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Populism is a hot topic in academia. The causes of this phenomenon have received much
attention with many studies focusing on the role of the high levels of unresponsiveness of
mainstream parties in triggering a populist response. In this respect, in many cases,
populist parties have become a relevant electoral force in the concomitance with an
electoral decline of mainstream political options, mostly in the last decades. This article
considers a situation in which the whole party system’s unresponsiveness reaches its
zenith, and the party system collapses. A collapse is the result of the incapacity of most of
the parties in the system to fulfill their basic function, i.e., to represent voters’ interests.
When this happens, none of the types of linkages—programmatic, clientelist, or
personalist—that tie parties and voters are effective. Empirical observation shows that
in those cases populism can perform as a sort of representation linkage to re-connect
parti(es) and voters on the basis of the moral distinction between “the people” and “the
elite.” Through a discursive strategy of blame attribution, populistm can attract a large
portion of the vote. At this point, its opposing ideology—anti-populism—also arouses. In
other words, populism/anti-populism may result in a political cleavage that structures the
party system by itself or, more frequently, with other cleavages. To elucidate this argument,
the paper explores the case of Italy between 1994 and 2018. The electoral relevance of
populist parties translated first into a discursive cleavage, which, in turn, changed the
space of competition with the emergence of a new political axis, namely populism/anti-
populism. This paper’s central claim is that the dynamics of partisan competition cannot be
understood by overlooking the populism/anti-populism political divide. The conclusion
touches on one implication of the emergence of this political cleavage, namely change of
the incentives for coalition building. In fact, when populism and anti-populism structure, at
least partially, the party system changing the space of interparty competition, this in turn
may affect the determinants behind parties’ coalition-building choices.
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INTRODUCTION

Much has been written about the decline of support for
traditional parties and the concomitant rise of populist and
anti-establishment formations (Kriesi and Pappas, 2015;
Hernández and Kriesi, 2016; Hobolt and Tilley, 2016). The
main reason behind this electoral trend is the incapacity of
mainstream parties to represent effectively the interests of
voters. Parties are necessary for the functioning of modern
democracies because of their capability to combine two crucial
roles: representing their constituency and dealing with the
governing functions of the polity (Mair, 2009 p. 5). However,
parties have started to focus more on the latter leaving aside the
task of representation, becoming somehow less responsive
towards their constituencies.

When the level of unresponsiveness reaches its zenith, and
none of the parties can provide adequate representation, party
systems collapse. The collapse of an entire party system may
represent a traumatic event for democracy (Morgan, 2011;
Seawright, 2012). If linkages between parties and voters break
down, voters are left without alternatives within the political
system to ensure that their interests are being considered. In this
precarious situation, populism, a thin ideology, function as an
ideological shortcut and temporarily re-connect voters with (at
least) one political actor. In this article, I argue that populism, in
post-collapse contexts, may reconnect voters to a political actor
for two reasons. First, as a ‘thin’ ideology, populism is not as
complex as other “thick” or “host” ideologies such as nativism,
socialism, or producerism (Mudde, 2004). As Stanley (2008) p. 99
pointed out, a comprehensive, “full” ideology contains particular
interpretations and configurations of all the major political
concepts attached to a general plan of public policy that a
specific society requires (see also Freeden, 1998). This
complexity makes thick ideologies difficult to employ by
political actors who are looking to re-establish a connection
with voters. Conversely, thin ideologies “are those whose
morphological structure is restricted to a set of core concepts
which alone are unable “to provide a reasonably broad, if not
comprehensive, range of answers to the political questions that
societies generate” (Stanley, 2008: 99; see also; Freeden, 1998). In
this sense, populism relies on two ideas to connect with voters.
One is that society is divided into two antagonistic, homogeneous,
and morally defined groups, “the people” and “the elite.” The
other is that politics should be the expression of the people’s
general will (see Mudde, 2007; Mudde, 2017).

The second reason why populism manages to attract an
electorally relevant portion of voters in post-collapse situations
is linked to its Manicheist and moral view of society and politics.
In fact, political actors can plausibly use blame attribution to
reproach mainstream parties of being “all the same,” holding
them responsible for the country’s situation (Zanotti, 2019). It is
patent that, in a situation in which voters do not feel represented
by any of the parties in the system, this discourse has good
chances of attracting broad portions of the electorate. However,
party systems that experienced a collapse witnessed not only the
emergence of electorally relevant populist actors, but they also
witnessed how populism (and anti-populism) came to partially

structure the political space as a political cleavage (Ostiguy, 2009;
Pappas, 2014; Stavrakakis, 2014; Stavrakakis and Katsambekis,
2019). In other words, a new dimension of political competition
based on the contraposition between populism and anti-
populism emerged in post-collapse contexts. The emergence of
this new divide is relevant because partisan politics cannot be
fully understood without considering all the dimensions of the
political space (Lipset and Rokkan, 1967).

The case of Italy illustrates this argument. After the party
system collapsed in 1994, a new actor with a populist discourse
entered the system (Tarchi, 2008). Silvio Berlusconi is a media
tycoon who, just eight months ahead of the election, formed a
political party, Forza Italia (Go Italy!). In its first election, the
party gained 25 percent of the vote and entered government as the
leader of a right-wing coalition with another populist party the
Lega Nord (Northern League), among others. The 1994 general
election inaugurated a period in Italian politics known as
“berlusconismo” (berlusconism). During this period, which
lasted until 2011, the populist pole of the cleavage emerged
while the dynamic of competition revolved around the figure
of Silvio Berlusconi. This contraposition based on personalism
hindered the programmatic development of both the populist and
non-populist side. After the Great Recession, which affected
Southern Europe as a public debt crisis, two phenomena took
place. On the one hand, the composition of the populist pole
changed with the entrance of the Five Star Movement and the
change of ideology of the Northern League (now the League). On
the other hand, the anti-populist pole appeared as one of the main
features of the elitist discourse of Mario Monti’s technocratic
cabinet and, since 2014 of the Democratic Party leader Matteo
Renzi.

The article is structured as follows. The first section analyzes
how extreme levels of unresponsiveness lead to the collapse of an
entire party system. The second section observes the role of
populism in reconstructing representation linkages in post-
collapse environments. The third section addresses the Italian
case during 1994–2011 and 2011–2018. Finally, in the conclusion,
I present the main findings of this study and the future research
agenda.

UNRESPONSIVENESS,
REPRESENTATION, AND THE COLLAPSE
OF THE PARTY SYSTEM
Parties are essential for democracy. Schattschneider (1942)
claimed that “democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the
parties.”On the same line, MaxWeber stated that political parties
are ‘the children of democracy, of mass franchise, of the necessity
to woo and organize the masses’ (1946 p. 102). In other words,
political parties are necessary for democracy’s survival because
they link government to its voters, representing the latter’s
interests and ideology in the former. As Dalton et al. (2011)
observe, party government is synonymous with representative
democracy (2011a, p. 3).

It is important to note that the functions that parties fulfill are
numerous and they have to do with different phases of the
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electoral process. According to Diamond and Gunther (2001)
(p.7–8) parties’ main functions are 1) candidate nomination; 2)
electoral mobilization; 3) issue structuring; 4) societal
representation; 5) interest aggregation; 6) forming and
sustaining government and lastly, they perform a 7) social
integration role (see also Sartori, 2005). However, not every
party performs all these roles or puts the same emphasis on
achieving them. With respect to this very point, Mair (2009)
pointed out that in contemporary democracies it appears to be
more and more difficult for parties to fulfill both those functions
that have to do with the representation of voters’ interests and
those related to the coordination of the governing institutions.
Due to different reasons parties have transferred their
gravitational center from the society to the state, moving from
a combination of representative and governing roles to a
strengthening of their governing role (Katz and Mair, 1995).
The reasons behind this shift are linked to “the decline of the
traditional large collective constituencies, the fragmentation of
electorates, the particularization of voter preferences, together
with the volatility of issue preferences and alignment that made it
more and more difficult for parties to read interests, let alone
aggregate them within coherent electoral programs” (Mair, 2009,
p. 6). All in all, it has become more and more difficult for parties
to be at the same time responsive to their constituencies and
responsible for fulfilling their governmental tasks. A corollary of
this argument is that representation has become increasingly a
matter of non-partisan actors such as non-governing
organizations, interest groups, and social movements, just to
mention some. As Mair maintains, representation became
either ‘an activity realized through a sort of de-politicized
pluralism’ or, when it remains within the electoral realm, it is
channeled by the so-called “niche” or “challenger” parties
(2009 p. 6).

When unresponsiveness reaches its zenith and involves all the
main parties in the system, we are in presence of a collapse of the
party system (Morgan, 2011; Seawright, 2012). In these cases
“major parties no longer attract enough support to maintain an
electoral coalition capable of winning control of the state and lose
their reason for existence as they become empty vessels without a
base of support” (Morgan, 2009 p. 4). If all the main parties in the
system cannot fulfill one of their key roles—representation—it
means that the majority of voters are not effectively represented
(Morgan, 2011). With respect to this point, it is worth noting that
representation can be fulfilled through different types of linkages
such as the programmatic, charismatic, and clientelist, as
described by Kitschelt (2000). This means that the symptoms
of unresponsiveness can be different depending on the
characteristics of the polity. Even if different parties are
connected to their constituencies with different types of
linkages, in general terms one of these linkages is
predominant. As Morgan pointed out (2011) when this
specific linkage—whichever it may be—breaks down and a
secondary one fails to replace it, the entire party system collapses.

It is worth underlining that while different factors can lead to
the collapse, all these factors are related to the lack of
responsiveness of the main parties. In fact, even in the case of
external shocks, such as economic crises, the governmental

response more than the crisis per se contribute to the
intensification of the level of unresponsiveness. A clear
example is the Great Recession in Southern European
countries. In those countries, protests and electoral
punishment to incumbents were related to the adoption of
neoliberal measures to counterattack the crisis instead of the
effects on the crisis itself (see Rovira Kaltwasser and Zanotti,
2018).

All in all, once the party system collapses, the cleavages that
previously structured the system unfreezes, and a dramatic
change is possible. While the causes of this phenomenon have
been thoroughly studied, less has been said on the possible
consequences of such a traumatic event. In terms of historical
institutionalism, the party system’s collapse entails a critical
juncture that lowers the institutional barriers for new actors to
enter the system. Critical junctures has been defined as “brief
phases of institutional flux during which more dramatic change is
possible” (Capoccia and Kelemen, 2007, 341; Pierson, 2000). In
other words, the collapse opens a political opportunity structure,
which relaxes the institutional boundaries, and, in turn, facilitates
the emergence of other political options (Zanotti, 2019).

The next section is dedicated to explaining the emergence of
the populism/anti-populism political divide in post-collapse
contexts.

THERE’S LIFE AFTER THE COLLAPSE:
POPULISM AND ANTI/POPULISM AS A
POLITICAL DIVIDE
As mentioned before, parties are essential for democracy since
they connect political elites with voters through different kinds of
linkages. Therefore, it is understandable that the collapse of an
entire party system indeed may represent a devastating
occurrence for democracy. What happens with representation
in a post-collapse situation? This is a relevant question since one
could think that after such a traumatic event, the system is
doomed to chaos and volatility. In fact, if one looks at Peru
(between 1989 and 1992) and Venezuela (between 1998 and
2000), democratic breakdowns followed the party system
collapse.

If representation linkages cease to connect voters and parties,
little room exists for those same parties to successfully re-build
linkages with the former, mainly because both institutions and
parties are highly discredited. However, as Roberts pointed out,
“[t]his does not necessarily imply that the collapse of party
systems is a direct cause of the democratic breakdown.” Also,
the aftermath of a party system collapse does necessarily entail
instability. For example, in a post-partisan collapse situation,
when old cleavages cease to articulate the partisan
confrontation, party politics literature underlines that
personalism is very likely to ensue (Morgan, 2011). The
proliferation of personalism occurs because “individuals tend
to believe that personal leaderships are more efficient than
organized political parties” (Meléndez, 2019, p. 25).
Moreover, these leaders also tend to develop a populist
discourse, polarizing polities between those in favor and
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those against them. How do we explain that? In other words,
what makes populism a more suitable form of representation
linkage in post-collapse contexts?

To answer this question, we must first define populism.
Populism, to some extent, is still a contested concept.

However, lately the so-called ideational definition has become
predominant (Mudde, 2004; Mudde, 2017). The ideational
approach deals with one particular aspect of populists: their
ideas. This approach unifies the definitions of populism as a
thin ideology (Mudde, 2004), a frame (Aslanidis, 2016; Caiani
and Della Porta, 2010), a discourse (Stavrakakakis, 2014), or a
mode of identification (Panizza, 2005). Here, adopting Mudde’s
characterization, I define populism as a “thin ideology that
conceives society ultimately divided into two homogeneous
groups the “pure” people vs. the “corrupt” elite, and which
argues that politics should be the expression of the volonté
générale (general will) of the people” (Mudde and Rovira
Kaltwasser, 2012, Mudde, 2017).

Conceiving populism as a thin ideology means that, although of
limited analytical use on its terms, it conveys a distinct set of ideas
about politics that interact with the established ideational traditions
of full ideologies (Stanley, 2008). This hints at the fact that
populism is mostly associated with “thick” or “full” ideologies
such as nativism, socialism, or producerism (Mudde, 2017). These
“thick” ideologies constitute the programmatic platforms that link
voters and parties (Kitschelt, 2000). For the purpose of this article,
the complexity of thick ideologies is relevant because one can make
the argument that, after a collapse of the party system, it may be
easier for political entrepreneurs to re-build broken representation
linkages through a populist discourse based solely on the (moral)
contraposition between “the pure people” and “the corrupt elite.”
In these contexts, populism, a thin ideology, constitutes a more
immediate way to re-connect with voters since it does not entail a
complex ideological message. In other words, when representation
linkages are entirely severed, populism represents the primary
discourse used by political actors to construct a (thin)
ideological connection with voters, while more complex
ideologies initially having less importance. Other than the fact
that populism is more suitable in contexts of extreme
unresponsiveness due to its lack of ideological complexity, it is
also worth noting that a populist discourse is functional for new
actors to attract a relevant portion of the vote in contexts with high
political discontent and disaffection. In other words, when
traditional parties in the system fail to represent voters, the
latter are more likely to prefer a new populist political option.
In fact, through their morally polarizing discourse, populists
present themselves as “pure” while at the same time, depicting
the whole establishment as “corrupt” through a process known as
blame attribution. In this sense, populist actors blame elites
depicting them as “all the same” and holding them responsible
for the dire circumstances of the country (Zanotti, 2019). The anti-
establishment component of populism is central to the discourse of
populist actors when they are trying to connect with the general
electorate. That is why populism can be defined as a form of “direct
representation” (Urbinati, 2015). To use Urbinati’s words “[t]he
construction of the leader as representative of the true people
occurs by means of his direct and permanent communication with

the audience (which the new electronic media facilitate). It is the
representative agent that is “direct” in its relation to the citizens; the
populist leader bypasses intermediary associations, like parties and
traditional media, and holds quotidian communication with “his
people” in order to prove he is always identified with them and not
a new establishment” (Urbinati, 2019, p. 120).

All in all, when the majority of voters feel unrepresented by
any of the parties in the system, populist actors have an easier
time persuading voters to cast a ballot for them.

When populist actors successfully attract a relevant portion of
voters, populism and its counterpart, anti-populism become
relevant in structuring the party system. Only a few studies
analyze populism’s capacity to structure political competition in
a specific party system (Stavrakakis and Katsambekis, 2019;
Ostiguy, 2009). More specifically, only a few of these studies
examined populism and anti-populism as a political cleavage
(Zanotti, 2019 p. 43). It is worth noting that, as pointed out by
Stavrakakis and Katsambekis (2019), “while aspects of this
antagonistic dialectic between populism and anti-populism have
been occasionally discussed in the relevant literature (. . .) its real
nature and implications have not been properly investigated.”

If populism is a contested concept, the same can be said of
anti-populism (Moffitt, 2018). The first issue with anti-populism
is that some degree of confusion still exists as to what populism
entails. The second issue is more subtle but no less critical. Anti-
populist ideology or discourse does not merely relate to the
absence of the concept, populism. Anti-populism needs to be
defined as a hostile ideology or discourse against populism and
the worldwide this entails. In this sense, anti-populism shares
with populism the dualistic distinction between the people and
the elite. Notably, anti-populism shares with populism the
Manicheist forma mentis characterized by the understanding
of society and politics as an antagonistic dynamic between two
groups (the people vs. the elite), which, in turn, entails a type of
political competition based on an anti (instead of an alter)
dynamic. Actors that employ an anti-populist discourse reject
populism on the basis of the moral hierarchy (i.e., which group is
entitled to be dominant). A clear example of anti-populism can be
found in the discourse of technocratic governments. In fact, while
technocrats share with populists the conception of society as
dualistic, they oppose populism on the grounds that, according to
populists, politics should be the expression of the general will of
the people. By contrast, since they are by definition elitist,
technocratic governments invert the logic of the populist
discourse, maintaining that the elites should rule because “they
know better” (Caramani, 2017).

At this point, it is essential to remember that a corollary of the
ideational definition of populism is that different types of political
actors can articulate populism. Overall, three types of populism
mobilization can be identified: personal leadership, political
parties, and social movements (Mudde, 2017, p. 42). This
aspect affects not only the form of the populism/anti-populism
cleavage, but also the future political system and democracy.
When populism is incarnated by personal leadership without
developing partisan referents, party systems are less likely to
become institutionalized. After the collapse of the system,
Venezuela and Peru experienced the emergence of an entirely
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new set of non-partisan electoral referents (Roberts, 2002 p. 12)
which, on the one hand, created an immediate sort of stability by
structuring the party around a person with limited ideological
cornerstones (Meléndez, 2019), but on the other did not allow a
stable pattern of inter-party competition to develop.

Looking at countries where populist leaders held power for an
extended period, such as Argentina, Venezuela, or Bolivia, a new
cleavage emerged between those for and those against the
populist leaders. It is impossible to understand Argentinian
politics without considering the Peronism/anti-Peronism
divide or Venezuelan politics without the opposition between
chavistas and anti-chavistas (Ellner, 1999). Even if these political
cleavages have a strong personal component, they are also based
on an anti-system discourse, which is typical of populism. In this
sense populist leaders also are successful at mobilizing those with
anti-system sentiments against those who somehow identifies
with traditional actors (Handlin, 2017).

In the next section, I address the changes in the Italian party
system between during the so-called Second Republic, focusing on
the factors that led to the collapse of the party system in 1994 and to
the emergence of the populist/anti-populist political cleavage.

THE POPULISM/ANTI-POPULISM
CLEAVAGE IN ITALIAN POLITICS
(1994–2016)
The Populist Moment 1994–2011: From
Berlusconism to the Great Recession
The extreme unresponsiveness that led the Italian party system to
collapse in 1994 (see Morgan, 2011; Seawright, 2012) has two main
causes. First, there was the increasing programmatic convergence
of parties during most of the First Republic, reinforced by
interparty pacts (see Morgan, 2011; Zanotti, 2019). Second, a
massive corruption scandal and the subsequent judicial trial
uncovered the broad scheme of corruption in the Italian
political and entrepreneurial elite. These two phenomena caused
the whole party system to reach extreme levels of unresponsiveness
(see Katz and Mair, 1995) that undermined the linkages between
voters and parties (see Figure 1).

It is important to notice that neither programmatic convergence
nor massive corruption scandals are the only symptoms of
unresponsiveness. However, in the Italian case, these were the two
factors that combined led to the collpase, which, in turn, changed the
political opportunity structure in a way that facilitated the emergence
of electorally relevant populist options. The party system that emerged
from the 1994 general election was deeply different from the one of
the First Republic. The main novelty was the entrance of Forza Italia
(FI) a party founded just eight months earlier by the entertainment
tycoon Silvio Berlusconi (Diamanti, 2007). The ideology of Forza
Italia has been described as neoliberal populism (Pauwels, 2010;
Akkerman et al., 2014). Although neoliberalism populism is pretty
unique in Western Europe, it is similar to the second wave of
populism in Latin America, which gave rise to leaders such as
Alberto Fujimori in Peru and Carlos Menem in Argentina
(Roberts, 1995). In its first election FI obtained more than 20
percent of the vote share entering government as the leader of a

center-right coalition1. The populist right-wing coalition competed
also in 2001, 2006, and 2008. When observing the patterns of inter-
party competition in Italy between 1994 and 2011, we find many
similarities with those experienced in Latin American countries that
also suffered a collapse of the party system. In Italy the competition
assumed personalistic traits, revolving around the figure of Silvio
Berlusconimarking an era known as “berlusconismo”. Berlusconi was
the leader of the coalition’s biggest party and the man who managed
to keep the coalition together and electorally successful for almost two
decades. As in other post-collapse situations, the dynamic of the
Italian party system’s competition was based on the success that
Berlusconi achieved in re-building representation linkages with a
portion of the voters both positively—with the ones in favor—and
negatively—with the ones against. As mentioned above, this type of
representation linkage results from both ideology and personal traits.

From the ideological point of view, as mentioned above, the
host ideology associated with Berlusconi’s populist discourse was
neoliberalism. However, concerning the policies implemented,
Berlusconi behaved as an opportunistic political leader whose
actions had little to do with what he said (Gualmini and Schmidt,
2013, p. 347). In other words, while Berlusconi’s discourse
presented neoliberal features, the policies that his government
implemented aimed at satisfying its leader’s interests.

All in all, the linkage through which FI connected to its voters
was based on Berlusconi’s personal traits and—to a lesser
extent—on programmatic ideas. Concerning this second point,
populism served as a glue that allowed him to be perceived as an
outsider, without being one (Carreras, 2013). In other words, it
was populism, not neoliberalism, that allowed him to build a
more immediate linkage with voters. It is worth noting that most
of the individuals who voted for Berlusconi came from the
Christian Democrats and the Socialists, the two parties that
suffered the most from the Tangentopoli corruption scandal
(Morgan, 2011) creating a space in the system for him to occupy.

With respect to the left parties, their critique toward critiqued
center-right coalition was mostly on a personal plan. Anti-
berlusconism focused mainly on the new style of leadership
embodied by Berlusconi. In other words, Silvio Berlusconi, not
his ideology, was the main polarizing element between 1994 and
2011. In this sense, at least in this first period after the collapse
only the populist pole emerged. In fact, during this period, while
anti-berlusconism was a constant, anti-populism was not clear
and coherent (Verbeek and Zaslove, 2016).

All in all, during almost 20 years, Italian politics was based
more on an anti instead of an alter dynamic of competition (De
Giorgi and Ilonszki, 2018). This pattern continued until 2011
when the devastating effects of the Great Recession reached Italy.

2011 represented a turning point for many reasons. First, the
Great Recession put an end to the fourth Berlusconi government in
November. In mid-2011, the European Union started to demand
tough economic reforms from Italy. However, disagreements
within the government coalition, mainly with the Northern
League over which economic measures to adopt (especially

1In the snap election of 1996, the Northern League compete outside the center-right
coalition.
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those pertaining to pension reform), made it impossible for the
government to meet the EU’s requests. In this context, EU
institutions, international financial institutions (IFIs), and
European leaders strongly supported former EU Commissioner
Mario Monti’s appointment over a cabinet reshuffle. This may
seem quite contradictory given the neoliberal features of
Berlusconi’s populist discourse. However, despite his discourse,
Berlusconi’s four administrations were not characterized by the
implementation of neoliberal economic policies. As Gualmini and
Schmidt argue, “Italy’s trajectory since the postwar years has gone
back and forth between normal periods of non-liberal political
leadership—in which what opportunistic political leaders said had
little to do with what they did—and crisis periods of neo-liberal
technocratic leadership, in which pragmatic leaders neo-liberal
words matched the actions” (2013 p. 347).

This further underlines the argument that structural
conditions somehow constrain political actors to prefer a
populist linkage while downplaying “thick” ideologies in
contexts of extreme unresponsiveness.

Elitism and the Emergence of the
Anti-populist Pole in Italy (2011–2016)
Even if there is no clear causal linkage between economic crises
and the emergence of populist alternatives, the former can
represent a sort of “fertile soil” for the emergence of populist
actors (Rama and Zanotti, 2020). Concerning the Great
Recession, the effects of the debt crisis and the policy
convergence of most parties towards neoliberal economic
measures produced discontent and angst among voters. As
Mair (2009) pointed out, the increasing tension between
responsibility and responsiveness eroded the mainstream
parties’ representation (see also Zanotti, 2019). This
convergence can be framed as a lack of responsiveness of
mainstream parties to voters’ specific demands, making the
latter feel unrepresented and more likely to prefer a political
alternative that distances itself from the (morally) “corrupt” party
system (Mair, 2009; Mair, 2013). In other words, even if the
economic crisis is not necessarily causally linked to the rise of
populism, it can be interpreted as a critical juncture (Capoccia

and Kelemen, 2007). This tension was evident when governments
face huge constraints to confronting technocratic international
institutions such as the Troika2which pushed for fiscal
consolidation (Rovira Kaltwasser and Zanotti, 2018, p. 540).

In Italy, austerity measures triggered what can be described as
a populist reaction after a period dominated by the elitist anti-
populism of the technocratic government. The rise of populist
political options like the M5S can be seen as the result of both the
malfunctioning of the representative democracy regarding
political parties, i.e., the tension between responsiveness and
responsibility, and the aftereffect of the Great Recession and
the neo-liberal adjustment measures implemented by Monti’s
technocratic government (Zanotti, 2019). The M5S, a political
movement founded by comedian Beppe Grillo and web strategist
Gianalberto Casaleggio in 2009, from the ideological point of
view, is almost unanimously defined as populist (Bordignon and
Ceccarini, 2013). First, the Manichean worldview, which sees a
division between the “pure” people and the “corrupt” elite, is
present both in the party manifesto of 2013 and in the public
speeches given by Grillo and the party’s main actors. The ‘pure’
people in the M5S’s worldview are represented by those Italians
who have suffered the consequences of the economic stabilization
measures implemented by the technocratic government but also,
more generally, the average Italian who feels that traditional
parties and the classic left-right axis lost respectively their
capacity to represent the voters and their significance.
Simultaneously, the “corrupt” elite comprises two categories,
referred to by the leader as casts: the whole political system
and the media. Also, the M5S was able to capture the widespread
anti-politics sentiment in Italian society not only towards
politicians, but also towards state institutions (Chiapponi
et al., 2014). First, the M5S’s attacks were directed at
professional politicians who are allegedly interested only in
defending their privileges and their connections to the country’s
economic elite (Bordignon and Ceccarini, 2013). However,
professional politicians were not the only actors the party

FIGURE 1 | Determinants of the emergence of the populism/anti-populism cleavage in Italy. Source: Elaboration of the author based on Zanotti (2019).

2The name Troika referred to the European Commission, the European Central
Bank, and the International Monetary Fund.
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critiqued. Political institutions, without exception, were firmly
blamed for the country’s situation. When looking at what
subtype of populism the Movement falls under, the M5S proves
to be quite peculiar. Given that, as mentioned above, it is difficult to
identify the “host ideology” with which populism is associated
(Pirro and Van Kessel, 2018). Generally, placing the Movement on
the left-right axis has proven difficult given the variety of issues
supported by the M5S, some of them shared with the radical right
and some close to the positions of the radical left. Verbeek and
Zaslove (2015: 307) referring to the party leader, Beppe Grillo
mentioned that “although he often takes positions that could be
classified as right wing, we label theM5S as a populist left-libertarian
movement that combines a populist, anti-elitist discourse and
environmentalism with left-wing economics (that is, opposition
to “multinationals”)” (see also Corbetta and Vignati, 2013).

Besides the rise of the Five Star Movement, another noteworthy
feature of this period was the partial estrangement of Silvio
Berlusconi, who became a secondary figure, at least electorally.
The attacks leveled in Italy and Europe on the country’s disastrous
economy and internal disagreements over possible solutions,
coupled with the judiciary scandals that enveloped Berlusconi,
drove him away from political life. Without its leader, FI began to
weaken, especially after the 2013 election, when the leader left aside
the populist discourse. The decline of Forza Italia, which had been
the “glue” of the Italian right for more than twenty years, started a
process of fragmentation on the right (Zanotti, 2019). Another
transformation within the right was the League’s (former Northern
League) transition from a populist regionalist party to a radical
right party (Zaslove, 2011; Albertazzi et al., 2018). Decisive in this
transition was leadership change, with Matteo Salvini’s election as
the party’s secretary in 2013.

Finally, while between 1994 and 2011 the anti-populist pole
had not appeared, between 2011 and 2016 it clearly emerged. In
detail, it expresses itself through the elitism of Monti’s
technocratic government and the PD-led coalition that had
Matteo Renzi as Prime Minister. As Verbeek and Zaslove
pointed out, anti-populism in Italy during this period ‘face[d]
an enemy with many different faces, who [were] united in their
rejection of traditional party elitism in Italy.’

Renzi’s government was the fourth-longest in Italy’s postwar
history. His government counted with the parliamentary support
of the PD, Scelta Civica, and Nuovo Centro Destra—a Forza Italia
spinoff. The first reform bills that Renzi launched concerned the
electoral law, the elimination of bicameralism, and a reform of the
education system (Pasquino, 2016). The PD’s discourse expressed
both in its electoral manifesto and its leaders’ public speeches
manifested a clear anti-populist stance. The first paragraph of the
manifesto ends with, “our objective is to defeat every form of
populism”3. Moreover, the attack seems to be directed at a specific
form of populism, the populism inhabiting the right end of the
spectrum: “the populist right promised an illusionary protection
from the effect of the financier liberalism building cultural,
territorial and, in some cases, xenophobic barriers” (p.4). The

PD’s manifesto contraposes democracy to rightist populism to
maintain that, “the only response to populism is democratic
participation. Today’s crisis of democracy needs to be fought
with more democracy not less. More respect for the rules, a clear
separation among powers” (p.4).

Renzi’s and Monti’s anti-populist discourses based on a
Manichean vision of society contributed for sure to a
moralization of the country’s political debate. This moralization
reached its zenith during the electoral campaign for the
Constitutional referendum of December 2016 through the
categorization of populist actors as “evil” and “dangerous for
the society” and, at the same time, the depiction of those who
were in favor of the “yes” in the constitutional referendum as some
sort of nation-saviors. The anti-populist discourse emphasized the
alleged moral corruption of the political elite. For example, two
days before the referendum, during a speech in Florence, the Prime
Minister maintained that those in favor of the referendum “are the
ones that love Italy and its institutions” (speech in Florence
December 2, 2016). During a pro-referendum demonstration in
Piazza del Popolo (Square of the People) in Rome, Renzi started his
speech with a direct attack on populist forces: “this square belongs
to the people, not to populists.” Then, during the speech, Renzi
attacked all the parties opposing the referendum, including Silvio
Berlusconi’s Forza Italia, the Lega Nord, and the M5S, implying
that the referendum was a “fight” between the populists and
responsible actors (Zanotti, 2019). The confrontation between
the “yes” and “no” was exceptionally heightened during the last
months before the referendum. The tension was also exacerbated
by the campaigns of the representatives of the EU’s political
institutions and the leaders of the EU’s most powerful countries
for the “yes” faction. Those who were worried about the country’s
political instability and the fact that populist parties would come to
power campaigned for the “no.”Consequently, the antagonism and
the depiction of politics as a moral issue worsened, with the two
factions presenting themselves as the ones interested in Italy’s well-
being and accusing the other faction of self-interested myopia.

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
AGENDA

When political unresponsiveness reaches its extreme level, party
systems collapse. This means that in the voters’ eyes, the whole
system can no longer represent their ideology and interests. This
representation bankruptcy (Morgan, 2011) leads to a situation in
which ties between voters and parties no longer exist. In these
contexts, populism can act as a short-term representation linkage
due to its thin ideology features as well as the credibility of its anti-
establishment and moral worldview. Indeed, populists’
Manichean vision of both politics and society and their
discourse of blame attribution towards the whole political class
for not acting in the people’s interest, has excellent chances of
being effective in attracting relevant portions of the electorate.
Indeed, this discourse resonates with those voters who feel
unrepresented by the whole party system that proved to be
unresponsive. This article goes beyond the causes of the
emergence of populism, maintaining that in contexts of

3Available at https://www.repubblica.it/economia/2018/02/12/news/il_
programma_del_partito_democratico_costi_e_coperture-188623142/
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extreme unresponsiveness, populism, and its counterpart anti-
populism, may constitute a political cleavage that structures the
party system and—at least partially—conditions the determinants
of coalition building. The case of Italy illustrates this argument.
After the party system’s collapse in 1994, the populist/anti-
populist and the classic socio-economic cleavage came to
structure the system. First, during the 1994–2011 period, the
populist pole based on the contraposition between those in favor
and those against Silvio Berlusconi emerged. In this sense the
anti-populist discourse was not coherent among non-populist
parties since the polarizing agent in the party system was the
figure of Silvio Berlusconi and, to a lesser extent, his ideology.

Things changed between 2011 and 2013, where populism was
pushed back by anti-populism. Indeed, the fully technocratic
cabinet led by Mario Monti, which was supported by most parties
(except for the Northern League), was characterized by a robust
anti-populist stance. However anti-populism during this period
was also present in the discourse of the main leftist party, the PD,
especially under the leadership of Matteo Renzi. From 2013 to
2018, populism flourished again with the emergence of the Five
Star Movement and the electoral upsurge of the League (former
Northern League). This populist moment culminated in the
coalition government of 2018 between the League and the Five
Star Movement, two parties that were not close on the left-right
axis but on the populist/anti-populist one. Pre-electoral polls for
the 2018 general election indicated a highly uncertain outcome.
The three leading contenders were the center-right coalition, the
center-left coalition led by the Democratic Party, and the Five Star
Movement. As Chiaramonte and his collaborators pointed out,
the uncertainty was due to a new electoral law, the very high
percentage of undecided voters, and the competitiveness of the
main political groupings (2018, p. 479). The results confirmed the
predictions. The center-right coalition won but did not gain the
majority of the seats. While the M5S was a close second, the PD
only obtained 22 percent of the national vote. The two parties that
gained substantially with respect to the prior election were the
M5S and the League, which received about 50 percent of total
votes. The great success of populist parties was accompanied by
the historical defeat of the twomainstream center-left and center-
right parties (PD and FI), which together lost more than 5 million
votes compared to the 2013 election (Chiaramonte et al., 2018).

The 2018 electoral results changed radically—once again—the
Italian political party system. The continuity elements are the
consolidation of the tripolar pattern of competition and the
stabilization of the party system fragmentation. The effective
number of parties has remained stable at around five, which

seems low in comparison to the extremely high number of parties
seen in the 1990s, but also seems high when looking at the quasi-
two-party system witnessed in the 2008 general election—when
the newly founded PDL and PD collected more than 70 percent of
votes (Chiaramonte et al., 2018, p. 493). The coalition that was
formed almost 3 months after the election saw the two populist
parties–the League and the Five Star Movement–in power. This is
partially a novelty for Italian politics. As we mentioned earlier it
happened before that two populist powers have been
(intermittently) in government together. However, in 2018 the
two populist parties were not close on the left-right axis of
competition. Moreover, the two mainstream parties—currently
the PD and FI—were both in opposition for the first time since
1994. Finally, the impact of the emergence of the populism/anti-
populism cleavage on the quality of democracy needs to be more
thoroughly studied. The main reason is the fact that populism
entails a moral division of politics and society between the “good
people” and the “corrupt elite.” Categorizing one group as good
while the other is not, means that one is legitimate the other is not.
To use Urbinati’s (2019) words populism constitutes the
glorification of one part, and this can have deleterious
consequences for democracy since it entails a sort of moral
polarization that extends beyond policy differences.
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