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English Abstract 

 

The aim of this work is to connect populism with one country’s foreign policy towards another 

specific country, in this case the former being Italy and the latter being China. Why these two 

countries? The main reason comes from the signing, made by an Italian government in which the two 

majority forces (the League and the 5 Stars Movement) were, with their own nuances, markedly 

populists, of the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) under the Beijing-driven Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) in March 2019. That was the first moment in which a G7 member state proactively 

endorsed and supported the Chinese ambitious infrastructural project, and albeit the content of this 

Memorandum of Understanding was not binding for both parties and did not involve substantial 

agreements, its symbolic meaning erupted with all its power and had an impact over Italy’s long-

standing partners and allies, from Germany to France up to the US. 

This circumstance, with all its possible implications on Rome’s foreign relations, has thus been the 

trigger and the spark to further examine with this dissertation what has been the impact of populist 

discourses in Italian politics and, most notably, their repercussions on Sino-Italian relationships. To 

do so, the first element that needs a serious conceptualization is precisely the term “populism” and 

especially the declination it acquired in the jagged Italian political landscape, differentiating between 

the era of “Berlusconism” and the subsequent surge of two other and (possibly) more characterised 

populist parties, the League and the 5 Stars Movement. Although these two last political formations 

are the pivotal elements upon which this dissertation is built, it is not possible to deal with 

contemporary Italian populism without tracing its foundation back during the Berlusconi period. 

This reasoning on the concept of populism and its Italian specificity is accompanied by a detailed 

study of whether, and possibly how, it has had repercussions on the policymaking put forward by the 

national Parliament. The different sections of this dissertation lead to the conclusion that, although 

from a superficial point of view the linkages between populism and Italian foreign policy may seem 

feeble and not particularly significant, populist discourses have influenced with a deeper effect 

national institutions rather than the effective foreign policy carried out by the various Italian 

governments that succeeded each other in leading the country. 
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Chinese Abstract 

本研究的初衷在于将一个国家的民粹主义与其对特定国家的外交政策联系到一起。落实到具

体案例分析中，我将援引意大利民粹政治为例，探讨其对中意双边关系带来的影响。为什么

要以这两个国家为例？2019年 3月，中意两国在北京方面的推动下签署了关于共建“一带一

路”（BRI）合作谅解备忘录（MoU）。该事件成为触发本文研究的引子。签约方之一的意大

利政府的两大执政党（同盟(Lega)和五星级运动(Movimento 5 Stelle)），尽管彼此的执政理

念存在差异，但都属于民粹主义政党。此项签署意义重大。意大利成为七国集团中首位主动

认可并支持中国雄心勃勃的基础设施项目的成员国，尽管该谅解备忘录的内容对双方均无约

束力，并且它不涉及实质性内容，但其象征意义却影响了从德国、法国到美国在内的，意大

利的长期合作伙伴和盟友。 

新形势给罗马的外交带来了许多耐人寻味的想象空间，更激发了本研究对于民粹主义叙事对

意大利政治和中意关系的影响。去厘清他们之间的关系，首先需要认真定义在意大利纷繁复

杂的政治环境下，究竟什么是“民粹”，进而将其与“贝卢斯科尼主义”和随后的另外两个浪潮

（可能）更典型的民粹政党——联盟和五星级运动进行区分。尽管这两个政党是本文讨论的

基础，但如果不追溯贝卢斯科尼时期的民粹主义，就不可能理解意大利当下的民粹主义。本

文对民粹主义概念及其在意大利语境下的推理，将辅以民粹主义是否对国民议会的决策产生

影响以及可能如何产生影响的详尽论证。本文各章节均指出，尽管从表面上看，民粹主义与

意大利外交政策之间的联系似乎微不足道，但比起历届政府的具体外交政策，民粹主义叙述

方式对意大利国家机构本身的影响更为深远。 
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1. Introduction 

The rise of populist parties all across the world in recent times is one of the most significant political 

issue given the capacity they have to polarize the political spectrum inside a country and steering its 

policies towards goals that could be interpreted as fundamentally different with those advocated by 

the “establishment” previously in charge. In particular, it is interesting to analyse the impact that a 

populist-driven approach could have had on foreign policy, given the great emphasis put on internal 

problems and national elements by populist movements in general. 

To dive into the topic at the core of this dissertation, it is important to mention that Italy is a G7 and 

NATO member country, one of the founding members of the EU and one of the biggest economies 

in the world, being part also of the G20; its recent signing of a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) 

with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) concerning the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) roused 

numerous concerns and raised questions all over the world. In its accommodating mercantilist 

approach [Fox 2009], the evolution of Sino-Italian relations is relevant for the entire European Union 

(EU), even more when we link it with the ascent of populist movements all across the Old Continent 

and the impact that could have on general and specific policies directed towards Beijing. The Italian 

case is significant when compared also to what happened in Greece, another EU member state where 

the Chinese presence linked to BRI projects (culminating with the acquisition of the Piraeus port) has 

grown steadily in the last decade. 

This episode is grafted on a turbulent internal political landscape where new parties (such as the 

Movimento 5 Stelle, Five Stars Movement) and old ones (namely Lega, the League) have embraced, 

with different nuances, populist approaches and discourses during the latest electoral campaigns and, 

more in general, as their core political values. These two parties are the most recent expressions of 

populist political formations in Italy, but it should not be forgotten that this discourse started almost 

25 years ago when, on one side, in 1994 Mr. Silvio Berlusconi decided to get into politics founding 

his own party, Forza Italia (later transformed into Il Popolo della Libertà, The People of Freedom) 

and, on the other, the Northern League (Lega Nord, the ancestor of today’s League) became an 

important and disruptive player in the Italian political spectrum following the Mani Pulite and 

Tangentopoli (Bribesville) scandals. This last episode, as it will be explained during this dissertation, 

is crucial to get a complete understanding of why and how populist parties became so successful in 

Italy and why they managed to stay into power for long periods of time. In particular, the general 

disaffection towards politics can be seen as one of the main reasons why Italy saw a steep increase in 

the number of populist parties inside its Parliament halls and in the magnitude of their political 

messages. 
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Nonetheless, the Italian reality is far different from those of other European countries who had a 

strong presence of populist forces in recent years, thus the specificities and peculiarities of this 

country and its political system must be taken in high consideration when outlining the role played 

by populism in shaping the external relations with the second biggest economy in the world. 

This dissertation wants, therefore, to shed some light on how a growing populist attitude in the Italian 

political landscape have influenced the country’s foreign policy design and implementation, 

especially for what concerns China. This is the main question around which this dissertation is built, 

and all the research efforts have been directed to answer it; the most important result in this sense is 

that populist ideas have been expressed not in their pure and ideological form but rather in a “way of 

doing politics” (something common to all political parties involved but different in its relative 

nuances) that created spaces for such parties that allowed them to push forward their agendas, in 

particular when it came to China. 

Starting from a review of the concept of populism (and expanding the horizon to include a comparison 

and a debate with another topical political idea, i.e. nationalism), to address this question the thesis 

will analyse relevant and pertinent aspects such as a serious reasoning on the broad effects of 

populism, the evolution of the Italian political debate concerning China and the Italian institutional 

framework (in particular for what concern the two key ministries of Foreign Affairs and Economic 

Development). There will be two main research fronts: 

• On one side, it is crucial to determine the role played by populism in the Italian political 

and ideological landscape, if that has been the case or, on the contrary, the wave of 

populism was relatively marginal: in particular, is it possible to observe a spike in 

protectionist measures adopted under those governments with a clear populist mark? If 

that is the case, have the trade relations between Italy and China been affected when 

populist parties or coalitions were in power? 

• On the other side, it must be put under tight scrutiny whether populism caused direct or 

indirect effects on the Italian policymaking system: a first element to analyse is surely if 

and possibly how it contributed in shaping Sino-Italian relations in relevant areas such as 

foreign affairs, trade and economic development and cooperation, i.e. those sectors at the 

core of bilateral connections between Rome and Beijing; additionally, if populism carries 

a strong sentiment of anti-elitism as one of its distinctive traits, how has the Italian 

institutional framework changed when populist parties hold ministerial and governmental 

positions (especially in its components affecting the relationships with China)? 
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2. Literature Review 

The search for any book or academic work addressing to the principal question raised in this 

dissertation in a comprehensive and far-reaching way has not been fruitful.1 A first and fundamental 

aspect to indicate, here at the beginning of the dissertation, is the definition of populism that will be 

used; provided that it has historically presented itself in very differentiated forms, according to the 

ages and the national contexts in which it flourished, here “populism” has two main components: the 

centrality of “the people” and a strong opposition to its enemies, the so-called “élites”. Shared identity 

and anti-elitism are the two pivotal elements around which this analysis of how, and if, populism has 

influenced the Italian foreign policy towards China in the last twenty-five years took place. 

Given the multi-layer composition of this dissertation, as clarified in the methodological section, a 

comprehensive literature review should include three main components.  

An Investigation on the Broad Concept of “Populism” and Its Relations With “Nationalism” 

Starting with the first point, the main obstacle that every researcher who wants to write about 

populism must deal with is provide a solid definition of this phenomenon. This is particularly true in 

our current socio-political time period, in which the term populism carries an intrinsic negative 

acceptation; it is thus essential to develop a solid theoretical framework in which populism is 

conceptualized in an exhaustive way. It has been referred to a multiplicity of political actors – parties, 

movements, regimes – so different from each other that it has been questioned if it was possible to 

come to a proper scientific definition; the research about populism, in some sense, resembles what 

have been for other political ideas such as “democracy” or “totalitarianism” in the 1940s and 1960s, 

respectively [Crosti 2004]. 

While maintaining the depreciative uses in the varied mass media language, however, a great deal of 

effort has been made towards a fine-tuning of the concept of populism. From a pure theoretical point 

of view, most of the authors covered in this section of the review starts from the appeal to the people 

as the real source of legitimization of political power (a constitutive but not exclusive feature of 

populist discourse, it must be noted); for Mény and Surel [2002] there are three essential meanings 

of “people” in the context of populism: people as sovereign, people as class and people as nation. The 

latter definition is important because other authors [Taggart 2000] identify in a central core (called 

“heartland”) the common denominator of all the interpretations of “people” in the populist field; 

moreover, this idea can be applied to the Italian example of the League quite easily [Biorcio 2012 

and Tarchi 2008], thus its importance within this dissertation. 

 
1 For what concern the relations between populism and foreign policy in the Italian landscape 
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Another important point to raise is that the appeal to the people has, at its core, an anti-political nature, 

a natural opposition against its enemies: in first place the political parties and the political class 

[Tarchi 2003]. Tarchi observes that this aversion can be extended to the broader “establishment”, thus 

including the economic, financial and intellectual components of the state and also the representative 

institutions, namely the Parliaments: this observation is fundamental to get a proper understanding of 

the 5 Stars Movement’s ideal rejection of democratic procedures and its support for alternative tools 

capable of diminish the importance of the principle of representation, such as the imposition of an 

imperative mandate for members of Parliament and the use of Internet to boost the concept of direct 

democracy [see also Mény 2000]. 

Hermet [2003], on the other hand, puts a strong emphasis on the fact that populism, by its own nature, 

rejects the intrinsic nature of politics, i.e. they have a completely opposite relation with time. If 

politics, in fact, requires an answer to the problems inevitably delayed over the long period, vice versa 

populism, in its anti-political nature, claims to give immediate answers, with the consequence of 

simplifying the problems themselves. Together with other authors [Taggart 2000], he also stresses 

the relevance of the leadership inside a populist movement and how it can be another element capable 

of reducing the institutional complexity of politics; this factor, however, “self-limits” populism in the 

sense that once it enters in the political competition it loses its main connotations, resulting in a 

reduction of its anti-establishment push or even in its break-up. In the second paragraph this 

observation will be essential to understand the true nature not only of both the League and the 5 Stars 

Movement, but also Forza Italia. 

There is a fair strong consensus about the fact of not considering populism as a full-fledged ideology 

but rather a “thin” one [Rooduijn 2011], which means it only focuses on a confined range of concepts; 

notably, Mudde [2004] insists on Tarchi’s analysis of the enemies of the people to define this ideology 

as consisting of two main components: “people-centrism” and “anti-elitism”. For him «populism is 

moralistic rather than programmatic. […] Populism presents a Manichean outlook, in which there are 

only friends and foes. Opponents are not just people with different priorities and values, they are evil». 

All these characteristics are summed up in Mudde’s definition of populism [2004], which will be the 

one adopted in this dissertation: «an ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into 

two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which 

argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people.»; it 

can be corroborated by the definition included in the Encyclopaedia Britannica2, which affirms that 

 
2 Encyclopedia Britannica 2015: www.britannica.com/topic/populism 
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“populism claims to promote the interest of common citizens against the elites; it panders to people’s 

fears and enthusiasms; and it promotes policies without regard to the long-term or indirect 

consequences”. Populism is therefore made up of three main components: anti-elitism, the “fears or 

enthusiasms” of people and disregard for long-term consequences [Guiso 2017]. 

The term populism has a special relation with another crucial one, nationalism. It is essential to 

understand the existing connections between them during this literature review since both academic 

and public debate on populism tend to confuse it with nationalism and vice versa; this is true not only 

for important albeit dated works on populism, which define it as “a kind of nationalism” [Stewart 

1969], but also for more recent publication where populism is linked with concepts such as nativism 

and racism regarding Brexit and the success of Trump [Inglehart 2016 and Oliver 2016]. The seminal 

theoretical conceptualisation made by De Cleen and Stavrakakis [2017] can be used in this 

dissertation as an exceptional tool to control the evolution of Italian populist parties and thus 

investigate their possible relations with the nationalist ideology, especially in the case of Lega given 

its constant use of expressions such as “national pride” and “get back national sovereignty” in addition 

to its “ethnoregionalist” [McDonnell 2006] or “identitarian” [Tarchi 2008] ideological soul.  

The tendency to use nationalist slogans and expressions, however, is present with different nuances 

all across the Italian populist spectrum particularly because of its anti-elitism approach: the nodal 

point to highlight here is the fact that those elites are perceived as “globalist” or at least “pro-

globalization”, thus intended as a powerful tool to undermine the prerogatives of the national state. 

Nevertheless, it is difficult to affirm that all the Italian populist party lean towards a nationalist 

discourse in a complete way: this is true especially for Movimento 5 Stelle and Forza Italia, two 

political forces that seem not to consider “the people-as-nation” but instead “the people-as-underdog”, 

using De Cleen and Stavrakakis’s definition [2017]. They affirm that «the demands located in “the 

people”, the question of who exactly is considered part of “the elite” and the reasons for treating “the 

elite” as illegitimate vary widely across the variety of populisms»: every expression of populism, 

particularly in Italy, has its own specificities that should be analysed without labelling them in a 

tranchant way. 
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An Analysis of the Evolution of Populism in the Italian Landscape and How It Affected 

Policymaking 

After having defined in a precise way what populism is and its main characteristics, it is crucial to 

apply these criteria in the Italian political environment and look at its peculiarities given the main 

goal of this dissertation. The main researches about populism in Italy agree on the definition 

presented in the previous paragraph [Biorcio 2012 and Tarchi 2008] and find two pivotal conditions 

for the surge of populist movements (in Italy as well as in Europe), namely the crisis of traditional 

parties and the impact of globalization. This led to two main solutions: on one side the creation of 

new political actors, as happened with the League and later the 5 Stars Movement; on the other, the 

void created by the dissolution of old parties after the Tangentopoli scandal has been filled by the 

“mediatic populism” of Silvio Berlusconi [Biorcio 2012], who used its television empire to come 

closer to his voters and push his own political line. 

 

The League had its first political success in 1992 and it was a crucial step in the “anti-politics cycle” 

that caused the fall of the First Republic and the traditional party system in Italy [Mastropalo 2000]. 

The main strength of the first League (called Lega Nord since it had a strong secessionist identity 

vis-à-vis the southern part of the country) has been its capacity to link the regionalist protest to the 

antagonism against the partocracy in Rome [McDonnel 2006]; the League’s populism has thus been 

defined as “regionalist” [Biorcio 2012] “ethnoregionalist” [McDonnell 2006] or “identitarian” 

[Tarchi 2008]. These labels were correct for roughly the first twenty years of the League’s life, until 

it was shaken by a series of scandals that led to its worst-ever electoral result in 2013, 4.1% at the 

national elections [Biorcio 2015], and to a change in the apical position of the party, with founder 

Umberto Bossi being replaced by Roberto Maroni; by the end of that year, however, Matteo Salvini 

was appointed as new federal secretary of the League, and from that moment on he was able to 

renovate the party and regain a strong consensus: he managed to more than quadruple that 4.1% in 

the 2018 elections (17.3%) and eventually reached a staggering 34.3% in the 2019 European 

elections. It is therefore essential to get a proper understanding of the League’s evolution from a 

pure regionalist party to a national one: this transformation is at the base of its recent success and is 

one of the most interesting traits to study, but given its temporal proximity with today there is a lack 

of academic research in this sense. 

 

The other enduring populist force in Italy, and the most successful one, is Silvio Berlusconi’s creature, 

Forza Italia. While sharing with the League the first moment of outburst in the Italian political 

landscape (just after the Tangentopoli scandal), the differences are significant as noted by many 
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commentators [Verbeek 2016; Biorcio 2012; Bouillaud 2016; Tarchi 2008] and they well overcome 

the similarities (one for all, the role of the leader inside the party): first of all, Berlusconi’s party has 

never directed its attention only to a specific geographical part of Italy but has built its strength on a 

wide consensus from the industrial North to the underdeveloped South, from retirees to middle-class 

employees and industrialists; secondly, there was a constant “appeal to the people” in Berlusconi’s 

discourse, both in opposition and during government spells [Tarchi 2008], a distinctive trait boosted 

by the use he made of his own media empire; and thirdly, his centre-right market-based populism 

evolved into a mix of “anti-taxism” combined with animosity for the judges and, perhaps ironically, 

state spending (for example, on pensions and infrastructure) [Verbeek 2016]. It is safe to say that 

Forza Italia has represented the most successful example of a populist party in power of the last 

decades, but it must be noted that its political zenith is well confined in the past without any sign of 

a possible recovery in the near future: there has been a steep decline in Berlusconi’s popularity over 

the last five years, with his party consequently following this downturn (from 21.5% in 2013 elections 

to 14% in 2018 and 6.2% in the most recent polls3); all the literature concerning populism and Forza 

Italia, due to its production period, does not include this essential element in its analysis. 

 

The crisis that first hit the League and then Forza Italia paved the way for the entrance of a new 

populist actor in the field: the 5 Stars Movement (Movimento 5 Stelle, M5S). Founded by comedian 

Beppe Grillo in 2009, «it is hard to classify ideologically due to its short history, its eclectic mix of 

policies and its unique organisational characteristics» [Bobba 2015] but surely have one distinct 

feature when compared to both the League and Forza Italia: it is not a right-wing case of populist 

party. The policies it carries on stretch from left to right without a clear identity and ideology, plus a 

distinct aversion for the “establishment”, both at the national and at the European level; it must be 

noted, however, that this last element has not been a constant in M5S’s discourse, especially when it 

finally managed to enter into a government coalition (together with the League in the first Conte’s 

executive, in March 2018). From this consideration it is possible to highlight that the literature does 

not cover sufficiently this last period [see Passarelli 2018 and De Giorgi 2018] , something that indeed 

should be done on one side because it can represent the “final stage” of populism in Italy (the League 

and M5S got more than 50% of the votes in 2018 elections combined), and on the other because it is 

surely a crucial passage in Italy’s democracy and its future evolution. 

 

 
3 https://www.tpi.it/sondaggi/sondaggi-politici-elettorali-oggi-12-novembre-2019-20191112494952/ 
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An Evaluation of Recent Sino-Italian Relations 

These observations and results are the main theoretical elements of this dissertation, but to prove its 

main hypothesis the relations between Italy and China in this time frame must also be considered and 

weighed. These connections have evolved significantly since the end of the Cold War, especially in 

the last ten years starting with the fortieth anniversary of the Sino-Italian relations in 2010 and 

culminating with the recent signing of the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) back in March 

2019; this is a crucial aspect at the foundation of this thesis and of its possible relevance for future 

studies on this subject. 

A starting point that I found essential to highlight in this literature review is the fact that Italy’s foreign 

policy has always gravitated towards two pivotal centres: the EU and the US [Caffarena 2017], given 

their influence and importance for any tactical move that any Italian government could possibly 

conceive. Nonetheless, the relationships between China and Italy have increased in significance and 

quantity with a steady pace: in 1998 there was an increment in the mutual diplomatic presence in each 

other’s territory, in 2004 it was signed a joint communiqué for the establishment of a strategic 

partnership and in the time period 1990-2017 they signed 21 major cooperation agreements [Ghiselli 

2018]. At a first glance, these actions and initiatives may be seen as a strategic move from the Italian 

side to try to better cooperate with a global rising economic power and consequently obtain some 

advantages from this partnership, and if this statement is hard to contradict, in any case it is worth 

mentioning that even China as its own reasons to build a solid collaboration with Italy: this is 

particularly true if one observes West Asia and North Africa, regions where the Italian foreign policy 

is very active (due to geographical and historical reasons) especially after the global recession of 2008 

[Andornino 2015]. 

To fully comprehend the history of the Sino-Italian relations, however, it is fundamental to analyse 

the official acts produced by the Parliament during the years. One brilliant idea, for example, is to 

look at the China-related resolutions, orders of the day, and written and oral questions (Interrogazioni) 

raised before relevant commissions and the full Chambers of the Italian Parliament [Marinelli 2013]; 

this is surely one method that could be proposed again in this dissertation, adding also a detailed 

analysis of the inaugural addresses made by Italian prime ministers and of the political programmes 

of the main parties [Borghetto 2017], thus trying to compare the relevance of populist discourses, the 

effective actions made once those populists reached governmental positions and finally if the Italian 

“China policies” have had any change due exactly to the influence of populism. 

To conclude this section, it is apparent that today (and in the medium-term future) China is playing 

an always greater role in Italy’s foreign policy sector given its peremptory rise. Italy’s embrace of 

China’s grandiose connectivity project is surely the most fascinating and evident element of the 
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forthcoming interconnections alongside the axis Rome-Beijing [Casarini 2019] and it should be kept 

under tight scrutiny and analysed in the most exhaustive mode, also taking into account the always 

present European Union and the relations between the supranational institutions and the Italian 

Parliament, an exercise that has already been done on more specific subject matters [see Zanon 2016 

on the European arms embargo against China]. Finally, it should be noted that populism is not 

considered as a key factor in the bilateral relations between China and Italy: this dissertation aims at 

filling that precise gap in the literature. 

At the very conclusion of this literature review it is crucial to highlight that the work made by 

Plagemann and Destradi [2019] on the interconnections between populism and foreign policy in the 

case of India can be a great example of what this dissertation aims to achieve. Although referred to 

the Indian context, their paper has a clear and logic structure that can be implemented in other 

scenarios, for instance the Italian one; notably, the chapter “Developing Hypotheses on Populism and 

Foreign Policy” provides pivotal elements to any researcher who wants to pursue a comprehensive 

analysis of the populist influence over one country’s foreign policy. 
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3. Methodology and Research Design 

Hypotheses 

Building upon the literature review, the main interconnected hypotheses at the core of this dissertation 

are here presented in a schematic way. They are divided into two parts. 

i. Anti-Elitism Proneness 

A. If a populist party takes power, then its mainstream rhetoric will be relatively more 

anti-elite. Because of this anti-elitist discourse, the loss of power of the foreign policy 

bureaucrats and the increase of power of the ministries/institution led by populist 

leaders can be intended as evidences of a more anti-elite policies. 

Consequently, 

B. If the policies of a populist party are more anti-elite, then Sino-Italian relations will 

undergo a change. Most notably, as traditional technicians/bureaucrats are put aside, 

meetings and personal contacts between eminent political figures in populist parties 

and Chinese official gain can an importance almost equal to that existing in formal 

meetings between institutional representatives.  

ii. Anti-Globalization Approach 

A. If a populist party takes power, then its discourse will be relatively more nationalist or 

anti-globalization. The creation or implementation of protectionist policies can be seen 

as a result of that paradigm, and bilateral relations can be preferred over a multilateral 

approach when it comes to foreign policy. 

Consequently, 

B. If the policies of a populist party are more nationalist or anti-globalization, then Sino-

Italian relations will change, with populist governments that could try to defend Italian 

products (impeding Chinese imports in Italy) and, at the same, favour their access to 

the Chinese market; furthermore, while trying to obtain (mainly economic) advantages 

in the short term and even going against EU, NATO or US political constraints, it is 

possible that bilateral relations between China and Italy will intensify. 

These hypotheses, it must be clearly pointed out, are fundamental not to prove that populism has 

influenced Sino-Italian relations, but on the contrary they serve to understand if and possibly how 

populism has had an impact on them. The discussion about the results coming from this analysis has 

been at the base of the main research question defined earlier on. As will be explained in richer details 
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later on in this chapter, the main procedural element has been the creation of a vast database which 

includes all the China-related parliamentary documents produced and discussed by the Italian 

Parliament. 

Research Design 

The conceptual idea around which this research has been built is the single-country case study, which 

has solid foundations in the academic world [Pepinsky 2019] and has one exceptional case in the 

already mentioned Plagemann and Destradi’s Populism and Foreign Policy: The Case of India [2019]. 

This research is a mixed method one, mainly based on a qualitative study but completed with 

quantitative tools where possible as explained later in this section. The unit of analysis in this 

dissertation has been the main Italian political parties in the last 25 years; from the above literature 

review and to prove the main research question, the sub-arguments are the political debate among the 

Italian public opinion and especially the effects of populist anti-elitism discourses; in this sense, a 

first element to determine is if there is a link between the percentage of voters in the different elections 

and the rise of populist parties, and if this correlation is positive (the fact that more people voting for 

populist parties goes in hand with an increase of the total percentage of voters) or negative. 

Furthermore, it has been crucial to generate a global chart of populists votes in the Italian national 

elections during the last twenty-five years, to examine which parties dominated the political scene 

(both in general and specifically inside the populist area) and which implications these elements have 

carried. Another vital element that greatly impacted this research has been the set-up of a case study 

which focused, on one side, to the EU foreign investment screening regulation and, on the other, to 

the Memorandum of Understanding signed in Rome in March 2019 between the Italian and Chinese 

governments: this comparison has been a pivotal tool around which it has been possible to assess the 

impact of populist forces over Italian foreign policy directed towards Beijing. 

In order test the afore-mentioned hypotheses, for what concern content analysis the focus has been 

directed towards the examination of political programs and manifestos created by the most important 

Italian political parties before national and European general elections starting from 1994, the first 

electoral test after the Tangentopoli scandal. Regional elections have not been investigated given the 

different nature of coalitions and objectives that they historically have in the Italian landscape; the 

total amount of elections examined has thus reached the number of thirteen: seven nationals and six 

Europeans. This has allowed to have a good amount of material to work on and then to gain a 

satisfactory level of understanding of the elements analysed.  
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Another important source of information to find out the connections between Italy and China and 

how they changed over the years have been parliamentary acts, including orders of the day, 

interrogations and resolutions. The Italian Parliament website4 contains digital copies of all acts 

produced in its history, so it is quite straightforward to get access to them: according to the number 

of documents taken into consideration, it has been sufficient to adopt a direct and manual method of 

exam, which in turn has been a positive element given the much higher control that the researcher 

can have on the documentation itself. Furthermore, inaugural addresses and programmatic speeches 

made by Prime Ministers have been also analysed to get a grasp on the main political guidelines of 

their respective governments and to see if the main populist discourses can find place in these pivotal 

moments at the beginning of each legislature. 

Speaking of quantitative tools, on the other hand, one crucial aspect to investigate is trade figures 

given the importance that they have over bilateral relations between the two countries, and the 

variations occurred over time in exports and imports could be seen as a consequence of policies more 

or less favourable in terms of reciprocal willingness to cooperate in the economic sphere. 

Findings Structure 

After the literature review and methodology sections, the core of this dissertation will start 

considering the dataset created in order to analyse the relevant China-related documents produced by 

the Italian Parliament in the last twenty-five years; this extended timeframe, as already mentioned, it 

is necessary because if one wants to deal with contemporary Italian populism (embodied by Salvini’s 

League and the 5 Stars Movement), the previous Berlusconi period must be taken into account as 

well.  

In second place, voting behaviour in different Italian national elections will be scrutinized, and a 

serious reasoning regarding anti-elitism and people-centrism will take place. Further on, the focus 

will be directed towards bilateral trade figures, given the importance that this element has in Sino-

Italian relations. 

Before reaching the conclusions, a case study analysis will be conducted on the interrelations between 

the EU foreign investment screening regulation and the Italian accession to Beijing’s Belt and Road 

Initiative through the signing of a Memorandum of Understanding in March 2019, shedding light on 

possible discrepancies and contradictions in the populists actions while they are in office. 

 

 
4 http://aic.camera.it/aic/search.html 
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4. Creation of a Large Database of China-Related Parliamentary Acts 

Probably the most important statistical element that has been necessary to create in order to have a 

solid foundation for this dissertation, capable of addressing in the best way possible the main research 

question, has been a comprehensive dataset which includes all the most relevant parliamentary acts 

(including orders of the day, interrogations and resolutions) produced by the Italian Parliament from 

the start of the twelfth legislature (April 15th 1994) to the end of the first government of the eighteenth 

legislature (September 4th 2019).  

After having selected the time frame, the first and crucial element to define has been how to find all 

the China-related documents among the thousand ones produced in almost 25 years of parliamentary 

political life. Fortunately, the Italian Parliament documentation database has an “advanced search” 

tool that allows to include the specific words or sentences that need to be searched: this allowed to 

specify four fundamental keywords that proved to be essential to obtain all those acts related to China; 

these words are “Cina” (China), “cinese” and “cinesi” (Chinese; the differentiation here is caused by 

the Italian grammar which requires two different morphological forms for singular and plural), “PRC” 

(same as in English; the acronym, which stands for People’s Republic of China, was included in case 

a member of Parliament addressed a China-specific issue using only the three-letter composition). 

Before entering into the analysis of the data extracted from the dataset, it is important to mention 

other characteristics of this dataset. In first place, there has been a selection on the type of documents 

included based on the phase they reached in the parliamentary discussion; among the 35 different 

possibilities5, the selected ones have been 12 (fully approved, approved in final resolution, approved 

with vote of confidence, approved amended, approved under unified text, approved partially to the 

enacting, partially approved, partially approved in final resolution, partially approved and partially 

rejected, partially rejected, partially rejected and partially precluded, fully rejected6). Why these 

criteria, and not concentrating exclusively on the approved documents? Because it is fundamental to 

take into account also those elements rejected by the Parliament and to get a full understanding of all 

the proposals with China- and Chinese-related issues at their core; looking at the rejected documents 

can be a good measure to see why a certain thematic area has been perceived, for example, as a 

constant negative issue by the Italian Chambers. 

 
5 They can be found following this link, http://aic.camera.it/aic/advanced.html, under the section “Stato dell’Iter” 
6 The original Italian equivalent are approvato, approvato in risoluzione conclusiva, approvato con voto di fiducia, 

approvato emendato, approvato in testo unificato, approvato limitatamente al dispositivo, in parte approvato, in parte 

approvato in risoluzione conclusiva, in parte approvato e in parte respinto, in parte respinto, in parte respinto e in parte 

precluso, respinto. 
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Another important explication, given the Italian parliamentary system and their procedures, must be 

given for what concern the nature of the three kinds of documents here taken into consideration: 

• Interrogation: in the Italian Parliament set of rules, it indicates “a typical act in which the 

control function of the Parliament takes shape” where Members of Parliament can “ask 

for clarifications or news on the government’s or public authorities’ conduct”7; it can be 

oral or written and made in front of the entire Assembly or inside a specific work 

commission. 

• Order of the day: this term can be referred to multiple meanings, 

o The agenda of the session (of the Assembly and of the Commissions) that indicates 

the list of topics that will be discussed; 

o The general agenda is instead the list of all the draft laws presented; 

o In a third sense, the order of the day corresponds to an act of direction: a document 

that has an accessory character compared to another text - a bill, for example - on 

which the Assembly or a Commission is called to deliberate. In this case the 

agenda tends to clarify the meaning of the main resolution, politically engaging 

the Government on the way in which it should be interpreted, or how its 

implementation should be carried out.8 

• Resolution: It is a unicameral act of political orientation, also adoptable inside a single 

Commission, tending to demonstrate the guidelines on the topics under discussion. At the 

Assembly, this tool can be used to end a debate caused by motions or resulting from 

government communications to Parliament; in the Commission, the resolution is aimed at 

expressing guidelines or defining protocols on specific subjects.9 

 

 

 

 

 
7 The original, broad definition can be found at http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/interrogazioni-e-interpellanze-

parlamentari/ 
8 Definition available at the following link: 

https://argomenti.ilsole24ore.com/parolechiave/ordinegiorno.html?refresh_ce=1 
9 A much clearer and detailed definition is available at 

http://www.enciclopediajuridica.com/it/d/risoluzioni/risoluzioni.htm 
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In total, 295 documents have been analysed, with the following temporal differentiation (legislature 

by legislature): 

• Legislature XII (April 15th, 1994 – May 8th, 1996; 755 days) with 4 documents; two 

governments (Berlusconi I, Dini). 

• Legislature XIII (May 9th, 1996 – May 29th, 2001; 1847 days) with 12 documents; four 

governments (Prodi I, D’Alema I and II, Amato II). 

• Legislature XIV (May 30th, 2001 – April 27th, 2006; 1794 days) with 22 documents; two 

governments (Berlusconi II and III). 

• Legislature XV (April 28th, 2006 – April 28th, 2008; 732 days) with 13 documents; one 

government (Prodi II). 

• Legislature XVI (April 29th, 2008 – March 14th, 2013; 1781 days) with 76 documents; two 

governments (Berlusconi IV and Monti). 

• Legislature XVII (March 15th, 2013 – March 22nd, 2018; 1834 days) with 107 documents; 

three governments (Letta, Renzi, Gentiloni). 

• Legislature XVIII (March 23rd, 2018 – ongoing, limited in this analysis to September 4th, 2019; 

445 days) with 61 documents; one government (Conte). 

 

A first, important element that comes from these numbers is that the ratio between documents and 

days per legislature has steadily increase during the years, as illustrated by the following chart: 

 

This trend suggests that the importance of issues related to China has increased over the years. 

Nonetheless, this is just a mere quotient that tells nothing about the quality of the documents involved 
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in this analysis; this is why it is necessary to dig further into the date in order to extrapolate other, 

more meaningful statistics and point to reflect upon. 

To do this, all the 295 documents previously mentioned have been carefully read and progressively 

analysed, following three main lines: 

a) the attitude that each document has towards China, with three possible outcomes: 

a. Positive 

b. Neutral (in this subcategory are included also those parliamentary acts with a subject 

not directly addressing China, even if one of the four keywords previously mentioned 

are present in the text)  

c. Negative 

b) the main topics included in the document. These have been classified into twelve categories: 

a. Human rights 

b. Trade 

c. Issues with third-party entities (including Taiwan10) 

d. Agriculture 

e. Environment 

f. Industry 

g. Specific internal Italian issues 

h. Culture and research 

i. EU-related issues 

j. Global issues, such as nuclear energy, development cooperation or international crime 

k. Specific Chinese issues, e.g. Chinese debt, Chinese investments in Italy, China’s 

market economy status 

l. Other/residual category 

c) As already explained, the phase every document has reached in the parliamentary discussion. 

A further differentiation in the dataset refers to the fact whether a document was discussed in the first 

chamber of the Parliament (called Senato) or in the second one (Camera dei Deputati). This element, 

however, was not decisive to better answer to the research question and therefore it has not been taken 

into account in the final analysis. 

 
10 The writer adheres to the People’s Republic of China official “One China” policy; nevertheless, for necessities 

connected with the classification of these categories inside the dataset, it has been necessary to include Taiwan under 

the “third-party entities” label 
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For those documents discussed not in front of the entire assembly but rather inside specific 

commissions11, the dataset includes the reference to the relevant commission as well. 

The first layer of the analysis conducted refers to attitude that the documents have towards the 

People’s Republic of China. In this sense, the immediate element that is possible to identify is total 

number of documents with a positive, neutral or negative approach with respect to China. 

Attitude towards PRC Number of documents 

Positive 22 

Neutral 204 

Negative 69 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
11 A parliamentary commission is an endergonic college, made up of a number of parliamentarians charged with 

examining a specific matter or a single matter, attributed to its competence by the regulation, by a resolution or, in some 

cases, by the law. There are 28 permanent commissions in the Italian Parliament, 14 for each chamber, as visible at the 

following link: https://web.archive.org/web/20110522115749/http://www.camera.it/48. 
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To better visualize these data, and the get a good understanding of the differentiations between 

different legislatures, the following three graphs could be of help: 
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Before getting to a full-fledged analysis, it could be useful to introduce seven other tables, one for 

each legislature, in order to have, once again, a better visualization of the numbers at stake: 

 

 

For what concerns the documents with a positive attitude, which are only the 8% of the total ones, it 

can be noted that they are concentrated especially in the last two legislatures (roughly two out of three, 

68.18%) while the remaining ones can be located in the XIII and XIV legislatures (6 out of 22, 27.27%) 

and only one belongs to a different legislature (XVI). 

If we shift the focus to the documents with a neutral attitude, these are the main corpus of the entire 

analysis (69% of the total) and are concentrated especially in the last three legislatures (178 acts, 

87.25%). It must always be remembered, however, that in this category fall all those documents with 

an unclear or invalid connection with China; this is the main reason why it is the biggest one, 

comprising more than two-thirds of all the documents taken into consideration. 
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Finally, the acts with a negative attitude count for 23% of the globality of elements analysed and are 

more scattered across the entire period, with a peak of 23 documents (33.3%) during the XVI 

legislature but with other relevant numbers in the XVIII (16, 23.18%), XVII (11, 15.94%) and XIV 

legislature (10, 14.49%). 

What considerations can be made at this point? First of all, a note regarding the composition of the 

various governments that have followed one another during the course of these twenty-five years and 

their connections with the concept at the core of this dissertation, i.e. populism. Basically, as pointed 

out both in the introductory and literature review chapters, this term can be referred (with different 

nuances and variable intensity) to three main parties that managed to get to power in Italy: Forza 

Italia, the creature built and always led by Silvio Berlusconi; the League (Lega), first deeply rooted 

in the northern part of the peninsula under the secretariat of Umberto Bossi and recently evolved into 

a national party thanks to Matteo Salvini’s intervention; and the Five Stars Movement (Movimento 5 

Stelle), founded in 2009 by comedian Beppe Grillo and capable of staggering electoral performances 

since 2013. 

With this political spectrum and the intercorrelations it has with the broader idea of populism (which 

has already been explicated in the literature review section) in mind, it is possible to characterize four 

of the seven legislatures here under examination as dominated by populist forces. In detail, two of 

them, the XIV and the XVIII, can be intended as “completely populist” since in the first one there 

have been two governments led by Forza Italia and Silvio Berlusconi himself, while in the second 

one a coalition made of League and Five Stars Movement took power and retained it until the collapse 

of the first Conte’s government; the other two legislature can be intended as “mildly populist” because 

the XII saw a technocratic government led by Lamberto Dini following Berlusconi’s first fall, while 

the XVI had a similar evolution due to the economic turmoil in which the last Berlusconi’s 

government found itself in, a situation that led to the advent of another technocratic government (this 

time with Mario Monti as Prime Minister). The three remaining legislatures (XIII, XV and XVII) are 

clearly centre-left ones and (most importantly here) not classifiable as populist: the first two were 

dominated by the political figures of Prodi and D’Alema, with a short spell in office for Amato (in 

2000-2001), while the second one gravitated around the new centre-leftist party (Democratic Party, 

Partito Democratico) and the figure of Matteo Renzi, whose political action has been intended by 

some commentators as “populist” [Biorcio 2015]. This opinion, however, has not been accepted by 

the majority of the scholars and thus it has been excluded in this dissertation.  
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After this additional characterization of the time frame 1994-2019, it is possible to better analyse the 

parliamentary documents and then understand if populist forces encouraged in some sense the 

relations between Italy and China, if they on the other hand had a negative approach to the Asian 

giant or if it is impossible to draw such clear conclusions. 

The “completely populist” legislatures have different figures: while the XVIII (League + 5 Stars 

Movement) has the highest number of documents with positive attitude towards China (though not 

the highest percentage within a single legislature, which belong to the XIII with 33%) and the highest 

positive/negative ratio (65.38%, again only outscored by the XIII where positive, neutral and negative 

documents all are equally represented), in the XIV only 9% of the documents analysed tends towards 

a positive posture against the PRC and their ratio with their negative counterparts reaches just 20%. 

It must be noted, however, that 9% is a figure not outperformed in any other legislature, aside from 

the already mentioned XIII; nevertheless, another legislature, namely the XVII, has a higher 

positive/negative ratio, which reaches 45.45%. 

For what concern the “mildly populist” legislatures (XII and XVI), both have a very low percentage 

of positive documents (0% and 1%, respectively) and positive/negative ratio (0% and 4.35%), while 

they are in the middle for what concern the percentage of negative documents (25% and 30%); the 

first two centre-left ones (XIII and XV) drop down at 0 positive documents while the last one (XVII) 

has the second-highest number of positive acts in a single legislature (5) and the lowest percentage 

of negative documents (10%). 

If one takes into account only these numbers, it is hard to find any possible connections between 

populist parties in power and an emphasized positive (or negative) attitude towards issues related 

with China. Before introducing the approved/rejected category, that could vastly help to understand 

which indications and topics have been effectively voted by the Italian Parliament and in which 

direction they point at, another crucial element is the thematic differentiation between all the 

document included in this database; this is essential to understand which are the main concerns for 

Italian policymakers when it comes to China and how they evolved over time. 
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In the first place, the most general chart can be created including all the 295 documents: 
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The categories that include the highest number of documents are agriculture (43), trade and industry 

(34 each), EU-related issues (33), accounting for 50% of the total number of documents; on the other 

hand, culture and research is the topic less involved in parliamentary discussions with China at their 

centre (10, only 3%). In this chart, however, every kind of document is included, without any sort of 

separation between those with positive, neutral or negative attitude; the following three graphs can 

help to get to a deeper level of analysis in this sense: 
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These charts are very helpful in order to understand the main issues concerning China discussed in 

the Italian Parliament in the last twenty-five years and their positive, neutral or negative leaning. One 

of the most striking elements that is possible to observe surely involves the “human rights” category: 

21 out of 22 documents in this section have a negative attitude towards China, and none of them have 

a positive one; human rights are historically one of the most prominent battlegrounds on which China 

has completely opposite views with the majority of Western countries, and Italy is no exception in 

this sense. The majority of these documents have at their core the Tibetan situation (14, 63.63%), 

while other great topics involve the condition of women in China, freedom of press, freedom of 

worship (each of these with 2 documents, 9.09%), the arms embargo imposed in 1989 and the recent 

protests in Hong Kong (1 document each, 4.54%). 

A second aspect, which has always been central in the Sino-Italian relations, relates to trade: in this 

sense it is important to see that the positive/negative ratio between the documents falling under this 

category is 37.5% (6/16), thus explaining a possible swinging between pro-China and anti-China 

policies. Looking more in detail, it is crucial to point out that five out of six positive documents are 

concerned with the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) signed in early 2019 between Italy and 

China on the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI): in other words, 83.3% of the globality of positive 

documents concerning trade subjects has been proposed in the very last part of the time period 

analysed, during the League-5 Stars Movement government. Most importantly, three of these five 

positive documents have been approved by the Italian Parliament, and all of them have been proposed 

by the governing parties: here is a clear evidence of a populist coalition pushing forward a policy of 

approach with China, what is more important on a pivotal topic such as the BRI Memorandum of 

Understanding. Significantly, the only other positive documents is related to ports and maritime trade 

but it dates back to the XIV legislature or, put it in other way, to five years ago, when the Chinese 

gargantuan project was not in full swing as it is today (and notably the Piraeus port in Greece was not 

purchased yet by COSCO). 

Turning the attention to those parliamentary acts with a negative attitude towards the PRC, six of 

them (37.5%) are related again with the aforementioned MoU, but simply they were submitted by 

opposition parties and then they have been rejected by the Parliament or the relative commission; 

nine of them (56.5%) include topics such as antidumping measures, unfair competition or products 

counterfeiting, while the remaining one involves the defence of Made in Italy products. 

This short analysis is already a good sign to measure how the Italian Parliament has intended the 

Chinese influence over trade issues during the years: Italy, which heavily relies on exports and wants 

to defend its own quality products, looked with suspicion at Chinese goods invading its own market 

for a very long period of time; this being said, during the “yellow-green” government (a nickname 
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given to the League-5 Stars Movement because of the main colours appearing on the respective flags) 

there has been quite a U-turn in this sense and the signing of the Memorandum of Understanding (the 

first G7 member state to do so, it must be underlined) is the pinnacle of this new perception of China. 

In this sense, this attitude seems to go hand in hand with one of the main hypotheses made by 

Plagemann and Destradi in their paper Populism and Foreign Policy where they assume that 

“populists in power are likely to privilege bilateralism over multilateralism”: this element is further 

corroborated by the incessant skirmishes between the “yellow-green” government and various 

European institutions over multiple issues, from economy to migration; the disagreements, however, 

were very striking and rooted also inside the coalition itself1213. 

Another interesting perspective coming out from the analysis of the last tables concerns what the 

Italian Parliament chambers have voted in regards of issues related to other countries in the world 

where the Chinese involvement was relevant (as mentioned before, here including also Taiwan). First 

of all, this is one of the few thematic that has a positive/negative ratio between the document analysed 

(6/4, 150%), together with culture and research and EU-related topics; secondly and more specifically, 

the positive documents are related to crucial moments in world affairs such as the US bombing of the 

Chinese embassy in Belgrade during the Kosovo war in 1999, the tensions in the Korean peninsula 

in 2012 and the Venezuelan humanitarian crisis in 2019. In addition, there is a document with a 

positive attitude concerning Taiwan: presented and approved in 2000, it calls for a pacific and 

cooperative easing of tensions between Taipei and Beijing, “using those tools they deem most 

appropriate”. 

The four negative ones, on the other hand, are scattered across three countries: Myanmar (2), North 

Korea and Venezuela. In this last case, however, the parliamentary act was presented by the 

opposition and thus rejected. 

The next element worth of consideration is agriculture, one of the most important sectors in the Italian 

economy and one of the most well-known in the world thanks to its high quality and great variety of 

delicacies. In this sense, it is quite striking to highlight that it is the only “heavy” thematic without a 

single positive document (the other two are internal Italian issues and the residual category without a 

specific common subject), while over 20% of the total number of documents has a negative attitude 

(nine out of forty-three); in addition, all the agriculture-related parliamentary acts can be found 

starting with the XV legislature, hence indicating a sudden, strong stance taken by the Italian 

 
12 Carotenuto G. (2019). “M5S: "Il muro anti-migranti proposto dalla Lega? Una cogl..."”. Il Giornale. Available at 

https://www.ilgiornale.it/news/politica/m5s-muro-anti-migranti-proposto-lega-cogl-1718972.html 
13 “Migranti, Fico boccia la Lega: "I flussi non si bloccano costruendo muri"”. La Repubblica. Available at 

https://www.repubblica.it/politica/2019/07/01/news/migranti_fico_i_flussi_non_si_bloccano_costruendo_muri_-

230039686/ 
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government on the risks and threats that Chinese agricultural products could pose to the Italian sector. 

In particular, the products included in these negative documents are wine, chestnuts, tomatoes and 

rabbits and are mostly concentrated in the XVII legislature (five out of nine, 55.5%). 

Another crucial thematic to inspect is the one connected to specific Chinese issues, and here it is 

important to specify all the related documents connected with them (in total, there are seven 

parliamentary acts): the two positive ones (18.18%) are both concentrated in the XVII legislature and 

concern, the first one, the Chinese community living in Prato, Tuscany and, the second one, the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), while the seven negative ones (63.63%) point at the 

sustainability of the Chinese debt, Chinese investments in Italy, China’s status of market economy, 

Chinese unfair competition in the glasses industry and tax evasion operated by Chinese firms on 

Italian soil. It is significant to mention, in addition, that all the documents included in this category 

(even those with a neutral attitude, concerning Chinese investments in Africa and, again, China’s 

market economy status) are comprised in the last three legislature (XVI, XVII, XVIII): this is another 

signal that shows how China-related issues have become more and more prominent in Italian 

parliamentary discussions in the last decade, compared to the end of the twentieth century and the 

beginning of the twenty-first one. This element, however, is clear also if one takes into account the 

percentage of China-related documents in these three legislatures compared to the entire time period 

(244 out of 295, 82.71%): there has been a distinct increase in the relevance that China played inside 

Italian politics (not only within the Parliament walls) over the years, and this is surely caused by its 

giant economic growth and capacity to influence other economies as well, something that Italian 

policymakers increasingly wanted to control and put under checks. 
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5. Voting Behaviour Analysis 

After having presented the database built upon the parliamentary acts connected to China, another 

important source to determine the influence played by populism in the Italian political landscape (in 

its most general form, not addressing China in particular) is the analysis of the results of the various 

elections happened in the considered timeframe. Consequently, there have been seven major electoral 

moments: 1994, 1996, 2001, 2006, 2008, 2013, 2018; as immediately visible and as already 

mentioned, two legislatures ended well before their natural deadline (XII and XV) while the others 

had a regular end or are ongoing (XVIII). Additionally, it must be noted that the elections taken into 

account are only those valid to elect a new national Parliament: the European elections have been 

discarded inasmuch they have different goals and the comparison on the electoral contents differs 

considerably from that proposed by the parties in the national campaigns. 

 

A first, generic element to consider is the voting turnout at every election; the following table gives 

a straightforward perception of the current trend of disaffection towards politics in the Italian 

panorama:  

 

The decrease has been steady and persistent, with the highest point reached in 1994 (86.07%) and the 

lowest in 2018 (72.93%); a notable exception occurred in 2006, mainly thanks to the great 

polarization in the political field and the vibrant rivalry and fierce electoral campaign between the 

two main coalitions, the Union (L’Unione, led by Romano Prodi) and the House of Freedoms (La 

Casa delle Libertà, guided by Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia), which resulted in a spike in voting 

turnout (84.24%, almost three points more than 2001 elections and four points more compared to 

what happened in 2008). 

For comparison, the same downward slope can be found when looking at the figures coming from 

the European elections in Italy. The magnitude of the decrease here is even higher, given that between 
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the highest and lowest positions the difference reaches almost 20 percentage points: 73.6% against 

54.5%. 

 

With the general picture just depicted in mind, the next step is to analyse the different electoral results 

party by party. Clearly, for the sake of this dissertation, only the main populist parties (those already 

listed in the introduction, i.e. Forza Italia, the League and the 5 Stars Movement) have been 

thoroughly analysed, while other minor political forces (which have changed during time, with new 

ones replacing others that have disappeared) have been included in a single category. Here is the 

relative table: 

 

From this perspective, it is much clearer to see which party has dominated the populist political area 

for most of the last twenty-five years: Forza Italia. Its power has been massive, thanks also the 
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colossal media empire under the direct control of its leader, and it was able to overshadow all its 

partners and allies during all those years, with the notable exception of 2018, the first election in 

which another populist party belonging to the centre-right coalition succeeded in surpassing Silvio 

Berlusconi’s creature: Matteo Salvini’s League obtained 17.35% of votes against only 14% won by 

Forza Italia. This defeat inside the centre-right coalition, however, was preceded by another setback: 

in 2013 Forza Italia (renamed the People of Freedom, Il Popolo della Libertà, abbreviated in PdL), 

for the first time since 1994 was not able to reach neither the first nor the second best result in a 

national election, beaten (reaching 21.56%) both by the 5 Star Movement (25.56%) and the 

Democratic Party (25.43%). 

The 2013 elections can be seen as the turning point in the Italian populist landscape: the prolonged 

influenced exerted by Berlusconi, with the peculiar traits of his ”first-wave” populism (a crucial 

element to understand contemporary Italian populists) already described in the literature review 

chapter, left place for a new paradigm, pushing Italian populism decisively towards a combination of 

anti-elitism and people-centrism; the 5 Stars Movement and the League have respectively contributed 

in this sense. These two parties, as the main results coming from the next chapters will suggest, will 

be at the core of the relations between populism and Italian foreign policy towards China 

 

Anti-Elitism  

By then, Berlusconi was perceived as a full member of the political elite and his figure was negatively 

eclipsed by many corruption and sexual scandals that over the years; the wind of innovation and 

modernity that he brought with his decision to enter in the political arena in 1994 was (and 

furthermore, is) only a pale memory obfuscated by years of governing (he holds the record for the 

Prime Minister with most days in office, 3340, and his second government, during the XIV legislature, 

is longest one in Italy’s republican history with 1412 days and the second longest since 1861 after 

Mussolini’s fascist regime). The 5 Star Movement, after only four years from his creation, was able 

to climb to an incredible 25.56% of total preferences in the 2013 general elections, building his 

success on an electoral programme with a strong anti-elitist mark; its careful analysis reveals that 

elements calling for a strong attack towards pivotal components of the “elite” are present in a 

significant way all across the document. 

Significantly, it starts with a full-swing offensive against the Parliament and party politics when it 

says that “the Parliament does not represent anymore the citizens that cannot pick their candidate, but 

only the party symbol” and that “the parties replaced the popular will and they are not under its control 
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and scrutiny anymore”. Further electoral points in the 2013 programme reveal that the 5 Stars 

Movement had among its main goals “the elimination of every sort of particular privilege for any 

member of Parliament” and their continuous re-election through the imposition of a “two-mandate 

limit”; another decisive element includes the pervasive denigration of multinational corporations 

when it comes to information since, in Beppe Grillo’s party view, “their interests (and those of 

powerful financial groups) prevail over those of a single citizen”. In reference to this last 

consideration, the frontal clash with Berlusconi’s media empire is evident and undeniable, especially 

when, later in the electoral programme, the 5 Stars make clear that “no television channel with 

national coverage can be owned with a majority share by any private subject” and, similarly, that “no 

newspaper with national coverage can be owned with a majority share by any private subject”. 

A final note connected to the analysis of this electoral programme and its anti-elitist formulation 

concerns the “introduction of a ceiling for managers of companies listed on the stock exchange” and 

the “abolition of monopolies, especially in regards of Telecom Italia (telecommunications), 

Autostrade (highways), ENI (oil and gas), ENEL (electricity), Mediaset (TV, Berlusconi’s company), 

Ferrovie dello Stato (railways)”. These ideas all go in the direction of limiting or cancelling out 

acquired privileges from a limited number of individuals or powerful companies. 

Speaking of anti-elitism, however, a striking difference between the League and the 5 Stars 

Movement catches the eye: moving from its original conception of federalism and ethno-regionalism 

[McDonnell 2006] (fiercely in opposition with Rome’s central government), which was the most 

peculiar trait of the original Northern League (Lega Nord) under the secretariat of Umberto Bossi 

until 2012, the “contemporary” League, born when Matteo Salvini in 2013 was elected federal 

secretary after a short spell in charge of Roberto Maroni, moved decisively towards a strong defence 

of “Italian people and Italian products” and a “restoration of national sovereignty”, as stated in the 

electoral manifesto for the 2018 national elections. The League, in other words, shifted its attack from 

the “thieves in Rome” (Roma the big theft, Roma ladrona, was its main slogan) to the European 

technocrats, guilty, in its interpretation, to defend only their privileges and to obstruct the Italian 

growth, favouring other countries and designing legislation that cause damage to the Italian people. 

This rhetoric finds a similar counterpart in the US, when “members of the US establishment criticize 

Trump’s foreign policy, the discourse can reproduce the populist elite/people antagonism by accusing 

the “corrupt” establishment of subverting Trump’s presidency and undermining “the will of the 

people”” [Wojczewski 2019]. 
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People-Centrism  

In all his years spent as Prime Minister of Italy (as already mentioned, the longest period ever for a 

single man since Mussolini’s dictatorial government), Berlusconi built a strong connection with his 

electorate under the promise of carrying out a dynamic “liberal revolution”14. Although Forza Italia’s 

official documents 15  clearly stated a sense of concern and disaffection towards the concept of 

“globalization”, something that can be undoubtedly traced back to a general populist sentiment [Mény 

& Surel 2000] (“the people” vis-à-vis an international order aiming at destroying national attributes, 

in a generic characterization), in reality Berlusconi’s government were well integrated into the 

European and international order; and although the party’s references to a role of “defender of the 

Judeo-Christian roots of Europe and a contrast of all fundamentalism” and to the “defence of our 

identity”16, Forza Italia cannot be considered a political force that put “identity” at the centre of its 

own political paradigm.  

This is at stark contrast to what has been done by Salvini’s League, as mentioned in the previous 

paragraph: it clearly denoted a sovereigntist and identarian way of approaching all the relevant 

political issues, starting with migration; the party has been accused in various forms of racism and 

xenophobia, especially in regards of those people coming from the African continent (after a perilous 

journey across the Mediterranean Sea) and of those professing the Islamic faith. The constant 

reference to Christianity as the moral bastion around which maintaining a clear European identity is 

surely an element of communality, in its general terms, with the rhetoric utilised by Berlusconi, as 

indicated before; nonetheless, the strength and the frequency of public displays of this deep 

confidence in Christian signs and symbols (especially the Virgin Mary 17 ), alongside the 

aforementioned bad tolerance (not to say intolerance) towards immigrants mark a decisive difference 

when compared to Forza Italia’s experience. There has been, therefore, an explicit attempt to build a 

more solid and identity-related electoral base than what was done before: this feeling conveyed by 

the League was channelled also through electoral slogans that emphasized national pride and pushed 

for a strong defence of national interests, as was the case for “Italian First!” (Prima gli Italiani!), 

which still appears next to the party’s name in Google’s search. 

 
14 This term can be found many times in Berlusconi’s speeches, interviews and writings; one example that directly 

mention the 1994 campaign comes from Forza Italia’s own website. Direct reference at the following link: 

http://www.forzaitalia.it/notizie/11780/intervista-giornale 
15 As mentioned in the 2006 electoral campaign programme, page 4 
16 Ibidem 
17 As well described in an article appeared on Il Post, August 6th 2019, available at 

https://www.ilpost.it/2019/08/06/salvini-cuore-immacolato-maria-madonna/ 
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This general setting of the League’s political essence (apart from being extremely successful, given 

how well the party performed in 2018 national elections and even more in 2019 European elections, 

when it reached an incredible 34.26%, and various regional ones) is similar and can be traced back to 

a wide range of populist forces that in recent years managed to get positive results in their home 

countries, albeit their relative differences and peculiarities: a first example and maybe the most 

apparent one can be made with Donald Trump’s election as 45th president of the United States and 

his ubiquitous “America First!” trademark slogan, but also the supporters of the United Kingdom’s 

exit from the European Union (the Brexit process) insisted heavily on national identity and pride 

through catchphrases such as “Take Back Control” which clearly show the willingness to internal and 

external problems inside a specific community. All these examples are very distant from the political 

experience reached and push forward by Berlusconi (his “Forza Italia” did not have the same 

momentum as the other examples mentioned) in all those years when he dominated the Italian scene, 

and thus it is another element that can undoubtably locate the change in the Italian populist landscape 

with the year 2013 (and the following period). 
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6. Sino-Italian Trade Dynamics 

If the year 2013 is a moment of change and new paradigm-setting in the populist area in Italy, and if 

there are no clear signs that before this turnaround the Italian attitude towards China was plainly 

signposted and drawn (as shown in the analysis of all China-related parliamentary acts through the 

creation of a large database), would it be possible to see a change starting from that year in the Italo-

Chinese economic relationships and, specifically, in the bilateral trade figures, given the importance 

that this aspect has in the relations between the two countries and the negative impact that, in populists’ 

ideological conception of the economy, foreign and especially Chinese goods could have on internal 

markets? 

First of all, it must be specified the environment in which this debate takes place and the overall 

situation of bilateral trade between Italy and China. A first element to take into account that could 

help to understand the dynamics between the two countries is the trade balance for the entire 1994-

2019 period (unfortunately, the available data only cover until 2017)18: 

 

The dataset behind which this table has been created here is the one referring to the SITC (Standard 

International Trade Classification), which is “a product classification of the United Nations (UN) 

used for external trade statistics (export and Import values and volumes of goods), allowing for 

international comparisons of commodities and manufactured goods”19. 

 
18 Data obtained using the OEC (Observatory of Economic Complexity) web tool, available at the following link: 

https://oec.world/en/visualize/line/sitc/show/ita/chn/all/1994.2017/ 
19 As defined by the Eurostat Statistics website; https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php/Glossary:Standard_international_trade_classification_(SITC) 
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The upper line represents Chinese exports to Italy, while the lower one Italian exports to China. It is 

therefore evident the striking difference in terms of trade balance: the only, and marginal, positive 

moment for Italy was exactly at the beginning of this period, in 1994, where its exports to China 

counted for 2.84 US billion dollars compared to 2.82 US billion dollars of imports; from that year 

onwards, the gap changed sign and widened up enormously, reaching its widest point in 2011, when 

Chinese exports to Rome topped at 40.8 US billion dollars and Italian exports to Beijing was only 

13.8 US billion dollars, a 27 US billion dollars trade deficit as seen from the Italian perspective. This 

peak came after a sudden halt in 2009, when Chinese exports (not only with Italy, but with the entire 

world) suffered from the global recession started one year earlier while Italian exports to China 

plunged in a less dramatic way (the overall difference was 13.85 US billion dollars); apart from this 

event caused by an external and gargantuan issue, it can be noted how the trade balance started to 

lean in favour of China in 1996-1997 and it further enlarged in the 2002-2003 period: it is here 

important to remark that in parallel with this tendency, during the second and third Berlusconi 

governments (during the XIV legislature, for reference) for the first time there have been 

parliamentary interrogations (in detail, three resolutions and one order of the day) directly addressing 

issues connected with Chinese dumping measures, more specifically for what concerned textile 

products. Even more importantly, three out of these four documents have been approved by the 

Parliament; there was only one other document in that legislature related to Sino-Italian trade issues, 

but it involved a completely different area of cooperation (maritime routes and ports) in which the 

benefits would have had an impact on both countries. This specific trend in the China-Italy trade-

related documents approved by the Italian Parliament reveals, if not the fear, at least the attentive 

interest towards the Chinese behaviour after its accession to the WTO (World Trade Organization) in 

2001. 

The trade imbalance, as already seen, reached its maximum height in 2011 and dropped down in the 

following years, getting at its minimum in correspondence with the last year available in this analysis, 

i.e. 2017, with a measured value of 14.1 US billion dollars. During those years, however, other 

meaningful documents were discussed and approved in the Italian Parliament following the same 

approach used in the XIV legislature: both the XVI and XVII legislatures in this sense only produced 

and approved documents with a pronounced negative outlook towards China. Looking in detail at the 

specificities of these two legislatures concerning their relative documents, a substantial difference 

arises: 

• The XVI legislature, among its 76 China-related documents found in the dataset, has 7 of 

them hinged on trade matters; two of them have a neutral attitude towards China and the main 
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subjects they talk about are food standards and Italian exports, while the remaining five deal 

with unfair competition, antidumping measures and counterfeiting, all pivotal issues for the 

preservation and the support of Italian products, and all have a negative attitude. Among these 

five, three have been approved and two have been rejected: very interestingly, the first ones 

have been voted and approved under the fourth Berlusconi government (remained in office 

until November 16th, 2011), while the remaining two have been voted and rejected under the 

technocratic government led by Mario Monti. 

• The XVII legislature, with its 107 China-related parliamentary acts, takes the lion’s share in 

the dataset created (36.27%) when it comes to the number of documents produced in a single 

legislature; of these 107 documents, only seven are focused on trade issues (which account 

for 6.54% of the legislature’s grand total) and just one has a strong characterization (negative) 

while the other are all neutral. Among these seven documents, moreover, three are specifically 

addressing the European Union trade partnerships and China is just nominated in the texts 

without a proper and direct relevance; two have a very generic focus on trade, and again China 

is just mentioned without a real importance; finally, the remaining two deal with the protection 

and safeguard of Made in Italy goods but one of them has a neutral attitude and, substantially, 

both have been rejected by the Assembly. 

The parallel analysis of these two legislatures, combined with the previous one, gives us a pretty 

evident picture of how the Italian governments dealt with China’s increasing economic and trade 

power over the years and which ones decisively tried to counterbalance and check its influence over 

the trade ecosystem and which ones, on the contrary, has been quite silent in this sense. Berlusconi’s 

executives are all pointing in the first direction, with many documents approved to avoid the bad 

consequences of counterfeiting, unfair competition or dumping measures carried on by Chinese 

companies; this should not be a surprise if one carefully looks, for example, at the 2006 Forza Italia’s 

electoral manifesto, in which there is even a direct reference to Beijing’s attitude: “in addition, the 

often asymmetric or unfair competition coming from China, from India, from Asia in general, has 

caused and causes deep fears and large losses everywhere in Europe, and not only in Italy”20. Centre-

left governments, on the other hand, did not have such a resolute attitude towards Beijing’s unfair 

behaviour in the economic sphere, both in the XV and XVII legislature; first Prodi, then the 

Democratic Party’s trio made up of Enrico Letta, Renzi and Paolo Gentiloni (the last two, both 

expression of the same majority that supported Letta, came to office following skirmishes inside the 

 
20 Translation of Forza Italia’s political programme for the 2006 national elections, page 3. 
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Democratic Party or after personal political defeats, as was the case with the 2014 constitutional 

referendum proposed by Renzi). 

As pointed out earlier, the 5 Stars Movements had its first major electoral success in the 2013 national 

elections; the 25.56% of total votes was an extraordinary result: no other party has ever managed to 

reach these numbers in the Italian republican history coming out from nowhere, given that during the 

so-called First Republic (the period ranging from 1948 to 1994, from the first free elections after the 

Second World War to the financial Tangentopoli scandal) the Christian Democracy (Democrazia 

Cristiana) was able to maintain the reins of power almost without interruptions, with a strong 

opposition made by the Italian Communist Party and an Italian Socialist Party that with time entered 

in various governments, and that during the Second Republic (born exactly after the collapse of the 

old party system due to the tensions following the aforementioned scandal) the centre-right (guided 

by Silvio Berlusconi) and the centre-left (with its main frontrunners being Romano Prodi, Massimo 

D’Alema and Walter Veltroni) alternated with each other to lead the country. The Great Recession 

of 2008 and the subsequent sovereign debt crisis in 2011 left Italy with a broken economy and the 

social dissatisfaction towards a political elite unable to counter the negative effects of those 

catastrophic events increased largely among the population; in addition to this scenario, the personal 

vicissitudes of Berlusconi and its way of doing politics exacerbated the internal debate, opening 

spaces for new political proposals that could be able to go beyond the previous experience. 

Despite this excellent performance, the 5 Stars Movement was unable to reach Palazzo Chigi21 due 

to the electoral system at that time in force in the Italian legal order; in fact, the 2013 elections resulted 

in a composition of both the Parliament chambers that saw none of the coalitions achieving a victory, 

resulting in an unprecedented standstill in the history of Italian political elections22. The centre-left 

coalition obtained 29.55% of votes in the lower chamber and managed to win a substantial majority 

prize thanks to a difference of just over 0.30% of the total votes compared to the centre-right coalition, 

while in the Senate none of the coalitions reached an absolute majority: after two months of complete 

impasse, the Letta government took office and it was the first major coalition executive in the history 

of the Italian Republic, as it included representatives of both the two main coalitions that opposed 

each other in the previous months, before the elections. This setting was highly criticized by the 5 

 
21 This metonymy, which indicated the palace in which the Italian government is located, is often used in Italy to refer 

to the government itself 
22 As pointed out in this article: AGI (2013). Italia "ingovernabile". Senato spaccato, Grillo primo partito; available at 

http://www.agi.it/politica/notizie/201302260620-pol-rt10001 italia_ingovernabile_senato_spaccato_grillo_primo 

_partito 
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Stars Movement main representatives23 but left the party as the main (if not the only one) opposition 

force, without a real possibility to intervene in the agenda-setting and policymaking process; 

nonetheless, in regards to China-related issues, it is possible to see their first24 approach to Beijing as 

distinctively negative. The analysis of parliamentary acts, in this sense, can really help to understand 

the 5 Starts Movement’s approach during the XVII legislature: in particular, one order of the day 

(progressive number 9/02679-bis-B/096) included a request to the government so that it “should have 

taken any useful initiative in order to verify that investments and commercial agreements with China 

could be detrimental to Italy's interests”; the role played by this willingness to check and put under 

tight scrutiny Chinese investments in Italy will be at the core of a crucial comparison in the following 

pages that will shed light on the real impact of populism on Italian foreign policy towards China. 

Maintaining the focus of the analysis on the 5 Stars Movement and its connections with China, one 

indirect element that must be absolutely kept in mind is the approach that Grillo’s party has had 

towards big infrastructure projects (a key asset in Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative, as it is well 

known) since its very first moments of political life. One of the main ideas in this context was the 

interruption of those construction sites located in the Susa Valley (Val di Susa) and connected with 

the completion of the Turin–Lyon high-speed railway (commonly known as TAV25), an important 

link between Italy and France that, in its original plans, should have greatly impacted the capacity of 

connecting in a better and faster way the Italian industrious North with the rest of Europe, resulting, 

in its proponents view, as a matchless opportunity to catch for the Italian economy as a whole. The 

entire project (conceived from the 1990s26 and in the design/construction phase from the early 2000s), 

however, went through numerous delays and cancellations, leading to a significant increase in the 

total allocated budget and, at the same time, fuelled constant and violent protests by the valley 

inhabitants, often erupting in clashes with the police27. The 5 Stars Movement has always shown 

solidarity with the local population and promoted their requests; it is no surprise to find out that in 

the 2013 electoral programme one of the main points in terms of infrastructures involved the 

 
23 In this regard, Il Fatto Quotidiano (2013). Nuovo esecutivo, Grillo è categorico: “No a governo tecnico e a Monti”. 

Available at https://www.ilfattoquotidiano.it/2013/03/05/esecutivo-grillo-categorico-no-governo-tecnico-no-mario-

monti/520637/ 
24 “First” because later on, in the following legislature, it will have changed radically with the signing of the Belt and 

Road MoU 
25 The acronym stands for “Treno ad Alta Velocità”, high-speed train 
26 Minello, B. (1991). “Treni alta velocità. Subito o sarà tardi”. La Stampa. Available as a picture at 

http://www.archiviolastampa.it/component/option,com_lastampa/task,search/mod,avanzata/action,viewer/Itemid,3/page

,38/articleid,0883_01_1991_0248_0036_12295817/ 
27 “No Tav, la marcia per ricordare i disordini del 2005: “Quasi 30 anni di lotta, continuiamo a resistere”. Presenti anche 

i Fridays for Future”. Il Fatto Quotidiano. Available at https://www.ilfattoquotidiano.it/2019/12/08/no-tav-la-marcia-

per-ricordare-i-disordini-del-2005-quasi-30-anni-di-lotta-continuiamo-a-resistere-presenti-anche-i-fridays-for-

future/5602588/ 
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“immediate block of the TAV project in the Susa Valley”28. All these background considerations 

should always be taken into consideration when it comes to the 5 Stars Movement (change of) position 

in the following legislature, the XVIII, given that together with the League it endorsed and ultimately 

signed the Memorandum of Understanding with Beijing on the Belt and Road Initiative; the reasons 

and the dynamics that brought to a complete U-turn in the 5 Stars’ conception about infrastructural 

projects and, consequently, the aspects that demonstrate why they supported the BRI plan will be 

analysed in the next chapter. The Turin–Lyon high-speed railway issue, on the contrary, has always 

been strenuously advocated by the League, as clearly stated for example in that same 2013 national 

elections29; in its electoral programme the relevance assigned to the infrastructures was pivotal, and 

therefore it is extremely curious to understand how these two political forces with distinct electorates, 

contrasting views in terms of infrastructure growth and different approaches to foreign policy (apart 

from a common disaffection for European forums, the League’s desire to close ties with Putin’s 

Russia does not have a reciprocity in Grillo’s party) have come together to form a coalition 

government. Certainly this is a product, again, of the peculiar Italian electoral system and of a new, 

stuck electoral result in 2018; the reasons that pushed these two parties to reach an agreement on the 

BRI Memorandum of Understanding are therefore essential to comprehend the role played by 

populism in this pivotal moment for the Sino-Italian relations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
28 5 Stars Movement’s electoral programme for the 2013 national elections, page 6. 
29 League’s electoral programme for the 2013 national elections, page 6. 
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7. The EU Foreign Investment Screening Regulation vis-à-vis Belt and 

Road Initiative: Where Does Populism Sit?  

What Importance Should Be Given to the EU Foreign Investment Screening Regulation? 

Before touching the MoU case, another essential element to fully understand how Italy dealt with 

China in recent times is a detailed analysis of the conduct maintained by the different Italian 

government in regards of the EU foreign investment screening regulation, notably against Chinese 

ones. 

The proposal to create this first EU-wide framework for the screening of foreign direct investments 

was presented by President Juncker during the 2017 State of the Union address, as explained in the 

EU Commission website 30 , and it has officially entered into force on April 10th, 2019. 

Its main objectives, listed in that same webpage, are the following: 

• The creation of a cooperation mechanism where Member States and the Commission will be 

able to exchange information and raise concerns related to specific investments; 

• The allowance to the Commission to issue opinions when an investment poses a threat to the 

security or public order of more than one Member State, or when an investment could 

undermine a project or programme of interest to the whole EU, such as Horizon 2020 or 

Galileo; 

• The encouragement of international cooperation on investment screening, including sharing 

experience, best practices and information on issues of common concerns; 

• The setting of certain requirements for Member States who wish to maintain or adopt a 

screening mechanism at national level. Member States also keep the last word whether a 

specific investment operation should be allowed or not in their territory; 

• Take into account the need to operate under short business-friendly deadlines and strong 

confidentiality requirements. 

It is important to notice two elements here: first, that the EU foreign investment screening mechanism 

came into effect, as said, on April 10th, 2019, which means 18 days after the signing of the 

Memorandum of Understanding made by the Italian deputy Prime Minister and Minister for the 

Economic Development Luigi Di Maio (March 23rd); and in second place, that “Member States also 

keep the last word whether a specific investment operation should be allowed or not in their territory”, 

as stated in one of the five previous points. This last component is fundamental to comprehend how 

 
30 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_19_2088 
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this screening framework is not totally binding for single EU Member States and it is rather a set of 

common rules that should be observed when it comes to foreign investments on national soil; 

nonetheless, its symbolic and possibly dissuasive function is crucial: it would be difficult for an EU 

country to “bandwagon” and accept certain kind of investments if those went against the common 

regulations and general conception set at supranational level. The risk of incurring in sanctions (if not 

immediate and manifest, at least in the form of warnings and possible diplomatic/economic isolation) 

could be a sufficient deterrent to maintain a common order in this field among the 27 countries 

included in the EU flag. 

It must be noted, however, that numerous criticisms and hesitant comments started to arise around 

this investment screening regulations, its real function and the impact that it could have had on 

European markets. Some commentators, even well before (in 2014, for example)31 the presentation 

of this mechanism, observing that the 2009 Treaty of Lisbon formally provides for a transfer of 

competence over the negotiations of foreign direct investment (FDI) agreements from the Members 

States to the EU, were curious to see how all this chapter in economic regulation inside the Union 

would have evolved during the years; this notwithstanding, many doubts were associated with the 

outcome of that process. One factor that stood out was that “the EU was far from being a cohesive 

actor presenting a common front with a unified position because the new policy did not start with a 

blank slate. The scope of the EU’s authority had so far been limited by the lack of member state 

support resulting from individual habits and preferences formed over 50 years of negotiating 

investment terms on a national basis” [Meunier 2014]; most importantly, this analysis has a clear 

connection with the “last word belongs to Member States” clause included in the 2019 screening 

regulation: once more, the inability to completely cede national and sovereign prerogatives to the 

European supranational organization resulted in a poorer implementation of the regulation. More 

recent papers32, additionally, even suggest that the framework for the screening of inward foreign 

direct investment, a first step for a more comprehensive EU investment screening system, should not 

be interpreted as “to be exclusively aimed at protecting the internal market and defensive Union or 

Member State interests. Instead, the regulation has a tangible external economic policy justification 

and outlook because it can be seen as a starting point to build up, at the Union level, possibilities to 

limit inward FDI, which in turn can be used by the EU as a bargaining chip in its trade and investment 

negotiations with economically powerful countries, such as the United States or China, in order to 

 
31 Meunier, Sophie. “Divide and conquer? China and the cacophony of foreign investment rules in the EU”. Journal of 

European Public Policy, 21.7 (2015): 996-1016. 
32 Schill, Stephan W. “The European Union’s Foreign Direct Investment Screening Paradox: Tightening Inward 

Investment Control to Further External Investment Liberalization”. Legal Issues of Economic Integration, 46.2 (2019): 

105-128 
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achieve, on the basis of reciprocity, better access of EU investors to foreign markets.” [Schill 2019]. 

This latter level of analysis, in other words, invites everybody to reflect on the paradox that this EU 

screening mechanism brings with it: conceived and even publicly advertised as a powerful tool to 

maintain under tight scrutiny FDIs coming from the US and, most urgently, China, its real aim could 

be intended, interestingly enough, as “serving the EU’s constitutionally enshrined goal to achieve 

further investment liberalization, rather than as shielding the internal market from undesired external 

influence” [Schill 2019]. 

Before coming to the Italian perspective on this matter, it is necessary to give a look at the effective 

policy of investments made by Beijing in Europe during the recent years. A good and reliable source 

to get these data is the Mercator Institute for China Studies (MERICS): very conveniently, its latest 

Chinese FDI in Europe: 2018 trends and impact of new screening policies33 includes detailed figures 

on this subject; to give a sense of the importance granted to Europe from the Chinese perspective, it 

is indispensable to analyse the share of FDI directed to the Continent on the overall amount of 

investments: 

 

 
33 Thilo Hanemann, M. Huotari & A. Kratz. “Chinese FDI in Europe: 2018 trends and impact of new screening 

policies”. Rhodium Group and MERICS (2019); online paper. 
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The comparative analysis of these two tables, apart from capturing a common trend (the Chinese FDIs 

grew significantly until 2016, and then fell sharply in the 2017-2018 period both globally and in the 

EU area), shows that foreign direct investments in Europe since 2013 account for roughly 10-20% 

over their global total amount (with a notable exception in 2017, when they almost reached 30%). 

Among EU countries, in this time frame the lion’s share of Chinese FDIs is taken by the “Big Three”, 

Europe’s largest economies (France, Germany, the UK): 
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Since 2011, these three countries were able to attract at least 40% of China’s FDIs directed towards 

Europe, with a peak in 2017 (not accidentally, when Beijing decided to invest heavily in Europe). 

Where is Italy in all of this? Another map is helpful to shed more light on this matter, and the result 

could be unexpected given the last chart: 

 

In fact, Italy sits at the third place when the unit of analysis change to the total Chinese FDI 

transactions in the EU from 2000 to 2018: it overcome France by one billion euros, and it is not far 

away from the second place occupied by Germany; this consideration is essential to understand the 

strategic importance played by the Italian peninsula in the Chinese government’s eyes in the last 

twenty years. What have these investments targeted more specifically? A thorough study has been 

carried out by the American Enterprise Institute and The Heritage Foundation thanks to their China 

Global Investment Tracker34 and the dataset they created. 

 
34 Available at https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker/ 
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The most significant Chinese investment in Italy so far has been the complete acquisition of chemical 

company Pirelli (worth 7.86 billion US dollars) in 2015 made by ChemChina and SAFE35; that same 

year there have been five other major acquisitions (highly branched out across different sectors: 

finance, real estate, logistics and energy) for a grand total of 10.58 billion US dollars. This value is 

in line with MERICS’s third chart presented before, where it was shown that in 2015 Chinese FDIs 

directed to Southern Europe amounted to over 40% on the continental total sum. The second most 

important transaction in terms of economic impact has been the 2.76 billion US dollars sell of CDP 

Reti to State Grid36, while two other acquisitions caught the collective imaginary in Italy: both Milan 

football clubs (A.C. Milan and Internazionale Milano) have been bought by two Chinese groups 

(Suning and Sino-Europe Sports), a shock move for the entire European football sector. 

To conclude this section, what has been the attitude kept by the Italian governments regarding the EU 

screening mechanism and Chinese investments on national soil? Initiatives that aim to defend the 

national interest of the Member States should have be welcomed by the government coalition in office 

at the beginning of the XVIII legislature in Italy, as already specified, made up of two parties that 

(should) have made the protection of sovereignty (and national companies) their banner. Still, Rome’s 

executive had moved away quite dramatically on this front. On March 5th, 2019, during the vote on 

the draft text that now allows the European Commission and member countries to scrutinize Chinese 

investments in the EU, Italy abstained. Only Great Britain, in this sense, had a similar voting 

behaviour, but clearly in this case other aspects come into play (the UK was already half out of the 

Union and it had already make it clear that once free from the constraints of Brussels, it will have 

 
35 The State Administration of Foreign Exchange (SAFE) of the People's Republic of China is an administration tasked 

with drafting rules and regulations governing foreign exchange market activities, and managing foreign exchange 

reserves, as described by Bloomberg; https://www.bloomberg.com/profile/company/SAOFEZ:CH 
36 “A state-owned company established on December 29th, 2002; its core business are the investment, construction and 

operation of power grids. As the largest public utility in the world, with a registered capital of 829.5 billion RMB and 

assets of 3932.52 billion RMB, State Grid also owns and operates overseas assets in the Philippines, Brazil, Portugal, 

Australia, Italy and Greece etc.”; description found on State Grid’s own website. 

http://www.sgcc.com.cn/html/sgcc_main_en/col2017112300/column_2017112300_1.shtml 
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pursued a more open policy towards Chinese investments, which not by chance, as shown in the 

MERICS tables above, pointed at London as their main landing place). Centre-left governments in 

Italy in previous years (namely those under Letta, Renzi and Gentiloni) had followed a more cautious 

approach - and in line with Brussels - towards Chinese investments, adopting already in October 2017 

the extension of the Golden Power37 , a strategical tool that implies the ability to veto certain 

investments in strategic sectors such as semiconductors, data storage, robotics, nuclear and space 

technology and artificial intelligence. All in all, both on Chinese investments and towards the BRI 

infrastructure project - the League-5 Stars government made a significant turn compared to previous 

governments and the majority of EU countries. 

This discourse around the EU regulatory framework and China’s FDIs, however, is just one side of 

the coin: to bring back the analysis to the broader relationships between Italy and China, the next step 

is to carefully examine the processes and discourses made around the signing of the Memorandum of 

Understanding in March 2019 (as said a pivotal moment not only in the connections between Rome 

and Beijing but also inside the populist coalition at that time in office). A final comparison between 

this event and the Italian governments’ attitude towards the EU foreign investment screening 

regulation and Chinese investments in Italy will thus produce a meaningful insight over a possible 

discrepancy in the populist course of action vis-à-vis Beijing. 

 

The (Long-Debated) Memorandum of Understanding  

As already mentioned, on March 23rd, 2019 the Italian government (in the person of Luigi Di Maio, 

deputy Prime Minister and Minister for the Economic Development) and its Chinese counterpart 

(represented by Beijing’s Foreign Minister, Wang Yi) signed a document officially named 

“Memorandum of Understanding between the government of the Italian Republic and the government 

of the People’s Republic of China on cooperation within the framework of the Silk Road Economic 

Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road Initiative”. This moment could possibly be interpreted 

as the highest peak in Sino-Italian relationships since their restart on November 6th, 1950; the 

importance of this event was even more obvious due to the official state visit made by PRC President 

Xi Jinping to Rome concomitantly with the announce of this collaboration under the BRI trademark. 

But what has been the real influence of this MoU if a detailed analysis is carried out, i.e. capable of 

moving beyond the mere “propaganda” announcements and the superficial comments that spread out 

on mass-media outlets? 

 
37 http://www.governo.it/it/dipartimenti/dip-il-coordinamento-amministrativo/dica-att-goldenpower/9296 
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The Memorandum was probably a dicey move made by the Italian yellow-green government, or 

rather the political value that was deliberately assigned to the agreement determined an excessively, 

unbalanced position for Italy; few commentators have pointed out how that agreement was the result 

of the remarkable amount of work done by the first Conte government, very active when it came to 

PRC-related issues. The opposition was too busy criticizing Italy's alleged sell-off to China while the 

executive (especially within the 5 Stars Movement formation) was all aiming at highlighting the huge 

possibilities that the deal could have offered: the idea that Italy would have suffered from diplomatic 

isolation as a consequence of the MoU, resulting from a lack of coordination with its historical 

strategic allies, was an opportunity too greedy not to polarize the internal debate. In this sense, Rome’s 

allies (and Washington in the first place) had been promptly notified of the imminent agreement and 

the request from across the Atlantic had been not to cancel out every form of cooperation with China, 

but rather to sign an agreement with valuable contents of sharable interest. In fact, the language of 

the MoU stipulated between China and Italy is that usually adopted by the European Union, and the 

differences between the bilateral agreements previously signed between the PRC and other European 

countries are substantial: the Italian Memorandum speaks the language of Brussels, while the others 

recall more similar agreements signed with Central Asian or South East Asian countries. This MoU 

was also the result of long negotiations between Rome and Beijing38 and it stood as a future model 

for all countries that intend to sign official documents with China (some European countries, 

Switzerland and Luxembourg, have signed an agreement in the immediately following months). Of 

course, there are doubts on the table, absolutely legitimate, about the need to sign this Memorandum, 

and the Italian political commitment, being the first G7 country and a founding member of the EU to 

sign such a deal, has been objectively considerable. For the Chinese counterpart this not seemed as 

much as relevant, given that these were some sort of “usual” economic agreements which, while 

promising interesting future economic developments, did not correspond to the amount of political 

commitment spent by Rome. 

However, the central point (maybe not considered too much by many observers) is that the 

Memorandum of Understanding is not a binding document39 and the representation of the agreement 

like a “sell of the Colosseum” to China is objectively exaggerated. The world press has taken over 

 
38 Termine, Lorenzo (2019). “Quattro riflessioni sulla Via della Seta”. Geopolitica.info. Available at 

https://www.geopolitica.info/quattro-riflessioni-sulle-vie-della-seta/ 
39 Mitchell, Charlotte (2019). “Italy joins China's Belt and Road Initiative”. Al Jazeera. Available at 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/03/italy-joins-china-belt-road-initiative-190321170015949.html 
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Italian, but also French40, British41 and American42 sources, which have described the MoU almost 

in a unique way, as an indescribable transfer of sovereignty to China. The foreign policy and the 

representation of Italy outside national borders has always been always conditioned by the internal 

balance of parliamentary events. This is a constant and typical Italian dynamic, which has however 

been accentuated in recent years with an ever-stronger polarization of the political debate: an 

approach that has effectively transformed any assessment of Italo-Chinese relations into a sort of 

opposition between two diametrically opposed “pro-China” and “anti-China” factions. A dichotomy 

that has no reason to exist, given that the People's Republic of China is a crucial partner for Italy, 

Italian products sell well in China and are an important asset of its export; in this sense it is difficult 

to do better in China, seeing that the main structure of Italian economy (with few large companies 

and thousands of small and medium enterprises) does not facilitate a deep penetration into the Asian 

country market. For decades there have been numerous talks pointing at the need to "create a system" 

to enter the Chinese market in a decisive way, but the difficulties have always seemed insurmountable. 

The composition of the that government, in particular the structure of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

generated endless discussions on the Italian positioning with respect to the People's Republic of China. 

Manlio di Stefano, the then Undersecretary for Foreign Affairs, travelled to Hong Kong in the midst 

of the protests that have been taking place in the former British colony for months; he signed an 

agreement on working holidays and met many Italian company managers in Hong Kong43: neither on 

his trip nor on his return he decided to express his opinion regarding the demonstrations and violence 

in the former British colony. Another key figure is Ivan Scalfarotto of Italia Viva 44 , the new 

Undersecretary for Foreign Affairs (under the second Conte government, which is not temporally 

covered in this dissertation), who has been the most active protagonist in the past years of trade 

between Italy and China; as Undersecretary of the Ministry of Economic Development (while being 

a member of the Democratic Party) from 2016 to 2018, Scalfarotto has carried out dozens of missions 

in China. A frenetic activity that led him to Beijing but above all in many Chinese provinces with 

delegations of Italian entrepreneurs and politicians. The results have been excellent for the Italian 

export which has grown significantly, however in none of the numerous missions were mentioned 

 
40 “Nouvelles routes de la soie: Rome et Pékin signent un protocole d'accord”. Le Figaro. Available at 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-eco/nouvelles-routes-de-la-soie-rome-et-pekin-signe-un-protocole-d-accord-20190323 
41 Giuffrida, Angela (2019). “Italy pulls out red carpet for Xi Jinping in trade charm offensive”. The Guardian. 

Available at https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/22/italy-pulls-out-red-carpet-for-xi-jinping-in-trade-charm-

offensive 
42 Horowitz, Jason (2019). “Defying Allies, Italy Signs On to New Silk Road With China”. New York Times. Available 

at https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/23/world/europe/italy-china-xi-silk-road.html 
43 As explained by Agenzia Internazionale Stampa Estero; https://www.aise.it/maeci/vacanze-lavoro-italia--hong-kong-

di-stefano-firma-laccordo/133101/157 
44 A new political party created by Matteo Renzi after his exit from the Democratic Party 
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the human rights violations that occupied the front pages of the newspapers at that time, from the 

death of Liu Xiaobo to the alleged persecution of the Uyghurs in Xinjiang . The current Head of 

Cabinet of the Farnesina45, Ettore Francesco Sequi, former Italian ambassador to China (from 2015 

to 2019) and creator of the Yanqi Lake meetings46 that have been crucial for the development of 

strong Sino-Italian relations in recent years, is indicated by many as the real mastermind behind the 

BRI Memorandum; the following decision made by Di Maio (become the Italian Ministry for Foreign 

Affairs and Diplomatic Cooperation under the second Conte government) to call Sequi as his Head 

of Cabinet seemed completely legitimate, yet until a few months ago all the newspapers shouted at 

the danger of a real Chinese invasion after the signing of the MoU4748. The news of an extension of 

the Golden Power option in the early days of the second Conte executive has been hailed by most of 

the press as a new chapter in the relations with Beijing; nonetheless, the 5G option (associated with 

the opportunity for the Italian government to evaluate critical issues related to the use of Chinese 

technology on national soil) was an element strongly desired by the other party of the coalition and 5 

Starts’ partner, i.e. the League.  

This entire Chinese issue can thus be intended as a mere a matter of internal domestic politics: once 

the political balance has been restored, the relationship with Beijing resumes with the usual dynamics, 

which means with the utmost attention not to impact the sensitivity of the important economic partner, 

carefully avoiding any reference to possible unpleasant situations. The events in Hong Kong gave 

another proof of the fear of touching delicate topics for Beijing: with the exception of the balanced 

intervention by Lia Quartapelle49, which showed how it is possible to speak about China without 

being in a pure antagonistic condition but rather raising reasonable doubts, parliamentary questions 

and discussions on the Hong Kong affair were practically absent in all these months; this element is 

also confirmed when looking at the dataset used in previous chapters to assess the number and nature 

of China-related documents coming from the Italian Parliament, where only one resolutions was 

directed towards the issue of Hong Kong50. No top-level politician dared to express an opinion on the 

matter and even the Farnesina has so far been careful not to advise against travel to Hong Kong. The 

excessive polarization of ideas and political stances combined with the continuous use of international 

 
45 As it is known the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Italian 
46 https://ambpechino.esteri.it/ambasciata_pechino/en/ambasciata/news/dall_ambasciata/secondo-raduno-del-sistema-

italia.html 
47 “Tutte le trappole dietro gli affari con la Cina”. Lettera43. Available at https://www.lettera43.it/rischi-affari-cina-

nuova-via-della-seta/ 
48 Pira, Mariangela (2019). “Memorandum Italia-Cina: rischi o opportunità? Ecco i numeri”. Sky TG24. Available at 

https://tg24.sky.it/economia/2019/03/15/memorandum-italia-cina.html 
49 Sotgiu, Simona (2019). “Così pregiudicano i rapporti con gli Usa e l’Europa. L’affondo di Quartapelle (Pd) al 

governo”. Formiche. Available at https://formiche.net/2019/03/quartapelle-cina-italia/ 
50 Resolution number 7/00263, rejected by the commission in which it was presented (foreign affairs). Available in its 

entirety at http://aic.camera.it/aic/scheda.html?core=aic&numero=7/00263&ramo=CAMERA&leg=18 
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dynamics for internal purposes (strikingly exemplified by the MoU affaire) has made Italy even more 

fragile in Beijing’s view. 

In the same interview mentioned earlier, Quartapelle touched upon what could be the pivotal element 

in the interconnections between populism, Italian governments and China. She claimed that 

“nationalisms work like this, you have to make a country feel great and therefore the idea that Italy 

signs a political agreement with China from a nationalist point of view stuck its chest out, but it is 

clear that given the size of Italy an agreement on equal terms was not possible since the very beginning. 

This is nationalist schizophrenia, which bites off more than it can chew”51. It must be underlined that 

Ms. Quartapelle is a Democratic Party representative, which was at the opposition during the League-

5 Stars Movement government; her sharp statements reflect a precise political antagonism and, 

therefore, cannot be taken as a neutral, unbiased analysis. Nevertheless, it is appropriate to build a 

reflection on the issues raised by Quartapelle: in the first place, when looking at the League’s 

standpoint, its Undersecretary of the Ministry of Economic Development during the first Conte 

government, Michele Geraci, was unquestionably in favour and resolutely prompted for the signing 

of the Belt and Road MoU52, but at the same time the party leader Matteo Salvini and his lieutenant 

Giancarlo Giorgetti (the trait d’union between the League’s hardcore stances and a more diplomatic 

approach, especially with the EU institutions, often indicated as the second in charge inside the party) 

were more cautious towards Beijing’s real intentions with the MoU and, in fact, were among the main 

sponsors of the extension of the Golden Rule law, especially for what concern 5G infrastructures. 

This dual track vision about China, and consequently the lack of cohesiveness inside the party, was 

also an element inside the 5 Stars Movement, with Luigi Di Maio being in favour of the Memorandum 

(in a perspective of hostility versus the other deputy Prime Minister and major political opponent, i.e. 

Matteo Salvini) and in particular of an accommodating policy towards Beijing - China was, and still 

is, interested in many Italian ports, above all Trieste53 but also Genoa and Venice54 - while historically 

his own party, as explained before, has a complete repulsion for infrastructural projects55, which 

 
51 Translation from Sotgiu, Simona (2019). “Così pregiudicano i rapporti con gli Usa e l’Europa. L’affondo di 

Quartapelle (Pd) al governo”. Formiche. Available at https://formiche.net/2019/03/quartapelle-cina-italia/ 
52 Carli, Andrea (2019). “Chi è Geraci, il sottosegretario in prima linea nella partita per la Via della seta cinese”. Il Sole 

24 Ore. Available at https://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/chi-e-geraci-sottosegretario-prima-linea-partita-la-via-seta-cinese-

-AB93LjbB 
53 Cianciotta, Stefano (2019). “Il porto di Trieste è la chiave della Via della Seta. L’analisi di Cianciotta”. Formiche. 

Available at https://formiche.net/2019/11/porto-trieste-via-della-seta-cina/ 
54 Baccaro, Antonella (2019). “Dal Pireo alla Liguria: così la Cina è sbarcata nei porti europei”. Corriere della Sera. 

https://www.corriere.it/economia/aziende/19_novembre_06/dal-pireo-liguria-cosi-cina-sbarcata-porti-da07be20-0076-

11ea-90df-c7bf97da0906_preview.shtml? 
55 Apart from the Turin-Lyon high-speed railway connection, there are other initiatives hampered by the 5 Stars 

Movement, the most important being: the situation around the biggest steel plant in Europe (formerly known as ILVA), 

located in Taranto; the project intended to protect Venice from high tide and flooding (MOSE); the Trans Adriatic 

Pipeline (TAP); and many motorway construction sites in Lombardy, Emilia-Romagna and Veneto; De Francesco, Gian 
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should have the task to connect those ports (and the containers they carry) to the rest of Europe. The 

conflicting inter- and intra-party positions have shown that so far there is no balanced assessment and 

coherent strategy of effective cooperation with Beijing. 

Personal exploits capable of pushing forward a certain way of conducting foreign policy (in this 

dissertation with a specific target, China; but it can be generalized) are not a unique trait of the Italian 

case: as explained by other scholars [Wojczewski 2019], the US president Donald Trump “bypassed 

and delegitimized intermediary institutions”, even “side-lining the State Department in US foreign 

policy-making”, which (with due distinction) are elements similar to what Di Maio did when he was 

the Italian Minister of Economic Development, pushing aside the Ministry of Foreign Affairs even 

in those area traditionally assigned to it. 

This generalised incapacity to propose and retain a logical approach towards China at the party level 

is also true when looking at the bigger picture, at the Italian government and its behaviour. This 

statement finds a reason since Italy fully supported the joint declaration of the EU-China Summit of 

April 9th, 201956, thus suggesting that the previous opening towards the Chinese BRI project with the 

signing of the MoU and the abstention on the EU investment screening mechanism were more a tactic 

of circumstances surrounding Xi Jinping’s official visit to Rome than a real divergence with the EU 

policies towards Beijing. Furthermore, the Italian government currently in office (Conte II) steered 

away again from what put forward by the previous one: in particular, the Democratic Party (taking 

the League’s place inside the ruling coalition) has always been very critical of the MoU; the fear of a 

repositioning that could affect China-Italy trade relations is therefore on the table. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
M. (2018). “I «no» dei Cinque stelle alle infrastrutture ci costano 50 miliardi”. Il Giornale. Available at 

https://www.ilgiornale.it/news/politica/i-no-dei-cinque-stelle-infrastrutture-ci-costano-50-miliardi-1559024.html 
56 The relative Joint Statement can be found at https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39020/euchina-joint-statement-

9april2019.pdf 
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8. Conclusions 

What has been impact of populism on Italian foreign policy towards China? This is the main question 

around which this dissertation has developed and after all the analysis and considerations put forward 

in the previous pages, it is now time to offer a final answer. 

From a first and maybe simplistic point of view, the connections between populism in its Italian 

declination(s) and the foreign policy carried out by the various governments in office towards Beijing 

are weak and not clear enough to affirm that the former has had a distinct effect on the latter. This 

assertion is supported by the thorough work of analysis realized with to the creation of a 

comprehensive dataset of China-related documents that has revealed no immediate and obvious 

trends between populist characteristics and their effective translation into legislative acts pointing at 

relevant swings in the Italian political behaviour vis-à-vis Beijing; moreover, the persistent and 

almost complete inability to maintain a consistent approach towards Chinese issues has been a 

distinctive trait not only of a specific party but of the Italian political class as a whole. This has been 

particularly true for the last two parties presented in this dissertation, the League and the 5 Stars 

Movement: they both surely belong to the populist area of the political spectrum (even though stark 

contrasts separate them) and, as explained in the last chapter, both had incredible disagreements when 

it came even to single measures or events. It is possible to affirm with a sufficient degree of 

confidence that populist ideas, in this sense, has not influenced the Italian foreign policy directed 

towards Beijing. [There seem to be a similar tendency also if one looks at other countries than China, 

for example Russia (often depicted as the favourite partner for populist parties across all Europe): the 

League has always had a solid connection with Moscow, so strong that a big scandal erupted just 

before the end of the yellow-green governmental experience57, while the 5 Stars were far more 

cautious on this matter (even if there is a certain amount of opacity, as shown by many investigative 

articles58)]. 

Nevertheless, a more in-depth reflection on the results coming from this study reveals that populism 

has had a specific kind of repercussion: especially when its anti-elitist component took over, i.e. when 

the Berlusconi era came to an end and the League/5 Stars Movement duopoly surged to disrupt the 

canonical political landscape, the Italian institutions underwent serious recalibration and 

transformations in their relations with China. Under the first Conte government, the Ministry of 

 
57 Tizian, Giovanni & Stefano Vergine (2019). “Così abbiamo scoperto la trattativa fra Mosca e la Lega”. L’Espresso. 

Available at https://espresso.repubblica.it/attualita/2019/08/05/news/soldi-russi-alla-lega-trattativa-inchiesta-1.337546 
58 Baroni, Paolo & Jacopo Iacoboni (2019). “La doppia geopolitica populista: Conte va a cena con i cinesi e i 5S fanno 

promesse a Mosca”. La Stampa. Available at https://www.lastampa.it/topnews/primo-piano/2019/06/18/news/la-doppia-

geopolitica-populista-conte-va-a-cena-con-i-cinesi-e-i-5s-fanno-promesse-a-mosca-1.36541964 
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Economic Development took the lead in shaping and carrying out the Italian China Policy, with 

Minister Di Maio (who also doubled as deputy Prime Minister) and his Undersecretary Geraci paving 

the way for the historical albeit pompous and devoid of meaningful contents Memorandum of 

Understanding, while the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, depoliticised at its core59, lost its traditional 

prerogative in this sector. In this perspective, populist ideas have been expressed not in their pure, 

ideological form but rather in a “way of doing politics” that created spaces for such parties in order 

for them to push forward their agendas, in particular regarding China; a counterexample can be found 

in the most recent second Conte government in which, once those figures previously linked with a 

certain way of approaching China (e.g. the Undersecretary Geraci) have been eliminated and once 

the impact of populist discourses inside the ruling coalition (with the handover between the League 

and the Democratic Party) have been reduced, the Italian China Policy has returned to its more 

conventional place of emanation, i.e. the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

To conclude, this great force that nowadays is shaping global politics that goes under the label of 

“populism” did not bring a complete change of the vision of the world for the Italian landscape, nor 

it shook to the foundations the main concepts of politics in the country; nonetheless, it had an impact 

on its institutional organisation and, as said, on the “way of doing politics” towards China carried out 

by the main populist parties in office. This conclusion, which is the final stage of a single-country 

study hinged on the Italian example (and whose peculiarities must always be taken into account), can 

nonetheless have significance in the general discussion about the interrelations between populism and 

foreign policy; this is true, for instance, if one looks at the American experience of the Trump 

presidency and its approach to foreign policy: when populist parties enter in the foreign policy realm, 

then the country’s foreign policy itself turns into a mean of (re)production of popular identity and 

this, in turn, “can often necessitate contradicting foreign policies, given the ultimately unresolvable 

tensions between the demands of a political identity and the practices that constitute it” [Wojczewski 

2019]. Elements of similarity can be found also with Plagemann and Destradi’s compelling research 

on the Indian case [2019], since they come to the similar conclusion that “populists’ anti-elitism and 

antipluralism do not necessarily seem to lead to specific changes in the substance of foreign policy”. 

Furthermore, as the case study centred on the EU foreign investment screening regulation vis-à-vis 

the signing of the BRI Memorandum of Understanding revealed, the League-5 Stars Movement 

 
59 Given that for the role of Minister of Foreign Affairs was appointed Enzo Moavero Milanesi, already Minister of 

European Affairs in the technocratic Monti government and a former judge at the Court of Justice of the EU; his choice 

was regarded by many as an attempt to avoid a too strong line-up of key ministries with sceptical ideas on the European 

Union;  Nigro, Vincenzo (2018). “Enzo Moavero Milanesi ministro degli Esteri: il teorico dei negoziati a geometrie 

variabili”. La Repubblica. Available at 

https://www.repubblica.it/esteri/2018/05/31/news/moavero_milanesi_il_teorico_dei_negoziati_a_geometrie_variabili_

ministro_esteri-197861615/ 
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populist government had a sceptic opinion of multilateral, supranational institutions (represented by 

the European Union) while preferring bilateral opportunities; this last annotation goes hand in hand 

with the observation that “populist parties across Europe are very critical of the EU’s authority” 

[Plagemann and Destradi’s 2019]. 

Plagemann and Destradi conclude their article affirming that “while populism has a limited direct 

impact on the “substance” of foreign policy, its considerable impact on the processes and the style of 

foreign policy making […] can be expected to have substantive implications in the longer term”: 

albeit they focused their attention on the case of India, it is possible to wrap up this dissertation 

affirming that this can be true for Italy as well. There is a large margin to improve the global 

understanding of how populism is capable to effect one country’s institutional organisation in the 

foreign policy domain; in future research, it will be worth exploring in greater detail these aspects, 

always taking into account the structural differences existing across distinct cases. 
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