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ABSTRACT 

In 2018, Italy became the last of the EU member states to introduce a minimum income policy. 

Our work helps explain why Italy was a laggard in this field by investigating the role the Italian left 

historically played in the evolution of policies to combat poverty. This is a surprisingly neglected 

topic. We argue that until the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Italian left focused on labour-market 

insiders – that is, full-time core workers – and appeared largely unconcerned about the most 

vulnerable individuals, the outsiders, thus accepting the lack of policies to combat poverty. The 

policy status quo, however, dovetailed with a lively debate among left-wing intellectuals and 

politicians. This debate paved the way for several attempts by left-wing governments in the 1990s 

to implement a national pilot scheme (named Reddito Minimo di Inserimento) along with local 

minimum income policies. The electoral success in 2013 of a new populist movement, the Five-

star Movement, campaigning on the flagship project of the Reddito di cittadinanza, fuelled the 

political debate on anti-poverty policies. This electoral threat finally convinced the centre-left 

government under Paolo Gentiloni to establish in 2018 the Reddito di Inclusione, the first minimum 

income scheme in Italy. Our work shows that the left in Italy acted as an important policy innovator 

in the fight against poverty. Nevertheless, despite the left’s efforts, our results make clear that a 

universalistic minimum income policy is far from being fully endorsed by Italian policy-makers, and 

perhaps left-wing parties may still play a crucial role in the future in this policy field.  
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Nel 2018, l'Italia è diventata l'ultimo degli Stati membri dell'UE a introdurre una misura di reddito 

minimo. Il nostro lavoro contribuisce a spiegare perché l'Italia è approdata così tardivamente a una 

simile misura, indagando il ruolo che la sinistra italiana ha storicamente svolto nell'evoluzione delle 

politiche di lotta alla povertà. Si tratta di un argomento sorprendentemente trascurato. La nostra tesi 

è che fino alla caduta del Muro di Berlino, la sinistra italiana si è concentrata sugli insider del mercato 

del lavoro - cioè i lavoratori dipendenti a tempo pieno e indeterminato -, senza apparentemente 

preoccuparsi degli individui più vulnerabili, gli outsider, legittimando in questo modo l’assenza di una 

politica di lotta alla povertà in quanto tale. Lo status quo politico si è, tuttavia, accompagnato a un 

vivace dibattito tra gli intellettuali e i politici di sinistra. Questo dibattito ha aperto la strada a diversi 

tentativi da parte dei governi di sinistra negli anni '90 di avviare sperimentazioni nazionali 

(denominato Reddito Minimo di Inserimento) insieme a politiche locali di reddito minimo. Il successo 

elettorale nel 2013 di un nuovo movimento populista, il Movimento 5 stelle, che ha fatto del Reddito 

di cittadinanza la sua bandiera politica, ha alimentato il dibattito pubblico sulle politiche contro la 

povertà. Questa minaccia elettorale ha infine convinto il governo di centro-sinistra guidato da Paolo 

Gentiloni a istituire nel 2018 il Reddito di Inclusione, il primo schema di reddito minimo in Italia. Il 

nostro lavoro dimostra che la sinistra in Italia ha agito come un importante innovatore politico nella 

lotta alla povertà. Tuttavia, nonostante gli sforzi della sinistra, riteniamo che una politica 

universalistica di reddito minimo sia lontana dall'essere pienamente condivisa dalla classe politica 

italiana, e forse i partiti di sinistra possono ancora giocare un ruolo cruciale in futuro in questo campo. 

 

 

1. Introduction 

This article examines the role of the Italian left in tracing the tormented path leading Italy – the last 

in the European Union to do so – in 2018 finally to put in place a scheme to combat poverty. Half a 

century later than several Central-Northern European countries, Italy implemented an anti-poverty 

scheme inspired by the principle of ‘targeting-within-universalism’. This principle is a sort of 

oxymoron implying the coexistence of a universalistic principle (the irrelevance of any categorical 

variable for the purposes of defining the right to access a social benefit) and the application of a 

means test to select the number of beneficiaries. 

Our research questions are the following: What political dynamics prevented left-wing parties in Italy 

from implementing a universalist conception of social assistance, comparable to the one in force in 

most other EU member states from the ‘Golden Age’ of welfare-state expansion, namely the thirty 

years spanning the late 1940s and the late 1970s? Specifically, what role did the left play in the design 

and implementation of a minimum income scheme that would put Italy on a par with the rest of 

Europe with the introduction in January 2018 of the Reddito di inclusione and, shortly thereafter, in 

April 2019, of the Reddito di cittadinanza? 
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We analyse the Italian left's contribution to the minimum income policy by breaking down Italy’s 

political history into three distinct periods, considered in the corresponding number of sections, 

below. The first section, covering the period from the late 1940s to the early 1990s, examines the 

left’s role in contributing to policy immobility due to multiple veto players and a polarised multiparty 

system. The second focuses on the two decades at the turn of the new millennium, when centre-left 

governments launched the first pilot scheme for the Reddito minimo di inserimento, which however 

failed to become fully operational, because of adversarial politics originating from bipolar party 

competition. The third focusses on the decade 2013-2022, which was characterised by 

unprecedented tri-polar political competition between the centre-left, the centre-right and the 

Movimento Cinque Stelle (Five-star Movement, M5s). In the aftermath of the 2013 general election 

the PD was the first to present to Parliament a proposal on minimum income policy, and in 2018 the 

left-wing Gentiloni government implemented the Reddito di inclusione (REI), which provided the first 

structural form of minimum income policy, although it was underfunded and short-lived. The Reddito 

di inclusione also acted as a forerunner to the Reddito di Cittadinanza, introduced in 2019 by the 

populist governing coalition consisting of the M5s and the Lega (League).  

The article is structured as follows. The first section addresses the political dynamics that 

underpinned the left’s acceptance of the policy status quo in the field of minimum income until the 

early 1990s. The second explores the left-wing governments’ policy experiments between the mid-

1990s and the first decade of the 2000s, and the dynamics of adversarial politics. The next examines 

the left’s role as policy innovator with the Reddito di inclusione under the Gentiloni government, and 

the new tri-polar political dynamics that shaped the Reddito di cittadinanza under the populist Conte 

I government. The conclusions point to the implications of our results and suggest avenues for further 

research. 

 

2. Left-wing conformity to path-dependency of anti-poverty policies 

In the immediate aftermath of World War II, Italian welfare policies largely dated back to the Fascist 

regime, which was characterised by categorical benefits, i.e., aimed at individuals in economic need 

but belonging to specific social categories, such as the disabled, the elderly, households with 

dependent children, etc. (Giorgi 2014). The cornerstone of the Italian welfare state, as well as of other 

Southern European welfare states, has been identified as ‘familialism’ (Ferrera et al. 2012, Saraceno 

et al. 2022). The term refers to the crucial role that the family plays as the main provider of care and 

welfare for dependent family members. In a familistic welfare system based on a logic of subsidiarity, 
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assistance policies aimed at combating poverty are delegated to the family, the local authorities and 

the Church.  

While the Italian welfare state inherited familistic traits from the Fascist regime, after WWIII the 

Italian political system exhibited ideological polarisation, which meant wide ideological distance 

between radical, antisystem left-wing and right-wing parties, while the centre of the ideological space 

was firmly occupied by the Christian Democracy (Democrazia Cristiana, DC) (Sartori 1976). In this 

context the DC was able to form government coalitions uninterruptedly from 1948 to 1992.  

At the time, left-wing political parties, especially the main Italian Communist Party (PCI), embraced 

the policy status quo in the field of policies to combat poverty, that is, they accepted the targeting to 

specific social categories and the absence of a social minima, perhaps reflecting the traditionalism of 

Italian society1.  

It should be noted, however, that in parallel with the status quo on policies to combat poverty, in 

1952 the DC government appointed a Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry into Poverty and the 

Means to Combat it. The Commission's task was to investigate the phenomenon of poverty in Italy, 

with special attention to the population living in the South. The Commission’s report showed that 

11.8% of households lived in poverty and 11.6% in deprived circumstances, for a combined total of 

23.4% of Italian households and just over 11 million individuals (Braghin 1978; Cova 2007). The 

Commission strongly recommended broader coverage of social security benefits, with particular 

reference to welfare benefits and social shock absorbers, and considered unemployment the 

fundamental cause of household poverty. The Commission’s report spurred a lively debate on the 

prospects for reforming welfare policies, though its policy recommendations remained a dead letter 

and failed to shake the policy status quo (Fiocco 2003; Franco 2007; Paniga 2011). 

For their part, the two major left-wing parties, the Partito Comunista Italiano (Italian Communist 

Party, PCI) and the Partito Socialista Italiano (Italian Socialist Party, PSI), believed that the only 

problem to be tackled was unemployment and not also poverty. Perhaps due to the Italian economic 

miracle, poverty as an issue was generally ignored. According to this view, economic poverty and the 

welfare policies to combat it, far from being a field of action for the class struggle, represented a rear-

guard policy, useful only for stabilising capitalism (Cammarano 1982; Giorgi and Pavan 2021b). 

                                                           
1  To be sure, other socio-economic factors were important in accounting for the evolution of minimum income policies 
in Italy, including an initial welfare state set-up that was less developed than those of other advanced European countries, 
and the economic gap between the North and the South of the country. See Ferrera et al. (2012), Giorgi and Pavan 
(2021a), and Saraceno et al. (2022).  
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Hence, left-wing parties engaged exclusively in political battles for the introduction and strengthening 

of a system of social shock absorbers, both for those in employment and for the unemployed. The 

dominant theme for left-wing parties was ‘job creation’, the only known remedy for effective policy 

action against economic poverty. 

It was not until the early 1970s that the left-wing party press and political documents addressed the 

neglect of the poverty issue, as distinct from joblessness. It was during the 1972 general election 

campaign that the then leader of the PCI, Enrico Berlinguer, drew attention to the issue of poverty. 

In his words: 'We are and must be the strength and hope of redemption not only for those who are 

subjected in the factories to the harsh, ruthless laws of capitalist exploitation, but also for all those 

whom the ruling classes deprive of the most basic necessities for existence and who do not have, and 

often cannot have, the means of defence and struggle that employed workers have' (E. Berlinguer 

1975, 438). 2 Similarly, in the preface to Ferdinando Terranova's book, Il potere assistenziale, Enrico 

Berlinguer’s brother, Giovanni, a prominent PCI member of Parliament, raised the following question: 

‘Has there been [...] human insensitivity, in the workers’ movement, towards the weakest, most 

disinherited, most marginalised categories? It may be that on a theoretical level the 

exploitation/exclusion relationship in today's capitalism has been grasped late. It is likely that the pre-

eminent emphasis on the concept of class has tarnished the study of the position of intermediate 

groups and the needs of individuals. It is possible that in elevating the role of the proletariat, the 

potential for union with the lumpenproletariat has been neglected’ (G. Berlinguer 1975, 8).3 The 

acknowledgment of the delay with which the leaders of parties representing the working class had 

taken notice of the persistence of pockets of poverty and social marginalisation was the premise for 

a reassessment of social assistance policies. It was again Giovanni Berlinguer who addressed the issue 

of poverty: 'One has the impression that the welfare frontier has so far been considered as a trench 

too backward for it to be worth committing the forces of a revolutionary party to it. [...] In truth, the 

welfare frontier would be a backward trench if welfare needs were merely the extension of pockets 

of historical backwardness in Italian society. Instead, it is proving that they are also phenomena of a 

society in transformation, in which every productive development, every human settlement, every 

environmental change leaves behind profound disruptions’ (G. Berlinguer 1975, 9). 

                                                           
2 Authors’ translation. 
3 Authors’translation. 
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These quotations indicate that left-wing leaders in the 1970s were becoming increasingly aware of 

the need for policy action to combat poverty. Although this awareness was probably triggered by the 

social unrest following economic stagflation and the two international oil crises of those years, 

nevertheless evidence indicated a drop in the incidence of poverty, from about 20% in 1967 to about 

14% in 1975, and in the absolute number of poor people (Vecchi 2011, 297).  

A first, visible step in left-wing attempts to pay attention, both politically and scientifically, to the 

issue of poverty was the appointment of the Commission of Inquiry into Poverty in 1984 by the then 

prime minister and PSI leader, Bettino Craxi. The Commission, chaired by Ermanno Gorrieri,4 adopted 

for the first time a concept of relative poverty, i.e. it assessed conditions of economic deprivation by 

reference to a poverty line determined according to a positional index (the mean or median) of the 

distribution of household consumption expenditure, in line with the international standards of the 

time.5 The Commission’s estimates showed that about 2.1 million households, or 11.3% of the 

population, were poor, and that a further 1.4 million households, corresponding to 7.6% of the 

population, lived in circumstances of near-poverty.6 Overall and with varying degrees of intensity, 

about 3.5 million people, or 18.9% of total households, lived in conditions of economic hardship. The 

Gorrieri Commission urged the government to reform public spending on assistance. It argued both 

for a reorganisation of the tax-benefit schemes and for the introduction of the Assegno Sociale aimed 

at the poor. The latter was a non-categorical benefit, albeit subject to strict income selectivity (a 

principle called ‘selective universalism’).7 The final report of the Gorrieri Commission passed almost 

                                                           
4 Ermanno Gorrieri (1920 - 2004) was a partisan commander in the Italian Resistance, an Italian politician, a representative 
of democratic and social Catholicism, a member of Parliament and Minister of Labour in the Fanfani government (April-
July 1987). He was one of the founders of the Confederazione Italiana Sindacati Lavoratori (CISL), a major Italian trade 
union confederation founded in 1950. He founded with Pierre Carniti the Movimento dei cristiano-sociali, an Italian 
political movement that was active from 1993 to 1998, and contributed to the birth of the Democratici di Sinistra 
(Democrats of the Left, DS) in 1998 and the Partito Democratico (Democratic Party, PD) in 2007.  
5 The relative poverty line for a two-person household coincided - and still does, although the Italian Institute of Statistics 
(ISTAT) has also been estimating absolute poverty annually for almost twenty years - with per capita consumption 
expenditure, taken from national accounts data. In order to calculate the relative poverty line for households other than 
a couple, the Carbonaro equivalence scale is applied. This is a scale estimated by the Gorrieri Commission and still used 
for the purposes of compiling official statistics (Commissione di indagine sulla povertà 1985). 
6 The relative near-poverty threshold for a couple was set at 120% of per capita consumption expenditure. 
7 The neologism 'selective universalism' would be taken up again about fifteen years later by the Commission for the 
analysis of the macroeconomic compatibility of social spending (the so-called 'Onofri Commission') and would represent 
the loadstone by which legislators would orient themselves – this was the Commission's wish – in reforming public 
spending on assistance, with particular reference to revision of the means-testing criteria, the advent of a new means-
test based on a linear combination of income and wealth, the introduction of the Minimo Vitale and other minor non-
categorical schemes (Commissione per l’analisi delle compatibilità della spesa sociale 1997a; 1997b). On the gap between 
the Commission's proposals and what was actually realised, and on the reasons behind the gap, see Brandolini (2008). 
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unnoticed in Parliament, and aroused only limited interest among left-wing and Catholic conferences 

and political circles (Carrattieri 2009). 

The Gorrieri Commission was replaced in 1990 by the Commission of Inquiry into Poverty and 

Marginalisation, chaired by Giovanni Sarpellon until 1993. In line with similar initiatives in the EU, the 

Sarpellon Commission was charged with carrying out research and statistical surveys on poverty, and 

on the policies (including regional and local measures) needed to combat it. Due to both staggering 

slowness and bureaucratic obstacles, the Sarpellon Commission completed only a fraction of its 

planned work and its influence on policy makers was negligible. 8 

What were the consequences for minimum income policies of such a legislative status quo, even in 

the presence of a renewed scientific debate on poverty? Paradoxically, one consequence was to 

create pressure for incremental reforms. Without restructuring the bundled set of cash benefits, 

those incremental reforms increased the rate of categorisation of welfare policies. Though countless 

expenditure streams were introduced, they were ineffective in combating the most severe pockets 

of poverty, historically nested in the South and among large families with dependent children. 

Another consequence was to delay the introduction of a non-categorical benefit inspired by the 

principle of targeting-within-universalism, similar to those in force in the rest of the European Union, 

and based on two constituent elements: a monetary transfer aimed at partially reducing the poverty 

gap, i.e. the distance separating the poor person's income or consumption expenditure from the 

poverty threshold, and an active social policy aimed at social reintegration and /or reintegration into 

the labour market. 

 

3. The left’s struggle to implement a minimum income scheme at the turn of the new millennium 

The second period of the Italian trajectory towards a minimum income scheme runs from 1992 to 

2013, and it witnessed a slow but relentless strategic change among the Italian left, initially caused 

by the fall of the Berlin Wall. When the socialist alternative to the capitalist system dissolved, the PCI 

                                                           
8 The work of the Commission chaired by Pierre Carniti (1993-1997) and Chiara Saraceno (1997-2000) also received a 
lukewarm reception from policymakers. Starting in 2000, the Commission was renamed the Commission of Enquiry into 
Social Exclusion and was headed until 2001 by Chiara Saraceno. Subsequently, Giancarlo Rovati (2002-2005 and 2005-
2008), Marco Revelli (2008-2010) and Luigi Fabbris (2010-2012) served as president of the Commission. The only 
exception to the attitude of semi-institutional indifference to the Commission’s reports is represented by the involvement 
of Chiara Saraceno, at that time also an advisor to the Minister for Social Welfare, Livia Turco, in the legislative design of 
the measures piloting the Reddito minimo di inserimento (discussed below in section 3). For an overview of the uneasy 
relationship between statistics and politics, with specific reference to the Italian debate on poverty, see Brandolini (2021). 
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reconsidered its political goals by moving closer to the social democratic ideology of northern 

Europe. In the process, the left made the fight against poverty and social exclusion its own. What is 

more, in the same period, progress towards European unification encouraged European countries 

to collect comparable statistics, which probably helped to raise policymakers’ awareness of poverty 

and social exclusion.  Since, to the best of our knowledge, there are no surveys on Italian voters’ 

attitudes toward poverty in the 1990s, it is likely that the European Union provided the initial 

stimulus to Italian policymakers to engage in policies to combat poverty. 

In this context, the advent of bipolar party competition, with alternating left-wing and right-wing 

coalitions in power, meant that the minimum income policy proceeded at a snail’s pace, as if each 

of the two governing coalitions wished to leave unmistakable signs of discontinuity with what the 

opposing coalition had previously done. 

Yet, it is thanks to the left-wing governments under Romano Prodi, Massimo D'Alema and Giuliano 

Amato (1996-2001) that the Reddito minimo di inserimento (RMI) was implemented: a measure 

inspired by the best practices in other European countries, namely a means-tested cash benefit to 

the poor as such, conditional to the participation in active labour market programs (Natili 2020). The 

rationale of this minimum scheme was to provide an income support to all poor individuals 

irrespective of their socio- demographic characteristics.  

RMI had positive effects on the most severe cases of social marginality (revealed by cases of rent 

arrears, failure to complete compulsory education etc.), which was, and still is, particularly acute in 

southern Italy. It was less effective, however, in helping individuals to re-enter the labour market. 

Reasons include the weak productive fabric of many of the areas involved in the experiment, their 

lack of administrative capacity and their inability to manage the take-off of the new policy 

(Commissione di indagine sull’esclusione sociale 2002; Ranci Ortigosa 2008; Sacchi 2008). The critical 

issues that emerged, and the lack of political will to find the necessary resources (estimated at about 

€2.5 billion) for the national extension of the measure, meant that the RMI experience came to an 

end shortly thereafter. The determined unwillingness of the subsequent centre-right government in 

2003-2004 to refinance the RMI, silenced for almost a decade the national policy debate on 

minimum income, although several local-level measures were implemented in the same period, 

particularly in a number of special-status regions and autonomous provinces in northern Italy (Gallo 

2019). 
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The failure to implement the Reddito minimo di inserimento nationally was supposed to be 

compensated for by the Reddito di ultima istanza (RUI), a policy conceived by the Berlusconi 

government and provided for by the 2004 Finance Law, but which never came into force. The RUI 

was intended for families whose members did not benefit from any other social safety nets and who, 

subject to means testing, complied with measures of social reintegration. The idea underpinning 

Berlusconi’s Reddito di ultima istanza was similar to the previous left-wing government’s minimum 

scheme, i.e., to provide an income support to all poor individuals irrespective of their socio- 

demographic characteristics. The main difference was the new State-local authority co-financing 

system, that delegated part of the financial responsibility to combat poverty to the local government, 

which meant that poor people living in less wealthy local authorities would be worse off. However, 

the Constitutional Court considered illegitimate that mechanism, effectively ending the reform 

before it was even put into practice. 

The right-wing government under Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi from 2008 to 2011 put in place 

the Carta Acquisti (CA), a welfare program that, in fact, moved away from the minimum income 

model, that is, from a universalistic, albeit means-tested, poverty alleviation policy. That scheme was 

inconsistent with the theoretical model of minimum income for two reasons: the first is that the 

targeting criteria on which it was based excluded those who are over three years old or under sixty-

five, thus severely limiting the number of beneficiaries; the second is that it consisted of a mere 

money transfer, without any provision of services to the person in order to promote his or her 

occupational and/or social integration. In consequence, it is incorrect to state that the right-wing 

government contributed to the development of a minimum income policy in Italy. 

At the national level, policy action occurred only a decade later with the appointment of the 

technocratic government led by Mario Monti, which was externally supported by the Partito 

Democratico (PD). The government redesigned the old Carta Acquisti and flanked it with a completely 

new one, which was a monetary support to all families in extreme poverty, not only those with 

children or elderly relatives. Unlike the old Carta Acquisti, the new scheme was more inclusive, since 

it was also available to those who did not have Italian citizenship, in order to assess ‘its possible 

generalisation as a tool to counter absolute poverty’ (Guerra and Tangorra 2015, 361). However, the 

dramatic public finance imbalances inherited by the Monti government meant that it was 

implemented only two years later, under the left-wing government led by Enrico Letta. The distinctive 

elements of that scheme were consistent with the design of a modern measure to combat poverty: 

it was universal but conditional upon a means-testing system and envisaged a path of economic and 
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social activation for beneficiaries. The total expenditure for the fully operational scheme was 

estimated at €7-8 billion, a figure capable of sustaining the income of households living in absolute 

poverty. The project did not find a place in the 2014 budget law, but paved the way for its introduction 

on an experimental basis in Italy's 12 most populous municipalities, which began in the summer of 

2014. 

 

4. The left’s decisive push: from the Reddito di inclusione to the Reddito di cittadinanza 

The Italian political landscape dramatically changed following the results of the Italian general 

election of 2013, with left-wing parties facing a tri-polar party system (Pasquino 2014). The electoral 

success of the M5s gave rise to a ‘triangular’ competition between the centre-left coalition led by 

the PD, the centre-right coalition, and the M5s, which became a ‘credible threat’ to both coalitions. 

The unexpected success of the populist M5s (which was the single most voted list in the Chamber of 

Deputies) reflected an unprecedented economic downturn, which led to an almost threefold 

increase in absolute poverty over a decade, rising from 3.1% in 2007 to 8.4% in 2018. Analysts 

observed that such significant growth in the numbers in poverty marked out ‘a new Italian model of 

poverty’ because the greatest increase in absolute poverty concerned geographical areas and 

segments of the population not previously considered vulnerable, namely the Centre-North; families 

with one or two children, and those with members in employment (Gori 2017; 2020). The Great 

Recession of 2007-2008 gave rise to a widespread demand for protection against economic 

hardship, and the M5s was able to claim issue ownership of anti-poverty policies (Vesan, Ronchi 

2019). The M5s’ flagship policy was the Reddito di cittadinanza, a minimum income scheme, which 

was not categorical. Despite its name, the Reddito di Cittadinanza (Citizenship income) was means-

tested and not unconditional. Therefore, it should not be confused with a universal basic income, 

which is not subject to any means-testing or activation conditions. 

What, then, was left for the Italian left’s contribution to minimum income policy? It has largely gone 

unnoticed in the public debate that the left played the crucial role of policy initiator. The PD presented 

to Parliament the first proposal on minimum income policy after the 2013 general election. This was 

followed by proposals from the M5s and Sinistra, Ecologia e Libertà (Left, Ecology and Freedom, SEL) 

from the end of October to mid-November 2013, respectively. Alongside the proposals of the PD, the 

M5s and SEL, an important contribution came from the world of civil-society associations and 

research between the spring and autumn of 2013. In particular, detailed reform proposals concerning 
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minimum income were developed (and in some cases periodically updated), by the Associazione per 

la Ricerca Sociale in collaboration with the Istituto per la Ricerca Sociale and the Centro di Analisi delle 

politiche pubbliche at the University of Modena and Reggio Emilia (Ranci Ortigosa 2018). Reform 

proposals were also developed by a broad set of associations and entities (Acli, Action Aid, Italian 

Catholic Action, Caritas, the trade union confederations, etc.), which were members of the Alleanza 

contro la povertà (Gori et al. 2016).  

What is more, in 2017 the PD brought to fruition the Reddito di inclusione (REI). This was a project 

conceived at the time of the Monti government by a working group coordinated by the then 

undersecretary at the Ministry of Labour and Social Policies, Maria Cecilia Guerra, and carried forward 

by the two subsequent left-wing governments under Enrico Letta and Matteo Renzi, but put in place 

only under the left-wing Gentiloni government. REI was a measure theoretically well designed but 

underfunded, though it represented the first structural form of minimum income in Italy.  

Left-wing governments’ implementation of Reddito di inclusione was a historic achievement. It 

enhanced a process involving a variety of experts and associations, even if the funding made available 

allowed only a partial application of the measure, both in terms of coverage of the target population 

and in terms of its adequacy in combating poverty.9 Whatever its limits, the left-wing REI policy paved 

the way for further development of a minimum income policy under the populist governing coalition 

consisting of the M5s and the League. Drawing on the REI, in 2019 the populist government 

implemented the Reddito di cittadinanza (RdC) (Law No. 26/2019), the most important public transfer 

in favour of the poor ever made in Italy. 

Thus, while left-wing politicians cannot claim credit for the introduction of a universal minimum 

income policy in Italy on a scale comparable (in terms of the generosity and coverage of the benefit) 

to that in place in the main European countries, our historical analysis shows that over the decades 

left-wing governments and policy experts have significantly contributed to its design, development 

and final implementation. 

The Reddito di cittadinanza launched by the M5s-League governing coalition was conceptually similar 

to the Reddito di inclusione designed and introduced by the left-wing Gentiloni government– being 

conditional both on a means-testing criterion and activation policies – but much more generous. The 

                                                           
9 However, with the Budget Law for 2018, REI was strengthened: from 1 July 2018, the categorical requirements 
previously in force, i.e. residing in a household with at least one child or a disabled offspring of any age or a pregnant 
woman or an unemployed person over 55 without social security benefits, were abolished. REI thus became to all intents 
and purposes a universal income support measure, aimed at poor families as such. 
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RdC was undoubtedly necessary. Numerous findings show that it played an important role in 

containing poverty during the pandemic (Caritas 2022; 2023). Microsimulation studies comparing the 

distribution of income before and after the RdC show that the Gini index of the distribution of 

equivalent household incomes and the incidence of poverty (the number of poor households as a 

percentage of the total population) were reduced by about 1 and 2 points, respectively. Even greater 

was the reduction in the intensity of poverty, that is to say, the mean gap between the incomes of 

those in poverty and the poverty threshold. In the four-year period from 2019 to 2022, the number 

of households receiving at least one monthly RdC payment annually was about 1.6 million, totalling 

about 3.7 million people. The average monthly amount of the RdC fluctuated around €570. 

Households receiving the RdC have been concentrated in the South, reaching 60% of the total 

number of beneficiaries. 

Although the Reddito di cittadinanza was clearly the most substantial public transfer in favour of the 

poor ever made in Italy, careful scrutiny of its theoretical design showed some relevant gaps and 

inconsistencies (Innocenti et al. 2019; Comitato scientifico per la valutazione del reddito di 

cittadinanza 2021, Maino 2022). A fundamental problem has to do with its lack of capacity to foster 

the occupational reintegration of beneficiaries. Other critical aspects have to do with the eligibility 

criteria of the RdC, namely the equivalence scale (the scale’s coefficients favour single-member 

households and penalise large families); the rule of ten years of residence in Italy (which penalises 

the most recent immigrants); the choice of a poverty line which does not take into account the 

diversity of absolute poverty thresholds by macro-area and by size of municipality of residence 

estimated by the Istituto nazionale di Statistica (Italian Institute of Statistics – ISTAT), and the 

presence of a marginal effective tax rate of 100%, which disincentives labour supply and stimulates 

the black economy. 

A missed opportunity for the PD to influence the Italian minimum income policy occurred when it 

joined the coalition supporting the technocratic-led government headed by Mario Draghi 

(13/2/2021-22/10/2022). With a series of very partial reforms concerning employment-seeking 

obligations and controls, the 2022 Budget Law did not affect the overall structure of the scheme, 

leaving its major gaps and inconsistencies unchanged. 

 

5. Conclusions  
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The aim of this article has been to examine the role that the Italian left has historically played in the 

development and implementation of a minimum income policy in Italy. We divided our broad 

historical analysis into three periods. The first period from the immediate aftermath of World War II 

to the early 1990s revealed that left-wing parties and trade unions generally considered anti-poverty 

policy to be beyond their ideological scope of reference. These parties embraced a conception of 

social citizenship and social rights derived mainly from the individual’s position in the labour market. 

In consequence, left-wing political action on public welfare spending was not aimed at all citizens, let 

alone labour-market outsiders, but only at workers and pensioners (as former workers). Not 

surprisingly, the main left-wing parties readily accepted policy inactivity in the field of minimum 

income policy. 

Nevertheless, it is important to notice that since the mid-1980s left-wing contributions to the public 

debate have been numerous and innovative. During the second period, around the turn of the new 

millennium, centre-left governments introduced the first pilot scheme for a modern minimum 

income policy (the Reddito minimo di inserimento). Adversarial politics by left-wing and right-wing 

governments thwarted these experiments. In the third period, characterised by tri-polar party 

competition, the PD-led Gentiloni government readily responded to the M5s’ assertion of issue 

ownership of anti-poverty policy by implementing the first national minimum income scheme in 

Italian history, the Reddito di inclusione. Though underfunded and short-lived, REI was the forerunner 

of the Reddito di cittadinanza of 2019 implemented by the populist coalition government consisting 

of the M5s and the League under Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte, marking a turning point for the 

Italian social protection system. 

Our historical analysis demonstrates that initiation, design and first national implementation of a 

minimum income policy did stem from left-wing governments. Therefore, it is fair to say that the 

Italian left acted as a leader in the introduction of a universalistic conception of anti-poverty policies 

similar to those of other EU countries. 

More generally, our work shows the crucial role of political variables, such as the structure and 

dynamics of party competition, in explaining why Italy was a latecomer in introducing a minimum 

income policy. Future avenues for research could explore the evolution of a minimum income policy 

in Italy by examining the joint impact of the democratisation of leadership selection in the PD and of 

the widening income gaps between subgroups of the population (especially age groups, 
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immigrant/non-immigrant and skilled/unskilled workers) in Italy and in most other advanced 

democracies. 
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