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Foreword





Europeans deserve good statesmen. Just as Americans should hope for enlightened leaders in our own country, we want voters across Europe to elect men and women who put their nations first—who defend their borders, promote the primacy of the family, and do not flinch at the sound of their own people’s voices, even when they speak in dissent. We’ve seen the consequences when the opposite instead prevails: borders flung open to millions of migrants, surging crime and crumbling institutions, and a creeping sense among ordinary citizens that their leaders neither see nor serve them.


America wishes for good leaders in Europe not because of some paternalistic instinct over our friends across the Atlantic. We do so because the struggles Europe faces mirror the struggles we confront in the United States. In recent years, both our continents have been forced to reckon with questions about the fundamental nature of our societies. Foremost among them is whether a nation is merely a market, or whether it is a people—one united in shared cultural heritage, and a sense of duty both to the forebears who handed down the goods of civilization, as well as to the future generations set to someday inherit them.
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For years, America has been a battleground for these debates. The left flank across Western politics would have us discard beliefs central to the functioning of our societies, like the dignity of the family, the authority of our laws and inviolability of our borders, and the importance of having a common culture. In Europe and North America both, it falls on the right to stand up to such nihilism. When conservatives fail to do so, or when we fail to stand for much beyond juicing short-term gains in the market, we see how easy it is to give ground to the Left. Global markets displace local workers. Authoritarian bureaucracies overrule parental rights. And throughout it all, the language of progress is used to conceal the hollowing-out of the things that give life meaning.


That is why the book before you matters. The conversations between Giorgia Meloni and Alessandro Sallusti vividly depict a leader willing to name the forces that undermine Western nations and, more importantly, offer a path forward to renewed greatness.


Meloni speaks of restoring Italy’s “sense of community, without which we’ll never be able to express our collective potential.” It’s the heart of her vision—a goal, I’ll add, that’s unmistakable to anyone lucky enough to have the opportunity to speak with her. Italy cannot thrive economically, she recognizes, until it has revitalized those institutions essential to any nation’s wellbeing: family, faith, and love of country. Absent strong families and moral leadership, our markets become fragile, our civil institutions brittle. And, deprived of a common culture, future generations are left to inherit rootlessness and alienation.


Meloni’s most perceptive and devastating diagnoses of the left center on its desire to upend the foundations of our civilization, and especially its willingness to weaponize mass migration in pursuit of that goal. She warns of a monstrous worldview in which “family, biological sex, national belonging, religious faith, every area that concerns one’s identity has suddenly become a problem. . . . On the other hand, everything that dilutes is flaunted as though it were the new frontier of progress.” In contrast, she identifies family as “the vital fabric of society . . . the place where generations hand down—via education, learning, and love—the history, viitraditions, and therefore the distinctive traits of a people.” Meloni cites Pope Benedict XVI on the importance of recognizing the distinctiveness of our Western culture, and the arrogance it takes to presume all foreign peoples will share the values we choose to pass down to our children.


Most provocatively, Meloni suggests that leftists and other advocates of mass migration campaign to import migrants from cultures maximally alien to our own in order to erode workers’ rights. “[T]he harder it is for you to integrate,” she warns, “the more easily you’ll accept precarious living conditions and work, inevitably creating a downward competitive spiral.” It’s an observation likely to resonate with American readers, who have seen the value of their own labor plummet when forced to compete with cheap foreign workers.


But even as Meloni calls for Italy to reassert control over its own sovereignty, nowhere does she suggest a retreat from the rest of the world. A strong Italy can stand in truer, more equal partnership with Brussels and its defensive allies; the same principle applies to a Europe more willing to increase its military spending and fulfills the terms of its treaty alliances. Americans should welcome that. A Europe that protects its borders, listens to its people, and revives its industrial base is a stronger partner in commerce and in security alike. The alternative—a Europe dependent on foreign energy and industry, unable to defend its own heritage, and eager to censor dissenting views—is bad for all of us.


Meloni’s conversations with Sallusti amount to something much greater than a series of warnings, however. Together, they offer a blueprint for how to stabilize governance and return Italian society to a reflection of its people, rather than that of transnational elites. Reforming the tax code to attract investment and reward Italy’s middle and working classes is one part of the plan. Making it easier to raise families and drastically reducing economic migration are others. Maybe unsurprisingly, these goals run parallel to what we’re doing in the Trump administration. As in America, they’re not small tasks, but it’s vital for our nation’s future that we succeed.
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And as in America, success begins with listening to the people: what they convey at the ballot box, their thoughts and concerns, their hopes for the future. Meloni speaks of the Italian people not as subjects, nor as children who simply don’t understand what’s good for them. She plainly recognizes their aspirations, their frustrations, and most urgently their desire to feel pride in their nation. With a nod to some of her country’s more historically neglected regions, she understands that Italy cannot thrive until all of Italy thrives.


Across the many hours of conversation in the pages to follow, one lesson consistently comes through: No one should underestimate the Italian people, nor the expectations they place in their leaders. Giorgia Meloni draws on that resilience to make the case that Italy’s future must not be severed from its great history and that, for a nation to exert power abroad, it must first be strong at home. This should sound familiar to American readers, who hear arguments about our borders, culture, and the meaning of citizenship every single day. But for a generation in our own politics, there was no debate—only discussion confined to a cadre of likeminded elites, one that excluded divergent opinions held by millions of Americans, Republicans and Democrats alike.


That brings me to a final commonality between Giorgia Meloni and the populist politics of my own nation. There are few elected officials out there who would willingly spend hours of their time offering unfiltered thoughts to the world for public consumption. Fewer yet could offer the volume of thoughtful insights needed to fill an entire book. That Meloni can, and does, is ultimately what sets her apart from her contemporaries. Like the people she represents, she has something interesting and important to say. Those who would ignore her do so at their own peril.


JD Vance,


50th Vice President of the United States
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Prologue





I meet her and say, “It’s a pity that a Prime Minister can’t consider writing a book to talk about her projects.” She replies, “And why can’t I?” Caught off-guard, I offer, “I’m not exactly sure—but there must be a reason if no one’s ever done it.”


“You should probably know,” she replies, “that I’m not keen on doing what everyone else has already done.”


Palazzo Chigi, late afternoon, the week before Christmas. Giorgia Meloni welcomes me for a quick exchange of greetings. I hadn’t seen or heard from her in months—since last December, to be exact, when I moderated her debate at the Atreju Festival, the event that has grown to be the highlight of Italian politics—and not just for the Right. After that, we exchanged a few messages during the short, intense electoral campaign—not about politics or confidential matters, just thoughts we felt like sharing, for reasons we didn’t entirely understand. Truth be told, I had seen her again, though only from a distance. She was onstage, and I was in the audience at the Brothers of Italy policy meeting held in Milan in April. The party had finally cleared the last hurdle. The atmosphere in that large hall at MiCo, Milan’s convention center, felt electric. I remember returning to the office in time to draft the front page, and saying to my colleagues, “I don’t know what you think, but I don’t think the Brothers xof Italy can be stopped.” I could never have imagined the pace or the scale of the party’s rise to power.


But let’s return to that afternoon on Christmas Eve. Giorgia Meloni—Prime Minster Giorgia Meloni—has a fever, just like millions of other Italians. Unlike most, however, she can’t afford even a moment’s rest. She’ll carry it with her for months, despite antibiotics and too many cigarettes. “How about a nice cup of hot tea?” she offers, slipping off her shoes and curling up on the three-seater sofa in her private office. I’m pleased—relieved even. I always worry about being an unwanted guest and never feel entirely at ease with those in power. That’s why I tend to steer clear of Rome’s palazzos, and why I’d only accepted this meeting as a pause in a calendar otherwise filled with much more important and demanding appointments. She tells me how she had the walls of this room painted pearl gray—the previous gold-colored damask tapestry clashed with the austerity of the time and the image that institutions should convey to those who enter there. She recounts the previous Prime Minister Mario Draghi’s last piece of advice before he ultimately left the building, given with his trademark irony: always keep the windows overlooking the busy intersection of Largo Chigi shut “because there’s so much smog, you’ll get emphysema in just a few months.” She admits that she doesn’t feel fully at home in this building, once the residence of the Chigi banking family of Siena, which is far gloomier than one might expect. Meloni comments jokingly, “I don’t get how someone could ever have lived in such a cold place.” Though the remark soon gives way to more serious reflection. “At Palazzo Chigi, we breathe less solemnity than we do at Palazzo Montecitorio or Madama—let alone the Quirinale. And really, it makes sense. Everyone here has always been just passing through. In our legal system, the real power has always been elsewhere. It’s as if these walls are whispering: ‘Remember, you don’t count for much—and you won’t be here for long.’” As she says this, her gaze lifts toward the large, frescoed ceiling in her office—the famed Galleria Deti. There is an air of challenge here.


Inevitably, our conversation turns to the media—an institution we both know has not shown this Prime Minister the same benevolence xiit’s extended to others in the past. She’s amused, she says, by the daily, painstaking effort of certain newspapers—those that once depicted her as a harbinger of doom should she ever come to power—to now portray a version of Giorgia Meloni different from the one who once sat on the opposition benches. This, she believes, is an attempt to avoid acknowledging that they spent years attacking her, rather than reporting on her work and ideas. “To avoid admitting they didn’t understand much—or that they’d waged a pointless psychological war to scare citizens—they now say I’ve changed. But then they screw up: in the same paper, one day I’m like Draghi, and the next I’m Mussolini. It’s all very amusing.


“What they haven’t grasped,” she continues, “is that I will always only be myself. I’ve never imitated any model, neither past nor present. I do what I believe is right, nothing more. Even more amusing are those who clearly hate me but still offer daily advice on what I should do, whom I should be, what I should say—even which supporters I should seek. Oddly enough, this can come in handy. It’s like they’re inadvertently handing me a compass, showing me exactly what not to do, say, or become, and even which people to avoid. It also says a lot about the arrogance of the Left—and about a certain deep state that’s connected to it—that can’t rebuild its own identity, yet believes it can define the identity of the Right.”


This reflection brings to mind her earlier words on a possible tell-all book. Something that can set the record straight, put things in the right order, with the kind of permanence that no article—only a book—could provide: “It’s a pity that a Prime Minister . . .” And that, right there, is when I learned my lesson: never provoke Giorgia Meloni—whether for better or worse.


No sooner said than done. True to her style—quick, decisive, unflinching—meetings followed. A series of conversations at the end of busy days packed with state appointments, government meetings, cabinet meetings, and even missions abroad. One evening, she welcomes me without even having unpacked her bag, fresh from a trip to Kyiv, where she met with President Zelenskyy of Ukraine.
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The clerks and security officers who police the corridors of Palazzo Chigi never quite understand why someone who isn’t a staffer or official is coming to see her so often. After passing through all the security checks, I cross the courtyard of honor, which, on any ordinary day, dotted with parked cars, looks nothing like the solemn images Italians are used to seeing on the evening news. When the truly important guests arrive—those whose rank matches the Prime Minister’s—they are welcomed with a red carpet, military bands and soldiers standing at attention. Beneath the entrance hall, there’s an elevator with polished wooden walls, styled in the mid-twentieth-century aesthetic. Above it hangs a massive marble plaque commemorating Francesco Crispi, “the last hero of the Risorgimento, but the first in greatness,” dated 1924. Upstairs, you pass through five large rooms, all roughly the same size, their walls bedecked with huge paintings and tapestries. They’re almost always empty, arousing a quiet feeling of anxiety. You sense they only come to life during state visits or cabinet meetings. The famous round table used by ministers is just next door, on the same floor.


Finally, you arrive at the Prime Minister’s office. It’s not oval, like that famous one in Washington, DC, but rectangular. It’s not particularly large, and it’s more austere than you might expect. As you walk in, to the left is her desk, pushed against the long wall and facing a window. The desk is covered in pens of every kind and color—one of her passions that, according to friends, has become an obsession. At the back of the room, along the short wall, there’s a small lounge area with a couch and two white upholstered armchairs.


That’s where we spend entire evenings—sometimes late into the night, I with my recorder and notebook; she, sharing—subject after subject—her ideas, her vision, her projects, and her hopes.
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The Path of Truth Joan of Arc at Palazzo Chigi






Our first meeting was on a Sunday afternoon. After I was served a cup of coffee, we laid out the rules of engagement—starting with the matter of formality. “Senta, presidente . . .” I began, using the formal address in Italian.


“Alessandro, are you being formal with me?” she interrupted, surprised.


I explained that I thought it was appropriate for a series of interviews destined for a book—out of respect for the institution she represents. But she disagreed. “I don’t like to pretend. We use the informal tu in everyday life, so we’ll use it in the book, too.”


This is going to be hard work, I thought.


And sure enough, she continued, “You’re a journalist. By nature, you look for angles and emphasize things that will ignite political and media clashes. But that’s not my goal here. I’m not looking for the kind of scoop you’d find in a newspaper. I want a book in which I can entrust my thoughts, tell the reader my point of view, the reasons behind the choices I’ve made—and those I will make. I want to lay out the vision that underlies these choices. I want to tell my truth and try to get others to reflect on it. I know what’s going through your mind right now—that 2this book risks being terribly boring. But I intend to surprise you. In any case, that’s what interests me. Do we agree?”


I tell her that we agree.


“Good, I trust you. Let’s get started,” she says.


[image: image]


Allow me to begin with what should really be the last question in this long conversation. What’s your goal?


My biggest goal—or rather, the one that all the others depend on—is to give the Italian people back their pride in being Italian. To give them a state worthy of its great people, in which they can identify. An uphill task—and today, it seems impossible.


What do you mean when you say it’s the goal on which all the others depend?


In the sense that no one can save this nation alone—it can only be saved if all of us believe in it. If each one of us, no matter the sector we might work in, decided that it’s worth doing what they do not just for themselves or their loved ones, but also for the country. Restoring that sense of community, without which we’ll never be able to express our collective potential in the best way possible. And to achieve that, the first step is restoring the credibility of our institutions. People need to trust them—because if you don’t trust those who represent you, you stop trusting the very symbols of the state. And when that happens, you stop feeling any sense of belonging to them—and therefore to yourself. Put simply: you can write excellent laws, but if the state is perceived as the enemy, there will always be someone who gets around those laws. You can raise talented young people, but if the state doesn’t value their skills, they’ll emigrate to some other country, or give up believing that study, or competence, or value are what truly matter. Instead, they’ll turn to short-cuts—knowing the right people, or following hollow role models who promise “minimum effort for maximum results.” As I see it, there are no lasting results without great effort. The Romans said per aspera 3ad astra—through hardships to the stars. And in Italy, we can’t keep pretending that’s not how life is.


I dream of an Italy where the most “liked” influencers on social media aren’t those flaunting a life of ease, with boats and luxury clothes, all bought with money they made by showing the world other boats and other clothes. I dream of an Italy of researchers who change the course of humankind, of soldiers who risk their lives to build peace, of doctors who perform miracles, of people who started from nothing but make history with passion and sacrifice. And I dream of the day when you can ask a young person what they want to be when they grow up, and they’ll say: “I’m not setting limits for myself, but whatever I do, I want it to be something useful for my country.”


A wishful thinker . . .


We’ll see whether I’m a wishful thinker. But I’m definitely a dreamer. After all, I’m living proof that determination can lead you to do things you never expected. Would you have imagined that one day you’d be here talking to me—a forty-six-year-old right-wing woman from one of Rome’s poorest quarters, held back by the system in every way possible—now sitting in this office on the second floor of Palazzo Chigi? Look around. Since 1961, this has been the seat of the Italian government, and it was here that people like Aldo Moro, Giulio Andreotti, Francesco Cossiga, Giovanni Spadolini, Bettino Craxi, Carlo Azeglio Ciampi, Romano Prodi, Silvio Berlusconi, Mario Monti, and Mario Draghi worked, to name just a few. People who—for better or worse—shaped Italian history. In short, did anyone ever seriously consider that what happened could actually happen? And that I could sit at this desk in this office?


Frankly, no. Some have compared you to Cinderella.


Fairy tales aren’t real life. There are no fairies that can make you beautiful by waving a magic wand, nor are there princes who rouse you from sleep with a kiss. In real life, you have to pull yourself out of your own circumstances. That’s what I’ve always believed and that’s what I’ve always done—with the same determination I now bring to delivering what I promised Italians. And I owe it to them—because they’re the ones 4who made it happen, not me. You see, when I became Prime Minister, I wasn’t struck by the fact that many people were happy, but that they got so emotional. “Why are you all crying?” I asked with a mix of surprise and embarrassment. I even joked, “I haven’t even started yet and you’re already crying?”


But then I understood. My story breaks the taboos of a country at a standstill, of decisions over people’s lives being made behind closed doors, the shattering of thresholds that we believe we are excluded from, of the idea that certain opportunities are beyond our reach. It wasn’t just the political moment, the return of the Center Right to government, it was a government formed by the direct expression of a popular vote, after a decade of power games and governments chosen by the establishment. And there was something else in those strong emotions. I understood it completely when a very important person, sitting right here in the early hours of my term, explained his tearfulness in just a few words: “Giorgia, this wasn’t supposed to happen.” It’s true. It may seem like a fairy tale, but it isn’t. It’s determination and sacrifice. Study, discipline—and obviously a good amount of luck. Though I’m not sure lucky is the right way to describe finding yourself governing Italy in this economic situation. But knowing that what seems impossible or like a fairy tale is actually within our reach can completely change people’s way of thinking. All too often, I’ve heard people who didn’t have everything they wanted say, “It’s the government’s fault,” or “politics’ fault,” or “the fault of where I started.” Sure, those things matter, and it’s my job to work on that. But are we sure that’s the only thing? What I mean to say, or ask is, “Are you sure you did everything you could to achieve the goals you set for yourself?” As I see it—and based on my personal experience—I’m certain that fate depends on what we are willing to do, on how much we’re willing to work, on how much we’re willing to sacrifice. Our fate depends on us. And if I can get this message across—while at the same time guaranteeing that everyone starts with the same conditions and the same opportunity to try—then we can change everything.
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Right—meritocracy. It was the first controversy your government faced.


Unsurprisingly. The moment the Left heard that word, it flew into a rage. And do you know why? Because meritocracy dismantles the concept of the boss-state. It’s what sets us free. You can’t control it, you can’t steer it. It doesn’t need party affiliations or circuits that promote you based on your political loyalties—or rather, those you claim to have whenever it’s convenient. Meritocracy is the opposite of real socialism and the Five Star Movement’s principle that “one is equal to one.” Because that’s nonsense—no ifs, ands, or buts. It’s been dragging us down since 1968. It pushed the idea that there’s no point in giving it your all because everyone will get the same result anyway—even those who decide to do nothing. It’s a shrewd way to move your friends up the line. One is not equal to one. One has to be equal to one when it comes to opportunities, not results, which instead depend on that one’s subjectivity.


One of your mottos was: “Decline is not a fate, it is a choice.”


It’s the same principle I’ve been trying to explain all along, applied to an entire country. If someone who came from nothing can end up governing Italy, then maybe all of us can accomplish things once thought impossible. And if we can do it—and we are Italy—then this country, too, can reach goals we never imagined possible. That said, I’m not here to teach anyone anything. I just want to encourage people to believe in this idea because I know that the most efficient catalysts we have are willpower and optimism. And Italy desperately needs these right now because that’s what we’re missing. Not individual talent—we have that in abundance. Not creativity, not genius—ours are unique in the world and universally admired. Not determination, which we have, though these days we often reserve it for our private spheres than our public ones. Italians basically have everything.


Some of your fans have described this as the “Joan of Arc effect”—the story of a young woman deemed unfit for battle, yet who ends up leading the troops simply because she believes more than anyone else.
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They say that because some of them like to point out that Joan of Arc was born on January 15—just like me. But let’s not draw grand comparisons. What I did find amusing, though, was a book on horoscopes that described personalities based on their birthdates. Under January 15, it read: “The day of inevitable heroism.” I relate to that—not the heroism part, just the inevitability. The truth is, I never set myself a personal goal to achieve, as many people rightly do. Instead, I’ve always given myself the goal of never sitting back and watching, but to act, to constantly expect more from myself. And maybe, in the end, that’s what made the difference. Because, as Saint John Chrysostom said, “The Magi did not set out because they had seen the star, but they saw the star because they had already set out.” I’ve always been on the move, and perhaps this perpetual motion made the opportunities I’ve seized feel almost inevitable.


Let’s just say that, overall, you’ve been quite successful. Just to be clear—it’s not flattery, it’s a fact.


The way I see it, you either do something properly, or you don’t do it at all. It’s a principle I apply obsessively. Even something as simple as drawing with my daughter: I won’t get up until I’ve finished—and that includes adding stars and a border. I’ve often been teased, even resented, for this obsessive approach—especially by those who have the misfortune of working with me. “Giorgia, we can’t keep up with you,” they say. But usually, they’re the ones who end up doing things faster. I’m never the one slowing things down. Hard work, commitment, and responsibility can be contagious, but you can’t lead a revolution if your team isn’t on board. And only by inspiring an entire country can you create a revolution. That would be a tremendous achievement.


I see. But when you look around . . .


When you look around, Italy is envied, loved, and held in high esteem—everywhere except here. Here, the most influential figure seems to be Tafazzi, the legendary character created by the comedy trio Aldo, Giovanni, and Giacomo. Tafazzi was always criticizing the country’s characteristics. We need to stop telling stories that end in failure because they simply aren’t true. First, because the key economic and social indicators 7show the opposite. And second, because we still have a wealth of potential to harness. I understand that for the Left in opposition, it’s convenient to say otherwise, but that’s not the truth.


It’s understandable that the Left isn’t thrilled to see you here.


Naturally. And in fact, I consider their reaction perfectly normal—even if, as always, they lack a sense of proportion. And look, I’m not referring to what they say about me personally, but to what they say about Italy—especially abroad. We were in the opposition for many years, and we certainly didn’t mince words, as is our right. But we had principles, the first being to act as a patriotic opposition party. That meant never speaking poorly of Italy abroad. Even before becoming Prime Minister, I was president of the European Conservatives and Reformists Party. Yet, I never once gave an interview to a foreign newspaper just to criticize the Italian government—because coming from me, it would have felt like an attack on Italy itself. The Left has never had that kind of restraint. They’ve always enjoyed leveraging their foreign friends to attack their Italian adversaries. Unfortunately, this behavior tends to be contagious, and we’re seeing the effects: here, nothing ever seems good enough; everything other countries do is supposedly better than what we manage to do. We constantly cast ourselves as the ones lagging behind. This pessimism wears us down.


If we were even slightly more aware of our greatness—of how others truly see us—everything would change. A little healthy optimism would go a long way. That’s why, for years, I’ve criticized the irresponsibility of those who use foreign platforms to attack their Italian rivals. And it’s why I’ve urged the Left to play fair—without help from abroad—out of respect for the Italian people they represent. And it wasn’t in vain. In my inaugural address, responding to those abroad who claimed they were “ready to monitor the rule of law in Italy” following my election, I said: “I think they can spend their time better. In our Parliament, we have competent and battle-hardened opposition forces more than capable of making themselves heard—without, I hope, outside help.” It must have worked. Months later, when a French minister publicly criticized me and 8my government, both the Democratic Party and the Five Star Movement pushed back, saying in unison: “The Meloni government will be opposed by the Italian opposition—and no one else. We Italians are the only ones who have the right to say that this government is incapable of doing its job.”


It was a small but significant victory.


Sir Winston Churchill, a great conservative politician, once said: “A pessimist sees the difficulty in every opportunity. An optimist sees the opportunity in every difficulty.”


I agree. Unfortunately, here in Italy, pessimism often starts with the institutions themselves. This stems from what I mentioned earlier—political decisions that are frequently perceived by citizens as unfair, and often for good reason. That’s why I believe we must be the first to set an example, and only then can we expect Italians to follow suit. Citizens shouldn’t go easy on us—they should demand the best. If we can prove that we’ve done everything possible, then we have the right to ask them to do their part, too.


What do you mean by that?


I have always found it striking that Italy is the only country where the saying “Laws are made to be broken” is so widespread. Of course, laws are often incomprehensible, abstruse, even unjust—but this mindset risks extending far beyond the law. It’s as if, in Italy, stealing from the state is somehow socially acceptable. And that’s actually a stupid attitude because ultimately, we are the state. I was especially struck when Giuseppe Conte, defending himself against criticism that his so-called Superbonus renovation incentives had cost the state coffers billions of Euros, replied: “I said that the 100 percent Superbonus subsidy would be free for the families. I didn’t say it was free for the state.” As if the state didn’t belong to its people. On the contrary, it is made up of Italians, funded by Italians, and it belongs to Italians. And if the state does something good, then it is fair to expect that it should not go to waste.


Let me give you an example. If I reduce tax on children’s products by a certain percentage to help out families, then I expect—and, in fact, I demand—that the price of diapers or powdered milk also comes down. 9If it doesn’t, it means someone along that supply chain is ripping off the government and the consumers. In that case, even though I did something right and used public resources to do it, the Italian people wouldn’t see the benefits because someone else exploited the system. It’s true: Italy has a major problem with tax evasion. Our approach is to lower taxes and improve services, so that paying taxes is not seen as a rip-off but as a fair contribution to society. We need to start from the premise that if taxes are fair, more people will pay them. If that’s not the case, then where would we stand?


Yes, where would we stand? That’s my question to you.


Then we would have to accept that nothing will ever really change. But I don’t believe that’s what will happen. I’ve grown more and more convinced that I can trust the Italian people—and rarely has that belief been misplaced. I’m confident that every time we do the right thing, Italians will help us make it work as well as possible.


That’s how you confront the person who says, “The state isn’t for me.”


Exactly—by leading through example. It’s difficult for people to feel the state belongs to them if it acts in ways that defy common sense. But if the state behaves as they would have acted themselves, then they can feel that it is a part of them, and they are a part of it. It’s important that Italians see a government that, admittedly, has its limits and may even make mistakes. But it does everything in its power to act in good faith, with humility and love. A government that isn’t beholden to friends, lobbies, or powerful interests. One that doesn’t seek approval at all costs, that doesn’t exploit its citizens, and that has the courage to say when something simply can’t be done—at least not at that moment or under those conditions. In short, I believe it is possible to rebuild a new relationship between the state and its citizens, one based on mutual trust. Trust is the foundation for any change.


Rebuilding a relationship with someone who has betrayed your trust can be done—but some say it’s like patching up a torn outfit. The tear is still visible.
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Then we should mend it with the thread of truth. Governing with honesty is fundamental. Those who haven’t done so—and the list is long—have always paid a high price in the end. Lying or staying silent may be a shrewd choice in the short term, but it’s foolish in the medium term. First, because lies never solve problems. Second, because the truth always comes out. And when it does, people realize that you tried to deceive them. It’s better to tell people the truth and accept the criticism—from those who profit, from those who don’t understand, or those who pretend not to. How often do parents have to make decisions their children don’t understand and criticize them for? And yet, I’ve never seen a good parent change their mind about something that’s truly in their child’s best interest, just to avoid conflict. And let me be clear, I don’t view Italians as children. I’ll leave that paternalistic approach to others in politics. All I’m saying is that when you’re in office and make decisions, you have access to a broader view of the situation—one that others aren’t expected to have. And that can lead to decisions that aren’t immediately comprehensible.


Let’s talk about a word that politicians love: “change.” It can be a double-edged sword in the sense that, in the end, you also risk changing your ideas. There’s a sentence that stands out from your memoir, I Am Giorgia: “In a world where everyone is trying to be someone, my goal is to remain true to myself, whatever the cost.”


I can confirm that: whatever the cost. You see, it kills me when I hear people say things like, “Meloni has changed her mind about everything—from excise duties to Europe.” But that accusation doesn’t make sense. If it were true, the Left would be delighted and sing my praises. Instead, they insult me even more than before. And do you know why? Because what we’re actually proving is that you can govern without selling out. And that, for many, raises the idea that they have sold out. Of course, I can’t say that outright—and I can’t say that for ten years they talked about a version of the Right that didn’t exist. So now, they need to claim that I’m the one who’s changed.


Of course, I’m different—but not from who I was before. I’m different from how they portrayed me, both then and now. And now, you 11can see that. I’ve been saying the same things consistently, with the same conviction and the same pragmatism. I’ll take this conversation as an opportunity to prove it. Do I use a different tone today? Absolutely. I’m the Prime Minister now, and that’s a very different role from being the leader of the opposition. Let’s put it this way: it’s one thing to speak through a microphone with a powerful sound system; it’s another to try to be heard by shouting in the middle of a noisy stadium. In short, the tools I have today are much more powerful—but my vision remains the same: firm and coherent.


Here’s an example: in the past, I wasn’t exactly a drilling enthusiast—we had enough gas and oil reserves, more than enough. But then one day Russia invaded Ukraine, and what happened happened. So now, if I have to choose between drilling and candlelight, I choose drilling, no question. The same goes for excise duties on gas. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: they’re too high and should be reduced as soon as public finances allow. But it simply isn’t true—despite what the Left has tried to claim—that Brothers of Italy’s election manifesto promised to cut excise duties. You just have to read it to know it’s not true. Knowing full well the situation of the state coffers we were going to inherit, we put forward a realistic economic program—I’d say it was a very honest one. We pledged to neutralize the windfall state revenues received from high fuel costs, meaning that we wouldn’t cash in on the price rises at the pump but instead reallocate the higher VAT earnings to reduce the duties paid. And that’s exactly what we did when we came to power. We couldn’t have done more—it’s obvious that if you must spend tens of billions of euros in three months, creating more debt, to stop the rampant speculation on household and business bills, you don’t have the money to cut excise duties in a structural way. I won’t accept lessons on consistency from people who have happily crossed the whole political spectrum just to stay in government. Let the Left keep playing with words. I trust the people to look at the facts. And the facts don’t lie.


Ultimately, consensus also comes from words.


In the short term, perhaps. In the long term, no. Of course, if you’re weak, if you’re struggling, if you don’t have enough time to implement your 12projects—as has been the case for almost every Italian government—then anything goes. But that’s not the situation for us, and I see that as our greatest strength. Have you noticed that in the eleven years between the end of 2011 and October 2022, we have had seven governments and six Prime Ministers? I’m not great with numbers, but the figures speak clearly: every eighteen months we have torn everything up and then started all over again—most of the time changing course entirely. By comparison, Angela Merkel governed Germany nonstop for sixteen years, from 2005 to 2021. Let’s not forget that not one of those seven Italian governments had been chosen directly at the ballot box. The results? Zero credibility around the world, zero industrial strategy, decisions made in the interests of political parties rather than citizens. And we’re still paying a very steep price for it.


So what do you see on the horizon?


Five years—and that’s the only horizon that interests me.


No one in the history of the Republic has ever succeeded. Silvio Berlusconi came very close in the 2001–2006 legislature, but he fell at the last hurdle.


It’s ironic that I might succeed precisely because I don’t want to stay. Believe it or not, I see this phase of my life as a time of suspension. And, frankly, I can’t say I’m happy or that I like it. I don’t like living in a protective bubble; I don’t like living as though I’m in a Big Brother house. I miss driving my car and turning up the volume to listen to my favorite songs. I miss being able to go out whenever I feel like it, to go jogging by myself. I miss—and this is something I’ve missed for many years now—being free to sit down in a café, have a cup of coffee, and read the newspaper without anyone recognizing and staring at me. Etched in my mind is a photograph of Pier Luigi Bersani sitting alone at a table and drinking a beer. I was struck by just how much that picture caused a stir. It captured a rare freedom that a well-known politician—and even more so, a Prime Minister—simply doesn’t have.


I suffer from the loss of my normal life because, yes, I enjoy being a regular person, someone with an ordinary daily routine. A few months 13ago, at the start of my term, some friends invited me to lunch in Anzio for a birthday celebration. I rounded up my family, got my car, and joined them. To me, it was the most natural thing in the world. But good heavens! The security detail, inspectors, newspapers—everyone went crazy. How could a Prime Minister possibly just go out like that, without protection? And that’s when I fully realized this great paradox: I made every decision in my life to be free, and now I find myself the least free person I know.


It’s a famous syndrome, often called the “loneliness of the leader.” Many of your colleagues suffer from it.


At first, the impact was hard. But then I found a philosophical explanation that helped me make sense of it all.


What’s that?


Are you familiar with Gustave Thibon?


Gustave Thibon, the “peasant-philosopher.” They called him that because of his humble background. As a Catholic, he spent the twentieth century engaged with the great French intellectuals.


Exactly. He said, “Being free is not about the extent to which we do not depend on anything or anyone; we are free to the extent to which we live off what we love, and we are slaves to the extent to which we depend on what we cannot love.” So I, who love Italy more than anything else—after my daughter—am actually a free woman, even if I now have to make many personal sacrifices compared to before.


Right. But we still haven’t solved the problem of consensus.


Consensus must be viewed over the medium term. I’ve seen leaders soar to the top and then vanish after two years. And I’ve seen others who have fought all their lives, with their popularity rising and falling, but who stayed steady and ultimately left a real mark. It explains itself. I believe that politics is divided into two categories: leaders and followers. Leaders are those who know how to point out a path, taking full responsibility, especially in difficult times. Followers are those who chase public moods, saying what people want to hear at that moment, without asking questions, to win instant consensus. I have no doubt which of the two is the 14real politician. But forging a path is harder—much harder—than following a mood. It requires a fair amount of awareness and patience.


Also because, unfortunately, the most important actions are the ones that create the least consensus. Here’s a simple example: prevention.


A few months ago, I met with the families of the Rigopiano disaster victims. It was one of the most difficult, emotional days of my life. Not just because of the meeting itself, but because of a letter written by Gaia, an eleven-year-old girl who lost her mother in that ill-fated hotel buried by an avalanche. Gaia had her father deliver the letter to me. She wrote about how much she missed her mother every day, how she wished her mother could see her growing up, and how she demanded justice. When I turned the page and found the last picture she had taken with her mother, I confess, I cried my eyes out, alone in my office. Because this job brings powerful emotions, both good and bad.


The next day, I called Gaia to thank her for opening up to me. The families of the Rigopiano victims had vented their anger that the local administration lacked an avalanche emergency plan, the basis of the tragedy that had shattered their lives. The same was true for the elementary school collapse in San Giuliano di Puglia, where twenty-seven children and their teacher died, buried beneath the rubble of what remains one of the most terrible earthquake disasters in the history of our country. The school building also lacked the proper security certification. I could give countless other examples. Why? Why does this keep happening? I’ll say it, and I take full responsibility for my words: it keeps happening because prevention does not create consensus. Governments that focus on preventing catastrophe will only incur economic and therefore political costs. They have to funnel away money from more conspicuous priorities. This is money that may prevent a catastrophe, but because nothing visibly happens, no one gives you credit for it. Instead, if you rush to the disaster site wearing a helmet, you create empathy and people shake your hand, saying, “Thank you for being here. Don’t abandon us.”


Several years ago, I read about Kōtoku Wamura, the mayor of a Japanese village who was harshly criticized by his people—even 15scorned—because of his “waste of public sources” that he had allotted for the construction of a major anti-tsunami barrier. Well, when the tsunami struck in 2011, that town was the only one spared. Today, his gravestone is a pilgrimage site for those who recognize him as a hero, and rightly so. He was one of those “silent heroes” described by Nassim Nicholas Taleb in The Black Swan.


What I want to say—to myself and others—is this: you must never be afraid of losing consensus if you’re convinced that you’re doing the right thing for your community. But it also means that you must have the strength and foresight, to never—never—make decisions based on the polls. Polls and screaming headlines must always be taken with a grain of salt. Recently, I read a headline in a major newspaper: “Meloni down, PD on the rise.” When I read the whole article, I found that I’d lost 0.2 percent while they had gained 0.4 percent with a ten-point gap still in my favor and a three-point margin of error. So, what are we talking about?


In other words, if I believe something is right, I’ll do it—even if it’s not immediately understood, even if it might cost me politically. I shared the most intimate part of this phase of my life with Bruno Vespa, who interviewed me for his last book. My goal is not to be reelected in five years. I know that this might not happen—and that outcome would have both advantages and disadvantages. My goal is that when I die—whether in five years, twenty, or forty— someone I’ve never met puts a flower on my grave to thank me for what I did for Italy, like Mayor Wamura. Because true revolutions take time to be understood.


Going down in history, not just making headlines. That’s ambitious. . .


I’ve often asked myself if I am ambitious. To be sure, I looked up the word in the dictionary: “An ardent desire for something; the desire to achieve a particular end.” . . . Yes, I am ambitious. Because ambition in itself is good—it’s the aim you pursue that defines whether it becomes something unhealthy. I want to make a difference in what I believe in and in what I love. I believe that what corrupts ambition, what makes it murky, is vanity—the most dangerous of the seven deadly sins. I learned this from The Devil’s Advocate, the 1990s movie starring Keanu Reeves and Al 16Pacino. It’s a metaphor for the eternal battle between Good and Evil. In the movie, Evil—brilliantly portrayed by Al Pacino as the devil—seems defeated when Good, played by Keanu Reeves, withstands being corrupted by greed. It appears as though the movie is headed for a happy ending, when we see a good man refusing the help of the devil. But as we know, the devil comes in many forms. He turns into a reporter and approaches the good lawyer who rejected him, asking for an interview. Reeves considers this and agrees, leaving satisfied. The reporter turns back into the devil and says, “Vanity, definitely my favorite sin.” Vanity is what ultimately betrays most human beings—and many politicians. I’m ambitious, but I’m not vain.
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