties and groups,
who use this style of political making, have two goals: first, homogenization (eradicating
differences between people) and mobilization of the people; and second, to direct the fury of
mobilized people, against the elites, their oppressors.13
Cass Mudde says that "populism is a thin-centered political ideology, that considers society
to be ultimately separated into two homogenous and antagonistic camps, ‘the pure people’
versus ‘the corrupt elite,’ and argues that politics should be an expression of the general will
of the people.”14 In this dichotomous division between the people and the elite, there are few
characteristics related to each of the categories. It is considered that people are good, worthy,
moral, and the elite is corrupted, selfish, against the common good. So, populism has this
moralistic approach in dividing the people and the elite, because the division between them is
not the only objective, based on their wealth or income, but also moralistic, good vs. evil,
friends vs. enemies.15 The people, to maintain this moral supremacy, should not collaborate
with the elite.16
Although populism considers the people as a homogeneous group, what unites and makes this
group homogeneous varies through time, country, or situation (class, income, ethnicity, race,
nationality, etc.). So, for populist leaders, the concept of people is always in the process of
making and remaking, it acquires a different shape through time and space. In this process of

11

Albertazzi and McDonnell (2008), “Introduction: The Sceptre and the Spectre,” pg. 11.
Ibid.
13
Kazzin (1998), The Populist Persuasion, pg. 287.
14
Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser (2017), Populism: A Very Short Introduction, pg. 6.
15
Mudde (2004), The Populist Zeitgeist: 541-563.
16
Ibid.
12
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reconstructing and reshaping, "the people" are always in a remaking process.

17

The

formation of collective identities in populism, in this case, "the people," sometimes is done
through negative conceptualization, “what we are not.” Also, crucial in this process of
constructing identity is the antagonism of the groups, “us” vs. “them.” The antagonism
between "the elite" and "the people" is the base for populist ideology, their relationship is
symbiotic as antagonistic; without the elite, the people would not exist.
Canovan, on the other hand, highlights some of the crucial features of populism, comparing
them to the social movements. 18 Although both populist parties and social movements
confront the political establishment to change it, populism challenges the system in two
directions, both economically and politically. Social movements are typically characteristic of
broad-based democratic regimes and without a strong pyramidal organization, but with
pronounced activism on the part of members. 19 On the other side, populism functions in the
form of delegating authority to the charismatic leader.
The horizontal and democratic structure allows social movements to articulate demands
which arise from a collective confrontation. In contrast, the structure of populist parties
resembles a wide-based but very narrow-top pyramid. The leader tends to represent “the
people” and speak on their behalf, for immediate and straightforward solutions, to problems
which he considers as acute.20 In this sense, social movements require structural and longterm changes. In contrast, populist movements or mobilizations do not.
Another author, Arditi, 21 says that the decline of democracy in populism is a permanent
danger for liberal democracies. For him, liberal democracy is threatened by populist behavior
in three aspects:
1. Representation, currently, thanks to media, the leaders of the political parties can
overcome the filters of political parties and their bureaucratic organization.
2. Avoiding the rules of the political system; fulfilling political goals at all costs,
regardless of how they are met.22

17

Ibid.
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3. Emphasizing the role of the leader in the political system, avoiding control
mechanisms. 23
In addition to the assessments above, populism is not necessarily against liberal democracy,
but rather tends to reinvent it by emphasizing, the regime's popular base.
Skolkay distinguishes between populist and populism, noting the difference between populist
rhetoric and the format of populist political force. 24 According to him, not all leaders or
parties can be called populist just because they have some of the elements of populism in
their discourse. Only those who reject existing ideologies as divisive for the community or
who considered “the people” as a whole body can be considered populists. 25
According to Mudde, populism is not an ideology which intends to transform a society
economically and politically. It is a thin-centered ideology which sticks to other ideologies
according to the needs of the populist leader(s). In addition, it can be seen as a set of ideas or
mentality which seeks to explain the world. Populism differs from the classic ideologies like
fascism, liberalism, socialism, nationalism, that have a holistic approach towards society and
aim to transform it profoundly.26 Populists use these ideologies interchangeably, depending
on the specific situation. Populism is a complementary ideology that can go well with other
ideologies and does not challenge them.27 Unlike all known ideologies, populism considers
the general principles or ideas as insufficient to solve problems and tries to find "its own new
path" in each case. 28
McGuidan develops the idea of the emptiness of ideologies, stating: “...populism is not an
ideology, as it is not a key that helps interpret the world, nor can it be translated into
programs, norms, and institutions.” 29 Moreover, anyone who is labeled a populist never
defends this affiliation, unlike what happens to any other ideology, left or right. For
McGuidan “...populism is a kind of political strategy or rhetoric with unspecified contours,
which undresses from doctrinal elements.”30

23

Ibid.
Skolkay, Andrej (2000), Populism in Central Eastern Europe. In Thinking Fundamentals, IWM Junior
Visiting Fellows Conferences, Vol.9: 3.
25
Ibid.
26
Mudde (2004), The Populist Zeitgeist: 541-563.
27
Ibid.
28
Panizza, Francisco (2005), Populism and the Mirror of Democracy, New York: Verso, pg. 10.
29
McGuidan, Jim (1992), Cultural Populism, London: Routledge, pg. 2.
30
Ibid.
24
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As Albertazzi and McDonnell put it, those who use populist rhetoric or strategies in their
political activity are using them as "clothing" for their primary orientation, populism is part
of their rhetoric, not an essential element of their orientation. 31 For this reason, Stanley
explains that populism is often combined with other ideologies such as socialism, or
liberalism. 32
So even though there are many definitions of populism, most of the scholars agree that
populism has its most crucial characteristic the division of the society in two groups, "the
elite" and "the people" and the antagonism between them. Nevertheless, what is the
prescription that populists give to "the people" and "the elite"?
Populism polarizes between “elites and people, us and them.” Populism simplifies and
generalizes; there is no longer talking about a politician but politicians, not a political party,
but a political class, not representative democracy, but the power that must be returned to the
people. 33
Populists, in general, imagine a simplified world in which the complex concepts of the
market economy, separation of powers, independent institutions, and the rule of law often
constitute an obstacle to meeting the urgent needs of the people.34 Their ideas are usually
simplified: “If there is unemployment, the state must hire the unemployed. If the loans are of
high interest, the state should set a ceiling for them. If imports endanger domestic production,
the state must impose barriers on them. If there is corruption, the leaders of the institutions
should be replaced.”35
Populists represent the people as a homogenous group. However, "the people" is a quite
vague concept; those who belong to "the people" can change.36 Certain groups within the
society are sometimes included and sometimes excluded.
When populists select and use "the people" as a political concept, instead of other
economically or socially based categories, as class, they silence the divisions among the
society. On the contrary, they give voice to what is common among these different social

31

Albertazzi and McDonnell (2008), “Introduction: The Sceptre and the Spectre,” pg. 10.
Stanley, Ben (2008), “The Thin ideology of Populism”, Journal of Political Ideologies, Volume 13, Issue 1:
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groups, which in the right-wing populism can be the nation. In this way, populists try to
inspire, mobilize, and give voice to people's interests.37
For populists, the “people” (as a collective) is the sole bearer of sovereignty, which is
trampled by the presence of “others” who hinder the realization of the people’s will. This
alienation of political sovereignty by “others” is a primary cause for the stance against the
status quo and people’s mobilization.
To mobilize the people, and continue their political struggle, sometimes populist leaders and
parties use the same language and instruments that the liberal democracy has offered them.
So, the concept of people and democracy is crucial for the legitimacy of liberal democracy.
Populists employ the same concepts. They call for a "real democracy" and for the power to be
"really" in the hand of the people. They claim that the current political system does not allow
people to achieve their interests for that they should mobilize and overthrow the elites and the
existing political system. 38 "Populism fails to understand that democracy as a method of
governance is not what people can decide at a given moment, but a set of agreements to
ensure their control over the public decision-making process over time. Populists undermine
institutions that guarantee the practical and conservative side of democracy, defending the
will of the people.”39
Thirkell-White says that "populism is a political style that appears time to time wherever
there is a democracy,”40 and it can be seen as one of the symptoms of modern democracy.
However, populism is, in fact, an irrational and dangerous manifestation of democratic
societies.41
Although the populists silence the divisions among the people, intending to mobilize them,
not all the citizens of a country are members of the "the people." Each populist group, party,
and politician tries to have his people to constructs its "personal people." Those who are not
part of the social group/groups that constitute the concept of “the people” are excluded from
the people, and lynched as traitors of the people, allies of the elite.
In populist discourse, the “people” can be the whole population of a country or part of it. The
“people” may include those individuals who share a common nationality or culture regardless
37

Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser (2017), Populism: A Very Short Introduction, pg. 9.
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of social stratification (right-wing populism), or the “people” may include only those
individuals belonging to a particular stratum or class (left-wing populism). 42 In populist
discourse, the reference to “the people” contains two well-defined objectives. Its first aim is
to create a homogeneous and idealized imaginary community from which “others” are
excluded; secondly, the reference to “others,” those who, due to their particular
characteristics, are excluded from the people. Precisely, the characteristics of those who do
not belong to the people serve as a reference point to shape the identity of the “people”
themselves. 43
Populists may have an “inclusionary” or “exclusionary” approach while defining “the
people.” 44 Inclusionary populism gives a broader definition of the "the people," usually it
accepts and other ethnic, religious, sexual minorities, considers them as equally part of the
people and advocates for their right. 45 Exclusionary populism gives a much narrower concept
of "the people." Usually excludes the groups mentioned above, especially immigrants. They
are considered a threat to the homogeneity and harmony of “the people.”46
In the left-wing populism, the definition of “the people” has a socio-economic, class-based
character also. Hence, part of the people are only poor people: the exploited and suppressed
ones from the "elites".47
In the right-wing populism, the concept of “the people” is often compatible with the idea of
the nation. The nation is generally perceived in the ethnic term. So, the right-wing populism
is exclusionary, in the sense that considers people only one "pure" ethnic group, by excluding
other minority groups.48
Anti-elitism is the second most crucial feature of populism. Although that anti-elitism alone
is not evidence of populism, 49 to maintain the dichotomist approach people vs. elite, it is
essential to explain the idea of elites in the populism.
When defining "the elite," populists sometimes speak about the political establishment,
sometimes the economic one (primarily left-wing populists but also, the media are considered
42
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as part of the corrupted "evil" group).50 Populists also condemn mainstream parties as part of
the corrupted elites, but they do not refuse the party system altogether; they are part of the
parties, and compete within it. 51 The economic distinction of elites is usually a left-wing
feature; however, right-wing populism uses it too.
Meny and Surel say that “the populist politician introduces himself as an ordinary man who
understands people differently from corrupted and unable to govern elites. He undertakes to
represent all the underprivileged, undervalued, and underrepresented.”52
For Laclau, the abstract character of populism makes it possible for it to be present in the
discourse of different classes.53 This universal presence of populism makes it challenging to
analyze this phenomenon separately. According to him, the analysis of populism should
always start from a class perspective. In this sense, populism relies on harsh rhetoric and
strong antagonism between “rulers” and “ruled,” where the former has lost the legitimacy to
represent the entirety of the political community. 54
From the 21st century right-wing populist, elites are represented as rich, well-educated
political progressives, and liberal elites focused on political correctness.55
In various instances, populists claim that the elite is working against the interest of the
country. In Europe, populist leaders and parties often claim that the national elites are a
collaboration with European Union institutions, against the well-being of their people. 56
Xenophobia is part of the populist discourse and is also found in accusing the elites, so one of
the usual tactics of populist in Europe is the collaboration of the elites with the emigrants
against the interests of the native people.
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2.1 Anti-Semitism in right-wing populism
Although nowadays in Europe it is not as common, anti-Semitism is part of the discourse of
right-wing populism, especially when defining the elites as Jews or collaborationists of
Jews. 57
In the far-right discourse, there are more traces of anti-Semitism mostly related to Holocaust
denial. Still, if for the extreme right parties anti-Semitism is an intentional issue, for rightwing populist parties it plays a role, but it is not primary. 58 As the right-wing populist parties
want to attract more votes from the mainstream society, anti-Semitism discourse has been
silenced because broad social groups would have had an adverse reaction towards explicit
anti-Semitism. However, it has continued the so-called secondary anti-Semitism.

Anti-

Semitism that comes out from the guilt and wants to stop all the discussions related to the
Holocaust.59
Also, traces of anti-Semitism can be found in the discourse of right-wing populist parties,
mostly in central Europe related to specific figures such as George Soros, as well as in
conspiracy theories predicted by right-wing populists. With the increase of refugee and
immigrant waves in Europe and America, the anti-migrant and xenophobic discourse started
to rise in right-wing populist parties and politicians in Europe and the USA, there was also a
spread of conspiracy theories among the supporters of those groups. The culmination of these
conspiracy theories was when George Soros was accused of financing the waves of
immigrants heading to the United States. When asked by reporters, President Trump did not
deny these allegations. These discussions were followed by the most severe anti-Semitic
attack in America, on October 27, 2018, at a synagogue in Pittsburgh, where 11 Jews were
killed.60
Unlike the extreme right, the right-wing populism does not have anti-Semitism as its main
characteristic. However, spread, support, or even tacit acceptance of conspiracy theories for
figures of Jewish descent, has influenced the rise of anti-Semitism and anti-Semitic attacks.
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The denigration of George Soros has spread not only in the USA but also in Europe, Russia,
and Turkey. There are the same conspiracy theories that Soros is financing the floods of Arab
migrants in Europe on purpose to destroy Europe, divide and shatter European nations. In
Italy, those claims are made by former Minister of the Interior and leader of The League,
Matteo Salvini. He has accused George Soros of inspiring and financing the refugee flows in
Europe, because he wants to use them as labor slaves and destroy the country's identity.
Similar statements have made and Nigel Farage in Britain. The loudest among populist
leaders accusing George Soros as a secret mastermind whose real intents are to destroy
Hungary and Europe by encouraging refugee flows, is Victor Orban, Prime-Minister of
Hungary. Referring to Soros, Orban has spoken for an international, invisible, powerful
enemy, financial speculator, who does not have a nation but wants the whole world.61 In this
speech, he made those allusions for Soros and somehow revived anti-Semitic stereotypes.
The last case when conspiracies from far-right related with George Soros spread, is when he
was accused as the sponsor and inspirer of the riots following the killing of George Floyd, by
police in the USA. 62 He was represented again as the mastermind, eminence grise, of all
social movements, protests, and riots, also charged as financer and supporter of ANTIFA
groups and wanted to destroy American democracy.

2.3 Populism and classical ideologies, right-left division
Generally, there is much debate on whether classical ideologies, the traditional left-right
division, are relevant to today's society. One of the features of populism is the denial of the
class division and classical ideologies.
However, Laclau says that the analysis of populism must always start from a fundamental
aspect of the division of ideology, the class struggle.63 Nevertheless, since populism has an
abstract character, it is found in the discourse of all classes and ideological divisions.
Populism can be found together with left-wing and right-wing ideologies, depending on the
social and economic situation of the country where the populist parties or leader function. As
populism is tangible with both ideologies and does not challenge them, some policies from
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the left-wing (as social policies, the welfare state) go together with right-ring populism
characteristics as xenophobia and authoritarianism. 64 Right-wing populism combines rightwing politics and populist rhetoric, which often consists of anti-elitist feelings, and speaking
of the ordinary people.
In Europe, right-wing populists are usually considered groups and political parties that made
statements against immigration, have strong Islamophobic and Eurosceptic stances in their
discourse. European right-wing populists generally support the expanding of the welfare state
but make it exclusive for the native citizens of that country by excluding the emigrants. This
concept is usually described as "welfare chauvinism."65
For Mudde, the critical concept in the ideology of right-wing populism is the nation, so the
notion of people in right-wing populism complies with the idea of the nation. Although the
nation and “the people” is an essential concept for right-wing populism, some social
categories that are not considered "worthy" as being part of the nation, such as immigrants,
Muslims, other ethnicities, Roma, or LGBT people, are excluded from the concept of
"people.” 66 For these reasons, even though the nation is a crucial concept to right-wing
populism, Mudde says that right-wing populism is not in compliance with nationalism
because there are nationalisms that are based on citizenship and not ethnicity.
The ideology which goes mostly with right-wing populism is nativism, 67 a kind of
nationalism with a strong xenophobic nature. According to nativism, nationhood and
citizenship are "transmitted through blood.” Someone is part of the nation only if he is born
by parents belonging to that nation. There is no possibility of becoming a citizen through
"naturalization," getting citizenship because you have lived for many years in a country. This
ideology is an exclusionary nationalism because it unifies ethnicity with nation and state, too,
as it considers that the citizens of a state can be only those who are ethnic citizens.68 For
those reasons, "the others," foreigners, emigrants, cannot be part of the nation.
Nativism sometimes includes racist arguments. It excludes from the nation "races" that are
not part of the primary race, but it can also be with a non-racist nature, while it excludes other
religions or cultures.
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Mudde says that "within European right-wing populism there is a "marriage of convenience"
of populism based on an ‘ethnic and chauvinistic definition of the people’, authoritarianism
and nativism" 69. Nativism and chauvinism relate to the categories that "construct" the notion
of the people, groups that can be ethnic-based, race-based, or religious-based. That means
that right-wing populism in Europe has a "xenophobic nature."70

3. Economic explanation for the rise of right-wing populism
3.1 Current studies
There are many discussions that attempt to shed light on the source of support for populist
social groups and/or populist parties. In their work, Trump, Brexit and the Rise of Populism:
Economic Have-Nots and Cultural Backlash, Norris and Inglehart say that populist parties
were mostly supported by those with lower incomes, lower education level, and among those
with long experience of unemployment. This argument supports the claim that economic
insecurity fosters populist views among the general population. 71
One fact that reinforces this argument is the division of society into two antagonist groups
that populists do, the elite and the people. Often the criteria for making this division are
economic ones. The elite is not only political but economical too.
Studies on the rise of right-wing populism have concluded that one of the reasons that gives
rise to right-wing populist parties is economic insecurity.
The relations between economic hardship and political outcomes has been a popular topic of
research over the past 50 years. A starting point for that are the authors who study the impact
of economic hardship on the global political landscape.
James Alt has presented surveys and macro-economic data to argue that hard times make
voting preferences in the UK less altruistic.72
Durr, by interpreting support for populist parties through the lens of rational consumer
decisions, argues that economic hard times would incentivize voters to demand less of the
expensive policy, opting instead for the right.73
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Lindvall has studied the first elections in 20 countries after two financial crises, the Great
Depression of 1929-1933, also after the financial crisis of 2008. In this study, he has shown
significant results about the economic voting mechanism during both periods. The research
shows that there is more substantial support for the right-wing parties in the crisis period, and
voters tend to vote mostly for the right in the elections following a crisis. Also, he has shown
that voters punish the governments that have been incompetent and have not responded to the
crisis with effective policies. 74
De Bromhead, Eichengreen and O’Rourke have found that there is a correlation between
economic difficulties, the decline of economic growth, the rise of unemployment, the
decrease of incomes, and the electoral success of far-right parties. 75 The study also shows a
clear relationship between the decline of economy and affiliation of a people's majority with
extreme political wings. Nonetheless, the same analysis demonstrates that this correlation
exists when the economic crisis persists for quite a long time. The economic decline for only
one year was irrelevant for the increase of votes for far-right parties. Nevertheless, in the
same study, they show that not in all countries, are there the same political consequences (rise
of far-right) after the economic crisis, even though those countries have had the same
financial difficulties. That means that the increase of support for far-right parties among the
population and their electoral success is not at the same level in different countries. However,
they have had a similar economic situation.
The electoral success of far-right parties was strongly dependent on the internal social
problems, their political culture, and experience with democracy. 76 So, countries that have
had a previous democratic experience cope better with this situation, and in those countries,
there was not a significant increase in votes for far-right parties.
Another essential element on which the electoral success of far-right parties and other
extreme parties depends is the structure of the electoral system. 77 If the electoral threshold is
higher, it will be more difficult for those parties to win parliamentary seats, which restrains
voters from voting for those parties. Except for the electoral threshold, other factors related to
the electoral system are the division of electoral zones, and rounds of voting.

74

Lindvall, Johannes (2014), The electoral consequences of two great crises. European Journal of Political
Research, Vol. 53: 747-765.
75
De Bromhead Alan, Eichengreen Barry, and O’Rourke Kevin (2013), Political Extremism in the 1920s and
1930s: Do German Lessons Generalise? The Journal of Economic History, Vol.73, Issue 2: 371-406.
76
Ibid.
77
De Bromhead, Eichengreen and O’Rourke (2013), Political Extremism in the 1920s and 1930s: 371-406.

19

All the above-mentioned authors indicate that not only economic difficulties are responsible
for the increase of support and electoral success of far-right parties. The political culture of
the population strongly influences their success, the system of checks and balances, the
previous heritage of extremist parties, as well as the electoral system, that can incite or inhibit
the voters, to support those parties.
Another important point related to the economic crisis is that there should be a persistent
crisis that influences the rise of votes for far-right parties, not simply an economic issue.78
Funke, Schularik, and Trebesch have conducted a study, where they have tested the
interaction between the financial crisis and the electoral success of right-wing populist parties
through econometric instruments. In this study, they deduce that in the string financial crisis,
extreme right parties increase their votes by 30 percent,79 but this happens only when there is
a constant crisis instead of a typical recession, which does not influence the voters to support
those parties. The 30 percent increase corresponds to an approximate 5 percent -point
increase in the total vote share captured by far-right parties, which is consequential.80
An important idea that Funke, Schularik, and Trebesch say in this paper is that financial
crises are not only a difficult situation for the population and society but for the democratic
system too. 81 Political consequences of the financial crisis are the fragmentation of the
electorate, electoral extremism, a substantial increase of votes for far-right parties. This
fragmentation of electorate is reflected, even in the parliament, where more parties are
represented, and the parliament is divided. No party can get a ruling majority. Most of the
governments are formed by coalitions; this brings political instability. These political
developments block the work of governments and do not allow effective measures to be taken
to resolve the financial crisis. That brings the country into a vicious circle, the financial crisis
leads to a lack of political stability, and a lack of political stability makes it impossible to take
the right steps to overcome the financial crisis. The political consequences of the financial
crises are much more apparent and more complicated than those of ordinary economic
recessions. After the normal economic recession, there are no substantial political
consequences, there is not a rise of votes for the extreme parties, and people do not remove
support for governance and traditional parties. On the contrary, during the severe financial
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crisis, there is an intense polarization of the political scene. The support for the far-right
grows, and governments find it challenging to act.
One of the consequences of the financial crisis is the decline of democracy. Preventing the
financial crises, also prevents the increase of votes for far-right parties.82

3.2 Individual Economic Dimensions
In addition to the above theories, there is a vast literature that focuses mostly on the
individual economic dimension—its influence in the rise for support for right-wing populist
parties.
Coffee, Heyndels, and Vermeir have scrutinized unemployment, income, and the welfare
state as individual dimensions of macro-scarcity, as well as interactions between these
variables.83
Unlike GDP per capita, which masks the distribution of income, and inflation, which
"underweights the unhappiness caused by jobless," 84 unemployment draws a more direct
link between suffering and economic conditions. Unemployed individuals suffer both income
and non-income losses, with the latter outweighing the former by as much as five-time.85
Acemoglu, Autor, Dorn, Hanson, and Brendan have studied the rise of unemployment in the
USA. They have highlighted that since the '90s, the traditional economic sectors, especially
manufacturing, have been transferred from developed to developing countries where the low
wages have attracted many companies. 86 This has led to massive job losses in developed
countries and has increased dissatisfaction among these social categories. This phenomenon
became more evident especially after China's acceptance in the World Trade Organization
(2001) when many of these industrial goods produced in the country began to be imported to
the US from China massively at a much lower cost. This situation caused a shock in US
industries, which could not compete anymore with Chinese goods, that started to be imported
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at a much lower cost.87 Those industries bankrupted and caused massive unemployment. A
large part of the labor market in the USA related to these industrial sectors and the
bankruptcy of these industries brought a great shock to the labor market, a wave of mass
unemployment.88
Another factor that has contributed to the massive unemployment has been and technological
development. This development has led to a transformation of economic sectors from
manufacturing to services and, consequently, the labor market, related to these sectors. This
situation has led to an increase in the pay gap between low skilled workers and those who do
more specialized work.89 Technological development, automation has led to a massive loss of
employment by low skilled workers, and this has caused demographic and social problems.
Regarding the correlation between the electoral success of right-wing populist parties and
unemployment, studies to date have repeatedly shown the existence of a significant
relationship. However, there is no consensus on how these two phenomena relate to and
influence each other.
An early work by Jackman and Volpert, who have calculated data from many countries, has
identified a positive effect of unemployment on the voting support for the extreme right.
Their study reports a significant positive relationship between the level of unemployment
(defined as the number of unemployed as a percent of the labor force) and the realized
electoral success of far-right parties in 103 general elections across 16 western European
countries for the period 1970-90.90
In her study of potential support for right-wing parties in a cross-country framework, Knigge
estimates the inverse relationship, showing that rising unemployment diminishes the electoral
appeal of extreme right-wing parties.91
When considering the effects of the welfare state as captured by an index of coverage,
generosity, and active labor market program, Swank and Betz discover that 1 percent increase
in the standard score index is associated with a five percentage point decrease in the vote
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share captured by the far right.92 Examined through the dimension of taxation as a percentage
of the GDP, the authors additionally report a significantly positive relationship effect of a
higher overall tax burden on the electoral success of such parties.93
Golder finds that higher levels of unemployment increase support for the right-wing populists
only when the proportion of immigrants already living in the country is high.94 The findings
demonstrate that unemployment by itself has no meaningful effect on vote shares for the two
different categories or the combined group.
In their study of municipal-level electoral support for the far-right in 2000 Belgium elections,
Coffee, Heyndels and Vermeir present additional evidence for the existence of a negative
relationship between unemployment and votes for the far-right. Examining the unconditional
effects of per capita income, Coffe presents evidence for a significant positive impact of
higher income on the electoral success of the Vlaams Block, with an increase of one standard
deviation in per capita income augmenting the party's vote share by 2.3 percent. By
employing data in municipal elections in Belgium, authors demonstrate that economic
deprivation diminishes the electoral appeal of extreme right-wing parties, captured through a
reduced probability on the Vlaams Block participating in municipal elections.95
Jesuit and Mahler, who use income redistribution as a representative of the welfare state, do
not reveal any significant effect. The evidence collected suggests that the influence of the
welfare state on electoral support for the far-right depends on the elected representative.96
Many studies relate the rise of right-wing populism in the developed countries with the
economic crisis, in particular, they find this factor in the increase in the economic gap
between the richest and other social strata, especially the impoverishment of the middle class,
small business.
Here, the work of Martin Lipset should be mentioned. He has argued that the rise of fascism
in the '30s was a consequence of the financial crisis, and they see it as an authoritarian
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reaction against modernity.97 A fact which strengthens this argument is that these extreme
movements gained more votes among the ranks of those who had suffered economically and
socially from modernity. "Small entrepreneurs, shopkeepers, merchants, self-employed
artisans, and independent farmers who have found themselves between the growing power of
big business and the collective cost of organized labor,” 98 the so-called petit bourgeoisie.
This social group is considered to be most affected by modernity. During an economic crisis,
their fears are related to loss of economic well-being and social position. Populist leaders and
parties who offer a lifeboat, a sense of security and belonging utilize with those fears. Most of
their supporters are uneducated people, with adoration for authority and “strong hand,”
people who are economically and psychologically insecure, with severe personal failures.99
However, there is a difference in social categories that support right-wing populists. Fascists
had been voted mostly by the petit bourgeoisie. Unlike them, right-wing populists generally
have been supported by the working class: the low-skilled, blue-collar workers, who have
low wages and are insecure about their jobs. This social group is the most vulnerable in
turbulent situations and do not have benefits from the welfare state.100 However, the rhetoric
of right-wing populists continues to be appealing for low middle-class people also, primarily
their rhetoric related to economic protectionism, nationally based-economy, and anticorporations.
Another factor that is considered very influential in the electoral success of right-wing
populists is the constant rising of economic inequality. The general idea about economic
inequality is that the economic growth of the last decades (the increase of GDP) has not been
reflected in the improvement of economic conditions for a majority of people in the
developed countries. The real incomes have not increased, and those who have benefited
most from economic development and growth are top ten percent of the population, and even
more, only once percent of them.101
A few of the factors which have influenced the increase in economic inequality are
technological development, automatization, movement of capital and industry from
developed countries to them in development, the destruction of the trade unions, the inability
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of the respective governments to respond correctly to the consequences of the economic
crisis, through redistribution.102
Piketty, who connects the rise of right-wing populists to economic inequality, says that the
mass support for the populists came from people who were affected the crash in global
markets, those who have not benefited from economic development and growth, which, as
seen above, are a majority. 103
The argument that deals with economic vulnerability goes beyond financial difficulties and
deals more with the reflection of these difficulties in human psychology. More concretely,
this argument says that when people are found in insecure economic situations, feeling fears
and anxiety for economic and social degradation, compensate those fears by participating,
being identified with a closed group, in this case, the party and right-wing populist
movements. 104 Populist parties, offer a sense of security and belonging in times of deep
insecurities; in turn, solidarity between group members offers some kind of peace and
security. Participation in these groups also means inner-solidarity, conformity towards the
rules of the group, and total rejection of foreigners.105
In this sense the rise and role of the leader in the populist parties and movements is explained.
The leader is considered a guarantee of group cohesion, and consequently, its inner solidarity
and security that the party offers. Also, the leader is a "protector" of the group form the
outsiders.106
Two events have dramatically strengthened this argument for the link between people's fear
of foreigners and their adherence to populist parties: the recent refugees' waves from the
Middle East and several consecutive terrorist attacks in Western countries. Many of these
attacks were carried out by terrorists born and raised in the West, later radicalized. This has
led to increased skepticism towards citizens of Muslim descent.
So, people in Western Europe and USA face two big fears. One related to the growing
economic inequality, the loss of jobs that comes from the transformation of the economy
from industrial to the service economy, the lack of economic growth in economic well-being,
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the lack of redistribution of the incomes. The second fear is related to the increase in refugee
waves and terrorist attacks.
In this challenging period, populist parties offer a sense of belonging and security, and this
explains the rise of right-wing populist parties in Europe.
Another influential factor in the electoral success for the right-wing populist parties in Europe
is the political gap left by traditional parties. The traditional parties, left and right, have not
responded appropriately to the needs of the electorate in the new economic and political
situations. That has led to the disappointment of the supporters of parties of both sides. The
parties have abandoned the electorate and so they turned to new alternatives.
Also, one of the reasons for the decline of traditional right-wing parties (mostly ChristianDemocratic parties in Europe) has been the growing secularism and a reduction in
identification with religion.107
The traditional left-wing parties, the European Social Democrats, are in a similar situation
today. Once these parties have enjoyed massive membership and managed to mobilize
hundreds of thousands of people. Due to their organizational networks, trade unions,
professional associations, generally, there was a broader membership in these parties and
massive participation in their political activity like protests, rallies, demonstrations. Primarily,
workers and students supported these parties and their organizations, but due to
individualization and fragmentation, membership to social-democratic parties has declined
massively. 108
Another factor that has influenced the decline of the political strength of labor organizations,
trade unions, and their impact on economic policies, has been the transformation of the
economy, from national to global. The growing role of international corporations and the
relocation of industries to developing countries, has led the unions, once linked to the Social
Democrats, to lose their power.109 As a result, their supporters have stopped supporting the
traditional left-wing parties, which did not provide any more solutions to their economic and
social problems.
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Transformation of the economy from an industrial to a service-based one, a decline in the
number of traditional workers, lack of confidence from the remaining one to the traditional
left-wing parties, has eroded the electoral base of traditional left-wing parties. Consequently,
this has forced them to transform themselves from typical social-democratic parties to catchall ones, whose targeted electorate started to be white-collar professionals. 110
The transformation of national economies into a global market, increasing the role of
international corporations, has led national governments to have limited opportunities to meet
the demands of the working masses. In the meantime, even the left-wing parties have not
been able to respond to the requirements of their traditional electorate, mainly workers and
other marginalized strata. As a result, the latter has removed support from traditional parties
in the political parties, which provide some "security, stability, return to a happy past."111

3.3 Summary of theoretical framework.
In the second section of this thesis was explained populism theoretically, by looking at many
authors, but most notably that of Cass Mudde. This section has also analyzed the main
features of populism, mainly focusing more on right-wing populism. Despite differences
between the authors, they all share the idea that the main feature of populism is the division
of society into "people" and "elites" and the antagonism between them. 112
As for right-wing populism in Europe, it can be summed up in Mudde's expression, "within
European right-wing populism there is a ‘marriage of convenience’ of populism based on an
‘ethnic and chauvinistic definition of the people’, authoritarianism and nativism."113
In the third section of this thesis, one of the approaches that analyzes the electoral growth of
the populist parties of the right wing, the economic crisis approach has also been presented.
The common idea of this approach is that during an economic crisis, there is a rise of
electoral support for the right-wing populist parties. The theoretical argument related to the
thesis of economic insecurity considers the electoral success of right-wing populist parties as:


consequence of a constant growth of economic inequalities,



growing dissatisfaction of those most affected by globalization,
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disappointment from traditional left and right-wing parties,



inability of these parties to respond to the needs of the electorate.114

The two case studies which will be analyzed to test the theory are the (Northern) League in
Italy and the National Front/Rally in France. This, because the crisis hit both Italy and
France, and both countries have faced hard economic consequences due to the crisis
(reduction of economic growth, an increase of unemployment, reduction of consumption).
Furthermore, the (Northern) League and The National Front/Rally are two successful rightwing populist parties in their respective countries.

4. Case study one- The (Northern) League
One of the two cases of study that will be analyzed in this thesis to test the theory above is the
(Northern) League in Italy. This because the League is a successful right-wing populist party,
with good election results, and they even managed to be part of the Italian government. This
case is also a good opportunity of study, because Italy has been one of the European countries
most affected by the financial crisis of 2008-2009, with severe consequences for the
population.
For this, a history of the League, its ideological and political profile, as well as the populist
characteristics of the League will be given. Then the consequences of the financial crisis in
Italy and the electoral performance of the League after the financial crisis will be given.
Some data will also be provided on the profile of the supporters of the League, some of the
reasons they state as to why they support the League, as well as the attitudes of League
supporters on some of the key social and political issues.
Since the 2018 general election, the party has only held the name The League. This is related
to the efforts of the current leader Matteo Salvini to give the party a national character. In the
following part in this paper, for the sake of convenience, the party can be referred to as
simply “The League” (I should note that the party’s name was “The Northern League” (Lega
Nord)).
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4.1 A short history of the (Northern) League
One of the most successful right-wing populist parties in Europe is The League (Lega).
Before the election of the current Federal Secretary Matteo Salvini, this party had a specific
regional character, and its name reflected this character, Lega Nord (Northern League). The
Northern League emerged from the merger of several regionalist parties and organizations,
which operated between the 1980s in northern Italy. The most important of these
organizations at that time was Lega Lombarda (the Lombard League), whose leader,
Umberto Bossi, later became the leader of The League and led it for years. 115
The most significant political achievement of the Northern League in that time was becoming
part of a governing coalition with Forward Italy (Forza Italia) of Silvio Berlusconi. Although
in the elections, the League gained only 8 percent of the votes, it was an important partner of
Berlusconi. The other partner in the coalition was a post-fascist party, National Alliance, led
by Gianfranco Fini. When the League stepped down from the government in December 1994,
the first Berlusconi government fell too.116
For the next six years, Northern League stayed in opposition and was mostly focused on
regional causes. However, in 2000 the League made a rapprochement with Berlusconi for the
2001 elections. During this time, there was a strong relationship between Bossi and
Berlusconi. The latter, in return for the League's loyalty, supported crucial points of its
electoral program, federalism, and restriction of migration.117
In the 2006 general elections, the coalition lead by Berlusconi was defeated. However, the
Northern League increased its votes to 4.6 percent and continued to remain a loyal ally of
Berlusconi and in the opposition.118
After the fall of Romano Prodi's government in 2008, the general election was held. The
Northern League increased its results; it received 8.3 percent of the vote. Berlusconi now had
a new party, People of Freedom, and formed the government only with The Northern League
as an ally. In the 2009 European Parliament elections, the party achieved its highest ever
share of the national vote, 10.2 percent.119
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During this government, two prominent figures of The Northern League, Umberto Bossi, and
Roberto Maroni had key positions in the Berlusconi government, Minister for Reforms, and
Minister of Interior, respectively. Having these two positions, they managed to fulfil the
League's electoral promises regarding federal reform and immigration restriction. 120
The Northern League's downfall began in 2011, first losing ground in local elections, then
due to the financial crisis and lack of support in parliament, the Berlusconi government fell.
After that the new technocratic government lead by Mario Monti was formed, which was also
supported by Berlusconi. That caused the break between the Northern League and
Berlusconi. The Northern League became the main opposition party. However, in 2012 a
financial scandal of the party became public, with its historical leader Umberto Bossi and
people near him being accused of misuse of public funds and corruption. Bossi resigned, and
in the party's congress in July 2012, Maroni was elected Federal Secretary of the Northern
League.121
The League currently continues to be the most successful right-wing populist party in Italy.
Under the leadership of Salvini, The League is classified as a right-wing populist party and
has intentions in the entire country. However, since its foundation, until the late Bossi period,
the League was classified as a purely regionalist-populist party.
Even its old name Lega Nord (The Northern League), gave the impression that this party was
focused on a particular region of Italy. Furthermore, the leaders of the League insisted mostly
on the fiscal and political autonomy of the North.
Until the election of Salvini, the crucial points of the League's discourse were related to the
political and economic autonomy of the Italian regions. Although its leaders were focused
only on the Northern area, which they called Padania. Since its foundation, the League has
highlighted two topics in Italian politics, firstly the gap between the industrialized north and
underdeveloped south, as well as the great discontent with the central government of Rome.
The League always has insisted on the reduction of central government control over north.
Depending on the political situation, their advocacy for more freedom for Padania sometimes
came in calling for fiscal autonomy, federalism, even total independence sometimes.122
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When it was part of the Second Berlusconi Government (2001-2006), the League was very
successful in pushing its agenda for more fiscal autonomy, federalism, and anti-migration
policies.123
The second feature of the Northern League as a regionalist-populist party was populism. As
was described above, an essential element of populism is the division of the society into two
homogeneous and antagonist groups "the elites" and "the people." 124 In the case of the
League Nord, the elites were the political and economic elites of Rome, which suppressed
and exploited the good and hard-working people of the Northern region. 125 The League's
approach for defining "the people" was exclusionary.126 It focused only on a particular group,
northern Italian citizens, antagonizing them the Roman elite with lazy southerners.
After the fall of the Eastern Bloc, many immigrants from Eastern Europe flocked to Italy. In
this period, the League toughened and its anti-migrant discourse.
In the upcoming party's elections, on December 7, 2013, Bossi was defeated by Matteo
Salvini who won 82 percent of the votes, although the party's old guard opposed the latter's
election.127
The federal congress of the party approved the election of Salvini as the League's Federal
Secretary, and so began Salvini's era as the head of the party. Since his first months as leader
of the League, Salvini launched a fierce campaign against the European Union, especially
against the European common currency, Euro, which he called a "crime against mankind."128
Under his leadership, the League started to collaborate with right-wing populist parties,
National Front of Marine le Pen and Dutch Party for Freedom of Geert Wilders. Ahead of the
2014 European Parliamentary elections, 129 they strengthened the cooperation.
Right after the election of Matteo Salvini as the Federal Secretary, a federal congress of the
party was held in July 2014. This congress approved Salvini's proposals and political line.
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Primarily, there was an essential change in the approach that the League had towards the
central, southern regions and islands in Italy. The congress approved the formation of a
"sister party" for these regions. After the congress, this “sister party” was launched. It got the
name Noi Con Salvini (We with Salvini). Also, the party's congress approved Salvini's
proposal for financial policies, flat tax.
In the 2018 general elections, League ran in a coalition composed by the League, We with
Salvini, (its counterpart for central and southern Italy), Forward Italy (Forza Italia) and
Brothers of Italy. This coalition presented a joint list with the Union of the Center (Unione di
Centro).
After the elections, none of the main competing coalitions and parties (center-right, centerleft, The Five Star Movement) obtained a governing majority. The Five Star Movement
(Movimento Cinque Stelle) started the negotiation process with The League, to form a
government together. Negotiations resulted successfully, and a coalition government between
The League and the Five Star Movement was formed, with Guiseppe Conte as Prime
Minister and Matteo Salvini as vice-prime minister and Minister of Interior.130
The League's period in the government was turbulent and short; there were many divergences
(even public) between two governing parties. In August 2019, Salvini announced that the
League would leave the government and called for new elections.131

4.2 The League’s political profile
The League under Bossi’s leadership (its name was the Northern League) fulfills all the
criteria of a regionalist party:
1) Advocated for a territorial cause.
2) Defended and promoted their region, the North.
3) Presented that particular region as substantially different from the rest of the country.
4) Argued that the centralized state, as well as a centralized fiscal system, have damaged
the interests of the North.132
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When it was part of the Second Berlusconi Government (2001-2006), the League was very
successful in pushing its agenda for more fiscal autonomy, federalism, and anti-migration
policies. 133
The second feature of the Northern League as a regionalist-populist party was populism. As
was described above, an essential element of populism is the division of the society into two
homogeneous and antagonist groups "the elites" and "the people." 134 In the case of the
Northern League, the elites were the political and economic elites of Rome, which suppressed
and exploited the good and hard-working people of the Northern region. 135 The League's
approach for defining "the people" was exclusionary.136 It focused only on a particular group,
northern Italian citizens, antagonizing them the Roman elite with lazy southerners.
After the fall of the Eastern Bloc, many immigrants from Eastern Europe flocked to Italy. In
this period, the League toughened and its anti-migrant discourse.
The League currently continues to be the most successful right-wing populist party in Italy.
Under the leadership of Salvini, The League is classified as a right-wing populist party and
has intentions in the entire country. However, since its foundation, until the late Bossi period,
the League was classified as a purely regionalist-populist party.
Even its old name Lega Nord (The Northern League), gave the impression that this party was
focused on a particular region of Italy. Furthermore, the leaders of the League insisted mostly
on the fiscal and political autonomy of the North.
Until the election of Salvini, the crucial points of the League's discourse were related to the
political and economic autonomy of the Italian regions. Although its leaders were focused
only on the Northern area, which they called Padania. Since its foundation, the League has
highlighted two topics in Italian politics, firstly the gap between the industrialized north and
underdeveloped south, as well as the great discontent with the central government of Rome.
The League always has insisted on the reduction of central government control over north.
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Depending on the political situation, their advocacy for more freedom for Padania sometimes
came in calling for fiscal autonomy, federalism, even total independence sometimes. 137
Since Mateo Salvini was elected Federal Secretary of the League, there has been a significant
shift in the discourse and advocating policies of the League. A symbolic act that has shown
this considerable shift can be seen in the later change of the party's name, from The Northern
League to just The League.
Shortly after his election, Salvini apologized for attacks on southern Italians and claimed that
Italy could be saved only as a whole country, and this was the interest of the North too.138
The formation of a sister party for central and southern Italy is part of Salvini’s effort to turn
the League into a national party. In the 2018 general elections, this “sister” party was
dissolved, and as was mentioned, the League changed its name. Albertazzi says that this is
quite a rare case of a regional-populist party going national.139
Another essential feature of Salvini's League is that the party identified more with the leader.
An indicator of this phenomenon is the addition of the leader's name to the party logo: The
League-Salvini, for Prime Minister.140
Under Salvini's leadership, the League has also changed the way how defines "the people"
and "the elites."
The people- The League of Bossi, being a regional populist party, defined people as good
citizens of the North (Padania), antagonizing them with the southern Italians. Under the
Salvini leadership, the League took a national character, thus defining people as the whole
Italian nation by including "southerners" but continues to exclude ethnic minorities, migrants,
Muslims 141 . So, the populism of the League continues to have an "exclusionary" nature
because it excludes some social categories in its definition of "the people."
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As a right-wing populist party, the League has the nation as a fundamental concept of its
discourse. “The people” is compatible with the nation. However, not nationalism but nativism
is the ideology that goes with right-wing populism.142
The elite- As a regionalist populist party, the League defined the elite, as the political and
economic elites of Rome, which suppressed and exploited the kind and hard-working people
of the North region.143
When Salvini was elected party’s Federal Secretary, he increased his attacks towards the
European Union, accusing European elites of being threats to the Italian nation.

Also,

accusing the national government (Prime-Minister Renzi) as a collaborator of the EU elites in
suppressing the honest Italian people. 144 Like other European right-wing populists, the
League also has Eurosceptic stances. 145 Since the election of Salvini, the League started to
collaborate with other right-wing populist parties across Europe, which also attack the
European Union and have anti-migrant stances. 146 They consider the European elites as the
crucial problem for the economic crisis and their solidarity with migrants as a threat to the
national identity and well-being of native citizens.
As was mentioned above, the 2008-2009 financial crisis is a good opportunity to test the
correlation between the hardship of economic times and the rise of right-wing populism. This
subsection will describe some of the consequences of the financial crisis in Italy, as well as
the main indicators of the performance of the Italian economy, GDP, unemployment rate, and
general consumption. Furthermore, this subsection provides the post-crisis election results to
see if there is a correlation between economic difficulties and the League's electoral success.
The concluding part of the subsection gives some data about the profile of League’s online
supporters; some of the reasons why they support the party, as well as their opinions about
mainstream political and social issues.

4.3 The economic crisis in Italy
The 2008 financial crisis began with a crisis in the mortgage market in the United States.
With the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers, this crisis turned into an international banking
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crisis. 147 A global economic downturn followed the crisis. After that came the European debt
crisis, a crisis in the banking system of the European countries using the Euro.
Among the immediate consequences that appeared from the economic crisis, there were
unemployment, a decline of incomes, the decline of the welfare state, and a rise of inequality.
Consequently, the percentages of votes for right-wing populist parties after the crisis
increased in many European countries.148 Economic crises gave rise to political dissent, and
people were disappointed with the performance of traditional parties, felt betrayed by them,
and found shelter in populist parties. The inequality between the rich and poor was already in
an increasing trend before the crisis of 2008. However, after the crisis, the gap between rich
and poor widened much before the crisis. 149 Although the economic growth continued, the
benefits from this growth were accumulated by the top 10 percent of the population. 150
Another effect of the financial crisis that touched the people directly was unemployment.
This is strongly connected with inequality, and they can have a cause and effect relation.151
Unemployment is one of the main consequences of the economic crisis, and its effects were
felt by individuals. As a result, it is crucial in increasing popular discontent. Many people lost
their social benefits and fell or are at risk of falling into poverty and exclusion.

4.4 Electoral results after the crisis
Just in the grip of the financial crisis, the Italian government of Romano Prodi lost the Senate
vote of confidence in January 2008, and the general elections were held on 13-14 April 2008.
The winner of the elections was the center-right coalition lead by Silvio Berlusconi, who
became Prime Minister. One of the member parties of the coalition was and The Northern
League at that time led by Umberto Bossi, which resulted as the third party in the elections.152
So, the League increased its vote by 3.7 percent for the Chamber of Deputies153 and by 3.4
percent for the Senate.154 As a result, the League took 60 deputies (out of 630, members of
the Chamber of Deputies) and 26 Senators (out of 315 members of the Senate). The League
increased the number of its representatives in the Italian Chamber of Deputy by 32 members
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and by 13 members in the Senate in comparison to the 2006 elections. This was the best
result that the League has achieved since the general elections of 1996. As has already been
written, the League continued to be the most prominent ally of the Berlusconi government. It
achieved a few successes about the fiscal autonomy of the northern region.
Even before the break of the financial crisis Italy had problems with massive public debt, low
productivity, and unemployment. The campaign of Berlusconi’s coalition was based on the
principles of austerity and financial stability, promised tax cuts, and a revival of the Italian
economy. 155 This was a change in the previous economic policies of the Berlusconi
governments.
The collapse of Lehman Brothers in September 2008 showed the seriousness of the crisis and
gave its first consequences in the Italian economy. During the first period of the US financial
crisis, Italy did not face many consequences because the Italian financial institution did not
own a large quantity of sub-prime bonds. 156 Subsequently, the financial crisis, however, had a
high impact on the Italian economy with a colossal failure of GDP and the rise of
unemployment. The main problem for Italy after the crisis was the reduction of liquidity.
However, the support of the Government enabled this to be avoided.
Nonetheless, due to insecurity, the second-level banks reduced the lending in maximum,
which made the small companies reduce investments. Also, the consumers began to save and
stopped spending. As a result, many industrial sectors had difficulties to survive. They
reduced the number of workers and could not make payments to subcontractors, who went
bankrupt. So, the main effects of the financial crisis were in the small enterprises and
working-class who lost their jobs.157 The economic recession had affected the entire Italian
production system, although different economic sectors, geographical areas, and
characteristics. Generally, the crisis had influenced the large companies, but it had a chain
effect in their subcontractors too.
The Italian production system is made mostly of small companies that employ 50 percent of
the population. Those companies were hit the hardest by the crisis; consequently, they
reduced the investments and minimized staff too. Veneto and Lombardy were the worst-hit
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regions in Italy. In these areas, many small businesses went bankrupt, and some of their
owners, out of desperation, committed suicide.
The next elections in which the League tested itself in Italy were the European Parliamentary
Elections in June 2009. In these elections, the League continued its electoral success by
doubling its previous results- in the previous European elections in 2004, the League took 5
percent- in 2009 they took 10,2 percent of the votes and gained nine members in the
European Parliament (out of 72 that Italy has). The League increased the number of its
European Parliament representatives- by 5 MEPs. Even in these elections, the League
continued to grow.
Additionally, in the 2010 regional election (elections were held in 13 regions out of 20), The
League Nord maintained its place as the third party in the country. It won the regional
President of Piedmont and Veneto and supported The People of Freedom (Berlusconi’s party)
in most of the northern regions.158
Under Roberto Maroni's leadership, the League competed in the general elections in February
2013. In those elections, the League had a negative performance. It halved its 2008 results,
took only 4,1 percent

of votes for Chambers of Deputies, which resulted in 18

representatives, 42 less than in the previous legislature,159 as well as 4.3 percent of the votes
for Senate, which resulted in 18 representatives, eight less than in the previous elections.160
Although the economic performance of Italy in the year before the elections (2012) was poor,
the country had an economic recession, GDP declined in -2.8 percent, the unemployment rate
increased by 10,4 percent, and the consumption declined. All the economic indicators were
deteriorating, and there was a difficult financial situation.
The economic difficulties and the fact that the League was in opposition for a year and a half
did not influence the elections’ results positively. The League performed worse than the last
elections. This implies that the economic hard times will not necessarily be reflected in an
increase of votes for right-wing populist parties. This decline of support for the League Nord
can be interpreted due to corruption scandals of its old leader Bossi, internal crisis, and its
limited discourse focused only on a region.
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In December 2013, Matteo Salvini became the leader of the Northern League. As was
mentioned above, the party changed its discourse and ideology, took a national approach, and
toughened anti-EU and anti-immigration discourse.
The next elections in which the League under Salvini was tested were the European
Parliament elections held in May 2014, just a few months after Salvini took the leadership. In
this election also the League had a worse result than the previous one, 6.2 percent of all the
votes- 4 percent less than the previous one- which resulted in 5 members of the EU
parliament (out of 73)- four less than the previous election.161 On the partial local election of
2014, the League lost the president of Piedmont, but it maintained the president of Veneto in
2015 partial local elections. Also, for the first time, it marked successful results in central
regions of Italy, like Tuscany, Umbria, and Marche.
The poor results in the first elections after the election of Salvini (December 2013), can be
interpreted as a result of the internal problems since Bossi and Maroni times, a low
performance of Salvini’s leadership.
The years 2012 and 2013 were challenging for the Italian economy; GDP contracted 2.4
percent and 1.8 percent respectively, unemployment reached 12.5 percent in 2013, the highest
level on record.162 Nevertheless, the League had a bad performance. This shows that it cannot
be paradigm-economic hard times to increase the votes of right-wing populist parties; many
factors influence the electorate and not only economic difficulties. In this case, it could have
been the Leagues’ internal splits and corruption allegations about its historical leader, Bossi.
Although Italy suffered from political instability, economic stagnation, and lack of structural
reforms, the upcoming years 2014-2018 saw a moderate improvement of the Italian economy.
After a negative economic growth for two years, 2014 was the first year with a positive
economic growth (+0.2 percent) and it continued in a positive trend, had the highest score in
2017 (+1.7 percent) until 2018 when it fell to 0.7 percent. Also, in those years, there was a
reduction in the unemployment rate.163
The Italian parliamentary elections were held in March 2018, after the dissolution of
parliament in December 2017. In the meantime, Salvini’s League had shifted from a regional
to a national party. It had changed its name (electoral logo of the party was just The League,
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without Northern), as well as toughened the discourse against the EU and immigrants. In
these elections the League showed an extraordinary surpass of all previous results, it took
17.4 percent of votes for the Chamber of Deputies, which resulted in 124 representatives (out
of 630, 104 more than the previous elections); 164 10.8 percent was the highest score that the
League had taken, in 1996. For the Senate, the League took 17.6 percent of votes, which
resulted in 58 members of Senate, (out of 315, 40 more than the previous ones).165
During the years 2014-17, the Italian economy was improving. There was a positive
economic growth and a decrease in unemployment. Contrary to the theory -the success of
right-wing populist parties is connected with the hardest economic times- the League
achieved its best result ever, although the economy was not in its worst performance.
Meanwhile, in 2013 elections -when the Italian economy was facing its hardest time- the
party did not have a good electoral performance.
The transformation of the League, from a regionalist party to a national one, has influenced
the 2018 election results. The League did not aim anymore in autonomy or separatism of
Padania but took a national stance against migrants and the European Union. The “enemies”
were not the Central Government and southern citizens anymore, but Brussel and migrants.
The League achieved its electoral success in a period when it had drastically changed its aims
and its discourse. As a regional party, the main objectives of the League were: achieving
fiscal and political autonomy for the Padania region; rarely, they also talked about the
transformation of the Italian republic into a confederation. At the maximum, the League,
during Bossi leadership aimed to become the first political party in that region, getting a
crucial role in deciding who will form the central government. Through this, it could
condition the autonomy of Padania. While the focus of the League was limited to a specific
region and that region’s autonomy, they intended to persuade only votes from that region’s
residents. When the League transformed itself into a national party, it changed its platform,
its profile, its intentions, and its discourse. From that moment, the League intended to become
the first party in the country, it aimed nationwide successful electoral results, not only in a
region. Since its transformation, the League significantly increased its votes and fulfilled its
aims to become a nationwide relevant party.
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From the elections’ results, it can be seen that there was no correlation between the hardest
economic times and the League’s electoral success. The cause for the latter can be found in
the party’s transformation and the change of its aims. By calling into Italian identity, the
national language, culture and values, Christian identity, anti-migrant, and xenophobic
discourse, the League achieved a nationwide mobilization, which was translated in successful
electoral results. Another critical point for the electoral success of the League is the political
gap left by right-wing parties in Italy. The decline of Forza Italia, a decrease of consensus for
Berlusconi’s party at the national level, left a considerable gap in the right-wing electorate,
which was filled by the League,166 thanks to its transformation. Especially in central Italy, a
region which had usually been hostile towards the League, but under Salvini’s leadership, the
party had successful results there too.167

4.5 Who and why supported the League
As mentioned above, in this thesis case studies will be used to test the theory that economic
crises lead to the success of right-wing populist parties. In addition to the data on the election
results used to see if there is a correlation between the difficult economic years and the
electoral success of the League, this subsection will present some information on the profile
of the League's supporters, the reasons why they support this party and their opinions on
some major social and political issues. This will be done to check if economic problems are
the reasons why they support the League, or if there are other issues related to identity, group
values and so on. In this way, the reasons why these individuals support the League, as well
as their cultural, economic, and social background, will become clearer.
A study by Demos, identifying populism through social media, has analyzed who has voted
the League, who its supporters are.168
Facebook supporters of the League are 78 percent male and 22 percent female. More than
voters of the party, these numbers show its gender split of the League’s members. 169
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The League’s supporters were among the youngest of populist parties’ sympathizers in
Europe, -69 percent were under 25 years of age. However, this does not represent the
League’s typical voters; this result can be due to the young age of Facebook users in Italy. 170
Regarding the level of education, Facebook supporters of the League, 59 percent have a high
school diploma, and 20 percent a university degree. The League’s Facebook supporters are
more likely to be unemployed-14 percent- than the average unemployment rate in Italy -7.9
percent at that time. 171
Supporters of the League generally do not believe in the politics and are skeptical about the
effectiveness of the politics. Nevertheless, they do not link “politics” with their party. Politics
is considered underground agreements in the Roman central government.172
Asked for the reasons why they support the League, the most important reasons were: group
values, anti-migration stances, northern autonomy, and identity. While the economy is the
less voted -only 6 percent of respondents.173
Respondents who support the League for groups values have said:
- “Because it is close to my ideas and, most of all, it is the only party which seems to want to
improve things in Italy.”
- “It is the only party strongly linked to the grassroots and its voters.”
- “Because of the principles for which the movement was created: protecting our areas,
culture, and traditions.”174
About antimigration the League’s supporters have claimed:
- “Because I am tired of seeing my country being destroyed by people that were not born here
and of seeing those close to me being afraid of those we have welcomed.”
- “I do not want immigrants in MY country. There are too many of them.”175
About identity:
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- “Because, at the moment, it is the only political party that represents the values of ordinary
people without denying and rejecting cultural traditions and identities.”
- “Because it is a political party that keeps local identities alive. It respects and promotes
centuries-old traditions.”
- “Because it is a political party that REALLY gives a voice to the ordinary citizen.” 176
A survey done by PEW RESEARCH CENTER in October-December 2017 (a few months
before 2018 Italian general elections), shows that only 15 percent of the League supporters
are satisfied with the Italian economy. That is almost similar to the general Italian public
view -only 18 percent are satisfied with the Italian economy. 177
Meanwhile, in terms of feelings and ideas about national and cultural identity, there is a
considerable difference between League supporters and other Italian citizens.
The League’s supporters have a sense of superiority of their nation and culture to the others.
Forty-eight percent of its supporters strongly agree that “people are not perfect, but their
culture is superior to others.”178
Another factor that have influenced the voters of right-wing populist parties is the sentiment
towards Islam. Fifty-four percent of the League supporters, strongly agree with the claim:
“Islam is fundamentally incompatible with their culture and values.”
The superiority of national culture and this sentiment towards Islam is far less prevalent
among the rest of the public in the country. This tendency is confirmed and, in a later survey,
where 67 percent of the League supporters have a negative opinion on Muslims, -while fortyfive percent of non-supporters have the same opinion.179
Nativism is the ideology that best suits right-wing populism. Supporters of these parties have
a similar approach. Seventy-six percent of the League’s supporters say that “it is important to
have been born here to be one of us truly.” Supporters of right-wing populist parties consider
more important familiar heritage than other citizens. Eighty-six percent of the League
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supporters agree with the claim, “it is important to have our country’s family background to
be one of us truly.”180
Reactions against immigrants by League supporters also have an economic factor, as seventythree percent of the League’s supporters consider migrants “a burden on the Italian
economy.” In comparison, 40 percent of Italians think the same. However, the main concerns
about immigrants have to do with multiculturalism, and they say: “having an increasing
number of people of different racial, ethnic, and national backgrounds made their country a
worse place to live.”181 Likewise, 69 percent of the party’s supporters consider that migrants
“increase the risk of terrorist attacks in the country,” while 47 percent of other Italians have
the same opinion. Eighty percent of the League’s supporters think that “is necessary for the
migrants to adopt Italian customs and traditions.” 182
Since Salvini was elected the League’s Federal Secretary, the anti-EU discourse has been
toughened. Sixty-three percent of its supporters do not have a “favorable opinion” for the
European Union. Seventy-seven of the League supporters think that “some EU powers should
be returned to the national governments,” while 55 percent of other Italians share this
opinion. Also, 68 percent of the League’s supporters consider that “EU membership has been
bad for the Italian economy,” while only 42 percent of the Italians have the same idea. 183
About foreign policy, 49 percent of the League supporters have a positive view on Putin,
while 30 percent of other Italians share the same opinion. 184

5. Case study two- National Front/National Rally
The National Front is the second case study which will be analyzed in this thesis. The
National Front/Rally is called a typical case of a right-wing populist party. 185 It should be
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mentioned that the party is called National Rally since June 2018. However, the party will be
referred to by the old name, the National Front (the Front), when the focus of the thesis is the
period before June 2018. When the focus of the thesis shifts to the period after 2018, the
party will be referred to by its new name, the National Rally (the Rally).
The next subsection will present a short history of the party and its political profile. It will
then present the consequences for the French economy after the 2008-2009 financial crisis, as
well as some indicators of the economy, such as the GDP, unemployment, level of
consumption. The subsection will proceed by providing the electoral results of the Front after
the crisis, then a profile of the Front online supporters, and some of the reasons why they
support the party. The conclusion of the subsection will provide some surveys about the
party’s supporters positions on key social and political themes.

5.1 A short history of the party
National Front (Front National) in France, which has been renamed as “National Rally”
(Rassemblement National) in 2018, is a clear example of a right-wing populist party. 186
National Front was founded in 1979 by Jean-Marie Le Pen (father of current leader, Marine
Le Pen) by the unification of a few nationalist groups and organizations of that time.187 For
many years, the party was like a confederation of extreme and radical right parties with a
hard-xenophobic discourse.188
With the election of Marine Le Pen, in January 2011, National Front revised its discourse
slightly and moved from Alliance of European National Movements to European Alliance of
Freedom.
Since the election of Marine Le Pen and softening of the discourse and appearance of the
Front National, the party started to have political success. In the first round of the presidential
elections of 2012, Le Pen took 18 percent of votes -ranked as the third candidate- 189 the most
successful result until then of National Front. The party received successful results in the
2014 municipal elections in France by wining 12 cities and many city councilors190. Also, the
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National Front came out as the first party in France, in the 2014 European Parliamentary
election. It received 24 out of 74 France’s seats.191
The most successful results for the National Front came on the first round of the 2017
presidential election. For the first time since 2002, a candidate of the National Front could
make it to the second round. However, in the second round, Marine Le Pen was defeated by
Emanuel Macron, who took 66.1 percent of votes. 192 In the same year, in the legislative
elections National Front had a weaker result than the previous legislative elections (2012)
with only 13.2 percent of votes.193
On March 2018, Marine Le Pen proposed to change the name of the party National Front to
Rassemblement

National

(National Rally),

the party membership approved this

proposition.194

5.2 The political profile of the National Front
Front National is a clear case of populism, as they consider the society separated into two
homogeneous and antagonistic groups, the “people” and the “elite.” 195
a)The people - As was mentioned above, the concept of people is very ambiguous and, in
many cases, it is up to that party or to the leader to define who belongs or does not belong to
the “people.”
As other right-wing populist parties, National Front too has the “nation” as a key concept in
its ideology and considers it tangible with the notion “people,” but who is part of the nation
for National Front?
“…the party defines the nation as the community of language, interest, race, memories, and
culture where man blossoms. [A man] is attached to it by roots and deaths, its past, heredity,
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and heritage. Everything that the nation transmits to him at birth already has an inestimable
value.”196
In this definition of the nation from the National Front, we can see that, as the League the
Front, has an exclusionary approach while determining who is part of the nation; as a result,
the “people.” It excludes non-ethnic French citizens. It even defines nation in racial terms
and affiliation to the French nation as a right transmitted only through blood. If we continue
with Mudde’s concepts, this can be categorized as nativism,197 because it is nationalism with
a strong xenophobic nature. Rydgren has classified it as ethnonationalism.198 As long as the
definition of people is in ethnic and racial terms, excluding non-native citizens, immigrants,
and the benefits of the state should be only for native citizens. So the Front advocates
“national preference” in the labor, housing markets, and healthcare. The politics of “national
preference” is concentrated in the party’s slogan: “The French first!”199 The benefits of the
welfare state should be only for the native citizens, and this is welfare chauvinism. 200 In this
attitude of dividing jobs, homes, education rights, the benefits of the social system only for
native French citizens, immigrants are considered as a threat that can “rob” these goods from
the French people.
b) The National Front and democracy
By considering themselves as the real representatives of the people, The National Front does
not reject democracy. All the contrary, it calls for direct democracy. Still, it considers the
representative democracy as a betrayal of the people’s will. Ever since modernity discovered
the "people" as a slogan of legitimacy and sovereignty, especially during the last century, all
sorts of regimes seek to be "democratic."
Populists reject the representative democracy as a betrayal of the people’s will and as
governance by “the elites.” For them, in a representative democracy, the people cannot
exercise their will by laws because the elite does these later ones to maintain and reproduce
their interest. The elite uses the elections only to get legitimization and reproduce their
power, not to fulfill the people’s will.201 For that reason, populist leaders advocate for direct
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democracy, which can be achieved through the referendums. Mudde says that there is a
connection between populism and direct democracy,

202

but the aspiration for direct

democracy is not a sign of populist behavior. However, the populist leaders have not
explained to what extent we should apply the direct democracy, for what topics should be
organized referendums and how will it be practically possible to organize often local or
national referendums.
Populists see the representative democracy, elections, as a problematic procedure in itself.
They consider the voting process not as a tool of the people to exercise their will, to translate
their wills into laws, but as a procedure of electing representatives, legitimizing “the elite.”
Another point for which populists blame the liberal democracy and the representatives of the
people is that for populists these last ones, have a paternalist behavior towards people. They
try to teach people what their “real” wills and best interests are. Populists say that
representative democracy considers politics as understandable and practicable only by a small
elite of people. This paternalistic approach towards “the people” is considered offensive
because populists say that the people know their real wills and best interests, without any
need to be taught. However, often the same populist leaders take the same positions about
the people when they claim that only they, or their party represents the “real will” of the
people, they have the “monopoly” of the representation of the people.
c) The elite
The National Front considers as elite all the establishment political parties, by rejecting the
differences between traditional right and left-wing parties and calls them as the same political
class which has betrayed the ideals of their voters.203 The left has abandoned the ideal of
equality and working-class interests. The right has betrayed the interests of the nation in
favor of globalization and multiculturalism. In their anti-establishment discourse, the
National Front has attacked the European Union too by considering European integration as a
threat to French national identity. 204 They see an alliance between the French political elites
with the European Union leaders against the interests of simple French citizens. As a party
who considers globalization, multiculturalism, and immigration a threat to the national
identity, the party considers the European integration as part of the same threat. The national
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and EU politicians are part of the same elites, collaborator of each-other against the French
nation.

5.3 The economic crisis in France
France is the fifth-largest economy in the world. It produces around 20 percent of Eurozone
GDP. Compared to other European countries, the French economy dealt well with the 2008
financial crisis, the economy of France started suffering in 2009. However, the consequences
of the crisis have continued for a long time. Probably the worst consequences have been
unemployment, especially of the youth.
The first consequences of the financial crisis were failures of a few banks, collapse of a
financial market, decline of industrial goods production, unemployment, and decline of
household consumption. This crisis made the France stock exchange go down in the
international markets, meaning there was less money for investments. Many banks had no
liquidity to finance the financial companies in difficulty, and they bankrupted. A considerable
part of the government investments went to save these banks and financial companies, which
caused a significant decline in state investments in the public sector and the welfare state.
One of the most important effects of the crisis was the massive decline of foreign direct
investments, which had a direct consequence in the labor market. The decline of direct
investments in the industry and services brought contraction of these sectors and,
consequently, reduction of jobs. The reduction of jobs meant less money for people to spend,
consequently change in their consumption, and reduction of spending. 205
Before the economic crisis, France has had a stable economic growth of 2 percent for ten
years (1998-2008). In 2008, the economy stagnated, and in 2009 shrank around 2.9 percent.
In the following years, the economic growth slowed down, had an average economic growth
rate of 1.1 percent per year from 2009 to 2013, failed to grow in 2012, and expanded only 0.4
percent in 2013.206 In the years before 2009, unemployment has held the same rate, around
8.5percent, and just before the crisis in 2008, it felt to 7 percent. In 2009 it had a fast growth
to 9.2 percent, and it continued with a growing trend, which culminated in 10.4 percent in
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2015. After that, it had a small decreasing trend with the lowest 9.1 percent in 2018. 207 For
the first time after the crisis, the general consumption in France contracted in 2012, after 20
years in a growing trend.

5.4 Electoral results of The National Front after the crisis
Just at the beginning of the economic crisis in France, the Elections of European Parliament
were held in 2009. Front National, in that time under the leadership of Jean-Marie Le Pen,
had a worse result than the previous one, -6.3 percent- which resulted in 3 representatives
(out of 73 that France had) 4 less than the previous elections.208 In the following year (2010),
the local elections were held in which The National Front continued to have disappointing
results. It fell to 9.2 percent from 12.4 percent of the previous elections.

209

It should be

mentioned that during that time, the leader of the Front was still Jean-Maria Le Pen. The
party was part of the Alliance of European National Movements and had a strong xenophobic
discourse.
The first elections in which Front National participated after the election of Marine Le Pen as
its leader, were the Presidential elections of April (first round) and May (second round) of
2012. In those elections, Marine Le Pen increased the votes by 7.5 percent (it took 17.9
percent).

210

Marine Le Pen, the candidate of the National Front, came out as the third

candidate in the first round of elections, as a result, could not participate in the second round,
which was Le Pen's aim. However, the Front took a good result compared to the previous
elections. During the campaign, Marine Le Pen tried to avoid controversial claims made by
her father, related to antisemitism, racism, xenophobia. However, it continued its antimigrants, anti-EU, nativism, and welfare-chauvinism claims.
In June 2012 the elections for National Assembly were held in which the National Front also
had better results than the previous one, it took 13.6 percent in the first round (9.3 percent
more than 2007 elections) and 3.7 percent in the second round (3.6 percent more than 2007),

207

Focus Economics, France, Unemployment. www.focus-economics.com/countryindicator/france/unemployment
208
Ministere De L’Interieur, Elections » Les résultats » Europennes»Résultats de l'élection europennes 2009.
www.interieur.gouv.fr/Elections/Lesresultats/Europeennes/elecresult__europeennes_2009
209
Ministere De L’Interieur, Elections » Les résultats » Regionales »Résultats de l'élection regionales 2010.
www.interieur.gouv.fr/Elections/Lesresultats/Regionales/elecresult__regionales_2010
210
Ministere De L’Interieur, Elections » Les résultats » Présidentielles »Résultats de l'élection presidentielles
2012. www.interieur.gouv.fr/Elections/Lesresultats/Presidentielles/elecresult__PR2012

50

which resulted in 2 members of National Assembly, (out of 577), the best result for Front
National since 1986. 211
2012 was the hardest year for the French economy since 2009; however, the fall of the
economy was more evident by the end of the second quarter of the year. Meanwhile, 2010-11
has had slow economic growth; likewise, 2012 was the first year when the consumption in
France declined.
However, it cannot be said that the electoral success of the National Front was due to
economic hardships that the country was facing because 2008 and 2009 were more difficult
years for the French economy than 2010, 2011. In the 2009 European Elections as well in the
2010 regional elections the National Front had poor results, different from the 2012
Legislative and Presidential elections.
Although the economy had a negative performance during both periods, it can be seen that
the discourse of the National Front from Jean-Maria Le Pen to Marine Le Pen, has been
modified. The discourse has been softened, especially its xenophobic, racist, and antisemitic
claims. The party also changed its European affiliation, from Alliance of European National
Movements that is an alliance of far-right parties, to European Alliance of Freedom, which is
a more moderate alliance of right-wing populist parties. The aim of Marine Le Pen as leader
of the National Front was to make the party successful in the national election. For that, it
was necessary to revise its discourse.
The upcoming elections where the National Front participated were the 2014 European
Elections. Those elections resulted extraordinarily successful for the party. It came up as the
first party in France with 24,9 percent of the votes translated into 23 representatives (out of
74) -21 more than the previous elections. 212 So, in those elections also, the National Front
continued its increasing trends, although 2013 was a better year in economic terms than 2012.
Still, unemployment continued in high rates, as well as the decline of consumption.
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In the regional elections of 2015, again the Front increased its vote. In the second round, it
took 27.1 percent, 17.9 percent more than the 2010 regional election. 213 It took more
representatives in the regional councils, yet it could not take any regional president.
In the 2017 elections for the National Assembly in the first round, the National Front took
almost the same results as in 2012 (13.2 percent) but in the second round, it had a significant
increase (8.8 percent, from 3.7 percent that was previous). This resulted in 8 representatives
(out of 577) 6 more than the last elections.214
Presidential elections of 2017 gave to the National Front its best result ever. This was the
second time that a presidential candidate from the National Front went to the second round of
elections; the previous one was in 2002 Jean-Maria Le Pen. The National Front doubled its
results from the previous elections when Front’s candidate ran in the second round of the
votes. Marine Le Pen took 33.9 percent of the votes (her father gained 17.8 percent of the
votes in 2002).215 Although she could not win, she increased the votes. The performance of
the French economy for the years 2014-15 continued to have limited economic growth,
around one percent. During 2016 there was a small decline in the unemployment rate to 10
percent and a slight increase in consumption.
Elections for the European Parliament were held in May 2019. In those elections, the
National Front, now with the name National Rally maintained its place as the first party.
However, it took one representative less than the previous election, it received 23 out of
79.216
The best results that Front National has achieved were in legislative and presidential elections
of the year 2017. It should be mentioned that the years 2014-2017 were not the worst
economic years that France experienced since the 2008 crisis. So, this success cannot be a
pure reflection of the economic crisis. In the meantime, if we see the political platform of the
party, it has remained the same. They continue to insist on the reduction of migration in
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Europe, a review of European free movement of people, capital and goods, revision of
European Convention of Human Rights, and a nativist nationalism.
On the other hand, the National Front has moderated the discourse somehow. Marine Le Pen
probably understood that to achieve more massive success she should attract right-wing
voters. They could not accept the fascist discourse of her father. So, the party should have
moderated its discourse but not changing its core ideology. Although the Front continued its
anti-migrant, xenophobic discourse, Marin Le Pen distance herself and the party from her
father antisemitic, Holocaust-denial claims. 217 The National Front expelled Jean-Maria Le
Pen for these claims.
The aims of Marine Le Pen as the leader of the Front were to transform the party from a
protest party to an alternative for the French political scene. The change of the party’s name,
from Front National to Rassemblement National (National Rally) should be seen as part of
this moderation of its discourse and improvement of the image. Marine Le pen herself has
declared that the change of the name was done to attract more voters, those voters who were
ideologically tangible with the party but due to the Front’s previous connections with the
extreme right could not associate themselves with it.218 This distancing of the party from its
past, when it had a strong connection with the fascists, was done to attract new categories of
voters as well as to increase the chances of alliances with parties, which would not be willing
to associate their name with that of the Front.
Despite the moderation of the discourse, change of the name, and distance from any form of
association with fascism, the ideology of the party has remained the same in its core:
Eurosceptic, anti-migrations, ethnonationalism. This was clear in the 2019 European
Parliament elections when National Rally continued its harsh anti-EU discourse, calling for
the dissolvement of the European Union and return of the power to the “people” and national
state.
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5.5 Who and why supported Front
The second case study, the National Front/Rally, in this thesis will be analyzed to test the
theory of the effects of the economic crisis on the growth of right-wing populist parties. As
was the case with the League, similar data on the profile of the supporters of The National
Rally will be given (covering the reasons why they support the Front and their positions on
major social and political issues). This will be done to see if economic problems are the
reasons why they support the Front, or if there are other issues related to identity, group
values and so on. In this way, the reasons why these individuals support the Front, as well as
their cultural, economic, and social background, will become clearer.
In a study with Facebook supporters of right-wing populist parties in Europe in 2011,
DEMOS has found that 79 percent of online supporters of the National Front are males, compared to 49 percent of male Facebook users generally in France. 219
Also, 47 percent of the Front Facebook supporters, belong to group age 16-20, and 21 percent
to group age 21-25. 220 Nevertheless, these numbers do not necessarily reflect their size in the
real world. This is most likely influenced by the young age of internet users, especially
Facebook, in the respective country. The same reason could have influenced that 45 percent
of the National Front online supporters are students. Thirty-eight percent are employed, and
fifteen percent unemployed. In comparison, the national unemployment rate is 9.9 percent.221
While for a long time, the economic factor was an explanation for the growth of right-wing
populist parties, responses of these parties’ supporters have raised doubts for this explanation.
Asked why they supported right-wing populist parties, only six percent of online respondents
have mentioned economic motivation.222
Among the most important reason that have influenced rise of support for right-wing populist
parties have been “group values.” Group values category include “the values, principles,
norms, beliefs, aspirations or ideas of the party,” as reasons for joining it. Thirty-eight percent
of respondents cite reasons that are part of this category. 223
“Identity” is among the most important reasons for supporting right-wing populists. Under
the category of “identity” are reasons such as “love of their country, commitment to the
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preservation of traditional national and cultural values, or representation of the interests of
‘real’ countrymen.” Seventeen percent of the respondents gave reasons that can be included
in the category “identity.” 224
Around 17 percent of respondents gave concerns about immigration as an essential reason for
supporting right-wing populists. Fifty-six percent of the National Front supporters rated
immigration in their two top concerns. Although anti-immigration sentiments have an
economic dimension, among the reasons for these sentiments are cited, “rise of the
criminality from immigrants” and “threat to national cultural values.” 225A supporter of the
National Front has explained the reason for joining it. He was worried about: “The loss of
French customs, traditions. There are so many foreigners, and we are almost struck with
shame to be white and love our country.” 226
Among the reasons why citizens join right-wing populist parties is the disappointment with
the political class. About 13 percent of respondents cited this reason. A supporter of the
National Front has said:
“The desperate lies of the MPs, the comfortable way in which they live while the French face
a multitude of problems such as insecurity, mass immigration, and the middle class, who
always pay the price.”227
As for the EU, 52 percent of Front’s online supporters consider it a "loss of money." Fiftyfive percent of the Front's online supporters think the EU cannot correctly control its external
borders. Fifty-five percent of Front supporters also believe that EU membership is a “loss of
national cultural identity.” 228
Ahead of the 2017 French presidential election, the Pew Research Center surveyed the
characteristics of those who support the National Front.

Around 23 percent of French

citizens expressed support for the National Front. They are mostly men, less educated, and
self-declared as Catholics.229
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Fifty-one percent of Front supporters have a negative opinion of Muslims, -compared with 22
percent of those who do not support Front. Seventy-one percent of supporters think Muslims
do not want to integrate into French society, -compared with 46 of those who do not support
it.230
Most of them consider that immigrants “will increase the likelihood of terrorism in our
country”- 76 percent. Also, 53 percent of them have a negative opinion of “globalism” compared with 43 percent of those who do not support the Front.231
Although generally, the French public has a negative opinion on the EU (61 percent,) this
perception is higher among the National Front supporters (67 percent.)232
In a study by the same institution, for the economic situation in France, 75 percent of the
National Rally (the party had changed its name) supporters consider it unfavourable;
however, and 69 percent of French, non-supporters of the party, consider the economic
situation unfavourable. 233
Nostalgia is a better indicator of populist sentiment. While 41 percent of the French public
thinks their lives are worse today than they were 50 years ago, that figure is 62 percent for the
National Rally supporters. 234
About the superiority of their national culture, 56 percent of the National Rally supporters,
agree that “their culture is superior to the others.” In contrast, 33 percent of other French
citizens think the same.
Also, 63 percent of the National Rally supporters agree with the claim: “Islam is
fundamentally incompatible with their culture and values.” A much higher figure than 28
percent of non-supporters of the party who think the same. 235
As for other right-wing populists for the National Rally nativism is the ideology more
suitable for it. This tendency is also evident in the survey of Front supporters. Seventy-four
percent of the party supporters say that “it is important to have been born here to be one of us
truly.” In contrast, only 42 percent of other citizens consider the same. Supporters of right230
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wing populist parties consider more important family heritage than other citizens. Seventythree percent of the National Rally supporters agree with the claim, “it is important to have
our country’s family background to be one of us truly.” Forty-eight percent of other French
citizens agree with the same claim. 236
In a survey in spring 2019, among supporters of right-wing populist parties, 71 percent of
National Rally supporters do not support the EU. 237 Forty-two percent of the National Rally
supporters have a negative opinion of Muslims in their country, while only 18 percent of
other French citizens share the same opinion. 238 Supporters of the party have a favorable
opinion about the role of Putin in world affairs -40 percent- while 23 percent of other French
have this opinion. 239

6. Discussion
In the two case studies, some indicators of respective economies of Italy and France, GDP,
unemployment rate, general consumption, as well as the election results of the National
Front/Rally and the (Northern) League after the financial crisis of 2008-2009 are presented.
Those case studies also provided data on the characteristics of the supporters of these parties,
the reasons they express why they support these parties, as well as their views on issues such
as the economy, immigration, foreign policy, national identity, culture and the arrival of
Muslims, in the respective countries. From the confrontation of these data it is showed that in
the most difficult economic years, when the decline of GDP, the increase of unemployment
and the decrease of general consumption have been deeper, this has not translated into the
electoral results of these parties. They have even had better electoral results during the years
when the economies of the respective countries have been in the process of improvement.
Also, from the answers of the supporters of these parties, instead of economic issues, they
mostly emphasize group values, cultural and identity issues, scepticism towards
multiculturalism, and Eurosceptic tendencies, as reasons for their support to these parties.
Even when the supporters of these parties speak out against immigration, more than in
236
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economic terms they are against immigration for cultural and identity reasons. The economic
dissatisfaction of the supporters of these parties is not much higher than that of the rest of the
population, also asked about the reasons why they support these parties, the economy ranks
among the last reasons.
By analysing these data from these two case studies and the confrontations between them, it
can be concluded that there is no correlation between the times of economic hardship, the
latter measured by GDP, the level of unemployment and the level of consumption, and the
electoral success of right-wing populist parties. These parties have had better electoral results
in the years after the crisis when the economy has been improving than in the years when
there has been a major economic shock.
Also, the surveys with the supporters of these parties show that the economy is among the
last influential factors for them to support the right-wing populist parties. Their perceptions of
the economic situation in the respective countries are not much different from the rest of the
population, those who do not support these parties. On the contrary, the main reasons why
these people support right-wing populist parties have more to do with group values, identity
issues, ethnic and cultural affiliation, xenophobic sentiments, scepticism towards foreigners
and multiculturalism, growing Euroscepticism. Their opposition to immigration is part of
their opposition to a heterogeneous society in ethnic and religious terms, fear of growing
terrorism and loss of national identity.
If we analyze the reasons why the supporters of the (Northern) League and the National
Front/Rally, it is clear that the most important reasons are about group values, antiimmigration, identity than about economy. Meanwhile, they still have claims about social
security, unemployment, and the welfare state, most of their reasons are anti-migration,
xenophobic, anti-Muslim stands, against multiculturalism, tolerance, and cohabitation of
different ethnicities and religions, as well as against European Union, as a representative of
transnationalism, globalization, an enemy of national identity and there are lees discussions
about economic factors.
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DEMOS STUDIES: Reasons why the league and the front gained
support
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Figure 1 (above): Reasons why supporters of the Northern League and the National Front support these parties.
This table was produced with the above-provided data from DEMOS studies with Facebook supporters of these
parties.
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Supporters of the League.

Figure 2 (above): Opinion of the League supporters on key issues. This table was produced with above
provided data from surveys and articles of PEW RESEARCH CENTER with supporters of the (Northern)
League.
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Figure 3 (above): The opinions of the Front supporters and non-supporters on key issues. This table was
produced with above provided data from surveys and articles of PEW RESEARCH CENTER with supporters of
the National Front/Rally.

After the Second World War, mainstream political groups in Western Europe, traditional
right and left-wing talked mostly about economic points as unemployment, taxation,
inflation, trade unions, public services, healthcare, housing, education, and the welfare state.
For that reason, usually, there was a class-based vote, workers voted mostly for left-wing
parties and from the middle class to upper one right-wing. Topics related to cultural and
national identity, international situations, membership in international bodies had been left in
silence, outside the public sphere.
For a long time, the system of political parties in Western Europe was frozen. It was
dominated by two mainstream political groups, which were lined up in the two main
directions of political division, left and right, which had the economic dimension as the
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primary variable. As a result of the political changes in the world, the decline and fall of the
Soviet Union, acceptance of the market economy from the mainstream left parties, brought a
fading of the economic dimension, and later on, the system of political parties in Western
Europe was dissolved. As there was a consensus for the economic dimension, what remained
was the cultural dimension, what distinguished the political parties became the cultural
dimension, identifications with specific values, conservative vs. progressive.
In a comprehensive study about the causes of the rise of right-wing populists in Europe and
the USA, Norris and Inglehart show shifts towards post-materialist values since the ‘50s
caused a strong counter-war from the conservative parts of society. 240 The change of values
from materialist to post-materialist in Western Europe, have caused strong counter-reactions
from those segments of the society which felt alienated in this new “reality.” Before this shift,
society was much more homogenous in ethnic, religious, and cultural terms. Heterogeneity of
the society, multiculturalism, tolerance towards the “other” have changed the hegemony of
the public discourse towards those new values. This caused a “counter-attack” from those
affected most by this new reality. They felt threatened in their country.
The increase of discourse by right-wing parties about topics as migration, national, religious,
and cultural identity is an expression of an essential shift in the political struggle between
parties, from the economic topics to cultural ones. This struggle between political parties is
not focused only on migrations and attitudes towards “foreigners.” However, it includes other
cultural topics, such as gender equality, LGBT+ rights, sexual freedom, the role of the
European Union in the internal issues, secularism, the decline of traditional values, race, and
demography. These topics have become an essential argument in defining identity. The
economic question has not disappeared from political discourse; populists present the
migrants as an economic threat, “foreigners who will come and steal the local citizen’s job.”
Nevertheless, the most volatile issues raised by these leaders concern the identity topic.
This perspective can also be seen in the criticism of the EU by right-wing populist parties. It
continues to have the economic dimension, accusations for the enslavement of “the people”
for the economic interests of the elite.

However, most importantly European Union is

described as a representative of globalization, multiculturalism, liberal values, free movement
of people, migration, tolerance to foreigners, and ethnic minorities, as well as a loss of
national power. For those reasons, the discourse of these populist parties generally goes in
240
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two lines, the xenophobic, anti-migrants, anti-Muslims, and the second line, is the anti-EU
discourse, loose of national identity.
Change of discourse from the economic issues to identity issues and the rise of support for
these parties in the time when they speak about the threats of national identity shows that the
most prominent question which disturbs the society is the identity one. The focus of the rightwing populist toward these topics has increased their influence and support.

7. Conclusions
In this thesis, I tried to test the theory that economic crisis leads to the growth and electoral
success of right-wing populist parties. The research question I tried to answer for this purpose
was: “Is there a correlation between times of economic hardship and the electoral success of
the right-wing populist parties?”
In the first section populism was theoretically explained based on many authors but mainly
on the work of Cass Mudde. Despite the differences between them, it seems that the most
important feature of populism is the division and antagonism between the two groups of the
society, “the people” and “the elite.” 241 In the same section, the right-wing populism and its
main characteristics were further analyzed theoretically. The right-wing populism in Europe
can be summed up in Mudde’s expression "within European right-wing populism there is a
'marriage of convenience' of populism based on an 'ethnic and chauvinistic definition of the
people', authoritarianism and nativism." 242
After that was presented the theory that was tested in this thesis, “the economic crisis” theory.
The core idea of this theory is that during an economic crisis, there is a rise of electoral
support for the right-wing populist parties. Although different casual factors are mentioned in
the economic theories, the general idea of them is that a specific economic situation, e.g. a
financial crisis, globalization, or development of technology, leads to the transformation of
labor markets, generates economic insecurity and social reactions. These developments make
citizens lose faith in the political system and traditional political parties. They direct their
hopes towards populist parties that offer easy solutions for their problems.
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To answer the research question and test the above-mentioned theory, two case studies were
analyzed, the (Northern) League in Italy and the National Front/Rally in France. These
analyses included a brief history of the said parties, their political profile, and the results in
elections after the 2008-2009 financial crisis. Some of the main indicators of the respective
economies as GDP, rate of unemployment, general consumption, were also presented. As
well as data on the profile of supporters of these parties and the reasons why they support
these parties, and their views on some of the main political and social issues.
From the data confrontation it was shown that there is no correlation between times of
economic hardship, following 2008-2009 financial crisis and the electoral success of these
parties, they had better results in the years when the economy was improving.
The League achieved its electoral success in a period when it had drastically changed its aims
and its discourse. The League transformed itself into a national party, it changed its platform,
its profile, its intentions, and its discourse. From that moment, the League intended to become
the first party in the country, it aimed nationwide successful electoral results, not only in a
region. Since its transformation, the League significantly increased its votes and fulfilled its
aims to become a nationwide relevant party.
In the leadership of Marine Le Pen the National Front moderated the discourse somehow.
Marine Le Pen probably understood that to achieve more massive success she should attract
right-wing voters. They could not accept the fascist discourse of her father. So, the party
should have moderated its discourse but not changing its core ideology. This distancing of the
party from its past, when it had a strong connection with the fascists, was done to attract new
categories of voters as well as to increase the chances of alliances with parties, which would
not be willing to associate their name with that of the Front, although the ideology of the
party has remained the same in its core: Eurosceptic, anti-migrations, ethnonationalism.
What it is more important supporters of these parties also emphasize reasons related with
group values and identity rather than economic problems for supporting these parties. For
economic issues they have a similar perception to the rest of the population, not the
supporters of these parties. There is a much deeper difference between the supporters of these
parties and other citizens when it comes to other social and political issues, (such as
immigration, the importance of culture and national identity, attitudes towards Islam,
multiculturalism or tolerance of different cultures.)
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