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I 

ABSTRACT 

The recent consolidation of right-wing nationalist parties in several European countries 

has raised growing concerns regarding the implications for women9s rights. In Italy, 

despite the presence of a female Prime Minister for the first time, the national-

conservative orientation of Fratelli d’Italia and the Lega in government signals a 

potential distance from feminist positions, making the analysis of the implications for 

women9s rights particularly relevant. Although the relationship between nationalism and 

gender has been explored in various contexts, limited attention has been paid to the 

evolution of femonationalism and national conservatism in Italy since 2013 and their 

concrete impact on gender-related legislation. This thesis investigates the hypothesis that 

the rise of nationalist parties, culminating in the Meloni government, has led to both the 

restriction and instrumentalisation of women9s rights through a legal agenda shaped by 

femonationalism and conservatism. Combining a legislative analysis of the last three 

Italian legislatures with qualitative discourse analysis of political and media content, the 

study focuses on two key areas: violence against women and women9s reproductive 

rights. Findings reveal that although legislative protections for women victims of violence 

and punishments for perpetrators have been maintained, these are frequently 

instrumentalised to portray non-Western men as sexual threats, serving anti-immigration 

rhetoric while resisting initiatives on prevention. Concurrently, the Meloni government 

has tightened abortion access and criminalised gestational surrogacy, reaffirming 

traditionalist and nationalist conceptions of women9s reproductive role. Migrant women 

are simultaneously marginalised, stigmatised, yet also valued for demographic reasons, 

becoming the object of the political economy of femonationalism. 
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II 

RÉSUMÉ 

La récente consolidation des partis nationalistes de droite dans plusieurs pays européens 

a suscité de préoccupations croissantes quant aux conséquences pour les droits des 

femmes. En Italie, malgré la présence pour la première fois d9une femme Première 

ministre, l9orientation national-conservatrice de Fratelli d’Italia et de la Lega au 

gouvernement indique un possible éloignement des positions féministes, rendant 

l9analyse des implications pour les droits des femmes particulièrement pertinente. Bien 

que les liens entre nationalisme et genre aient été étudiés dans divers contextes, peu 

d9attention a été accordée à l9évolution du fémonationalisme et du conservatisme national 

en Italie depuis 2013 ainsi qu9à leur impact concret sur la législation relative aux 

questions genre. Ce mémoire examine l9hypothèse selon laquelle la montée des partis 

nationalistes, culminant avec le gouvernement Meloni, a conduit à la fois à une restriction 

et à une instrumentalisation des droits des femmes à travers un agenda législatif façonnée 

par le fémonationalisme et le conservatisme. En combinant une analyse législative des 

trois dernières législatures italiennes avec une analyse qualitative du discours politique et 

médiatique, l9étude se concentre sur deux domaines clés : les violences contre les femmes 

et les droits reproductifs des femmes. Les résultats révèlent que, bien que les protections 

législatives pour les femmes victimes de violence et les sanctions contre les auteurs aient 

été maintenues, elles sont fréquemment instrumentalisées pour présenter les hommes non 

occidentaux comme des menaces sexuelles, au service d9une rhétorique anti-immigration, 

tout en s9opposant aux initiatives de prévention. Parallèlement, le gouvernement Meloni 

a restreint l9accès à l9avortement et criminalisé la gestation pour autrui, réaffirmant des 

conceptions traditionalistes et nationalistes du rôle reproductif des femmes. Les femmes 

migrantes sont à la fois marginalisées, stigmatisées mais aussi valorisées pour des raisons 

démographiques et deviennent l9objet de l9économie politique du fémonationalisme. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In recent years, Europe has witnessed a considerable rise in popular support for 

right-wing parties, evident in the outcomes of European as well as local and national 

elections in several EU member states1. The growing influence of these parties, often 

positioned on the far right, has intensified xenophobia, racism, and other forms of 

intolerance, posing a challenge to human rights, the functioning of democratic 

institutions, and the development of diverse and inclusive societies2. The reasons behind 

the ascendancy of the right in Europe are attributable to multiple factors, including the 

emergence of a series of systemic crises encompassing the economic, security, social and 

health domains, to which both the European Union and national governments have, in the 

perception of citizens, failed to respond effectively, thereby generating widespread 

discontent3. Furthermore, the mismanagement of migratory flows has enabled right-wing 

parties to adopt a populist rhetoric that identifies migration phenomena and the presence 

of immigrants as the primary causes of national issues. This is pursued by invoking 

national identity and cultural heritage as sources of collective pride to be defended, thus 

advancing a nationalist ideology grounded in so-called 8traditional values9.  

Given these premises, it becomes particularly relevant to examine how the rise of 

right-wing nationalism impacts women9s rights. By definition, the right represents a 

conservative political force, and nationalist ideology tends to accentuate this orientation 

since the role of women is closely intertwined with the very construction and preservation 

of the nation. In this regard, Italy is a particularly significant case study. The 2013 general 

elections marked a notable increase in female political representation: women accounted 

for 32.2% of the Chamber of Deputies and 29.5% of the Senate, an increase of over ten 

                                                
1 Lorenzo Avesani, Matteo Mazziotti di Celso (eds.), <L9ascesa della destra in Europa. Sviluppi recenti e 
proiezioni future=, Centro Studi Geopolitica.info, 18 December 2024, p. 1. Available at:  
https://www.geopolitica.info/ascesa-destra-europa/ (Accessed: 29 June 2025) 
2 Council of Europe - Parliamentary Assembly, <The challenge of far-right ideology to democracy and 
human rights in Europe=, Committee on Political Affairs and Democracy, Doc. 15826 Report, 20 
September 2023, p. 1. Available at:  https://rm.coe.int/the-challenge-of-far-right-ideology-to-democracy-
and-human-rights-in-e/1680ac86d0 (Accessed: 29 June 2025) 
3 Lorenzo Avesani, Matteo Mazziotti di Celso (eds.), Op. cit. p. 3 

https://www.geopolitica.info/ascesa-destra-europa/
https://rm.coe.int/the-challenge-of-far-right-ideology-to-democracy-and-human-rights-in-e/1680ac86d0
https://rm.coe.int/the-challenge-of-far-right-ideology-to-democracy-and-human-rights-in-e/1680ac86d0
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percentage points compared to previous elections4. In the years that followed, growing 

attention was devoted to women9s rights by governments of every political orientation. 

After years of predominantly centre-left governments, the national elections of 25 

September 2022 saw Fratelli d’Italia (FdI) emerge as the leading party, securing 26% of 

the vote and resulting in the formation of a government led by Giorgia Meloni5, the first 

woman to hold the office of Prime Minister in the history of the Italian Republic. Since 

then, FdI has further consolidated its support, reaching 30% in early 20256. The Meloni 

government, formed by a centre-right coalition uniting Fratelli d’Italia, Lega per Salvini 

Premier, Forza Italia, and Noi Moderati, presents itself as a cohesive and stable front 

following years of political instability and frequent government changes7. The presence 

of two markedly nationalist and conservative parties in the governing coalition 4 Fratelli 

d’Italia (Brothers of Italy) and Lega per Salvini Premier (League for Salvini Premier) 4 

raises important questions. Indeed, even though the appointment of a female Prime 

Minister suggests progress in terms of gender representation, the national-conservative 

orientation of both Giorgia Meloni9s and Matteo Salvini9s parties appears, at least in 

principle, distant from feminist positions. This political configuration makes both parties 

particularly appropriate subjects of inquiry for assessing the trajectory of women9s rights 

in contemporary Italy. The Lega, despite securing only 8.9% of the vote in the 2022 

elections 4 a significant drop compared to its previous electoral performance 4 and 

obtaining 13 seats in the Senate (compared to FdI9s 34) and 23 in the Chamber of Deputies 

                                                
4 Fondazione Nilde Iotti (ed. by), Le leggi delle donne che hanno cambiato l’Italia, 3rd edition, Roma : 
Futura Editrice, 2024, p. 641 
This increase is primarily attributed to the 2011 mobilisations initiated by the Senonoraquando movement, 
to which all political forces sought to respond by forming gender-balanced electoral lists.  
5 To consult the electoral results and the distribution of seats following the elections of 25 September 2022: 
Eligendo Archivio, Ministry of the Interior DAIT. Camera 25/09/2022 Area Italia (escl. Valle d’Aosta). 
Available at:   
https://elezionistorico.interno.gov.it/index.php?tpel=C&dtel=25/09/2022&es0=S&tpa=I&lev0=0&levsut0
=0&ms=S&tpe=A (Accessed: 3 July 2025) 
Eligendo Archivio, Ministry of the Interior DAIT. Senato 25/09/2022 Area Italia (escl. Valle d'Aosta e 
Trentino-Alto Adige). Available at:   
https://elezionistorico.interno.gov.it/index.php?tpel=S&dtel=25/09/2022&es0=S&tpa=I&lev0=0&levsut0
=0&ms=S&tpe=A (Accessed: 3 July 2025) 
6 Istituto Demopolis, <Il peso elettorale di partiti e coalizioni nel Barometro Politico dell9Istituto 
Demopolis=, January 2025. Available at:  https://www.demopolis.it/?p=12261 (Accessed: 24 June 2025) 
7 The approval rating of the government and the Prime Minister has declined compared to the start of their 
term (from 51 to 43 for the government and from 54 to 45 for the Prime Minister) but it recorded a three-
point increase in 2025. The IPSOS graph can be consulted here:  
IPSOS, <Sondaggi politici oggi: le ultime intenzioni di voto e clima d'opinione in Italia, 28 June 2025=, 28 
June 2025. Available at: https://www.ipsos.com/it-it/sondaggi-politici-oggi (Accessed: 25 June 2025)

https://elezionistorico.interno.gov.it/index.php?tpel=C&dtel=25/09/2022&es0=S&tpa=I&lev0=0&levsut0=0&ms=S&tpe=A
https://elezionistorico.interno.gov.it/index.php?tpel=C&dtel=25/09/2022&es0=S&tpa=I&lev0=0&levsut0=0&ms=S&tpe=A
https://elezionistorico.interno.gov.it/index.php?tpel=S&dtel=25/09/2022&es0=S&tpa=I&lev0=0&levsut0=0&ms=S&tpe=A
https://elezionistorico.interno.gov.it/index.php?tpel=S&dtel=25/09/2022&es0=S&tpa=I&lev0=0&levsut0=0&ms=S&tpe=A
https://www.demopolis.it/?p=12261
https://www.ipsos.com/it-it/sondaggi-politici-oggi
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(compared to FdI9s 69)8, continues to uphold a strongly nationalist agenda and aligns 

closely with Fratelli d9Italia, forming a unified political front with a concrete impact on 

government action and legislative initiatives. 

On a theoretical level, over the years several academic studies have explored the 

intersection between nationalism and gender. Among the most recent, the research 

conducted by the Italian sociologist Sara R. Farris is extremely relevant. In her 

publication of 2017 titled In the name of women’s rights. The rise of femonationalism, 

Farris proposes a completely new insight by coining the term femonationalism, which 

refers to the combination of nationalist ideology with certain feminist ideas for 

xenophobic purposes. In relation to the Italian context, Farris' research focused on the 

early 2000s up to 2013, particularly analysing the Lega Nord party (now Lega per Salvini 

Premier) and its anti-Islam campaigns conducted <in the name of women9s rights= 4 a 

reasoning that can be broadly extended to anti-immigration rhetoric. Femonationalism is 

defined as follows:  

<Short for 8feminist and femocratic nationalism9, femonationalism refers both to the 

exploitation of feminist themes by nationalists and neoliberals in anti-Islam (but [&] also 

anti-immigration) campaigns and to the participation of certain feminists and femocrats in 

the stigmatization of Muslim men under the banner of gender equality. Femonationalism 

thus describes, on the one hand, the attempts of western European right-wing parties and 

neoliberals to advance xenophobic and racist politics through the touting of gender equality 

while, on the other hand, it captures the involvement of various well-known and quite visible 

feminists and femocrats in the current framing of Islam as a quintessentially misogynistic 

religion and culture=9.  

Moreover, an exhaustive definition of the term considers its three key theoretical 

dimensions: femonationalism as a convergence, as an ideological formation and as 

neoliberal political economy10. Femonationalism as a convergence refers to the meeting 

point of various political actors 4 right-wing nationalist parties, certain feminists and 

femocrats11, and neoliberal policymakers 4 in anti-Islam and anti-immigration 

                                                
8 Eligendo Archivio, Ministry of the Interior DAIT, Op. cit. 
9 Sara R. Farris, In the name of women’s rights. The rise of femonationalism, Durham : Duke University 
Press, 2017, p. 4 
10 Ivi, p. 6 
11 Women9s organisations and top-ranking bureaucrats in state gender equality agencies.  
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campaigns. This convergence does not necessarily imply a conscious alliance but 

describes an encounter in which the various parties retain their autonomy. It represents 

an intrinsic and contradictory tension between anti-emancipatory forces (Islamophobia 

and racism) and emancipatory struggles (against sexism and patriarchy), which makes 

femonationalism both strong (thanks to the participation of feminists who reinforce the 

stigmatisation of Muslim <oppressors=) and potentially fragile12. Femonationalism as an 

ideological formation allows for the examination of the philosophy underlying the 

phenomenon, namely the shared belief of <the supremacy of the West over the Rest=13. It 

operates through <discursive regularities= that produce and naturalize associations 

between gender violence and Islam/immigrants within the Western cultural imaginary, 

through symbols, images and discourses, turning these ideas into <common sense=. It is 

also sustained by concrete economic interests14. Lastly, femonationalism as neoliberal 

political economy highlights the role of economic structures, specifically neoliberalism, 

in constituting the phenomenon. Femonationalism is institutionalised <as part of the 

functioning of the state apparatuses= to reorganise productive spheres, particularly those 

of social reproduction15. This is implemented through civic integration programmes that 

links women9s rights to economic integration, often directing non-Western (and Muslim) 

migrant women into care and domestic work sectors. Such policies generate a 

<performative contradiction,= as policies presented as emancipatory ultimately confine 

these women within traditional, often precarious and racialised, gender roles16. For the 

purposes of this thesis, the term femonationalism will be understood in a broad sense. 

Where reference is made to a specific key dimension, this will be expressly indicated. 

Despite subsequent studies have drawn upon Farris9 research, a notable gap remains 

in the literature. Although some research papers and books associate femonationalism 

with the political strategies of Fratelli d’Italia and Lega per Salvini Premier, there is no 

comprehensive study that systematically addresses this issue. In particular, there is a lack 

of analysis tracing the evolution of femonationalism since 2013 4 coinciding with the 

start of the XVII Legislature 4 and thus considering the contemporary nationalist parties 

                                                
12 Sara R. Farris, Op. cit., pp. 6-10 
13 Ivi, p. 11
14 Ivi, pp. 12-13 
15 Ivi, p. 14 
16 Ivi, pp. 14-17 
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in Italy, that assesses the developments in the field of women9 rights in Italy as a whole, 

with particular attention to the legislative and political initiatives of the Meloni 

government. Moreover, although femonationalism is a valuable concept for 

understanding the nationalist approach to women9s rights, such analysis would be 

incomplete without also considering the dimension that typically accompanies it, namely 

conservatism. Nationalism, indeed, invokes 8traditional values9 to reaffirm national 

identity and culture, producing significant repercussions on women9s roles and rights. As 

Anne McClintock argues, nationalism is <radically constitutive of people9s identities, 

through social contests that are [&] always gendered=17. The conservative dimension, 

grounded in the premise of gender difference, thus forms the premise for the exercise of 

national power18. According to the definition provided by the Oxford Dictionary of 

Politics and International Relations, conservatism can be described as follows:  

<In general terms, a political philosophy which aspires to the preservation of what is thought 

to be the best in established society, and opposes radical change. However, it is much easier 

to locate the historical context in which conservatism evolved than it is to specify what it is 

that conservatives believe. [&] We can be assured that forms of feminism, ecologism, radical 

democratic theory, and human rights doctrines will, inter alia, continue to provide the kind 

of political projects which serve as both opposition and stimulus to conservatism=19.  

The notion of conservatism will also be considered in its nationalist variant. National 

conservatism, which emerged in the 1990s, is a form of conservatism which focuses on 

the preservation of tradition while also incorporating nationalist elements. This political 

doctrine has received limited academic attention, given its relatively recent emergence; 

however, according to Marián Sekerák, it represents <one of the best recent examples of 

the so-called conservative backlash=20. The Italian right had previously attempted several 

times to establish a party of such orientation, but a study by Salvatore Vassallo and 

Rinaldo Vignati identifies Fratelli d’Italia as the first successful example of national 

                                                
17 Anne McClintock, <Family Feuds: Gender, Nationalism and the Family=, Feminist Review No. 44, 1993, 
p. 61. Available at: https://dept.english.wisc.edu/amcclintock/writing/Family_article.pdf (Accessed: 28 
May 2025) 
18 Ivi, p. 62 
19 Garrett W. Brown, Ian McLean, Alistair McMillan (eds.), <Conservatism=, in The Concise Oxford 
Dictionary of Politics and International Relations, 4th ed., Oxford : Oxford University Press, 2018  
20 Marián Sekerák, <What is national conservatism?=, Journal of Political Ideologies, 2025, p. 1. Available 
at: https://doi.org/10.1080/13569317.2025.2484524 (Accessed: 27 May 2025) 

https://dept.english.wisc.edu/amcclintock/writing/Family_article.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/13569317.2025.2484524
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conservatism in the country21. Matteo Salvini9 Lega has contributed to this process by 

abandoning the founding myth of the <independence of Padania= in 2017 and adopting 

nationalist and conservative positions22 closely aligned with those of Fratelli d’Italia. 

Giorgia Meloni has, in turn, aligned with the League9s stances on migration management 

and procreation. Thus, Meloni and FdI have consolidated a recognisable political identity 

that has resonated more strongly with the electorate than the party9s previous ideological 

orientation23. 

Given the considerations outlined, this thesis aims to investigate the following 

hypothesis: the progressive consolidation of nationalist parties in Italy since 2013 4 

namely Fratelli d’Italia and Lega 4 culminating in the formation of the Meloni 

government, has resulted in the restriction and instrumentalisation of women9s rights. 

This development will be examined through the lenses of femonationalism and national 

conservatism, in order to understand how these ideologies shape the legal and political 

discourse surrounding gender and women's rights in contemporary Italy. 

To address this question, a legislative review was first conducted to trace the 

overall trends in the legal framework governing women9s rights. Specifically, the last 

three legislatures are analysed, presented in chronological order below, along with an 

indication of the governing coalition and political orientation, starting from the most 

recent.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
21 Salvatore Vassallo, Rinaldo Vignati, Brothers of Italy and the Rise of the Italian National Conservative 
Right under Giorgia Meloni, Cham : Palgrave Macmillan, 2024, pp. V-VI 
22 Lega Nord, the party founded by Umberto Bossi in 1991, advocated the independence of Padania. The 
party has de facto merged into Lega per Salvini Premier. 
23 Salvatore Vassallo, Rinaldo Vignati, Op. cit., p. 232
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XIX Legislature: 13 October 2022 - ongoing 

Meloni government  

(22 October 2022 3 ongoing) 

 

Fdl, Lega, FI, Noi Moderati centre-right 

 

XVIII Legislature: 23 March 2018 - 12 October 2022 

Draghi government  

(13 February 2021 - 22 October 
2022)  

 national unity 
government 

Conte II government  

(5 September 2019 - 13 
February 2021)  

M5S, PD, Liberi e Uguali, Italia 

Viva 
centre-left 

Conte I government  

(1 June 2018 - 4 September 
2019)  

 

M5S, Lega coalition 
government  

(left/right) 

XVII Legislature: 15 March 2013 - 22 March 2018  

Gentiloni government  

(12 December 2016 - 1 June 
2018) 

PD, Alternativa Popolare, 
Centristi per l’Europa, 
Democrazia Solidale, Partito 

Socialista Italiano, Civici e 

Innovatori 

centre-left 

Renzi government  

(22 February 2014 - 12 
December 2016)  

PD, Nuovo Centrodestra, Scelta 
Civica, Unione di Centro, 

Popolari per l’Italia, Partito 
Socialista Italiano, Centro 

Democratico 

centre-left 

Letta government  

(28 April 2013 - 21 February 
2014) 

PD, Scelta Civica, Unione di 
Centro, Radicali Italiani, Nuovo 

Centrodestra, Popolari per 

l’Italia 

centre-left 
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This analysis enables a comparison between the legislative output (laws, decree-laws and 

legislative decrees) of the Meloni government and those of previous administrations, in 

order to evaluate whether current developments represent a continuity, a rupture or a 

distancing from previous policy directions. This legislative review constitutes the 

empirical basis for assessing the policy agenda advanced by the two nationalist governing 

parties and for analysing their political rhetoric, through public statements and selected 

social media content. 

To ensure clarity and avoid redundancy, FdI and Lega will hereafter be referred 

to interchangeably, depending on the context, as nationalist, conservative, national-

conservative, or right-wing parties. The term <right-wing= has been preferred over <far-

right= or <radical right=, as the academic literature itself employs both classifications. The 

author has preferred to align with the domestic perception of these parties as mainstream 

right-wing actors, while nonetheless acknowledging that this remains a matter of 

interpretation24. 

This analysis, therefore, aims to highlight the legal impact and ideological 

approach these parties adopt in articulating their nationalist rhetoric about women9s 

rights, namely femonationalism and conservatism. It is important to clarify that 

femonationalism and national conservatism are not necessarily embedded directly within 

the legislation itself, but rather manifest through political rhetoric and discourse that 

shape and influence the legal agenda. For the purpose of this study, two thematic areas 

have been selected: violence against women and women9s reproductive rights. 

Furthermore, while Farris9 study on femonationalism focuses primarily on the 

instrumentalisation of migrant women9s rights 4 particularly in areas such as integration 

policy, social reproduction, and the political economy 4 this thesis adopts a broader 

                                                
24 The association of Giorgia Meloni9s leadership with the far-right is often rooted in the historical origins 
of Fratelli d’Italia, founded in 2012 by former members of the Alleanza Nazionale (National Alliance), 
itself the successor of the Movimento Sociale Italiano (Italian Social Movement, MSI), a post-fascist party 
established by supporters of Benito Mussolini after World War II. The party9s logo retains the tricolour 
flame originally used by the MSI. Although Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni publicly distances herself from 
fascism, she has refrained from explicitly condemning the regime. Salvatore Vassallo and Rinaldo Vignati, 
in <Brothers of Italy and the Rise of the Italian National Conservative Right under Giorgia Meloni, argue 
that labels such as <neo-fascist=, <post-fascist=, or similar should be employed with particular caution when 
referring to a liberal democracy and in accordance with established scholarly standards. Moreover, the 
classification of FdI and Lega as <far-right parties= is often linked to the political affinities that Giorgia 
Meloni and Matteo Salvini have demonstrated with other far-right leaders. 
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understanding of the instrumentalisation of women9s rights, encompassing both Italian 

and migrant women. Consequently, the analysis of femonationalism explicitly applied to 

the issues of gender-based violence and reproductive rights will largely result from the 

author9s own interpretation and application of Farris9 theory. 

This thesis is divided in two parts. The first part addresses violence against 

women. The second part concerns women9s reproductive rights. Each part is developed 

through two chapters corresponding to the two approaches mentioned above. The first 

chapter of part one focuses on punitive and protectionist responses to violence against 

women, examining them through the lens of femonationalism. The second chapter 

highlights the conservative dimension, evident in gender-based violence prevention 

policies, and explores how this limits genuine engagement with the issue, with a reflection 

on the importance of comprehensive sexual and affective education in schools. In the 

second part of the thesis, this structure is reversed. The first chapter foregrounds the 

conservative backlash that occurred under the Meloni government, which is immediately 

visible in recent legislation on abortion and gestational surrogacy. It is argued that the 

relegation of women to their traditional maternal role is both indicative of and consistent 

with the nationalist rationale of the parties under consideration. The second chapter 

focuses on the reproductive rights of migrant women, analysing how they are part of a 

femonationalist rhetoric and how the legal and political agenda reveals inherent 

contradictions in this regard. 
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PART I: THE LEGAL IMPACT AND IDEOLOGICAL APPROACH OF 

ITALIAN NATIONALIST PARTIES TO VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 

 

The first part of this thesis analyses how Italian nationalist parties 4 Fratelli 

d’Italia and Lega per Salvini Premier 4 position themselves on the issue of violence 

against women. The legislative acts adopted are explained taking into account their 

ideological positioning. 

Chapter one examines how these parties politically instrumentalise gender-based 

violence to advance their nationalist agendas. It begins by providing an overview of the 

legislative framework on violence against women since the start of the XVII Legislature. 

This legal context enables a critical examination of the attention devoted to this issue by 

the Lega during the Conte I government, and subsequently by both Lega and Fratelli 

d’Italia under the current Meloni government. The chapter then introduces the concept 

of femonationalism, illustrating how it has contributed to the electoral success of these 

parties and becomes particularly evident in their discourses on violence against women. 

The final section focuses on the anti-immigration propaganda conducted by Fratelli 

d’Italia and Lega, which constructs the figure of the non-Western man as a sexual threat 

and the primary perpetrator of gender-based violence. This narrative is illustrated through 

recent selected examples, followed by an assessment of the actual incidence of violence 

committed by immigrant men.  

While the legislative analysis reveals the adoption of numerous punitive measures 

against perpetrators and protections for victims, what emerges instead is a notable 

absence of effective preventive measures. Chapter Two addresses this issue by focusing 

on the introduction of sexual and affective education, a preventive tool that has 

encountered significant obstacles to implementation. It explores the reasons behind the 

resistance to such measures originating from the political right and highlights how it 

reflects a broader conservative approach that incorporates nationalist elements. Given the 

enduring absence of political will, the chapter ultimately argues for the urgent necessity 

to implement comprehensive sexual and affective education programmes in schools as a 

fundamental tool for the prevention of violence against women. 
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Chapter 1: The political instrumentalisation of gender-based violence in 

a nationalist key  

 

In order to analyse and understand femonationalism in Italy, it is necessary to 

highlight the legislative evolution that has occurred in recent years concerning this issue, 

and to relate them to the political discourse of nationalist parties, with particular reference 

to the current Meloni government, the first entirely right-wing executive since Berlusconi 

IV government (8 May 2008 3 16 November 2011). This approach makes it possible to 

expose the ongoing political instrumentalisation of gender-based violence from a 

nationalist perspective. Indeed, right-wing parties, like all other political groups, have 

paid increasing attention to women's issues. However, for those parties in particular, this 

has occurred <while simultaneously embarking upon the denunciation of Muslim and 

immigrant males as sexual threats=1.  

 

1.1. Femicide emergency: growing public and institutional attention to violence 

against women  

Since the 2000s there has been an <equation between women's oppression and 

Islam= in Europe2. A common stereotype was that of the woman of non-Western origin 

exploited for domestic and care work or a victim of trafficking in the sex industry. This 

stereotype of victimhood was extended to the Muslim woman who was a victim of genital 

mutilation, honour killings, forced veiling and arranged marriages. However, during the 

same period, there was also a rise in the number of Italian women killed or assaulted by 

Italian men, often related to them through familial ties. This context helps to explain the 

legislative evolution in Italy. While in earlier years gender-based violence has 

predominantly been associated with the correlation between foreign men and foreign 

women, from the 2000s onwards a new correlation emerged, namely between Italian men 

and Italian women, bringing the femicide emergency3 to the forefront of public and 

                                                
1 Sara R. Farris, In the name of women’s rights. The rise of femonationalism, Durham : Duke University 
Press, 2017, p. 67 
2 Ivi, p. 27
3 Several Italian newspapers and academic articles began to refer to femicide as an emergency. E.g.:  
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institutional debate. This represents a significant shift from a context where foreign 

women were primarily depicted as victims of misogynistic and violent family settings, 

towards a broader recognition of the gendered nature of violence. The growing awareness 

of femicide as a national emergency led to the adoption of multiple laws, decree-laws and 

legislative decrees aimed at addressing this important issue, particularly from the XVII 

legislature onwards. In the field of women9s rights in Italy, violence against women 

represents the area in which the highest number of legislative measures has been adopted, 

reflecting a tangible interest in ensuring women9s protection.  

 

1.1.1. The starting point: the ratification of the Istanbul Convention and Law 

119/2013 

The starting point for the evolution of Italian legislation on violence against 

women is the ratification of the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and 

combating violence against women and domestic violence, commonly known as the 

Istanbul Convention, by means of Law 77 of 27 June 2013. Adopted in 2011 by the 

Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe4 and entered into force in 2014, the 

Convention represents the first legally binding European instrument to set standards 

<specifically to prevent gender-based violence, protect victims of violence and punish 

perpetrators=5. Italy was among the first European countries to ratify the text, 

                                                
Patrizia Violi, <Femminicidio, una nuova emergenza?=, Narrativa, 37, 2015, pp. 67-78. Available at:  
https://journals.openedition.org/narrativa/978#quotation (Accessed: 10 May 2025) 
Claudia Voltattorni, <Il femminicidio in italia è un9emergenza e così va combattuta=, Corriere della Sera, 
22 November 2012. Available at:  https://27esimaora.corriere.it/articolo/il-femminicidio-in-italia-e-
unemergenza-e-cosi-va-combattuta/ (Accessed: 10 May 2025) 
4 In 2008, an ad hoc committee was established to draft a proposal for a text, considered by the Council of 
Europe a useful and necessary tool in light of its work in monitoring violence against women and girls, 
identifying existing gaps and best practices to address the phenomenon. 
5 European Parliament, The Istanbul Convention: A tool to tackle violence against women and girls, 2018. 
Available at: 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2018/630297/EPRS_ATA(2018)630297_EN.pdf 
(Accessed: 10 May 2025) 
The Istanbul Convention criminalises various forms of violence against women, including physical, sexual, 
and psychological violence, stalking, sexual harassment, female genital mutilation, forced marriage, forced 
abortion and forced sterilisation. It requires the implementation of coordinated and comprehensive policies 
involving national and governmental authorities engaged in prevention, prosecution, and protection 
activities. It further obliges States Parties to collect statistical data, to promote awareness-raising 
campaigns, and to train experts working in this field. Additionally, it mandates the establishment of 
treatment programmes for perpetrators of violence and appropriate support services for victims, such as a 

https://journals.openedition.org/narrativa/978#quotation
https://27esimaora.corriere.it/articolo/il-femminicidio-in-italia-e-unemergenza-e-cosi-va-combattuta/
https://27esimaora.corriere.it/articolo/il-femminicidio-in-italia-e-unemergenza-e-cosi-va-combattuta/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2018/630297/EPRS_ATA(2018)630297_EN.pdf
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demonstrating both awareness of the scale and seriousness of the phenomenon and a 

broad parliamentary consensus in addressing gender-based violence6.    

Following its ratification, various legislative interventions were introduced to 

implement the Convention. Among these, the Extraordinary Plan against sexual and 

gender-based violence introduced by Law 119/20137, which promotes awareness-raising 

campaigns, adequate training for professionals working in the field, the establishment of 

treatment programmes for perpetrators of violence, appropriate support services for 

victims, and the collection of statistical data8. It was precisely Law 119/20139 that, for 

the first time, acknowledged the centrality and specificity of domestic violence 

perpetrated by individuals with family or emotional ties to the victim10. For this reason, 

it is commonly referred to as the <Feminicide Law=, as it combines prevention, victim 

support and punitive measures for the perpetrator11. Although this law represented a 

pivotal starting point in addressing violence against women and femicide, it provided 

only for a partial and incomplete intervention, leaving several aspects requiring further 

legislative and policy development. 

 

1.1.2. Towards the <Red Code=: from Law 208/2015 to Law 69/2019 

Legislative Decree 212/2015 transposed into national law Directive 2012/29/EU, 

which establishes minimum standards on the rights, support, and protection of victims of 

crime. A more substantial step towards its effective implementation was taken with Law 

                                                
free national telephone hotline, shelters, medical, psychological and legal counselling, as well as housing 
and financial assistance. 
6 Emma Fattorini in Fondazione Nilde Iotti (ed. by), Le leggi delle donne che hanno cambiato l’Italia, 3rd 
edition, Roma : Futura Editrice, 2024, p. 240 
7 For further information, the objectives of the Extraordinary Plan against sexual and gender-based violence 
are outlined in article 5, paragraph 2 of Law 119/2013.  
8 The first National Anti-Violence Plan was adopted by the Renzi government through a Decree of the 
Presidency of the Council of Ministers in July 2015.  
9 Law 119/2013 introduced urgent provisions on security and combating gender-based violence. As stated 
in Article 1, paragraph 1, this law represents the conversion into law of Decree-Law 93/2013. 
10 From the point forward, the personal relationship between the perpetrator and the victim acquired legal 
significance in criminal terms, regardless of cohabitation or marital status, whether current or past. 
11 The law introduced procedural changes to protect victims and support women and children involved in 
legal proceedings. Among the most significant provisions, the law introduced some aggravating 
circumstances (including <witnessing violence=), preventive tools, such as the police commissioner9s 
warning and the perpetrator9s removal from the family home, and mandatory arrest for violence committed 
in flagrante delicto. It also sought to improve victim-authority interactions, prioritise domestic abuse, 
sexual violence, and stalking cases in court schedules, and extend access to free legal aid.  



14 

208/2015, known as the <Pink Code=, which contained provisions for the 2016 Stability 

Law. Notably, paragraph 790 established the <Protection pathway for victims of 

violence= in healthcare and hospital facilities, aimed at supporting vulnerable individuals, 

particularly victims of sexual violence, abuse or stalking. It assigns an emergency room 

access code to suspected or identified cases, ensuring victims receive immediate medical, 

psychological and legal assistance.  

Nonetheless, the most significant and impactful legislative intervention on violence 

against women in Italy to date is Law 69/2019, commonly referred to as the <Red Code=. 

This law introduced substantial amendments to the Criminal Code, the Code of Criminal 

Procedure, and other provisions on the protection of victims of domestic and gender-

based violence. While previous legislative measures had been promoted by centre-left 

governments, this reform was enacted under the Conte I government, led by the 

Movimento 5 Stelle and the right-wing Lega per Salvini Premier, and proposed by Lega 

Minister Giulia Buongiorno. Law 69/2019 established four new crimes:  

1) <Deformation of a person's appearance through permanent facial injuries= 

(vitriolage, Article 583-quinquies); 

2) <Unlawful dissemination of sexually explicit images or videos= without the 

consent of the individual depicted (revenge porn, Article 612-ter); 

3)  <Coercion or inducement to marriage= (Article 558-bis); 

4) <Violation of removal orders from the family home and prohibition of 

approaching places frequented by the offended person= (Article 387-bis). 

The law also increased penalties for existing offences, including abuse against family 

members and cohabitants (article 572), stalking (article 612-bis), sexual violence (article 

609-bis), and introduced new aggravating circumstances when the offence involves 

minors, pregnant women, persons with disabilities, or the use of weapons. It further 

expanded procedural safeguards: the judicial police must promptly inform the public 

prosecutor of a gender-based crime, who is required to hear the offended person or the 

person who reported the facts within three days; judges can enforce restraining orders 

through electronic monitoring; and courts must ensure civil rulings do not undermine 

protective measures. Moreover, offenders9 access to sentence suspension is conditioned 
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on participation in rehabilitation programmes. The reform also mandated specific training 

courses for police and penitentiary staff. 

Law 69/2019 offers a useful example to introduce and demonstrate the use of women's 

rights to convey anti-Islam and anti-immigration messages by parties appealing to a 

certain idea of national identity and unity. Indeed, the leader of the Lega, Matteo Salvini, 

repeatedly referenced this law, claiming it as a measure promoted by his party while in 

government (1 June 2018 - 4 September 2019). At the same time, and as will be further 

illustrated, he has consistently emphasised the involvement of foreign nationals in cases 

of violence against women.  

Subsequently, the Conte II government adopted Decree-Law 34/2020, which 

under article 105-bis established a Freedom Income Fund for Women Victims of 

Violence. Between 13 February 2021 and 22 October 2022, the national unity government 

led by Mario Draghi introduced further reforms, including criminal justice amendments 

extending protections for victims of domestic and gender-based violence (Law. 

134/2021), new provisions in the Civil Code allowing direct recourse to the judge in cases 

of alleged family abuse or gender-based violence arising during separation, divorce, child 

custody or cohabitation proceedings (Legislative Decree 149/2022), and provisions on 

gender-based violence statistics (Law 53/2022). Moreover, through the 2022 Budget Law 

(Law 234/2021), Italy has finally established a permanent National Anti-Violence Plan12, 

to be funded annually with 15 million euros13. 

 

1.1.3. The formation of the Meloni government and ongoing efforts to combat 

gender-based violence 

On 22 October 2022, the Meloni government took office, marking the first entirely 

right-wing executive since the Berlusconi IV government and the first in Italian history 

                                                
12 In implementation of Article 5 of Decree-Law 93/2013, the Government adopts extraordinary plans to 
combat violence against women. The regulations of the Plan were recently amended in part by Article 1, 
Paragraph 149 of the 2022 Budget Law (Law 234/2021), which changed its title from Extraordinary Action 
Plan against Sexual and Gender-based Violence to National Strategic Plan against Violence against 
Women and Domestic Violence. The Plan thus lost its <extraordinary= status to become a <strategic= 
instrument in addressing violence against women. 
13 Rossella Silvestre, Isabella Orfano, <Fondi e risorse=, Donne in Rete contro la violenza (D.i.Re), 22 May 
2023. Available at: https://www.direcontrolaviolenza.it/fondi-e-risorse/ (Accessed: 12 May 2025) 

https://www.direcontrolaviolenza.it/fondi-e-risorse/
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to be led by a female Prime Minister. Formed by a coalition of Fratelli d’Italia, Lega per 

Salvini Premier, Forza Italia, and Noi Moderati, the government has maintained a 

consistent and continuous institutional commitment to combating gender-based violence 

and tackling femicide.  

A step in this regard was the adoption of Law 168/2023 on 24 November 2023, 

aimed at more effectively preventing and combating violence against women and 

domestic violence. This law contains amendments to the Criminal Code, the Code of 

Criminal Procedure, anti-mafia legislation, and preventive measures (Legislative Decree 

159/2011), with the objective of enhancing the effectiveness of both prevention and 

protection mechanisms. Complementing this, Law 112/2023 addressed procedural 

obligations in criminal proceedings for domestic and gender violence. It established the 

duty for public prosecutors to gather information from the offended person or the 

complainant within three days from the formal registration of a crime report.  Should this 

deadline not be met, the law allows the prosecutor to withdraw the proceedings from the 

designated magistrate and either carry out the necessary inquiry or assign it to another 

magistrate in the office, ensuring no delay in critical phases of victim protection and 

procedural follow-up. This measure is an attempt to respond directly to long-criticised 

delays in the judicial process related to gender-based violence and improve victims9 

immediate legal safeguards.  

Additionally, draft law S. 1433, a government initiative formally introducing <femicide= 

as a distinct criminal offence in the Italian Criminal Code with a penalty of life 

imprisonment, was presented on 31 March 2025 and announced during parliamentary 

session no. 289 the following day. However, several legal scholars have expressed critical 

concerns regarding the provision9s definition, scope, and potential overlap with existing 

offences, as well as its overall necessity. They argue that, since homicide is already 

severely punished under current legislation, the introduction of a specific offence for 

femicide would have limited deterrent effect, and that prevention is instead 

fundamental14. 

                                                
14 Francesco Meneditto, <Riflessioni sul delitto di femminicidio=, Sistema penale, 2 April 2025. Available 
at: https://www.sistemapenale.it/it/scheda/menditto-riflessioni-sul-delitto-di-femminicidio (Accessed: 14 
May 2025) 

https://www.sistemapenale.it/it/scheda/menditto-riflessioni-sul-delitto-di-femminicidio
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Alongside legislative acts, the government established a bicameral Commission 

of Inquiry on femicide and all forms of gender-based violence through Law 12/2023. This 

Commission builds upon a series of previous parliamentary initiatives, notably the first 

Parliamentary Inquiry Commission on Femicide, established pursuant to Article 82 of the 

Constitution15 by resolution of the Senate of the Republic on 18 January 2017. This 

initiative once again reflected the growing and urgent need to address the issue of 

femicide within the parliamentary framework. The first Commission was formally 

constituted on 19 April 2017, presented its report on 6 February 2018, and subsequently 

submitted it to the Senate Presidency on 5 March 2018. Notably, the Commission9s 

founding document represents the first parliamentary act to explicitly introduce the term 

<femicide=, a concept previously absent from Italy9s technical-legal language. Femicide 

was thereby defined as <the killing of a woman based on gender=, officially recognising 

4 at a linguistic and institutional level 4 the gendered dimension of the murder of a 

woman perpetrated by a man. Article 2 of the resolution outlined the Commission9s 

responsibilities, emphasising the need to protect victims of violence and minors involved 

in such circumstances, as later enacted in Law 4/2018 on the protection of orphans of 

domestic crimes. In continuity with the 2017 initiative, a new Inquiry Commission on 

Femicide was established for the XVIII Legislature by resolution of 16 October 2018. It 

officially began its work in February 2019 and concluded its mandate on 24 November 

2022. The Final Report on the Commission9s activities (DOC. XXII-bis No.15) provided 

a comprehensive overview of the inquiries conducted and included a ten-point 

programme presented to Parliament and the newly formed government as a guide for 

continuing the work. The new Commission of Inquiry on femicide and all forms of 

gender-based violence was established during the parliamentary session of 26 July 2023, 

and its work will continue throughout the XIX Legislature. Among the recommendations 

issued by the previous Commission, particular attention was placed on the need for 

greater support for anti-violence centres and shelters for victims of gender-based 

violence. This included simplifying the transfer of public funds to existing structures to 

ensure more timely access to resources and enabling a systematic and sustainable 

                                                
15 <Each House of Parliament may conduct enquiries on matters of public interest.  
For this purpose, it shall detail from among its members a Committee formed in such a way to represent 
the proportionality of existing Parliamentary Groups. A Committee of Enquiry may conduct investigations 
and examinations with the same powers and limitations as the judiciary.= 
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planning of activities. Furthermore, the Commission underscored the importance of 

involving the anti-violence network in the training and specialisation of professionals 

operating within the justice system, healthcare services, and media sectors, to ensure a 

coordinated, multidisciplinary approach to combating gender-based violence.  

In concrete terms, significant resources have been mobilised to support the anti-

violence infrastructure. From 2013 to 2024, state funds for anti-violence centres and 

shelters progressively increased. In 2006, the Fondo per le Pari Opportunità (Equal 

Opportunities Fund) amounted to € 6 million16. By 2022, the allocation for anti-violence 

initiatives had risen substantially, and for 2024, the fund was set at € 55 million, 

distributed as follows:   

• € 20 million to support existing public and private anti-violence centres in each 

Region; 

• € 20 million to support existing public and private shelters for women victims of 

violence in each Region; 

• € 6 million for the implementation of the objectives outlined in the National 

Strategic Plan on Male Violence Against Women 2021-2023 (Piano strategico 

nazionale sulla violenza maschile contro le donne), specifically for initiatives 

aimed at supporting pathways for victims to exit violent situations, as well as 

interventions for housing support and labour market reintegration; 

• € 9 million for the implementation of additional regional initiatives aimed at 

promoting women9s empowerment17.   

In addition, the 2024 Budget Law (Law 213/2023) established the <Fund for the creation 

of shelters for women victims of violence", with an allocation of 20 million euros for each 

of the years 2024, 2025 and 202618. 

                                                
16 Openpolis, <Il fondo per le pari opportunità: un9iniziativa positiva ma insufficiente=, 1 February, 2024. 
Available at: https://www.openpolis.it/il-fondo-per-le-pari-opportunita-uniniziativa-positiva-ma-
insufficiente/ (Accessed: 15 May 2025) 
17 Decree of the President of the Council of Ministers of 28 November 2024. <Ripartizione delle risorse del 
«Fondo per le politiche relative ai diritti e alle pari opportunità» Annualità 2024=, Available at:  
https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/atto/serie_generale/caricaDettaglioAtto/originario?atto.dataPubblicazione
Gazzetta=2025-02-10&atto.codiceRedazionale=25A00842&elenco30giorni=false (Accessed: 15 May 
2025) 
18 Article 1, paragraph 194: In article 19 of the decree-law of 4 July 2006, n. 223, converted, with 
modifications, by the law of 4 August 2006, n. 248, the following is added after paragraph 3: 

https://www.openpolis.it/il-fondo-per-le-pari-opportunita-uniniziativa-positiva-ma-insufficiente/
https://www.openpolis.it/il-fondo-per-le-pari-opportunita-uniniziativa-positiva-ma-insufficiente/
https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/atto/serie_generale/caricaDettaglioAtto/originario?atto.dataPubblicazioneGazzetta=2025-02-10&atto.codiceRedazionale=25A00842&elenco30giorni=false
https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/atto/serie_generale/caricaDettaglioAtto/originario?atto.dataPubblicazioneGazzetta=2025-02-10&atto.codiceRedazionale=25A00842&elenco30giorni=false
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1.2. The success of the nationalist right in Italy and the femonationalist rhetoric 

As can be observed, gender-based violence has been a subject of continuous and 

increasing legislative attention in Italy since the ratification of the Istanbul Convention. 

The formation of a right-wing coalition government, with two major radical nationalist 

parties among its leading forces — notably Fratelli d’Italia and Lega Salvini Premier — 

has not interrupted this evolution. On the contrary, Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni has 

reiterated that violence against women is a government priority19.  

Sociologist Sara R. Farris has identified the mid-2000s as the moment when, 

within the current neoliberal conjuncture, gender issues assumed a new centrality for 

European right-wing nationalism, leading right-wing nationalist parties to include them 

in their political agendas. Although traditionally marked by significant contradictions on 

gender matters, these parties have been able to integrate the language of women's rights 

and gender equality, thus normalising their public image as <modernised= and trustworthy 

political forces. This strategy has enabled them to skilfully exploit the general shift to the 

right of the political spectrum, in a period characterised by frequently mismanaged 

migration flows that have generated widespread public discontent. Anti-immigration and 

anti-Islam campaigns, framed in the name of claiming gender equality and combating 

violence against women, have thereby found justification and approval among large 

segments of the electorate. Indeed, the stigmatisation of Muslim and non-Western 

migrant men as inherently misogynistic and culturally backward has helped these parties 

not only become more acceptable in the mainstream, but also achieve unprecedented 

success in recent elections20. Furthermore, the political ascent of Giorgia Meloni 

                                                
«3-bis. In order to create and purchase real estate to be used as shelters under article 5-bis of the decree-
law of 14 August 2013, n. 93, converted, with modifications, by the law of 15 October 2013, No. 119, in 
the estimates of the Ministry of Economy and Finance is established a fund to be transferred to the 
autonomous budget of the Presidency of the Council of Ministers, called "Fondo per la creazione di case 
rifugio per donne vittime di violenza", with a budget of EUR 20 million for each of the years 2024, 2025 
and 2026. The resources referred to in the first period are distributed among the regions according to the 
terms of article 5-bis, paragraph 2, of the decree-law of 14 August 2013, n. 93, converted, with 
modifications, by the law of 15 October 2013, n. 119 ». 
19 Presidency of the Council of Ministers, 2024, <Comunicato stampa del Consiglio dei Ministri n. 104=, 
Italian Government, 25 November. Available at: https://www.governo.it/it/articolo/comunicato-stampa-
del-consiglio-dei-ministri-n-104/27124 (Accessed: 15 May 2025) 
20 Sara R. Farris, Op. cit., p.  28 

https://www.governo.it/it/articolo/comunicato-stampa-del-consiglio-dei-ministri-n-104/27124
https://www.governo.it/it/articolo/comunicato-stampa-del-consiglio-dei-ministri-n-104/27124
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exemplifies how new female leaders of populist radical parties strategically invoke 

<stereotypes of women as caring and non-aggressive, countering the stigmatisation of 

these parties=21. This approach serves the broader objective of these highly masculinised 

parties, which primarily rely on a male electorate, to soften their public image. In doing 

so, they cultivate the appearance of a political force genuinely committed to gender 

quality, which has in turn contributed to securing increasing and substantial support from 

the female voters22. This gendered political communication strategy may also explain 

Fratelli d’Italia9s notable success among women voters in the 2022 elections and party9s 

growing popular support23. Indeed, aligned with the discourse on the racialisation of 

sexism that will be discussed in the next paragraph, Meloni9s political rhetoric has 

consistently stressed the issue of violence against women24. Although this theme is absent 

from FdI9s formal political programmes, it regularly features in the party9s parliamentary 

initiatives and, significantly, in Meloni9s personal public statements and social media 

activity. Similar to the leader of the Lega, Meloni positions her party as a sincere advocate 

for women9s rights while simultaneously criticising feminist movements for promoting 

agendas she portrays as disconnected from or irrelevant to everyday experiences and 

concerns of ordinary women25. 

 

1.2.1. The racialisation of sexism in national identity formation  

To critically examine and understand the rise of femonationalism of contemporary 

right-wing nationalist parties and the mechanisms through which it operates, it is essential 

to engage with the concept of racialisation of sexism. Drawing on critical race scholars, 

sociologist Farris defines it as follows: 

<[&] the notion of racialization of sexism foregrounds the ways in which racism operates 

through the portrayal of sexism and patriarchy as the exclusive domains of the (non-western 

                                                
21 Francesca Scrinzi, The Racialization of Sexism. Men, Women and Gender in the Populist Radical Right, 
New York : Routledge, 2024, p. 2 
22 Ivi, p. 3 
23 Ivi, p. 170 
Both FdI and the Lega have a higher level of support among female voters than the mainstream right party 
Forza Italia, which recorded a wider gender gap in its election results.  
24 Ibidem 
25 Ibidem 
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and Muslim) Other. The racist stigmatization of the Other thus depends on the description of 

the Other9s culture as a sexist hell for women, thereby implying the danger of importing such 

nefarious sexist practices and relations into the West if foreign men are allowed to enter its 

borders=26.  

The racialised construction is a racist feature that shapes nationalist ideologies, 

whereby the figure of the Othered man is depicted as the <violent misogynist 

unredeemable Other=27. Scholars working in the Italian context have identified significant 

historical continuities of this mode of representation. Indeed, the current preconception 

of non-Western and Muslim men as sexual predators has been traced back to 

representations of colonial male subjects during fascism28. This continuity reveals the 

enduring colonial logic that shapes right-wing nationalist ideology, wherein migrant men 

are constructed as a sexual and sexist threat both to women and the nation29. Ultimately, 

this specific gendered and racialised approach serves to reinforce nationalist ideologies 

under the guise of protecting women9s rights.  

Further developing this analysis, Farris points out how understanding the nationalist 

trope also allows to explain narratives that portray not only Italian women but especially 

Muslim and non-Western migrant women as passive victims to be rescued. Indeed, 

accordingly to the notion of racialisation of sexism, the Othered woman is reduced to a 

<submissive victim and physical property= of the white, Western male <master=30. Right-

wing nationalist parties, she explains, operate through a <gendered and sexual racist 

binary=, applying different stereotypes to male and female foreigners31.  

Farris9 reasoning finds a parallel and is similarly articulated by Professor Francesca 

Scrinzi through the concept of a <racialization of (hetero)sexism= discourse32. According 

to Scrinzi, nationalist parties appeal to men9s honour and their duty to defend <their 

woman=, thereby invoking a sense of morally superior, <civilised= masculinity in direct 

opposition to the alleged misogyny of racialised Others. This creates a situation in which 

women9s emancipation and gender equality are framed as essential markers of national 

                                                
26 Sara R. Farris, Op. cit., p.  74 
27 Ibidem 
28 Ivi, p. 76 
29 Ivi, p. 77 
30 Ivi, p. 74 
31 Ivi, p. 78 

Francesca Scrinzi, Op. cit., p. 2
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identity, while <pre-modern= models of gender relations are ascribed to migrants, 

particularly those from Muslim countries. As Scrinzi explains, drawing on the works of 

Towns at al. and Wodak, the morally advanced superior <national self= is contrasted with 

the racialised Other, who is <associated with sexual violence and gender 

conservatorism=33. Furthermore, Scrinzi connects this rhetorical strategy to the notion of 

<nationalising of gender equality= proposed by Meret and Siim, whereby gender equality 

<is essentialized and used as a marker of national identity, and the ascription of the 

racialized Other to a gendered/sexual pre-modernity=. Through this mechanism, both 

Farris and Scrinzi argue that sexism and gender conflict are effectively externalised and 

portrayed as the exclusive domain of racialised Others, enabling nationalist movements 

to present themselves as authentic protectors of women's rights, while obscuring and 

leaving intact the deeply entrenched gender inequalities that structure society. 

This rhetoric emerged in the 1990s, when gender issues were weaponised against 

multicultural policies through a strategy that Akkerman and Hagelund termed <agenda-

grabbing=, appropriating arguments traditionally associated with the left and feminist 

movements34. Nationalist and populist radical-right parties accused multicultural 

frameworks of tolerating illiberal religious practices within (Muslim) minorities, thereby 

undermining the national commitment to gender quality. As both Farris and Scrinzi 

observe, the racialisation of sexism has become even more prominent in the years 

following 9/11 and the global <war on terror=. Indeed, a broader transnational discourse 

has emerged, framing global politics in terms of a gendered and sexualised <clash of 

civilizations=, which positions the West as progressive and egalitarian, and modern, and 

its racialised Others as patriarchal, violent, and regressive35. This has enabled the 

construction of an exclusionary definition of European identity grounded in the defence 

of liberal-democratic values such as women9s rights. In this context, the commitment to 

women9s rights is not merely a normative one but becomes a tool for nationalist 

exclusion, employed to delineate the supposed cultural superiority of the Western self 

from the perceived threat posed by the non-Western Other.  

                                                
33 Ibidem 
34 Ibidem 
35 Ibidem 
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1.2.2. Civic integration policies as a vehicle for femonationalism 

These gendered and racialised narratives find concrete expression in the 

implementation of civic integration policies, which have been increasingly adopted since 

the late 1990s36 and particularly under the right-wing neoliberal governments supported 

by nationalist parties, as exemplified by the Italian case37. According to Farris, civic 

integration policies have become increasingly gendered and are arguably <the most 

concrete and insidious form of the institutionalisation of femonationalism=38. Indeed, in 

these policies gender quality and the protection of women9s rights are positioned as core 

national values that migrants are expected to know, learn and respect. This 

instrumentalisation of women's rights operates through a mechanism whereby the alleged 

misogyny of Muslim communities is generalised to all non-Western migrants, reinforcing 

the binary opposition between a morally superior and egalitarian national self and a 

backward and patriarchal Other. In this sense, as Farris notes, <civic integration policies 

tend to generalize claims regarding the inherent misogyny of Muslim communities and 

apply them to all non-western migrants=39.  The main purpose of these policies has been 

to condition non-EU and non-Western migrants' long-term residence permits on passing 

tests or demonstrating a certified commitment to adopt the host country's language, 

culture, and values, sometimes even before arrival. As sociologist Christian Joppke 

observes, this has resulted in a <cultural standardization= of European integration policies, 

which present values such as democracy, human rights and women's and children9s rights 

not confined to a particular country, but as part of the <joint stock= of liberalism40.  

Nevertheless, an in-depth analysis of how gender equality is articulated within 

civic integration policies and materials reveals the persistence of a nationalist and racial 

political matrix, contradicting interpretations that deny this ideological foundation41. 

These policies, often developed in nationalist and xenophobic climates and directly 

                                                
36 Sara R. Farris, Op. cit., p. 79 
Civic integration policies were first introduced by the Netherlands at the end of the 1990s, before being 
adopted at both the European and member-state levels from the mid-2000s onward.  
37 Ivi, p. 24 
38 Ibidem 
39 Ivi, p. 3 
40 Ivi, p. 80 
41 Ivi, p. 82 
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supported by or strongly influenced by right-wing parties, as in Italy, serve as a highly 

institutionalised and subtle vehicle for feminist narratives. Nowhere else, Farris argues, 

is the femonationalist ideological formation more directly presented by the state as a 

narrative of rescuing migrant women, nor is the gendered and racialised positioning of 

these women within the nationalist discourse more evident42. In this sense, civic 

integration policies play a crucial role in the broader feminonationalist strategy: they 

establish a moral hierarchy in which migrants are expected to assimilate to the liberal-

democratic values of the host nation, with gender equality and women's rights at the 

forefront. As previously mentioned, nationalist discourse constructs migrant men as 

carriers of <nefarious sexist practices and relations= who pose a threat to Western 

societies <if foreign men are allowed to enter its borders=43. Subsequently, nationalist 

actors exploit the perceived or assumed inability of migrants 3 especially Muslim men 3 

to fully embrace these values as evidence of their incompatibility and as justification for 

anti-immigrant propaganda. In this way, they reinforce the identification of the racialised 

Other as fundamentally different and dangerous, while reaffirming the moral and cultural 

superiority of the national self. This implicit rhetoric underlying civic integration policies 

is made explicit in nationalist propaganda strategies, as will be illustrated in the following 

section through examples of contemporary Italian nationalist parties. 

 

1.3. Anti-immigration propaganda by Italian nationalist parties <in the name of 

women’s rights= 

The current mobilisation of feminism to promote and legitimize anti-immigration 

stances and Islamophobia within rising nationalist narratives relies heavily on the 

widespread dissemination of these ideas through media channels44. Moreover, 

femonationalism is increasingly invoked in public debates, official statements and on 

social media platforms, such as Instagram, Facebook, and X. The following examples 

illustrate the femonationalist rhetoric promoted by FdI and Lega.  

 

                                                
42 Ibidem 
43 Ivi, p. 74 
44 Ivi, p. 12 
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1.3.1. Examples of femonationalist discourse in media and official statements 

Digital media are now widely used by all parties, but it is the Lega and Matteo Salvini 

himself who have most consistently reiterated a femonationalist narrative via social 

media. Through these platforms, Salvini has consistently framed immigration, especially 

from Muslim-majority countries, as a direct threat to women's safety and dignity, 

reinforcing the opposition between a morally superior and protective Italian self and a 

violent and sexist foreign Other.  

For instance, a case that had particular resonance was that of Saman Abbas, an 18-

year-old Pakistani girl residing in the province of Reggio Emilia, who was murdered by 

her family in May 2021 for refusing a forced marriage to a cousin. Her body was found 

in November 2022. Saman Abbas had denounced her family to the authorities and was 

placed in a shelter; however, due to bureaucratic constraints, the police headquarters was 

unable to promptly issue her a new residence permit. In an attempt to retrieve the 

necessary documents, she returned to her family home, where her parents refused to hand 

them over and ultimately murdered her. In addition to the evidence of a legal gap in Italian 

law45 — important but beyond the scope of this analysis — this tragic case exemplifies 

the femonationalist rethoric. Following the conclusion of the first-instance trial on 19 

December 2023, Deputy Prime Minister46 Lega Matteo Salvini wrote on X and Instagram:  

<Nothing and no one will bring Saman back to us: we have a duty not to forget her and to 

fight, every day, violence against women and Islamist fanaticism.=47 

On 18 April 2024, the Court of Assizes of Appeal of Bologna upheld life sentences for 

the parents and a 22-year prison term for her uncle. On the same day, Salvini posted on 

Facebook:  

                                                
45 The Italian legal system does not include the offence of forced marriage, as defined by Article 558-bis 
of the Criminal Code, among the crimes that entitle foreign women victims of domestic violence to obtain 
a residence permit under Article 18-bis of the Consolidated Immigration Act (Legislative Decree 
286/1998). A legislative proposal aimed at including it was approved by government decree in May 2023. 
46 Under the Meloni government, the office of Deputy Prime Minister of Italy is held jointly by Matteo 
Salvini and Antonio Tajani. 
47 Matteo Salvini, <⁠Niente e nessuno ci restituirà Saman: [&]=, Instagram, 19 December 2023. Available 
at : https://www.instagram.com/p/C1C5lJzqklX/ (Accessed: 18 May 2025) 
Original text: <Niente e nessuno ci restituirà Saman: abbiamo il dovere di non dimenticarla e di combattere, 
ogni giorno, la violenza sulle donne e il fanatismo islamista.= 

https://www.instagram.com/p/C1C5lJzqklX/
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<Justice has been served, with life imprisonment for Saman's killers. Even though nothing 

can ever bring back a young life cut short too soon, killed by her own family just because 

she wanted to live as a free girl in Italy. 

In the West, there is no place for criminals like them.=48 

The case of Saman Abbas is also recalled at the beginning of a more recent post published 

on social media. On 25 November 2024, Deputy Prime Minister Matteo Salvini 

commemorated several victims of feminicide 3 both Italian and foreign 3 listing their 

names and ages and mentioning their murderers along with their relationship to the 

victim. When the perpetrator is of Italian nationality, this detail is either omitted or the 

individual is identified by name and surname. On the contrary, when the perpetrator is a 

foreigner national or of foreign origin, his nationality or background is explicitly stated.  

The message reads as follows:  

<- Saman Abbas, 18, killed by her parents and uncle, citizens of Pakistan. 

- Renée Amato, 19, shot to death by her ex-boyfriend. 

- Michelle Causo, 17, killed by a boy of Sri Lankan origin who left her body in a shopping 

cart. 

- Giulia Cecchettin, 22, killed by ex-boyfriend Filippo Turetta with 75 stab wounds. 

- Melina Marino, 48, killed by a lifer on semi-liberty. 

- Pamela Mastropietro, 18, brutally killed by the Nigerian Innocent Oseghale. 

- Danjela Neza, 29, killed by a citizen of Guinea. 

- Ester Palmieri, 37, killed with a hunting knife by her ex-boyfriend. 

- Sara Ruschi, 35, killed by her Moroccan partner. 

- Hina Saleem, 21, killed by her father, a citizen of Pakistan. 

- Martina Scialdone, 34, killed by her ex-partner. 

                                                
48 Matteo Salvini, <È stata fatta giustizia, con la condanna al carcere a vita per gli assassini di Saman. [&]=, 
Facebook, 18 April 2025. Available at : https://www.facebook.com/salviniofficial/photos/%C3%A8-stata-
fatta-giustizia-con-la-condanna-al-carcere-a-vita-per-gli-assassini-di-s/1231366338557613/ (Accessed: 18 
May 2025) 
Original text: <È stata fatta giustizia, con la condanna al carcere a vita per gli assassini di Saman. Anche se 
nulla potrà mai restituire una giovane vita spezzata troppo presto, uccisa dalla sua stessa famiglia solo 
perché desiderava vivere da ragazza libera in Italia. 
In Occidente non c9è spazio per criminali come loro.= 

https://www.facebook.com/salviniofficial/photos/%C3%A8-stata-fatta-giustizia-con-la-condanna-al-carcere-a-vita-per-gli-assassini-di-s/1231366338557613/
https://www.facebook.com/salviniofficial/photos/%C3%A8-stata-fatta-giustizia-con-la-condanna-al-carcere-a-vita-per-gli-assassini-di-s/1231366338557613/
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- Iris Setti, 61, killed by a Nigerian citizen. 

- Giulia Tramontano, 27, Senago, poisoned and then killed with the baby she was carrying 

with 37 stab wounds by Alessandro Impagnatiello. 

- Sharon Verzeni, 33, killed by an Italian of Malian origin. 

- Giada Zanola, 34, killed by her partner after an argument and thrown off an overpass.= 

He then adds:  

<To them and to all innocent victims go our thoughts and prayers, in the daily battle against 

violence against women that must unite and aggregate everyone, without flags or 

hypocrisies.  

Starting with the Red Code, a law wanted by the Lega with Giulia Bongiorno that has 

provided an important tool to protect victims of violence. 

However, defending girls also means recognising the inevitable and growing incidence of 

foreign aggressors, a worrying fact that in no way diminishes Italian cases but highlights the 

dangerous consequences of uncontrolled immigration, often from countries that do not share 

Western principles and values. 

It is the moral duty of all of us to preserve and defend them at all costs, for the safety of the 

women of today and tomorrow.= 

The message stands as a condolence to the victims of feminicide, emphasising the 

importance of a collective commitment in the fight against violence against women 

without divisions or distinctions. Nevertheless, the subsequent discourse reveals a 

political intention and exemplifies femonationalist rhetoric. On the one hand, Salvini 

invokes Law 69/2019 and the merit of his party in its promulgation; on the other hand, he 

highlights the <incidence of foreign aggressors=, depicted as carriers of values different 

from those of the West and therefore disrespectful of women. Despite acknowledging the 

universality and cross-cutting nature of the phenomenon — and consequently the 

culpability of Italian perpetrators — he uses the occasion of 25 November to advance an 

anti-immigration narrative, attempting to disguise it as a <moral duty= to ensure the safety 

of women and girls.  Complementing his message is an image featuring the photographs 

of the above-mentioned victims, accompanied by the caption: <25 November, 

International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women. Against all barbarity, 

without distinctions or hypocrisies.= 



28 

 

 

Source: Matteo Salvini’s official X account 

Another episode, this time involving the Minister of Education and Merit Giuseppe 

Valditara took place a few days earlier. On 18 November 2024, the Fondazione Giulia 

Cecchettin49 was presented at the Chamber of Deputies. On this occasion, Minister 

Valditara delivered a 9-minute video message, in which he stated:  

<We are faced with two paths: a concrete one, inspired by constitutional values, and an 

ideological one. The ideological view is the one that seeks to resolve the issue of women9s 

                                                
49 The Foundation is named after Giulia Cecchettin, a 22-year-old student who was killed on 11 November 
2023 by her ex-boyfriend. Her feminicide has had significant resonance within Italian public opinion, 
continuing to shape public discourse and awareness around gender-based violence, largely due to the 
awareness-raising speeches delivered by her father, Gino Cecchettin, and her sister, Elena Cecchettin. In 
response, the family established the Fondazione Giulia Cecchettin, which aims to address the structural 
and cultural dimensions that perpetuate gender-based violence and to provide support for women victims 
of violence. 

Figure 1. Original post published by Deputy Prime Minister Matteo Salvini on social media 



29 

rights by fighting against patriarchy. Massimo Cacciari exaggerates when he claims that 

patriarchy died 200 years ago, but certainly, patriarchy as a legal phenomenon came to an 

end with the 1975 reform of family law, which replaced the family based on hierarchy with 

one founded on equality. What remain instead are residues of male chauvinism — we can 

say machismo — which must be opposed. [&] One cannot pretend not to see that the increase 

in incidents of sexual violence is also linked to forms of marginalisation and deviance in 

some way descended from illegal immigration=50.  

The concept was reiterated by Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni. In contrast to Matteo 

Salvini, Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni, while not conveying these messages through her 

personal or party social media accounts, has nonetheless expressed similar positions in 

other contexts, especially in public statements. During an interview at the G20 Summit 

on 19 November 2024, she affirmed:  

<The issue of violence against women is one that, unfortunately, we are still far from solving. 

The causes of this ongoing violence must all to be addressed. There is certainly data that also 

points to a significant incidence of mass illegal immigration in relation to this issue. It is one 

of the reasons why Italy is working to stop mass illegal immigration and will continue to 

work to stop mass illegal immigration. I believe there are also cultural reasons that we must 

continue to combat, which paradoxically increase violence against women as women gain 

greater space. This is something that must certainly lead us to reflect. But surely, though, the 

government is committed on all fronts to combat a scourge against which we cannot back 

down or turn the other way.=51 

                                                
50 To listen to the full video message in Italian language: Giuseppe Valditara, <Il mio videomessaggio in 
occasione della presentazione della Fondazione <Giulia Cecchettin==, Youtube, 18 November 2024. 
Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=INObD73xfW4 (Accessed: 20 May 2025) 
Original discourse: <Abbiamo di fronte due strade: una concreta, ispirata ai valori costituzionali e un'altra 
ideologica. La visione ideologica è quella che vorrebbe risolvere la questione femminile lottando contro il 
patriarcato. Massimo Cacciari esagera quando dice che il patriarcato è morto 200 anni fa, ma certamente il 
patriarcato come fenomeno giuridico è finito con la riforma del diritto di famiglia del 1975 che ha sostituito 
alla famiglia fondata sulla gerarchia, la famiglia fondata sull'eguaglianza. Ci sono invece residui di 
maschilismo, diciamo di machismo, che vanno combattuti. [&] Non si può far finta di non vedere che 
l'incremento dei fenomeni di violenza sessuale è legato anche a forme di marginalità e devianza in qualche 
modo discendenti dalla immigrazione illegale.= 
51 Extract from: Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri, <Vertice G20, il punto stampa del Presidente Meloni= 
Italian Government, 19 November 2024. Available at: https://www.governo.it/it/articolo/vertice-g20-il-
punto-stampa-del-presidente-meloni/27079 (Accessed:  20 May 2025) 
Original text: <Il tema della violenza sulle donne è un tema che siamo purtroppo di là da risolvere. Le cause 
di questa violenza che continua vanno affrontate tutte quante. Ci sono sicuramente dei dati che parlano 
anche di un'incidenza significativa dell'immigrazione illegale di massa su questa materia. È una delle 
ragioni per le quali l'Italia lavora per fermare l'immigrazione illegale di massa e continuerà a lavorare per 
fermare l'immigrazione illegale di massa. Credo che ci siano anche delle ragioni culturali che noi dobbiamo 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=INObD73xfW4
https://www.governo.it/it/articolo/vertice-g20-il-punto-stampa-del-presidente-meloni/27079
https://www.governo.it/it/articolo/vertice-g20-il-punto-stampa-del-presidente-meloni/27079
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Similarly, on the occasion of the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against 

Women, Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni stated in an interview with the magazine Donna 

Moderna, regarding the government9s commitment to combat gender violence, that 

significant progress has been made on various fronts, particularly in legislative terms; 

however, she acknowledges that a cultural problem persists.  

<Italy has a very important legislation on this matter, legislation to which, by the way, this 

government has also contributed with a recent law that was unanimously approved by the 

political forces a year ago. [&] I think that at this point, the challenge remains above all a 

cultural one. That is, the norms are not lacking, the tools are not lacking, resources are always 

lacking, but still we dedicate resources to this issue.=52 

After addressing the topic of gender equality, the interviewer returned to the theme of 

gender-based violence, in particular the issue of women9s safety and fear of going out 

alone, especially in large cities. She argued:  

<The issue of security is an issue that, especially in our cities, is becoming more and more 

evident. [We are dealing with] the recruitment of law enforcement personnel, the issue of 

countering mass illegal immigration. Now I will be labelled as racist, but there is a higher 

incidence, unfortunately, in cases of sexual violence involving immigrants, especially illegal 

ones, because clearly when you have nothing a degeneration is produced that can lead 

anywhere. So, countering mass immigration is also a part of this phenomenon. There is a 

work here that is primarily security-based; in this context the cultural dimension has less to 

do with it. You have to ensure that there is a law enforcement presence, you have to ensure 

that there is crime, you have to ensure that when someone commits a crime, they pay for that 

                                                
continuare a combattere, che per paradosso aumenta la violenza sulle donne mentre le donne acquisiscono 
più spazio. Questo è qualcosa che deve sicuramente farci riflettere. Però sicuramente il Governo è 
impegnato a 360 gradi per combattere una piaga rispetto alla quale non possiamo indietreggiare 
minimamente o girarci dall'altra parte.= 
52 To watch the full video interview given by Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni to Donna Moderna in Italian 
language: Giorgia Meloni, <25 novembre: la mia intervista a <Donna Moderna=, YouTube, 25 November 
2024. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SSMO1-F0ADc (Accessed: 20 May 2025) 
Original discourse: <L9Italia ha una legislazione molto importante su questa materia, legislazione alla quale 
tra l9altro ha contribuito anche questo governo con un9ultima legge che è stata approvata un anno fa 
all9unanimità dalle forze politiche. [&] Io penso che la sfida rimanga, sia soprattutto una sfida di carattere 
culturale arrivati a questo punto, cioè le norme non mancano, gli strumenti non mancano, le risorse quelle 
mancano sempre ma comunque dedichiamo delle risorse a questa materia.=

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SSMO1-F0ADc
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crime. [&] And there is an issue of countering mass immigration that impacts this, which, 

as you know, is one of the issues that the government invests in the most=53.  

Overall, Meloni9s statements articulate a security-based and exclusionary interpretation 

of gender-based violence, increasingly framing it as a matter of public order associated 

with mass immigration. While formally recognising the universality of the phenomenon 

and its cultural underpinnings, her persistent emphasis on illegal immigration as a 

determining factor reflects a femonationalist logic that positions the foreign Other as a 

primary threat to women9s safety. In this discourse, the protection of women9s rights is 

subordinated to state priorities of security and border control. 

 

1.3.2. The actual incidence of foreign nationals and irregular migrants in cases of 

violence against women  

In view of government assertions that data substantiates a correlation between 

immigration and gender-based violence, it is pertinent to investigate the actual incidence 

of foreign nationals — especially undocumented migrants — in cases of violence against 

women. Given the inherent complexity of statistically capturing gender-based violence 

in all its forms54, this analysis has limited its scope to the proportion of femicides 

involving foreign perpetrators.  

The latest Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) report on victims of 

homicide, published on 20 November 2024, records that a total of 117 women were killed 

                                                
53 Original discourse: <Il tema della sicurezza è un tema che soprattutto nelle nostre città è sempre più 
evidente. [Ci stiamo occupando di] assunzione delle forze dell9ordine, il tema del contrasto 
all9immigrazione illegale di massa, Adesso verrò definita razzista, ma c9è una incidenza maggiore nei casi 
di violenza sessuale da parte di persone immigrate, soprattutto illegalmente, perché chiaramente quando 
non hai niente si produce una degenerazione che può portare da ogni parte. Quindi anche il contrasto 
all9immigrazione di massa è un elemento di questo fenomeno. C9è un lavoro qui che è soprattutto 
securitario, qui la dimensione culturale c9entra di meno. Bisogna garantire la presenza delle forze 
dell9ordine, garantire che ci siano i reati, garantire che quando qualcuno commette un reato paghi per quel 
reato [&] E c9è un tema di contrasto all9immigrazione di massa che incide, che come lei sa è una delle 
materie su cui il governo si spende di più.= 
54 The statistical assessment of gender-based violence remains complex, as a substantial portion of cases 
remains unreported. Factors such as fear of retaliation, social stigma, economic dependence, and distrust in 
institutions often discourage victims from reporting. Consequently, official data tend to underrepresent the 
actual prevalence and diverse forms of gender-based violence. Nonetheless, recent years have seen a 
gradual increase in the number of reports filed, partly because of greater public awareness and the 
introduction of protective measures. 
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in 2023, representing a 7.1% decrease compared to 2022. Of these, 96 were classified as 

femicides, accounting for 82% of all female homicides, and 61 women were murdered 

by their current or former male partner. ISTAT underlines that the probability of 

identifying the perpetrator is significantly higher in cases involving female victims, as 

such crimes mostly occur in family and couple contexts. The data further reveal that 

94.3% of Italian women were murdered by Italian men and 43.8% of foreign women were 

killed by men of the same nationality55.  

The table below indicates the absolute number of homicides in 2023 for which the 

perpetrator9s identity and the victim9s sex are known, categorised by the perpetrator9s 

nationality. The second column shows the number of female victims who are Italian 

nationals: of these, 83 were killed by perpetrators who were also Italian, while 13 were 

killed by perpetrators of different nationalities. Regarding female victims of foreign 

nationality, 7 were killed by perpetrators of the same nationality, and 9 by perpetrators of 

other, unspecified nationalities56. 

Figure 2. Breakdown of homicides where both the perpetrator and the victim’s sex were identified, categorised 
by the perpetrator’s nationality. 2023, Absolute values. 

 

Source: Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT), 2023 

However, no statistics to date — even distinguishing between Italian or foreign 

authors — make a further distinction between legal and irregular migrants, even though 

                                                
55 ISTAT, Vittime di omicidio | Anno 2023, 20 November 2024, p. 1. Available at: https://www.istat.it/wp-
content/uploads/2024/11/Report_Vittime-di-omicidio_Anno-2023.pdf (Accessed: 22 May 2025) 
56 Ivi, p. 5 

https://www.istat.it/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Report_Vittime-di-omicidio_Anno-2023.pdf
https://www.istat.it/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Report_Vittime-di-omicidio_Anno-2023.pdf
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they are two different categories in legal terms57. This point becomes particularly relevant 

when reflecting on the femonationalist discourse advanced by nationalist parties of the 

current Italian government. Although the issue of violence against women is 

acknowledged and a formal commitment to address it is expressed, this problematic is 

ultimately instrumentalised to direct public attention to the nationality of the perpetrators, 

at times erroneously associating foreigners with a condition of illegality within Italian 

territory and attributing to them a predominant responsibility in cases of femicide and 

sexual violence. Rather than effectively combating gender-based violence, this narrative 

amplifies fear and xenophobia, appealing — both directly and indirectly — to the need to 

preserve an assumed national identity and cultural values. Furthermore, this 

stigmatisation is often internalised by migrants themselves, leading to forms of social 

isolation that hinder not only effective integration but also the supposed conformity with 

cultural values that civic integration policies and nationalist parties claim to promote.  

Overall, such a dynamic is counterproductive, as it advances an anti-immigrant 

agenda rather than fostering the structural and cultural change necessary to address 

gender-based violence, which is instead a crucial aspect that will be examined in greater 

detail in the following chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
                                                
57 Questione Giustizia, <La violenza sulle donne e i dati che non ci sono=, 25 November 2024. Available 
at: https://www.questionegiustizia.it/articolo/la-violenza-sulle-donne-e-i-dati-che-non-ci-sono (Accessed: 
23 May 2025) 

https://www.questionegiustizia.it/articolo/la-violenza-sulle-donne-e-i-dati-che-non-ci-sono
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Chapter 2: The absence of the preventive dimension: conservative 

resistance to sexual and affective education 

 

The Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against 

women and domestic violence, under Chapter III, introduces the concept of <Prevention= 

and, in Article 12, sets out the general obligations of States parties as follows:   

<1. Parties shall take the necessary measures to promote changes in the social and cultural 

patterns of behaviour of women and men with a view to eradicating prejudices, customs, 

traditions and all other practices which are based on the idea of the inferiority of women or 

on stereotyped roles for women and men.  

2. Parties shall take the necessary legislative and other measures to prevent all forms of 

violence covered by the scope of this Convention by any natural or legal person. 

[&]=.  

As for paragraph 2, as previously discussed, Italy has introduced several legislative 

measures aimed at combating gender-based violence and femicide, although not always 

effective. Among other preventive actions necessary to pursue and promote the objectives 

set out in paragraph 1, the role of education is expressly articulated in Article 14 of the 

Convention:  

<1. Parties shall take, where appropriate, the necessary steps to include teaching material on 

issues such as equality between women and men, non-stereotyped gender roles, mutual 

respect, non-violent conflict resolution in interpersonal relationships, gender-based violence 

against women and the right to personal integrity, adapted to the evolving capacity of 

learners, in formal curricula and at all levels of education.  

2. Parties shall take the necessary steps to promote the principles referred to in paragraph 1 

in informal educational facilities, as well as in sports, cultural and leisure facilities and the 

media.= 

The Final Report of the Parliamentary Inquiry Commission on Femicide, previously cited 

(DOC. XXII-bis No.15), expressly refers to Articles 12 and 14 of the Istanbul 

Convention. Among the ten policy priorities recommended to the new legislature for 

continuing the Commission9s work is the point addressing violence as a culture issue, 
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emphasising language, communication, and education at schools and universities to 

prevent gender-based violence. In this regard, the Commission acknowledges that:  

<The issue of school education and academic training, together with that of media 

communication, therefore, plays a fundamental role in promoting the cultural changes 

mandated by Article 12 of the Istanbul Convention=1. 

So far, successive governments have demonstrated a growing commitment to addressing 

gender gender-based violence. With regard to the current government, the guidelines set 

out by the Parliamentary Commission relating to the support of anti-violence centres are 

being followed. The commitment, however, has mainly concerned the areas of 

prosecution and protection, although the effectiveness of the latter would require further 

evaluation. For this reason, it is appropriate to assess the extent of current actions in the 

field of prevention. Legislative developments to date clearly indicate an intensification of 

the punitive sphere to combat gender-based violence. Nevertheless, as will be examined 

in the next section, the aspect of prevention remains largely overlooked, predominantly 

due to conservative resistance. This issue deserves particular attention, given that the 

cultural and social change advocated by the Istanbul Convention relies primarily on 

education as the most direct form of prevention.  

   

2.1.  Resistance to sexual and affective education and the debate surrounding the 

concept of <gender ideology=  

In recent years, the debate surrounding the introduction of sex and affective education 

into Italian schools has become increasingly polarised. On 7 August 2013, specifically 

with reference to Article 14 of the Istanbul Convention, the Deputy of Sinistra Ecologia 

Libertà Celeste Costantino presented to the Chamber of Deputies a draft law entitled 

Insegnamento dell’educazione sentimentale nelle scuole del primo e del secondo ciclo 

dell’istruzione [Teaching of emotional education in first and second cycle schools]. 

                                                
1 Senate of the Republic, Doc. XXII-bis No. 15, Parliamentary Inquiry Commission on Femicide and all 
forms of gender-based violence, Relazione finale sull’attività della Commissione, XXII Legislature, p. 55. 
Available at: https://www.senato.it/service/PDF/PDFServer/BGT/1361120.pdf (Accessed: 24 May 2025). 
Original text: <Il tema dell9educazione scolastica e formazione accademica, insieme a quello della 
comunicazione mediatica, giocano pertanto un ruolo fondamentale nel promuovere i cambiamenti culturali 
indicati dall9articolo 12 della convenzione di Istanbul=. 

https://www.senato.it/service/PDF/PDFServer/BGT/1361120.pdf
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Despite being formally submitted, the proposal was never discussed2. Two years later, 

Law 107/2015, known as the <Buona Scuola= reform, attempted to address gender 

equality and violence prevention through the educational system. Article 1, paragraph 16 

of the law called for the <promotion of gender quality education, prevention of gender-

based violence and all forms of discrimination= in schools of every level3. However, the 

provision remained generic and lacked a concrete implementation plan and dedicated 

funding. This ambiguity contributed to growing distrust among segments of the public 

and conservative groups, who feared the introduction of so-called <gender ideology= into 

classrooms. Consequently, no substantive educational programmes were implemented4.  

Over the following years, various parliamentary initiatives were undertaken to revisit 

and address the issue. In 2015 a Deputy of Forza Italia, Giuseppina Castiello, proposed a 

draft law on the <Introduction of emotional-sentimental education in school=, followed in 

2021 by an initiative from Stefania Ascari, a Deputy from Movimento 5 Stelle, aimed at 

extending sex and affective education to both school and university. Nonetheless, none 

of these proposals proceeded to parliamentary debate5.  

Public attention on the issue regained prominence in November 2023, following the 

femicide of Giulia Cecchettin, the 105th femicide recorded that year. Simultaneously, the 

Italian Senate unanimously approved Law 168/2023, which introduces new measures to 

counter violence against women and domestic abuse6. It focuses primarily on 

strengthening penalties for perpetrators, yet without addressing the role of education in 

prevention strategies. The Movimento 5 Stelle proposed an amendment, supported by 

centre-left parties, to introduce sex education from nursery school onwards; however, it 

faced criticism from conservative parties. For instance, Lega deputy Rossano Sasso 

                                                
2 Maura Gancitano, Erotica dei sentimenti. Per una nuova educazione sentimentale, Torino : Giulio Einaudi 
editore, 2024, p. 153 
3 Article 1, paragraph 16: <Il piano triennale dell'offerta formativa assicura l'attuazione dei principi di pari 
opportunità promuovendo nelle scuole di ogni ordine e grado l'educazione alla parità tra i sessi, la 
prevenzione della violenza di genere e di tutte le discriminazioni, al fine di informare e di sensibilizzare gli 
studenti, i docenti e i genitori sulle tematiche indicate dall'articolo 5, comma 2, del decreto-legge 14 agosto 
2013, n. 93, convertito, con modificazioni, dalla legge 15 ottobre 2013, n. 119, nel rispetto dei limiti di 
spesa di cui all'articolo 5-bis, comma 1, primo periodo, del predetto decreto-legge n. 93 del 2013.= 
4 Maura Gancitano, Op. cit., Ibidem 
5 Ivi, p. 154 
6 The draft law S. 923 was introduced by the Minister for Family, Birth Rate and Equal Opportunities, 
Eugenia Roccella. 

https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legge:2013-08-14;93~art5-com2
https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legge:2013-08-14;93~art5-com2
https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:legge:2013-10-15;119
https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legge:2013;93
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publicly denounced the proposal as <filth= and <an abomination= aimed at corrupting 

young people7. 

In response to increasing public pressure, the Minister of Education and Merit 

Giuseppe Valditara introduced the <Educazione alle relazioni= initiative: an optional 

programme consisting of one hour lesson per week, to be delivered over three months 

annually in upper secondary schools. However, the initiative was widely criticised as 

symbolic and ineffective, perceived more as a political gesture than a meaningful cultural 

intervention. Further controversy arose with the appointment of Alessandro Amadori to 

coordinate the project, a figure known for controversial publications that trivialised male 

violence and promoted gender stereotypes8. 

In this context of institutional reluctance and demand for prevention strategies, Law 

207/2024, the State Budget for the financial year 2025 and multiannual budget for 2025-

2027, included a modest increase of 500,000 euros for 2025 within the framework of the 

three-year plans for training provision, in order to promote <educational interventions and 

information and prevention courses aimed at students in lower and upper secondary 

schools, focusing on topics related to sexual health and sexual and affective education=9. 

Although this allocation was widely considered insufficient in relation to actual needs, it 

was nonetheless perceived as a positive initial step towards the required cultural and 

societal change.  

It should be noted that Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni herself, in her interview with 

Donna Moderna on 25 November 2024, stated that <at this point, the challenge remains 

above all a cultural one= since everything possible is already being done on all other 

fronts. However, the amendment to the 2025 Budget Law originally proposed by the 

                                                
7 Chamber of Deputies, Resoconto stenografico, XIX Legislature, Sitting No. 363, 10 October 2024. 
Available at: https://documenti.camera.it/leg19/resoconti/assemblea/html/sed0363/stenografico.pdf 
(Accessed: 25 May 2025) 
8 Maura Gancitano, Op. cit., p. 155 
Controversial publications include 2018's Il diavolo è (anche) donna [The Devil is (Also) a Woman], in 
which he argues that women would be at least as bad as men, and 2020's La guerra dei sessi [The War of 
the Sexes], in which he denies male violence and alludes to a female plot to dominate the male.  
9 Paragraph 578, original text: <Il Fondo per le politiche relative ai diritti e alle pari opportunità, di cui 
all'articolo 19, comma 3, del decreto-legge 4 luglio 2006, n. 223, convertito, con modificazioni, dalla legge 
4 agosto 2006, n. 248, è incrementato di 500.000 euro per l'anno 2025 al fine di promuovere, nell'ambito 
dei piani triennali dell'offerta formativa, interventi educativi e corsi di informazione e prevenzione rivolti 
a studenti delle scuole secondarie di primo e di secondo grado, relativamente alle tematiche della salute 
sessuale e dell'educazione sessuale e affettiva.= 

https://documenti.camera.it/leg19/resoconti/assemblea/html/sed0363/stenografico.pdf
https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legge:2006-07-04;223~art19-com3
https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:legge:2006-08-04;248
https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:legge:2006-08-04;248
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progressive party +Europa was overturned by a proposal presented in the Chamber of 

Deputies by Honourable Malaguti of Fratelli d'Italia on 10 December 2024, during sitting 

No. 402. The proposal limits sex and affective education to teaching staff only, explicitly 

focusing on male and female fertility issues, with special attention to infertility 

prevention. Specifically, according to the text: 

<[...] sexual and reproductive health is an important factor for the health, social and economic 

development of human beings, and its promotion is a recurrent commitment in many 

international legal and policy instruments; [...]; 

among the areas of information on these issues, male and female fertility stands out as a 

priority, which represents an inescapable basis of any discourse to be undertaken in the field 

of sexual and reproductive health, and is intimately connected to the theme of sexual and 

affective education,  

[The Chamber] commits the Government to use the financial resources provided for in the 

aforementioned provision with the aim of having the Department of Equal Opportunities of 

the Presidency of the Council of Ministers deliver training modules to teachers in lower and 

upper secondary schools, in order to update on the contents for educational interventions and 

information and prevention courses, with priority on the issues of male and female fertility, 

with particular reference to the area of infertility prevention=10. 

The decision was then announced by Minister for Parliamentary Relations Luca Ciriani 

on 8 January 2025 and was met with enthusiastic approval by right-wing parties, 

                                                
10 Chamber of Deputies, Ordine del giorno in Assemblea su P.D.L. 9/02112-bis-A/246, Sitting No. 402, 20 
December 2024. Available at : https://lentepubblica.it/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/9_02112-bis-
A_246.pdf (Accessed: 27 May 2025) 
Original text: <[...] la salute sessuale e riproduttiva è un fattore importante per lo sviluppo sanitario, sociale 
ed economico degli esseri umani, e la sua promozione è un impegno ricorrente in molti strumenti giuridici 
e di policy internazionali; [...]; 
fra gli ambiti della informazione su questi temi spicca prioritariamente quello della fertilità maschile e 
femminile, che rappresenta una base imprescindibile di qualsiasi discorso si voglia affrontare in ambito di 
salute sessuale e riproduttiva, e intimamente connesso al tema della educazione sessuale ed affettiva, 
[La Camera] impegna il Governo ad utilizzare le risorse finanziarie della disposizione citata in premessa 
con l'obiettivo che il Dipartimento Pari Opportunità della Presidenza del Consiglio dei ministri si faccia 
carico di fornire moduli formativi rivolti agli insegnanti delle scuole secondarie di primo e secondo grado, 
per aggiornare sui contenuti per interventi educativi e corsi di informazione e prevenzione, prioritariamente 
riguardo alle tematiche della fertilità maschile e femminile, con particolare riferimento all'ambito della 
prevenzione delle infertilità.= 

https://lentepubblica.it/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/9_02112-bis-A_246.pdf
https://lentepubblica.it/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/9_02112-bis-A_246.pdf
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particularly by the Lega. For instance, Deputy Rossano Sasso reiterated that <there will 

never be room for gender ideology in schools=11.  

Overall, parliamentary debates appear to indicate that opposition to the 

introduction of sex and affective education in schools has consistently come from right-

wing parties. In this respect, it is useful to examine the underlying reasons for this 

resistance, which are predominantly rooted in conservative values but also intersect with 

nationalistic discourses 4 a connection also highlighted by Sara R. Farris in her study. 

In particular, it appears relevant to focus on two key aspects. The first aspect relates to 

the issue of infertility prevention, which seems to be identified by the current right-wing 

government as a priority within its broader framework of sexual and reproductive health 

policies. The second concerns the ongoing debate surrounding gender theories 4 an 

academic term referring to the study of gender as a social construct 4 and gender 

ideology, a politically charged term frequently employed and instrumentalised in Italian 

public discourse to contest these academic perspectives. 

 

2.1.1. The interest of national-conservative parties in infertility prevention  

The decision to allocate €500,000 for training teachers on male and female 

infertility prevention reflect a broader demographic preoccupation rather than a 

commitment to fostering a comprehensive understanding of gender, sexuality, and 

personal relationships among young people. As Farris observes, some of the policies 

proposed concerning gender by right-wing parties like Italy9s Lega Nord (currently Lega 

Salvini Premier) <related to classical right-wing concerns for women9s fertility rates=12. 

Indeed, by the late 2000s, Italy saw the introduction of various measures aimed at 

increasing the birth rate of <national= women, rooted in classical nationalist anxieties over 

demographic decline13. One illustrative example is the Fondo Nuovi Nati (Fund for 

Newborns), introduced by the Berlusconi government, which included the participation 

                                                
11 Chamber of Deputies, Resoconto stenografico, XIX Legislature, Sitting No. 405, 8 January 2025. 
Available at: https://www.camera.it/leg19/410?idSeduta=0405&tipo=stenografico (Accessed: 25 May 
2025) 
12 Sara R. Farris, In the name of women’s rights. The rise of femonationalism, Durham : Duke University 
Press, 2017, p. 68 
13 Ivi, p. 69 

https://www.camera.it/leg19/410?idSeduta=0405&tipo=stenografico
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of the Lega Nord. This initiative entitled mothers giving birth between 2009 and 2011 to 

apply for subsidised bank loans and access benefits designed to ease the economic 

burdens of parenthood. However, immigrant parents without Italian nationality were 

excluded from several of these benefits, which were explicitly reserved for Italian 

citizens, thereby reinforcing the ethicised dimension of national reproductive policies14.  

The demographic crisis currently affecting Italy, characterised by historically low 

birth rates and a rapidly ageing population15, has further intensified these narratives. 

Meloni9s government has reframed family and the declining birth rate as government 

priorities, promoting natalist policies such as tax reductions on childcare essentials and 

veiled anti-abortion stance. In the past, both Giorgia Meloni and Matteo Salvini have 

invoked conspiratorial rhetoric about <ethnic replacement=16. More recently, on 18 April 

2023, Francesco Lollobrigida, Minister of Agriculture, Food Sovereignty and Forestry, 

commented on Italy9s demographic crisis at the CISAL trade union congress, stating: 

<We cannot surrender to the idea of ethnic replacement: 8Well, Italians have fewer children, 

let9s replace them with someone else.9 That is not the solution=17. 

While the demographic question is undeniably a critical issue for the country, in this 

context it has been strategically employed to divert public attention away from the 

original aim of addressing gender-based violence and toward demographic concerns. This 

raises important questions about the nexus between nation and reproduction, prefiguring 

the analysis on reproductive rights that will be explored in the following chapters, as well 

                                                
14 Ibidem 
15 Annalisa Camilli, <Il piano di Giorgia Meloni per la natalità non convince=, Internazionale, 19 October 
2023. Available at: https://www.internazionale.it/essenziale/notizie/annalisa-camilli/2023/10/19/piano-
meloni-natalita-finanziaria (Accessed: 27 May 2025) 
ISTAT, Indicatori demografici | Anno 2024, 21 March 2025. Available at: https://www.istat.it/wp-
content/uploads/2025/03/Indicatori_demografici_2024.pdf (Accessed: 27 May 2025) 
The population in Italy has been steadily declining since 2014, and ISTAT projections from 2021 estimate 
that it will fall to 47,7 million by 2070. In 2024, the number of births decreased to 370,000, around 10,000 
fewer (-2.6%) than the previous year, with the birth rate dropping to 6.3 per thousand. Fertility rates have 
also continued to fall, with the average number of children per woman declining from 2.66 in 1964 to 1.18 
in 2024.  
16 Carlo Canepa, <Tutte le volte che Meloni e Salvini hanno parlato di <sostituzione etnica==, Pagella 
Politica, 19 April 2023. Available at: https://pagellapolitica.it/articoli/meloni-salvini-sostituzione-etnica 
(Accessed: 27 May 2025) 
17 Ibidem 
Original quote: <Non possiamo arrenderci all9idea della sostituzione etnica: 8Vabbè gli italiani fanno meno 
figli, sostituiamoli con qualcun altro9. Non è quella la strada.= 

https://www.internazionale.it/essenziale/notizie/annalisa-camilli/2023/10/19/piano-meloni-natalita-finanziaria
https://www.internazionale.it/essenziale/notizie/annalisa-camilli/2023/10/19/piano-meloni-natalita-finanziaria
https://www.istat.it/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Indicatori_demografici_2024.pdf
https://www.istat.it/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Indicatori_demografici_2024.pdf
https://pagellapolitica.it/articoli/meloni-salvini-sostituzione-etnica
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as the role assigned to Muslim and non-Western migrant women in femonationalist 

discourses, given their higher fertility rates.  

 

2.1.2. The political contestation of gender theories and the construction of the 

<gender ideology= 

The current resistance in Italy to the implementation of compulsory sex and 

affective education in schools aligns with a longstanding tradition of conservative 

political traditions to express scepticism regarding comprehensive sex education, which 

have historically framed such educational programmes as vehicles for disseminating the 

so-called <gender ideology=. This term, although widely used in public and political 

discourse, remains deliberately vague and rhetorically charged. It is frequently invoked 

to suggest the existence of a systematic effort to dismantle traditional social and family 

structures, though it lacks a clear and consistent definition within political and public 

discourse.  

It is important to note that, despite recent depictions reducing <gender ideology= to a 

conspiratorial attempt to alter children9s sex or identity, the original focus of this 

discourse was explicitly feminism and its critique of patriarchal structures. As 

philosopher Judith Butler argued in the early 2000s, the anti-gender mobilisation and the 

invention of <gender ideology= operate primarily as constructed narratives aimed at 

preserving the traditional family and patriarchal order, by opposing movements that 

contest women9s confinement to domestic and reproductive roles and the normative 

regulation of sexual and affective relations. Over time, this narrative has shifted to present 

the defence of sexual difference and women9s identity as threatened, increasingly 

targeting LGBTQIA+ groups and gender fluidity, which are accused of attempting to 

erase biological sex distinctions. Such rhetoric functions to conceal feminist critiques of 

patriarchy by reframing gender-related issues as threats to women and social order18. 

At the global level, debates concerning gender and sexuality gained momentum 

in the 1990s, notably following the 1994 UN Conference on Population and Development 

                                                
18 Laura Schettini, L’ideologia gender è pericolosa, Bari-Roma : Laterza & Figli, 2023, Chapter 1, Section 
2, Paragraph 3-4 [Ebook ed.] 
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in Cairo and the 1995 World Conference on Women in Beijing19. These events advanced 

discourse on sexual and reproductive rights and intersectional forms of oppressions. They 

publicly distinguished sex, understood as biological characteristics, from gender, defined 

as the social roles and expectations associated with sex, and highlighted the consequences 

of conflating these concepts across medical, occupational, familial, and sexual domains. 

These conferences also introduced intersectional approaches recognising overlapping 

oppressions related to gender, ethnicity, class, and sexuality. The Catholic public was 

profoundly alarmed by these emerging ideas aimed at the emancipation of women 

worldwide. In response, conservative Catholic groups in Italy began to label these 

feminist and queer discourses as <gender theories=, portraying them as threats to the 

traditional family20. 

This framing further intensified from the early 2010s, as a reaction to legislative 

initiatives aimed at expanding the rights of sexual and gender minorities. These measures 

included the recognition of same-sex couples and parenthood, the extension of hate-crime 

protections to cover homo- and transphobic violence, and the implementation of 

educational programmes addressing gender-based violence and LGBTQIA+ 

discrimination. Such reforms provoked vehement opposition both within Parliament and 

in the broader public sphere, with right-wing parties and organisations actively aligning 

these developments with the Vatican9s discourse on so-called <gender ideology,= 

accusing their advocates of conspiring to dismantle traditional social structures21. 

Although originating in Catholic doctrine, particularly through the Vatican9s 

essentialist22 and moralising stance on gender and sexuality, these narratives have been 

                                                
19 Maura Gancitano, Op. cit., pp. 111-112 
20 Ivi, p. 112 
It is important to note that the <traditional family= invoked in these debates is a relatively recent cultural 
construct. Indeed, the nuclear family model 4 characterised by the male breadwinner, housewife, and 
biological children 4 emerged and gained dominance during the 19th and early 20th centuries alongside 
capitalist industrialisation and became widely accepted as a social norm during World War I. This model 
is deeply intertwined with heteronormative and reproductive norms and has been culturally naturalised 
through narratives of maternal love and female sacrifice. 
21 Luca Trappolin, <Right-Wing Sexual Politics and <Anti-gender= Mobilization in Italy: Key Features and 
Latest Developments=, In Cornelia Möser, Jennifer Ramme, Judit Takács (eds.), Paradoxical Right-Wing 
Sexual Politics in Europe, Cham : Palgrave Macmillan, 2022, p. 121 
22 Ivi, pp. 129-130 
The term refers to the Vatican9s essentialist view of gender as a natural, binary, and complementary 
distinction rooted in biological traits, formalised in documents such as the Lexicon (Pontifical Council for 
the Family, 2003). This position rejects socio-constructivist approaches to gender and sexuality, framing 
feminist and queer scholarship as ideological and unscientific threats to the moral and social order.  



43 

swiftly appropriated and adapted by right-wing populist parties such as Fratelli d’Italia 

and the Lega. Both parties have integrated the anti-gender discourse within a broader 

ideological framework aimed at defending the <traditional family= against what they 

frame as the cultural impositions of feminism, LGBTQIA+ rights and supranational 

governance. In this process, conservative religious and right-wing political actors have 

played a central role in shaping the debate around so-called <gender ideology=23. 

Among Italian right-wing parties, Fratelli d’Italia and the Lega have been 

particularly prominent for their active and sustained engagement in anti-gender 

mobilisation. From the early 2010s, the Lega incorporated anti-gender discourse into its 

manifestos and public speeches, a phase that coincided with its political transformation 

from a regionalist autonomist party to a nationalist formation. Both parties have promoted 

and supported public events opposing so-called <gender ideology,= including their 

participation in the 2015 and 2016 Family Days, as well as the organisations of initiatives 

such as the 2015 conference <Gender has to be stopped= held at the headquarters of the 

Lombardy Regional Authority. During the same period, their representatives successfully 

lobbied several Regional Authorities, specifically in Liguria, Lombardy, and Veneto, to 

obstruct the introduction of educational programmes and curricula perceived as 

advancing gender equality and LGBTQIA+ inclusion in schools24. Furthermore, both FdI 

and the Lega have explicitly included the defence of <family values= against the perceived 

threat of <gender ideology= in their electoral programmes, as a means to expand their 

political support base25. 

The electoral successes of both parties, particularly from 2018 onwards, enabled 

them to consolidate these positions at the institutional level and to amplify visibility of 

anti-gender activists. A key moment in this process was the XIII World Congress of 

Families (WCF) held in Verona in 2019, strongly supported by the Lega and attended by 

leading figures such as Matteo Salvini, Lorenzo Fontana and Giorgia Meloni. The event 

unified opposition to feminism, abortion, LGBTQIA+ rights and inclusive education 

                                                
23 Ivi, p. 120 
24 Ivi, p. 128 
A notable example of this strategy was the 2015 decision by the mayor of Venice, Luigi Brugnaro, elected 
with a right-wing coalition, to ban several children9s books from public schools on the grounds that they 
promoted <gender ideology.= These books contained positive representations of same-sex families and non-
stereotypical models of masculinity and femininity. 
25 Ibidem 
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under the guise of defending human rights and children9s welfare, consolidating ties 

between Italian right-wing parties and international conservative networks26. 

At the legislative and administrative levels, these positions translated in concrete 

proposals such as Senator Simone Pillon9s controversial 2018 draft law on child custody 

(Draft Law 735), which was widely criticised for reaffirming patriarchal conceptions of 

the family and for undermining existing safeguards against gender-based violence. 

Alongside national initiatives, regional and municipal authorities repeatedly intervened 

to limit LGBTQIA+ events, sex education programmes, and obstruct anti-discrimination 

initiatives, frequently denouncing them as expressions of so-called "gender ideology"27. 

In appropriating Catholic-inspired discourses, Fratelli d’Italia and the Lega have 

strategically managed the ambiguities of aligning with religious rhetoric, simultaneously 

pursuing distinct agendas on other issues, such as immigration policy. Indeed, they have 

positioned themselves as the principal political representatives of conservative Catholic 

constituencies, selectively drawing on the Vatican9s discourse on <gender ideology= to 

advance their conservative political agenda. This strategy 3 particularly evident in 

initiatives such as the <Verona Declaration=28 3 enables these right-wing parties to present 

anti-gender positions as both culturally protective and scientifically legitimate, indirectly 

targeting LGBTQIA+ and feminist claims as expressions of minority privilege rather than 

legitimate demands for equal rights29. 

 

2.1.3. An example of national conservatism  

A sociological reading of the interest in infertility prevention and of the pronounced 

opposition to gender theories reveals how they are embedded in broader gendered 

constructions inherent to nationalist projects. For this reason, it can be conceptualised as 

a form of national conservatism, a variant of conservatism that emerged in Italy with the 

                                                
26 Ivi, p. 133 
27 Ivi, pp. 133-134 
28 It is interesting to note that the 2019 XIII World Congress of Families in Verona, where the Verona 
Declaration was adopted, was criticised by the Vatican, which declined to participate, unlike in previous 
editions of the congress. 
29 Luca Trappolin, Op. cit., pp. 136-138 
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rise of Fratelli d’Italia30. The national conservatism of FdI is articulated in its manifesto, 

the Trieste Theses, whose preamble affirms the <need to recover 8tradition9 and rediscover 

8identity9=31.  

According to Salvatore Vassallo and Rinaldo Vignati, the national conservatism of 

Giorgia Meloni9s party, characterised by a religious background, is particularly evident 

in its political positions on procreation, family, and gender identity. Among the various 

national-conservative stances advanced by Fratelli d’Italia, such as restrictive 

immigration policies, the authors identify support for the family, efforts to increase the 

birth rate, and opposition to so-called gender ideology as manifestations of this 

ideological positioning32. 

As will be discussed in the second part of this thesis, the interest on infertility 

prevention reflects the gendered nature of nationalism, which often seeks to regulate 

women9s fertility for demographic and ethno-cultural reasons, positioning their 

reproductive bodies as resources for national continuity. Gendered nationalism is indeed 

based on a markedly conservative distinction between masculinity and femininity. As 

Professor V. Spike Peterson argues, the construction of a group identity, and thus the 

allegiance <us= versus <them=, <presupposes gendered social relations= and <depends 

upon the prior presumption of men/ masculinity over women/femininity=33. There is, 

therefore, a conservative concern with regulating fertility that is closely tied to nationalist 

projects.  

As for the mobilisation against the alleged gender ideology, this is closely related to 

a conservative view in which the responsibility for children9s sexual and gender education 

is assigned to the family, as affirmed in the Verona Declaration34. This is part of a broader 

discourse revealing a national-conservative approach. As Sara R. Farris observes, 

nationalist discourses are underpinned by the <existence of potent constructions of gender 

orders that nationalism entails=35. These constructions regulate not only women9s roles 

                                                
30 Salvatore Vassallo, Rinaldo Vignati, Brothers of Italy and the Rise of the Italian National Conservative 
Right under Giorgia Meloni, Cham : Palgrave Macmillan, 2024, p. V 
31 Ivi, pp. 125, 128 
32 Salvatore Vassallo, Rinaldo Vignati, Op. cit., pp. 137-140 
33 V. Spike Peterson, <Gendered nationalism=, Peace Review, Vol. 6(1),1994, p. 83. Available at: 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10402659408425777 (Accessed: 27 May 2025) 
34 Luca Trappolin, Op. cit., p. 136 
35 Sara R. Farris, Op. cit., p. 67 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10402659408425777
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within the family and reproductive sphere but also define acceptable gendered behaviours 

in ways that reinforce national cohesion and identity. Anne McClintock similarly 

highlights that <despite nationalism9s ideological investment in the idea of popular unity, 

nations have historically amounted to the sanctioned institutionalization of gender 

difference=36. In this context, opposition to gender and sex education is less about the 

specifics of educational content and more about preserving these gendered orders, which 

are also perceived as essential for maintaining social cohesion and safeguarding national 

identity. 

In conclusion, the politicisation of gender and sexuality in Italy originates from a 

conservative stance deeply intertwined with nationalist and populist agendas. These are 

particularly concerned with fertility control and exploit the notion of <gender ideology= 

to resist feminist and LGBTQIA+ advancements. This rhetoric recurrently obstructs the 

implementation of compulsory sex and affective education in schools, reinforcing 

traditional social structures and affirming exclusive conceptions of national identity.  

 

2.2. The necessity of introducing sexual and affective education in Italian schools  

To date, Italy remains one of the few EU member states where sex education is 

neither compulsory nor systematically provided in schools. The provision of sexual and 

affective education in Italy remains highly fragmented and largely dependent on the 

initiative of individual schools, principals, and teachers. Where such education is offered, 

it tends to focus predominantly on biological aspects, with limited or no attention on the 

psychological, social and emotional dimensions of sexuality. Consequently, current 

provision falls short of the standards for comprehensive sexuality education established 

by the WHO and UNESCO37. Although some educational institutions implement 

                                                
36 Anne McClintock, <Family Feuds: Gender, Nationalism and the Family=, Feminist Review, No. 44, 1993, 
p. 61. Available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/1395196 (Accessed: 28 May 2025) 
37 European Commission: Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion and Picken, 
N., Sexuality education across the European Union 3 An overview, Publications Office, 2020, p. 7-8. 
Available at: https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/5724b7d8-764f-11eb-9ac9-
01aa75ed71a1/language-en (Accessed: 29 May 2025) 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1395196
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/5724b7d8-764f-11eb-9ac9-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/5724b7d8-764f-11eb-9ac9-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
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programmes addressing gender equality, emotional literacy, and sexual health, such 

initiatives remain sporadic and absent in the majority of schools38.  

 

2.2.1. The importance of comprehensive sexual and affective education 

This lack of systematic and comprehensive provision is particularly concerning 

given the importance of such education in fostering emotional awareness, promoting 

healthy relationships, and preventing gender-based violence. Furthermore, a fundamental 

topic that remains notably neglected in both political debate and educational policies in 

Italy is the concept of consent. Indeed, according to the Istanbul Convention, Article 36, 

paragraph 2, consent is essential for establishing respect in both intimate and social 

interactions and <must be given voluntarily as the result of the person9s free will assessed 

in the context of the surrounding circumstances=. Despite its crucial role in preventing 

abuses of power and violations or personal boundaries, this concept continues to occupy 

a marginal position in formal educational curricula. 

In recent years, the public and academic debate has progressively extended to 

include the notion of sentimental education. In this regard, there seem to be two opposing 

positions: on one side, those who emphasize the urgency of addressing this issue in 

schools as a preventive tool against gender-based violence; on the other, those who 

consider violent behaviours as the actions of a deviant minority and, therefore, reject the 

idea of framing the problem as systemic, arguing that speaking of a problem that concerns 

the entire male gender is an exaggeration39. However, it is essential to recognize that, 

although not all men enact violence against women, Italian society 4much like many 

other cultural contexts4 remains permeated by sexist attitudes and behaviours that are 

frequently normalised and internalised, by both men and women alike. Everyday sexism 

and persistent gender inequalities continue to shape relational dynamics and social 

expectations, thereby sustaining a cultural environment in which gender-based violence 

persists. In this perspective, sex and affective education represents a crucial pedagogical 

                                                
38 Alessandra Sila et al. (eds.), <Educazione all9affettività e alla sessualità: perché è importante introdurre 
la Comprehensive Sexuality Education nelle scuole italiane=, Gruppo CRC, 14 February 2024. Available 
at: https://gruppocrc.net/educazione-allaffettivita-e-alla-sessualita-perche-e-importante-introdurre-la-
comprehensive-sexual-education-nelle-scuole-italiane/ (Accessed: 29 May 2025) 
39 Maura Gancitano, Op. cit., pp. 5-6 

https://gruppocrc.net/educazione-allaffettivita-e-alla-sessualita-perche-e-importante-introdurre-la-comprehensive-sexual-education-nelle-scuole-italiane/
https://gruppocrc.net/educazione-allaffettivita-e-alla-sessualita-perche-e-importante-introdurre-la-comprehensive-sexual-education-nelle-scuole-italiane/
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and social instrument for raising awareness of these dynamics, challenging stereotypes, 

and fostering respectful and equitable relational models. Contrary to positions that 

confine affective and sentimental education to the private or familial sphere, it must 

instead be understood as a matter of public concern and collective interest, necessitating 

formalised and institutionalised educational programmes. 

In 2023, the scientific journal Healthcare published an article entitled <Early 

Educational Interventions to Prevent Gender-Based Violence: A Systematic Review=, 

which analysed the effectiveness of interventions aimed at preventing and addressing 

gender-based violence. Based on an extensive review of scientific databases conducted 

between 2007 and 2022, the study found that several interventions providing early sexual 

and affective education in schools 4 targeting children up to 12 years of age 4 have had 

a positive impact in raising awareness about gender-based violence, improving 

relationships, reducing violent behaviours, and empowering women. The key factors 

contributing to the success of these educational policies included the integration of such 

programmes into the school curriculum, the promotion of active student and community 

participation, the development of interventions grounded in scientific evidence from 

previously successful programmes, and the careful adaptation of educational content to a 

specific group and context40. 

In light of empirical evidence, UNESCO promotes Comprehensive Sexuality 

Education (CSE), which it defines as  

<a curriculum-based process of teaching and learning about the cognitive, emotional, 

physical and social aspects of sexuality. It aims to equip children and young people with 

knowledge, skills, attitudes and values that empowers them to realize their health, well-being 

and dignity; develop respectful social and sexual relationships; consider how their choices 

affect their own well-being and that of others; and understand and ensure the protection of 

their rights throughout their lives=41. 

                                                
40 Villardón-Gallego, L.; García-Cid, A.; Estévez, A.; García-Carrión, R., <Early Educational Interventions 
to Prevent Gender-Based Violence: A Systematic Review=, Healthcare 2023, Vol. 11 (1), 142. Available 
at: https://doi.org/10.3390/healthcare11010142 (Accessed: 26 June 2025) 
41 UNESCO, Comprehensive sexuality education: For healthy, informed and empowered learners, 19 
November 2024. Available at:https://www.unesco.org/en/health-education/cse (Accessed:  29 May 2025) 

https://doi.org/10.3390/healthcare11010142
https://www.unesco.org/en/health-education/cse
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UNESCO identifies CSE as an important tool for preventing gender-based violence, 

reducing its perpetration, and ensuring that women know where to seek help in cases of 

violence. Schools have a <pivotal role= in delivering this type of education. Despite its 

importance, UNESCO acknowledges that access to CSE remains limited for many 

children and young people worldwide. To address this gap and promote its effective 

implementation, the organisation has published the International Technical Guidance on 

Sexuality Education and calls on governments to adopt and integrate it into national 

education systems42.  

 

2.2.2. Empirical evidence confirming the urgency of educational programmes 

Empirical data underscores the urgent need for such educational programmes in 

Italy. The 2023 report <I giovani e la violenza di genere=, produced by the Servizio 

Analisi Criminale and the Autorità Garante per l’Infanzia e l’Adolescenza, reveals that 

33% of surveyed students reported experiencing possessive behaviours from their 

partners, with 66% of female students indicated having been pressured to refrain from 

wearing certain types of clothing. The perception of personal safety also differs markedly 

by gender, with 57% of female students expressing fear of gender-based violence, 

compared to only 10% of male students. The report further highlights the increasingly 

prominent role of digital environments in the circulation of violent and sexist content43. 

Complementary findings emerge from the research conducted the same year by Save the 

Children in collaboration with IPSOS, <L’educazione affettiva e sessuale in adolescenza: 

a che punto siamo?=. The study documents that almost one in four adolescents (24%) 

considers pornography a realistic representation of sexual relationships. Furthermore, 

online platforms remain the primary sources of information on affectivity and sexuality, 

with 47% of respondents consulting websites and articles to learn about sexual practices, 

                                                
42 UNESCO, Comprehensive sexuality education to prevent gender-based violence, 13 March 2018. 
Available at: https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/comprehensive-sexuality-education-prevent-gender-
based-violence (Accessed: 26 June 2025) 
43 Ministry of the Interior, <Violenza di genere e percezione del fenomeno tra i giovani. Il report del Servizio 
analisi criminale del Dipartimento di P.S. in collaborazione con l'Autorità per l'infanzia=, Italian 
Government, 31 May 2024. Available at: https://www.interno.gov.it/it/notizie/violenza-genere-e-
percezione-fenomeno-i-giovani-report-servizio-analisi-criminale-dipartimento-ps-collaborazione-
lautorita-linfanzia (Accessed: 27 June 2025) 

https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/comprehensive-sexuality-education-prevent-gender-based-violence
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/comprehensive-sexuality-education-prevent-gender-based-violence
https://www.interno.gov.it/it/notizie/violenza-genere-e-percezione-fenomeno-i-giovani-report-servizio-analisi-criminale-dipartimento-ps-collaborazione-lautorita-linfanzia
https://www.interno.gov.it/it/notizie/violenza-genere-e-percezione-fenomeno-i-giovani-report-servizio-analisi-criminale-dipartimento-ps-collaborazione-lautorita-linfanzia
https://www.interno.gov.it/it/notizie/violenza-genere-e-percezione-fenomeno-i-giovani-report-servizio-analisi-criminale-dipartimento-ps-collaborazione-lautorita-linfanzia
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and 57% to get information on sexually transmitted infections44. Notably, less than half 

of adolescents have received any form of sex education at school, with this percentage 

declining to 37% in Southern Italy45. Additional concerning data emerge from the 2024 

report <Le ragazze stanno bene? Indagine sulla violenza di genere onlife in adolescenza= 

by Save the Children and IPSOS. The study found that 17% of adolescents aged 14 to 18 

consider occasional slapping within romantic relationships acceptable. Correspondingly, 

approximately 19% of adolescents with relationship experience reported having been 

frightened by their partner through violent behaviours such as slapping, punching, 

pushing, or throwing objects. Moreover, 43% of respondents partially or fully agree with 

the statement that if a girl truly does not want to engage in sexual activity, she will always 

find a way to avoid it 4 a belief endorsed by 46% of male respondents and a significant 

proportion of females. Similarly, 29% of adolescents think that girls can provoke sexual 

violence through their clothing or behaviour, while 24% believe that the absence of an 

explicit <no= implies consent, with this view held by 26% of boys and 21% of girls. 

Finally, 21% of respondents, without significant gender variation, agree that even when 

under the influence of drugs or alcohol, a girl is still capable of consenting to sexual 

intercourse46.  

These data, situated in a contemporary context in which adolescents9 emotional 

and relational experiences are increasingly influenced by social media, streaming 

platforms, and individualised patterns of cultural consumption, underscore the necessity 

of comprehensive and institutionalised educational programmes capable of equipping 

young people with awareness and relational competencies. Indeed, whereas previous 

generations constructed shared sentimental imaginaries through a relatively limited and 

collectively consumed repertoire of cultural products 4 such as cinema, music and 

literature 4 today9s Gen Z and Gen Alpha experience a fragmented cultural environment, 

                                                
44 Filippo Maria Nimbi (ed. by), <L9educazione affettiva e sessuale in adolescenza: a che punto siamo?=, 
Save the Children, 12 February 2025, p. 24 
Available at: https://www.savethechildren.it/cosa-facciamo/pubblicazioni/educazione-affettiva-e-sessuale-
in-adolescenza-a-che-punto-siamo (Accessed: 30 May 2025) 
45 Ivi, p. 43
46 Save the Children, <Violenza di genere: per più di un adolescente su due comportamenti lesivi e violenti 
nelle relazioni sentimentali=, 13 February 2024.  
Available at: https://www.savethechildren.it/press/violenza-di-genere-piu-di-un-adolescente-su-due-
comportamenti-lesivi-e-violenti-nelle (Accessed: 30 May 2025) 

https://www.savethechildren.it/cosa-facciamo/pubblicazioni/educazione-affettiva-e-sessuale-in-adolescenza-a-che-punto-siamo
https://www.savethechildren.it/cosa-facciamo/pubblicazioni/educazione-affettiva-e-sessuale-in-adolescenza-a-che-punto-siamo
https://www.savethechildren.it/press/violenza-di-genere-piu-di-un-adolescente-su-due-comportamenti-lesivi-e-violenti-nelle
https://www.savethechildren.it/press/violenza-di-genere-piu-di-un-adolescente-su-due-comportamenti-lesivi-e-violenti-nelle
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characterised by the coexistence of countless sources of information and stimuli lacking 

a coherent and shared framework47.  

<Unlike in the past, today it is difficult to trace a shared imaginary: trends and tendencies 

still exist, but the production of cultural entertainment and content about relationships and 

romance is so vast that sentimental education could be entirely different even among young 

people living in the same environment and frequenting the same places=48. 

This proliferation of platforms and content complicates the construction of common 

references concerning love, sexuality, and interpersonal relationships, generating 

overstimulation and a widespread sense of disorientation. Furthermore, algorithms 

exacerbate this phenomenon by isolating individuals to informational environments that 

tend to reaffirm pre-existing beliefs, thereby reinforcing bias and hindering access to 

alternative perspectives and critical reflection49.  

In this scenario, the absence of structured education on topics such as consent, 

relational ethics, and affectivity exposes adolescents to internalising harmful stereotypes 

and adopting relational models founded on inequality and control, thereby contributing 

to the reproduction of existing social inequalities. In this regard, a 2023 survey conducted 

by the Osservatorio Giovani e Sessualità Durex, involving a sample of 15,000 individuals 

aged 11 to 24, revealed that 94% of respondents expressed a desire for affective and sex 

education as a school subject50. This widespread and explicit demand highlights a 

pedagogical and social need that, often due to reticence or lack of adequate competence, 

adults have historically overlooked. While the family would traditionally represent the 

primary educational environment for affective and sexual socialisation, in the Italian 

context conversations on these subjects remain sporadic, frequently confined to 

prohibitions, taboos, or normative moral frameworks51. As a result, adolescents tend to 

                                                
47 Maura Gancitano, Op. cit., p. 57 
48 Ibidem 
Origial text: <A differenza di quanto accadeva prima 3 oggi è difficile tracciare un immaginario comune: 
ci sono ancora trend e tendenze, ma la produzione di intrattenimento culturale e di contenuti sulle relazioni 
e sul romanticismo è talmente ampia che l9educazione sentimentale potrebbe essere del tutto diversa anche 
tra persone giovani che vivono nello stesso ambiente e frequentano gli stessi luoghi.= 
49 Ivi, p. 58 
50 Medical Observatory on Harm REduction (MOHRE), <Giovani e sessualità, rapporto OMS. Durex: <dati 
preoccupanti sull9utilizzo del preservativo=, 2 September 2024. Available at: 
https://www.savethechildren.it/press/violenza-di-genere-piu-di-un-adolescente-su-due-comportamenti-
lesivi-e-violenti-nelle (Accessed: 31 May 2025) 
51 Filippo Maria Nimbi (ed. by), Op. cit., p. 41.  

https://www.savethechildren.it/press/violenza-di-genere-piu-di-un-adolescente-su-due-comportamenti-lesivi-e-violenti-nelle
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seek information from peers, the internet, or other informal sources of information, 

thereby exposing themselves to misinformation, distorted narratives, and relational risks. 

One particularly relevant example of this phenomenon is the widespread consumption of 

pornography, which, despite having no pedagogical intent, inevitably assumes an 

educational role due to its accessibility. As Gancitano observes <pornography has always 

ended up performing a pedagogical role it never intended to have. People simply had no 

other forms of education to turn to=52. 

The core issue, therefore, lies in the frequent absence of adult role models capable of 

guiding young people in their emotional and relational development, largely because 

adults themselves often lack the cultural and educational tools necessary to address these 

topics53. This further confirms the urgency of implementing compulsory programmes in 

schools to promote the romantic competence54. 

 

2.2.3. A device of power to challenge political inaction and counter gender-based 

violence 

As mentioned above, the current Italian political context is characterised by a 

profound inability to reach consensus even on the foundational concepts necessary for 

constructing shared educational frameworks. Defining the boundaries between what 

should be considered private and what ought to belong to the public domain has become 

increasingly contested. Political debates emerge around the definition of socially 

acceptable affective and sexual behaviours, the identification and classification of 

deviations from normative models, and the ontological status of gender itself55. 

                                                
52 Maura Gancitano, Op. cit., pp. 115-116 
Original text: <[&] il porno ha da sempre finito per svolgere una funzione pedagogica che non ha mai 
preteso. Semplicemente, le persone non avevano altre forme di educazione a cui rivolgersi.= 
53 Ivi, p. 104 
54 Developed by Joanne Davila et al. in 2017, the romantic competence refers to the ability to manage 
romantic relationships in a healthy, aware, and emotionally balanced way. A romantically competent 
individual is capable of understanding reciprocity, balancing individuality and intimacy, intuitively 
grasping both one9s own and others9 desires and boundaries, and making conscious, responsible decisions. 
Greater romantic competence is also associated with a lower risk of engaging in unsafe sexual behaviours 
and with better relational satisfaction and psychological well-being. 
55 Maura Gancitano, Op. cit., p. 64 
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Consequently, outlining the content, objectives, and scope of a comprehensive public 

programme on sex and affective education remains highly problematic.  

This fragmentation of perspectives is further exacerbated by what Gancitano 

describes as a pervasive <hypersensitivity= on the topic, which generates defensive 

reactions and aggressive closures towards alternative positions56. In such a scenario, 

individuals tend to isolate themselves in ideologically homogeneous filter bubbles, both 

online and in political affiliations, reflecting the polarised positions traditionally held by 

conservative and progressive parties on issues such as gender identity, sexuality, and 

affectivity. This socio-political climate makes the establishment of a coherent, public and 

institutionalised framework for sex and affective education practically unfeasible, often 

fostering nostalgic narratives of an allegedly past characterised by clear and shared values 

4 an idealised past that, in reality, lacks historical foundation. The notion of a morally 

ordered society grounded in stable values contrasts with the scarcity or absence of 

historical data on phenomena such as domestic violence and femicide, and by the 

dissonance between public discourses on love and relationships and the actual lived 

experiences of individuals57. 

It is crucial to recognise that <sentimental education is always a cultural construct, 

embedded within a specific historical and geographical context and shaped by the 

prevailing sensitivities=58. As such, it is inevitably intertwined with mechanisms of power 

operating in a given society. In this perspective, journalist and writer Natasha Lennard 

underscores how sexuality and intimacy are governed by discursive orders that establish 

which identities and relations are considered legitimate and under which conditions. 

Lennard clarifies that the widely cited slogan <the personal is political= is often 

misinterpreted. It does not suggest that every individual or intimate choice is inherently 

a political act, but rather that the very conditions determining what counts as a choice, 

who is entitled to choose, and what forms of subjectivity are recognised as legitimate, are 

produced and regulated by political power. As she writes:  

                                                
56 Ivi, p. 65 
57 Ivi, p. 66 
58 Ivi, p. 40 
Original text: <L9educazione sentimentale è sempre una costruzione culturale, calata in un preciso contesto 
storico e geografico e frutto della sensibilità generale.= 
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<The personal is not political because personal choices are necessarily political choices, but 

because the very terrain of what gets to be a choice and what types of persons get to be 

choosers 4 what types of persons get to be 4 are shaped by political power. The sort of 

political power that whispers through human histories of convention formation and 

maintenance, of hierarchy and adherence to it, of regimes of expertise, of oppression, of 

struggles and paradigm shift=59.  

In this sense, sexual and affective education becomes a strategic and contested site of 

intervention where the norms regulating subjectivities and intimate relations are either 

reproduced or challenged. It is therefore difficult to conceive of sexuality merely as a set 

of biological impulses, detached from the socio-cultural and political structures in which 

it is embedded. Rather, sexuality must be understood as a social and cultural construct 

operating within relations of power, acting upon bodies, regulating individual actions, 

desires, and identities. Sex and affective education must thus be recognised not only as a 

pedagogical issue, but as a cultural and political arena where norms, identities, and social 

relations are negotiated and contested. 

Within this framework, the Italian political deadlock appears particularly 

problematic in terms of preventing gender-based violence. In the absence of a coordinated 

national and European strategy, educational initiatives remain fragmented and sporadic, 

largely dependent on the initiative and resources of individual school principals, teachers 

and local administrations, who are frequently exposed to pressures from parents and 

associations60. The political reluctance to integrate sexual and affective education into 

national curricula results in an institutional lacuna where stereotypes, inequalities, and 

violent relational models persist. Neglecting to address what occurs in the private sphere 

of sexual and affective relationships thus represents a serious abdication of responsibility 

by public institutions, especially given the systemic character of gender-based violence61.  

This argument is effectively articulated by Maura Gancitano, who stresses the necessity 

of addressing both repression and cultural transformation as complementary and 

interdependent dimensions of any strategy against gender-based violence: 

                                                
59 Natasha Lennard, Being Numerous: Essays on Non-Fascist Life, London : Verso, 2019, [Ebook ed.], 
Chapter 8, Paragraph 3 
60 Maura Gancitano, Op. cit., pp. 156 
61 Ivi., p. 158 
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<That institutions take responsibility both for violence prevention and for the protection of 

victims is a matter of social justice, and interventions should concern two main aspects: 

sanctions and penalties for offenses and crimes, and cultural change. A solely repressive 

action does not constitute a deterrent for those who act violently and manipulatively, because 

spreading awareness requires transmitting the «tools»=62. 

In deconstructing relational models based on domination and control, educational 

programmes acquire a crucial political significance. They are not merely channels for 

transmitting information, but active instruments in the construction of relational models 

and collective imaginaries. From this perspective, the promotion of sexual and affective 

education within educational institutions represents not only a preventive measure against 

gender-based violence but also a fundamental practice for fostering critical awareness 

and cultivating more equitable and respectful relational dynamics in both intimate and 

social spheres63. 

 

 

  

                                                
62 Ibidem 
Original text: <Che le istituzioni si facciano carico sia della prevenzione della violenza, sia della tutela delle 
vittime è una questione di giustizia sociale, e gli interventi dovrebbero riguardare due aspetti principali: 
sanzioni e pene per illeciti e reati, e il cambiamento culturale. Un9azione solo repressiva non costituisce un 
deterrente per chi agisce in modo violento e manipolatorio, perché per diffondere consapevolezza serve 
trasmettere gli «strumenti».= 
63 Ivi, pp. 33334 
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PART II: THE LEGAL IMPACT AND IDEOLOGICAL 

APPROACH OF ITALIAN NATIONALIST PARTIES TO 

WOMEN’S REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS 

 

The second part of this thesis analyses how Italian nationalist parties position 

themselves in relation to women9s reproductive rights. The legislative acts enacted under 

the Meloni government are examined in light of their ideological positioning. 

Chapter one explores how the evolution of women9s reproductive rights in Italy 

reveals a conservative backlash. It outlines the legal framework regarding voluntary 

termination of pregnancy and gestational surrogacy, before examining the restrictions 

introduced under the Meloni government and the political statements issued in this regard, 

which promote prevention policies and the social value of motherhood. The following 

section illustrates how this conservative approach represents an attempt to confine women 

to their maternal role and to promote the so-called <traditional family=, as demonstrated 

by a selection of social media posts. Finally, it highlights how this conservative stance is 

deeply embedded in nationalist reasoning, as part of a nationalist construct in which 

women are framed as the <biological reproducers of the nation=. 

Chapter two examines how this nationalist construct takes on a specific 

connotation and becomes femonationalism when applied to migrant women. Starting 

from the premise that Italy faces a demographic crisis compounded by years of ineffective 

policies, the chapter analyses how nationalist parties have shifted their attention towards 

migrant women by appealing to their rights, designating them as <cultural reproducers of 

the Western European nation= and as victims to be saved from a non-Western male 

oppressor. It demonstrates how the acceptance of migrant women by nationalist parties 

is subordinated to the fulfilment of their expected reproductive role. The chapter then 

reflects on the political economy of femonationalism, highlighting how Fratelli d’Italia 

and Lega simultaneously stigmatise migrant women who resort to VTP, while expressing 

concern that such decisions occur in the absence of alternatives, allegedly as a result of 

exploitation by non-Western Muslim men. It further underscores the paradox whereby 

these parties, in the name of national interest, deliberately avoid addressing the structural 
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causes that place migrant women in conditions of vulnerability, and consequently, the 

very circumstances that lead to a higher recourse to VTP, which they publicly condemn. 
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Chapter 1: A conservative backlash to women's acquired rights and self-

determination  

Sexual and reproductive health, as defined by the World Health Organisation and 

the Guttmacher-Lancet Commission on Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights 

(SRHR), is <a state of physical, emotional, mental, and social well-being in relation to all 

aspects of sexuality and reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 

infirmity=. Central to this definition is the principle that <all individuals have a right to 

make decisions governing their bodies and to access services that support that right=1. 

Access to high-quality, affordable sexual and reproductive health services and 

information is recognised for its capacity to save lives, improve well-being, promote 

gender equality, and contribute to economic and social development2. In Italy, the Istituto 

Superiore di Sanità (Italian National Institute of Health, ISS)3, in collaboration with the 

Ministry of Health and other institutions, is the competent authority responsible for 

promoting research initiatives, public awareness campaigns, and health screening 

programmes aimed at safeguarding citizens9 sexual and reproductive health4.  

Sexual and reproductive health and rights are grounded in two landmark international 

conferences, notably the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development 

                                                
1 World Health organisation (WHO), Sexual and reproductive health. Available at: 
https://www.who.int/europe/health-topics/sexual-health#tab=tab_1 (Accessed: 3 June 2025) 
Guttmacher Institute, Accelerate Progress: Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights for All 4 Executive 
Summary. Available at: https://www.guttmacher.org/guttmacher-lancet-commission/accelerate-progress-
executive-summary (Accessed: 3 June 2025) 
In 2018, the Guttmacher-Lancet Commission on Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights proposed an 
integrated definition of sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR), accompanied by a 
comprehensive and evidence-based agenda that identified key global priorities for the promotion and 
protection of these rights.  
2 Ibidem 
3 The Istituto Superiore di Sanità is the leading technical and scientific body of the Italian National Health 
Service and carries out scientific research and monitoring activities concerning all aspects of public health 
in the country. 
4 Italian National Institute of Health, Salute riproduttiva, 13 November 2019. Available at: 
https://www.iss.it/en/salute-riproduttiva/-/categories/4559912 (Accessed: 3 June 2025) 

https://www.who.int/europe/health-topics/sexual-health#tab=tab_1
https://www.guttmacher.org/guttmacher-lancet-commission/accelerate-progress-executive-summary
https://www.guttmacher.org/guttmacher-lancet-commission/accelerate-progress-executive-summary
https://www.iss.it/en/salute-riproduttiva/-/categories/4559912
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(ICPD) in Cairo5 and the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing6. The 

ICPD Programme of Action recognises reproductive rights as human rights, affirming 

individuals' freedom to decide responsibly on the number and spacing of their children, 

access to necessary information and services, and the right to make reproductive decisions 

free from discrimination, coercion, and violence. The 1995 Beijing Conference 

reaffirmed and expanded these commitments, placing reproductive rights in the broader 

context of women9s empowerment and gender equality. It is acknowledged that unequal 

power relations, poverty, violence, and discrimination disproportionately affect women9s 

health and reproductive autonomy. As stated in paragraph 92 of the Beijing Declaration 

and Platform for Action:  

<Women9s right to the enjoyment of the highest standard of health must be secured 

throughout the whole life cycle in equality with men. Women are affected by many of the 

same health conditions as men, but women experience them differently. The prevalence 

among women of poverty and economic dependence, their experience of violence, negative 

attitudes towards women and girls, racial and other forms of discrimination, the limited 

power many women have over their sexual and reproductive lives and lack of influence in 

decision-making are social realities which have an adverse impact on their health. [&] Good 

health is essential to leading a productive and fulfilling life, and the right of all women to 

control all aspects of their health, in particular their own fertility, is basic to their 

empowerment.= 

This paragraph highlights how sexual and reproductive rights are inseparable from 

broader social, economic, and cultural conditions, and that ensuring women9s control 

over their own fertility is fundamental to safeguarding their health, autonomy, and equal 

participation in society. Since then, these principles have guided national legal reforms 

and policy initiatives aimed at protecting women9s sexual and reproductive rights, 

although their implementation remains uneven across countries. Moreover, mechanisms 

                                                
5 The 1994 International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) established a people-centred 
approach to sustainable development, emphasising human rights, gender equality, and individual dignity. 
It set the standard for guiding national policies and programmes through government collaboration with 
parliaments, civil society, and grassroots organisations. These principles were incorporated into the 
Programme of Action, adopted by 179 states. 
6 The Fourth World Conference on Women marked a key advancement in the global gender equality 
agenda. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, adopted by 189 countries, set strategic goals 
across twelve critical areas and emphasised gender as a fundamental social structure requiring institutional 
reform to achieve equality and empowerment. 
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for legal accountability, such as through CEDAW, alongside the increasing role of civil 

society, have been crucial in promoting these rights and addressing violations7. 

Although sexual and reproductive rights are firmly established as human rights 

within national legislation, international legal frameworks, and numerous human rights 

instruments, recent socio-political developments across Europe have raised concerns 

about the potential erosion of these rights. The increasing influence of far-right political 

movements and conservative ideologies appears to be challenging established sexual and 

reproductive health and rights. Independent global health experts have recently 

emphasised the urgent need to uphold these rights, noting their integral role in ensuring 

human dignity, public health, sustainable development, and gender equality8. These rights 

encompass not only the prevention of unwanted pregnancies and reproductive health risks 

but also the positive affirmation of consensual sexual intimacy, emotional well-being, 

and bodily autonomy, free from coercion, discrimination, and violence 4 elements that 

are also central to preventing gender-based violence, as discussed in the previous chapter. 

Contemporary challenges, including the dissemination of disinformation, the emergence 

of regressive policy proposals, and efforts to restrict access to essential services such as 

contraception, comprehensive sexuality education, and safe abortion, pose substantial 

risks to the protection of sexual and reproductive rights, with potentially severe and long-

term consequences for both individual well-being and public health systems. Among 

these, of particular concern is the increasing circulation of disinformation. As previously 

noted, discourses invoking the concept of <gender ideology= are frequently mobilised to 

oppose sexuality education, framing sexual and reproductive rights as contrary to the 

natural order and as undermining traditional understandings of gender identity9.  

In response to these escalating challenges, on 11 April 2024 the European 

Parliament adopted a non-binding resolution calling for the inclusion of sexual and 

reproductive health and rights, including the right to safe and legal abortion, within the 

                                                
7 Associazione Italiana Donne per lo Sviluppo (AIDOS), I diritti sessuali e riproduttivi. Available at: 
http://dirittiumani.donne.aidos.it/bibl_1_temi/c_indice_diritti_liberta/c_diritti_trasversali/c_dir_sessuali_r
iproduttivi/b_diritti_sess_ripr_introd.html (Accessed: 3 June 2025) 
8 Independent scientists and members of UN advisory groups for SRH, <Reverse the Backsliding on Sexual 
and Reproductive Health and Rights: A Wake-up Call from Independent Scientists and Advisors=, Health 
Policy Watch, 24 May 2024. Available at: https://healthpolicy-watch.news/reverse-the-backsliding-on-
sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-rights/  (Accessed: 4 June 2025) 
9 Ibidem 

http://dirittiumani.donne.aidos.it/bibl_1_temi/c_indice_diritti_liberta/c_diritti_trasversali/c_dir_sessuali_riproduttivi/b_diritti_sess_ripr_introd.html
http://dirittiumani.donne.aidos.it/bibl_1_temi/c_indice_diritti_liberta/c_diritti_trasversali/c_dir_sessuali_riproduttivi/b_diritti_sess_ripr_introd.html
https://healthpolicy-watch.news/reverse-the-backsliding-on-sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-rights/
https://healthpolicy-watch.news/reverse-the-backsliding-on-sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-rights/
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Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union. The resolution, approved by 336 

votes in favour, 163 against, and 39 abstentions, explicitly condemns the ongoing 

regression of women9s rights and any attempts to restrict or dismantle existing protections 

for SRHR and gender equality, both globally and within EU member states. In particular, 

members of the European Parliament (MEPs) urged the amendment of Article 3 of the 

Charter to affirm that <everyone has the right to bodily autonomy, to free, informed, full 

and universal access to SRHR, and to all related healthcare services without 

discrimination, including access to safe and legal abortion=. Furthermore, the resolution 

calls on member states to fully decriminalize abortion in accordance with the 2022 World 

Health Organisation guidelines and to remove all legal, procedural, and practical barriers 

that impede access to these essential services. In this regard, MEPs demanded the repeal 

of measures that ban or severely restrict abortion and condemned the increasing recourse 

to <conscience clauses= by healthcare providers 4 and, in some instances, by entire 

medical institutions 4 to deny abortion services, even in cases where delays could 

endanger the life or health of the patient10. This is an issue that, as will be examined, also 

affects the Italian context.  

 

1.1. The Italian legislative and policy framework on reproductive rights and the 

restrictions under the Meloni government  

In Italy, women9s health is regulated through a set of core legislative provisions and 

healthcare services encompassing contraception, pregnancy, childbirth, breastfeeding, 

adverse pregnancy outcomes, and maternal, neonatal, postnatal, and infant mortality. A 

normative and service framework is thus formally in place, encompassing both preventive 

and curative aspects of reproductive health.  

In recent years, the Italian legal system has also incorporated the concept of gender 

medicine, introduced by Law 3/2018. For the first time, the relevance of gender is 

formally recognised as a parameter in medical research and healthcare, requiring its 

                                                
10 European Parliament, <Women must have full control of their sexual and reproductive health and rights=, 
Press release, 11 April 2024. Available at : https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-
room/20240408IPR20314/women-must-have-full-control-of-their-sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-
rights (Accessed: 4 June 2025) 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20240408IPR20314/women-must-have-full-control-of-their-sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-rights
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20240408IPR20314/women-must-have-full-control-of-their-sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-rights
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20240408IPR20314/women-must-have-full-control-of-their-sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-rights
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consideration in clinical drug trials, the development of diagnostic-therapeutic protocols, 

training programmes for healthcare professionals and university students, and public 

health communication initiatives. Article 3 of the law on the Implementation and 

promotion of gender medicine in the Servizio Sanitario Nazionale (National Health 

Service, SSN) provides for the adoption of two implementing decrees. The first is 

dedicated to the dissemination and promotion of gender medicine through awareness-

raising campaigns, training initiatives, and the identification of best practices in 

healthcare provision. The second establishes a national training plan to ensure the 

widespread knowledge and systematic application of a gender-sensitive approach within 

the healthcare system. In accordance with these provisions, the Plan for the Application 

and Dissemination of Gender Medicine was adopted by ministerial decree on 13 June 

2019, following its approval by the State-Regions Conference.  

Furthermore, with regard to pathologies that predominantly or exclusively affect 

women, some legislative proposals are currently under consideration to recognize 

endometriosis and vulvodynia as chronic disabling diseases. These conditions, which 

have a significant impact on women9s sexual and reproductive health due to their 

association with chronic pain and potential infertility, have yet to be formally included 

among the diseases covered under the Essential Levels of Care (LEA)11. Consequently, 

unless classified in their most severe stages4such as stage III and IV endometriosis4

pharmacological treatments remain categorised under Class C, requiring patients to bear 

the full cost of medication12. This situation underscores the ongoing challenges in fully 

integrating women-specific health conditions into public healthcare priorities and 

essential service provisions. 

Regarding voluntary termination of pregnancy (VTP) and gestational surrogacy, these 

issues have been the subjects of legislative acts during the XIX legislature, based on a 

legislative framework that dates back to previous decades. Their evolution is 

subsequently outlined and analysed. 

                                                
11 The Essential Levels of Care (Livelli Essenziali di Assistenza, LEA) are the services and benefits that the 
National Health Service (NHS) is required to provide to all citizens, free of charge or upon payment of a 
participation fee (ticket), with the public resources collected through general taxation (taxes). 
12 Decree of the President of the Council of Ministers of 12 January 2017 <Definizione e aggiornamento 
dei livelli essenziali di assistenza, di cui all'articolo 1, comma 7, del decreto legislativo 30 dicembre 1992, 
n. 502=, In Gazzetta Ufficiale No. 65 of 18 March 2017, Supplemento ordinario No. 15, p. 277 
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1.1.1. Voluntary termination of pregnancy  

In Italy, voluntary termination of pregnancy (VTP) is regulated by Law 194/1978, 

a set of legal provisions designed to balance the protection of embryonic and fetal life 

with the protection of women9s physical and mental health. The legislation permits 

abortion within the first 90 days of gestation based on the autonomous decision of the 

woman, when continuing the pregnancy would pose a risk to her physical or 

psychological health, considering health, social, economic, and familial factors, the 

circumstances of conception, or the likelihood of foetal anomalies or malformations 

(Article 4). Beyond this period, VTP is permitted exclusively under specific clinical 

conditions: when pregnancy or childbirth poses a serious danger to the woman9s life, or 

in the presence of maternal or foetal pathological processes that would severely 

compromise her physical or mental health. In such cases, the existence of these conditions 

must be medically certified, supported by appropriate diagnostic procedures and, where 

necessary, specialist consultations. Although the law does not explicitly define a 

gestational limit for therapeutic abortion, Article 7 requires that, if the foetus has reached 

a stage of development compatible with independent survival (generally between 22324 

weeks), healthcare providers undertake all possible measures to preserve its life. 

Consequently, voluntary termination after this threshold is inaccessible within the 

national territory13. 

VTP services are guaranteed within public health facilities of the Servizio 

Sanitario Nazionale and in authorised, accredited private structures. The request must be 

submitted personally by the woman and specific procedures are provided for minors and 

individuals under legal guardianship, including parental consent or judicial authorisation 

when applicable. Importantly, Law 194 explicitly states that abortion must not be 

considered a tool for birth control; therefore, healthcare professionals are tasks with 

                                                
13 Mirella Parachini, Anna Pompili, <Aborto e contraccezione=, Associazione Luca Coscioni, 29 November 
2022.  
Available at: https://www.associazionelucacoscioni.it/cosa-facciamo/aborto-e-contraccezione/aborto 
(Accessed: 4 June 2025) 

https://www.associazionelucacoscioni.it/cosa-facciamo/aborto-e-contraccezione/aborto
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providing comprehensive information and guidance on birth regulation and contraceptive 

methods14. 

A central role in providing assistance to women who decide to resort to VTP is 

assigned to consultori familiari (family counselling centres), established by Law 

405/1975. These centres assist women both before and after the procedure. They are 

responsible for informing women of their rights and of available social, healthcare, and 

welfare services, contributing to overcoming the factors that may lead a woman to the 

decision to terminate a pregnancy, providing the required documentation for accessing 

the procedure; and offering information regarding territorial facilities where the 

intervention can be performed15. 

In order to analyse the political positions of Italian national-conservative parties on 

abortion and the legislative interventions that have taken place, it is necessary to 

complement this introductory overview with a reflection on the actual access to voluntary 

termination of pregnancy. Women seeking to exercise this right for any reason encounter 

two major obstacles: significant territorial disparities in service provision and the 

widespread practice of conscientious objection, two closely interrelated factors. In its 

2024 concluding observations on Italy, the CEDAW Committee expressed concern 

regarding:  

<The lack of information on access to safe abortion services, the very limited number of 

health centres providing such services, the high rate of conscientious objection to performing 

abortions by medical practitioners, the requirement to undergo prolonged mandatory waiting 

periods of up to four weeks in practice and the lack of measures to prevent and address the 

defamation, victimization and harassment of women who choose to have an abortion=16.  

Although territorial disparities in abortion rates across Italian regions has gradually 

decreased over the past decades, notable differences persist, with historically higher rates 

                                                
14 Angela Spinelli (ed. by), <Interruzione volontaria di gravidanza=, EpiCentro (ISS), 17 January 2019. 
Available at: 
https://www.epicentro.iss.it/ivg/#:~:text=La%20legge%20indica%20chiaramente%20che,oltre%20che%2
0sui%20procedimenti%20abortivi (Accessed: 4 June 2025) 
15 Ibidem 
16 UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), Concluding 
observations on the wight periodic report of Italy, CEDAW/C/ITA/CO/8, 2024, paragraph 41 (c), 19 
February 2024. Available at: https://docs.un.org/en/CEDAW/C/ITA/CO/8 (Accessed: 4 June 2025) 

https://www.epicentro.iss.it/ivg/#:~:text=La%20legge%20indica%20chiaramente%20che,oltre%20che%20sui%20procedimenti%20abortivi
https://www.epicentro.iss.it/ivg/#:~:text=La%20legge%20indica%20chiaramente%20che,oltre%20che%20sui%20procedimenti%20abortivi
https://docs.un.org/en/CEDAW/C/ITA/CO/8
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recorded in the North-West and Central areas and lower rates in the South and Islands17. 

This distribution is partly attributable to the unequal availability of healthcare facilities 

authorised to provide VTP services18. However, an even more explicative factor derives 

from the prevalence of conscientious objection among healthcare professionals, which 

remains markedly pronounced in the southern regions and the Islands, where rates exceed 

67.9% in certain areas19.  

Italian Law 194/1978 formally limits conscientious objection, stipulating in 

Article 920 that it applies exclusively to the abortion procedure itself, not to preparatory 

or subsequent activities such as issuing the certificate required to access services. 

Authorised hospitals and clinics are obligated in any case to guarantee access to abortion 

services, with conscientious objection recognised as an individual right, not one that can 

be extended to entire facilities. In practice, however, entire departments often refuse to 

provide services, and the absence of a national register of objecting professionals leaves 

women uncertain about where to access care21.  

These persistent obstacles reflect the structural limitations embedded in Law 194, 

which does not establish a positive right to abortion, but rather defines the conditions 

under which it ceases to be a criminal offence. As the title 4 Norme per la tutela sociale 

della maternità e sull'interruzione volontaria della gravidanza [Norms for the social 

protection of motherhood and on the voluntary termination of pregnancy] 4 suggests, 

the law prioritizes the protection of maternity and human life from conception. Article 1 

                                                
17 ISTAT, La salute riproduttiva della donna, Roma : StreetLib, 2017, p. 87. Available at: 
https://www.istat.it/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/La-salute-riproduttiva-della-donna.pdf (Accessed: 4 June 
2025) 
18 Ministry of Health, <Relazione del Ministro della Salute sulla attuazione della legge contenente norme 
per la tutela sociale della maternità e per l9interruzione volontaria di gravidanza (legge 194/78), Dati 2022=, 
5 December 2024, p. 62.  
Available at: 
https://www.salute.gov.it/new/sites/default/files/imported/C_17_pubblicazioni_3493_allegato.pdf 
(Accessed: 4 June 2025) 
19 For data, consult the Ministry of Health9s map of regional distribution of conscientious objection in Italy, 
available at: Marika Ikonomu, <Aborto, la mappa dell9obiezione di coscienza in Italia: se la scelta di uno 
nega il diritto di tante=, Domani, 25 giugno 2024.  
Available at: https://www.editorialedomani.it/fatti/aborto-obiezione-coscienza-mappa-italia-diritto-ivg-
regioni-destra-ru486-fd51r9le (Accessed: 5 June 2025) 
20 Law 194/1978 was the outcome of a protracted and contested legislative process. A key compromise was 
the introduction of conscientious objection under Article 9, a provision that feminist movements 
immediately recognised as a potential mechanism for undermining the law9s effective implementation. 
21 Giulia Siverio, <I limiti della legge 194 sull9aborto=, Il Post, 2 July 2022. Available at: 
https://www.ilpost.it/2022/07/02/limiti-legge-194-aborto/ (Accessed: 5 June 2025) 

https://www.istat.it/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/La-salute-riproduttiva-della-donna.pdf
https://www.salute.gov.it/new/sites/default/files/imported/C_17_pubblicazioni_3493_allegato.pdf
https://www.editorialedomani.it/fatti/aborto-obiezione-coscienza-mappa-italia-diritto-ivg-regioni-destra-ru486-fd51r9le
https://www.editorialedomani.it/fatti/aborto-obiezione-coscienza-mappa-italia-diritto-ivg-regioni-destra-ru486-fd51r9le
https://www.ilpost.it/2022/07/02/limiti-legge-194-aborto/


66 

affirms that <the State guarantees the right to responsible and planned parenthood, 

recognizes the social value of motherhood, and shall protect human life from its 

inception=. Chiara Lalli, lecturer in the history of medicine, argues that <Law 194 is not 

simply a law on voluntary termination of pregnancy and does not establish a strong right 

to women9s choice and self-determination: it determines when access is permitted and 

allowed=22. 

The law frames abortion as an exceptional measure, justified only in adverse 

circumstances. Article 2 assigns counselling services the role of assisting pregnant 

women by informing them of their rights and available welfare services, and <helping to 

overcome the factors which might lead the woman to have her pregnancy terminated=. 

Article 5 further requires these centres to explore possible alternatives, particularly when 

the request is motivated by socio-economic or familial reasons. An additional procedural 

limit to women9s self-determination is the seven-day <reflection period= before 

termination can be authorised if it is not found to be urgently required (Article 5). The 

only limit on conscientious objection appears in Article 9, which prohibits it when a 

woman9s life is at risk and confines it to the act of abortion. In practice, however, access 

is often denied in other circumstances. 

During the 2022 electoral campaign, the leader of Fratelli d’Italia Giorgia Meloni 

repeatedly addressed the issue of abortion, often in response to public concerns about the 

potential restriction of this right in the event of an electoral victory.  Overall, Meloni has 

never concealed her anti-abortion stance, which she attributes to her Catholic faith and 

personal experience, which she explains in her autobiography. Her party advocates for 

prevention policies rather than outright abrogation of abortion law and Meloni has 

publicly supported initiatives linked to the transnational <pro-life= network23. 

On several occasions, both before and after the elections, Meloni firmly denied 

any intention to repeal or amend Law 194/1978, instead insisting on the importance of its 

                                                
22 Ibidem 
Original quote: <La 194 non è soltanto una legge sull9interruzione volontaria di gravidanza (IVG) e non 
stabilisce un diritto in senso forte alla scelta e all9autodeterminazione delle donne: stabilisce quando è 
permesso e concesso accedervi=. 
23 Elisabetta De Giorgi, Alice Cavalieri, Francesca Feo, <From Opposition Leader to Prime Minister: 
Giorgia Meloni and Women9s Issues in the Italian Radical Right=, Politics and Governance, Vol. 11(1), 
2023, p. 111. Available at: https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.v11i1.6042 (Accessed: 10 May 2025) 

https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.v11i1.6042
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<full application=. She has also expressed the intention to reinforce those sections of the 

law concerning the social protection of motherhood. At the same time, Meloni has 

dismissed concerns about existing barriers to abortion access in Italy, claiming that 

abortion rights remain consistently guaranteed in the country. When confronted with the 

problem posed by the high number of conscientious objectors 4 one of the primary 

obstacles limiting women9s ability to access safe and timely abortion services 4 Meloni 

defended it as a matter of personal freedom and a legitimate individual right24. In her 

public discourse, she frequently invokes the importance of prevention. However, her 

prevention strategy remains vague, given the persistent resistance previously discussed 

regarding the implementation of comprehensive sexual education and the expansion of 

access to contraception 4 both measures widely recognised as effective strategies for 

reducing unwanted pregnancies and the demand for abortion25. 

Meloni9s position emerged during an interview on Mezz’ora in più (Rai3) on 18 

September 2022: 

<I fear that during this election campaign, some totally unfounded information continues to 

circulate. I have never said that I want to alter the first part of Law 194. I have not written it 

in my book, I have not said it during this campaign, and I have not said it at any point in my 

life. [&] I have asked for is its implementation; the first part of Law 194 concerns the 

protection of the social value of motherhood, and I would like to see it applied. [&] 
Alongside the rights already guaranteed by Law 194, I would like to add another right: that 

women who have found themselves in the position of having to terminate a pregnancy 

because they had no alternatives 4 perhaps for economic reasons, or because they feared 

they would be left alone 4 might have that alternative=26. 

                                                
24 Giulia Siverio, <Cosa vuole fare Giorgia Meloni con l9aborto=, Il Post, 2 July 2022. Available at: 
https://www.ilpost.it/2022/09/22/giorgia-meloni-aborto/ (Accessed: 5 June 2025) 
25 World Health Organisation (WHO), Preventing unsafe abortion, 2014, p. 3. Available at: 
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/112321/WHO_RHR_14.09_eng.pdf (Accessed: 6 June 2025) 
26 Fratelli d9Italia, <Una grande Giorgia Meloni da Lucia Annunziata a 8Mezz'ora in più9. Assolutamente 
da non perdere!=, YouTube, 18 September 2022. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Glc-
VFLLYY0 (Accessed: 5 June 2025) 

https://www.ilpost.it/2022/09/22/giorgia-meloni-aborto/
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/112321/WHO_RHR_14.09_eng.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Glc-VFLLYY0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Glc-VFLLYY0
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Turning to the presenter, she added:  

<Do you think that ensuring a woman has the full self-determination to terminate a pregnancy 

if she wishes to do so, but also the freedom not to do so if she is forced to, is not self-

determination?=27. 

It is indeed fundamental to acknowledge that women may feel compelled to seek an 

abortion due to adverse socio-economic circumstances, a lack of support or fear of 

isolation. Ensuring that women are genuinely free to choose whether to continue or end 

a pregnancy is a fundamental component of reproductive autonomy. However, this 

rhetoric may also frame abortion less as an established right and more as a regrettable 

choice to be prevented through alternative forms of social support.  

Moreover, it is not necessary to amend Law 194/1978 in order to restrict access 

to voluntary termination of pregnancy. In addition to the widespread use of conscientious 

objection among medical personnel, the existing legal and cultural framework has long 

enabled anti-abortion organisations to operate within public hospitals and counselling 

centres, thereby complicating access to abortion services, particularly in regions 

administered by right-wing coalitions aligned with Prime Minister Meloni9s party28. This 

situation has been made possible by a provision contained in Article 2 of Law 194/1978, 

which states: 

<[&] For the purposes of this Law, the counselling centres may make use of voluntary 

assistance, on the basis of pertinent regulations or agreements, from appropriate basic social 

welfare organisations and voluntary associations, which may also assist mothers in 

difficulties after the child is born [&]=29. 

                                                
Original discourse: <Temo che in questa campagna elettorale continuino a girare alcune informazioni 
totalmente infondate. Io non ho mai detto che voglio toccare la prima parte della legge 194, non l9ho scritto 
sul mio libro, non l9ho detto in questa campagna elettorale, non l9ho detto nell9arco di tutta la mia esistenza. 
[&] Io ho chiesto di applicarla, la prima parte della legge 194 <tutela del valore sociale della maternità= la 
vorrei applicare. [&]  Accanto ai diritti che la legge 194 garantisce e che già conosciamo vorrei aggiungere 
un diritto, vorrei che le donne che eventualmente si fossero trovate nella condizione di abortire perché non 
avevano alternative, magari per ragioni economiche? Magari perché pensavano che sarebbero rimaste sole? 
Possano avere quella alternativa.= 
27 Original discourse: <Secondo lei, garantire a una donna la piena autodeterminazione di poter interrompere 
la gravidanza se ritiene di farlo ma di essere libera di non farlo se è costretta a farlo, secondo voi non è 
autodeterminazione questa?= 
28 Giulia Siverio, <Cosa vuole fare Giorgia Meloni con l9aborto=, Il Post, 2 July 2022 
29 Original text: <[&] I consultori sulla base di appositi regolamenti o convenzioni possono avvalersi, per i 
fini previsti dalla legge, della collaborazione volontaria di idonee formazioni sociali di base e di 
associazioni del volontariato, che possono anche aiutare la maternità difficile dopo la nascita. [&]= 
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This provision for <assistance even after childbirth= has long legitimised anti-abortion 

interventions during pregnancy, allowing movements opposing the right to voluntary 

termination of pregnancy to gain access, in various forms, within public counselling 

services. For instance, it enabled the establishment of Movimento per la Vita, Italy9s first 

anti-abortion organisation, immediately after the law9s enactment30.  

Far from removing the obstacles affecting access to abortion services, the Meloni 

government has consolidated this existing problematic through the introduction of Law 

56/2024, which converted Decree-Law 19 of 2 March 2024. Article 44-quinquies, titled 

<Norms concerning counselling services=, stipulates that: 

<The regions shall organise the counselling services within the framework of Mission 6, 

Component 1, of the National Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRRP) and may, without 

imposing new or additional charges on public finances, also avail themselves of the 

involvement of Third Sector entities with qualified experience in supporting motherhood=31. 

This amendment to Article 44 of the NRRP32 Decree affects the implementation of Law 

194/1978 institutionalising the presence within counselling centres of associations with 

<qualified experience in supporting motherhood=, which typically correspond to 

movements opposing abortion rights. The amendment was proposed by Lorenzo 

Malagola, a Fratelli d’Italia MP with connections to anti-choice organisations such as 

Pro Vita & Famiglia33. The key innovation introduced by this amendment lies in the 

explicit institutional support of these groups to their participation within the public 

                                                
30 Ibidem 
31 Original text of Article 44-quinquies <Norme in materia di servizi consultoriali=: <1. Le regioni 
organizzano i servizi consultoriali nell'ambito della Missione 6, Componente 1, del PNRR e possono 
avvalersi, senza nuovi o maggiori oneri a carico della finanza pubblica, anche del coinvolgimento di 
soggetti del Terzo settore che abbiano una qualificata esperienza nel sostegno alla maternità=. 
32 The NRRP is part of the Next Generation EU economic recovery project in response to the pandemic 
crisis generated by COVID-19. The Plan is developed around three strategic axes shared at European level 
(Digitalisation and Innovation, Ecological Transition, Social Inclusion) and along six Missions, with 
Mission Six specifically focused on health. 
33 Torrisi et al., 2024, <Aborto a ostacoli: come le politiche di deterrenza minacciano l9accesso 
all9interruzione volontaria di gravidanza in Italia=, Medici del Mondo, 21 August 2024, p. 23. Available at: 
https://back.medicidelmondo.it/uploads/2024/09/MDM_Report_DIGITAL_2024-1.pdf (Accessed: 4 June 
2025) 
In recent years, these groups have actively promoted initiatives aimed at limiting access to abortion. Fifty 
of anti-abortion associations signed a popular initiative bill, presented on 5 December 2023 to the Chamber 
of Deputies, proposing to amend Article 14 of Law 194/1978 by introducing two additional steps prior to 
accessing abortion services: requiring doctors to show the patient images of the fetus and allow them to 
hear its heartbeat. 

https://back.medicidelmondo.it/uploads/2024/09/MDM_Report_DIGITAL_2024-1.pdf
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healthcare system, consolidating a framework that privileges anti-abortion actors in the 

provision of reproductive health services and potentially limiting women9s access to 

impartial and information and care, particularly in more conservative regions34.  

On the occasion of the extraordinary European Council of 17 and 18 April 2024, 

Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni responded to criticisms regarding this law, offering the 

following clarification: 

<The amendment that has been presented, NRRP Decree, follows exactly the text of Law 

194, which already provides for this. So, is Law 194 acceptable or not? Because, do you 

know what I think? I believe that, in reality, those who wish to change Law 194 are on the 

left. We have never proposed to modify it, but when you ask for the application of Law 194 

in its entirety, including its preventive provisions, because it is a well-balanced, well-crafted 

law, people start tearing their hair out, and then one must also have the courage to tell it like 

it is. Do they want to change Law 194? It is not I who want to change it, are others seeking 

to change it? Then let them declare it and take responsibility for it. But what is being done 

now is simply reiterating the concepts already present in Law 194=35.  

This statement reframes the amendment as a consistent application of existing legislation, 

nonetheless it overlooks how its implementation reinforces the presence of anti-abortion 

actors within the public healthcare system. By invoking the law9s preventive provisions 

without addressing existing barriers to abortion access, Prime Minister Meloni9s remarks 

implicitly confirm that the provision shifts the normative balance of Law 194/1978 from 

safeguarding reproductive autonomy to prioritising childbirth as a social value. 

As for the Lega per Salvini Premier party, some public statements and initiatives 

illustrate its complex and often ambivalent approach to the issue. In April 2018, Senator 

                                                
34 Ibidem 
35 Extract from: Presidency of the Council of Ministers, <Consiglio europeo straordinario del 17 e 18 aprile, 
il punto stampa del Presidente Meloni=, Italian Government, 18 April 2024. Available at: 
https://www.governo.it/it/articolo/consiglio-europeo-straordinario-del-17-e-18-aprile-il-punto-stampa-
del-presidente-meloni (Accessed: 4 June 2025) 
Original discourse: <L'emendamento che è stato presentato, decreto PNRR, anche qui ricalca esattamente 
il testo della Legge 194 che lo prevede. Va bene la legge 194 o non va bene? Perché, sai che cosa penso io? 
Io penso che in realtà quelli che vogliono modificare la Legge 194 siano a sinistra. Perché noi non abbiamo 
mai proposto di modificarla, ma quando chiedi l'applicazione della Legge 194, in tutto, anche nella 
prevenzione, perché è una legge di estremo equilibrio, una legge ben fatta, ci si straccia le vesti e allora si 
deve però anche avere il coraggio di dire le cose come stanno. Si vuole modificare la Legge 194? Non sono 
io a volerla modificare, gli altri la vogliono modificare? Ce lo dicano e se ne assumano la responsabilità, 
ma quello che si sta facendo adesso è ribadire i concetti già previsti nella Legge 194.= 

https://www.governo.it/it/articolo/consiglio-europeo-straordinario-del-17-e-18-aprile-il-punto-stampa-del-presidente-meloni
https://www.governo.it/it/articolo/consiglio-europeo-straordinario-del-17-e-18-aprile-il-punto-stampa-del-presidente-meloni
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Simone Pillon has argued that Law 194 has become <a sort of passe-partout to justify a 

right to abortion, when in fact the law does not establish such a 8right9: abortion remains 

a crime, except in the cases explicitly permitted by the law=36. Pillon additionally claimed 

that  

<A revision is needed to ensure the full application of the first part of the law, which seeks 

to remove the obstacles that drive women to abort. The objective must be 8zero abortions9, 

which can be achieved by making prevention systems highly effective=37.  

More recently, on 23 January 2024, the Lega party organised a conference at the Chamber 

of Deputies entitled Biopoetica, featuring speakers from the conservative think tank 

Centro Studi Machiavelli. The event explicitly advanced anti-abortion positions, 

describing Law 194 as <not necessarily moral= and <a practical solution= that violates the 

rights of the father and undermines the maternal role. The speakers also rejected the 

legitimacy of abortion even in cases of sexual violence, arguing that it is a right 

comparable <to kill, steal, or injure=38. In response to the controversy generated by the 

event, Laura Ravetto, Lega MP and head of the party9s Equal Opportunities Department, 

distanced the party from extreme positions, declaring that  

<The Lega has always supported and will continue to support freedom of choice regarding 

abortion. The final word belongs to women, and we will not accept instrumentalisation on 

such a delicate issue that concerns all of us [women]=39. 

                                                
36 Associazione Ostetrici Ginecologi Ospedalieri Italiani (AOGOI), <Aborto, per il neo senatore leghista 
Simone Pillon resta un reato: 8La legge 194 ha bisogno di un tagliando. più risorse per prevenire e 
dissuadere le donne che vogliono abortire9=, 13 April 2018. Available at: 
https://www.aogoi.it/notiziario/archivio-news/aborto-pillon/ (Accessed: 5 June 2025) 
Original quote: <[La legge 194] è diventata una sorta di passe-partout per sostenere il diritto all'aborto, ma 
in realtà la legge non prevede un tale 'diritto': l'aborto resta infatti un reato ad esclusione dei giustificativi 
previsti appunto dalla normativa=. 
37 Ibidem 
Original quote: <ll tagliando va fatto per assicurare una piena applicazione della prima parte della legge, 
che è quella che punta a rimuovere gli ostacoli che spingono la donna ad abortire. L'obiettivo deve cioè 
essere 'zero aborti', e ciò è possibile rendendo super efficace il sistema di prevenzione". 
38 Lucia Tedesco, <Il convegno della Lega alla Camera contro l'aborto è un attacco ai diritti delle donne=, 
Wired, 24 January 2024 Available at: https://www.wired.it/article/aborto-convegno-lega-camera-attacco-
diritti-donne/ (Accessed: 5 June 2025) 
39 ANSA, <Ravetto: 8Lega sempre per la libertà di scelta sull9aborto=, 24 January 2024. Available at: 
https://www.ansa.it/sito/videogallery/italia/2024/01/24/ravetto-lega-sempre-per-la-liberta-di-scelta-
sullaborto_cff9dc48-42ea-4a49-96a4-a7a387c89899.html (Accessed: 5 June 2025) 
Original discourse: <La Lega è sempre stata e sempre sarà per la libertà di scelta sull9aborto, l9ultima parola 
spetta alle donne. Non accettiamo strumentalizzazioni su un tema così delicato che riguarda tutte noi=. 

https://www.aogoi.it/notiziario/archivio-news/aborto-pillon/
https://www.wired.it/article/aborto-convegno-lega-camera-attacco-diritti-donne/
https://www.wired.it/article/aborto-convegno-lega-camera-attacco-diritti-donne/
https://www.ansa.it/sito/videogallery/italia/2024/01/24/ravetto-lega-sempre-per-la-liberta-di-scelta-sullaborto_cff9dc48-42ea-4a49-96a4-a7a387c89899.html
https://www.ansa.it/sito/videogallery/italia/2024/01/24/ravetto-lega-sempre-per-la-liberta-di-scelta-sullaborto_cff9dc48-42ea-4a49-96a4-a7a387c89899.html
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As for party leader Matteo Salvini, speaking at the Lega9s annual gathering in Pontida 

ahead of the September 2022 general elections, he stated:  

<On issues such as abortion, life must be protected and defended, and women must always 

be offered an alternative. But the final word always and only belongs to the woman. No one 

can take away from her the final word over her life and the life that is being born=40. 

Salvini9s statement exemplifies a persistent dynamic within conservative and nationalist 

Italian abortion discourse, whereby affirmations of women9s freedom of choice are 

systematically coupled with the reaffirmation of motherhood9s social value and the 

imperative to promote alternatives to abortion. This dual emphasis reflects a broader 

cultural and policy framework in which reproductive rights are consistently negotiated 

alongside moral, demographic, and social concerns, positioning abortion as an exception 

to be discouraged rather than a fully autonomous right. 

 

1.1.2. Gestational surrogacy 

Gestational surrogacy has long been prohibited in Italy under Law 40/2004, which 

governs medically assisted reproduction. Article 12, paragraph 6, of this law penalizes 

with imprisonment from three months to two years and a fine of 600,000 to one million 

euros anyone who <produces, arranges, or advertises the sale of gametes or embryos or 

subrogation of motherhood= within Italian territory41. The legislation frames surrogacy 

as a form of exploitation and a degrading practice for women who carry pregnancies for 

others42. However, many Italian couples have resorted to surrogacy services abroad, in 

                                                
40Vanessa Ricciardi, <Meloni non vuole cambiare la legge 194 ma vuole fare il possibile contro l9aborto=, 
Domani, 18 September 2022. Available at: https://www.editorialedomani.it/politica/italia/meloni-non-
vuole-cambiare-la-legge-194-ma-vuole-fare-il-possibile-contro-laborto-v3qlpnqb (Accessed: 6 June 2025) 
Original quote: <Su temi come l'aborto bisogna tutelare la vita, proteggere la vita e dare a una donna sempre 
un9alternativa. Ma l'ultima parola spetta sempre e solo alla donna. Nessuno le può togliere l9ultima parola 
sulla sua vita e sulla vita che nasce=. 
41 Original text: <6. Chiunque, in qualsiasi forma, realizza, organizza o pubblicizza la commercializzazione 
di gameti o di embrioni o la surrogazione di maternità è punito con la reclusione da tre mesi a due anni e 
con la multa da 600.000 a un milione di euro.= 
42 Elena Tebano, <Cos9è la maternità surrogata o gestazione per altri e cosa cambia ora che in Italia è reato 
universale=, Corriere della Sera, 17 October 2024.  
Available at: https://www.corriere.it/politica/24_ottobre_17/maternita-surrogata-gestazione-per-altri-cos-
e-cosa-cambia-reato-universale-italia-8a75394b-1b1b-4347-b4b7-610a34d32xlk.shtml (Accessed: 7 June 
2025) 

https://www.editorialedomani.it/politica/italia/meloni-non-vuole-cambiare-la-legge-194-ma-vuole-fare-il-possibile-contro-laborto-v3qlpnqb
https://www.editorialedomani.it/politica/italia/meloni-non-vuole-cambiare-la-legge-194-ma-vuole-fare-il-possibile-contro-laborto-v3qlpnqb
https://www.corriere.it/politica/24_ottobre_17/maternita-surrogata-gestazione-per-altri-cos-e-cosa-cambia-reato-universale-italia-8a75394b-1b1b-4347-b4b7-610a34d32xlk.shtml
https://www.corriere.it/politica/24_ottobre_17/maternita-surrogata-gestazione-per-altri-cos-e-cosa-cambia-reato-universale-italia-8a75394b-1b1b-4347-b4b7-610a34d32xlk.shtml
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countries where the practice is legally permitted, either on an altruistic basis or through 

commercially regulated agreements. 

In response, under the Meloni government, Law 169/2024 was approved, 

amending Article 12 of Law 40/2004 to criminalise gestational surrogacy carried out 

abroad by Italian citizens. The draft law originated from a proposal by Deputy Carolina 

Varchi of Fratelli d’Italia, whose text aligns closely with a previous bill introduced by 

Giorgia Meloni during the preceding legislature. The approved text consists of a single 

article, adding the following provision to Article 12, paragraph 6: 

<If the facts referred to in the previous sentence, with reference to maternity surrogacy, are 

committed abroad, the Italian citizen shall be punished according to Italian law=43. 

The classification of gestational surrogacy as a <universal crime= raises significant 

conceptual and juridical concerns. In international law, the principle of universal 

jurisdiction is traditionally reserved for crimes of exceptional gravity 4 such as genocide, 

war crimes, and crimes against humanity 4 which justify prosecution irrespective of the 

place where the crime was committed or the nationality of those involved. Extending this 

framework to surrogacy, a practice legally permitted in numerous jurisdictions, raises 

questions of legal consistency and proportionality44.  

A crucial aspect deserving reflection is the terminology employed both in the 

legislative text of 2004, which adopts the expression maternità surrogata (surrogate 

motherhood), and in political rhetoric from Fratelli d’Italia and Lega, which consistently 

use the more provocative term utero in affitto (womb for rent). This lexical choice clearly 

explicates the underlying rationale behind the criminalisation of gestational surrogacy by 

national-conservative parties.  

The conceptual ambiguity surrounding the term maternità surrogata has been 

critically addressed in Italian feminist literature, which underscores the importance of 

distinguishing between pregnancy and motherhood as separate experiences and legal 

                                                
43 Original text: <Se i fatti di cui al periodo precedente, con riferimento alla surrogazione di maternità, sono 
commessi all'estero, il cittadino italiano è punito secondo la legge italiana.= 
44 Alessandra Pellegrini De Luca, <Cosa significa che la gestazione per altri è un 8reato universale9=, Il 
Post, 16 October 2024. Available at: https://www.ilpost.it/2024/10/16/gestazione-per-altri-reato-
universale-cosa-significa/ (Accessed: 7 June 2025) 

https://www.ilpost.it/2024/10/16/gestazione-per-altri-reato-universale-cosa-significa/
https://www.ilpost.it/2024/10/16/gestazione-per-altri-reato-universale-cosa-significa/
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categories45. Conflating the two processes reinforces a biologically determined view of 

motherhood, undermining women9s autonomy over their reproductive choices. Writer 

and activist Michela Murgia considers that it would be more accurate to refer to 

gravidanza surrogata (surrogate pregnancy), as gestation alone neither implies the desire 

to procreate nor the willingness to assume parental care.   

The political use of utero in affitto, particularly evident in Giorgia Meloni and 

Matteo Salvini9s statements, amplifies the message they intend to convey. The term 

evokes imagery of commodification and degradation, reducing the pregnant woman to an 

objectified reproductive body46. Upon the law9s approval on 16 October 2024, Prime 

Minister Giorgia Meloni posted on X:  

<With today9s final approval in the Senate, the draft law making womb for rent a universal 

crime is finally law. A common-sense norm against the commodification of women9s bodies 

and children. Human life has no price and is not a bargaining chip=47.  

On the same day on its social media accounts, Deputy Prime Minister Matteo Salvini 

wrote:  

<It9s law: the practice of womb for rent becomes a universal crime. Another fulfilled 

commitment, a victory against the squalid multi-billion euro business that exploits women 

for economic gain and horrifically commodifies children=.  

The post is accompanied by an image bearing the slogan <Women are not for rent, 

children are not for sale: #FromWordsToAction=. The image depicts the belly of a 

pregnant woman with the word <affittasi= (for rent) written on it.  

                                                
45 Michela Murgia, Dare la vita, Milano : Rizzoli, 2024, [Ebook ed.] 
46 Elena Tebano, Op. cit. 
47 Original text: <Con l9approvazione definitiva di oggi al Senato, il ddl che rende l'utero in affitto reato 
universale è finalmente legge. Una norma di buonsenso contro la mercificazione del corpo femminile e dei 
bambini. La vita umana non ha prezzo e non è merce di scambio=. 



75 

Figure 3. Social media post by Deputy Prime Minister Matteo Salvini following the approval of Law 169/2024 

 

Source: Matteo Salvini’s official X account 

Supporters presented the new provision as a landmark moment for Italy9s legal system, 

framing it as a decisive stand against exploitation and the commodification of human life. 

Carolina Varchi, the law9s proponent, declared:  

<Motherhood cannot become a market, women9s bodies cannot be rented, and life cannot be 

bought. We are concerned by staggering numbers and figures to the detriment of women, 

often in conditions of economic difficulty, or whose primary motivation for participating in 

this market is the promised financial compensation. Fratelli d’Italia has long fought against 

surrogacy, and today9s approval of this law marks a crucial point in a battle for women9s 

freedom and for civilisation in our society. Children are not for sale, and not all desires can 

become rights=48. 

                                                
48 Fratelli D9Italia, <Maternità surrogata: fine di una pratica disumanizzante con ok Senato=, 16 October 
2024. Available at: https://www.fratelli-italia.it/maternita-surrogata-fine-di-una-pratica-disumanizzante-
con-ok-senato/ (Accessed: 7 June 2025) 
Original text: <La maternità non può diventare un mercato, il corpo delle donne non può essere noleggiato, 
la vita non si compra e siamo preoccupati da numeri e cifre da capogiro, a discapito di donne che spesso si 
trovano in condizioni di difficoltà economica o che comunque hanno come motivo principale per aderire a 
questo mercato quello del promesso compenso. Fratelli d9Italia da anni ha intrapreso un9azione di contrasto 
alla maternità surrogata e oggi, l9approvazione di questa legge, segna un punto importante, in una battaglia 

https://www.fratelli-italia.it/maternita-surrogata-fine-di-una-pratica-disumanizzante-con-ok-senato/
https://www.fratelli-italia.it/maternita-surrogata-fine-di-una-pratica-disumanizzante-con-ok-senato/
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As evident, the primary issue raised is economic: whether it is socially acceptable for 

economically disadvantaged women to <sell= their reproductive capacity (and not a child) 

to couples who can afford the costs involved. Michela Murgia offers a different 

interpretation: given that financial reasons justify abortion, similar regulation should exist 

for starting and continuing pregnancy. It is precisely the absence of such regulation that 

risks pushing surrogacy into unregulated and exploitative contexts49. Moreover, the 

gestating woman should not be reduced to a mere container, nor the child treated as a 

commodity for sale. Indeed, payments compensate the gestating woman for her time, 

health risks, and medical care, but does not constitute buying the child, whose 

relinquishment should in any case depend on her voluntary consent50. 

This terminological choice forms part of the broader communicative strategy 

employed by national-conservative parties. The policy and its legislative implementation 

represent an intent to reinforce a biologically based model of family and motherhood, 

restricted to heterosexual reproduction and dismissive of alternative forms of kinship and 

reproductive autonomy. Although issues such as voluntary interruption of pregnancy and 

gestational surrogacy remain ethically and politically complex and often divisive, the 

narrative promoted by Fratelli d’Italia and Lega does not fully recognize women9s 

reproductive rights as such. Instead, it predominantly frames women in terms of their 

reproductive capacity and maternal role, subordinating their reproductive autonomy and 

self-determination to the preservation of a conventionally defined concept of the 

<traditional family=.  

 

1.2. An attempt to relegate women to their traditional maternal role  

While recent legislation addressing violence against women demonstrates a growing 

and continuous focus on the issue, the same level of attention remains notably weak in 

the area of reproductive rights and women9s health more broadly. Above all, it clearly 

emerges that, starting from the existing legislative framework on voluntary termination 

                                                
di libertà per le donne e di civiltà per la società civile. I bambini non si comprano, non tutti i desideri 
possono diventare diritti.= 
49 Michela Murgia, Op. cit, Part II, Chapter 3  
50 Ibidem, Part II, Chapter 6 
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of pregnancy and medically assisted procreation, the Meloni government has pursued a 

markedly more restrictive direction. Overall, there is a pronounced social valorisation of 

motherhood and a recognition of a single normative model of procreation51. Thus, while 

in the case of gender-based violence a commitment to women9s rights has been publicly 

affirmed 4 albeit often instrumentalised for other purposes 4 in the domain of women9s 

reproductive rights, a distinctly conservative and traditionalist approach prevails. 

This perspective was reaffirmed through the social media imagery of both Fratelli 

d’Italia and Lega, particularly on the occasion of Mother9s Day, 11 May 2025. FdI 

published a photo depicting a mother and child from behind, with the child holding a 

drawing that reads <mother=. The accompanying caption read: <Best wishes to all 

mothers, without them nothing would exist=. Even more striking was Lega’s post, which 

juxtaposed a smiling woman holding a young child on the right with rainbow flags 

(symbols of LGBT movements) on the left. Among the flags, a banner displayed the 

phrase <Happy Parent 1 Day=, while the entire image was captioned: <In Italy, we say 

8mother.9 Happy Mother9s Day=. 

                                                
51 Even in the case of adoption, it is generally permitted only to married couples who have been married 
for at least three years (Law 184/1983, Article 6). Single individuals may adopt only in specific cases: when 
the child is orphan of both parents and the applicant is a relative within the sixth degree of kinship or a 
person who has established a stable and lasting emotional relationship with the child, or when no suitable 
married couple is available for pre-adoptive custody (Article 44). However, Constitutional Court judgment 
No. 33/2025 declared the exclusion of single persons residing in Italy from applying for international 
adoption eligibility unconstitutional, affirming that adoptive suitability must be assessed according to the 
individual9s personal qualities and capacity to safeguard the child9s best interests, irrespective of marital 
status. The Juvenile Court remains responsible for case-by-case evaluations of applicants9 affective, 
educational, and financial adequacy. 
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Figure 4. Mother’s Day social media posts by FdI and Lega, 11 May 2025 

Source: Fratelli d’Italia and Lega per Salvini Premier official Instagram accounts 

 

The centrality of the family dimension also finds concrete expression in right-wing 

parties9 contemporary communication strategies. For instance, on 15 May 2025, for the 

International Day of Families, Lega shared another image depicting a father, a pregnant 

mother, and a child smiling together, with the father9s hand resting on the woman9s belly. 

The caption read: <Senza famiglia non c’è futuro= (<Without family there is no future=). 

Once again, the image conveyed a clear ideological message valorising a heterosexual, 

reproductive, and nuclear family as the normative social model.  
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Figure 5. International Day of Families social media post by Lega, 15 May 2025 

 

Source: Lega per Salvini Premier’s official Instagram account 

This narrative resonates with longstanding legislative structures. In fact, according to 

Ilaria Maria Dondi, despite being reframed through liberal and secular ideals, the Italian 

Constitution has preserved certain patriarchal and Catholic principles. Article 29 of the 

Italian Constitution affirms:  

<The Republic recognises the rights of the family as a natural society founded on marriage.  

Marriage is based on the moral and legal equality of the spouses within the limits laid down 

by law to guarantee the unity of the family.= 

Similarly, Article 31 emphasizes the Republic9s assistance through economic measures 

and other benefits for <the formation of the family and the fulfilment of its duties, with 

particular consideration for large families=, protecting <mothers, children and young 

people by adopting necessary provisions=.  
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Therefore, at the legislative level, <the reproductive norm exists and coexists within a 

matrimonial norm=, and outside this framework, the same rights have not been 

guaranteed52.  

 

1.2.1. A combination of neo-traditionalism and modern-traditionalism  

Far from being contradictory, this conservative stance aligns with the nationalist 

ideology underpinning these parties. Sara R. Farris argues that nationalist right-wing 

parties, even when they advocate women9s emancipation as a central value of the 

European (Christian) society, <also promote policies that encourage the maintenance of 

traditional roles for women=53. Despite its evident contradictions, this narrative has 

proven successful54. In Italy it has been even more effective because it has been embodied 

by a woman: Giorgia Meloni.  

In this regard the study of Nira Yuval-Davis is extremely relevant. Although men 

generally occupy dominant positions in the sex/gender hierarchies of most societies, 

women are not merely passive subjects of the norms and policies designed to regulate 

their reproductive roles. On the contrary, it is often women themselves (especially older 

women) who are assigned the task of safeguarding and transmitting the cultural values of 

the nation, a role that, as will be discussed later, corresponds to that of cultural 

reproducers of the nation.  In doing so, they acquire the authority to define acceptable 

standards of behaviour and appearance, while also disciplining other women perceived 

as deviating from these norms. Since this role frequently represents one of the few 

socially legitimised forms of power available to them, many women <might become fully 

engaged in it=, reinforcing this system of control55. This dynamic is clearly visible in the 

rise to power of Giorgia Meloni as leader of Fratelli d’Italia and then Italy9s Prime 

Minister.  

                                                
52 Ilaria Maria Dondi, Libere di scegliere se e come avere figli, Torino : Giulio Einaudi editore, 2024, p. 
152-153 
53 Sara R. Farris, In the name of women’s rights. The rise of femonationalism, Durham : Duke University 
Press, 2017, p. 28 
54 Ibidem 
55 Yuval-Davis Nira, Gender and Nation, London : Sage Publications, 1997, Chapter 2, Section 6 [Ebook 
ed.] 
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In order to better understand the political success of Giorgia Meloni, it is useful to 

refer to the analytical distinction between <neo-traditional= and <modern-traditional= 

ideologies. For neo-traditionalists, the aim is to create favorable conditions for women to 

become mothers and housewives, whereas modern-traditionalists combine conservative 

positions on gender roles with certain modern elements, such as promoting women9s 

participation in the labour market, advocating for a balance between professional life and 

child-rearing, and supporting equal pay for equal work56. Prime Minister Meloni and her 

party cannot be considered either fully neo-traditional or modern-traditionalists, but 

rather a combination of both tendencies57. Indeed, they promote the women9s integration 

into the workforce and incorporate other modern elements, while simultaneously 

neglecting essential labour rights for women 4 such as equal pay for equal work 4 and 

continue to present maternity and family care as women9s primary social responsibilities. 

This dual positioning is also shared by Italy9s other major radical right party, Lega58. 

These parties have thus succeeded in presenting themselves as credible interlocutors on 

women9s rights, without questioning the patriarchal structures that sustain substantial 

gender inequalities and continue to expect women to fulfil the social role of motherhood. 

 

1.2.2. A necessity for the nation 

This attempt to relegate women to their traditional maternal role seeks to reaffirm a 

restrictive and heteronormative model of the <traditional family=, marginalising 

alternative family structures and identities. However, what may appear as a merely 

conservative stance adopted by Fratelli d’Italia and Lega is in fact more accurately 

explained through the lens of nationalism. The traditionalist component that assigns 

women an identity and social belonging through motherhood is embedded within a 

broader nationalist political and cultural project.  

A powerful illustration of this national conservative position can be found in Giorgia 

Meloni9s famous speech delivered in Rome9s San Giovanni Square on 19 October 2019.  

                                                
56 Elisabetta De Giorgi, Alice Cavalieri, Francesca Feo, <From Opposition Leader to Prime Minister: 
Giorgia Meloni and Women9s Issues in the Italian Radical Right=, Politics and Governance, Vol. 11(1), 
2023, p. 109 
57 Ivi., p. 115 
58 Ibidem 
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 "Now, of course, they are talking about removing the words 8father9 and 8mother9 from 

official documents. Because the family is an enemy, national identity is an enemy, gender 

identity is an enemy 4 everything that defines us is an enemy for them. It is the game of the 

one-way thinking: they must take away everything we are because, when we no longer have 

an identity, when we no longer have roots, we will be deprived of awareness and incapable 

of defending our rights. That is their game. They want us to be Parent 1, Parent 2, LGBT 

citizen X. Codes. But we are not codes. We are people, and we will defend our identity. I am 

Giorgia, I am a woman, I am a mother, I am Italian, I am Christian. You will not take that 

away from me!"59.  

As De Giorgi, Cavalieri, and Feo underline, Giorgia Meloni9s 2019 words resonate with 

the longstanding radical right slogan <Dio, patria e famiglia= (God, homeland, and 

family), historically employed by Fratelli d’Italia60. For the party, these three words 

represent the social values of modern Italian society61. On that occasion, Meloni 

articulated a vision of national, social, and religious belonging rooted in a traditional 

family model, explicitly defined by the presence of a mother and a father. Gender and 

motherhood, in this narrative, function as a central marker of identity. This is made 

explicit in the personal identity formula she publicly claimed during her speech 4 <I am 

Giorgia, I am a woman, I am a mother, I am Italian, I am Christian= 4 where the maternal 

role is positioned, alongside national and religious affiliation, as a fundamental 

component of her identity. In denouncing what she described as a <game of one-way 

thinking= imposed by progressive forces, Meloni simultaneously asserted an alternative 

one grounded in loyalty to tradition. In this perspective, any deviation from the normative 

                                                
59 Fratelli d9Italia, <Una folla immensa accoglie a San Giovanni una straordinaria Giorgia Meloni! 
Emozionante! Evviva Noi=, YouTube, 19 October 2019. Available at:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lh9AMSW_JM0 (Accessed: 13 June 2025) 
Original speech, from minute 16:48 to 17:42: <Adesso chiaramente parlano di togliere la dicitura padre e 
madre dai documenti. Perché la famiglia è un nemico, l9identità nazionale è un nemico, l9identità di genere 
è un nemico, tutto quello che ci definisce per loro è un nemico. È il gioco del pensiero unico, ci devono 
togliere tutto quello che siamo perché quando non avremo più un'identità e non avremo più radici noi 
saremo privi di consapevolezza e incapaci di difendere i nostri diritti. È il loro gioco. Vogliono che siamo 
genitore 1, genitore 2, genere Lgbt, cittadini X. Dei codici. Ma noi non siamo dei codici. Noi siamo persone 
e difenderemo la nostra identità. Io sono Giorgia, sono una donna, sono una madre, sono italiana, sono 
cristiana. Non me lo toglierete!". 
60 Elisabetta De Giorgi, Alice Cavalieri, Francesca Feo, Op. cit., p. 108 
61 Guillem Colom, <8God, Homeland, and Family9: The Effects of Fratelli d'Italia9s Female Representation 
and Gender Traditionalism on Female Voter Support in the 2022 Italian General Election=, Tufts University, 
22 December 2024, p. 9. Available at: https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5075251 
(Accessed: 7 June 2025) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lh9AMSW_JM0
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5075251
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family and identity model she endorses is not framed as a legitimate expression of 

diversity, but rather as a threat to both individual and collective identity.  

This logic draws on a long historical and cultural tradition in which the 

representation of the nation has often been symbolically articulated through the female 

body62. Indeed, nationalist discourses attribute to women a symbolic importance that 

<does not in fact refer to woman-as-singularity, but rather as part of an organic whole 

whose subjectivity and social role are established on the basis of the functions of the 

female body=63. In this framework, women9s social value has been constructed around 

their capacity to generate and preserve national identity and, therefore, has become 

limited to their reproductive functions. In particular, nationalist projects tend to associate 

women9s reproductive functions with an <ideal type of femininity as an aestheticized and 

social construction=64. This idealised construction considers the woman as the bearer of 

the collective, guardian of tradition and continuity, and mother.  

By its very nature, nationalism continues to value women primarily in their role 

as mothers, even in contemporary times where women9s rights and gender equality have 

been formally recognised. Indeed, the control of women9s sexuality and reproduction 

through the promotion of motherhood characterises nationalist projects not only in 

authoritarian or explicitly racist regimes 4 as it did under Mussolini 4 but also in 

contexts where nationalism has operated as a liberatory force. Nationalist ideologies 

depend on myths of <common origin= that position women at the centre of biological, 

cultural, and symbolic reproduction of the collectivity65. For this reason, even in post-

independence scenarios, <women9s role has frequently been reaffirmed as that of 

biological reproducers of the (new, liberated) nation=66. Since belonging to a nation often 

                                                
62 Sara R. Farris, Op. cit., p. 69 
In many ancient cultures, the nation or city was imagined and represented through the female body itself. 
Moreover, in Romance languages like Italian, the nation is linguistically gendered as feminine 4 a marker 
of the enduring tendency to sexualize the national community. The gendered construction of the nation, 
however, became fully established in the eighteenth century with the rise of nation-states. Firstly, in the 
context of sovereign entities whose wealth and power depended on the number and loyalty of their citizens, 
preoccupation with population control became central. Secondly, the family was simultaneously instituted 
as <the center of the national community and of the household=. Women were linked to the nation in a dual 
way: <qua members of the collectivity=, subjected to loyalties required of all citizens, and <qua women=, 
assigned specific roles, including that of reproducing the nation. 
63 Ivi, p. 71 
64 Ibidem 
65 Yuval-Davis Nira, Gender and Nation, London : Sage Publications, 1997, [Ebook ed.] 
66 Sara R. Farris, Op. cit., p. 72 
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depends on birth within a culturally and ethnically defined group, women9s reproductive 

capacity becomes indispensable for ensuring the ethnic, demographic, and symbolic 

continuity of the nation. Farris9s conceptualisation closely follows Yuval-Davis9s 

theorisation, arguing that women are not treated as individuals but as <bearers of the 

collective and biological reproducers of the nation=, a concept foundational to each 

nationalist project67. According to this logic, nationalist and racist ideologies inevitably 

lead to the strict regulation of women9s sexuality and reproductive choices.  

This explains why Italian nationalist parties have continued to pursue a sexual politics 

in which maternity remains central in determining women9s social position68. Therefore, 

the attention that FdI and the Lega devote to infertility prevention, abortion restrictions, 

and the criminalisation of gestational surrogacy reflects a central assumption of 

nationalist ideology: women9s primary social value is understood through their 

reproductive capacity, conceived as essential for ensuring national continuity.  

What is particularly noteworthy is that in more recent years nationalist parties have at 

times adopted an ostensibly inclusive approach towards migrant women. It is therefore 

essential to consider both the reasons and the ways in which nationalist parties engage 

with the reproductive rights of migrant women, positioning them as objects of a 

femonationalist rhetoric. This issue will be examined in the following chapter. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

                                                
67 Sara R. Farris, Op. cit., p. 72 
68 Luca Trappolin, <Right-Wing Sexual Politics and <Anti-gender= Mobilization in Italy: Key Features and 
Latest Developments=, In Cornelia Möser, Jennifer Ramme, Judit Takács (eds.), Paradoxical Right-Wing 
Sexual Politics in Europe, Cham : Palgrave Macmillan, 2022, p. 120 
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Chapter 2: The specificity of the femonationalist discourse concerning 

migrant women  

 

The national-conservative discourse outlined in the previous chapter takes on a specific 

configuration when applied to non-Western women. In order to grasp the growing 

attention of nationalist parties towards migrant women9s rights and reproductive capacity, 

a preliminary clarification is necessary. It is indeed essential to consider how nationalist 

projects have historically regulated women9s reproductive roles in response to 

demographic and identity concerns. According to Yuval-Davis9 conceptualisation, later 

adopted by Farris:  

<[&] whether women are encouraged, discouraged or sometimes forced to have or not to 

have children [&] depends on the hegemonic discourses which construct nationalist projects 

at specific historical moments=1.  

This is particularly evident in Italy, where concerns over demographic decline and ethnic 

replacement have long shaped nationalist discourses, from Mussolini9s pronatalist 

policies2 to contemporary debates over birth rates and immigration. Although the present 

context differs substantially from the fascist period, as contraception is widely accessible 

and abortion is legal, nationalist parties continue to politicise women9s reproductive roles 

in connection with nationalist and cultural identity. 

Fratelli d’Italia exemplifies this tendency by prioritising national identity, 

declining birth rates and opposition to immigration as government objectives3. Similar 

                                                
1 Yuval-Davis Nira, Gender and Nation, London : Sage Publications, 1997, [Ebook ed.] 
2 Ruth Ben-Ghiat, Strongmen in Siân Norris, Bodies Under Siege. How the Far-Right Attack on 
Reproductive Rights Went Global, London, New York : Verso, 2023, [Ebook ed.] 
During the fascist regime, population growth was considered a national imperative, and massive control 
was exerted over women9s reproductive bodies. In 2025, Benito Mussolini launched the so-called <Battle 
for Births= (1925-1938) and established a National Agency for Maternity and Infancy. As the historian 
Ruth Ben-Ghiat explains, this campaign sought to encourage <the right kinds of Italians to multiply=, 
banning abortion and contraception, taxing single men, and rewarding prolific mothers. Motherhood and 
large families were framed as duties to the nation, essential for preserving its strength and racial integrity. 
Mussolini9s rhetoric openly expressed fears of ethnic replacement, warning that <the entire white race, the 
Western race, could be submerged by other races of colour that multiply with a rhythm unknown to our 
own=.  
3 Il Sole 24 Ore, <Natalità, Meloni 8Priorità assoluta del governo9=, YouTube, 12 April 2024. Available at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3yP7o1y3Nac (Accessed: 13 June 2025) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3yP7o1y3Nac
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themes emerged at the 2019 World Congress of Families in Verona, attended by Matteo 

Salvini and Lega city councillor Alberto Zelger4. Reporting undercover, feminist 

journalist Claire Provost documented how anti-immigrant and pronatalist rhetoric were 

intertwined, observing that the demographic crisis was presented as an issue to be 

addressed by encouraging (white) Italian women to have more children rather than by 

allowing more (non-white) people into the country5. Siân Norris has argued that this 

reflects how white male supremacists believe their anxieties about demographic 

replacement can be handled through reproductive control, achievable through state policy 

and cultural pressure6.  

This explains why nationalist parties, including those in Italy, have historically 

offered financial incentives to <national= families for each child born, as observed in 

Chapter 2 of Part I. These measures should not be considered as mere welfare provisions 

but as instruments to <encourage 8national9 women to be mothers for the nation9s future 

generations and thus to ensure the nation9s ethnic homogeneity=7. Over time, although 

under less restrictive criteria, Italian governments of various political affiliations have 

repeatedly introduced and revised pronatalist policies8 based on the assumption that 

financial incentives could reverse the country9s demographic decline. Nonetheless, these 

measures have consistently failed to produce tangible results: while 562,599 children 

were born in 2004, by 2023 the figure had dropped to approximately 379,8909. This 

                                                
Ministry of the Interior, <«Così abbiamo evitato il triplo degli sbarchi». L'intervista del Ministro Piantedosi 
al quotidiano Il Giornale=, Italian Government, 22 February 2023. Available at: 
https://www.interno.gov.it/it/stampa-e-comunicazione/interventi-e-interviste/cosi-abbiamo-evitato-triplo-
sbarchi (Accessed: 13 June 2025) 
4 Alberto Zelger had previously introduced and secured approval for a city council motion committing the 
mayor and local administration to support anti-abortion initiatives.  
5 Claire Provost, 8How the Far Right Is Weaponising <The Family=9, The Face, 17 April 2019. Available 
at: https://theface.com/society/inside-the-far-right-family-movement (Accessed: 13 June 2025) 
6 Siân Norris, Op. cit. 
7 Sara R. Farris, In the name of women’s rights. The rise of femonationalism, Durham : Duke University 
Press, 2017, p. 70 
8 Examples: Law 190/2014, Law 232/2016, Law 205/2017, Decree-Law 119/2018, Law 145/2018, Law 
No. 46/2021. The Meloni government has likewise introduced family support initiatives. For instance, the 
2025 Budget Law (Law 207/2024) established the Bonus Nuovi Nati 2025 €1,000 una tantum (Article 1, 
paragraphs 2063208). Unlike Berlusconi9s measure, this benefit is not restricted to Italian citizens but 
extends to holders of international protection and foreign nationals with a residence permit of at least one 
year. 
9 ISTAT, Demografia in cifre. Nascite, nati della popolazione residente. Available at: 
https://demo.istat.it/app/?i=FE3&l=it (Accessed: 10 June 2025) 

https://www.interno.gov.it/it/stampa-e-comunicazione/interventi-e-interviste/cosi-abbiamo-evitato-triplo-sbarchi
https://www.interno.gov.it/it/stampa-e-comunicazione/interventi-e-interviste/cosi-abbiamo-evitato-triplo-sbarchi
https://theface.com/society/inside-the-far-right-family-movement
https://demo.istat.it/app/?i=FE3&l=it
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demonstrates that financial incentives alone have proven insufficient to overturn this 

demographic trend10.  

The persistent ineffectiveness of such policies is significant in understanding the 

parallel growing attention to the assimilation of non-Western migrant women. As Farris 

notes, since the early 2000s, the condition and rights of migrant women have increasingly 

become a concern for European nationalist right-wing parties11. This engagement is, 

however, instrumental, as will be demonstrated in the following sections of this chapter. 

These women occupy a specific role within contemporary Western European societies as 

<reproductive workers=, constituting a valuable labour force that is frequently employed 

in roles that emancipated national women no longer perform. Beyond this, what is 

particularly noteworthy is their increasing perception as <reproductive bodies=, given that 

their birth rates are more than double those of national women12. While family-related 

policies continue to privilege Italian citizens, discernible efforts have emerged to direct 

both the biological and cultural reproductive capacities of migrant women towards 

fulfilling the demographic and moral interests of the host nation. This process aligns with 

the logic of femonationalism, whereby migrant women are ostensibly <rescued= from 

culturally oppressive contexts in order to be integrated into Western societies, within 

which they are expected to serve reproductive functions 4 both in a biological and 

cultural sense 4 for the imagined national community. 

 

2.1. A femonationalist discourse: migrant women as <cultural reproducers of the 

Western European nation= 

The latest ISTISAN report by the ISS, <L’interruzione volontaria di gravidanza tra 

le donne straniere in Italia=, clearly illustrates this <demographic necessity=. Immigration 

is considered essential not only for productive reasons but also <to counter the 

demographic decline=13. Migrant women are described as <generally young and therefore 

                                                
10 Lidia Baratta, <Inverno demografico. Da Berlusconi a Meloni, vent9anni di bonus bebè non sono serviti 
a fare più figli=, Linkiesta, 17 October 2024. Available at: https://www.linkiesta.it/2024/10/da-berlusconi-
a-meloni-ventanni-di-bonus-bebe-non-sono-serviti-a-fare-piu-figli/ (Accessed: 10 June 2025) 

Sara R. Farris, Op. cit., p. 28
12 Ibid., p. 180 
13 Angela Spinelli et al. (ed. by), <L9interruzione volontaria di gravidanza tra le donne straniere in Italia=, 
Istituto Superiore di Sanità, Rapporto ISTISAN 06/17, 2006, p. 3 

https://www.linkiesta.it/2024/10/da-berlusconi-a-meloni-ventanni-di-bonus-bebe-non-sono-serviti-a-fare-piu-figli/
https://www.linkiesta.it/2024/10/da-berlusconi-a-meloni-ventanni-di-bonus-bebe-non-sono-serviti-a-fare-piu-figli/
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of reproductive age=, with an average age of around 30, and just over half are married14. 

Their high reproductive potential is reflected in significantly higher fertility rates 

compared to Italian women15. At the same time, the progressive orientation of migration 

flows towards family reunification 4 with women becoming the primary agents16 4 has 

placed them at the centre of the creation and maintenance of family structures within the 

host country. Yet, it is important to note that migrant women in Italy, both first- and 

second-generation, maintain an autonomous presence in relation to their male 

counterparts, actively participating as conscious agents within migratory processes, the 

labour market, and society at large17. Given these factors and from a nationalist 

perspective, migrant women themselves are positioned as active <reproducers of the 

(host) nation=.  

This can be understood through Sara R. Farris9s conceptualisation of the convergence 

of nationalist, feminist, and neoliberal discourses, in which migrant women 4 especially 

Muslim women 4 occupy a central role. While non-Western men are portrayed as 

inherently patriarchal and violent, non-Western women are represented as <passive 

objects=, subordinated to the authority of these dangerous men. In the present context, 

Muslim women operate as <a synecdoche for the western European Stereotype of the 

female Other=, constructed as part of <a homogeneous 8powerless9 group defined by their 

status of victimhood=18. This has been evident in the Italian context since the early 1980s, 

when non-Western migrant women 4 regardless of their specific origins 4 were 

systematically considered backward in comparison to Italian women. Migration was 

framed by some scholars as an opportunity for these women to enter a modern country 

and adopt a more emancipated model of womanhood19. This narrative consolidated in the 

1990s, when the figure of the migrant woman came to be associated with two dominant 

stereotypes: the badante (domestic or care worker) and the trafficking victim. In the 

2000s, Muslim women in particular became closely associated in public imagery with 

                                                
14 Ivi, p. 1 
15 Ivi, p. 5 
16 Ivi, p. 1 
17 Laura Albu, Silvia Dumitrache, <Partecipazione delle donne migranti alla vita politica e democratica in 
Italia=, We-Empower, August 2023, p. 5. Available at: https://wideplus.org/wp-
content/uploads/2023/08/2ROWL_ITA_with-cover.pdf (Accessed: 12 June 2025) 
18 Sara R. Farris, Op. cit., pp. 22-23 
19 Ivi, p. 26 

https://wideplus.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/2ROWL_ITA_with-cover.pdf
https://wideplus.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/2ROWL_ITA_with-cover.pdf
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gendered violence, such as genital mutilation, forced veiling, and honour killings20. The 

rise of femonationalism led to an unprecedented mobilisation of the figure of the 

oppressed migrant woman, presented as in need of protection and liberation by the 

allegedly progressive and gender-equal West21. This gradual shift positioned Muslim and 

other non-Western migrant women as both victims of their supposedly oppressive 

cultures and as potential symbols of integration 4provided they embraced Western 

norms of femininity and family life. On one side, they embodied the cultural 

backwardness of migrant communities; on the other, they served as potential bearers of 

Western values once <liberated=.  

This mechanism relies on three interrelated pillars. First, women9s rights and sexual 

freedom are presented as everyday realities in Western societies, positioned in apparent 

opposition to stereotypical images of non-Western cultures as inherently patriarchal, 

misogynistic, and homophobic. Second, gender equality is primarily situated within the 

private sphere of the family, which is constructed as the privileged site where cultural 

backwardness in migrant 4 and particularly Muslim 4 communities is identified and 

problematised, and where women are positioned as victims. Third, although this dynamic 

is less visible in Italy than in countries like France and the Netherlands, due to the absence 

of a comprehensive national integration law, integration policies nonetheless tend to 

disproportionately target non-EU and, in some cases, non-Western migrant women, 

addressing them primarily through their reproductive and maternal roles22.   

 

2.1.1. The construction of migrant women9s maternal role as vectors for the 

transmission of <societal values= 

As previously noted in relation to the institutionalisation of femonationalism, the civic 

integration process functions as an injunction, requiring immigrants to familiarise 

themselves with and internalise the values, norms, and cultural codes of the host society. 

This serves both the renewal of sovereignty and the reaffirmation of the nation as an 

imagined community. Through the development of civic education materials and 

                                                
20 Ivi, p. 27 
21 Ivi, p. 28 
22 Ivi, pp. 109-110 
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integration policies directed at immigrant populations, nation-states seize the opportunity 

to reaffirm their national identity by defining it in opposition to those Others against 

whom contemporary Western European nationalisms have been reconstituted and 

reinforced23. It is precisely within this domestic and familial context that nation-states 

define <the boundaries between the noncitizen and the citizen, the foreigner and the 

8native9, those who must demonstrate their allegiance to the nation and those whose 

allegiance is taken for granted by birth right or cultural elective affinities=24.  

For this reason, the private and familial sphere holds a central position in the Italian 

approach to civic integration, since it is precisely within this sphere that the cause of 

gender inequality is identified. The family is indeed framed as <the main social unit within 

which women, on the one hand, allegedly need protection qua victims of backward 

cultures and, on the other hand, are pushed to assimilate in order to promote their agency 

as 8proper9 mothers=25. Importantly, this dynamic demonstrates the capacity of 

nationalism to adapt and persist in new forms across Europe. As Farris notes, <it bears 

witness to the capacity of nationalism and of one of its key leitmotifs, that is, the symbolic 

centrality of women, to be transplanted across different times, regions, and institutional 

contexts=26. In this sense, femonationalism represents a contemporary articulation of a 

longstanding nationalist logic, where women9s reproductive capacity is strategically 

mobilised in the continuous redefinition and reaffirmation of national identity. 

Crucially, civic integration policies explicitly target non-EU and non-Western 

women, projecting onto them stereotypical representations 4 especially of Muslim 

women. These programmes seek to mould them into mothers capable of performing 

parenting roles and embodying femininity according to culturally desirable images of 

Western European motherhood and womanhood. As Farris argues, <non-EU/non-

Western migrant women are required to be the bearers of the collective that 8hosts9 them 

and to become cultural, if not immediately biological, reproducers of the Western 

European nation=27. For this reason, civic integration constitutes <simultaneously a 

process of denationalisation and renationalisation, the way to divert immigrant women9s 

                                                
23 Ivi, pp. 110-111 
24 Ivi, p. 110 
25 Ibidem 
26 Ivi, p. 113 
27 Ivi, p. 111 
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loyalty away from the non-Western nation of origin and toward the Western nation of 

destination=28.  

In this context, migrant women are perceived as <prolific bodies of future generations, 

as mothers who play a crucial role in the process of transmission of 8societal values9=29. 

A parallel rhetoric is therefore created: while anti-immigration politics primarily targets 

non-Western men, migrant women are tolerated and their rights promoted to serve 

nationalist aims, namely the reproduction of national values and demographic interests. 

Thus, femonationalism functions as a subtle mechanism for regulating migrant women9s 

bodies and social roles, in a process that ultimately reinforces the symbolic and material 

boundaries between citizen and foreigner, native and Other.  

 

2.1.2. The sexualisation of racism: an enduring colonial logic 

As has become evident, these integration policies are driven by both nationalism and 

racism30. The stereotype of the non-Western woman as a passive victim of congenital 

non-Western male violence can, in fact, be regarded as a contemporary expression of a 

longstanding Western topos: that of <white men saving brown women from brown men,= 

as properly formulated by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak31.  

In order to fully understand the phenomenon described above, it is necessary to refer 

to the concept of sexualisation of racism, which Sara R. Farris mobilizes alongside that 

of racialisation of sexism to explain femonationalism. The concept of sexualisation of 

racism provides an essential analytical tool to explicate how and why far-right nationalists 

parties apply distinct stereotypes to male and female foreigners, depicting sexism as an 

exclusive domain of the racialised Other32. Drawing on existing literature, Sara R. Farris 

writes: 

<The notion of sexualization of racism emphasizes that racism is sexed because it relies on 

different stereotypes of Othered men and women4 as oppressors and sexual threats, and as 

                                                
28 Ibidem 
29 Ivi, pp. 180-181 
30 Ivi, p. 113 
31 Ivi, p. 11 
32 Ivi, p. 78 
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victims and sexual objects/property, respectively. But it is also sexualized insofar as the 

racist imagery operates through powerful sexual metaphors and desires. That is, racist 

ideologies express the desire to dominate the Other through the fantasies of possessing the 

body of the racialized woman and of sexually humiliating the racialized man=33. 

In this light, associating the body of the Othered woman with the role of <cultural 

reproducer of the Western European nation= represents a form of possessive control that 

extends beyond patriarchal domination over women9s bodies. It reflects the will to 

inscribe a particular role, social model and system of values onto those bodies, reinforcing 

colonial patterns of control and appropriation. This issue reveals the enduring colonial 

logic shaping contemporary far-right nationalist ideology, wherein migrant men are 

persistently constructed as sexual and sexist threats, while migrant women are framed as 

passive and vulnerable objects to be assimilated into idealised models of Western 

womanhood34. 

Similarly, as Coramae Richey Mann and Lance Selva argue, sexualised racism 

must be interpreted in the broader context of power and domination. It constitutes a 

mechanism of control and exploitation, exercised either directly or indirectly, historically 

deployed to generate and sustain white hegemony. The image of the 8Black rapist9 has 

been strategically mobilised whenever power relations between Black communities and 

white majorities have been perceived as threatened. Correspondingly, the sexualised 

image of Black women as endlessly available to the desires of white men served to 

reinforce their subordinate and instrumentalised position35. In the case under discussion, 

the form of hegemony in question is that of Western nations. Victimising non-Western 

women under the guise of promoting their rights conceals the fact that they are ultimately 

assigned no other function than to serve the needs of Western European nation.  

These racist underpinnings are embedded in Italian nationalist right-wing parties, 

together with colonial legacies and sexual fantasies, and consequently shape their 

nationalist and xenophobic discourse. Recognising this dimension is crucial to 

understanding the foregrounding of Muslim and non-Western migrant women as subjects 

in need to be rescued. Above all, it allows to grasp how the legacy of those colonial 

                                                
33 Ivi, pp. 73-74 
34 Ivi, p. 77 
35 Ivi, p. 74-75 
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fantasies <reenacts the unresolved conflict between ex-colonial subjects and Western 

European nationalisms=36. 

This framework is underpinned by femonationalism as an ideological formation, 

which is sustained by <a common conviction regarding the supremacy of the West over 

the Rest=37. This concept not only clarifies the ideological premises of femonationalism, 

but also enables the identification of both continuities and innovations of this formation, 

which Farris terms its <modularity=. By invoking this concept and referring to Benedict 

Anderson9s theory of nationalism, Farris highlights the double character of nationalist 

formations and their capacity to be transplanted across different spaces and historical 

contexts. As Manu Goswami points out, <nationalist claims of particularity and the 

imagined singularity of national formations only become intelligible against and within a 

global grid of formally similar nations and nation-states=38. In other words, nationalist 

narratives about the uniqueness of their values 4 including the defence of women9s rights 

4 only acquire meaning when positioned within a global system of nations that are 

structured in comparable ways. In this sense, the modularity of femonationalism 

highlights how the contemporary portrayal of Muslim men and women 4 with the latter 

consistently represented as passive victims of non-Western male violence in need of 

protection 4 constitutes a modern expression of the Western topos identified by Spivak. 

As Farris further clarifies, <it is this rearticulation of all these ideas, fragments, and traces 

from the recent past in the changed context of neoliberalism and rising Islamophobia that 

defines the modularity of femonationalism=39.   

 

2.2. Access to sexual and reproductive health services and the political economy 

of femonationalism   

On 16 February 2020, during a conference in Rome organised by the Lega party titled 

title <Roma torna capitale. Idee nuove per il futuro della città= (<Rome returns as capital. 

                                                
36 Ivi, p. 77 
37 Ivi, p. 11 
38 Manu Goswami in Ibidem 
39 Ivi, p. 11-12 
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New ideas for the city9s future=), the party9s leader Matteo Salvini, referring to non-

Italian women who request a pregnancy termination, stated: 

<There are women, neither from Rome nor from Milan, who have shown up at the emergency 

room for the sixth time for a pregnancy termination. It is not my role to deliver moral lessons; 

it is right that the woman should choose. However, you cannot come here and treat the 

emergency room as the solution to a lifestyle that is uncivilized for 2020=40. 

Salvini explained that he had received this information from some <nurses from the Milan 

emergency room=41. This statement invites a necessary critical reflection, beginning with 

the fact that, as previously discussed, voluntary pregnancy terminations do not occur in 

emergency rooms but in hospitals and authorised clinics, in accordance with a specific 

procedure.  

In the days that followed, some journalists asked Giorgia Meloni for her opinion 

on Salvini9s statement. To AlaNews, she responded as follows: 

<It seems to me that Salvini has made it clear that he does not intend in any way to amend 

Law 194. Then, I also think that in Italy there is the right to say that abortion is always a 

defeat for society, that every abortion is a defeat, and that everything that can be done so that 

a woman is not forced to make that choice must be done. There is a part of Law 194 that has 

never been applied, which concerns prevention and education; because it is true that when 

there are repeated abortions, education is probably also lacking. In some cases, I mean, if 

you read the report on the state of implementation of Law 194 to Parliament, you will 

discover that the large majority of repeated abortions are, let9s say, among immigrants. Now, 

you see, this is a complex issue because I believe that one of the reasons why this topic is 

not addressed is that many of these women who undergo five, six, seven abortions are 

actually slaves. They are slaves of the mafia 4 international mafia, the Nigerian mafia 4 

forced to live the life they live. And perhaps the mainstream does not look at this because it 

cannot be said that there is a dark side of irregular immigration in Italy. This is a very 

                                                
40 Valerio Berra, <Tutto quello che Salvini non ha detto sull9aborto, a partire dai dati=, Open, 17 February 
2020. Available at: https://www.open.online/2020/02/17/tutto-quello-che-salvini-non-ha-detto-sullaborto-
a-partire-dai-dati/ (Accessed: 15 June 2025) 
Original quote: <Ci sono delle donne, né di Roma né di Milano, che si sono presentate in pronto soccorso 
per la sesta volta per un9interruzione di gravidanza. Non è compito mio dare lezioni di morale, è giusto che 
sia la donna a scegliere. Però non puoi arrivare a prendere il pronto soccorso come la soluzione a uno stile 
di vita incivile per il 2020=.  
41 Ibidem 

https://www.open.online/2020/02/17/tutto-quello-che-salvini-non-ha-detto-sullaborto-a-partire-dai-dati/
https://www.open.online/2020/02/17/tutto-quello-che-salvini-non-ha-detto-sullaborto-a-partire-dai-dati/
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interesting issue. That said, it seems to me that the statements have been greatly 

exaggerated=42. 

Giorgia Meloni9s words, besides reiterating a stance analysed in the previous chapter, 

further advance, in line with Matteo Salvini9s rhetoric, a femonationalist discourse. In her 

statement, Meloni asserts the rights of foreign women by claiming that those who resort 

to abortion are placed in conditions of slavery and that everything possible must be done 

to prevent women from being forced to make such a choice. Arguing that women who 

have (multiple) abortions are (Nigerian) slaves is misleading and fails to capture the 

complexity of the situation migrant women face and that often leads them to terminate 

unwanted pregnancies. Rather, this argument is put forward to draw attention to a topic 

that is a political priority for her 4 one that significantly influenced her victory in the 

2022 elections 4 namely, that of irregular immigration. 

 

2.2.1 A higher recourse to voluntary termination of pregnancy  

It is therefore appropriate to examine the issue of voluntary termination of 

pregnancy among migrant women based on the available data. The topic became 

particularly relevant in the early 2000s, in light of increasing immigration to Italy. Since 

then, several studies have been conducted, and the 2021 census recorded 2.6 million 

women with foreign citizenship, representing 50.9% of the foreign residents in Italy43.  

                                                
42 AlaNews, <Aborto, Meloni: 8Dichiarazioni Salvini molto amplificate9=, YouTube, 17 February 2020. 
Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZHGD_vFxge8 (Accessed: 16 June 2025) 
Original statement: <Mi pare che Salvini abbia chiarito che non intende in alcun modo mettere mano alla 
legge 194. Poi penso che in Italia ci sia anche il diritto di dire che l9aborto è sempre una sconfitta per la 
società, che ogni aborto è una sconfitta, che tutto quello che si può fare perché una donna non sia costretta 
ad arrivare a quella scelta lì si debba fare, Che c9è una parte della 194 che non è mai stata applicata, che è 
quella sulla prevenzione, che è quella sull9educazione perché è vero che quando ci sono aborti ripetuti 
probabilmente manca anche l9educazione. In alcuni casi voglio dire poiché, se lei si legge la relazione sullo 
stato di applicazione della legge 194 al Parlamento, scoprirà che la gran parte degli aborti ripetuti sono 
dichiamo di immigrati. Ecco vede questo è un tema complesso perché io credo che una delle ragioni per le 
quali non si vuole affrontare questo tema è che molte di queste donne che si prestano a cinque, sei, sette 
aborti in realtà siano delle schiave. Siano schiave della mafia. Internazionale, la mafia nigeriana, siano 
costrette a fare la vita che fanno. E forse il mainstream non ci guarda perché non si può dire che c9è un lato 
oscuro dell9immigrazione irregolare in Italia. Questo è un tema molto interessante. Ciò non toglie che 
insomma, mi pare che le dichiarazioni siano state molto amplificate.= 
43 Italian National Institute of Health, <8Le migrazioni femminili in Italia9: una nuova pubblicazione a cura 
di IDOS, Italian Government, 23 March 2023. Available at: https://www.epicentro.iss.it/migranti/report-
idos-2023-migrazioni-

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZHGD_vFxge8
https://www.epicentro.iss.it/migranti/report-idos-2023-migrazioni-femminili#:~:text=Degli%20stranieri%20residenti%20in%20Italia,Paese%20(5.030.716)
https://www.epicentro.iss.it/migranti/report-idos-2023-migrazioni-femminili#:~:text=Degli%20stranieri%20residenti%20in%20Italia,Paese%20(5.030.716)
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Overall, the percentage of VTPs has steadily declined over the years. In the early 

1980s, the number of procedures exceeded 230,000 cases, while in 2022, 65,661 were 

reported, marking a 72% decrease compared to the absolute number of procedures 

performed in 1982, the year with the highest incidence44. This trend is attributable to the 

simultaneous decline in birth rates and the increased access to highly effective 

contraception, including emergency contraception45.  

As for foreign women, data confirm that they resort to voluntary termination of 

pregnancy more frequently than Italian women46. According to the 2006 ISTISAN 

Report, the abortion rate among foreign women was <at least three times higher than that 

of the population with Italian citizenship=47. However, the 2024 annual report on the 

implementation of Law 194/78 by the Ministry of Health, based on 2022 data, considers 

it <interesting to note how, in recent years, the absolute number of VTPs among foreign 

women, although their abortion rate remains more than twice that of Italian women, has 

been steadily declining=48. This declined in absolute numbers had already been reported 

in the 2018 report referenced by Meloni49. As for repeat abortions, the overall trend is 

decreasing, confirming that the risk of unintended pregnancies and recourse to VTP are 

                                                
femminili#:~:text=Degli%20stranieri%20residenti%20in%20Italia,Paese%20(5.030.716). (Accessed: 16 
June 2025) 
44 Ministry of Health, <Relazione del Ministro della Salute sulla attuazione della legge contenente norme 
per la tutela sociale della maternità e per l9interruzione volontaria di gravidanza (Legge 194/78), Dati 
2022=, 5 December 2024, p. 18.  
Available at: 
https://www.salute.gov.it/new/sites/default/files/imported/C_17_pubblicazioni_3493_allegato.pdf 
(Accessed: 18 June 2025) 
45 Ibidem 
46 Ibidem 
47 Angela Spinelli et al. (ed. by), <L9interruzione volontaria di gravidanza tra le donne straniere in Italia=, 
Istituto Superiore di Sanità, Rapporto ISTISAN 06/17, 2006, p. 13. 
48 Ministry of Health, <Relazione del Ministro della Salute sulla attuazione della legge contenente norme 
per la tutela sociale della maternità e per l9interruzione volontaria di gravidanza (Legge 194/78), Dati 
2022=, Op. cit., p. 20 
It is also worth noting that in 2022, the absolute number of VTPs increased by 3.2% compared to 2021, 
more markedly among foreign women (+4.9%) than Italian women (+2.9%). Both the abortion rate and 
ratio increased overall, marking a reversal of the long-standing downward trend. Subsequent data collection 
will be necessary to determine whether this represents an isolated fluctuation, as occurred with a similar 
increase in 2004, or signals the beginning of a new trend in abortion rates after the steady decline observed 
since 1983.   
49 Ministry of Health, <Relazione del Ministro della Salute sulla attuazione della legge contenente norme 
per la tutela sociale della maternità e per l9interruzione volontaria di gravidanza (Legge 194/78), Dati 
definitivi 2018=, 31 December 2018, p. 18.  
Available at:  
https://www.salute.gov.it/new/sites/default/files/imported/C_17_pubblicazioni_3493_allegato.pdf 
(Accessed: 18 June 2025) 

https://www.epicentro.iss.it/migranti/report-idos-2023-migrazioni-femminili#:~:text=Degli%20stranieri%20residenti%20in%20Italia,Paese%20(5.030.716)
https://www.salute.gov.it/new/sites/default/files/imported/C_17_pubblicazioni_3493_allegato.pdf
https://www.salute.gov.it/new/sites/default/files/imported/C_17_pubblicazioni_3493_allegato.pdf
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not constant but diminishing50. It is true, as pointed out by Salvini and Meloni, that the 

rate of repeat abortions is higher among immigrant women, which is explained precisely 

by the fact that, in general, they resort to VTP more frequently51. Nonetheless, it should 

be noted that Italy continues to report one of the lowest abortion rates 4 including repeat 

cases 4 at the international level, even when compared to other highly developed 

countries52. Furthermore, the victims of sexual trafficking to whom Meloni refers are 

unlikely to be included in these data, as they are brought into Italy clandestinely by sex 

market traffickers and subjected to severe exploitation. As undocumented migrants, they 

usually do not possess valid residency permits, which prevents them from accessing 

hospital services for VTP53. 

The disparity between foreign and Italian women in the resort to VTP services is 

influenced by multiple socio-demographic and cultural factors. The main reasons include 

limited knowledge of reproductive health and responsible procreation methods, along 

with a lower prevalence of contraceptive use54. Many foreign women have insufficient 

awareness of contraceptive methods and tend to use them improperly or incorrectly55. 

Additionally, socio-economic difficulties and precarious living conditions 4 such as 

unstable employment, insecure housing, and separation from their family of origin 4 

make it more difficult to carry an unintended pregnancy to term56. It has also been noted 

that foreign women with lower educational attainment face a greater risk of undergoing 

repeat abortions. A higher level of education is indeed associated with better knowledge 

and control over fertility57. Other factors include an earlier onset of reproductive events 

                                                
50 Ministry of Health, <Relazione del Ministro della Salute sulla attuazione della legge contenente norme 
per la tutela sociale della maternità e per l9interruzione volontaria di gravidanza (Legge 194/78), Dati 
2022=, Op. cit., p. 43 
51 Ivi, p. 42 
52 Ivi, p. 27, 43 
53 Under Article 18 of Legislative Decree 286/1998, in conjunction with Article 27 of the implementing 
regulation of the Consolidated Immigration Act, victims of trafficking or severe exploitation in Italy may 
obtain a residence permit either by cooperating with judicial authorities (the judicial route) or by joining an 
officially recognised assistance and social integration programme without filing a formal complaint (the 
social route). 
54 Ministry of Health, <Relazione del Ministro della Salute sulla attuazione della legge contenente norme 
per la tutela sociale della maternità e per l9interruzione volontaria di gravidanza (Legge 194/78), Dati 
2022=, Op. cit., p. 38 
55 Angela Spinelli et al. (ed. by), Op. cit., p. 52. 
56 ISTAT, La salute riproduttiva della donna, Roma : StreetLib, 2017, p. 85  
57 Ministry of Health, <Relazione del Ministro della Salute sulla attuazione della legge contenente norme 
per la tutela sociale della maternità e per l9interruzione volontaria di gravidanza (Legge 194/78), Dati 
2022=, Op. cit., p. 32 



98 

(births and abortions) and a lower tendency to access prenatal screening, due to both 

limited information and financial barriers58. Moreover, migrant women are subject to 

specific conditions of vulnerability, exposing them to a higher risk of abuse both in their 

countries of origin and along migratory routes59. 

Despite these disparities, the trend indicates a gradual narrowing of the gap over 

time. This is likely linked to the greater integration of foreign women and improved 

access to information and services, resulting in enhanced knowledge in responsible 

reproductive choices60.  

 

2.2.2. The exploitation of vulnerability for socio-economic interests 

The analysis of voluntary termination of pregnancy among migrant women 

reveals a condition of marked vulnerability, understood as greater exposure to harm, 

injustice, and marginalisation61. This configures as essential to protect not only their 

general health but also their right to abortion. For many migrant women, access to health 

services, including VTP, represents not merely the provision of a specific service but the 

opportunity for a first contact with a healthcare system capable of supporting them in 

situations of social and health precariousness62. In this perspective, Law 194/1978 affirms 

the principle of conscious and responsible procreation, explicitly rejecting the use of 

abortion as a tool for birth control and underlining the need for education policies 

promoting responsible sexuality63. Integration policies should therefore take these aspects 

into account and promote awareness of sexual and reproductive rights and services among 

migrant women. 

Conversely, in this context of structural vulnerability, far-right parties develop a 

paradoxical political narrative that simultaneously stigmatises and instrumentalises 

                                                
58 Ivi, p. 38 
59 Università degli Studi di Palermo, <Il Centro di Ricerca 8Migrare9 sul ricorso all9aborto da parte di donne 
straniere presenti in italia=, 24 February 2020 
60 Ministry of Health, <Relazione del Ministro della Salute sulla attuazione della legge contenente norme 
per la tutela sociale della maternità e per l9interruzione volontaria di gravidanza (Legge 194/78), Dati 
2022=, Op. cit., p. 37 
61 Università degli Studi di Palermo, Op. cit. 
62 Ibidem 
63 Ibid. 
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migrant women. On the one hand, they condemn them as <uncivilised= when they seek 

abortions, attributing this behaviour to their alleged cultural backwardness. On the other, 

these same actors present themselves as defenders of migrant women9s rights, depicting 

them as victims of oppressive patriarchal cultures of origin and proposing to <rescue= 

them by offering alternatives to abortion and promoting their emancipation. Yet, this 

supposed defence of their rights serves not a feminist purpose, but nationalist interests. 

Migrant women are valued primarily for their reproductive capacity, being constructed 

as vehicles for the transmission of <Western values= and as symbolic resources in the 

demographic and cultural maintenance of national identity. 

At the same time, this ideological formation of femonationalism operates in a way 

where the mobilisation of migrant women9s rights serves not only nationalist but also 

economic interests64. This ideological dimension is indeed inseparable from the logic of 

neoliberal political economy, within which <the xenophobic mobilisation of gender 

equality reinforces the material chain of production and social reproduction=65. As Farris 

explains, <neoliberalism is not simply the contextual ground on which the femonationalist 

convergence takes place, but it is itself constitutive of such a convergence=66. It is 

precisely under neoliberalism that the mobilisation of women9s rights in xenophobic 

campaigns has gained prominence, and it is neoliberalism that <institutionalizes= 

femonationalist ideology <as part of the functioning of the state apparatuses in order to 

(re)organize the productive and particularly the socially reproductive sphere=67. In 

particular, (neo)liberal policies aimed at integrating migrants economically are closely 

intertwined with nationalist discourses on gender equality, as initiatives that profess to 

<save= Muslim and non-Western migrant women from their backward culture 

simultaneously channel them into <specific niches of the labour market=68. 

Despite far-right and nationalist discourses claiming to advocate for migrant 

women9s rights, integration policies continue to systematically confine non-Western 

migrant women to the sphere of social reproduction 4 particularly domestic and care 

work 4 characterised by low wages, precarious conditions, extended working hours, 

                                                
64 Sara R. Farris, Op. cit., p. 12 
65 Ivi, p. 13 
66 Ivi, p. 14 
67 Ibidem 
68 Ivi, p. 114 
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limited social protections and social stigma69. An in-depth analysis of civic integration 

initiatives underscores that non-Western migrant woman have been systematically 

directed toward a limited range of occupations in the private sphere: hotel cleaning, 

housekeeping, child minding, and caregiving for the elderly and disabled70. As a result, 

<a sector dominated by a very marginalised and vulnerable section of the workforce= has 

been consolidated71. This reflects the commodification of care, the feminisation and 

racialisation of specific labour markets, the management of migration by Western 

European states, and the ongoing reconfiguration of gender orders72.  

As Farris observes, in the current demographic and societal conjuncture, the 

privatisation of care services and the increased participation of native-born women in paid 

employment are crucial factors that explain why Muslim and non-Western migrant 

women do not receive the same treatment as their male counterparts73. Non-Western 

migrant women in Italy are not perceived as competitors in the labour market, but as 

essential figures who enable native-born women to participate in the so-called 

<productive= labour market, taking over domestic and care responsibilities. These women 

become indispensable figures who contribute to the well-being and sustainability of 

Italian households. Their work fills the gaps left by the progressive withdrawal of the 

state from welfare provision, explaining why nationalist parties 4 despite their otherwise 

restrictive positions on immigration 4 sometimes offer exceptional regularisation 

opportunities to migrant women employed in care work74. As Farris observes, <as a useful 

replacement in the socially reproductive sector for 8national9 women, migrant women 

seem to become the target of a deceptively benevolent campaign in which they are 

8needed9 as workers, 8tolerated9 as migrants, and 8encouraged9 as women to conform to 

western values=75.  

In conclusion, while their biological reproduction is rhetorically encouraged and 

their emancipation through labour claimed, the structural causes of their vulnerability and 

exploitation remain unaddressed. In this sense, while far-right nationalist narratives 

                                                
69 Ivi, p. 15 
70 Ibidem 
71Ibidem 
72 Ivi, p. 150 
73 Ivi, p. 165 
74 Ibidem 
75 Ivi, p. 181 
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discourage abortion among migrant women, they systematically fail to confront the 

economic and social factors that often lead them to resort to it, such as precarious 

employment, social isolation, lack of support networks, and structural racism. 

Incentivising their biological reproduction without guaranteeing dignified living and 

working conditions reproduces a system of exploitation functional to nationalist and 

neoliberal objectives. The mobilisation of their rights is ultimately selective and 

instrumental, aimed not at real emancipation but at maintaining their subordinate and 

functional position within the Italian and broader Western socio-economic and cultural 

order. This situation reveals how femonationalism, rather than promoting genuine gender 

justice, reinforces conditions of inequality based on race, class and gender 76.  

  

                                                
76 Ivi, p. 118
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CONCLUSION 

 

Under the Meloni government, women9s rights appear both restricted and 

instrumentalised, thus confirming the initial hypothesis. Femonationalism and 

conservatism, particularly in its nationalist dimension, guide the actions of the nationalist 

parties in power, with a significant impact on the legislation. Even when these ideological 

concepts are not explicitly detectable in the approved laws, such norms can nonetheless 

be interpreted through the lens of these concepts.  

With regard to violence against women, both Fratelli d’Italia and Lega per Salvini 

Premier, while in government, have demonstrated continuity with previous 

administrations by legislating to protect female victims of violence and to punish 

perpetrators. This reflects both an awareness of the issue and a visible interest in women9s 

rights. However, gender-based violence is frequently instrumentalised, making the 

presence of femonationalism manifest. These parties prominently display their tangible 

commitment to the issue, while simultaneously claiming that a particularly significant 

incidence of violence against women derives from non-Western men, allegedly less 

respectful of women9s rights and gender equality than their Western counterparts.  

Consequently, the notion that they do not share the 8values9 of the host nation becomes a 

pretext for anti-immigration propaganda. The instrumental nature of this commitment 

becomes even clearer when considering the absence of equivalent support for preventive 

measures against gender-based violence. The focus remains on punitive and protective 

legislation (the effectiveness of which still requires thorough assessment), while for years, 

right-wing parties have consistently opposed any initiative regarding the introduction of 

comprehensive sexuality education programmes in schools, which are a fundamental tool 

for educating younger generations on mutual respect, consent, and the recognition of 

abusive or unequal behaviours. This persistent resistance further confirms the ideological 

orientation of these parties: conservative in their intention to maintain sexuality and 

affectivity as private matters, and nationalist in the way they redirect funds allocated 

initially for such education towards fertility prevention campaigns. Although the 

demographic decline is undeniably a real issue, this choice reveals the exclusive interest 

in hindering the implementation of sexuality and affective education, since the falling 



103 

birth rate could be addressed through alternative and potentially more effective measures 

(such as increasing the availability of affordable childcare facilities, promoting work3life 

balance policies, and so forth). 

As for women9s reproductive rights, the Meloni government has enacted 

legislative acts that discourage voluntary termination of pregnancy through state-

supported maternity associations and has criminalised gestational surrogacy even when 

performed abroad. This represents a distinctly more conservative shift compared to 

previous administrations. Not only does the government fail to address the existing 

barriers to accessing abortion services, but it also reinforces exclusively the <social 

protection of motherhood= envisaged in Law 194/1978 and firmly opposes surrogacy, 

already prohibited in Italy under Law 40/2004. This legal agenda aligns seamlessly with 

the national-conservative ideology of Fratelli d’Italia and Lega, as the control over 

women9s reproductive capacities serves to affirm a <traditional= ideal of procreation and 

family and is ideologically tied to the survival and consolidation of the nation. 

Furthermore, a significant paradox emerges. Opposing such practices with slogans like 

<women are not for rent= or by calling for the strengthening of <the social protection of 

motherhood= ultimately promotes the same vision that FdI and Lega claim to oppose. 

These practices are publicly denounced only for women9s reproductive capacities to be, 

in turn, instrumentalised for nationalist purposes. Finally, particular attention is devoted 

to the reproductive rights of migrant women. These women, who display higher abortion 

rates compared to Italian women, are depicted both as guilty of <uncivilised lifestyles= 

and as victims of slavery by non-Western men. Accordingly, these parties advocate the 

need to offer them alternatives to abortion and to counter immigration. This rhetoric is 

explicitly femonationalist and reveals its economic dimension as well. Advocacy for the 

rights of non-Western women and the declared willingness to integrate them into society 

is fundamentally contradicted by the actual legal and political agenda of these parties, as 

the survival of the nation paradoxically depends on both their reproductive capacities 4 

given their higher birth rates 4 and the exploitation of their labour. 

The present analysis has concentrated on these two issues and lays the 

groundwork for further research on how femonationalism and national conservatism 

shape the legal agenda in other areas, such as work3life balance policies (including 

paternity leave and childcare services) and gender equality (such as policies aimed at 
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addressing gender disparities in employment and leadership positions). Examining these 

developments from a legal perspective would offer a broader understanding of how 

women9s rights are regulated and instrumentalised by nationalist parties in the current 

political context. 
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