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The red and the black: neo-fascist inheritance in the
electoral success of the Lega in Tuscany, Umbria, and
Marche
Moreno Mancosua and Riccardo Ladinib

5aTorino, Italy; bMilan, Italy

ABSTRACT
In 2018 Italian general elections, the Lega has dramatically increased its con-
sensus in the ‘red belt’, the central area of the country traditionally ruled by
centre -left parties. Pundits have argued that this performance can be attributed

10to the new leadership of Matteo Salvini, who changed the ideological location
of the Lega by transforming it in a national right-wing party. This  article
hypothesizes that geographical trajectories of diffusion of the party are asso-
ciated with the prevalence of a neo-fascist minority present in the region during
the First Republic. By employing official electoral results at the municipality

15level, the article analyses the relationship between the percentages of votes for
the M.S.I. in 1976 and the Lega in the 2006–2018 period in Tuscany, Umbria, and
Marche. The neo-fascist inheritance results to be associated with the vote for
the Lega only in 2018, after the change in the political discourse and leadership
of the party.

20RIASSUNTO
Nelle elezioni politiche italiane del 2018 la Lega ha notevolmente aumentato
il suo consenso nella ‘zona rossa’, l’area centrale del Paese tradizionalmente
amministrata dai partiti di centro-sinistra. I commentatori hanno sostenuto
che questo risultato fosse da attribuirsi alla nuova leadership di Matteo

25Salvini, che ha modificato la posizione ideologica della Lega trasformandola
in un partito nazionale di destra. Questo articolo ipotizza che le traiettorie
geografiche di diffusione della Lega siano associate alla prevalenza di una
minoranza neofascista presente nella ‘zona rossa’ durante la Prima
Repubblica. Utilizzando i dati elettorali ufficiali a livello comunale, l’articolo

30analizza la relazione tra le percentuali di voto per il Movimento Sociale nel
1976 e per la Lega nel periodo 2006-2018 in Toscana, Umbria e Marche.
L’eredità neo-fascista risulta essere associata al voto per la Lega soltanto nel
2018, in seguito al cambiamento nella comunicazione politica e nella leaders-
hip del partito.

35KEYWORDS electoral geography; Italian politics; Lega; right-wing parties; political subculturesQ1

1. Introduction

In Italian political science literature, the role of the so-called ‘leaguism’ (Tarchi,
1998) has been deeply analys ed since the early 1990s, when the appearance
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of the Lega Nord in the political spectrum contributed crucially to the end of
40the First Republic.

Since its birth, the party manifesto had been based on typical ethno-
regionalist goals, such as the promotion of knowledge of local history and
culture, and demands for the transfer of powers to local administrations
(Agnew 1995; Tarchi 1998). During more than twenty-five years of presence

45in the Italian political landscape, the Lega has passed through several vicissi-
tudes, by both gaining relevant shares of votes (for instance, in 1992 and
1996) and reaching very low levels of support (for instance, 2013 national
elections). One of the steady characteristics of the trend of expansion and
contraction of the movement, however, consisted of the boundaries inside

50which the voting pattern took place (Segatti and Vezzoni 2011). As pointed
out by Passarelli and Tuorto (2012a, 420), ‘the Lega not only symbolically
evoked the role of territory in its political mission but also had
a geographically well-defined electoral background since its establishment’:
even if we consider the party’s strongest performances, relevant results were

55always confined in northern Italian regions, roughly until Emilia-Romagna
(see Passarelli and Tuorto 2012a). The Lega, indeed, never succeeded in
central regions, the so-called ‘red belt’, which had been dominated by centre -
left parties since the immediate post-war period (Galli 1968; Sani 1976;
Diamanti 2003; Anderlini 2007).

60This consolidated pattern started to change substantially with the results
of 2015 regional elections. In that occasion, the Lega obtained significant
percentages in central regions, such as Tuscany, Umbria, and Marche, tradi-
tionally hostile to the party (D’Alimonte 2015). In those regions the Carroccio
became the second party in the political spectrum, after the centre -leftist

65Partito Democratico, acquiring more than 250,000 votes with respect to 2014
European Elections. That figure was further reinforced in 2018 national elec-
tions, in which the consensus of the Lega showed an increase of about
600,000 votes compared to previous general elections (in 2013, the party
obtained only 25,699 votes in Tuscany, Umbria, and Marche).

70From the supply-side, we can at least find two explanations of this exploit:
the first focuses on the change of leadership in the Lega (D’Alimonte 2015;
Albertazzi et al. 2018). After over 20 years under the guidance of Umberto
Bossi, in 2013 the leadership passed to Matteo Salvini, who progressively
changed the discourse and the aims of the party (Albertazzi 2016). Indeed,

75the new course of the Lega led by Salvini is no more solely oriented to
northern Italian regions. Instead, Salvini’s efforts are aimed at creating an
extreme-right-wing national party, focused on anti-immigrant and anti-
European claims, similarly to Marine Le Pen’s Front National in France
(Brunazzo and Gilbert 2017). According to pundits and commentators, the

80nationalization process of the Lega led the party to become a much more
viable political option for the centre -right electorate (Diamanti 2015).

2 M. MANCOSU AND R. LADINI
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Combined with this interpretation, another political component of this suc-
cess has been identified in the progressive loss of strength and appeal of the
historical ally of the Lega, Forza Italia. The decrease of consensus of

85Berlusconi’s party at the national level has left a free space in the right
spectrum, leading to the positive result of the Carroccio.

By keeping in mind these supply-side explanations, our article aims at
investigating the role of the political traditions in the 2018 success of the
‘new’ Lega in Tuscany, Umbria, and Marche. Our set of explanations will focus

90on the Lega as a party with a unique geographical history, in which the
trajectories of its expansion are correlated with the traditional cleavages
that have been present in the red belt since the first republic. Indeed, the
red belt – far from being a monolithic region completely dominated by
centre -left parties – presents several places in which a small, but fierce, and

95geographically clustered neo-fascist minority has been present since the First
Republic. In this respect, our main hypothesis is that the strategy of the ‘new’
Lega, more related to extreme right-wing claims than regionalistic demands,
might have led to a larger success in places where the neo-fascist minority
had been stronger during the First Republic (Agnew 1992; Baccetti and

100Gabelli 1998).
To control for alternative explanations to the expansion of the Lega in the

centre , we will take into account characteristics that the party shares with
other extreme right-wing parties around Europe and the responses that
voters tend to give to those parties. In this respect, the literature provides

105at least two main explanations of these parties’ support on the territory: the
‘modernization losers’ and the ‘racial threat’ explanations (Betz 1994; Beirich
and Woods 2000; Bowyer 2008).

The aim of the article is not only confined in the analysis of a single case-
study. While many studies in electoral geography have focused on the

110electoral inheritance of the major subcultures, less attention has been pro-
vided to the electoral continuity of what we will call ‘minority political
traditions’. Our work aims to shed light on this aspect which can give
a crucial contribution in explaining the territorial variance of parties’
performance.

115Results confirm our hypotheses, by showing that the success of the Lega
proves to be stronger in areas particularly favourable to the neo-fascist
minority during the First Republic. Moreover, it is argued that this phenom-
enon is somewhat new, since the correlation between the neo-fascist
minority’s and the Lega’s vote share is no longer consistent when we

120take into account the Lega’s outcomes in the three previous national
elections held before the ideological shift operated by Salvini (2006,
2008, 2013Q2 ).

The study also aims at contributing to the debate on the role of long-term
historical patterns in shaping political attitudes and behaviours, which might
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125be driven, among other things, by processes of behavioural (Acharya et al.
2018) and institutional path dependence (Putnam et al. 1993Q3 ).

2. Background

Among the several vicissitudes having affected the Lega Nord (for more
information see Diamanti 1993; Cartocci 1994; Cento Bull and Gilbert 2001;

130Passarelli and Tuorto 2009, 2012a), the last, and more important for our aims,
concerns the turmoil that reset the leadership of the party in 2012. A fraud
scandal hit directly the historical leader of the Lega, Umberto Bossi, who was
forced to resign from his role of undisputed leader of the party (Albertazzi,
2016). After a brief interregnum managed by Roberto Maroni, in

135December 2013 the leadership of the Lega passed to a young leader of the
party, Matteo Salvini.

Since the beginning of its office, Salvini characterized his political action
further to the right wing with respect to Bossi’s leadership. Several pundits
have stressed that the actual aim of Salvini was to transform the old region-

140alist Lega into something new: a party radically rooted on the right-side of the
political spectrum, that exploits with its rhetoric the anti-immigrant and anti-
EU sentiments that are largely present in the Italian population (Albertazzi
2016; Brunazzo and Gilbert 2017). Furthermore, Salvini’s political action has
been devoted to turning the Lega into a fully national party (Albertazzi et al.

1452018), that could count on votes of people far from the traditional geogra-
phical boundaries of the original Lega.

As pointed out by Albertazzi et al. (2018), the Lega claims indeed moved
from a mainly regionalist focus on autonomy and federalism to a national
focus on nativism and protectionism.1 In such respect, the Lega’s main

150enemies shifted from the national level, namely Rome and the Southern
Italians, to the supranational one, namely the EU, Brussels bureaucrats, and
the immigrants (Albertazzi et al. 2018). As a result, it is relevant to remember
the attempts of Salvini to organize electoral committees also in Southern
Italy. Another indirect proof of this double shift (to the right of the political

155spectrum and the south of the country) can be found in the factual collabora-
tions (and joint mobilization) of the Lega with other extreme right nationalist
groups (Albertazzi 2016).

According to Segatti and Vezzoni (2011), until the last electoral cycle, the
electoral pattern of the Lega could be depicted as an expanding and con-

160tracting lung, confined to the northern regions of the country. In particular,
they argued that when the political system proved to bemore stable, the area
of the consensus of the Lega became smaller, generally confined around its
strongholds. In more turbulent political times, instead, the Lega came out
from its traditional boundaries and spread its consensus in other areas, like

165the Western provinces of the Emilia-Romagna.

4 M. MANCOSU AND R. LADINI
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Nonetheless, a first territorial change of the Lega dates back to 2008 election,
when it doubled its share of votes in Emilia-Romagna (7.8 perc cent , against the
3.9 per cent in 2006, see Passarelli and Tuorto 2012a, 2018) which represents one
of the four regions of the red belt (Galli 1968). Such support in that region was

170later confirmedboth in 2009 Europeanelections (11.1 per cent ) and 2010 regional
elections (13.7 per cent ). In that period, scholars noticed a first sign of the
nationalization of the Lega, which started to focusmore on national than territor-
ial issues (Diamanti 2009; Passarelli and Tuorto 2012a, 2012b). However, as table 1
shows, the support of the Lega in the other regions of the red belt was still

175irrelevant. In 2006, 2008, and 2013 elections the percentage of votes for the Lega
Nord in Tuscany, Umbria, and Marche oscillated between 0.7 per cent and
2.2 per cent. In all the three elections, the performance of the Lega never
exceeded the 10 per cent in any of the 618 municipalities. In those areas, the
nationalization of the Lega brought beneficial effects since the European

180Elections of 2014, when the Lega doubled its preferences at the country-level
compared to 2013 National elections (6.2 per cent against 3.1 per cent in 2013).
Later, the Lega succeeded beyond the wildest imagination of its supporters in
2015 regional elections, and furthermore in 2018national elections, as reported in
table 1. Such electoral outcomes represent, thus, a unique circumstance in the

185history of the party. Although the Lega proved to be marginally stronger in
Umbria (20.2 per cent ), its performance has been outstanding even in Tuscany
and Marche (more than 17 per cent ). In Tuscany, the party obtained more than
10 per cent of the valid votes in every municipality, and in at least one munici-
pality one  in three voters chose the Lega, as well as in Umbria.2

190Overall, while in Emilia-Romagna the expanding process of the Lega
already started at least one decade ago (Passarelli and Tuorto 2012a, 2012b,
2018), in the other three regions of the red belt the Lega was an irrelevant
competitor until the recent nationalistic turn. Thus, our article aims at explain-
ing the pattern of this exploit of the Lega in Tuscany, Umbria, and Marche by

195employing an electoral geopolitics approach (Galli 1968).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of Lega vote share by region (Tuscany, Marche, Umbria).
vote share (municipalities’ distribution)

% Mean Dev.std Min Max

Tuscany LN-MpA 2006 1,1 1,2 0,7 0,0 5,3
(N = 287) LN 2008 2,0 2,2 1,1 0,3 6,7

LN 2013 0,7 0,8 0,4 0,0 2,5
Lega 2018 17,4 19,7 4,5 10,3 33,3

Marche LN-MpA 2006 1,0 1,1 1,0 0,0 7,4
(N = 239) LN 2008 2,2 2,4 1,7 0,0 9,8

LN 2013 0,6 0,7 0,5 0,0 3,4
Lega 2018 17,3 19,5 4,8 8,4 49,3

Umbria LN-MpA 2006 0,8 0,7 0,5 0,0 3,0
(N = 92) LN 2008 1,7 1,6 1,0 0,0 6,4

LN 2013 0,7 0,6 1,0 0,0 9,6
Lega 2018 20,2 21,6 4,3 7,2 33,9
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2.1 The inheritance of political traditions

Since seminal studies on electoral behaviour in Italy (Galli 1968; Sani 1976),
the territory has played a crucial role in the explanation of vote choice. The
strong territorial organization of the two mass parties, which characterized

200the Italian First Republic ( Christian Democracy [D.C.] and Italian Communist
Party [P.C.I.]) were indeed reflected in their political subcultures. Depending
on the party hegemony in a specific area and other socio-economic charac-
teristics, Italy was subdivided into geopolitical areas (like the red belt here
analys ed), which, even nowadays, are always taken into account when study-

205ing Italian voting behaviour.
The disappearance of the two main political parties at the end of the First

republic hugely increased the attention on the Italian context among elec-
toral geography scholars, interested in analys ing the vote dynamics after the
turmoil of the political system. Although in different ways, a territorial voting

210continuity between the First and Second republic parties emerged (Agnew
1995, 1996; Shin and Agnew 2002, 2007, 2008; Passarelli and Tuorto 2012a).
Moreover, in addition to analys ing territorial voting dynamics in a relatively
short time span, scholars also analys ed the persistence of political traditions
in terms of voting patterns. By analys ing the relationship between the poli-

215tical tradition in the immediate post-war and the vote in 1972 at the munici-
pality level, Sani (1976) argued that the D.C. had more consensus in places
with a strong Catholic tradition, as well as the P.C.I. in municipalities with
a strong communist or socialist tradition. Even though the role of the political
tradition has been progressively losing its prominence, Vezzoni (2008)

220showed continuity between the political traditions and vote in 2006 elections,
especially in contexts where the D.C. or the P.C.I. tradition was strong.

The study of the inheritance of the political traditions, however, has mainly
focused on the major political subcultures. Nonetheless, even other political
traditions were able to persist in contexts dominated by a major political

225subject (Galli 1968), therefore, as Sani (1976, p.394) suggests, ‘search for
contextual forces shaping political attitudes should not be limited only to
the identification of the major political tradition of the larger community’.
Also minority political traditions, indeed, could have had an enduring effect
on voting behaviour. It has been stressed above that the red belt has been

230dominated by centre -left parties (the P.C.I. during the First Republic and the P.
D.S./P.D. in the Second). One might ask where a right-wing section of the
electorate comes from in such a left-wing region. Despite the striking and
durable majority of left-wing ideology in the red belt, it is possible to notice
sub-regional anomalies in which the support to the opposition parties has

235been always more pronounced. These clusters, already identified and inves-
tigated in previous studies (Agnew 1992; Baccetti and Gabelli 1998; Shin and
Agnew 2002) can be seen as something that we can call minority political

6 M. MANCOSU AND R. LADINI
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traditions, enclaves in which the socio/political environment is different with
respect to the vast majority of other parts of the territory. Some of these

240clusters have been investigated in depth: for instance, various studies
explained the presence of small landownership and the Lucca’s status as an
independent republic as an explanation for the P.C.I.’s inability to be sup-
ported in those provinces, and the resulting strength of centrist and right-
wing parties (Dogan 1967; Agnew 1992). As a result, even the red belt is not

245a politically homogeneous region.
When analys ing the electoral advancement of the Lega in Emilia-Romagna

since 2008, Passarelli and Tuorto (2012a) observed that the performance of
the Lega was stronger in municipalities where the D.C. obtained more elec-
toral consensus during the First Republic, similarly to the voting pattern of the

250Lega in other northern regions. Our work will thus provide evidence to test
whether this relationship exists even in the other red belt regions. The term
‘opposition party’, in the red belt, might not only refer to the Christian
Democrats (that is, the main traditional centre -right party in the First
Republic), but also to the more extremist Movimento Sociale Italiano –

255Destra Nazionale (Italian Social Movement – National Right  [M.S.I.]). For
decades, the M.S.I. has been the fourth force in the Italian political spectrum,
but it was kept outside governmental offices because of its neo-fascist legacy
(Ignazi 1994, 2003; Tassani 1990). We can thus say that the M.S.I. represented,
during the First Republic, the main political reference for the extreme right

260electorate (Ignazi 1994). What this a rticle argues is that the process of extre-
mization of the Lega, combined with the dismantlement of the regional
rhetoric in favour of more nationalistic and extreme right-wing claims of
Salvini’s party, could have convinced this radical right-wing tradition (rooted
in places where the M.S.I. was stronger in the First Republic) to trust the new

265course of the nationalist Lega. Theoretically, we argue that the success of the
Lega in the red belt can be successfully predicted by the distribution of
extreme right-wing minority traditions that coexisted with the dominant left-
wing majority since the First Republic. The minority neo-fascist tradition is
thus expected to be reflected in the voting pattern for the new Lega.

270A first, intuitive clue of this idea can be seen in figures 1–3. The placement
of the extreme right-wing minority tradition is in figure 1, where M.S.I.
strength during the First Republic (namely, the percentage over eligible
voters of the M.S.I. in the 1976 national elections) is mapped for the munici-
palities of Tuscany, Umbria, and Marche.3

275As shown in the maps, the M.S.I. is stronger in the northern part of the
Tuscany, and especially in the province of Lucca (see the upper-left section of
themap). Moreover, the south-western part of the same region (the province of
Grosseto) sees a significant performance of the party. For what regards Umbria
and Marche, it is possible to see that the southern part of both the regions sees

280stronger support for M.S.I. (especially, the southern municipalities of the
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province of Perugia and Macerata). Figure 2 shows the distribution of the vote
shares of the Lega in 2008.4,5 As it is possible to see, the thematic map does not
reproduce at all theM.S.I. pattern. In 2008, the Lega proved stronger in places at
the northern boundary of the three regions taken into consideration,

Figure 1. Spatial distribution of M.S.I. in 1976 national elections.

Figure 2. Spatial distribution of Lega Nord in 2008 national elections.

8 M. MANCOSU AND R. LADINI



285consistently with the expansion-contraction trend of the party discussed by
Segatti and Vezzoni (2011). Instead, the 2018 Lega map (figure 3) presents
some analogies with that of the M.S.I. of 1976. The Lega seems slightly stronger
in the centre -south of the region for what regards Umbria and (partially)
Marche. The similarity between the two maps can also be seen in Tuscany (in

290the aforementioned provinces of Grosseto and Lucca). To sum, if the pattern of
2018 could partially resemble the one of M.S.I. in 1976, the pattern of 2008
seems pretty much uncorrelated with the map of M.S.I. in 1976.

2.2 Alternative explanations: racial threat and modernization losers

Although it seems that the explanation based on minority political traditions
295is intuitively consistent with the data presented above, other alternative

explanations could confound the relation between Lega Nord exploit and
neo-fascist minority enclaves. In the European literature, the study of deter-
minants of the vote for extreme right-wing parties emphasizes the social
background of these parties’ support. Since early theories on working-class

300authoritarianism (Lipset 1981), it has been stated that working-class people
are more likely to vote for extreme right-wing parties (Bowyer 2008). Betz
(1994) suggests that the coming of a post-industrial society leads social risks
(unemployment, poverty, etc.) to mainly overthrow on specific groups, in
particular on working-class individuals, on the elder and people with low

305educational levels. Once the social system that used to guarantee protection

Figure 3. Spatial distribution of Lega in 2018 national elections.
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to these parts of the population weakened, the members of these more
fragile groups start to look for their political representatives among that
parties that offer the simplest solution to their everyday problems. In this
way, the ‘modernization losers’ (that is, people who, in a way or another fit

310imperfectly in the labor market or are at risk of poverty and social exclusion,
see Evans 2005; Givens 2005) seem to be the most favourable environment in
which an extremist right-wing party can find its supporters. Empirical proofs
of the fact that, for instance, unemployed are more prone to support right-
wing parties has been found both at the individual (Evans 2005; Givens 2005)

315and at the aggregate level (Bowyer 2008; Rydgren and Ruth 2013; Goodwin,
Ford, and Cutts 2013).

The second set of explanations, that of the ‘racial threat’ (Bowyer 2008;
Ford and Goodwin 2010) is far more precise in defining the trademarks of the
strategies of European extreme right-wing parties. The theory argues that, as

320long as the prevalence of immigrants (or ethnic minorities) increases in
a place, as long as the natives’ majority of that place perceives the minority
as a threat to their privileges, becoming more hostile towards the minority.
The perception of threat by the indigenous community and the conflict that
follows can be triggered among various dimensions, such as the economic

325(conflicts concerning jobs, housing and welfare), or cultural one (language,
traditions). Whatever the reason, it is possible to argue that when the size of
one or more minority groups grows, the likelihood of a conflict increases. The
empirical evidence of this argument presents mixed evidence: several studies
(Givens 2005; Bowyer 2008) have found that the size of a particular minority

330increases the likelihood to vote for an extremist right-wing party. Other
studies (e.g. Minkenberg and Schain 2003) did not find any clear relation.

2.3 Hypotheses

Our argument concerns the trajectories that the Lega took to gain support in
the red belt. We have argued that nationalization and the radicalization of the

335party could have mobilized an extreme right-wing minority expected to vote
other right-wing parties in the past and that now found the Lega as a valid
alternative to those parties. If minority political traditions had an impact in the
great electoral performance of the Lega in 2018, we should be able to identify
a relationship between the geographical distribution of the neo-fascist tradi-

340tion in the red belt and the penetration in the territory of the Lega in 2018. In
particular, we expect that the stronger the M.S.I. performance has been during
the First Republic, the stronger will be the Lega performance in 2018 national
election (Hp1). This would be an indicator of the fact that the minority right-
wing electorate in the zone recognized the nationalization of the new Lega

345message and accepted it.

10 M. MANCOSU AND R. LADINI



The argument exposed so far is based on the fact that the Lega has
changed both in terms of communication and in ideological alignment. The
nationalization process, under the leadership of Matteo Salvini, modified the
political supply of the party and, in turn, could have modified perceptions

350that right-wing people of the red belt have towards the Lega itself. If this is
true, the pattern we see in 2018 should be different with respect to what we
have seen in previous elections (indirect evidence of this change has already
been exposed when commenting on figures 1–3). Thus, our second hypoth-
esis is that the electoral performance of the M.S.I. in the First Republic will not be

355correlated with the performance of the Lega Nord in national elections previous
to 2018 (Hp2).

We have stressed above that the process of radicalization of the Lega can
also be explained by contextual factors that favour xenophobic/right-wing
parties around Europe. According to the theory of modernization losers,

360people who are threatened by processes of globalization and technological
advancement, in particular, the unemployed, will be more likely to vote for
a xenophobic party. Moreover, dealing with the Lega as a generic right-wing
party, the racial threat argument states that people living in an environment
with a high prevalence of immigrants can see a right-wing/xenophobic party

365as a reliable loudhailer of the conservation of their privileges, threatened by
foreigners. Our two hypotheses will thus be tested by taking into account
these two alternative explanations, whose operationalization will be
explained in the next section.

3. Data, methods and models

370All data analys ed in this article are collected at the municipality level.
Therefore, the ecological unit of analysis is the municipality, the most refined
(in terms of number of voters) geo-referenced unit available. Electoral out-
comes come from the Official Electoral Archive of the Italian Ministry of the
Interior; they are therefore not affected by measurement error (except for

375some negligible material mistakes). The area analys ed here includes the three
regions in the red belt of Tuscany, Umbria, and Marche. Consistent with the
hypotheses, the analyses will employ as dependent variables the percentages
of votes (divided by eligible voters) of the Lega in 2006, 2008, 2013 and 2018
national elections.6

380To operationalize the neo-fascist political tradition, which represents our
main independent variable, following previous literature (Sani 1976; Vezzoni
2008) we employ the percentage of votes at the municipality level for the M.S.
I. in 1976, about forty to fifty years before the election here analys ed. Since we
are dealing with a minority party, however, the simple correlation between

385the Lega and the M.S.I. could be misleading, since the M.S.I. coefficient could
be moderated or even cancelled by the effect of other traditions. With this
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respect, thus, we must control for other possible confounders. Since it has
been argued that the consensus for the Lega proved to be higher in areas
where the D.C. tradition is stronger, in the model that follows we will add the

390strength of Christian Democrats in 1976 in every municipality, to take into
account possible composition effect.

Alternative explanations of modernization losers and racial threat are oper-
ationalized by including among the control variables respectively the percen-
tage of unemployed and foreigners, both measured in 2011 for each

395municipality. Moreover, we control for the age dependency ratio (the number
of over-65 inhabitants divided by the under-14, multiplied by 100) and the
logarithm of the population, measured in 2015 at the municipality level.

To test the geographical trajectories the Lega took for its exploit, we might
employ O.L.S. linear regressionmodels. However, regression analyses on spatially

400contiguous observations could lead to issues of spatial dependence, in which the
structure of the correlation between observations follows a specific (spatial)
neighboring structure. Including spatial dependence in our models solves two
kinds of problem: the first, technical, argues that if not adequately considered, an
ordinary least squares regression model can include spatially auto-correlated

405errors (a violation of O.L.S.’ assumptions, whichwould lead to biased estimations).
Secondly, the use of non-spatial models neglects a crucial characteristic of our
data, that is, interdependence between ecological units.

Therefore, we have tested our hypotheses by employing spatial lag models,
also referred to as spatial autoregressivemodels ([S.A.R.] seeWard andGledistch

4102008), which allow accounting for the spatial interdependence among observa-
tions by incorporating a spatial lag of the dependent variable.7 In detail, such
a model adds a spatial autocorrelation term (ρWy) within the equation of
a linear regression model, where ρ is the spatial autoregressive coefficient,
W is the spatial weight matrix and y is the dependent variable. The spatial lag

415operator (Wy) can be interpreted, if the weight matrix is row-standardized, as
the average of the dependent variable on the neighbours of each ecological
unit (Ward and Glitch 2008). Among the different alternatives in the design of
the weight matrix W (Cliff and Ord 1970; Anselin 1988), we chose to define it as
a k-nearest neighbour, with k=4. This because of the presence of non-

420contiguous municipalities (e.g. small islands) which, having no neighbours,
would have been excised from the analysis. Thus, the spatial autoregressive
coefficient (ρ) measures the association between the dependent variable in the
neighbours and the dependent variable in the single spatial units.

4. Results

425Table 2 shows the results of the four spatial lag models. In Model 1, the
dependent variable is represented by the share of valid votes for the Lega in
2018 general election, while in Model 2, 3, and 4 the dependent variable is the
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share of valid votes for the Lega in 2013, 2008, and 2006 elections. First, since
the rho coefficient is always positive and significant, for every election ana-

430lys ed we provide empirical evidence towards the presence of spatial depen-
dence in the percentage of votes for the Lega in contiguous municipalities.8

For what concerns the effects of neo-fascist minority tradition, the strength
of the M.S.I. leads to significantly increased percentages of the Lega in 2018
(see Model 1). Net of the other variables, a 1-percentage point increase in the

435share of votes to M.S.I. in 1976 leads on average to an increase of the share of
the vote to the Lega in 2018 of 0.32 percentage points. The coefficient
provides empirical evidence to Hypothesis 1.

According to our expectations, the relation should not hold in previous
elections, in which the Lega was less concerned to present itself as a national,

440right-wing party. Model 2, 3, and 4 show indeed that M.S.I. coefficient, when
the dependent variable is 2013, 2008, and 2006 Lega performance, is always
negative, and even statistically significant at 0.10 level in 2013. While 2018
Salvini’s Lega performance seems to be driven by neo-fascist minority tradi-
tion, the same does not apply for Bossi’s (and Maroni’s) old Lega. Therefore,

445empirical data confirm also Hypothesis 2.9

Differently from neo-fascist tradition, a stronger D.C. tradition always leads
to higher support for the Lega Nord in the red belt, at least in the period

Table 2. Spatial lag models for the study of Lega Nord performances in general elections
in the red belt.

Lega %

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
2018 2013 2008 2006

MSI ‘76 % 0.32*** -0.02* -0.04 -0.01
(0.09) (0.01) (0.03) (0.01)

DC ‘76 % 0.17*** 0.006** 0.02*** 0.008**
(0.02) (0.003) (0.01) (0.003)

Foreigners % 0.09* 0.07 0.04*** 0.02***
(0.05) (0.07) (0.01) (0.01)

Unemployment % -0.03 -0.04 0.06 0.07**
(0.02) (0.03) (0.06) (0.04)

Age dependency ratio -0.002 -0.0007*** -0.0010* -0.008***
(0.002) (0.0002) (0.0006) (0.003)

Population (logarithm) -0.42*** -0.01 -0.04 -0.06*
(0.16) (0.02) (0.05) (0.03)

Region: Tuscany (ref. Marche) 2.37*** 0.10* 0.17 0.21***
(0.40) (0.06) (0.13) (0.08)

Region: Umbria 2.69*** -0.03 -0.34** -0.22**
(0.53) (0.07) (0.17) (0.10)

Constant 10.40*** 0.79*** 0.87 0.70
(2.15) (0.28) (0.64) (0.38)

Rho 0.22*** 0.13** 0.35*** 0.21***
(0.05) (0.06) (0.05) (0.05)

Observations 618 618 618 618
R2 0.27 0.05 0.15 0.10

Note: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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2006–2018. This finding is consistent with previous analyses on Emilia-
Romagna, the only ‘red-belt’ region where the Lega had obtained a not

450irrelevant consensus even before the 2013–2018 electoral cycle (Passarelli
and Tuorto 2012a).

When looking at the alternative explanations of the Lega’s vote, no clear
evidence emerges in supporting the modernization losers’ argument. Only in
2006, a higher unemployment rate seems to be associated with a higher

455consensus for the Lega Nord. The local prevalence of foreigners, on the
contrary, increases Lega Nord strength in the red belt, even if slightly – an
increase of 1 percentage point in the foreigners’ prevalence increases the
strength of the Lega by 0.09 percentage points in 2018. We can thus conclude
that results are consistent with the racial threat argument, even if the coeffi-

460cient suggests a slight correlation.

5. Discussion and conclusions

In 2018, the Lega over-performed in several Italian regions with respect to
previous elections, even in a part of the country which has been largely
dominated by centre -left parties and has never provided support for the

465Carroccio. Although this anomaly with respect to the past has been
explained by supply-side factors (the nationalization of the new Lega of
Matteo Salvini and the drop in the support for its historical ally, Berlusconi’s
Forza Italia), th is article aimed at studying whether political traditions
played a role in the explanation of the territorial distribution of the Lega’s

470vote.
Notwithstanding, our case study does not focus on the role of the major

political subcultures, but with the ‘black’, neo-fascist minority tradition within
a context historically dominated by the ‘red’ subculture. After having stated
the process of radicalization and nationalization operated by the new leader

475of the Lega, Matteo Salvini, we hypothesized that the Lega could have spread
in the red belt selectively among the cluster of support that the neo-fascist
minority had in the First Republic. We argued that this minority political
tradition reacted to the ideological shift of the ‘new’ Lega, by contributing
to the success of the Carroccio in the 2018 Elections. As the regression models

480presented in the previous paragraph show, the effect of the M.S.I. tradition,
the political reference of extreme-right in the First Republic, is large and
significant. Net of several variables measured at the municipal level, among
which the percentage of immigrants living in the municipality, the unemploy-
ment rate, and the percentage of votes for the D.C. in 1976, a 1 percentage

485point higher vote share for the M.S.I. in 1976 is associated to
a 0.32 percentage points higher vote share for the Lega in 2018. 

Results become even more evident if we consider, as dependent score, the
spatial distribution of the Lega in national elections before Matteo Salvini’s
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leadership. In this (as well as in 2006 and 2013 ones). At that time, however,
490the ideological switch was not yet performed, and the old leader’s rhetoric

was far more bounded into the limits of an ethno-regionalist ideology (less
interesting for an electorate of the centre of the country). In this situation, the
relation between the neo-fascist minority and the distribution of vote for the
Lega in 2006, 2008, and 2013 is not significant, and the driving tradition is the

495Christian Democrat one measured by means of the percentage of vote for the
D.C. in 1976, which proves to be positively associated with the vote for the
Lega also in 2018 election.

Finally, we attempted to interpreting the Lega as a generic extreme right-
wing party, and argued consistently that its uneven geographical distribution

500could be due to characteristics of the local context, such as the unemploy-
ment rate and the percentage of immigrants in the local environment: the
literature shown that these two predictors could be connected with social
mechanisms (respectively ‘modernization losers’ and ‘racial threat’) that could
increase the voting likelihood for extreme right-wing parties (Bowyer 2008;

505Ford and Goodwin 2010). Regression models presented in the previous
paragraph provided (little) evidence compatible with the sole racial threat
argument.

Our results need to be taken with caution. First, we are conscious that no
causal claims can be assessed and mechanisms explaining the success of the

510Lega cannot be tested through the data here employed. We just aimed to
provide empirical evidence to two theoretically framed hypotheses, using
ecological correlations. Second, this work does not attempt at explaining why
the Lega obtained such an outstanding performance in the red belt in the
2018 elections. M.S.I. performance in the red belt was, on average, rather

515weak during the First Republic; therefore, it is unlikely that such a minority
tradition represents the main driver of the recent success of the Lega. Third,
analyses refer only to three regions of the red belt; thus, we cannot draw any
conclusion towards the neo-fascist inheritance on the vote for the Lega Nord
in other regions. If the Lega will continue in its process of electoral expansion,

520future research is expected to test our hypotheses even in other centre 
regions and in southern regions, by focusing on the areas where the M.S.I.
political tradition was stronger than in any provinces of the red belt.

Our contribution provides new insights on the territorial distribution of the
vote for the Lega. In this respect, we analys e whether minority political

525traditions which proved to be stronger in certain places persist and are
related to the actual voting patterns. Despite the electoral earthquake and
the unprecedented volatility which characterized both 2013 and 2018
national elections, as well as the progressive loss in the explanatory power
of traditional cleavages when analy sing voting behaviour, territorial patterns

530of vote seem somehow to persist, meaning that political traditions can still
affect voting behaviour. More interestingly, our findings suggest a certain
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dynamicity of the effects of political traditions that adapt to the transforma-
tions of the electoral supply. In addition, the focus on the inheritance of the
minority political traditions represents a promising perspective in the study of

535voting behaviour, which actualizes Sani’s (1976) arguments.
More in general, the persistence of voting behaviour and political attitudes

over time (and, plausibly, generations) can contribute to the debate on the
role that long-term historical patterns have on human behaviour. Our evi-
dence might be intended as consistent with, at least, one out of two social

540mechanisms that received increasing interest in recent years. The first is what
has been lately defined as ‘behavioural path dependence’: by relying on
studies of interpersonal communication, Acharya et al. (2018) have argued
that the intergenerational transmission of political attitudes is able to remain
stable for decades, and even centuries. This argument is partially related with

545the mechanism of the ‘institutional path dependence’ (Putnam et al. 1993Q4 ).
By borrowing and adapting it, we might hypothesize that the presence in
certain areas of local neo-fascist institutions (e.g. M.S.I. clubs, or ‘sezioni’)
during the First Republic might have left in part of the population living in
those areas a highly resilient sense of belonging to the minority sub-culture.

550Only future research will aim to understand howmuch those mechanisms are
actually able to explain political change, both in Italy and in other countries.

Notes

1. Nonetheless, even when the political rhetoric of the Lega was more focused on
secessionist goals, its voters showed similar levels of national identity compared

555to other Italian people (Segatti and Guglielmi 2012).
2. In addition to the shift of the political supply operated by the new leadership,

several studies have argued that the success of the Lega is characterized by the
correspondent defeat of Berlusconi’s creature, Forza Italia, which obtained its
historical minimum in those regions in 2015 regional elections (D’Alimonte

5602015; Corbetta et al. 2015). As other studies stressed, by means of the technique
of ecological inference, in 2015 regional elections the Lega increases its support
in the red belt with respect to the previous election (2014 European Election)
mainly to the expenses of Forza Italia’s voters and marginally of other centre -
right parties, such as the right-wing Fratelli d’Italia (Corbetta et al. 2015). Similar

565outcomes are detected when analys ing the electoral flows to the Lega Nord in
2018 national elections from votes in 2013 elections (Paparo and Cataldi 2018).
Overall, it emerges clearly how the party that is mainly affected by the Lega’s
rise is indeed Berlusconi’s Forza Italia.

3. To highlight and compare the areas where the Lega had on average a stronger
570(or weaker) performance, we used the same colour graduation in the two maps

of the Lega in 2008 and 2018 elections. Nonetheless, as the legends show, the
classes of percentages of vote corresponding to the same colour vary between
the two maps.

4. To show the spatial distribution of the votes for the Lega before Matteo Salvini’s
575leadership, we provided data coming from 2008 national election, because of
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the higher variabilities among municipalities than in 2006 and 2013 elections,
as table 1 shows. Notwithstanding, similar patterns of the spatial distribution of
the Lega are found even when considering 2006 and 2013 data. Results are
available upon request.

5805. The employment of measures concerning different elections (1976, 2006, 2008,
2013, 2018) requests some small administrative adjustments to the structure of
the municipalities. Over time, indeed, some municipalities merged, others have
been split. The issue (which involves a small number of cases) has been
managed by finding a least common geographical structure that could pre-

585serve the structure of the municipalities in 2013 Elections. Therefore, the
number of statistical units included in the analyses is slightly higher than the
number of municipalities of Tuscany, Umbria, and Marche in 2018.

6. Starting from 2016, some of the municipalities included in the analysis have
merged together, therefore the most recent population data unique to every

590municipality refer to 2015.
7. To empirically test the presence of spatial dependence, for the choice of the

model we have run Lagrange multiplier tests which compare O.L.S. with spatial
models (Anselin et al. 1996). Spatial lag models proved to be largely preferable
than O.L.S. ones. In addition, spatial lag models were found to be slightly more

595appropriate than other spatial regression models, namely spatial error models,
to fit our data. Results are available upon request.

8. All the models have also been estimated without the spatial autocorrelation
term. Compared with O.L.S. models, in all the cases spatial lag models proved to
increase the fit (p-values of log-likelihood ratio tests <0.05). The output of the O.

600L.S. models is available under request.
9. Figure A1 in the Appendix provides further evidence of our hypothesis. Even

when analys ing regional elections (in Tuscany, Marche, and Umbria), spatial lag
models show that while in 2015 the relation with the M.S.I. tradition and the
share of votes for the League is positive and significant, the same does not

605apply in 2010. Moreover, in 2010 the relation proves to be negative.
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715Appendix

Table A1. Spatial lag models for the study of Lega Nord perfor-
mances in 2010 and 2015 regional elections in the red belt.

% Lega

2015 2010

MSI ‘76 % 0.15*** -0.11***
(0.04) (0.04)

DC ‘76 % 0.03*** 0.03***
(0.01) (0.01)

Foreigners % 0.07*** 0.07***
(0.02) (0.02)

Unemployment % -0.09 0.03
(0.09) (0.08)

Age dependency ratio -0.003*** -0.003***
(0.001) (0.001)

Population (logarithm) 0.04 -0.07
(0.07) (0.06)

Region: Tuscany (ref. Marche) 2.25*** 0.11
(0.20) (0.18)

Region: Umbria 1.77*** -0.82***
(0.26) (0.23)

Constant 3.06*** 2.63***
(0.98) (0.89)

Rho 0.12** 0.20***
(0.05) (0.05)

Observations 618 618
Nagelkerke R2 0.26 0.17

Note: ***p<0.01, ** p<0.05, *p<0.1
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