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Abstract 

Anti-establishment parties with either a left-wing or a right-wing ideological slant have been 

entering contemporary European democracies with sizeable vote shares. During the Great 

Recession, the Greek and the Italian party system could be perceived as convergent case-studies for 

the formation and breakthrough of anti-establishment parties. Given the fact that ideologically 

diverging anti-establishment parties – the Coalition of the Radical Left - Social Unionist Front 

(SYRIZA) and the Independent Greeks (ANEL) in the Greek case, as well as the Five Star Movement 

(M5S) and the League in the Italian one – came to power and formed coalition governments, the 

primary goal of this article is to enquire into supply-side parameters, exploring potential associations 

along a range of programmatic stances and policy dimensions that effectuated these governing 

alliances. Using the Comparative Manifesto Project dataset, our findings confirm the existence of 

expected programmatic differences as well as a converging policymaking basis between the anti-

establishment coalition partners of both governing alliances.  

Keywords: anti-establishment parties, SYRIZA, ANEL, M5S, League, supply-side, issue salience, policy 

dimensions. 
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Introduction 

Entering the post-crisis decade, Southern European countries started to rebound from the 

multifaceted financial crisis. Regarding the electoral consequences of that period, the framework of 

the financial crisis could be evaluated as a political opportunity for the radical transformation of 

voters’ electoral behaviour and the rise of electoral volatility (Bosco and Verney 2017; Morlino and 

Raniolo 2017) accompanied by the fragmentation of party systems and the re-shaping of social 

cleavages. However, the Greek and the Italian party system could be considered as critical case-

studies for the rise of parties that were against the Establishment blazing a trail for the governing 

alliance among anti-establishment parties from opposing ideological poles along the left-right axis.  

 

Focusing on the Greek case, the January/September 2015 Greek Parliamentary elections pointed out 

the post-seismic consequences of the 2012 double electoral earthquake confirming the decline of 

party identifications and the collapse of the two-party system that had prevailed in Greece after 

1974, in the post-authoritarian republic. More specifically, SYRIZA, a party derived from the radical 

left-wing spectrum benefited from the rising popular discontent against austerity measures 

(Tsakatika 2016) and the collapse of the social democratic PASOK, won the January 2015 

Parliamentary election and formed a coalition government with ANEL, a party with a populist radical 

right-wing slant (Aslanidis and Rovira Kaltwasser 2016), based on their common anti-austerity 

rhetoric and agenda. A few months later, in the September 2015 Parliamentary elections, SYRIZA 

renewed the solemn vows with its junior coalition partner despite the fact that the SYRIZA-ANEL 

coalition was negatively perceived by center-left voters (Rori 2020: 1034). 

 

Dealing with the Italian case-study, the 2018 General election confirmed the transformation of the 

Italian party system which had already begun to change since the 2013 General elections judging by 

the extreme high level of electoral volatility and the electoral breakthrough of the Five Star 

Movement (Movimento Cinque Stelle/M5S). The outcome of the 2018 General election increased 
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political uncertainty; it was accompanied by several rounds of coalition negotiations due to the fact 

that neither political parties nor party coalitions reached an outright majority. Three months later, 

the Five Star Movement, an anti-establishment party that was a mixture of left-wing and right-wing 

claims (Pirro 2018), formed a fragile governing alliance with the populist radical right League (Lega) 

which collapsed after just 14 months in power. The coalition agreement of the so-called ‘yellow-

green’ coalition government outlined the policymaking goals of the two partners and although it 

backed away immoderate ideas containing in earlier drafts, the final version of this agreement still 

reflected the radical orientation of both coalition partners (Ieraci 2019)2.  

 

Our aim here is to enquire into a specific set of factors that are strictly linked with the programmatic 

stances and policy positions of the SYRIZA-ANEL on the one hand and the M5S-League on the other 

hand in order to address the governing symbiosis between parties that were divergent in many 

respects, i.e., ideological, organizational, socio-political. In this paper we center on the election 

programs which reflect the positions of parties along policymaking dimensions. More specifically, we 

are interested in investigating if SYRIZA and ANEL managed to bridge their policy differences during 

their twin coalition government (Georgiadou and Mavropoulou 2021); our concern focuses on two 

parties perceived until then as political opponents, the M5S and the League in order to explore 

potential convergences along a range of stances and policy dimensions that could have effectuated 

their alliance. The existing literature has been concentrating on the unconventional anti-incumbent 

opposition of anti-establishment parties and/or on anti-establishment parties that assume 

government responsibilities together with mainstream parties (Van Spanje 2011). We focus on anti-

establishment parties that are partners in anti-establishment ruling coalitions in order to examine 

whether these parties preserve their anti-establishment identity during their participation in the 

government. This paper will offer the opportunity to expand the spectrum of the analysis for anti-

 
2 For the final text called ‘Contract for the Government of Change in Italy’ see https://s3-eu-west-
1.amazonaws.com/associazionerousseau/documenti/contratto_governo.pdf). 

https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/associazionerousseau/documenti/contratto_governo.pdf
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/associazionerousseau/documenti/contratto_governo.pdf
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establishment parties, exploring for interactions within and among anti-establishment parties along 

a range of policy dimensions and look for explanations concerning the parties’ impact on each other.  

 

Puzzling over anti-establishment parties  

Over the last four decades, Western European democracies have been undergoing a range of 

fundamental changes, a fact that has contributed to the profound transformation of party systems 

(Katz and Mair 1995). The process of party-system transformation followed the erosion of the 

traditional cleavage structure due to the ‘de-freezing’ of the long-standing political alignments and 

the decline of strong relationships between socio-structural variables and party choices (Lipset and 

Rokkan 1967). Since the 1970s, the consequences of the economic modernization process have led 

to the emergence of new issues that contributed to the redirection of voting behaviour. At the same 

time, the shifting of the electorate towards ‘new politics’ created opportunities for the development 

of new party families of green/environmental (Poguntke 1992), radical right-wing (Ignazi 1992) and 

left-libertarian hues (Inglehart 1984). The accelerated transition marked by economic and socio-

cultural changes, in conjunction with the instability of post-industrial party systems, have been 

accompanied by the evolutionary presence of anti-establishment parties on the different electoral 

levels and political stages. During the last decade, the anti-establishment party spectrum has 

entered a phase of stability, gradually transforming itself into a notable player in governing 

competition, a fact directly associated with the onset of the multilevel European crisis: financial, 

political, socio-cultural (Algan et al. 2018).  

 

In the context of a phenomenon that was described as ‘decline of party democracy’, political 

scientists in the 1990s used to thematize issues of political protest and anti-party sentiments. At that 

time, Mudde aptly pointed out that despite citizens' critique on parties, voters with anti-party 

sentiments ‘still voted for parties’, choosing A.O. Hirschman’s ‘voice’ instead of ‘exit’ (Mudde 1996: 

272-3). A new type of parties emerged, the so-called anti-party parties; according to Mudde (ibid.), 
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they ‘criticize’ or even ‘condemn’ the established political parties, but ‘they do not reject parties per 

se’. In the years thereafter, the debate on anti-party and challenger parties became more specific, 

focusing on anti-establishment parties whose emergence could be associated with the process of 

‘value change’ and the subsequent failure of traditional parties to include the emerging issues into 

their narrative (Ignazi 1997: 318). Several scholars (Sartori 1976; Schedler 1996; Capoccia 2002; 

Abedi 2004; Hartleb 2015; Zulianello 2019) have used a range of synthetic conceptualizations to 

approach the parties that deviate from the category of political establishment.  

 

The academic debate has been concentrating particularly on the differentiation between the parties 

that challenge the democratic system and those that act within it. Abedi (2004) has expanded the 

aforementioned concepts by proceeding to a more systematic classification of the challenger 

parties. More specifically, he focuses (Abedi 2004) on ‘anti-political establishment parties’ (APE) as a 

generic term, avoiding ideological or organizational explanations of their profile: APE parties could 

be located in either the right or the left side of the political spectrum; they could be regional or 

national, ‘flash’ or ‘movement’ parties, populist radical right or new left parties reflecting value 

change and/or popular dissatisfaction with socio-political institutions. Despite the different 

ideological perspectives and organizational structures in the anti-political establishment party family, 

these parties tend to perceive themselves as challengers to the political establishment in either 

policy or organizational terms, highlighting the division between the Establishment and the People 

and equalling the differences between governing and opposition mainstream parties (Abedi 2004: 

12). This division partially overlaps with the dichotomy between the “virtuous people” and the “vile 

elites” that is inherent in the concept of populism (Taguieff 1995; Taggart 2002; Mudde 2004; 

Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2013). However, parties that are against ‘The Establishment’ are not 

necessarily populist in the sense that they are neither in favor of an idea of ‘The People’ perceived as 

a homogeneous/organic entity nor against ‘The Elite’ as a whole. Anti-establishment parties are 

mainly against the governing and the political elite, but they are not against any notion of expertise 
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and they lack a total of anti-elitist rhetoric.  Anti-establishment parties diverge from anti-system 

parties (Sartori 1976) because that they do not challenge the fundamental principles of a democratic 

regime. Anti-establishment parties do not seek to replace the democratic framework, but they are in 

favour of changing the way in which democracy works (Painter 2013: 7).  

 

Anti-establishment parties are not treated as a residual category of parties which are expected to 

remain permanently outside coalition governments and have limited political power. Apart from 

seeking to expand their electoral support for the purpose of gaining parliamentary representation, 

as well as to influence specific policies, anti-establishment parties have gradually developed office-

seeking goals. According to the behavioural theory of party competition, office-seeking parties aim 

to maximize their ‘control of elected office, often operationally defined in terms of government 

portfolios’ (Strøm 1990: 567). It stands to reason that if anti-establishment parties remain 

challengers, outsiders and anti-party agents, they are not likely to participate in a government. 

However, as a result of ‘external shocks, internal factors or a combination of both sets of variables’ 

(Abedi and Schneider 2004: 3), anti-establishment parties can transform themselves into office-

seeking parties. The failure of established parties to form a coalition government —as was the case 

in Austria after the National Council vote of October 1999, the decision of G. Fini to participate in S. 

Berlusconi’s cabinets, or the support provided by the Danish People’s Party to the minority 

governments of the Liberals and Conservatives in the Danish Parliament in 2001— are examples of 

party internal and external critical junctures that relate to changes in the behaviour of electorally 

relevant anti-establishment parties (Mudde 2016). To these examples we should add the cases of 

new left parties that have been part of governing coalitions, such as the Green parties that have 

joined national governments in Germany, Belgium, Finland, Austria, etc. (Müller-Romer and 

Poguntke 2002). 
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There are different coalition theories according to which multi-party governments are formed by a 

(moderate or large) number of parties that often are ‘immediate neighbours’ to each other (Sartori 

1976; Lijphart 1999: 91-96; Tsebelis and Ha 2013). Although the rule is that coalitions are made 

either by ideologically neighbouring parties or by ‘connected’ parties that are ‘adjacent’ in the policy 

field, there are also instrumentally motivated coalitions composed by parties that are not confined 

to a specific position along the Left-Right spectrum (Lijphart 1999: 95; Strøm 1990: 567-568). The 

transformation of anti-establishment parties into office-seeking parties raises fundamental 

questions on whether and how this change affects their vote-seeking and/or policy-seeking goals. 

The fact that anti-establishment parties enter government coalitions with mainstream parties may 

undermine their political identity, in particular when anti-establishment and mainstream parties are 

not close to each other with regard to policy positions and programmatic stances. However, an 

important question that arises from the participation of anti-establishment parties in coalition 

governments relates to whether these parties preserve the fundamental components of their 

identity concerning the challenge of the political establishment. Participating in a governing alliance 

with their opponents of the mainstream party arena and becoming part of it, anti-establishment 

parties soften their image as challengers of the party system and, to a certain extent, their anti-elite 

message (Vasilopoulou 2018; Krause and Wagner 2019: 3). What should happen in the case of a 

government coalition forged between party challengers that reject the mainstream consensus? It is 

expected to be an unsuccessful and short-lived alternative, not only due to the ideological gap that is 

likely to exist between anti-establishment parties but also as a result of the fact that anti-

establishment parties could seek to offset any electoral losses caused by their participation in 

coalition governments by prematurely abandoning government portfolios and restoring their anti-

establishment status. 
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The anti-establishment party arena in crisis-ridden Southern Europe 

Southern European countries have experienced an unprecedented financial crisis that has affected 

their party system, mainly due to the fact that governing parties declined, whilst new anti-

establishment parties not only emerged and/or electorally marginal challengers became relevant 

(Bosco and Verney 2017); more importantly, they have acquired a leading role in party and policy 

competition. During this period, anti-establishment parties of different ideological shades have 

evolved into notable players along the dimensions of the Western European party competition 

irrespective of the ‘order’ (first, second) of each election (Mavropoulou 2019). However, the 

consequences of the financial crisis cannot be directly associated with the rise of anti-establishment 

parties, since the party systems of prosperous Northern Europe have also been experiencing the 

electoral rise of parties that challenge the political establishment, despite the limited exposure of 

these countries to the implications of the latest financial crisis. Among the countries of Southern 

Europe that have been hardest hit by the crisis, Greece was an emblematic case where anti-

establishment parties from the left and the right side of the political arena flourished (Teperoglou 

and Tsatsanis 2014; Bosco and Verney 2017).  

 

Αnti-establishment parties have a strong presence in Greece and Italy. In the Greek case, the radical 

left SYRIZA and the radical right ANEL became partners in coalition cabinets, the first after the 

parliamentary elections of January 2015 and the second after the snap general elections of 

September 2015. The two parties locate themselves in opposing positions along a range of policy 

dimensions, since SYRIZA falls into the radical left-wing spectrum with socially libertarian viewpoints 

(Katsourides 2016:119), whilst ANEL is placed in the populist right-wing spectrum expressing 

authoritarian and nationalist appeals (Matakos and Xefteris 2016: 172). Τhe radical left SYRIZA is a 

constellation of left-wing parties and extra-parliamentary groups launched in the beginning of the 

millennium (Tsakatika 2016) that favors immigration and advocates civil, social and human rights 

(Gourgouris 2015), whereas the populist radical right ANEL is a nativist, anti-immigrant, populist 
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radical right party that gives prominence to ‘national issues’ (Halikiopoulou and Vasilopoulou 2015; 

Mudde 2017a: 32; Georgiadou 2019). However, SYRIZA and ANEL were ‘not so strange bedfellows’ 

(Pappas 2015). Both parties were moving within the lines of ‘national populism’ (Eatwell and 

Goodwin 2018), prioritizing the interest of the nation against the ‘corrupt elites’ and the ‘oligarchic 

system’. Both parties constituted the leading forces of the anti-Memorandum block, cultivating a 

radical anti-Memorandum and anti-austerity rhetoric surrounded by Eurosceptic views 

(Vasilopoulou 2018) with an economic slant. However, less research interest has been devoted to 

ascertaining the extent of the potential convergence between two apparently diverging parties 

along a range of traditional policy dimensions.  

 

Italy is a similar case to Greece regarding to its anti-establishment potential. The context of a 

multifaceted crisis with economic, cultural and political dimensions impacted on the the electoral 

take-off of anti-establishment parties (Graziano 2018; Caiani 2019), namely the anti-immigrant and 

Eurosceptic populist right-wing Lega Nord (rebranded as Lega/League) and the post-democratic 

M5S—a configuration emerged as a grassroots rebellion that is not easily aligned along the Left-

Right political spectrum— which formed a coalition government from June 2018 to August 2019, 

when M. Salvini, leader of the Lega and interior minister at that time, demanded snap elections. The 

Five Star Movement, initially against any alliances with other parties, and the League proceeded to 

the formation of a coalition government having readjusted their populist electoral pledges due to 

country’s macro-economic restrictions and the discipline enforced by the European authorities 

(Moschella and Rhodes 2020). However, the short-run governing co-existence of the two coalition 

partners has brought to light their immense difficulty to balance between electoral responsiveness 

and government responsibility (Mair 2014), a fact that jeopardized country’s weak economy and did 

not address its macro-economic challenges (Moschella and Rhodes 2020). Moreover, the heightened 

chasm between the 5SM and the League around the policy priorities of the coalition government in 
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conjunction with their discrepancies over budgetary and migration policies accelerated the 

dissolution of their governing alliance.     

 

Since the academic debate focuses on the strategic perspectives   of the anti-establishment coalition 

partners confirming that their governing motivations are driven by office-seeking (Giannetti et al. 

2018; Rori 2016) rather than converging policymaking goals, one of the main purposes of this paper 

is to examine convergences and divergences between  anti-establishment governing parties by 

concentrating on their programmatic stances and policy positions as stated officially in the party 

manifestos. Our research goal is to identify the official programmatic stances and policy positions of  

anti-establishment coalition partners  across a range of policymaking dimensions and issue areas in 

order to explore any potential associations/links. Our aim is to compare the official policy stances of 

the parties that constituted the SYRIZA-ANEL and the M5S-League coalition governments in order to 

examine the policy basis which stimulated the government formation of a dyad of ideologically 

diverging anti-establishment parties. 

 

Data and Methodology 

Party manifestos have been widely used as explanatory indicators for party competition (Benoit and 

Laver 2006). The positions of parties along policymaking dimensions reflect their ideology, are 

closely linked to their identity in the public and electoral sphere (Wagner 2012) and provide 

evidence for the ideological distance among parties along the policy space of party systems (Sartori 

1976; Dalton 2008). However, party positions and the salience with which parties address certain 

issues are not unconnected to each other. Party positions and issue salience are complementary at 

least for the core issues (e.g. the environment for the Greens or immigration for the Populist Radical 

Right), in the sense that they are ‘clearly part’ of party identity (Kriesi et al. 2006; Wagner 2012). In 

this paper we are looking for ideological convergences or divergences between SYRIZA and ANEL on 

the one hand, and League and M5S on the other hand, by exploring the issue salience and party 
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positions on policy dimensions (Wagner 2012). Our data are derived from the processing of party 

manifestos through which political parties present their ‘official’ statements on a range of policy 

issues (Benoit and Laver 2006), reflecting their ideological priorities and ‘valid party positions’ (Eder 

et al. 2017). More specifically, this paper draws data from the Comparative Manifesto Project 

(CMP/MARPOR) (Volkens et al. 2018). 

 

CMP/MARPOR data measure the extent of salience of policy issues in party programs over a long 

time period by including most of the political parties across European party systems and providing 

the opportunity for a comparative interpretation of party competition (Budge et al. 2001). Although 

CMP/MARPOR data are widely used among numerous studies (i.a. Budge and Klingemann 2001; 

Adams et al. 2006; Abou-Chadi and Krause 2018), nonetheless they have been criticized by several 

scholars (Dinas and Gemenis 2010; Gemenis 2013). Their criticism concerns the absence of reliable 

estimates on policy positions, particularly along the left-right scale.3    

 

Despite methodological limitations, CMP/MARPOR dataset is extensively used among scholars for 

the interpretation of party competition, comparatively and/or over time (Budge 2013). The research 

purpose of this paper is to explore the positions of parties that constituted both anti-establishment 

coalition alliances along a range of policy dimensions, tracing potential ideological links that might 

explain their convergence. Studies on parties –far right, populist or anti-establishment– are divided 

into two basic groups depending on the factors that explain their rise: ‘demand-side’ factors refer to 

 
3 Instead of CMP, expert surveys (CHES) (Bakker et al. 2015), through which political experts locate 

parties on structured scales along a range of policy dimensions, could be used as an alternative data 

source for measuring party positions (Huber and Inglehart 1995). However, their methodological 

limitations are also under scrutiny; the method based on the judgments of specialists is subject to 

criticisms (Laver 2001; Mair 2001) associated with the time frame, the subjectivity of experts’ criteria 

in conjunction with the kind of material they take into consideration in order to place parties along 

policy scales, etc. (Budge 2000). 
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a variety of reasons that shape voters’ preferences, whereas ‘supply-side’ factors concentrate on the 

conditions under which specific types of parties are facilitated to emerge in the party arena or to 

increase their vote share in party competition (Mudde 2007; Rydgren 2007; Georgiadou, Rori and 

Roumanias 2018). Among the demand-side reasons which motivate voters to support party 

challengers are socio-economic and cultural conditions that create grievances, making people more 

susceptible to populist and anti-establishment appeals (Norris and Inglehart 2019). Demand-side 

explanations are complemented by external and internal supply-side parameters which played a 

significant role for the rise of the anti-establishment challengers and their consolidation in the party 

arena. In the literature, supply-side factors are grouped into political opportunities, such as electoral 

rule or party competition (Norris 2005; Arzheimer 2009) and the parties’ ideological and 

organizational properties (Goodwin 2006; Art 2011). The exogenous components of supply interact 

with the factors of demand (Arzheimer and Carter 2006) as well as with internal supply-side factors. 

This paper focuses on the interrelationship between the external and internal supply-side 

framework, since the configuration of party competition occurs through the ideology of parties and 

their placement on multiple policy dimensions.   

 

Using the Manifesto Project dataset, we take a closer look at issue salience and parties’ positions 

along a range of fundamental policy dimensions that tend to determine the structures of modern 

European party systems during the last decades (Kriesi et al. 2006). On a first level, we are interested 

in exploring the extent of the anti-Memorandum issue salience4 (see Appendix 1) in the party 

manifestos of SYRIZA and ANEL over the period 2012-2015. In doing so, we determine the evolution 

of their anti-Memorandum stance from 2012 onwards and whether their opposition against the 

Memorandum served as a background for the formation of the SYRIZA-ANEL coalition government. 

 
4 Issue salience ranges from 0 to 100, where ‘0’ means that the party ignores a specific policy issue 

and ‘100’ means that the party devotes all its manifesto-statements to this issue.  
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Then we turn our interest to the measurement of the party positions of both anti-establishment 

coalition alliances based on the extent of the issues’ salience in party manifestos. Therefore, the 

calculation of party positions across the traditional left-right dimension ensues from the subtraction 

between the sum of the quasi-quotes relating to the right cluster and the corresponding left cluster 

(see Appendix 1). Subsequently, we rescale the CMP left-right scale —which traditionally ranges 

from -100 to +100, where ‘-100’ means a totally left-wing oriented party manifesto and ‘+100’ 

means a totally right-wing orientation— to the more familiar 11-point scale which runs from 0 (left) 

to 10 (right). We follow a similar calculation as above in order to identify the parties’ positions along 

an aggregate socio-economic dimension which incorporates economic and European integration 

issues (Katsanidou and Otjes 2016) when we measure the party positions of SYRIZA and ANEL. Since 

the outbreak of the financial crisis, there is strong evidence about an interrelationship of economic 

issues with European programmatic stances, in particular by political parties that fall within the anti-

Memorandum block (Otjes and Katsanidou 2017). The fact that the coding categories of the 

Manifesto Project dataset which appertain to the socio-economic dimension include macro and 

micro-economic issues as well as issues relating to the spectrum of social protection might enable us 

to further refine this dimension. The socio-cultural dimension (known as GAL-TAN) extends from 

social liberalism to social conservatism (Polk et al. 2017: 2). The placement of parties along the 

socio-cultural dimension (see Appendix 1) occurs via the subtraction between the sum of the quasi-

quotes related to the green/alternative/libertarian (GAL) cluster and the corresponding 

traditionalist/authoritarianist/nationalist (TAN) cluster (Hooghe et al. 2002).  

 

Findings and Discussion  

We now turn to the calculation of the anti-Memorandum issue salience for SYRIZA and ANEL –the 

anti-Memorandum contestation was irrelevant in Italy and therefore we focus on the Greek case– 

and then we proceed to the identification of positions of SYRIZA-ANEL and the M5S-League 

governing alliances on the left-right, the socio-economic and the socio-cultural dimension. It should 
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first be noted that our findings confirm the anti-Memorandum orientation of SYRIZA and ANEL, two 

parties that were regarded as the leading players in the ‘anti-Memorandum camp’ (Malkoutzis 2012: 

8-9). However, after the double ‘earthquake’ elections of May/June 2012 both parties began to 

dampen their polemic against the Memorandum (MoU) that was associated with ‘imposed’ austerity 

measures on the Greek economy and excessive curtailments of public spending, downsizing the 

public sector according to the Troika’s (IMF, ECB and EC) evaluations (Vasilopoulou and 

Halikiopoulou 2013; Chrysoloras 2013). In concrete terms, SYRIZA included 56 anti-Memorandum 

references in its May 2012 party manifesto whereas ANEL incorporated 36 anti-Memorandum 

references; in the June 2012 election, SYRIZA confined the number of its anti-Memorandum 

viewpoints to 46, while the corresponding references of ANEL remained unchanged. SYRIZA’s 

January 2015 party manifesto contained significantly fewer references (5)5 against the 

Memorandum and the international actors under the economic ‘surveillance’ of whom Greece was 

deemed to be placed, confining even more the salience of the anti-austerity rhetoric after the 

parliamentary elections of May 2012. As for ANEL, they also started to soften their opposition 

against the Memorandum after the elections of June 2012. On the run up to the January 2015 

parliamentary election, SYRIZA extended its viewpoints along a variety of policymaking issues 

beyond anti-austerity policies, a fact that reduced the anti-Memorandum issue salience identified in 

its previous party manifestos. In the same vein, ANEL’s openly anti-Memorandum views (3) were 

remarkably decreasing despite the fact that a sizeable part of their manifesto was still devoted to 

anti-austerity aspects. The political ambitions, notably of SYRIZA, and its gradual transformation into 

a governing party –without abandoning the discourse of challenging the traditional political 

establishment– justify the reduction of the anti-Memorandum statements included in the party 

manifesto of the January 2015 parliamentary election, although the party’s narrative in the media, 

 
5 Within the parentheses we mention the number of anti-Memorandum references that were 

included in SYRIZA’s and ANEL’s party manifestos for the 2015 January election.   
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as well as the everyday political jargon of SYRIZA, were still predominantly against the Memorandum 

(Figure 1). With regard to their orientation vis-à-vis the economic adjustment program, both parties 

had been converging since 2012, a trend that facilitated the formation of the SYRIZA-ANEL coalition 

government in 2015. In the September 2015 legislative election, the level of political divergences 

between SYRIZA and ANEL as regards the salience of the anti-Memorandum issue seems to be 

balanced. Both parties’ manifestos incorporated anti-austerity statements against the ‘neo-liberal 

Europe’ and the ‘weak-knead’ domestic political establishment.     

[Figure 1 here] 

Figure 2 portrays the positions of SYRIZA and ANEL on the 11-point scale of the traditional left-right 

dimension over the period 2012-2015. Our findings confirm the researchers’ estimation, since the 

left-wing placement of SYRIZA remained constant, displaying only slight shiftings along the left-wing 

spectrum of the left-right aggregate scale throughout the period under consideration. During the 

January 2015 Parliamentary election, SYRIZA marked its most leftist position along the left-right 

policy space, a fact that could be associated with the adoption of an anti-austerity programmatic 

agenda balancing economic interventionist with social-protectionist policies. However, a few months 

later, in the September 2015 Parliamentary election, SYRIZA converged towards a more centrist 

position due to the signing of the third Memorandum and the subsequent readjustment of the 

party’s economic policy, including aspects of the free market economy in its programmatic agenda. 

As for ANEL, we observe the party’s fluctuating positioning along the left-right dimension. In the 

2012 twin Parliamentary elections ANEL touched the left side of the left-right scale, even though it 

falls into the populist radical right party family which is traditionally situated in the right-wing 

spectrum, reflecting a socially authoritarian and nationalist value profile. Taking into account the fact 

that the programmatic agenda of ANEL for the May/June Parliamentary elections was particularly 

oriented at social protectionist perspectives, including extensive references against austerity policies 

and statements in favour of welfare state expansion, it might enable us to comprehend the 

paradoxical and circumstantial positioning of ANEL in the centre-left spectrum of the left-right 
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dimension. ANEL have been stabilised within the traditional ideological borders of the populist 

radical right party family since the General election of January 2015 due to the further salience of 

authoritarian policy aspects associated with the restriction of immigration and the preservation of 

traditional moral values. SYRIZA and ANEL seem to present more convergent positions along the left-

right dimension in the June 2012 legislative elections. However, the discrepancy between the left-

right positions of the governing partners widened considerably after the January/September 2015 

elections, as SYRIZA was constantly positioned on the left-wing spectrum while ANEL moved towards 

the right-wing side of the left-right dimension, adopting authoritarian and exclusionist socio-cultural 

policy perspectives. The gradual collapse of the pro-Memorandum vs. anti-Memorandum division, 

which determined the configuration of party competition during the 2012 double Parliamentary 

elections, contributed to the realignment of parties within their traditional ideological space along 

the left-right dimension.  

[Figure 2 here] 

The divide on the aggregate socio-economic dimension is between free-market economy and 

economic protectionism. As explained in the previous section, European issues were integrated into 

this area for the Greek case and the period 2012-2015. Figure 3 plots the location of SYRIZA and 

ANEL on this dimension. Between May and June 2012 both parties were placed near each other 

within the social protectionist pole. Subsequently, after the double legislative elections of 2012, the 

Independent Greeks started moving towards a pro-market direction, gradually increasing the 

distance from SYRIZA which moved slightly to the centre of the socio-economic axis. The distance 

between SYRIZA and ANEL on the socio-economic dimension is on an upward trend, reaching a peak 

in the September 2015 elections even though it might be expected that the governing partners 

would adopt a more converging socio-economic agenda after the ratification of the third 

Memorandum and the subsequent readjustment of their policies according to the terms of the 

bailout agreement. More specifically, the junior partner (ANEL) promoted a distinctive profile on 

socio-economic issues – probably to secure itself against electoral losses as a result of its 
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participation in the government, which is expected to force minor coalition parties to converge with 

the policy positions of the senior ones (Adams et al. 2006). In the case of ANEL, its electoral survival 

depended on the party’s capacity to maintain policy positions that were dissimilar to those of SYRIZA 

and less moderate within the frame of this government.  

[Figure 3 here] 

Figure 4 displays the placements of the M5S and the League on the left-right dimension along the 

aggregate socio-economic dimension for the 2018 General election. We observe that the governing 

partners were characterised by a relative convergence vis-à-vis their positions on the left-right axis 

confirming the hybrid character of the M5S which is a mixture of left-wing and right-wing discoursive 

properties. However, the League was situated almost at the center of the left-right spectrum. This 

finding could not be interpreted as an abandonment of its populist radical right-wing quality; having 

acquired a potential governing dynamic, the League emphasized along its manifesto the cultivation 

of an economic programmatic agenda surrounded by economic protectionist claims and welfare 

chauvinism criteria. More specifically, both coalition partners were located near each other within 

the economic protectionist pole indicating that despite divergencies in socio-economic issues (e.g. 

flat tax, basic income) the governing allies were not complete ‘strangers’ since their positions are 

mostly converging on issues with socio-economic claims. 

[Figure 4 here] 

As mentioned above, the socio-economic dimension contains two subsets of interrelated issues, one 

that integrates free market positions and a second that incorporates stances relating to social 

protection and the welfare state. As a further step, we decided to split the socio-economic 

dimension and create two sub-dimensions (see Appendix 1). The first of these includes the parties’ 

positions on macro- and micro-economic issues, while the second sub-dimension involves their 

positions on social protection and welfare. Figure 5.1 confirms that SYRIZA and ANEL almost overlap 

on economic issues up to January 2015. Thereafter, ANEL moved towards the pro-market pole, 

whilst SYRIZA zigzagged around the centre of the economic sub-dimension. However, SYRIZA and 



 18 

ANEL have converged on the social protectionist/welfare sub-dimension throughout the whole 

period (from May 2012 to September 2015), as Figure 5.1 shows. Their distance remained relatively 

stable over time, having slightly increased only during the January 2015 parliamentary elections, 

with SYRIZA trying to win the elections with an anti-austerity and radical left agenda. 

[Figures 5.1 here] 

Figure 5.2 plots the location of the M5S and the League on the two economic sub-dimensions. Here 

we find that both coalition partners converged in placements on the economic sub-dimension 

remaining, even marginally, within the economic interventionist pole; the M5S and the League 

overlapped on the welfare sub-dimension preserving their social protectionist orientation.    

[Figures 5.2 here] 

Figure 6 displays the placements of SYRIZA and ANEL on the aggregate socio-cultural dimension 

relating to party attitudes towards lifestyle, civil liberties, issues of security and perspectives of the 

world order (Hooghe et al. 2002). Overall, we observe that the governing partners were 

characterised by a striking discrepancy vis-à-vis their attitudes on the GAL-TAN axis. However, the 

observed discrepancy between SYRIZA and ANEL demonstrated a constant trend during the 2012 

double Parliamentary elections that became deeper in the January 2015 elections, confirming the 

inclusivist-libertarian policy orientation of SYRIZA and the exclusionist-authoritarian profile of ANEL 

(Stavrakakis et al. 2016: 12). The socio-cultural dimension indicates the expected ideological 

divergence between SYRIZA and ANEL due to the parties’ contrasting viewpoints on a variety of 

issues associated with ‘law and order’, individual rights and freedoms, immigration/minorities. The 

distance between SYRIZA and ANEL along the socio-cultural dimension seems to be minimized in the 

September 2015 legislative election. This is not a result of ANEL becoming less exclusionist and 

authoritarian in socio-cultural issues; after their first participation in the coalition government led by 

SYRIZA, the Independent Greeks tended to focus more on an economic programmatic agenda with a 

pro-market slant, brushing under the carpet their radical right-wing profile.  

[Figure 6 here] 
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Figure 7 displays the placements of the M5S and the League on the horizontal socio-cultural 

dimension along the vertical European integration dimension. According to our findings, the M5S 

and the League demonstrated a relative ideological divergence since the M5S was placed in the 

libertarian pole (GAL) while the League was slightly situated at the authoritarian (TAN) spectrum of 

the socio-cultural axis. The left-libertarian orientation of the M5S could be attributed to the 

environmentalist claims as a key element of party’s agenda. On the other hand, the unprecedent 

placement of the League almost at the center of that dimension was not consistent to the traditional 

populist radical right-wing profile of the party but it could be associated with the remarkable 

salience of the environmentalist issues – a left-wing occupied policy area – by the League. Our 

findings confirm the convergence between the two parties vis-à-vis the issue of European 

integration. The M5S and the League preserved their critical Eurosceptic stance – however, without 

embracing the outright rejection of European integration and having dropped their more overt anti-

European stances.   

[Figure 7 here] 

 

Conclusions 

 In crisis-ridden Southern Europe, the consolidation of anti-establishment parties goes hand in hand 

with the electoral punishment of the incumbents. The Greek and the Italian party system have 

become relevant case-studies for the analysis of the anti-establishment spectrum, regarding both 

the rise of anti-establishment parties and the formation of anti-establishment coalition 

governments.   

 

The January 2015 Greek general election and the subsequent September 2015 election failed to 

result in a single party government as an after-effect of the Greek party system’s radical 

transformation since the 2012 double Parliamentary elections. SYRIZA’s victory without an outright 

majority in Parliament led to the formation of a government coalition with ANEL, a party that 



 20 

despite its ideological zigzagging was situated at the right-wing pole of the left-right spectrum. The 

government coalition of SYRIZA and ANEL has been described as ‘unholy’, ‘bizarre’, ‘strange’ or 

‘paradoxical’. The complex outcome of the 2018 Italian General elections marked the further 

transformation of the Italian party system due to the fact that two anti-establishment parties, the 

Five Star Movement and the League, were evolved into the two most notable party forces that 

unprecedentedly proceeded to the formation of a coalition government. The alliances forged 

between SYRIZA and ANEL on the one hand and the Five Star Movement and the League on the 

other hand were unexpected since the partners of both coalition governments were surrounded by 

contrasting viewpoints. Beyond apparent divergences, we searched for the rationale behind parties’ 

choice to join a coalition. Concentrating on supply-side explanations, we explored the policymaking 

factors that facilitated the formation of the anti-establishment coalition governments. 

 

Using the Comparative Manifesto Project dataset, we focused on the operationalization of the 

official party programs of SYRIZA-ANEL, as well as of the Five Star Movement-League. Regarding the 

Greek case-study, our efforts were concentrated on identifying elective affinities between SYRIZA 

and ANEL that went beyond the rather circumstantial pro-Memorandum vs. anti-Memorandum 

division. Briefly, the findings indicate that SYRIZA and ANEL were not complete strangers as regards 

their programmatic stances and policy positions. Our results provide evidence that unsettles the 

argument of the ‘strategic’ alliance of SYRIZA and ANEL and create doubts about the alleged 

superiority of the ideological distance on the left-right dimension that does exist between the two 

governing parties. In January 2015 SYRIZA and ANEL formed a coalition government, the cementing 

force of which was more than their party identities as challengers of the ‘old’ political establishment. 

Apart from the anti-establishment quality that characterized both parties and the high salience of 

the anti-Memorandum issue up the 2012 twin legislative elections, they demonstrated remarkable 

policy convergences, a fact that was reflected in the continuation of their cooperation as governing 

partners after the September 2015 parliamentary election. Both parties converged on the economic 
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agenda relating to macro and micro-economic issues up to the January 2015 Parliamentary election, 

whereas they were constantly close on social protectionist and welfare issues. However, a chasm 

remained between them in socio-cultural issues, confirming the lack of reciprocal influence between 

them along the GAL-TAN dimension. 

 

Hence, we find evidence which confirms that the outcome of the January 2015 election did not 

result in either a governing marriage of convenience or a purely policymaking love match, as 

convergences and divergences in a variety of stances were apparent between the two governing 

parties. Despite the centrist shift of SYRIZA and the pro-market reorientation of ANEL along the 

socio-economic dimension in the September 2015 election, programmatic linkages were preserved. 

However, the policymaking convergence between coalition partners remained weak during the 

second half of the September 2015 SYRIZA-ANEL cabinet; it was exclusively detected in the European 

integration dimension. This finding demonstrates aspects of an office-seeking orientation of this 

alliance, that was taking shape once the pro-Memorandum vs. anti-Memorandum division ceased to 

determine the policy space of the Greek party system. The gradual relaxation of this divide, in 

conjunction with the Prespa agreement that was fully supported by SYRIZA, have brought to light 

divergences between SYRIZA and ANEL along a range of policy dimensions, delivering the coup de 

grâce to the SYRIZA-ANEL coalition government.    

 

Focusing on the Italian case-study, our findings demonstrate that the M5S and the League were not 

ideologically distant from each other along a range of programmatic stances and policy positions 

indicating that the ‘unprecedent’ coalition of the 2018 elections occurred between two ideologically 

‘neighbouring’ parties with converging policymaking goals. The M5S and the League appeared close 

each other along the left-right dimension, whereas they were characterised by remarkable policy 

convergences along the socio-economic dimension consisted of macro/micro and social 

protectionist issues. Coalition partners remained unexpectedly close to each other along the socio-
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cultural dimension, a fact that confirms that the increasing salience of environmentalist issues could 

upend the traditional ideological interrelationships. The existence of ideological commonalities 

between the two parties did not prevent the confrontations within the coalition. The outcome of the 

2019 European elections which signaled the reversal of the electoral dynamics between the M5S and 

the League – as the latter became the largest political party in terms of vote share – in conjunction 

with their heightened discrepancies with regard to budgetary and immigration policies led to the 

premature dissolution of their governing alliance.    

 

Anti-establishment parties have evolved into remarkable players affecting the balances of governing 

competition. However, anti-establishment parties seem to present a hybrid status between asserting 

office and keeping their unconventional opposition by challenging the political establishment, a role 

that is sustained even if anti-establishment parties enter a coalition government. Future research 

should focus on anti-establishment parties and coalitions in a comparative direction; the Greek and 

the Italian anti-establishment coalition government are two relevant cases, that might provide a 

well-rounded view regarding the nature of governing ‘marriages’ between ideologically diverging 

anti-establishment parties.      
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Appendix 1  

CMP/MARPOR dataset 2018 

Coding category: 103.2 Foreign Financial Influence  

Negative references and statements against international financial organisations or states using 

monetary means to assert strong influence over the manifesto or other states. May include:  

• Statements against the World Bank, IMF etc.;  

• Statements against the Washington Consensus;  

• Statements against foreign debt circumscribing state actions. 

 

The scale of the anti-Memorandum issue salience occurs via the following calculation:  

103.2 * 100 / number of quasi-sentences  

 

Creation of the Left-Right aggregate dimension 

Left-wing policy cluster Right-wing policy cluster 

per103 Anti-imperialism   per104 Military positive  

per105 Military negative per201 Freedom and human rights 

per106 Peace per203 Constitutionalism: positive 

per107 Internationalism: positive  per305 Political authority 

per202 Democracy per401 Free market economy 

per403 Market regulation  per402 Incentives: positive   

per404 Economic planning   per407 Protectionism: negative 

per406 Protectionism: positive per414 Economic orthodoxy  

per412 Controlled economy per505 Welfare limitation 

per413 Nationalisation  per601 National way of life: positive 

per504 Welfare expansion  per603 Traditional morality: positive  
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per506 Education expansion per605 Law and order: positive  

per701 Labour groups: positive per606 Civic mindedness: positive  

 

Creation of the aggregate socio-economic dimension 

Left-wing socio-economic policy cluster Right-wing socio-economic policy cluster 

per110 European Community/Union: negative per108 European Community/Union: positive  

per403 Market regulation per401 Free market economy 

per404 Economic planning   per402 Incentives: positive   

per405 Corporatism/mixed economy per407 Protectionism: negative 

per406 Protectionism: positive per414 Economic orthodoxy  

per409 Keynesian demand management   per505 Welfare limitation 

per412 Controlled economy per507 Education: limitation 

per413 Nationalisation  per702 Labour groups: negative 

per415 Marxist analysis: positive  per704 Middle class and professional groups  

per416 Anti-growth economy and sustainability  

per504 Welfare expansion   

per506 Education expansion  

per701 Labour groups: positive  

 

Creation of the economic sub-dimensions 

Left-wing economic policy sub-cluster Right-wing economic policy sub-cluster 

per403 Market regulation per401 Free market economy 

per404 Economic planning   per402 Incentives: positive  

per405 Corporatism/mixed economy per407 Protectionism: negative 

per406 Protectionism: positive per414 Economic orthodoxy  
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per409 Keynesian demand management    

per412 Controlled economy  

per413 Nationalisation   

per415 Marxist analysis: positive   

per416 Anti-growth economy and sustainability  

Welfare expansion policy sub-cluster Welfare limitation policy sub-cluster  

per504 Welfare expansion  per505 Welfare limitation 

per506 Education expansion per507 Education: limitation 

per701 Labour groups: positive per702 Labour groups: negative 

 per704 Middle class and professional groups  

 

Creation of the aggregate socio-cultural dimension 

Left-wing socio-cultural policy cluster Right-wing socio-cultural policy cluster 

per105 Military: negative   per104 Military: positive  

per107 Internationalism: positive per109 Internationalism: negative 

per201 Freedom and human rights Per601 National way of life: positive  

per501 Environmental protection   per603 Traditional morality: positive 

per503 Equality positive  per605 Law and order  

per602 National way of life: negative  per608 Multiculturalism: negative 

per604 Traditional morality: negative   

per607 Multiculturalism: positive   

per705 Unprivileged minority groups   
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Creation of the European integration dimension 

Anti-European policies  Pro-European policies 

per110 European Community/Union: negative per108 European Community/Union: positive 
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