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ABSTRACT 

A specter is haunting contemporary party politics: the specter of anti-
political-establishment parties. In old as well as in new democracies, 
fears run high and the literature is booming. Specters are evasive, 
however. Political scientists have tried to get hold of this one under 
labels like protest, populist or extremist parties. Yet the 'anti-political' 
ideology which is central for many of these outsider parties has not 
received the systematic attention it deserves. The present piece of 
discourse analysis pretends to fill this gap. It argues that anti-political-
establishment parties construct two specific cleavages. They contrapose 
the political elite against citizens, on the one hand, and against them-
selves, on the other. In its main part, the article analyzes the symbolic 
strategies anti-political-establishment parties employ in constructing 
this double conflict. It proceeds to describe their dilemmatic position in 
between normal and anti-democratic opposition, sketches the possible 
career paths of anti-political-establishment parties, and concludes with 
some notes on available counter-strategies. 

KEY W 0 R D S • extremism • new parties • political opposition • populism 
• right-wing politics 

Since the mid-1980s and, above all, since the emblematic annus mirabilis of 
1989, numerous anti-political-establishment parties have entered the politi-
cal arena in old as well as in new democracies. Often described as populist 
or extremist, these new confrontational parties paint vivid, colorful pictures 
of policy failure. They accuse established parties of forming an exclusionary 
cartel, unresponsive and unaccountable, and they portray public officials as 
a homogeneous class of lazy, incompetent, self-enriching and power-driven 
villains. 

The examples abound. In Western Europe, the whole family of con-
temporary radical right-wing parties lives on attacks against the political 
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establishment. Think, for example, of Jean Marie Le Pen's Front National in 
France, Franz Schonhuber's Republikaner in Germany, Umberto Bossi's 
Lega Nord in Italy, or JOrg Haider's 'Freedom Movement' F (Die Freiheit-
lichen) in Austria. Well-known recent North American champions of anti-
political-establishment appeals are Preston Manning's Reform Party in 
Canada and H. Ross Perot's United We Stand America in the United States. 
Furthermore, in the US countless local and regional campaigns as well as, on 
a national level, the new Republican Right led by Newt Gingrich are driven 
by strong anti-political-establishment motives. In South America, the list of 
contemporary anti-political-establishment actors includes, among many 
others, Brazil's former president Fernando Collor de Mello as well as Peru's 
and Venezuela's incumbent presidents, Alberto Fujimori and Rafael Caldera, 
respectively. 

The term 'anti-political-establishment parties' is quite cumbersome and 
therefore quite unusual. Yet we think it is superior to competing terms, more 
precise than them. Party taxonomies that take into account the existence of 
anti-political-establishment actors typically treat them as a miscellaneous 
'residual category' (Ignazi, 1992: 6). The most popular device for classifying 
these seemingly unclassifiable phenomena is 'populism' (see e.g. Betz, 1993; 
Ducatenzeiler et aI., 1992; Kingstone, 1994: 72; Singer, 1990). The term 
usually comes with adjectives or prefixes, like 'neo-populism' (Mayorga, 
1995), 'new populism' (Leggewie, 1992), 'right-wing populism' (Pfahl-
Traughber, 1994), 'national populism' (Backes, 1990), 'federal populism' 
(Piccone, 1992) or 'tele-populism' (Schneider, 1991). Other authors describe 
these actors simply as 'anti-mainstream' (Citrin, 1974: 982) or 'anti-
establishment' actors (Huntington, 1991: 266-8; Oliveira 1992: 10; 
Schneider, 1984: 121). Still others speak of 'protest parties' (Falter and 
Schuhmann, 1993; Muller-Rommel, 1993; Smith, 1989: 175), 'discontent 
parties' (Lane and Ersson, 1994), or 'anti-party parties' (Poguntke, 1994), 
which is a nicely paradoxical label coined by the German Greens (on 'anti-
partisanship' see also Daalder, 1992; Mainwaring, 1992: 24-9; Mudde, 
1994; Power, 1991: 89; Scarrow, 1995; Schneider, 1984). 

Though all these labels convey important aspects of anti-political-establish-
ment discourses they all suffer from imprecision. Most of them are too general 
and thus conceal the specific target of anti-political-establishment crusades. 
Take populism, for example. Among other things, this catch-all term of recog-
nized ambiguity sums up the whole variety of discourses that contra pose 'the 
friends of the people' against its 'enemies'. Since the former are few while the 
latter always abound, populism has been associated with a broad array of 
anti-attitudes - for example, with anti-elite, anti-establishment, anti-modern, 
anti-urban, anti-industrial, anti-state, anti-foreign, anti-intellectual or anti-
minority rhetorics. By definition, anti-political-establishment parties share 
the populist resentment against the establishment, the elite, 'the power 
block' (Laclau, 1981). This similarity, however, is only superficial. Or more 
precisely, it is partial. Anti-political-establishment actors declare war on the 
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political class_ In contrast, populist attacks against 'the establishment', the 
menacing 'Other', are often not primarily directed against the political but 
against the economic elite. Historical populism may have contained anti-
political elements, but its main thrust has been anti-capitalist, anti-oli-
garchic, or anti-imperialist.! In sum, where anti-political-establishment 
actors carry populist banners, they do so in a qualified way; they engage in 
'antipolitical populism' (Canovan, 1981: 264). 

For reasons of economy and style we will, in the following, repeatedly 
employ the term 'anti-political' parties as a shorthand for 'anti-political-
establishment' parties. Other authors have done the same, especially in Latin 
American contexts (e.g. Kenney, 1992; Kingstone, 1994: 369; Leggewie, 
1992: 92; Lins da Silva, 1993: 138, 143; Mayorga, 1995; Rospigliosi, 1992; 
Weffort, 1993: 253). Yet the term is far from perfect. Anti-politics, taken in 
its literal meaning, hints at much more than simple discontent with current 
political practices. It denotes a rejection of politics per se (see Arendt, 1963: 
19, 136; Crick, 1992: 130-9; Schedler, 1996). In a truly anti-political per-
spective, politics would be replaced by operating principles of other societal 
spheres of action; for instance, by divine commandments ('religious anti-
politics'), by the invisible hand of the market ('liberal anti-politics'), by the 
unitary and self-evident will of the people ('communitarian anti-politics'), or 
by science, technology or administration ('technocratic anti-politics'). 
Though indeed genuinely anti-political motives often do feed into anti-
political-establishment discourses, the difference between the two should be 
kept in mind. 

The Anti-political Triangle 

Anti-political-establishment parties order the political world in a particular 
way. They draw up a triangular symbolic space by (simultaneously) con-
structing three actors and their relationships: the political class, the people 
and themselves (see Figure 1). The first represents the malicious rogue, the 
second the innocent victim and the third the redeeming hero. While citizens 
and anti-political-establishment actors live in peace and harmony, their 
relationship with the political establishment is deeply antagonistic. Those 
'above' do not even belong to the pre-established community of those 
'below'. They are not just enemies; they are outsiders.2 

In the following we look at how anti-political-establishment actors con-
struct the two rapports of conflict: the cleavage between the political 
establishment and the people, on the one hand, and the opposition between 
the former and themselves, on the other. For reasons of space, we do not 
analyze how anti-political-establishment parties portray the people and how 
they build the 'imagined community' (Anderson, 1991) that unites the two 
of them. In part, this community emerges by implication: sharing a common 
adversary creates a common identity. Most anti-political-establishment 
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Figure 1. The anti-political triangle. 

actors, however, forge their intimate bonds with the public reciting classical 
populist refrains: all virtue resides in the people, one and indivisible, and all 
hope resides in its savior, one and incorruptible.3 

At this point we should add that sometimes, especially in West European 
countries, contemporary populists complement their anti-political rhetoric 
with anti-immigrant attacks. In perfect symmetry to the political class, the 
enemy above, they construct a poor and marginal, yet menacing underclass, 
the enemy below. Dealing with this sort of cleavage construction clearly falls 
outside the scope of this article too (see, e.g., Hainsworth, 1992: passim). 

Constructing a Political Class 

Anti-political-establishment parties describe one specific conflict as society's 
fundamental cleavage: the conflict between the 'ruled' and the 'rulers', or 
alternatively, the conflict between audience and politics, voters and parties, 
citizens and politicians, society and state, electorate and elected, (silent) 
majority and elite, people and political establishment, private men and 
public officials, simple men and power elite, or civil society and partito-
crazia. The semantic clothing may vary but the basic message remains the 
same: public officials form an anti-popular coalition; they have degenerated 
into a political class.4 

The notion of a 'political class', once suspicious because of its semantic 
affinity with Marxist class theory, has experienced an astonishing career 
over the last few years. It has entered into the vocabulary of the mass media, 
where it has become a fashionable term, indeed a common-sensical one, to 
describe the stratum of professional politicians. But not only that; the 
concept has also found its way into the jargon of political scientists who, 
however, have tried to alter its meaning. They have tried to strip it of its 
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negative evaluative connotations and convert it into a neutral technical 
term. 

We expect this effort of decoupling the term's scientific meaning from its 
everyday meaning to fail. It is difficult to change semantic traditions by defi-
nitional fiat. In all likelihood the notion of a 'political class' will keep its evalu-
ative heritage even in academic contexts. We social scientists tend to shun 
normative questions. Yet, even if we exorcize all critical undertones the term 
carries, we will still need some notion to describe a political elite which does 
not fulfil the functions it is supposed to fulfil (or else deny the possibility that 
such a dysfunctional elite may emerge under liberal democratic conditions). 

Thus, our statement that anti-political-establishment parties used to 
describe their opponents as a 'political class' fully takes into account the 
clear moral judgment this trademark implies. In our view, anti-political-
establishment actors who employ the term (as well as those who do not) use 
it to make three basic assumptions: first, all politicians are equal; second, 
they are irrational; and third, they are powerful. 

De-differentiation 

Modern democratic politics works on the basis of the 'binary code' 
(Luhmann, 1989) of government versus opposition. Anti-political actors 
declare this code to be meaningless; according to them, the existing differ-
ences between government and opposition parties are simply irrelevant. 
Their strategy is one of symbolic de-differentiation. They recode the universe 
of political actors as a homogeneous political class. The central anti-political 
equation reads government = opposition. 

In anti-political-establishment discourses, the whole stratum of pro-
fessional politicians (normally including civil servants) is lumped together 
under labels as precise and unflattering as 'the maharajas' (Collor de Mello), 
'the political bosses', 'the political potentates', 'the established apparatchiks' 
(German People's Union), 'the political banditry', 'the political Mafia' 
(Vlaams Blok), 'the thieves of Rome' (Bossi), 'the dominant political class', 
'the power cartel', 'the knights of privilege' (Haider), 'the people in Washing-
ton', 'the freebies', 'the little boys', 'the media stunt men' (Perot), or simply, 
'the pigs' (Van Rossem). 

The point anti-political-establishment parties want to drive home is quite 
simple: the differences between the 'traditional' parties are mere surface 
phenomena, nothing more than cosmetic simulacra. In reality, the 'old' 
parties do not compete; they collude. They form a closed cartel which con-
fronts only one meaningful force of opposition. Guess who. 

Irrationality 

Anti-political-establishment actors claim that the people in charge of pol-
itical decision-making are the wrong ones. Following Jiirgen Habermas's 
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(1981) well-known distinction between cognitive-instrumental, normative 
and expressive rationality, we can distinguish three types of criticism anti-
political-establishment actors may formulate against public officials. 

First, there is the charge of cognitive-instrumental irrationality. Many 
anti-political-establishment parties accuse their adversaries of incompetence. 
They allege that professional politicians act in all but professional ways. In 
fact, the anti-political-establishment speaker says, they are worse than bad 
experts. Deprived not only of expertise but of common sense, they do not 
even come up to the rationality standards of laymen. As Ross Perot likes to 
indicate, politicians do not even understand such simple things as capitalism 
(see Perot, 1993: 14). They are caught in a state of irreparable ignorance, 
which colorfully contrasts with the anti-political-establishment speakers' 
intimate closeness to the sources of timeless popular wisdom. Jorg Haider's 
flowery discourse, for example, portrays public officials (literally) as 
amateurish, stupid, ignorant, incompetent, nonsensical, short-sighted, un-
realistic, chaotic, confused, hasty, contradictory, and so on (d. Schedler, 
1995a). 

Second, consider the charge of normative irrationality. Moral anti-
political-establishment actors question public decision-makers' normative 
credentials. They polemicize against betrayal, corruption, injustice and self-
enrichment. According to their indignant rhetoric, public officials spend 
most of their working time in 'selling out' the people, and the only thing they 
are interested in is 'to further their own selfish interest' (Voerman and 
Lucardie, 1992: 40). Moral attacks of this type often overlap with the anti-
political conviction that politics in general represents a 'dirty' activity, 'a con-
taminated social space' (De Lima, 1993: 105). 

The third charge is of expressive irrationality. Accusations of insincerity 
belong to the standard repertoire of anti-political-establishment actors. They 
typically put forward a cynical, theatrical view of politics, seeing a wide gap, 
indeed a fundamental contradiction, between the public front stage of poli-
tics and its invisible backstage. Whereas the former is an apparent reality 
only, a world of facades, a deceptive arrangement of hollow rituals, the latter 
represents the authentic locus of politics. Public officials talk nicely as long 
as the audience sits and watches, only to strike dirty bargains after the 
curtain has fallen. Politicians are mere television actors whose words are 
worth nothing; they routinely lie and they make promises only to break them 
afterwards; they wear two faces and employ double standards, and so on. 

Anti-political-establishment actors rarely bother to specify the empirical 
bases that could substantiate their condemnations against the supposedly 
incompetent, immoral and insincere political establishment. On the con-
trary, their attacks are based on systematic over-generalization. Each (pre-
sumptive) evidence of political failure - each corruption scandal, each 
unemployment statistic, each inter-ethnic homicide, each monetary devalu-
ation, each natural catastrophe, each ministerial sex affair, each bank bank-
ruptcy, each case of party patronage, and so on - all these single occurrences 
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are invariably taken as pervasive symptoms, as convincing proofs of general-
ized party failure. Anti-political-establishment actors are virtuosi of non-
sequiturs, ardent lovers of false inferences, champions of global labeling, 
specialists in unwarranted conclusions, professionals in inductive fallacies 
and masters of stereotype. 

Yet we should not a priori dismiss the charges anti-political-establish-
ment actors formulate. Political decision-makers may indeed behave in 
irrational ways. Democratic markets are not infallible. On the contrary, 
they can fail in ways quite analogous to economic markets. In economics, 
market failure occurs when the market does not deliver the goods and ser-
vices the public demands. In politics, the same thing can happen too. Politi-
cal parties, the supplying enterprises in electoral markets, may fail to meet 
strong potential demand. They may fail to produce basic goods intensely 
demanded by the voters.5 As a consequence, unless we always choose to 
take sides for the status quo, we must first assess the underlying empirical 
realities before we judge anti-political diagnoses of irrationality to be 
irrational themselves. 

Authoritarian Rule 

One might say that the venerable cleavage between rulers and ruled has rep-
resented the basic line of political conflict (apart from intra-elite struggles) 
since the evolution of state structures some 4000 years ago. The interesting 
and irritating feature of anti-political-establishment discourses is, however, 
that they unfold under democratic conditions. This point deserves special 
emphasis. We are not talking about democratizing movements in authori-
tarian contexts. We are talking about electoral movements in polities that 
are commonly classified as liberal democratic. Yet, notwithstanding the 
drastic dissimilarity of contexts, anti-political-establishment parties espouse 
rhetorics that are strikingly similar to those of anti-authoritarian move-
ments. Framing their attacks within narratives of democratic decay, they do 
not state mere democratic deficits but rather non-democratic rule. They 
redefine existing democratic polities as authoritarian. 

Anti-political-establishment discourses commonly merge the moral code, 
good versus bad, with the code of power, below versus above, contraposing 
a good civil society (below) against bad politics (above). But they do more 
than that. They paint 'old-European' pictures of hierarchical societies. They 
describe contemporary societies as if they were still pre-modern societies 
with a 'high center', state societies based on politics (while the rest is super-
structure), pre-capitalist societies with low levels of functional differen-
tiation between politics and other societal spheres, pre-democratic societies 
where the political class is the ruling class and politics a system of naked 
domination (for an analysis of Jorg Haider's violent metaphors of repression 
and exploitation, most of them taken from feudal, authoritarian or totali-
tarian contexts, see Schedler, 1995a: section 3). 
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Constructing the Anti-political Self 

Anti-political-establishment actors are outsiders (see, e.g., De Lima, 1993; 
Dennis and Owen, 1994: 5-6; Hermet, 1989: 178; Huntington, 1991: 266; 
Ignazi, 1992: 16). They describe themselves, and they are perceived by their 
contenders as well as by the general public, as acting outside the party 
system. For reasons of logic as well as credibility they cannot possibly launch 
their anti-party, anti-elite, anti-state, anti-politics, anti-everything-out-there 
campaigns6 from within the political establishment. Nobody, however, 
comes to the political world with his or her reputation as an anti-political-
establishment outsider already established. Aspiring candidates have to gain 
anti-political-establishment credentials first. They have to construct an anti-
political identity. They have to build up an image of externality and antagon-
ism vis-a-vis the political elite. All this is hard work. Yet the available tools, 
the symbolic strategies actors may choose, are quite elementary: no political 
high tech; just a handful of simple devices. 

Homini Novi 

Most anti-political-establishment parties are new parties. This comes as no 
surprise. The attribute of novelty provides the logical starting point for 
assaults against the political establishment and its routines. Apparently new 
and innocent actors are in a clearly privileged position to formulate - in a 
plausible and credible way - anti-political-establishment condemnations as 
well as promises of change. It does not normally look terribly convincing 
when long-serving party soldiers dress up with 'the immaculate habit of the 
redeemer' (Ducatenzeiler et aI., 1992: 170) in order to stage anti-political 
dramas. So in most cases anti-political-establishment actors exploit the aura 
of novelty, the charms of the unknown and untried, the non-exhausted and 
non-contaminated. 

For anti-political purposes, the definition of a 'new' actor is a loose one. 
In many cases, the anti-politician's novelty has more to do with perception 
management than with hard facts. Few of the anti-political-establishment 
'newcomers' are laypeople without prior professional political experience 
who build up new parties from scratch (e.g. Glistrup or Bossi). Many have 
split from some established party (e.g. Caldera, Cardenas, or most third-
party candidates in the USA). Others start their meteoric rise to national 
prominence from the provinces (e.g. Collor or Fujimori). Others conquer the 
leadership of their party from the margins, subsequently redefining the 
party's identity (e.g. Haider or Menem). Some wealthy entrepreneurs switch 
from money-making to vote-maximizing, cutting (or veiling) their old sym-
biotic ties with established politics in order to launch independent candi-
dacies (e.g. Berlusconi, Perot or Huffington). And finally, with some 
acrobatic, cosmetic and theatrical effort, even well-established political pro-
fessionals may be able to ride the anti-political wave. New faces, new masks, 
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new images or new melodies fulfill the same task. It may not make any differ-
ence whether the personalities are brand new or just new brands, renewed, 
recycled, refreshed, reconverted (think, for example, of De Gaulle, Reagan 
or Caldera). 

Mind, however, that even if most anti-political-establishment parties are 
new parties, not all of them are. Smallness and marginality may serve as func-
tional equivalents to novelty. As a rule, anti-political-establishment parties are 
small parties. Small is beautiful because smallness denotes innocence. As 
parties grow, they tend to lose their comfortable status as outsiders external 
to the power system. Still other anti-political-establishment parties which are 
neither short-lived nor minuscule inhabit the margins of the party system. Per-
manently excluded from participation in government, these parties of 'eternal 
opposition' are burdened (and blessed) with the image of outsiders distant 
from and alien to the inner circles of power. From their quasi-external posi-
tion of either chosen or imposed exclusion, such party-systemic outcasts 
occupy a comfortable position to juggle with anti-political motives. 

Mind, too, that even if most anti-political-establishment parties are new 
parties indeed, the reverse conclusion is not allowed. Not all newcomers play 
on anti-political chords. Many of them just do what they are supposed to do 
according to the 'economic theory' of democracy. They identify market 
niches and try to occupy them. They do not stylize themselves as 'anti-
parties'. Rather they behave as 'complementary' agents (Lawson and Merkl, 
1988) which have no pretension to replace the political establishment. They 
only intend to introduce some additional issues or ideologies into the politi-
cal market (think, for example, of the former Social Democratic Party [SDP] 
in Britain or the Austrian Liberal Forum). Most new parties are outsiders, at 
least in the beginning. Yet while complementary newcomers try to get into 
the game, anti-political newcomers are happy to stay outside, booing from 
the fences. 

Attack Politics 

The prefix 'anti' in the notion of anti-political-establishment politics is delib-
erate. Anti-political-establishment actors do not just advertise images of 
political neutrality. They do not merely pretend to occupy non-political or 
apolitical positions. They are not only outside, they are against the political 
establishment. Consequently, they tend to deploy aggressive, confrontational 
styles of opposition. Their rhetoric, framed with metaphors of fighting and 
war, is hard and uncompromising. Undiplomatic attacks, the crude harshness 
of popular language, insult, ridicule and the transgression of minimal rules of 
courtesy are standard elements in anti-political-establishment discourses (see 
Iacopini and Bianchi, 1994; Schedler, 1995a; Taggart, 1994: 8). 

Anti-political-establishment discourses call into question the conventional 
distinction between (recognized) political adversaries and (violently com-
bated) political enemies. Anti-political-establishment actors do not profess 
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violence against other parties; they do not fight them with arms. But they do 
not recognize them either. Rather they express principled antipathy towards 
their competitors, keeping their distance, and rejecting compromise as well 
as cooperation. One might say that while 'normal' democratic politics treats 
the other as a 'contender' (alter ego), anti-political-establishment politics 
treats him or her as an 'adversary' (alien). 

Yet we have to qualify this diagnosis of uncompromising belligerence. Not 
all anti-political-establishment actors enter the political arena swearing, 
clenching fists, rattling sabres and shouting insults. Some present, so to 
speak, soft versions of anti-political-establishment discourses - anti-politics 
light; all smiles and equanimity, warm pictures and fatherly gestures. 
Remember Fujimori, Huffington or Berlusconi. The point is that anti-
political-establishment actors strive to be different. Where mainstream pol-
itics appears too loud and conflictive, anti-establishment candidates may 
choose a contrasting style of politics, presenting their polemical case III 

highly restrained ways, in quiet, serene and emotive tones. 

The Victims 

Anti-political-establishment actors like to portray themselves as vICtIms 
subject to similar aggressions, on behalf of the political elite, like normal citi-
zens. The political establishment conspires to destroy them. JOrg Haider, for 
example, stereotypically reports that his political adversaries have declared 
war on him, employing methods not suspicious for special gentleness, like 
'attempted blackmailing', 'psychological terrorism', 'witch-hunting' or 
'political execution' (see Tributsch, 1994). Also Germany's Franz Schon-
huber, to cite another example, is always on the defensive, as he declares, 
against persecution, humiliation, defamation, mudslinging, stigmatization, 
criminalization, and so on (see Jaschke, 1994: 99-103): the anti-political-
establishment actor as underdog, martyr and persecuted innocent. On the 
one hand, this touching topos may reflect real situations of exclusion, even 
if in a highly dramatized and distorted way. Happy to affirm their own iden-
tity in opposition to anti-political-establishment challengers, political elites 
often respond to anti-political-establishment attacks with symmetrical hos-
tility. Quite often, therefore, anti-political-establishment parties indeed end 
up as party-systemic outcasts, punch bags and untouchables. On the other 
hand, however, their lachrymose discourse of suffering fulfills many self-
serving functions. When anti-political-establishment parties describe them-
selves as pitiable victims of violent exclusion, they do not only conceal the 
self-chosen nature of their political isolation, they also translate any reasons 
their adversaries may have for opposing them into expressions of sheer force. 
Furthermore, they offer an easy explanation should they fail to attract 
voters: elites do not only manipulate the people, they also suppress all emerg-
ing alternatives. 
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Charismatic Populism 

According to political sociologist Hans-Georg Soeffner, populism and 
charisma represent antithetical principles. Populists are simple men, 
chameleons who adapt to their environment; charismatic figures are leaders, 
singular heroes who rise above their surroundings. The populist addresses a 
public; the charismatic personality creates a following. Populism is embed-
ded in everyday life and holds out the prospect of continuity; charisma aims 
at transcending everyday life and promises change (see Soeffner, 1992: 
177-202). However, anti-political-establishment parties effectively synthe-
size these opposite styles of politics, as they stage charismatic populism. In 
this connection, we would like to underline three points. 

First, anti-political-establishment actors present themselves as agents of 
change. They are the prime movers of the political world, the motors of 
reform, the spearheads of revolution. They are the last action heroes. We 
have talked enough, they say, let's do something (on Ross Perot's self-presen-
tation as democracy's while-you-wait repair service man, see Brown, 1996). 
Their anti-political assertion that politics lies at the root of all social evil pro-
vides anti-political-establishment parties with an 'Archimedian Point' for 
political (or even magical) intervention, for the purposeful improvement (or 
even revolution) of society. It opens up the possibility of far-reaching volun-
taristic change and thus offers hope, sometimes even redemption. 

Second, average anti-political-establishment actors fully share the popu-
list's contempt for political intermediation, his anti-institutional bias. High 
degrees of personalization are symptomatic of this attitude. Anti-political-
establishment parties, who used to describe themselves as movements and 
not parties, tend to form extreme cases of 'personalist parties' (Archer, 1992: 
15), of leadership organizations with low levels of internal differentiation, 
where solitary bosses command diffuse followings (d. Calise, 1994; Perruci 
and Sanderson, 1989: 44; Pfahl-Traughber, 1994; Rosenstone et aI., 1994; 
Taggart, 1994: 8-10).7 

Third, some anti-political-establishment actors take 'confidence-building 
measures' already common in normal politics to new shrill extremes. We 
think, above all, of 'symbolic non-politics', the anti-political-establishment 
actor's self-portrayal as a non-political man. To begin with, anti-political-
establishment discourses usually violate the codes of political language, by, 
for example, transgressing norms of courtesy and self-restraint, or by intro-
ducing elements of colloquial speech like dialect. Then, some anti-political-
establishment actors (especially the young, male and handsome) try to 
display pre-political virtues like strength and courage, the archaic qualities 
of the pre-modern ruler, by performing sports associated with elitism, indi-
vidualism and high risk - like mountaineering, hang-gliding, bungee-
jumping, water-skiing or jet-piloting. And finally, most anti-political-
establishment actors flee the political world in order to invade non-political 
arenas, above all, fields of culture and entertainment: rock concerts, talk 
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shows, discos, beer tents, soccer games, tennis matches, night clubs, and so 
on. 

Beyond Left and Right 

The left-right axis and the anti-political axis (establishment versus anti-
establishment) represent independent, cross-cutting dimensions. Anti-
political-establishment actors typically hesitate to position themselves on the 
left-right continuum, which they tend to dismiss as anachronistic (see e.g. 
Campbell, 1995; Husbands, 1992: 114; Mudde, 1994; Uessler, 1992). 
Nevertheless, most of them inhabit clear and visible positions either on the 
left or on the right. And those who do not, sooner or later are forced by the 
dynamics of party competition to define themselves in these traditional 
terms. This happened, for example, in the Brazilian and Peruvian presi-
dential elections of 1989 and 1990, respectively. In both cases, the first ballot 
was fought along the anti-political divide of establishment versus anti-
establishment, and the two most credible anti-political-establishment candi-
dates entered the second round, whereas at the second ballot, their 
competition neatly and quite naturally polarized along the left-right con-
tinuum (with Collor de Mello and Vargas Llosa lining up on the right, 'Lula' 
da Silva and Fujimori on the left). 

The existence of both left-wing and right-wing anti-political-establish-
ment discourses, however, should not induce us to overlook the fact that 
anti-political-establishment actors show a clear 'elective affinity' with 
right-wing parties. Anti-political-establishment discourses subordinate 
socio-economic cleavages to intra political ones. They concentrate on politi-
cal-system issues, often paying complete disattention to extra-political 
themes (like class cleavages or economic structures). Its intrinsic indiffer-
ence towards the dark sides of capitalism does not fit into left-wing lines of 
thinking. It naturally arouses suspicions of conservative 'over-politiciza-
tion'. One might even say that, after the fall of real socialism, anti-political-
establishment politics is crystallizing as the new ideology of the right. As 
democracy has lost its external enemy, the political class emerges as its 
internal successor. 

The Anti-democratic Borderline 

Anti-political-establishment parties face not one but two key problems of 
identity (which present themselves as problems of credibility): (1) to make 
clear that they belong neither to the political establishment nor to the camp 
of anti-democratic forces; (2) to make credible that they do oppose the 
political elite - but the political elite only and not the liberal democratic 
system. To both sides lurks the suspicion of hypocrisy and the threat of 
failure. 
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Semi-loyalty 

We political scientists normally think of political opposition in binary terms, 
contraposing two groups of players: those who accept the democratic rules 
of the game and those who do not. This dichotomy appears under variable 
headings, like democratic versus anti-democratic, loyal versus principled, 
normal versus fundamental, or intra-systemic versus anti-systemic opposi-
tion (see e.g. Kirchheimer, 1966: 237; Sartori, 1976: 133). This well-
established polar distinction is certainly appropriate as long as it reflects a 
polar reality. However, as soon as new, fuzzy, ambivalent, non-classifiable 
actors populate the presumptive no-man's land between loyal and disloyal 
opposition we are forced to adapt our conceptual apparatus. We are forced 
to complement the two poles of opposition with a continuum in between. 
We have to admit an intermediary category, a distinct middle field (see Figure 
2). 

Following Juan Linz, we might call them 'semi-loyal', those actors who 
walk on the minefields between normal and anti-democratic opposition. 
Linz defines semi-loyalty by the attitudes actors take towards violent, dis-
loyal opposition forces. In his view, semi-loyal parties are willing 'to encour-
age, tolerate, cover up, treat leniently, excuse, or justify' illegitimate violence, 
especially when committed by extremists on their side (see Linz, 1978: 
32-3). 

Anti-political-establishment parties are not necessarily semi-loyal in this 
sense (at times, for the simple reason that violent opposition actors do not 
exist). We may nevertheless treat them, too, as subcases of semi-loyalty. As 
other semi-loyal actors, they do not fit into the conventional pair of boxes. 
They are classifiable neither as loyal nor as disloyal actors. On the one hand, 
anti-political-establishment opposition is more than normal opposition 
insofar as it focuses its attacks not on incumbent governments but on all 
parties, government and opposition alike. On the other hand, anti-political-
establishment opposition is less than fundamental opposition because it 
launches its attacks on democratic grounds. Anti-political-establishment 
actors profess to accept the basic rules of the constitutional game. At least 
according to their official rhetoric, their basic thrust is not anti-system but 
'in-system' (Huntington, 1991: 266), or at least, 'a-system' (Beyme, 1985: 
366).8 

Government Anti-incumbent 
opposition 

.. 
Anti-political-
establishment 

opposition 

Figure 2. Modes of opposition. 
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Masks and Faces 

Today, at the proverbial 'end of history' (Fukuyama, 1989: 318), anti-
democratic discourses have lost their legitimacy as well as their appeal. In 
addition, in countries like Germany and Austria, anti-democratic agitation 
is prohibited or restricted by law. We therefore expect that today, anti-
democratic actors who behave rationally will not reveal their subversive 
preferences. On the contrary, they will wrap their anti-democratic attacks in 
democratic clothing, fashionable and presentable. Consequently, all con-
temporary semi-loyal actors will arouse the suspicion that their democratic 
oaths of allegiance are insincere, nothing more than strategic devices to 
attract voters and distract attorneys. Words may always diverge from deeds. 
We may watch symptoms and decipher signs, but since we cannot look into 
heads, we can never be sure how actors will behave in the future. Of course, 
some will be more suspicious than others. This is especially true for border-
line cases that inhabit the gray area between semi-loyal and disloyal oppo-
sition, those deliberately ambivalent actors who mix democratic with 
authoritarian statements, perform delicate acts of tightrope walking between 
'empirical' and 'principled' anti-partism, shift between anti-democratic 
'outings' and energetic disclaimers, or else build bridges of cooperation with 
disloyal actors. Yet no semi-loyal party, which means no anti-political-
establishment party, will ever fully escape the pressure to reaffirm its opposi-
tion to anti-democratic projects. As a consequence, much of the debate on 
anti-politics evolves along guiding distinctions like facade versus reality, stra-
tegic versus genuine declarations, front stage versus backstage, official versus 
true programs, public versus private intentions, discourse versus behavior, 
revealed versus hidden preferences, fire versus smokescreen; in sum, sheep's 
clothing versus wolves (see, for example, Bailer-Galanda, 1990; Betz, 1993: 
9; Ignazi, 1992; Januschek, 1990; Mudde, 1994: 2; Scharsach, 1992; 
Voerman and Lucardie, 1992: 35,41; Westle and Niedermayer, 1992: 91).9 

Careers and Consequences 

Looking through the lenses of Figure 2, we see that anti-political-establish-
ment actors may only run through a limited set of possible careers. The 
figure's two-headed arrow hints at a crucial dynamic aspect of anti-political-
establishment parties. They may change their nature (and they are likely to 
do so), shifting either right to the anti-democratic side (radicalization) or left 
to the side of mainstream politics (assimilation). In case they remain true to 
their anti-political identity, their fate may vary. If they are lucky, they survive; 
if not, they disappear. 

Disappearance, perhaps, is the most likely endpoint of anti-political-
establishment careers. Numerous anti-political-establishment actors are just 
ephemeral phenomena. They are 'flash parties' (Rose and Mackie, 1988) 
with respectable but transitory peaks in electoral support. This is especially 
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true in presidential systems with weak party systems where non-partisan 
'surge candidates' (Valenzuela, 1993) are able to enter the presidential race, 
seize top rankings in national polls - and disappear like shooting stars if 
defeated in the first or second round (think, for example, of Mario Vargas 
Liosa, Fernando Collor, Stanislaw Tyminski or US third-party candidates). 

By contrast, institutionalizing a new party is a hard job - and insti-
tutionalizing an anti-political one (without changing its character) is even 
harder. Most anti-political-establishment parties that have managed to insti-
tutionalize - that is, following the criterion proposed by Rose and Mackie 
(1988), that have succeeded to present candidates at more than three con-
secutive national elections - can be found in parliamentary systems with pro-
portional representation. In parliamentary elections, the thresholds of 
success (i.e. of legislative representation) are lower than in direct presidential 
elections, which encourage (and enable) anti-political-establishment parties 
to persist in their proselytizing efforts. 10 

Beyond the four options we have sketched so far - normalization, radical-
ization, disappearance and institutionalization - anti-political-establishment 
parties may take still another career path, a more remote one but neverthe-
less a real one. They may leap into power. They may win presidential elec-
tions (in presidential regimes) or they may join, or even lead, governmental 
coalitions (in parliamentary regimes). What happens then? What will they 
do? 

First, anti-political-establishment actors in power may do just the same 
thing as anybody else. They may engage in routine politics, more or less 
innovative, more or less rhetorical, more or less professional, and more or 
less successful, but in the end, politics as usual. Silvio Berlusconi and Rafael 
Caldera, for example, have taken this path of moderation or 'normalization'. 

Second, anti-political-establishment parties may assume (or reveal) anti-
democratic postures. Once in power, they may try to destroy the system. 
Alberto Fujimori's authoritarian autogolpe is a case in point (in spite of the 
subsequent process of democratic re-equilibration). 

Third, regardless of their role-switch from opposition to government, 
anti-political-establishment actors may try to maintain their original dis-
course. Even after assuming governmental power they may continue to dress 
in anti-political costumes and to play the confrontational game of me against 
the rest. Such paradoxical experiments in 'anti-political Bonapartism' may 
lead to three possible outcomes. The anti-political-establishment actor may 
either win his game against all (rule by decree), or lose it (impeachment or 
vote of no-confidence), or get a draw (legislative-executive deadlock). 

Now, whether they disappear or endure, whether they stay small or grow 
big, whether they remain in opposition or step into government, et cetera -
all these different career paths anti-political-establishment actors may take 
do not preclude the political consequences they produce. These conse-
quences depend on various contextual variables (among others, on the 
counter-strategies established parties adopt against their challengers). At one 
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extreme, anti-political-establishment parties may pass by like shooting stars 
that come and die without leaving durable traces. At the other extreme, they 
may work as 'breakers' who leave the democratic system in ruins. It seems, 
however, that the role anti-political-establishment parties tend to assume in 
most cases is the multi-faceted role of 'shakers' who redefine the political 
agenda, revitalize inter-party competition, stir up waves of counter-
mobilization, or else act as agents of party-systemic dealignment. 11 

Concluding Notes 

In our fishing expedition through the universe of anti-political-establishment 
actors, we have cast a handful of wide-meshed nets. We have described 
stereotypical images anti-political-establishment parties associate with the 
political elite they fight: the image of a political class, incompetent, amoral 
and insincere, and the image of a dominant class, repressive and exploita-
tive. We have outlined some symbolic strategies anti-political-establishment 
parties employ in order to present themselves as different from all other 
parties, as immaculate outsiders who inspire hope and confidence: their pre-
sumptive novelty, their confrontational policy style, their self-projection as 
victims of political oppression, their combination of earth-bound populism 
('I am one of you') with over-promising charisma ('I will fix it'), and their 
pretension to bridge the dividing line between left and right. We have 
inspected the controversial borderline that separates anti-political-establish-
ment parties from anti-democratic parties, their sandwiched, ambivalent 
mid-position between loyal and disloyal opposition. Finally, we have 
sketched five possible career paths parties of anti-political-establishment 
opposition may take: they may disappear, institutionalize, normalize, 
radicalize, or else come to power. 

In addition to their analytic functions our fishing nets may also serve 
practical purposes. They can help to design defensive or preventive counter 
strategies; that is, if some counter-anti-political-establishment Machiavelli 
were to assume the defense of the establishment against its challengers, he 
could with relative ease convert our framework for analysis into a frame-
work for action. Above all, there are two major recommendations he could 
give. 

First, he could try to weaken each of the anti-political triangle's three sides. 
He could try to convince voters that 'the political class' does not exist, that 
party competition matters, and that alternation in government is both poss-
ible and meaningful. He could try to convince voters that anti-political-
establishment parties are neither different nor excluded from mainstream 
politics. Finally, he could try to convince voters that the community of inter-
ests and affection that unites them with the anti-political-establishment actor 
is imaginary, an artificial product of political marketing. 

Second, he could try to drive anti-political-establishment parties out of 

306 

 at MICHIGAN STATE UNIV LIBRARIES on March 6, 2013ppq.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ppq.sagepub.com/


ANTI-PO LITICAL-ESTABLISH MENT PARTIES 

their position of semi-loyalty. That is, either try to discredit them by imput-
ing anti-democratic motives to them; or try to integrate them into the party 
system by offering recognition and even cooperation in case of 'good 
conduct', that is, in case of unequivocal democratic behavior. In either case, 
we are reminded of Juan Linz's warning: 'Much sophistication is needed .. . 
to discern which groups and individuals from the [semi-loyal] opposition .. . 
can become loyal or honestly neutral but compliant citizens' (Linz, 1978: 
34). 

Notes 

This article represents a substantially revised, rethought and rearranged version of a 
paper originally presented at the First Vienna Dialogue on Democracy, 'The Politics 
on Antipolitics', Institute for Advanced Studies, 7-10 July 1994. Central arguments 
of the paper had been previously discussed at the European University Institute in 
Florence and at the Helen Kellogg Institute for International Studies, University of 
Notre Dame. I am grateful to all who, with their helpful critical observations, have 
contributed to the maturing of this paper. I would especially like to thank Andrew 
Gould, Piero Ignazi, Charles Kenney, Guillermo O'Donnell, Louis Pauly, Alessandro 
Pizzorno, Oliver Schmidtke, Ben R. Schneider, J. Samuel Valenzuela, and also, last 
but not least, the two anonymous reviewers of Party Politics. 

1 Keep in mind that some so-called 'populist' movements (in Russia, Latin America 
or Eastern Europe) operated under pre-democratic conditions and others under 
quasi pre-modern conditions (where the differentiation between economic and 
political elites is absent or rudimentary). Though they indeed led crusades against 
political elites, both fall outside our field of attention, which is restricted to con-
texts of democratic modernity. 

2 Remember that any political actor may possibly invoke occasional anti-political-
establishment motives. When we speak of anti-political-establishment parties, 
however, we refer to cases where these themes represent a central part of the 
parties' ideological identity. 

3 We are paraphrasing Peter Wiles: 'populism is any creed or movement based on the 
following major premiss: virtue resides in the simple people, who are the over-
whelming majority, and in their collective traditions' (1969: 166; original emphasis). 

4 According to conventional wisdom, parties translate societal conflicts into politi-
cal conflicts. The locus classicus of this theory of party-systemic cleavage articu-
lation is, of course, Lipset and Rokkan's seminal article on party systems and 
cleavage structures (1967). Anti-political-establishment appeals, however, are 
different. They are self-referential (from a systemic point of view). Instead of 
politicizing an extra-political conflict, they exploit (or construct) an intra-politi-
cal one. Borrowing from Lane and Ersson, we might as well speak of 'non-struc-
tural' as different from 'structural' cleavages (see Lane and Ersson, 1994: 278). 

5 Mind that invocations of 'electoral market failure' presuppose that parties do not 
just fail to provide some luxury goods; they fail to offer truly essential items. 
Market failure should not be confused with market niches. 

6 This alludes to Ben Schneider's summary description of Fernando Collor's 1989 
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presidential campaign: 'uma campanha anti-Estado, antipartido, anti-Sarney, 
anti-tudo que esra ai' (Schneider, 1991: 324). 

7 In some cases, even the term 'party' appears to be misleading. In fact, it becomes 
inverted. According to Sartori's well-known definition, 'a party is any political 
group that presents at elections ... candidates for public office' (Sartori, 1976: 
64). In contrast, some anti-political-establishment actors are just candidates for 
public office who present parties at elections. They invent some 'phantom party' 
in order to comply with legal requirements (recall, for example, Stanislaw Tymin-
ski's Party X, or Collor de Mello's Partido da Reconstrw;:ao Nacional). 

8 See also Huntington (1991: 265-70). Some authors call anti-political-establish-
ment actors 'anti-system' or 'anti-regime' (e.g. Gallagher, 1992; Kingstone, 1994; 
Lane and Ersson, 1994: 121; Muller-Rommel, 1993; Taggart, 1994). While it is 
true that many anti-political-establishment parties themselves espouse diffuse 
'anti-system' rhetorics (often without specifying the concrete 'system' they refer 
to), these labels unduly fuse and confuse (at least semantically) anti-political and 
anti-democratic modes of action. In addition, labels like 'fundamental' or 'anti-
system' opposition often do not refer to (anti-democratic) attacks against the 
political system but rather describe (anti-capitalist) attacks against the economic 
system. For a more extensive discussion of semi-loyalty, see Schedler (1995b). 

9 The existence of controversial borderline cases (which fall into the shaded areas 
of Figure 2) does not invalidate the distinction between anti-political-establish-
ment and other, either normal or anti-democratic modes of opposition. Remem-
ber that in many polities, even the seemingly clear-cut functional differentiation 
between government and opposition proves to be quite ambiguous: e.g. in federal 
systems where central and regional distributions of power diverge; in systems of 
proportional all-party government as in Switzerland; or in presidential systems 
where the head of the executive may belong to the legislative minority party (see, 
e.g., Beyme, 1987: 36-8; Dahl, 1966a: 34; 1966b: 340-1; Smith, 1987: 53-7). 

10 One should probably not overstate the impact of regime types on the number and 
life-span of anti-political-establishment actors. Many Latin American polities 
combine presidentialism with some kind of proportional representation in legis-
lative elections. As a consequence, in most countries minuscule parties exist (and 
often persist), waiting for their charismatic candidate but also patiently aspiring 
to gain a handful of legislative seats. However, they mostly persist below the 
threshold of visibility and relevance. In addition, presidential systems sometimes 
witness instances of political resurrection, of anti-political-establishment candi-
dates running through cycles of disappearance and reappearance (e.g. Chile's 
Carlos Ibanez). 

11 The credits for the distinction between 'shakers' and 'breakers' belong to J. 
Samuel Valenzuela. The typology he proposed (in a personal discussion in Feb-
ruary 1994) contained still another figure, 'the fixers'; that is, the reformers, the 
troubleshooters, the masterminds of change. 
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