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Abstract
Under the motto “God, homeland, and family”—but also by stressing one further important marker of social identity,
i.e., gender—Italian radical right party leader Giorgia Meloni multiplied her party seats in parliament from 2013 onwards.
After the 2022 elections, she became the first woman prime minister in Italy. Starting from an overview of the figure of
Giorgia Meloni as a radical right woman leader, we explore her and her party’s position on women‐related issues and their
relevance while exploring, in opposition, two different contexts: representative institutions and social media. To do that,
we draw on parliamentary data—bills and parliamentary questions introduced in parliament by Fratelli d’Italia—and on
Meloni’s public discourse—examined in an analysis of all the tweets posted by her official Twitter account, between 2013
and 2021. As expected, a low saliency of women’s issues appears in all the types of data examined, although some of them
are more exposed to the shift in attention caused by the rise of related trend topics. Both Meloni and her party are strong
supporters of the “natural family” and make use of women’s issues in claiming femonationalist arguments, especially on
social media. However, Meloni and her party cannot be considered as fully “neo‐traditional,” as are other similar parties
in Europe, but rather as a combination of “neo‐traditional” and “modern‐traditional.”
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1. Introduction

On the 19th of October 2019, Giorgia Meloni concluded
her speech in front of a crowded San Giovanni Square,
in Rome, with the words that would soon go viral on
social media: “I amGiorgia, I am awoman, I am amother,
I am Italian, I am Christian” (Meloni, 2021). These words
resonate together with the more general slogan—“God,
homeland and family” (Dio, patria e famiglia)—adopted
by Meloni’s party, Brothers of Italy (Fratelli d’Italia,
or FdI), and other radical right parties in history. But
another important marker of social identity finds space

in her speech besides religious faith and national belong‐
ing: gender.

The role of gender issues in populist radical right
parties’ (PRRP) ideology has found renewed interest in
literature (Akkerman, 2015; De Lange & Mügge, 2015;
Donà, 2020; Erzeel & Rashkova, 2017; Gwiazda, 2021).
In fact, despite their reputation as männerparteien—
parties predominantly supported, represented, and led
by men—PRRP are increasingly engaging with women’s
issues and gender roles in society. Their positions on
these issues are extremely heterogeneous though. A cer‐
tain appropriation of women’s politics and gender rights
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is often linked to anti‐migration frames (Roth, 2020),
but some parties, such as the Dutch Party for Freedom
and the French National Rally have openly espoused
progressive stances towards women’s economic eman‐
cipation (Mayer, 2015), or even same‐sex partnerships
(Akkerman, 2015). The increasing presence of women
leaders in PRRPs is also a noticeable trend, which may
have a connection with the “engendering” of their poli‐
tics. While they do not necessarily embody the traits of
hegemonic femininity that one would expect (e.g., Geva,
2018, 2020; Meret, 2015), women political leaders on
the right claim to represent the interests of women (Celis
& Childs, 2018). But which interests?

In this article, we seek to provide a first system‐
atic assessment of the role that women’s issues play for
Giorgia Meloni, the first woman leader in the Italian rad‐
ical right. We believe that her party, FdI, represents a
very interesting case as it is relatively new and understud‐
ied (see Campus, 2020; Feo & Lavizzari, 2021; Gaweda
et al., 2022) and, although it had always been in oppo‐
sition since its foundation, it recently gained a leading
position in Italian politics. FdI was the only party in parlia‐
ment that did not support the government led by Mario
Draghi from March 2021 to his resignation in July 2022.
This role of the one‐and‐only opposition certainly con‐
tributed to the recent rise of popularity of both Meloni
and her party. In fact, while opposition leaders, notably
in multiparty systems, are usually difficult to identify
(see Dingler et al., in press), Meloni recently represented
not only one (opposition) party leader but, unquestion‐
ably, the opposition leader in Italy. Furthermore, consid‐
ering the most recent developments, Meloni is now not
just the only woman party leader in Italy—and, consid‐
ering the major Italian parties, in the country’s political
history—but, since the 22nd of October 2022, is also the
first woman prime minister in the history of Italy.

Thus, the purpose of the present article is to study
Giorgia Meloni as a radical right party woman leader to
uncover which women’s interests she and her party rep‐
resented while in opposition. First, we aim to provide
an overview of the figure of Giorgia Meloni as a radi‐
cal right woman leader, through the path that brought
her to office, and then to understand the relevance and
position of women’s issues for her and her party in two
different contexts: the representative institutions and
social media. To do that, we draw, on the one hand, on
parliamentary data—bills and parliamentary questions
introduced in parliament by FdI—and, on the other, on
Meloni’s public discourse—studied through the collec‐
tion and analysis of all the tweets posted by her official
Twitter account. The analysis covers the period between
the beginning of 2013, the foundation of the party, and
December 2021. In both venues, we explore the saliency
and position of Meloni and her party on women‐related
issues divided into different domains.

This article is consequently divided into four sec‐
tions: The first is dedicated to the theoretical frame‐
work within which our analysis is placed; the second

one focuses on Giorgia Meloni’s career path and party
leadership from a gender perspective; the third and the
fourth, respectively, centre on the data and methods
employed, and on the analysis of the parliamentary data
and tweets’ content.

2. Framing Women’s Issues in Radical Right Parties

According to the classic theory of substantive representa‐
tion, women’s conservative representatives, given their
gender, should represent the best interests of other
women as well as their progressive colleagues. But, as
Celis and Erzeel (2015) point out, the substantive rep‐
resentation of gender is based on the assumption that
there is a set of women’s interests circumscribed within
a precise perimeter, that is, the one designed by feminist
theory. Thus, women representatives should address
specific issues—such as reproductive rights, gender
equality, gender‐based violence, etc.—only by following
a certain direction. The reality, of course, is very differ‐
ent. If some studies confirm that the action of conserva‐
tive female MPs is, in some cases, in line with the action
of progressive representatives of the same kind, both
in terms of issues addressed and political choices, other
studies show that women MPs belonging to centre‐right
or radical right parties tend to address different issues
and to adopt very different points of view (Arfini et al.,
2019; Celis & Erzeel, 2015), frequently unveiling contra‐
dictions and ambivalences (Scrinzi, 2017). At the same
time, the gender ideologies of radical right parties as
expressed in their manifestos differ significantly, notably
as regards gender equality and how it could/should
be achieved. In this, Scandinavian radical right par‐
ties are a prime example. An important distinction
could be made between “neo‐traditional’’ and “modern‐
traditional” ideologies: “For neo‐traditionalists, the goal
is to provide a favourable climate for women to become
mothers and housewives,” while “modern‐traditionalists
combine traditional viewswithmodern elements such as
promoting a combination of work and raising children,
and advocating equal pay for equal work” (De Lange &
Mügge, 2015, p. 71; see also Mudde, 2007).

With the rise of attention to migration issues, rad‐
ical right parties have often deployed gender issues
also with instrumental anti‐Islam and anti‐immigration
aims (De Lange & Mügge, 2015; Donà, 2020; Farris,
2017; Scrinzi, 2014), to such an extent that they have
been defined as “Janus‐faced” (Akkerman, 2015), as they
employ and emphasise gender equality when speak‐
ing of immigration and integration, turning conservative
“when they address issues related to the family, such
as opportunities of women on the labour market, child‐
care, abortion, or the status of marriage” (Akkerman,
2015, p. 56). Femonationalism (Farris, 2017) presents
women’s rights as key values of the Western world and
contrasts those with other non‐Western cultures which,
instead, discriminate against women and increase their
(physical) insecurity.
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Partially connected with the acknowledgement of
the variety of positions and concerns expressed in rela‐
tion to women‐related issues by radical right parties is
the discussion on the actual relevance of such issues for
these actors. It is clear that gender plays a role in the
current political battles of the radical right (Abou‐Chadi
et al., 2021; Verloo, 2018). This does not necessarily
mean that gender and women’s issues are at the core
of radical right ideology though, as the lack of coherent
positions may hint. As argued by Spierings (2020, p. 42),
such issuesmay be “trivotal” for these parties, i.e., a com‐
bination of trivial and pivotal.

An aspect worth considering is the role played by
these parties in parliament over time. Being in gov‐
ernment or in opposition, in fact, generally affects the
behaviour of parties, with those without government
responsibilities freer to address their preferred topics
either for ideological or strategic reasons, through their
parliamentary activity (De Giorgi, 2016). In this respect,
we rest on the well‐acknowledged salience and issue‐
ownership theory (Petrocik, 1996) that prescribe that
parties strategically emphasise those issues where they
expect to have or gain an advantage over their oppo‐
nents (Budge, 2015). On the other hand, as one of
the major activities for opposition parties in parliament
has to do with the government’s oversight (Norton,
2008), we should consider that some issues—and, in our
case, women’s issues—might appear on the opposition’s
agenda as a consequence of the government’s policy
choices. Even in that case, the party and the leaderwould
select which specific aspect(s) to draw attention to, thus
choosing to represent some women’s interests instead
of others.

Extant research has recently focused not only on rad‐
ical right parties’ ideas on gender but also on which
role their women leaders play in this context, with rel‐
evant works on the Danish Pia Kjærsgaard, the French
Marine Le Pen, the Israeli Ayelet Shaked, among oth‐
ers (Ben‐Shitrit et al., 2022; Campus, 2017; Geva, 2020;
Meret, 2015). Thus, in this article, we aim to under‐
stand the relevance and position of Giorgia Meloni and
her party on women’s issues by combining the analy‐
sis of their parliamentary activity and political discourse.
To guide our analysis, we draw some general expec‐
tations from the literature. In line with the idea that
gender and women’s issues are pivotal, though trivial
for the radical right nonetheless (Spierings, 2020), we
expect to find a low saliency of women‐related issues
in both the parliamentary and the social media venues.
We also expect these issues to be mostly associated
with (modern‐)traditionalist positions. We also expect
to find femonationalist arguments, that is, the instru‐
mental defence of women’s rights, always in connection
to anti‐immigration, and especially anti‐Islam stances.
Consequently, while we expect support for gender equal‐
ity andwomen’s rights to emerge in relation tomigration,
we expect a very low non‐instrumental engagementwith
these issues otherwise.

3. Giorgia: Woman, Mother, Italian, Christian

More than 70% of the parliamentary parties in the EU
member states in 2022 are led bymen (Openpolis, 2022).
Except for a few Scandinavian or Baltic socialist prime
ministers, the vast majority of European women who
have had real power in Europe in recent years come from
the right wing: Angela Merkel, Roberta Metsola, Ursula
von der Leyen, just to list the most prominent ones.
When looking at the opposition, the figure does not dif‐
fer somuch: Pia Kjærsgaard,Marine Le Pen, Frauke Petry,
and AliceWeidel have been the face of some of themost
important radical right parties in Europe in the last years.
In Italy, no party belonging to either the mainstream or
the radical right party family had been led by a woman
until 2013.

Giorgia Meloni is the founder and leader of the party
FdI, created shortly ahead of the 2013 political elections
and defined as a (populist) radical right party (Puleo &
Piccolino, 2022). FdI emerged as a splinter parliamentary
group from the centre‐right People of Freedom (Il Popolo
della Libertà, or PDL), which was in turn the result of
the fusion between Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia and
National Alliance (Alleanza Nazionale, or AN), which had
allied with each other from 1994 to 2009, before merg‐
ing into the PDL. There are many elements of conti‐
nuity between AN and its successor FdI, in terms of
both personnel (21 out of 24 members of the National
Executive came from the ranks of the AN) and symbolic
components (among others, FdI integrated the name
“National Alliance” in its own party statute and, until
2019, also included the AN party symbol in its own logo).
Nonetheless, since the very beginning, FdI has been very
much identified with her young leader, Giorgia Meloni.

Studies focusing on women’s leadership often stress
how women manage to achieve leadership positions
when they enjoy a “legacy advantage”: that is, as wife,
widow, daughter, or other close relatives of a key male
political actor (Baker & Palmieri, 2021). This trajectory
is common in radical right parties as well, probably the
most prominent case being that of Marine Le Pen, who
“inherited” the leadership of the Front National (today
Rassemblement National, or National Rally) from her
father. In Italy, we also find right‐wing women politicians
with strong family ties with former leaders and promi‐
nent political figures. For example, AlessandraMussolini,
granddaughter of the former dictator, was elected in par‐
liament multiple times in the ranks of AN; Isabella Rauti,
today among the leading figures of FdI, is the daughter of
Pino Rauti, former leader of the Italian Social Movement
(Movimento Sociale Italiano, or MSI).

Giorgia Meloni stands out from this path. Her polit‐
ical commitment began in 1992 when she joined the
youth organisation of theMSI—themain Italian extreme
right party at the time (Ignazi, 1998). In 1996, she
became the national head of Student Action (Azione
Studentesca), the student movement of the newly
formed AN, while in 1998 she was elected to the Council
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of the Province of Rome. In 2004, she took the lead
of Youth Action (Azione Giovani), the youth organisa‐
tion of AN (Piccolino, 2012). In 2006, Meloni was then
elected to the Chamber of Deputies for the first time and
became one of the two vice presidents of the Chamber
of Deputies. In 2008, after early elections had seen the
victory of the centre‐right coalition, she was appointed
by Silvio Berlusconi as youth minister, at the age of 31.
After leaving the PDL in 2012 due to differences of opin‐
ion about Berlusconi’s leadership, among other reasons,
she founded the new party FdI, together with other for‐
mer members of AN (and MSI). Elected again to the
Chamber of Deputies in 2013, she became the parliamen‐
tary party group leader and, in 2014, was appointed as
party president.

Meloni multiplied her party’s seats in parliament
from nine to 50 from 2013 to 2018 and brought a
huge increase in voting intentions from then to 2022.
FdI, which, as we said since its entry into parliament
has always been seated in the opposition benches, was
the most voted party at the 2022 elections and Meloni
became the first Italianwoman primeminister. Her popu‐
larity has steadily risen over the years, and she is now the
most appreciated among Italian party leaders. Contrary
to other opposition leaders, which tend to emphasise
their political outsiderness, Meloni often stresses her
professional path and political capital, relating that to the
idea of “competence.” Furthermore, as we said, no other
major political party in Italy is led by a woman, and this
has undoubtedly providedMeloni with significant media
visibility in this regard (Feo & Lavizzari, 2021).

For what concerns her stances on women‐related
issues, Meloni never disguised her anti‐abortion posi‐
tions, which she traces back to her Catholic faith and her
personal experience—as explained in her biography, her
mother considered terminating her pregnancy (Meloni,
2021)—though the official party line is more oriented
to fostering prevention measures rather than abrogating
the existing abortion law (Feo & Lavizzari, 2021). She has
publicly supported initiatives connected to the “pro‐
life” transnational network (Pavan, 2020), and opposed
within and outside parliament progressive policy‐making
efforts around sexual orientation and gender identity
rights (Feo, 2022). Meloni has also frequently blamed
the European Union for having disregarded fundamen‐
tal issues such as family, natality, and children’s edu‐
cation, while arguing that Western civilisation is under
attack and its pillars, from the traditional family to moth‐
erhood, would be the target of the “gender ideology”
(Cesari, 2022). Lastly, she is generally very critical of fem‐
inism, which she considers “an ideological tool against
right‐wing politics rather than a pro‐women discourse”
(Arfini et al., 2019, p. 702).

After this brief contextualisation of our case study,
we now move to the discussion of the data and meth‐
ods employed in our research, before proceeding to
the analysis.

4. Data Overview and Methods

Political parties and leaders have multiple venues to
express their worldviews, both inside and outside repre‐
sentative institutions. The major aim of this work is to
understand the relevance of women’s issues for Giorgia
Meloni and FdI, and which women’s interests they
emphasise. In order to do that, we combine an analy‐
sis of parliamentary data—bills and parliamentary ques‐
tions introduced by FdI from January 2013 to December
2021—with a collection of tweets published by Meloni’s
official account in the same period.

When in opposition, parties usually have two main
goals: exercising control over the government and pro‐
viding an alternative to the government in political and
policy terms. Besides voting on the government legisla‐
tive proposals, they can do that by undertaking two
main activities: scrutinising the government and initiat‐
ing their own legislation, despite the scarce prospects
of approval (Ilonszki & De Giorgi, 2018). These are the
parliamentary activities we focus on in our analysis.
For governmental scrutiny, we use data about weekly
parliamentary questions introduced at the Chamber of
Deputies from 2013 to 2021, which are an occasion for
parties in parliament to directly ask the government (or a
specific minister) for explanations or action on specific
issues (Russo & Cavalieri, 2016), or to raise the atten‐
tion of the executive on such issues. Regarding legisla‐
tive initiative, we examine all the bills sponsored by
FdI MPs in the lower house in the same period (see the
Supplementary File). Among different social media plat‐
forms, political actors extensively use Twitter to commu‐
nicate their desired messages to the public just like in a
press release (De Sio et al., 2018, p. 11). We collected
all the original tweets posted on Meloni’s Twitter time‐
line during the period under analysis and examined their
content. The choice of focusing on the leader’s account
rather than the party’s is linked to the increased central‐
ity of leaders and individual politicians in political com‐
munication (Enli & Skogerbø, 2013), especially in the
case of populist parties (Bos et al., 2013). Giorgia Meloni
runs a very vertical and personalised leadership, with the
consequence that her persona is very much identified
with FdI. The importance of the leader vis‐à‐vis the party
organisation in political communication is also reflected
in the much higher number of followers for Meloni’s
account—1,6 million vs. 237.956—that is de facto the
privileged source of information on social media for
party supporters.

All the mentioned activities represent useful instru‐
ments to investigate the relevance and position of
Meloni and her party on women’s issues in different are‐
nas with different levels of timeliness/dynamism: bills =
not timely/dynamic; parliamentary questions = semi‐
timely/dynamic; tweets = very timely/dynamic. For the
whole period, we compiled three datasets (see the
Supplementary File for additional information) contain‐
ing: bills (N = 640); parliamentary questions (N = 302);

Politics and Governance, 2023, Volume 11, Issue 1, Pages X–X 4

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


tweets (N = 12729). We purposefully chose to focus on
these three different data sources as they cover a variety
of activities, the analysis of which allows us to shed light
on FdI and Meloni’s attention strategies and behaviour
inside and outside parliament. In this respect, we adopt
an attention‐based perspective typical of salience the‐
ory, to check through a quantitative analysis how much
emphasis the party and its leader grant to women’s
issues compared to others, which signals the overall
importance of the topic for them.

As issue attention is a dynamic process, the differ‐
ent data sources we use are especially important as we
can understand how the party and leader match their
interests with the media and the party system’s agenda.
Political parties are not only agenda‐setters but also
agenda‐takers (Borghetto & Russo, 2018) and they may
be “forced” to shift their attention towards certain issues
because of public concerns or other parties’ actions in
parliament (Green‐Pedersen & Mortensen, 2010; Jones
& Baumgartner, 2005). Even in that case, political actors
choose the perspective to adopt in order to represent
specific interest(s) among many. With our sets of data,
we have the chance to uncover how this dynamic pro‐
cess unfolded for an opposition party, usually freer to
set its own agenda (as FdI was) and whether its strategy
changed over time. Studying the issues emphasised by
Meloni and FdI signals potential policy paths and future
actions, as attention is considered a precondition for
policy‐making. This becomes crucial as Meloni and her
party are now leading a government with a strong parlia‐
mentary majority, with the chance of transforming “the
words” pronounced while in opposition into deeds.

Given our interest in texts related to women’s issues
across venues, we compiled a dictionary of women‐
related keywords (see Supplementary File) to select rele‐
vant units of analysis from the general datasets and skim
the considerable number of observationswe initially had.
We searched the datasets by applying the keywords list,
which identified 71 bills (out of 640), 187 parliamentary
questions (out of 302), and 1460 tweets (out of 12729).
In the second step, we excluded all the “false positives”
(i.e., the texts captured by the keywords search, but not
truly relevant to our study) through a qualitative assess‐
ment of each unit of analysis. This operation left us with
24 bills, 14 questions, and 341 gender‐related tweets in
the period 2013–2021 (the procedure is illustrated in the
Supplementary File).

We measured the salience of women’s issues across
the three data types as the percentage ofwomen’s issues
over the total number of observations (Section 5.1).
Then, we moved to the qualitative analysis of the con‐
tent of the different data sources (bills, parliamentary
questions, and tweets) to explore how FdI and Giorgia
Meloni thematise women’s issues, that is, to assess their
position on such issues. To do so, we relied on a qual‐
itative coding procedure inspired by thematic analysis
(Section 5.2; Braun & Clarke, 2006).

5. Women’s Issues in and for Meloni’s Party

5.1. The Salience of Women’s Issues in Meloni’s FdI

The analysis of the salience of women’s issues confirms
how these are marginal topics for FdI and Meloni. The
percentage of women’s issues accounts for a remarkably
small part of total observations, both in parliamentary
activities and social media (Table 1).

In all the three activities examined (although with
a lower emphasis among the bills), we record a slight
growth during the XVIII legislature (2018–2021), sig‐
nalling increasing attention towards the topic in themost
dynamic activities (i.e., questions and tweets)—likely in
reaction to the discussion of “thorny” policy proposals
in parliament and the respective mobilisations outside—
and the onset of the Covid‐19 pandemic that generated
social emergencies that directly affectedwomen. As said,
parliamentary questions are a dynamic parliamentary
instrument, and they can be easily exploited especially
by opposition parties to strategically emphasise specific
issues (see, among others, Cavalieri & Froio, 2022), while
it is muchmore difficult to propose newbills dealingwith
a trending topic that may suddenly emerge. Likewise,
social media communication is very timely and dynamic
by definition, as it can immediately “react” to trends
and discussions appearing in the media sphere (Silva &
Proksch, 2022). This seems to be the case for Meloni’s
engagement on women’s issues. As shown in Figure 1,
peaks of attention in an otherwise very low and stable
trend coincide with specific events, as public demonstra‐
tions are often organised in connection to special occa‐
sions in the parliamentary agenda.

The public events highlighted in Figure 1 are all big ral‐
lies that received the open support of FdI, organised by
national and transnational networks defending pro‐life

Table 1. Frequency of women’s issues across venues and over time.

Legislative term Bills PQs Tweets

XVII (2013–2018) 3,69% (N = 8/217) 2,98% (N = 5/168) 1,73% (N = 111/6412)
XVIII (2018–2021) 3,78% (N = 16/423) 6,72% (N = 9/134) 3,64% (N = 230/6317)
Total (2013–2021) 3,75% (N = 24/640) 4,64% (N = 14/302) 2,68% (N = 341/12729)
Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate the observation of women’s issues during the legislative term over the total number of bills and
questions introduced and sponsored by FdI and tweets published by Giorgia Meloni in the same period.

Politics and Governance, 2023, Volume 11, Issue 1, Pages X–X 5

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


30

20

N
. 

o
f 

tw
e

e
ts

 a
b

o
u

t 
w

o
m

e
n

-r
e

la
te

d
 i

ss
u

e
s

10

Date

0

01/2013

07/2013

07/2014

01/2014

07/2015

01/2015

07/2016

01/2016

07/2017

01/2017

07/2018

01/2018

07/2019

01/2019

07/2020

01/2020

07/2021

01/2021

Events Manif pour tous Italy WCF in VeronaFamily Day 2016Family Day 2015

Figure 1. Giorgia Meloni gender‐related tweets (2013–2021).

positions, the “natural family” and traditional gender
roles, which took place after 2013 as a response to parlia‐
mentary discussions concerning the recognition of LGBT+
rights. Not by chance, the highest frequency of women‐
related tweets occurs during the XIII World Congress of
Families in Verona, 29–31March 2019 (see Pavan, 2020).

5.2. Which Interests? Assessing the Position of Giorgia
Meloni and FdI on Women‐Related Issues

To analyse how FdI and Meloni thematise women’s
issues, we relied on thematic analysis, a method for
qualitative data inquiry that aims at capturing “some‐
thing [that is] important about the data in relation to
the research question, and represents some level of pat‐
terned response or meaning within the data set” (Braun
& Clarke, 2006, p. 82). We developed a descriptive cod‐
ing scheme that could account for the heterogeneity of
our data, which includes all relevant issues mentioned in
our observations in relation to women, and then identi‐
fied three general dimensions: (a) an economic dimen‐

sion, which captures references to women as economic
subjects involved in productive and reproductive work;
(b) a family dimension, which includes any (symbolic)
mention of women as members of the “traditional” fam‐
ily; (c) a gender equality dimension, which collects refer‐
ences to gender equality and women’s rights. Their dis‐
tribution is reported in Table 2, while a detailed account
of each dimension and sub‐dimensions is provided in the
Supplementary File, Table A2.

In the economic dimension, we included all bills,
questions, and tweets addressing women’s material con‐
ditions and their position in the economy—e.g., refer‐
ences to women’s employment, work–family balance,
maternity or parental leave, (non) working mothers, and
relative welfare provisions. From the analysis, it emerges
that the issue of female labour is primarily addressed
as a problem of “work–family balance,” homogeneously
across the three types of data investigated. The main
focus of the proposals in the institutional venue is on the
recognition of the rights ofworkingmothers, andwelfare
mechanisms for their protection. We found mentions

Table 2. Relevance of the three dimensions across venues.

Dimension Bills PQ Tweets

Economic 33,33% 28,57% 11,73%

Family 45,83% 57,14% 29,32%

Gender equality 20,84% 14,29% 58,65%

Total 100% (N = 24) 100% (N = 14) 100% (N = 341)
Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate the observation for each dimension over the total number of women’s related bills and questions
introduced and sponsored by FdI and tweets published by Giorgia Meloni.
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of welfare incentives that would help women reconcile
motherhood and care work with a professional career,
especially after the onset of the Covid‐19 pandemic (see
Supplementary File, Table A3, Bill_1, PQ_1). FdI also sup‐
ports welfare incentives to cover outsourced “domestic
work,” including the care of the elderly and housework
(see Supplementary File, Table A3, Tweet_1).

Meloni also reiterates her support for reconciliation
policies when these come in the shape of private initia‐
tives presented by firms and businesses to support work‐
ingmothers (see Supplementary File, Table A3, Tweet_2).
At the same time, she publicly shamed malpractices—
such as cases of women fired as they got pregnant, and
working spaces hostile to motherhood, or women who
are not allowed to breastfeed at the workplace (see
Supplementary File, Table A3, Tweet_3). These positions
in favour of women’s integration into the labour market
are complementary to more conservative stances pro‐
posed by the party, more prone to safeguard women’s
primary role as caregivers. Among these initiatives, for
instance, we found the pension reforms allowing early
retirement for women.

All in all, we find that FdI’s vision of women as eco‐
nomic subjects, and their interests thereof, are primar‐
ily shaped by the equation between women and moth‐
ers, consistent with other recent studies (Feo & Lavizzari,
2021; Saccà & Massidda, 2018). The main focus of the
party is on how to guarantee and reward women with
childcare responsibilities in the workforce. No mention
is made of the interests of women as workers beyond
this equation, for example to the persistence of other
inequalities such as the gender pay gap. Equally, no ref‐
erence is found to other measures that would facili‐
tate women’s labour by lessening the double burden
of productive and reproductive work, such as paternity
leave. What prevails is a conservative understanding of
women’s issues in the labour market, consistent with a
familistic view of women as primary caregivers for chil‐
dren and grandchildren in the household.

The second dimension pertains to the role of women
within the family, and the symbolic value of the fam‐
ily as the primary site for values and culture transmis‐
sion, and the reproduction of society. Notably in parlia‐
mentary questions and bills, primary attention is given
to women in their (traditional) social role as mothers
in heterosexual families (Table 2). Likewise, the public
prize of maternity and the experience of motherhood on
Meloni’s social media evokes the idea of “maternity as
destiny” (Ottaviano, 2015) for women. This traditional
gender role for women is contextualised in the symbolic
evocation of the traditional family. Interestingly, space
in this evocation is also devoted to men as fathers and
husbands, as a complementary component to mothers
in the “traditional family.’’ In other words, for FdI, car‐
ing responsibilities do not fall completely outside the
sphere of male responsibility (cf. Arfini et al., 2019).
The symbolic recognition given to the family and tra‐
ditional gender roles within it, very evident in social

media communication (see Supplementary File, Table A3,
Tweet_4 and Tweet_4), is mirrored in the parliamen‐
tary activity of the party. For instance, FdI introduced
a bill (N. 2593, 31 July 2014) proposing a modifica‐
tion of articles 29 and 30 of the Italian Constitution
to clearly specify that family rights are recognised only
within marriages—unions between two persons of dif‐
ferent sex—and adoption is possible only for married
couples (see Supplementary File, Table A, Bill_2). In one
parliamentary question, the party condemned some ini‐
tiatives held at the local level to adopt gender‐neutral
forms for parental statements in schools. The adop‐
tion of gender‐neutral formulas for parents, according
to FdI, “diminish the foundations of the family” (see
Supplementary File, Table A3, PQ_2). The symbolic pro‐
motion of the traditional family is coupled with concrete
initiatives for its sponsorship. In fact, proposals envis‐
aged the institution of various forms of benefits and
incentives for heterosexual couples who decide to form
a family. The overall approach, however, is very much
centred on motherhood—rather than parenthood—and
mainly aimed at protecting women’s nurturing “nature.”
All in all, in this dimension some elements of the
“symbolic horizon” of the radical right clearly emerge.
The idea of the complementarity between sexes, which
has replaced the idea of women’s submission in conser‐
vatism (Garbagnoli & Prearo, 2018), serves to guarantee
“equity” and equal dignity to men and women, without
challenging traditional gender roles.

The last dimension concerns gender equality, and
FdI and Meloni’s framing of women’s rights. The major‐
ity of Meloni’s tweets fall into this dimension, which
is instead only marginally addressed in parliament (see
Table 2). One of themain issues addressedwithin this cat‐
egory is the problem of violence against women, which
is framed as a violation of women’s rights. Contrary to
Saccà and Massidda (2018), who found no reference to
the topic in the FdI 2018 electoral manifesto, violence
against women is a very recurring theme in the political
communication of Giorgia Meloni (this sub‐dimension
alone accounting for 35% of all tweets) and in the par‐
liamentary activities of FdI (see also Giorgi & Loner
2022). Also in parliament, FdI stresses the necessity to
grant protection and equal rights to women (bills about
prevention and punishment of violence against women
are 20% of all observations about women’s issues; e.g.,
Supplementary File, Table A3, Bill_3), although the issue
is often used instrumentally with a femonationalist
frame (Supplementary File, Table A3, Bill_4). This hap‐
pens especially inmore dynamic data types, such as ques‐
tions and tweets. Both Meloni and FdI exploit the issue
to emphasise anti‐immigration stances (Supplementary
File, Table A3, Tweet_6). Basically, women’s interest to
be free from violence is mostly used in an instrumental
way or, more precisely, as a cultural marker between the
Italians/Europeans and the “racialized others,” who do
not conform to Western values. Moreover, the issue of
violence against women is mostly framed as a “security’’
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problem to be addressed with harsher penalties for
offenders, whereas no mention is made of the structural
inequalities and the nature of gender relations thatmake
womenmore vulnerable to violence (Supplementary File,
Table A3, Tweet_7, PQ_3).

Other issues pertain to reproductive rights and
women’s equality in the public sphere. The former is
not really discussed in relation to abortion, but only con‐
cerning filiation for same‐sex couples, an issue that FdI
firmly opposes. Concerning gender equality in the pub‐
lic sphere, we notice that the party and its leader hold
a liberal approach to the issue (cf. Arfini et al., 2019).
Women’s emancipation and affirmation are connected
to individual qualities and actions, in line with the idea of
merit. The existence of structural conditions that make it
harder for women to emerge is not completely denied
(Supplementary File, Table A3, Tweet_8) but their over‐
coming is connected to individual entrepreneurship and
by no means to the adoption of antidiscrimination poli‐
cies (Supplementary File, Table A3, Tweet_9).

In the social media communication, we could also
observe how the direct identification of Meloni and her
party as the “true defenders” of women’s interests is
used to draw a demarcation with the “false defenders,”
primarily left‐wing parties and feminist groups, which
are usually depicted as pursuing political struggles that
do not coincide with those of real women, such as
gender‐inclusive language (Supplementary File, Table A3,
Tweet_10).

Overall, we can notice that the three themes are
present across all of the three data sources examined,
but with remarkable differences. Table 2 above illus‐
trates that each venue is particularly suitable for empha‐
sising one particular theme. Parliamentary activities are
mostly devoted to the family and economic dimension,
while tweets focus mostly on the gender dimension. This
is intuitive, as these instruments are very different and
are exploited for different purposes. Bills and questions
are employed to reaffirm FdI traditional views regarding
the family as a social structure and to propose legisla‐
tion emphasising the “traditional” role of women in soci‐
ety and the economy. Tweets, instead, predominantly
address the gender equality dimension, and in particular
the issue of violence against women. The different dis‐
tribution across the venues has some implications: we
can expect that issues on social media are addressed in a
more symbolic or strategic way than those in parliament.

6. Conclusions

In this work, we sought to provide a first systematic
assessment of the role that women’s issues play for
Giorgia Meloni, the first woman leader in the Italian rad‐
ical right, and her party, FdI. We sketched the political
career path that brought her from leading a marginal
opposition party in 2013 to being the very first Italian
woman prime minister in 2022 and, then, we uncovered
her and her party’s relevance and position on women’s

issues, in two different contexts, i.e., representative insti‐
tutions and social media.

A low saliency of such issues was observed in both
the venues considered, although some activities—those
timelier and more dynamic, as less constrained by insti‐
tutional rules, such as parliamentary questions and
tweets—are more exposed to the shift in attention
caused by the rise of trend topics and the opening of
new public debates. As we saw, there have been a few
occasions in the Italian public and institutional debate
for an opposition party as FdI to shift the attention
towards women’s issues. In this respect, the behaviour
of the party in less constrained contexts such as par‐
liamentary questions and tweets is likely to be driven
by the whole party system’s agenda (Green‐Pedersen &
Mortensen, 2010), with women‐related issues used as a
component of its opposition strategy. On the other hand,
bills better mirror the party policy agenda and actual
purposes, allowing us to infer how and to what extent
FdI and Meloni deal with women’s issues. As expected,
both the party and Meloni’s position strongly support
the so‐called natural family that must carry the “tra‐
ditional values” forward. Furthermore, Meloni engages
very much in the defence of women’s rights with anti‐
immigration purposes: clear evidence was found of how
women’s rights and gender equality are employed for
claiming femonationalist arguments.

However,Meloni and her party cannot be considered
as fully “neo‐traditional,” but rather as a combination
of “neo‐traditional” and “modern‐traditional” (Mudde,
2007). As modern‐traditionalists do, Meloni tries to com‐
bine traditional views with modern elements such as
promoting the integration of women in the labour mar‐
ket, advocating measures that allow a combination of
work and raising children; though, other relevant aspects
of women’s guarantees as workers—such as the sup‐
port for equal pay for equal work—are missing. At the
same time, as shown in the analysis, these modern tra‐
ditionalist positions are accompanied by other, more
neo‐traditionalist ones, that are more consistent with a
familistic view of women as primary caregivers. These
rather conservative positions are also widely shared by
the other Italian radical right party, i.e., Salvini’s Lega
(Meardi & Guardiancich, 2022).

Particularly on the issue of violence against women,
our analysis shows that this is quite central for Meloni
and FdI stances, albeit mostly in a strategic way. We also
know that FdI voted in favour of the ratification of
the Istanbul Convention Action against violence against
womenanddomestic violence in the Italian parliament in
2013, contrary to what many other radical right parties
in Europe did (Feo & Lavizzari, 2021). Further research
would be needed to provide a valid explanation for FdI
andMeloni’s mixed positions, but we can try to list some
potential reasons. First, they may be part of a strategy
of party competition with FdI’s closest competitors in
the Italian right wing. Second, they may be connected
to the crisis of the male bread‐winner model in Italy,
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though inequality in household activities remains high
(Meraviglia & Dudka, 2020), and the need to take into
account the reality of dual‐income families.

All things considered, gender is surely a “trivotal”
issue for GiorgiaMeloni and her party: it is not at the core
of their agenda, but it is pivotal as a core social relation
that they try to exploit to articulate their nativist, conser‐
vative, and populist ideology, as come out from all the
data analysed in this work. Since our analysis refers to
the period in which Giorgia Meloni was a radical right
opposition leader, it remains to be seen what will hap‐
pen now that she has become the first female primemin‐
ister, leading a right‐wing government that will certainly
address gender issues, and indeed could make it a flag,
considering that on many other issues, given the several
crises Italy is facing, its hands will be tied.
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