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Outsider Politics: Radicalism as a Political Strategy in Western Europe and Latin 
America 

 
 
by 
 

Verónica Hoyo 
Doctor of Philosophy in Political Science 
University of California, San Diego, 2010 

 
 

Professor William Chandler, Chair 
Professor Matthew Shugart, Co-Chair 

 
 

 
 This dissertation studies the dynamics of political competition from an outsider’s 

perspective across contemporary democracies. Due to differences in the initial 

conditions of competition, not all political parties possess the same resources nor can 

they all follow the same strategies to obtain votes. Outsider political parties are those 

who are neither in executive government nor traditional opposition parties but, rather, 

they are clearly excluded from mainstream politics because they fail to fall neatly 

within the Left-Right political continuum. In order to break into their party system and 

gain power, some outsider parties choose radicalism as a strategy of entry and of 

persuasion. To become radical, outsider parties introduce a new, neglected or 

forgotten issue dimension into the political arena and with it, they question the validity 

of the entire establishment. Thus, radicalism allows outsiders to differentiate themselves 

from all other actors, to challenge the terms in which politics takes place and, ideally, 

to reshape their particular political system in order to abandon their condition of 

permanent losers.  



 

 

xxi 

 

  I first describe and explain my theory of radicalism. I dispute the conventional 

wisdom which defines it as an extremist or fundamentalist, ideological choice and 

present radicalism as an instrumental tactic dependent on the actual nature of the 

establishment and the specific moment in which such strategic choice was made. I 

then rely on two different expert surveys to empirically distinguish amongst the 

established, the outsider and the radical parties and continue to compare and 

contrast them in a cross-sectional study of 30 liberal democracies and 247 political 

parties. Finally, I trace the particular evolution — through time and space— of the 

radical strategy in four case studies in two Western European countries and two Latin 

American.  My findings reveal first that radicalism is, indeed, a strategy available only 

for outsider parties. Second, that it is a response to a rigid party system. Third, that it 

relies on a trial and error process for selecting the “right” issue dimension and that 

such a selection process is endogenous and party-leadership driven.  



 

1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

 
Outsider Politics:  Radicalism as a political strategy in Western Europe and Latin 

America 

 
 

 “We know what we are,  
but we know not 
what we may be” 

William Shakespeare.1 
 

« Le manque de définition est plutôt une perfection 
 qu’un défaut , parce qu’il ne vient pas de leur obscurité  

mais au contraire, de leur extrême évidence » 
Blaise Pascal.2 

 

 
 This is a study about political parties.3 It is an attempt to shed light on the 

dynamics of political competition from an outsider’s perspective. More precisely, it is 

an analysis of the strategic choices that political leaders, whose parties are currently 

excluded from mainstream politics, face when seeking to interact with others — the 

established political parties — in the political realm.4 Not all outsiders seek to enter the 

political system for the same reason, nor do they choose the same strategy.5 

Consequently, I focus on a particular type of excluded political parties: the radicals.6 I 

define radicalism as a political strategy of entry and of persuasion. It is the result of a 

                                                      
1 Shakespeare, The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark. Act IV, scene V. 
2 Here is my free translation, “The lack of definition is more a virtue than a defect, since it is due 
not to the obscurity of the object itself but rather to its extreme evidence”, Blaise Pascal, L’Esprit 
Géometrique, extract, passim. 
3 Political parties will be defined as “any political group that presents at elections, and is 
capable of placing through elections, candidates for public office” per Sartori’s definition in 
Giovanni Sartori, Parties and Party Systems: a framework for analysis, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1976), p. 64. 
4 I am making an implicit assumption of political parties as unitary actors. This decision will be 
explained later in the paper. The definition of established parties will also follow. 
5 As I will specify in the next chapter, the outsider parties to which I am referring (ie. the radical 
or game changing parties), are purely office-seeking. But it is, at least, theoretically possible to 
conceive of other outsider parties being policy-driven or vote-seeking.  
6 According to the Oxford English Dictionary, radicalism means the political views or principles 
of radicals. Radical: a. from the Latin radix, going to the root or origin; touching or acting upon 
what is essential or fundamental; thorough.  
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conscious choice, on behalf of pragmatic political entrepreneurs, in an effort to break 

into mainstream politics by introducing a new, neglected or forgotten issue dimension 

of political competition. My definition of radicalism does not entail any normative nor 

content-specific claims. This is certainly not a study about a particular ideological 

stance or a given party family.7 Rather, it is an effort to move beyond the usual 

portrayal of radicalism as zealotry and bigotism, and into the logic of instrumental 

rationality and strategic manipulation.  

 

Research Question 

 

 The research question that this dissertation seeks to answer is why some 

political parties engage in radicalism in order to compete in contemporary, 

democratic, party politics. My main argument is that radicalism is a potential strategy 

for any outsider political party that wishes to be incorporated into the mainstream in 

an effort to reshape the political system to guarantee that it will no longer be part of 

the “sure losers”. This particular political manoeuvre is grounded upon the existence of 

a heterogeneous and segmented electoral market which allows outsider, game 

changing political leaders to cater to any available, independent, unattached or 

discontented electorate(s) through the rhetorical manipulation of the political realm.8 

I rely specifically on Lipset and Rokkan’s theory of social cleavages and William Riker’s 

notion of heresthetics to explain the nature of the radical choice (Lipset & Rokkan 

1967; Riker 1986; 1990; 1996).  From the former, I recuperate the importance, salience 

                                                      
7 By this I mean that this is not about “Green parties”, “Extremist parties”, “Populist parties”, etc., 
but rather about all those outsider parties that engage in radicalism.  
8 A heterogeneous and segmented electoral market refers to the existence of multiple and 
diverse preferences as well as to the presence of different market niches. More on these issues 
in the next chapter. 
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and politicisation of old, new and abandoned social cleavages whilst from the latter, I 

borrow the pragmatism of political entrepreneurship.  

 Against conventional wisdom, I understand radicalism not as an ideological 

choice but rather as an instrumental one which is predicated on the specific nature of 

the establishment which the outsider parties are facing at the moment of their choice. 

Thus, game changing parties meet several criteria:  

 

 1) they are outsiders (ie. not in government, nor part of the traditional opposition); 

 2) they cannot logically be equated with a continuation to the extreme of a 

particular, unidimensional continuum;  

3) they do not have clear positions or coherent political platforms in the classic 

ideological sense9 (Arzheimer et al 2001) 

4) the issue dimensions which they endorse may, and it often does, differ from 

election to election; and, 

5) their choice of “radical” dimension is an endogenous choice, in that it is the 

leadership of the party who selects it under a trial and error process. 

 These five criteria distinguish the game changing parties from the 

establishment in the nature of their decision making process but not in their 

attachment to democratic competition. In other words, the radical parties analysed 

here voluntarily engage in and understand the rules of the political game in 

contemporary democratic societies.10 

  

                                                      
9 Some authors have called this a “programmatic bluff” Cfr., Arzheimer et al. (2001) It simply 
means that for radical leaders, policy (ie. their political programme) is also an instrumental 
choice; a means to get into office (their ultimate goal). 
10 To put it bluntly, this is not a study about social movements, terrorist groups or any other social 
and political organisation which aims at the destruction of the democratic system. 
Consequently, any countries/cases where serious doubts could be cast about their democratic 
nature will not be included. I am thinking specifically of Palestine and Russia, amongst others. 
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Significance 

 

My main interest in writing a dissertation on radical political parties stems from 

two perplexing empirical realisations.  First, radical voters regardless of their particular 

ideological leaning within the left and right continuum, possess the same attitudes 

and behaviours. And, secondly, the fact that, since the demise of the Soviet Union, 

former radical left voters have shifted to the extreme right camp.  

Certain public opinion and sociological studies had long since argued that 

there was no significant ideological difference between the left and the right wing 

radicals but, rather, that it was precisely their radicalism that distinguished them from 

the rest of the population (George & Wilcox 1996; Lipset 1963; Sniderman 1989). 

However, it was not until recently that the phenomenon became apparent in 

electoral terms.11 The French case seems to be particularly emblematic: whilst in the 

1988 Presidential elections, Jean Marie Le Pen obtained merely 17% of the blue-collar 

worker vote, by 1995 he received 21% of their vote and in the 2002 Presidential ballot, 

he captured 26% of the blue collar workers (Mayer 2005).12   Moreover, this is by no 

means exclusive to the French.  A 2003 survey study on the appeal of the extreme 

right and the receptiveness of European workers to it, found similar conclusions (De 

Weerdt et al 2001).  The fact that voters in such numbers can shift preferences from 

one side of the political spectrum to its complete opposite, without any major qualms 

                                                      
11 I believe that Eastern Europe will now also prove to be fertile ground for research on this topic. 
However, this goes beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
12  The rise of the radical right in the preferences of the blue collar worker vote corresponds to 
the decline in their extreme left wing affiliation. This phenomenon has been deemed “gaucho-
lepénisme” (left-wing lepenism) or even “ouvriéro-lepénisme” (worker-lepenism), according to 
which French scholar we refer to (namely, Pascal Perrineau or Nonna Mayer).  
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(as it seems to be the case in the aforementioned Western European countries), 

deserves greater attention.   

Finally, political radicalism has been on the rise since the 1970s with the advent 

of new styles of politics and alternative issue dimensions (Kitschelt & Hellemans 1990).13 

Game changing political parties are constantly standing for elections (Colombia’s 

Green Party in the most recent presidential election), winning seats in legislatures (the 

Belgian Vlaams Belang just won 12 seats) and, finally breaking through and forming 

government coalitions (the UK LibDems this past May).14 This increasing, electoral 

relevance of outsider, radical parties has drastically transformed the nature of political 

competition, namely in terms of political rhetoric as well as the logic of competition 

itself, in all those societies where they have succeeded (Hug 2001).15 It is, thus, 

necessary to move beyond our personal biases and conventional misconceptions, in 

an effort to understand such an increasingly visible, electorally viable political strategy 

in contemporary party politics. 

 

 

Plan for the dissertation 

 

 This dissertation is divided into four substantive chapters. The first one provides 

the theoretical foundations to explain radicalism as a strategy. I define its building 

blocs and analyse the assumptions and goals involved in the decision making process 

                                                      
13 Throughout this dissertation, radicalism and game changing strategy will be used 
interchangeably.   
14 See Adam Carr’s webpage for an up-to-date account of the most recent electoral results 
around the world http://psephos.adam-carr.net/   
15 As it will be shown in the course of this dissertation, radicalism-as-strategy consists of bringing 
into the spotlight, and to capitalise from, issues which had until then fallen into oblivion — such 
as, immigration, taxes, negative effects of globalisation, integration, amongst others— , are new 
or had never been incorporated into mainstream politics. 
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of the leaders of these game changing parties. I classify the political parties which 

contended the 2007 French Presidential election and their particular tactics to serve 

as an illustration for my definitions. I also identify and explain the macrostructural 

transformations which have rendered game changing strategies more recurrent over 

the recent years.  

 I use the second chapter to describe the logic of the method that I followed 

to empirically identify and classify radical parties using two well known expert surveys, 

one for liberal, advanced democracies in Western Europe (plus Canada and 

Australia), and another carried out in 18 democracies in Latin America. In the chapter 

3, I present the findings of a cross-regional and cross-party system analysis of the set of 

radical parties obtained in chapter 2. The final substantive chapter is devoted to the 

four case studies. I focus on four of the single most successful radical parties, two in 

Western Europe and two in Latin America, in an effort to comprehend the true nature 

of their success, as well as to elucidate the dynamics and potential electoral 

rentability of the game changing strategy throughout different political systems. Lastly, 

I conclude with a brief mention of the future extensions of this project and some 

general remarks. 
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Chapter 1:  Radicalism as a Political Strategy. The Theory. 
 

“Outsider: (n) a person who is isolated from 
or not integrated into conventional society, 

either by choice or through some social 
or other constraint; a misfit” 
Oxford English Dictionary.16 

 
“Outsider: (n) a contestant (human or animal) 

not considered to have a good chance to win” 
 

    “Radicalism: (n) the political orientation 
   of those who favour revolutionary 

change of government and society” 
the WordNet book.17 

      
“Radicalismo: (m) 1. cualidad de radical; 

2. Conjunto de ideas y doctrinas de quienes, 
en ciertos momentos de la vida social, pretenden 
reformar total o parcialmente el orden político, 

científico, moral y aun religioso; 
3.  Modo extremado de tratar los asuntos” 
Real Academia de la Lengua Española.18 

 
 Political parties are the sine qua non of contemporary democratic politics. 

Their particular character and strength, their decisions and their actions constitute 

some of the most important indicators of the functioning of democracy (Janda 1993; 

Stokes 1999). Ideally, they serve the purpose of representing voters’ interests. They are 

said to be vehicles for the expression of the electorate’s wishes and desires. When a 

new party emerges, we expect to find a given proportion of the electorate which will 

identify with the new party’s ideology or creed, its leadership, its platform, or some 

other distinctive informational cue or characteristic (Popkin 1994). Usually, a party’s 

group of sympathisers tends to be relatively consistent in the expression of its 

                                                      
16 Find the complete reference here: 
http://dictionary.oed.com/cgi/entry/00336030?single=1&query_type=word&queryword=outside
r&first=1&max_to_show=10  
17 WordNet is a lexical database for English developed by a group of scholars at Princeton 
University. See the complete references here:  
First: http://wordnetweb.princeton.edu/perl/webwn?s=outsider 
Second: http://wordnet.princeton.edu/perl/webwn?s=radicalism 
18 The Spanish language definitions were taken from here 
http://buscon.rae.es/draeI/SrvltConsulta?TIPO_BUS=3&LEMA=radicalismo  
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allegiance (this is what the literature has called party identification) and, theoretically 

at least, it will continue as such, until the party stops representing its mind (Campbell 

et al 1960; Fiorina 1981; Inglehart & Klingemann).  

 Ever since Lipset and Rokkan’s extremely influential work on societal 

cleavages, it has been widely accepted that all political parties emerge and 

eventually compete under somewhat relatively stable conditions:  a society is divided 

into different lines of conflict —or cleavages,— each of which is capable of eventually 

being rendered active and translated into a new political entity for its expression. 

Each of these salient cleavages is subject to reflect, both, the interests and the 

conditions of protest of the given society at the particular critical juncture in which it 

became salient (Lipset & Rokkan 1967a). In other words, party competition is 

supposed to follow a set of characteristic rules through which political parties may be 

clearly identified according to the nature of the particular social cleavages from 

which they originally stem and from whence they obtain their related clearly 

identifiable social bases or electorates. Such was the case, for instance with the 

labour parties (where the interests of the  workers are better expressed); the agrarian 

parties (which are responsive to the farmers); the Christian democratic parties (those 

catering to conservative and religious groups) and so on (Kalyvas 1998). Moreover, 

these patterns of competition would eventually consolidate and, at least in the case 

of Western Europe, they would be the cause of the stability (congealment) of the 

party systems since the 1920s.19 

 However, Lipset and Rokkan’s freezing hypothesis no longer seems to describe 

the reality of contemporary political competition and, in fact, it has not for some time. 

In 1960, Daniel Bell proclaimed the “end of ideology”; later in 1992, shortly after the 

                                                      
19 The actual freezing hypothesis states that “the party systems of the 1960’s reflect, with few but 
significant exceptions, the cleavage structures of the 1920’s.”, Lipset & Rokkan, op. cit., p. 50. 



9 

 

 

 

 

demise of the Berlin Wall, Francis Fukuyama went even further and declared it to be 

“the end of history” (Fukuyama 1989). In addition, over the course of the last three 

decades, highly improbable government coalitions have materialised more and more 

frequently in the most advanced, industrial democracies — for instance, Austria’s FPO-

OVP 2000 government, the most recent German Große Koalition of 2005, and perhaps 

the most emblematic example is the current Finnish “rainbow coalition” which put an 

end to the “traditional bloc boundary of the party system”— (Raunio forthcoming).20  

In sum, the conditions which formerly allowed for the primacy of ideology in political 

competition have drastically changed and one must question their current validity. 

Even more so, since the playing field (the political arena) understood simply as a Left-

Right continuum is no longer as representative of voters’ preferences as once thought 

of. Examples of declining PID, higher volatility, declining electoral turnout and 

increasing dissatisfaction with mainstream parties in all advanced, liberal 

democracies constitute strong indicators that a simplistic (though parsimonious) 

interpretation of the political sphere does not help us to adequate comprehend 

current voters’ behaviour or the true nature of political competition (Franklin et al 

1992). 

  In this dissertation, I seek to move beyond the study of political parties through 

the lenses of ideology.21 I question the validity of some of our core assumptions: is it 

truly ideology what drives electoral competition? Can a unidimensional (left-right) 

representation of ideology capture the crux of party systems? Do all political parties 

(old, new, established, outsiders) follow the same strategies at the electoral level? Do 

                                                      
20 Moreover, these unlikely bedfellow coalitions have also been more prominent at the sub-
national level. For example, in Germany they are ongoing in Mecklenburg VorPommern, 
Brandenburg, Sachsen, Sachsen-Inhalt and Schleswig-Holstein.  
21 Even though others have taken this approach before me, for instance Nicole Bolleyer in Kris 
Deschouwer’s 2007 edited book New Parties in Government, it has yet to become a 
mainstream approach. 
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they compete under the same terms? These are the motivating questions of this 

research. Nonetheless, given the limitations of time and space, I will tackle these 

grand questions from one specific angle: that of outsider parties, defined as all those 

who are not considered part of the traditional establishment.  

 From a government perspective, there are two different types of political 

parties.22 There are those in power, or at least those with a chance of achieving 

power even if it is indirectly (through coalition making potential), usually referred to as 

the established or the traditional parties.23  And there are those outside the realm of 

government which are even beyond being considered legitimate players in the 

negotiating table. I call the latter, outsider political parties since they are effectively 

outside the realm of political recognition.24 This distinction between established and 

outsider parties is of vital importance in order to understand the different strategic 

choice sets, costs and benefits that each of them faces when competing in  

contemporary democratic elections. Despite of what the theories of representation 

would want us to believe, competition does not happen amongst equals (Meguid 

2008). 

 Consequently, this dissertation focuses on the presence and behaviour of a 

specific type of outsider party, the radical political party.25 More explicitly, I wish to 

explain why pragmatic, political entrepreneurs choose radicalism as a strategy and, 

                                                      
22 There are many other possible classifications of political parties based on other characteristics 
such as their ideology or platforms (ie. liberal, conservative, libertarian, environmentalist/Green 
parties, etc.), their internal organisation (ie. hierarchical, grass-roots) or the goals they seek to 
achieve (office, policy, votes or voice). But as it will be better explained in future chapters, I 
chose to focus on the initial conditions of competition and the role that each party plays within 
a given system. 
23 The traditional opposition is obviously part of this first bloc since all its members have coalition 
or government potential, as it will be later explained. 
24 In other words, of their recognition as legitimate interlocutors of the parties in power. Outsider 
political parties could also be considered as non-viable by the establishment.  
25 As a reminder, throughout the dissertation I use interchangeably the terms radical and game 
changing party/strategy. 
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secondly, I want to know when this strategic choice is more or less successful and on 

what conjunctural conditions it relies in order to triumph.  

 As it will be explained in the course of this chapter, I define radicalism as a 

strategic choice whereby an outsider political party seeks to achieve power by 

introducing a new, neglected or forgotten issue dimension into the political arena. In 

other words, radicalism is more a way of making politics than a commitment to 

particular ideological platform or a cause. It is an office-seeking strategy which 

intends to persuade all or parts of the available electorate(s) that there is another 

arena for competition to take place, beyond the left and right. 

 Although it is indeed still true that political parties win elections through a 

collection of ideas enunciated in a political platform, and that they will continue to 

do so, what is no longer certain is that such specific collection of ideas constitutes a 

clearly delineated ideology. I define ideology as a consistent, coherent and 

wholesome set of interconnected ideas or worldviews through which a person, a 

party or any other organisation, defines its identity (Converse 1964). This is precisely 

what is lacking in the radical or game changing political parties. The outsider political 

parties in which I will focus in this dissertation do not compete in such a way. Rather 

than presenting a fixed set of rigid principles, they constantly adapt to the conditions 

of their individual races. They respond, pre-empt and retaliate in regards to what the 

other political actors do too. Above all, a game changing strategy is a pragmatic 

choice.  

 This chapter is organised as follows: I first critically review the literature on 

radicalism and the conventional knowledge on radical parties. I move unto present 

my own definitions, theory and analytical framework for understanding a game 
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changing strategy. I use the case of the 2007 French presidential election to 

empirically illustrate my definitions. 

 Finally, I conclude by bringing it all together into the realm of the electoral 

market, where political parties must choose which particular strategy to endorse to 

win votes. 

 
 
 
 
Literature review on radicalism and radical parties. 

 

 

 
Several labels — such as those of “extremism”, (neo) “populism”, “anti-

liberalism”, “neo-authoritarianism”, “anti-establishment”— have been used when 

dealing with radicalism (Ivaldi 2000).  Thus far, little progress has been made towards a 

consensual definition.26  Nonetheless, there seem to be two main approaches when 

dealing with this issue. On the one hand, there are those authors who see radicalism 

as “party-in-itself” phenomenon and as such, end up being more idiosyncratic and 

case-specific prone (Betz & Immerfall 1998; Declair 1999; Kitschelt & McGann 1997). 

On the other hand, there are other scholars who view radicalism as a “systemic 

phenomenon” (Capoccia 2000; Gerber 2002; Norris 2005; Van der Brug et al 2005).27 

For this latter group, the definition of radicalism is often assumed as a given. Most 

electoral studies are to be found in the second group whilst the former has the more 

sociological/structural approaches. 

                                                      
26 It is precisely because the term “radicalism” has been so frequently and so loosely used, that 
it is imperative for any new research on the topic to specify what the concept means. As it will 
become clear in the next section, my understanding of the term differs from some previous 
usages but, as the initial citations suggest, there has always been more than one 
understanding. 
27 As with any classification, there are some works which have elements of both. I have 
classified Kitschelt and McGann as a “party-in-itself” definition due to their emphasis on 
ideology whilst Norris falls within the second category since she goes beyond the territorial 
focus. Both, however, have some elements of the other category.  
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I argue that there are three major problems with the existing literature on 

radicalism. First, all traditional definitions of radicalism neglect the aforementioned 

empirical puzzle of the decreasing meaning of party labels and continue to study this 

phenomenon almost exclusively in ideological terms (Bingham-Powell 1986; George & 

Wilcox 1996; Lipset & Raab 1970).  In addition, since the fall of the Berlin Wall, they 

have focused only on radicalism from the right, either assuming that radicalism from 

the left had instantly disappeared or simply ignoring it (March & Mudde 2005). And, 

finally, all major books on the topic suffer from the same methodological problem: 

they have selected on the dependent variable by studying only those cases where 

radicalism has been successful —namely, the advanced, industrialised countries in 

Western Europe — (Betz & Immerfall 1998; Declair 1999; Golder 2003; Kitschelt & 

McGann 1997; Mayer 2005; Mayer & Perrineau 1996; Norris 2005; Rydgren 2004).28 

 The literature on radical parties has identified three major explanations for this 

phenomenon, namely, a socioeconomic approach, a cultural understanding and an 

institutional account.  

 The socioeconomic approach is grounded on the notion that radical political 

parties emerge in response to changes in the configuration of social structures, 

namely that the process of modernisation — through its increasing competition as well 

as its greater individualisation — has enhanced class struggle, polarising both the 

political realm (in terms of values and competition) as well as, popular demands (Betz 

1994; Betz & Immerfall 1998; Inglehart 1971).29  In addition, the expansion of a 

marginalised, underclass — the déclassés — has allowed for the increasing political 

                                                      
28 Pippa Norris’ latest book attempts to go beyond this problem by studying 39 countries with 
different electoral systems, contrasting democratic histories, patterns of industrial development 
and divergent electoral fortunes for the radical right parties. Yet, her classification of what 
constitutes a radical right wing party is never fully explained. 
29 This is perceived as a bottom-up approach. Cfr. Norris.  
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importance of “the politics of resentment” which allegedly shape the radical 

programme.  Proponents of this approach tend to focus on the nature and patterns 

of immigration flows, levels of industrial and economic development and the 

sociological profile of the radical voter as their main independent variables. The major 

problem of this approach is that it is unable to account for cross-national variation in 

the electoral shares of radical voters in countries which are in everything else, almost 

identical (for instance, Denmark vs Sweden; Austria vs Germany). 

 The second explanation emphasises cultural differences amongst countries. It 

deems radicalism to be a product of the native culture (authoritarian or postmodern), 

of the increasing disenchantment with democracy and/or of the clash between post-

materialist versus materialist values (Bingham-Powell 1986; George & Wilcox 1996; 

Inglehart 1971). Proponents of this approach are particularly interested in the levels of 

racism, the peoples’ disaffection for democracy in terms of electoral volatility and 

political apathy, the presence of charismatic political personalities and the previous 

anti-democratic history of the country. This explanation fails to perceive radical parties 

as relevant actors in their own right as it assumes that radicalism is simply either the 

continuation of a country’s legacy or a matter of cultural identity.  

 Finally, the institutionalist approach to radical political parties argues that the 

particular institutional context of the given country is the main explanatory factor for 

this phenomenon (Gerber 2002; Kitschelt & McGann 1997; Norris 2005). Since electoral 

rules shape the nature of political competition — by affecting the potentially 

available strategies of persuasion, coordination and mobilisation of both political 

parties and their candidates — whilst simultaneously defining the nature of 

representation of the government in power, they are in fact essential to determine the 

specific distribution of power and spatial location of political parties in a given system. 
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This school of thought concentrates its attention on electoral formulae, district 

magnitude and thresholds of exclusion. The main problem of this approach is that it 

completely neglects the role of the “opportunity structures” (the larger social context) 

as well as the voters’ own demands. 

 In the next section I will present an integrative theoretical framework which 

combines elements of both the political demand and the political supply side.30   

 
 
 
Radicalism as an outsider’s strategy: definition, theory and analytical framework. 

 

 

Definitions 

 

 

The study of outsider political parties has enjoyed different levels of attention, 

largely stemming from the specific levels of success that different classes of new 

challengers have had when emerging into the electoral scene. Green parties 

appeared as subject of study during the late 1960’s and 1970’s; left-libertarian and 

extreme right wing parties took centre stage during the eighties whilst populists and 

anti-establishment parties were discussed during the nineties (Abedi 2004a; Betz 1994; 

Betz & Immerfall 1998; Declair 1999; Hug 2001; Ivaldi 2000; Kitschelt 1994; Kitschelt & 

McGann 1997; Kitschelt 1988; Mayer & Perrineau 1996; Meguid 2005; Minkenberg 

2002; Mudde 2005; Muller-Rommel 2002; Muller-Rommel & Pridham 1991; Schedler 

1996b).  

In this dissertation, I take a different route to the study of outsider political 

parties. I concentrate on their strategic choices for breaking into the political realm 

                                                      
30 I am, obviously, not the first person to follow this logic but given that my definition of radical 
political parties is quite different from earlier research, I think it will benefit the most of an 
integrative approach to the problem. See for instance, Kitschelt and McGann, Rydgren and 
Norris for further examples. 
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and use such tactics to classify them, instead of exclusively relying on the particular 

content of their political platforms. I focus on party strategies because political parties 

through their choices “forge collective identities, instil commitments, define the 

interests on behalf of which collective actions become possible, offer choices to 

individuals and deny them” (Przeworski & Sprague 1986) In short, they are determinant 

in specifying the nature of the issue space.31 

 A number of definitions are necessary here. Outsider politics refers to the realm 

characterised by the presence of certain political parties whose preferred issue 

dimensions do not conform to those of the political establishment. Outsider political 

parties are mostly perceived as challengers to the political system’s status quo, either 

because they offer a new political option or simply because they can reduce the 

extent of the establishment’s appeal.32  To reiterate, this challenge can only be in 

terms of the functioning of democracy but not in terms of democracy per se. These 

outsider parties are only outside the establishment but they do not oppose nor seek to 

eliminate democracy, ie. they are definitely not anti-establishment or anti-system, they 

simply want to reshape it (Schedler 1996a).33 

                                                      
31 Like Przeworksi and Sprague’s, I believe that voters do not make their electoral decisions 
either in a complete vacuum or in total isolation but rather they are subject to a multiplicity of 
political forces which are all trying to impose a particular “causal structure” (or in my own terms, 
a relevant issue dimension) into their decision making processes. Cfr., Przeworski et al., op.cit., p. 
81. 
32 It is important to note here that outsider political parties need not all be new parties. It is 
indeed true that most newcomers — given the obstacles that they have to face in terms of 
credibility of their party label, mobilisation of the electorate and resources —  will more likely be 
outsiders but it is also possible to imagine old outsider parties that have never managed to 
access the establishment. 
33 Ironically, Amir Abedi’s definition of “anti-establishment” parties approximates almost exactly 
my understanding of outsider political parties. He defines them as those parties which fulfil the 
following three characteristics:  they challenge the status quo in terms of major policy issues and 
political system issues; they perceive themselves as challengers to the parties that constitute the 
political establishment, and they assert that there exists a fundamental divide between the 
political establishment and the people. My definition is also different from Andreas Schedler’s 
for the reasons specified in the text but namely because they are not anti-democratic. See, 
Abedi & Schedler, op. cit. 
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 To define established political parties, or the establishment, I rely on Amir 

Abedi’s definition which states that an establishment party is one which complies with 

the following two characteristics: 

 

a)  it has participated in government or alternatively it is regarded, by those parties in 

power,  as a suitable partner for government formation, and, 

 

b)  it is willing to cooperate with the main governing parties by joining them in a 

coalition government.(Abedi 2004b) 

 

 It is extremely important to emphasise that the current definition assumes that 

“establishment parties” are not only those in government but also those in the 

opposition which are considered legitimate political actors or potential coalition 

partners. 

 Finally, by radical political parties I refer to a particular subset of outsider 

political parties.34 These radical parties attempt to access the establishment by 

catering to the political demands and interests of a particular electorally available 

group — which can, in fact, range from the apathetic, the disgruntled or the newly 

incorporated voters to the policy-specific electorate such as the anti-nuclear energy 

voters, the postmaterialists or the xenophobes — which has until then been excluded 

                                                      
34 I chose the term radical to refer to this particular “type” of political parties in part due to its 
different historical connotations. The radical parties of the nineteenth century were in favour of 
extending the franchise, enhancing popular participation, civil liberties and greater social 
welfare. These issues were not present in the political establishment of the time. During the 
twentieth century, the radical parties were those who sought to widen the political debate, for 
instance, the European Green parties. As it has already been discussed, the term has also been 
applied to the current far right parties which exacerbate antiimmigrant, populist and nationalist 
sentiment. These examples show that there is no specific political leaning attached to the term 
but it is rather a way to do politics.  Cfr., Jonathan Bradbury’s entry on “radical parties” at 
McLean I, Alistair M, eds. 1996. Concise Dictionary of Political Science. Oxford Oxford University 
Press , p. 455. 
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from the political realm or is no longer happy with how its interests are being 

portrayed by the establishment. These radical parties cater to the audience of their 

choice by proposing to reshape the political arena so that it may incorporate the 

issue dimensions of their choice. Competition would, thus, move away from the 

traditional “left-right” unidimensional continuum into a multidimensional one. The 

following table (Table 1.1), summarises all these definitions whilst Table 1.2 

contextualises these definitions with a practical example. There is an additional table 

included as in the appendix A (Table 1.4) which summarises the history of the political 

parties standing for the most recent French Presidential election (2007). 

 

 

 

Table 1.1  Summarising my definitions.35 
 

Type of  Party/Strategy Radical Not radical 

Outsider Seeks access (office) by 
introducing new issue 
dimension; caters to 
excluded or neglected 
electoral niche(s); 
challenges party system’ 
status quo 

Seeks access (office, 
policy or vote maximising) 
through a different stance 
on the established issue 
dimension; Challenges 
established parties but not 
status quo. 

Established Impossible: radicalism is a 
strategy of entry and of 
persuasion (the null case) 

All established parties 

 
In sum, radicalism is a political strategy undertaken by pragmatic, political 

entrepreneurs who are currently outside, or shunned from, the political system and 

                                                      
35 Radicalism-as-strategy is purely office-seeking. That is one of the main differences between 
radical vs non-radical outsiders since the latter can pursue policy or vote-maximising strategies 
rather than radicalism. Second, non-radical outsider parties do not challenge or question the 
validity of the established political dimension in which party competition takes place. They 
simply disagree on the handling of established political parties of specific policies/issues. That is, 
they would conduct things differently or have a different agenda if they were in power but they 
do not question the validity of the systemic status quo (ie. the actual configuration of the 
political space).  Third, established parties may engage in office, policy or vote seeking 
strategies. Fourth, in my definition of radicalism-as-strategy, and especially, in terms of party 
strategies, it is impossible to have an established party choosing it. Yet, theoretically speaking 
radicalism-as- strategy should also be available at the individual level. This is, however, a topic 
that falls beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
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who want to break into it. For this type of opportunistic individuals, radicalism 

becomes their “best” possible strategy because it, at least, allows them to question 

the nature of the political establishment —for instance, in terms of its level/quality of 

democracy or representativeness or, in the best case scenario, to forcefully introduce 

a new dimension of conflict into the political realm.36  

 

 

Towards a theory of radicalism 

 

 

 In this dissertation, radicalism is a potential strategy for outsider political parties 

who wish to gain access into the political realm. It is a strategy of entry and of 

persuasion; a political manoeuvre which is grounded on the radical party’s 

identification of a particular target group and the promotion of a new demand or 

neglected issue which thus far has gone unheard. It is a strategy for challengers of the 

status quo. 

 In such a light, radicalism is not a strategy exploited by all new parties in order 

to gain access. The radical party’s main characteristic need not be its potential 

novelty in the political realm but rather its exploitation of new, forgotten or a 

neglected issue dimension in an effort to reshape the political arena.37 

 Thus, the minimum basic requirement to engage in radicalism is to be 

legitimately capable of claiming “outsider” status vis à vis the establishment. 

                                                      
36 Radicalism becomes their “best” possible strategy in the sense of Palfrey. That is, radical 
political parties are “reactive parties” as in they merely react by choosing a “best” strategy 
given the established parties’ fixed position. Radicalism is thus, a potential strategy for outsider 
parties but it is one amongst many others (they could for instance, decide to enter the political 
realm as vote-seeking or policy-seeking parties). This is precisely why radical political parties are 
only a subset of the larger sample of outsider parties. See Palfrey TR. 1984. Spatial Equilibrium 
with Entry. Review of Economic Studies 51:17 
37 I will refer to this reshaping of the issue space as a heresthetical manoeuvre. More later in this 
section. 
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Consequently, radicalism is not a political manoeuvre that can be used by those 

traditional, established parties (Albertazzi et al 2007a; b).38 

 

 

 

Table 1.2  Clarifying my definitions with a practical example, French 2007 Presidential 

race.39 

 

Type of Political 

Party/Strategy 

Radical Not radical 

Outsider FN, LCR, LO, Mouvement 
altermondialiste/antiliberal 

CPNT, PT, MPF 

Established None UMP, PS, UDF, PCF, Greens 

 

 

   

                                                      
38 Basically, once you are in the system, you are in; for as long as you retain control of the 
executive power as it will be specified later. Nonetheless, established parties can appropriate 
to themselves the new issue dimension that the radical party is trying to introduce. This will be 
dealt with in the foundations of a game theoretic model part. 
39 The classification of these French political parties has not been tested but it can be partially 
substantiated. It stems from my particular understanding of the French political system as well as 
of the current electoral campaign (ie. the main issues, the political parties and their 
candidates).. According to a TNS-Sofres opinion poll, 53% of French voters interviewed believe 
that the left and right cleavage is outdated and no longer serves to represent their interests. 
http://www.tns-sofres.com/etudes/pol/290307_clivage.pdf  Similarly, 61% of French voters do 
not trust either the traditional left or the traditional right to govern France. 
http://www.cevipof.msh-paris.fr/bpf/barometre/vague4/002/defiance_JJ.pdf  According to an 
opinion poll which appeared on Le Figaro, one of two French individuals questioned believe 
that the media does not give enough attention to the minor candidates, especially to the 
unknown ones (Nihous and Schivardi) whilst 43% of French voters would like to hear Arlette 
Laguiller more; 42% would prefer listening to Besancenot more; and 30% call for more media 
coverage of Bove. Cfr., Politoscope at http://www.lefigaro.fr/presidentielle-
sondage/20070322.WWW000000391_politoscopie_toujours_leader_bayrou_recule.html   In terms 
of the main campaign issues, French scholars argue that this campaign is emphasising more the 
social issues than the previous presidential race. Moreover, there seems to be greater 
polarisation in terms of immigration and public debt than regarding inflation, environment or 
education, see http://www.cevipof.msh-paris.fr/bpf/divbpf/bpf-20070207_CR.pdf  Interestingly, 
other scholars argue that the structural theme of this Presidential campaign has been the 
notion of proximity (of the candidates towards the voters). 
http://enjeux2007.com/2007/04/03/la-proximite-theme-structurant-de-l%e2%80%99election 
 I define CPNT, PT and MPF as outsider non-radicals because their major claims are all 
related to traditional social cleavages (left-right, urban-rural). Interestingly, Le Monde somewhat 
agrees with me in this point, see http://www.lemonde.fr/web/article/0,1-0@2-823448,36-
897147,0.html The radical parties in this table do not conform to a unidimensional understanding 
of politics but rather emphasise new or even outdated/neglected issue dimensions such as the 
rejection of liberalism, national preference, rejection of globalisation and anti-immigration.  
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 In addition, radicalism cannot be a fixed feature of a party. Like all party 

strategies, they are not chosen once and for all but rather, they are adjusted to 

changing circumstances (Przeworski & Sprague 1986). It is a pragmatic choice, 

whenever the necessary conditions for it to be feasible/successful are no longer 

present, the political entrepreneur who chose it for its outsider party will abandon it. A 

series of further assumptions are essential for understanding the logic of my theory of 

game-changing parties.  

 

Assumption 1: Political parties as unitary actors 
 
 

For the purpose of this theory, political parties are understood as a black box 

that should be analysed as if each party were an individual (a single decision maker, 

the leader, ie. the political entrepreneur) and not as the complex organisations that 

they truly are. Under this assumption, by understanding the choice of strategy which 

the leader/head of the party makes, we are accounting for the political party’s 

overall political stance (Michels 1962).  

 
Assumption 2: Rationality of actors making choices and their long time horizons 
 
 

It is pragmatic, political entrepreneurs who choose radicalism above other 

strategies. By naming them political entrepreneurs, it must be understood that they 

get into politics “out of self-interest rather than altruism” (Muller & Strom 1999). These 

leaders have an expectation of personal benefit, conceptualised in terms of the so-

called “ego-rents”(power, recognition, etc.)(Przeworski & Sprague 1986) . 

Moreover, political entrepreneurs who engage in radicalism must possess long 

term time horizons since it is highly unlikely that a relatively new party and/or one 

which is perceived as an outsider to the political realm will be successful in the short 
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term. In other words, this strategy has nothing to do with winning the current, most 

immediate elections, but rather with winning a place as an established party in the 

long run (Cox 1997). There is also a relative learning curve that these radical parties 

have to face regarding their particular choice of new policy dimension.40 

 

Purpose of radicalism -as-strategy: 
 
 As it has already been said before, the purpose of this strategy of entry and of 

persuasion is to break into the political establishment. As such, it falls under the realm 

of what the literature on party behaviour has deemed the “office-seeking” model 

(Aldrich 1995; Cox 1997; Muller & Strom 1999; Riker 1990). To put it bluntly, these office-

seeking parties who engage in radicalism want, fundamentally and above all, to win 

(Riker 1986; 1990; 1996).41  

Winning, should be understood here as achieving control of the executive 

branch or as much of that branch as possible. In short, it is less about eventually 

realising their programmes (policy-seeking parties) or expanding the scope and 

number of their electorate (vote-maximising parties) than about fulfilling the desires of 

recognition and political power of the opportunistic, political entrepreneurs who head 

these parties (Muller & Strom 1999). Only once they are inside, will these political 

entrepreneurs be capable of reshaping the arena of competition to ensure that they 

no longer have as many obstacles to realise their ambitions. 

 In other words, the political entrepreneurs who choose radicalism-as-strategy 

assume that the manipulation of the policy dimensions in which political competition 

takes place (that is, introducing another dimension beyond the left and right 

continuum or, more appropriately, beyond whichever dimension is considered to be 

                                                      
40 The mechanism for the selection of a new dimension will be explored later in this section.   
41 This goes hand in hand with Riker’s theory of Heresthetics. 
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the “established”) will guarantee them a place in the establishment (ie. they will 

become established political parties themselves or insiders) by presenting themselves 

as a “viable representative of a particular niche of electoral opinion,” for instance, 

the discontented with the status quo, the apathetic or the unaligned (Cox, 1999, p. 

159).  

 

 

The radical choice: selecting the “right” issue dimension 

 

 One of the most interesting decisions that a radical political entrepreneur has 

to make is which particular issue dimension to exploit in order to attract voters and, 

eventually, get into power. I sustain that this process of identification happens  

through a trial and error basis (Kitschelt & McGann 1997).42 No issue space contains all 

the potentially relevant issue dimensions that would match the entire electorate’s set 

of preferences.43  Moreover, the choice of a radical strategy is predicated on the prior 

existence of a relatively fixed political realm and/or the convergence and 

indistinguishibility of the establishment. It is the stickiness of institutions and the 

heterogeneity of voters’ interests that enable strategic, political entrepreneurs to 

                                                      
42 For instance, the French Front National (FN) originally endorsed a “neofascist rejection of the 
Fifth Republic” which by the end of the 1980’s was transformed into a condemnation of the 
political establishment for a lack of ideological alternatives and the corruption of true 
democracy. The Belgian Vlaams Blok (VB) slightly relaxed its original ethnocentrism for an 
emphasis on social morality issues and law and order, as a perception of potential electoral 
stagnation in the aftermath of the 1994 European elections. It was only until the 1980’s that 
both, Jean Marie Le Pen, leader of the FN and, Filip De Winter, head of the VB, focused on 
immigration in their respective political programmes. See Arzheimer K, Baldini G, Bjorklund T, 
Carter E, Fisher S, Ivaldi G. 2001. Comparative Mapping of Extreme Right Electoral Dynamics: an 
overview of EREPS (Extreme right electorate and party success). In ECPR Research and Report  
Interestingly, Le Pen’s latest presidential bid (2007) shows a dramatic change in his party’s 
position regarding immigration http://lepen2007.fr/blog/index.php?Photos  This will be further 
explored in chapter four through the case studies. 
43 According to Ian Budge, the number of potential issues that can be taken up in a given 
society may be “notionally” calculated with the following operation: “the number of individuals 
living in it multiplied by the number of their concerns”. See Budge’s chapter number 36, 
“Identifying dimensions and locating parties” in Katz R, Crotty W. 2005. Handbook of Party 
Politics. London: SAGE Publications, p. 422. 
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select a new, and hopefully, highly appealing policy dimension (Lipset & Rokkan 

1967b).  

 Undoubtedly, the political entrepreneurs of radical parties have a certain 

leeway for their actions. By virtue of being leaders of an outsider party, radical 

entrepreneurs can make more dramatic statements of intent because there seems to 

be little risk on their “programmatic bluff” being called (Arzheimer et al 2001).44 

Though there is another, more damaging side of this coin, they are also less credible 

about their commitments to the electorate and their capacity to govern. 

There is also a difference in the level of information that these outsider parties 

have vis à vis the establishment parties. Radical parties make their decision of entry 

after the establishment has already announced its position and, more importantly, has 

built a reputation in a particular political issue space. Established parties, sometimes, 

only realise how important new/neglected issue dimensions are until the outsider 

parties have been successful in presenting them to the electorate (Hug 2001).45 

The particular definition and theory of radicalism that I am proposing here falls 

within the scope of several long established schools of thought. A brief review of them 

follows. 

 

Analytical Framework 

 

 
a) Theories of rationality: Radicalism as a rational choice on behalf of political 
leaders 
 
 

                                                      
44 On a somewhat similar note, Cukierman and Tommasi found that policy reversals are more 
likely to occur in countries characterised by “catchall” parties that cater to heterogeneous 
constituencies. Cukierman A, Tommasi M. 1998. When Does it Take a Nixon to go to China? 
American Economic Review 88:17 , p. 190. 
45 This will be clearly shown in chapter 4 with the case studies. 
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Contemporary radicalism emerges in democratic settings due to the workings 

of ordinary, democratic, party competition. In other words, radicalism is conceived as 

resulting from the strategic interactions between different political actors. Similarly to 

what I sustain, this approach understands radicalism as the “main vehicle for 

excluded people to gain access to and influence within an established political 

system”(Bretton et al 2002).   

According to this particular theory, four elements are central to the production 

of political radicalism. First, there is some asymmetry in the distribution of political rents, 

either actual or potential. This simply means that there is an issue which voters might 

be passionate about. Second, political leadership is essential to guarantee that 

people, whose interests are being left out, manage to act on them. It is the political 

leader who facilitates the exchange: votes for him, particular policies for the people. 

Third, conformity guarantees that there is a pooling of opinion behind the radical 

leader. And, finally, the presence of a “social hole” or gap in trust between groups 

which basically accounts for the lack of confidence between the traditional elites 

and the voters. These four elements constitute the “opportunity structures” in which 

radicalism would arise.46 

 

b) Marketing strategies: Radicalism as product differentiation strategy  
 
 

Classic economic theories of product differentiation (PD) fall into two main 

categories: those which argue that PD is natural and those which state that is artificial. 

                                                      
46 The main difference between this school of thought and my own theory of radicalism is that 
Wintrobe et al. assume a particular ideological stance for their explanation of extremism. It is 
the monistic beliefs of extreme right wing voters and leaders that they are trying to rationalize. 
Moreover, the authors assume that radicalism (“extremism” in their language) is a rent-seeking 
activity. Extremist leaders mobilise people and inflame passions because they are after 
monetary retributions. They focus on getting rid of the myth of the irrationality of passions. A 
goal which is very different to mine.   
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According to the former, PD would thus be based on perceived and actual physical 

and non-physical differences. In this light, PD is either a supplement or a means to 

achieving market segmentation. (Chamberlain 1965; Porter 1976) Regarding the latter 

theories, PD is conceived as the result of product advertising and the “bending of the 

demand by the will of the supply” (Samuelson 1976; Smith 1956).  In this scenario, PD 

becomes an alternative to market segmentation.  

My understanding of radicalism-as-strategy falls within the first category. 

Throughout this dissertation, I define market segmentation to be the heterogeneity 

that exists within demand functions such that market demand can be disaggregated 

into segments with distinct demand curves (Dickson & Ginter 1987). Moreover, a 

product differentiation strategy will be understood as the “alteration of perceptions so 

as to result in a state of product differentiation.” PD may be directed at an entire 

market or at one (or more) segment(s). It may utilise either physical or non-physical 

product characteristics, in other words, real or figurative (Dickson & Ginter 1987).  

The literature on product differentiation is particularly useful for my theory 

because it allows me to study party competition beyond the classic, unidimensional 

spatial theory models since PD is multidimensional. The problem with a single 

dimension understanding of politics (or of locational models) is that they artificially 

place a limit on competition (Nyblade 2004).47  

The multidimensionality of PD besides being more realistic, allows me to 

understand the marketing strategies of new products. The product differentiation 

literature suggests that products are frequently launched to fill a perceived market 

niche, for example, low alcohol beer, caffeine-free soft drinks. These products take 

                                                      
47 In economic terms, a firm has at most two neighbours. In political terms, targeting the median 
voter appears to be the best strategy. Neither of these two assumptions applies to the real 
world. Palfrey, op. cit., talks about these shortcomings too. 
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advantage of a characteristic under-exploited by existing competitors. This suggests 

that a multidimensional setting is important for both, the theory of product design and 

to the theory of advertising (Caplin & Nalebuff 1986). By relying on this approach, 

radicalism may be conceived as a strategy for vertical, product differentiation, in 

that, instead of exclusively competing in terms of prices (as in the Hotelling models), it 

does so in terms of quality and thus, by the introduction of a new dimension into the 

political space (for instance, in terms of an outsider who becomes a real alternative 

by introducing X or Y new, neglected or forgotten issue dimension).  

In addition, several insights of the product differentiation literature are useful to 

illustrate the purpose of choosing radicalism-as-a strategy of entry and of persuasion. 

According to these theories, by engaging in PD, a producer is capable of insulating 

himself from the established competition (Beath & Katsoulacos 1991).48 This is in fact, 

exactly why so much emphasis is placed on the outsider nature of these parties: they 

are not in conformity or similar to the traditional parties. They break the mould. 

 

c) Heresthetics and framing: Radicalism as a strategy to “structure the 
world so you can win” 

 
 
Heresthetics makes reference to a political strategy; one which conveys the 

notion of strategic manipulation.49 A heresthetician is a politician who wins because 

she has convinced others to join her by more than mere rhetorical art. Such a political 

leader uses language to manipulate and manoeuvre to her outmost advantage 

(Riker 1984). 

                                                      
48 This isolation is, however, symmetrical which means that by creating its own market, a firm (a 
producer, and in my case, a radical political party) makes it harder for itself to effectively 
compete in its rival’s markets and hence, it may cut itself off from a much larger market. 
49 The term has a Greek root and means choosing, electing. Cfr., Riker, op. cit., preface. 
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Radicalism is a strategy of persuasion but it requires mobilisation in order to be 

successful. The notion of Heresthetics is relevant for my theory about game changing 

tactics because it shows that politics is about winning and losing and no one wants to 

be permanently on the loser side. Outsider political parties face enormous obstacles 

when facing established parties. Yet, as Riker’s theory predicts, herestheticians thrive 

when they have to confront what appears to be insurmountable, simply because 

they are driven by a desire to win (Riker 1986).50  

In conclusion, the underlying analogy for radicalism-as-strategy is that of a 

product differentiation strategy in a segmented market (ie. the electoral market).51  

 

Building on this analogy, radicalism or a game changing is a viable, political 

strategy in contemporary political competition because: 

 

  → Consumers (voters) face a variety of commodities (political parties) each 

offering a different bundle of characteristics (the products of the different firms being 

imperfect substitutes for each other). There is exclusivity in consumption: each 

consumer chooses only one of the products (one vote). The characteristics of the 

commodities cannot be combined to yield intermediate mixes. So, whenever there is 

a potential for monopoly profits (in my case, every time a particular interest or voter 

preference is left out of the dominant political realm by the traditional political elites; 

profits would be in the incorporation of those issue dimensions the larger political 

system), there are incentives for product differentiation  (Beath & Katsoulacos 1991). 

That is exactly the opportunity that radical political entrepreneurs identify and seize.  

                                                      
50 The case of Gouverneur Morris in the Philadelphia Convention is particularly emblematic.  
51 The market analogy has been widely used in political science. Cfr., Downs, Bates, Hardin, 
amongst many others.  
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As I have already said, I believe that in order to understand the phenomenon 

of radicalism, it is imperative to take into account, both the demand side and the 

supply side of politics. Thus far, I have been focussing on a model of supply that 

concentrates on the strategic choice performed by political entrepreneurs yet there is 

also a demand, the particular context in which the choice is done and in favour of 

whom, and it must also be understood.  

In the next chapters, and in my effort to further understand the conditions in 

which a game changing strategy is chosen, for the demand side, I will consider both 

the social opportunity structures at the macro level and the effective demands — 

preferences and interests— of voters at the individual level. Whilst for the political 

supply side, I will analyse the role of the political party system at the macro level and 

that of the decision making process of the radical political entrepreneur at the micro 

level. Such an approach will give me the opportunity to comprehend the radical 

phenomenon in its entirety. 

 Moreover, building on Kitschelt, and Kitschelt and McGann, I argue that my 

definition of radical political parties is an empirically grounded theoretical concept 

and as such, it is perfectly capable of explaining several empirical referents in 

contemporary party politics, especially since a “master case” is potentially 

identifiable.52 In other words, this study will be able to account for variance within the 

radical political parties, given the contextual differences of the cases being studied. In 

                                                      
52 By master case, I mean  (as do Kitschelt and McGann)  the identification of an “ideal type” of  
radical party. One which not only engages in radicalism but is successful in breaking into the 
system. As it will be shown later, in order to do so, there are four necessary conditions which 
must be met: the party needs be an outsider; the establishment parties in its system of interest 
must have converged; the political leader must choose a new, neglected or forgotten issue 
dimension to endorse and the latter dimension must be the “right” one for the particular 
political climate of the time.  
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addition, a typology of radical political parties will be offered, by paying attention to 

country specific differences.53 

 

Table 1.3 Four-fold theoretical framework 

  

Level Political 

Demand 

Political Supply 

Macro Social 
opportunity 
structures 

Party system 

Micro Voters Political 
Entrepreneur 

 
 
 
 
Towards a typology of radicalism 

 

 The macrostructural forces 

The demand side 

 There are two major interrelated social phenomena that clearly have had an 

impact in party system change: globalisation and the end of the Cold War.54 

Globalisation is succinctly defined as the “intensification of worldwide social relations” 

and yet it represents the blending together of such complex processes as economic 

integration, the mass movement of people and goods and the interconnectedness of 

the local to the global.55 The end of the Cold War brought about the decline and 

mutation of left wing ideology (March & Mudde 2005). Together, these two 

phenomena have transformed the basis of interaction between individuals, the 

nature of their preferences and, consequently, the representation of those interests 

                                                      
53 This is done in chapters 3 and 4 to follow. 
54 The older literature on extremist parties, that is, the literature of the 1980’s, phrased this 
differently. Instead of referring to globalisation, they blamed modernisation (ie. the process of 
rapid industrialisation that followed the end of the Second World War). Cfr., Betz, Norris, 
Kitschelt, etc.  
55 I am drawing on Anthony Gidden’s The Consequences of Modernity. 
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through the value-choices of the political parties that they elect (Lipset & Rokkan 

1967a).56  

Little consensus exists as to the exact nature of this transformation. On the one 

hand, some scholars argue that it is simply a realignment of the societal dimensions of 

conflict which is due to the presence of cyclical pattern in terms of the major issues 

and interests that appeal to voters and parties in general.57 Whilst, others scholars talk 

about the complete dealignment of the previous social patterns and the creation of 

new ones (Flanagan & Dalton 1984).58 I believe that these changes come into play 

when engaging in a game changing strategy precisely because it is at this macro 

level where the salience and availability of new issue dimensions is determined in all 

societies.59  

 

The supply side 

 

 Political institutions will be determinant in the shaping of the party system. They 

structure the opportunities in which party competition takes place within each 

country (Norris 2005). Moreover, the social and cultural dividing lines (the societal 

cleavages of the previous paragraph) only result in political cleavages if they are 

                                                      
56 By value-choices, I refer to whom do parties mobilise and according to what. 
57 Proponents of this theory believe that there is no such thing as a demise of the class cleavage 
but rather its decline in relevance or even, the blurring of its boundaries and given that they 
believe in cycles, class could come back into the forefront of discussions in the future. This is 
how they explain the empirical puzzle alluded at the beginning of this dissertation whereby 
former extreme left voters are currently voting for extreme right parties. Cfr. Flanagan and 
Dalton, p. 10. 
58 For this latter group, the aforementioned empirical puzzle can only be produced by the rise of 
a new type of political parties, often deemed, the “new politics parties” which will soon enough 
replace the traditional ones.  
59 Similarly as to what I will do with the supply side of the macrostructural forces, in chapter 3, I 
seek to distinguish amongst countries according to the level of social access and type of social 
structure which prevails at the time of the election analysed.  
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politicised but to be so, political parties must have access to the political realm 

(Kitschelt et al 1999). 

 Bluntly put, by political access, I refer to the procedures through which political 

parties may come into the political realm, namely, party registration, nomination and 

campaign finance (Norris 2005). The level of access of given country may be high or 

low, depending on the relative ease with which the three processes aforementioned 

take place. The specific type of political system (in terms of electoral rules, effective 

threshold and the degree of proportionality), will have an impact on the outsider 

party’s capacity to make a mark. These issues will be closely looked at in the context 

of the case studies in chapter 4.  

 

Bringing in all of it together: Party Strategies and Contemporary Political Competition 

 

 Having understood the main terms, theoretical components and structural 

factors affecting the choice to engage in radicalism, it is now necessary to bring it all 

together into the arena where it all happens: the electoral market. 

 The electoral market, like any other market, is a system of exchange where 

commodities are traded between two or more actors (Wellhoffer 1990). The political 

parties (or “sellers”) offer representation to the electorate (the “consumer”) in 

exchange for votes. At every election, the parties market themselves and their 

product — a given type of representation, its specific government intentions and/or 

political programme, as well as the party’s own label and its leader image — through 
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different strategies in accordance with their individual goals (Farrell & Wortmann 

1987).60   

 In such a  market, political parties and their leaders have to choose their 

particular strategies after taking into consideration a series of factors: first, the number 

of parties present and the role that each of them has in the system, the nature of the 

political realm (the playing field) in which they are competing and the structure of 

incentives and opportunities that they face to realise their individual goals (Cox 2004). 

Such decisions have become even more challenging in our contemporary 

democracies given the recent social, structural and demographic changes which 

have affected all party systems.61  

 According to Mair et al., there have been seven important transformations to 

the electoral market which require further consideration (Mair et al 2004). First, the 

most visible and perhaps the most important, has been the social structural change 

which is defined as the disappearance of the traditional loyalties which existed 

between specific social groups (for instance, the agricultural labourers or the industrial 

workers) with specific political parties (ie. agrarian or socialist parties respectively) 

(Lipset & Rokkan 1967a).62 The decline of the classic core party clienteles which is due 

to the increasing economic development and the reconfiguration of the productive 

sectors of society or changing class structure has translated into an enlargement of 

the “available electorate”, and the disappearance of “natural” bases of support 

(Dalton & Wattenberg 1997; Kitschelt et al 1999). Whereas before we could predict an 

individual’s vote depending on his or her social class, this perfect correspondence is 

                                                      
60 Each individual party may have a different goal, namely, office-seeking, vote-maximisation or 
policy-making. Regardless of their specific goals, their strategic choice is circumscribed to the 
particular arena in which they stand. Cfr. Muller WC, Strom K, eds. 1999. Policy, Office or Votes? 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 319 pp. 
61 Some of these changes have already been briefly addressed in the previous section but their 
impact on party’s tactical choices is being emphasised here. 
62 A point briefly discussed in the introduction of this chapter. 
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no longer true and the electoral weight of certain segments of society (the farmers or 

the petit bourgeoisie for instance) has been drastically reduced. 

 Relatedly, the second important systemic modification to the electoral market 

pertains to the loosening of cohesion amongst former homogeneous social groups 

(Flanagan & Dalton 1984). This means that, unlike the previous change which 

affected group loyalties to specific parties, in this second transformation it is the 

identity of the group itself which has become more volatile and less predictable, 

hence there has been a particularisation of the voting choice (Franklin et al 1992).63  

 At the individual level, there has been a decline in party identification, defined 

as the psychological attachment of a voter to a particular political party. Party 

identification (PID) is the affective attachment to a party developed at the early 

stages of life and related to one’s own family and background (Campbell et al 1960). 

Such attachment was considered to be quite stable since it would basically serve as a 

filter, or “funnel of causality”, for all political decisions taken throughout one’s life. The 

stronger the PID, the longer a given individual would remain loyal to a particular party. 

Even though the applicability of the concept of PID to the multiparty Western 

European systems has often been debated, there is no doubt that the number of 

citizens who claim to feel close to or identify with a specific party has decreased over 

the past four decades (Schmitt 1989; Sinnot 1998).64 And, hence, all political parties in 

competition acknowledge that there are larger sizes of the electorate up for grabs. 

 Similarly, there have been some major changes in the value orientations of 

contemporary societies. These changes were brought about by the coupling of the 

                                                      
63 In other words, where once we would speak of the Catholic vote as a bloc, now it is harder to 
do so. 
64 The debate has been centred on the actual transferability of the original American concept 
to the Western European societies (the latter prefer the term party attachment which is defined 
as self-perception of closeness to a party) as well as on more methodological grounds, whether 
the traditional instrument to measure PID, the Eurobarometer is indeed asking the same 
question across the different European languages.  
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modernisation process with a “silent” cultural revolution whereby the more prosperous 

post-industrial societies of the West managed to transcend their immediate material 

needs and to substitute them with an increased sense of competition, the 

exacerbation of individuality and a greater concern for post-material issues — ie. the 

quest for the self, etc. —(Inglehart 1971). Nonetheless, it is important to add that the 

traditional values have not completely lost their relevance. In reality, what has 

happened is that there is now a more obvious heterogeneity of values within the 

same population, a fact which makes it a lot more difficult for political parties to cater 

to a single target group in order to fulfil its political ambitions. This further undermines 

the former primacy of ideology and gives a slight advantage to more pragmatic 

parties who can more readily adapt to these ever changing conditions.65 

 Moreover, the electoral market has been profoundly affected by the rise in 

new issue dimensions which has accompanied the changes in societal values and 

preferences but, more importantly, which has been provoked by the demographic 

and socio-structural changes. Not only have group and individual loyalties weakened 

but there are new portions of the electorate which are up for grabs (ie. new social 

segments as the “losers of modernisation” or the new middle class; immigrants, etc.) or 

even sectors which the traditional parties never thought of incorporating (sexual 

workers, single mothers, gays and lesbians for instance).66 All of them present a very 

good opportunity for outsider, radical parties to politicise and profit from their votes. 

 Sixth, the new context in which elections and political parties operate has 

translated into a greater mobility within and permeability of the insider vs the outsider 

divide. There is today a much larger fluctuation and substitution rate amongst 

                                                      
65 In a sense, this transformation has benefitted outsider parties given their greater flexibility to 
manoeuvre.  
66 This again will be reflected in the case studies of chapter 4. 
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governing parties and traditional opposition than what it used to be. This is simply a 

reminder that the purpose of a game changing strategy is to break in and reshape 

the political agenda so as to avoid continue being the losers of the party system (Riker 

1990) 

 Lastly, we are currently experiencing a crisis of the party. The classic model of 

a political party as a programmatic, structured, hierarchical organisation, capable of 

mobilising large numbers of individuals under a given theme is no longer a reality 

(Michels 1962; Panebianco 1988). The modern party competes in a crowded realm, 

must convince a very apathetic electorate with a wide array of choices and needs to 

have a rapid response reaction to societal changes. Outsider parties will be much 

better prepared for the latter though the establishment parties enjoy other systemic 

advantages (in terms of monetary resources, ability to set the rules and credibility 

mainly) (Meguid 2008).  

 How have the modern political parties responded to all these changes? There 

have been three major routes: 1) changes to its internal structure, 2) strategic 

responses 3)institutional action (Mair et al 2004). The first two options are available to 

all parties regardless of their particular role in the party system (be they insiders or 

outsiders). Overall, contemporary party politics have been “Americanised”, in that 

there is a notorious predominance of personalised politics, a decline in the 

professionalisation of elites and an evident rise in amateurship. Similarly there has 

been a rise in the use of “outsider” candidates, or unaffiliated but charismatic 

individuals, in order to differentiate oneself from the rigid structures of the past 

(Mainwaring & Torcal 2006).  

 More importantly, it is indeed within the realm of strategic responses, — the 

authors’ second point— that game changing tactics came into existence. The new 
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political uncertainties created by all these sociostructural and individual level 

transformations have pushed political parties to look for alternative forms of attracting 

attention to themselves. By redefining their relationships with other competitors and 

with the electorate, parties have created new forms of marketing their individual 

levels and this is exactly where radicalism stems from: the mind of pragmatic, political 

entrepreneurs who thought of a new tactic to persuade the electorate and gain 

entry. 

 Finally, any changes to the institutional framework of electoral competition 

require effective power so only establishment parties can exercise the third option but 

many scholars have pondered on the recent increase in institutional manipulation to 

avoid losing power (Boix 1999; Stokes 1999) 

 In conclusion, recent socio-structural and demographic transformations have 

had a definite impact on the electoral market and on the abilities of all political 

parties, regardless of their particular role within the system, to respond to those 

contextual changes within their realm of competition. Nonetheless, outsider parties 

have an even more vulnerable position than the establishment when dealing with 

these transformations by virtue of their inability to reap the benefits of government (ie. 

increased resources, credibility, etc.) It naturally follows that the emergence and 

greater usage of radicalism as a strategy is to be understood as an outsider party 

response to all such changes of the electoral market.  

 Now that I have defined and explained the theoretical components of 

radicalism, as well as the reasons behind the choice to engage in such a strategy, in 

the next chapter I will devise and apply a method for empirically identifying game 

changing parties using expert surveys across Western Europe and Latin American 
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democracies. Later on, I will analyse cross regional differences and present my 

findings. 

 My major contribution to the study of political parties will, thus, be that I will 

provide a general understanding of a game changing strategy which should be 

capable of explaining the phenomenon across societies, as well as the conditions in 

which such strategy will thrive or flounder. In addition, a more realistic understanding 

of the logic of political competition in contemporary democracies, which emphasises 

the different opportunities and constraints available to all players depending on their 

actual role — whether they are insiders or outsiders — should also present a clearer 

picture of party system change. 
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Chapter 2: Finding the elusive: Outsider Parties in a Comparative Context 
   

                           “A radical is a man with both feet 
  firmly planted in the air” 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt.67 
 

“Not everything that can be counted counts, 
And not everything that counts can be counted” 

Albert Einstein.68 
 

 

 The problem of small numbers is a prevalent issue in any attempt to study 

minor, small or outsider political parties.69 Our discipline has an inexcusable large or 

established party bias which must be challenged for the sake of truly comprehending 

the nature of political competition in contemporary democracies (Krouwel & Lucardie 

2008; Pedersen 1982). Small and/or minor parties are relevant and important players in 

their own right, especially since they shape, alter and define the logic of competition 

by their mere presence — or absence— in a given system (Deschouwer 2008; Luther & 

Muller-Rommel 2002; Rochon 1985).70 To ignore or belittle them is to continue not fully 

                                                      
67 Roosevelt’s quote was taken from his radio address of October 26th 1939 as listed in Fred R. 
Shapiro (ed.), The Yale Book of Quotations, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006) p. 646. 
68 This is an attributed quote. Legend says that Albert Einstein kept a sign with this quote posted 
in his wall at his Princeton office. Cfr. Irving Weiner, Handbook of Psychology, vol. 12, (New 
Jersey:  John Wiley & Sons, Inc.: 2003), p. 320.  
69 Minor and small parties are usually understood as those not garnering, relative to other 
political parties, a very large percentage of the vote as defined by the researcher him or 
herself. For instance, Pippa Norris defines the universe of minor or small parties as being 
subdivided into “relevant” and “fringe” parties. The former are those with an average of at least 
3% of the national vote whilst the latter have achieved less than 3%.. Cfr. Pippa Norris, Radical 
Right: voters and parties in the electoral market, (NY: Cambridge University Press, 2005). The 
threshold for identifying what makes a political party be small/minor/relevant or fringe is entirely 
left at the discretion of the researcher and even exclusively for the specific political system 
being analysed. I use both terms (minor and small) interchangeably throughout this chapter. In 
addition, I do not create subsets amongst these two categories the way that Norris did. Outsider 
political parties are defined, succinctly put, as those who want to break into the political system 
by introducing a new, forgotten or discarded issue dimension into the political realm. More on 
the operationalisation of this particular definition in the remainder of the chapter. 
 The problem of small numbers refers to utilising sparse data — a very small sample — to 
make generalisations or estimations about a particular population of interest. Such estimations 
should not be generalised because they are not representative of the “true” characteristics of 
the entire population of interest to which we have no access. 
70 Big or established parties react to the actions, public announcements and the political 
programmes of small and even outsider parties. In short, they take them into consideration 
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grasping the complexities of most democratic institutional arrangements and of 

political competition.  

 The purpose of this chapter is to offer a systematic method for identifying, 

counting and operationalising what I have called outsider, radical (in other words, 

game changing) parties given the little data — and even more so, the total lack of 

finely grained data— that we have at our disposal.71 I rely on expert surveys collected 

by renowned scholars (Michael Laver, Kenneth Benoit, and Nina Wiesehomeier) and 

subject them to as rigorous and systematic a test as I can, following a set of general, 

procedural rules which make this enterprise highly replicable and subject to external 

validation.72 My objective is to empirically produce a listing of outsider, radical parties, 

which anyone following the same rules would be able to procure for him or herself. 

Even though I am obtaining my findings from publicly available datasets — hence, 

from empirical data, — they are very much grounded on the theories about the 

game-changing purposes of radical parties enunciated in the previous chapter.  

 How do we know an outsider, radical party when we see one? What are their 

main characteristics? Are all such parties identical regardless of the political system 

                                                                                                                                                         

when establishing their own positions. If the most obvious players in the political system deem 
minor parties to be relevant actors, it is clear that scholars should do so too. 
71  Even in terms of electoral data, it is indeed extremely difficult to obtain detailed information 
about small, minor or outsider parties. For instance, actual electoral scores tend to be lumped 
together for all such parties under the very loose category of “Other”.  Just as an example, in 
the latest Argentinean legislative election of June 2009, 16.4% of the vote is obtained by 
“Others” (2 separate blocs of “Other” garnering 5.3 and 1.3, respectively) and “Provincial 
Parties” (obtaining a joint 9.8%) for which we do not know anything else. However, these 2 
broad categories of unidentified political parties were not the only small/minor/outsider parties 
in the race. Adam Carr tells us that his results are not comprehensive (they amount only to 
89.2% of the total ballot) simply because he only took into account those parties which won 
seats or polled 5% in any of the Argentinean states, a prevalent practice across our discipline. 
The same is true for almost all other countries. Cfr., Adam Carr’s Psephos Argentina page at 
http://psephos.adam-carr.net/countries/a/argentina/argentina2009.txt   
72 External validation refers to the degree to which the conclusions obtained by one researcher 
would hold for other researches in other places and other times. See Trochim, op.cit.¸p. 347. 
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from which they stem? To answer these questions, I follow a minimalist approach.73  

Greater detail on the actual operationalisation of these concepts will be provided in 

the third section of this chapter, for the moment suffice it to say that I deliberately rely 

on a negative definition, —they are outsider parties because they are not established, 

hence not insiders— and I abstain from making any claim about their particular 

ideologies or political platforms.74 In short, outsider, radical parties have two main 

characteristics: they are not considered to be part of the establishment nor of the 

traditional opposition (thus, they are outsiders); and they are game-changing or 

radical because they seek to introduce new issue dimensions — especially, beyond 

the classic left/right divide — into the political realm.75  

                                                      
73 Similarly to what was done in Przeworski et al.’s chapter 1. Cfr., Prezworski AA, 
Michael/Cheibub, Jose/Limongi, Fernando. 2000. Democracy and Development. In my case, 
this is also a “minimalist” approach because I restrict the definition of what constitutes an 
outsider, radical party to two characteristics as stated in the text. It is a minimalist because such 
definition could encompass an enormous variety of concepts, given that both terms are quite 
loaded.  
74 As mentioned in the previous chapter, I do not define outsider, radical parties as pertaining to 
a new type of party or party family but rather as another strategic player in the contemporary 
political arena. Nonetheless, I acknowledge that the expert surveys that I use to identify these 
outsider, radical parties stem from an ideological understanding of their placement. This is not, 
however, undermining my classification because my method for identifying them relies on the 
experts’ own impossibilities to coherently and neatly classify the game-changing parties into the 
L and R divide. Another related problem that I have, given that I use expert evaluations, is that 
one of the difficulties that we have when using such data is the question of whether the policy 
space and the ideological space of a given society are one and the same. How do we 
distinguish between them, particularly after the demise of the USSR? As Mair states, for years the 
most common practice has been to subsume them into one continuum, the Left-Right divide, 
but the arbitrariness of this division is everywhere acknowledged as is the possibility that its 
meaning changes across different societies. Cfr., p. 24 in Mair. I partially deal with the changing 
meanings of the political realm by providing explicitly a negative definition of game changing 
parties which defines them in opposition to what the establishment in their given country does, 
and thus, by virtue of being outsiders to their respective political systems.  
75 It is within this classic left-right divide that I do not believe that we can place any outsider, 
radical parties because it is precisely their inability to break into a system which is dominated by 
a selected few (the establishment, the traditional parties who decide which issues are the 
politically relevant or salient for the electorate) and the impossibility to carve a niche for 
themselves in the crowded L-R continuum or to set the agenda that forces them to become 
game changing parties to increase their chances of breaking through and achieving power 
(ie. by appealing to issue dimensions that have not been taken up or have been deliberately 
neglected or rejected by the establishment). 
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 The chapter is organised as follows: in the first section, I set out the main 

characteristics, advantages and disadvantages of expert surveys, in order to establish 

their usefulness for my particular research question. I finish this initial part with a brief 

summary of the problems of counting parties. My main objective here is to provide a 

theoretical grounding for — as well as to clarify the potential shortcomings of— my 

own technique of identification of radical parties. In the second section, I describe the 

original datasets from which I obtained the data that I later manipulated for the 

creation of the final listings of game changing parties in Western Europe and Latin 

America. It is in this section that I define, operationalise and exemplify my particular 

method. I also discuss some of the more complicated coding choices that I made for 

specific country cases. Lastly, in the third section, I conclude by presenting the final 

game-changing party listings obtained in each of the two datasets used for that 

purpose. I also provide basic, descriptive statistics on all the datasets that I will be 

using in the next, analytical chapter. 

 In summary, this second chapter is a so-called “utility chapter”, since it delivers 

a toolkit —definitions, rules and procedures— to empirically determine, in an unbiased 

yet theory-driven manner, a very elusive subject: radical political parties in a 

comparative context. I focus in two regions of the world: Western Europe (writ large) 

and Latin America, because even though, in general terms, they constitute opposite 

cases, for instance in terms of development (richer vs poorer countries; older vs 

younger population) and/or democratic history (older democracies vs newer), they 

have enough regional variance within them to make the comparison plausible. If the 

game changing parties of Western Europe behave similarly to those in Latin America 

caeteris paribus, then we are indeed in the presence of a different way of doing 

politics, a political phenomenon which deserves further study. 
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The Theory on Expert Surveys: their logic and usefulness 

 

 

 Expert surveys, sometimes also referred to as expert judgments, give us 

information about “difficult to measure quantities” —such as, for instance, the 

potential effects of a certain drug in the treatment of vulnerable populations where 

clinical trials are impossible to conduct or, an evaluation of the improvements in 

citizens’ welfare of African agricultural programmes,—  as well as on rare and/or 

future events (such as economic or electoral forecasts), by asking a collection of 

individuals with the necessary and credited expertise to comment on some objective 

or subjective quality of a given phenomenon (Benoit & Wiesehomeier 2008, p. 497.).76 

By adding together these individual opinions from authoritative sources we are, in 

fact, producing a measurable, consensus opinion which serves as a proxy for our 

elusive subject of interest.77 In political science, expert surveys belong to the family of 

research techniques used to determine the location (position or placement) of 

political parties in policy spaces or issue dimensions (Laver 2001).78  

 Expert surveys are useful because they result from the specific knowledge of a 

group of people who have demonstrable and recognised expertise on a directly 

                                                      
76 In terms of the examples of expert surveys provided, see 
http://www.psipanama.org/antipsicoticos.pdf . For the evaluation of the successes of African 
agricultural programmes, see 
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6VC6-4BYNMF4-
3&_user=4429&_coverDate=05%2F31%2F2004&_rdoc=1&_fmt=full&_orig=search&_cdi=5946&_sor
t=d&_docanchor=&view=c&_searchStrId=1007807948&_rerunOrigin=scholar.google&_acct=C0
00059602&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=4429&md5=d538b2d6dc219e914dd77a78050cd2f
1#toc1  
77 This is beneficial because we are approximating some agreed-upon partial “truth” given the 
impossibility of seizing the actual concept of interest.  
78 Other examples of these research techniques are: mass surveys, elite surveys, computer-
based coding programmes or expert-based political manifesto coding schemes (most notably, 
the Comparative Manifesto Project, CMP). For further reference see in particular Peter Mair’s 
chapter 2 in Laver, op.cit., pp. 10-30. The location and placement of political parties is not the 
only use of expert surveys in our field. For example, they proved particularly enlightening to 
determine the essential characteristics of a U.S. President, see, Arthur M. Schlesinger, “Historians 
rate US Presidents”, Life, Nov. 1st 1948, pp. 65-74. Other usages, for instance in public policy, are 
outlined in Benoit and Wiesehomeier, op. cit., p. 497. 
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unobservable subject matter (Trochim 2001, p. 57).  They provide us with a valid metric 

from which we can make quantifiable claims about relationships which we could not, 

otherwise, approach; they systematically summarise the accumulated knowledge of 

a field on that particular matter and they are, by nature, a comparative tool (Benoit & 

Wiesehomeier 2008, p. 504).79 There are also other practical advantages to choosing 

them above other research techniques (such as elite or mass surveys and text 

analysis), namely, their relative simplicity —experts need only rank-order their opinions 

in a simple scale and once these judgments have been made no further 

interpretation is required— their low cost and their low technology requirements.80 

 In terms of political party location, the greatest value of this particular research 

technique is, perhaps, that it constitutes a descriptive, instant snapshot of what the 

realm of political competition looks like at a particular moment in time (be it prior to a 

general election, regime change or any other critical juncture) including information 

on who the experts considered to be the most “relevant” actors at that time as well as 

how they interact amongst them and which particular political issues they considered 

as the most salient.81  

 Nonetheless, there are certain weaknesses or disadvantages which must be 

taken into account when using expert judgements. Ian Budge has summarised them 

into four main sources of concern; in short, the need to: 1) clearly identify the unit of 

                                                      
79 They are cross-national comparative tools for the most part but the comparison could also be 
applied to within-country analyses.  
80 Even though now most expert surveys are done online, via email or through a particular 
webpage, a researcher need not have computer access to carry them out. Prior to the email 
age, expert judgments were obtained by mailing through regular post, a formatted paper for 
the expert to use and send back to the researcher. In its contemporary version, I still consider 
this research technique as low tech because it simply requires access to the internet (and no 
complicated or specialised software as for instance, the text-coding analysis does). 
81 Unfortunately, here too must one face the bias against small/new or outsider parties. No 
expert survey includes all parties in the system. However, expert surveys provide an initial 
benchmark for analysis which should be cross-validated with other research techniques (such 
as text or qualitative analysis and other types of surveys). 
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analysis; 2) establish unmistakeable criteria for the experts to use; 3) determine 

whether the judgments refer to intentions or behaviour; and, 4) specify the exact point 

in time to which the surveys make reference (Budge 2000).82  Fortunately, most of 

these potential flaws can be, if not avoided by research design, at least mitigated 

and even mechanically quantified so as to provide a clear indication of the bias with 

which we are dealing (Steenbergen & Marks 2007).83  

 So, why are expert surveys convenient for studying outsider, radical parties? 

First and foremost, because they are readily available and they have some, even if it 

is incomplete, data on these parties which are, in fact, much more detailed or 

disaggregated than any other existent datasets (electoral returns, roll call, etc.). And, 

second, because they give us a synthetic view on their placement according to the 

experts’ perceptions on where these parties are and how they relate to the major 

actors in a given system. This is particularly important in the sense that it sets the all 

political parties in a larger, systemic context which goes beyond the immediacy and 

“guided perception” (ie. the self-avowed location) of each of the party’s political 

programme.  

                                                      
82 In greater detail, problem number 1 refers to the necessity to clarify whether the judgments 
pertain to the party’s leadership, its electorate or its activists (basically, in which particular unit 
of analysis we focus from V.O. Key’s tripartite definition of party in the electorate, party in 
government and party organisation). Problem number 2 deals with the exact nature of the 
parameters given to the experts so that they can provide their judgments and the need to 
make them unequivocal for all the experts being questioned. In other words, a good expert 
survey is one in which there is no room for misinterpretation regarding the scales and the 
dimensions in which the experts will make their evaluations. Problem number 3 pertains to the 
difference between what has been done and what has been said. Experts in their evaluations 
must be sure to avoid tautological explanations of behaviour. And, finally, problem number 4, 
states that the experts involved must be aware that their evaluations belong to a particular 
moment in time and not to any other dynamic time frame. For more detail, cfr., Ian Budge, op. 
cit. There are other problems attached to expert surveys, but they relate to their actual design 
(ie. sample size, representativeness of sample, who are the experts and how many; etc.) and, 
thus, their potential flaws are not prevalent to all surveys — as are the four areas of concern 
mentioned in the text— but only to those with sloppy methodology. 
83 That is, it is indeed possible and actually customary to provide numerical estimates (mean, sd, 
etc.) of the differences/similarities of evaluations across experts and systems.  
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 Regarding the potential flaws of the surveys, in the cases that concern us here, 

it is indeed a great advantage that these particular expert judgements are the latest 

instalments of prior research done by some very well known proponents of this 

technique.84 As such, their authors have gone to great lengths to avoid framing issues 

and misspecification flaws, inasmuch as possible, through careful wording of their 

criteria for evaluation and the particular issue dimensions available in each country, 

as well as the overall design (language choice, selection of experts, etc.) and format 

of the questionnaire.85 All the statistical analysis performed to assess the validity of 

these surveys, although done mostly by their authors themselves, has found very little 

coder reliability problems and, in addition, they have found very high correlations with 

other measurement techniques such as the aforementioned CMP.86  

 Whilst the ideal scenario for my research would have been to have 

disaggregated electoral returns, detailed mass survey data and my own expert 

survey, given the restrictions that I face (especially in terms of time, money and 

availability of the data), the use of third party expert surveys seems to be a good if not 

perfect fit. 

 

 

                                                      
84 The PPMD dataset used here is Michael Laver’s second expert survey. The first one took place 
in 1992 and was the first one to incorporate multidimensionality into them and to challenge the 
meaning of the L-R continuum in different societies.   
85 It must be mentioned that given that I draw on two different sources of expert surveys (and 
though there is some overlapping and a high degree of congruence), each of them uses a 
particular non-random sample of experts and a unique evaluating scale, which were each 
devised by the principal investigator of the project and which suits the aforementioned 
researcher’s needs and personal take on the matter. This will be further dealt with later. 
86 Both datasets included a political identification measure for the experts themselves to 
answer. In the PPMD dataset, the authors found a systematic bias against seven extreme right 
wing parties which tended to be rated as more extreme by unsympathetic experts. This was the 
only of such rare occurrences reported. This extreme-right wing bias has no effect on my 
measurement method since; overall, the experts had consistent opinions on the location of 
these parties. Cfr., Benoit and Laver, op.cit., p.92 and Appendix B, table 3.  
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Finding the elusive: identifying and classifying outsider, game changing (radical) 

parties in comparative context 

 

 Political parties serve to channel — or, as was famously stated, translate— 

societal preferences into policy prescriptions and potential government programmes 

(Lipset & Rokkan 1967). Since political parties express peoples’ needs and wants, 

figuring out their nature, behaviour and number is essential for evaluating the degree 

of correspondence between the state and its citizens (Siavelis 2005). And yet, this is 

not an easy task, especially because it is an almost universally acknowledged fact 

that not all interests are appropriately and fully accounted for in contemporary 

democracies; that certain interests, opinions and political platforms, namely those of 

the established parties, matter more than those of lesser known others (the small, the 

new or the outsiders) and that competition does not take place amongst equals 

(Meguid 2008).87 In such a scenario, counting parties has been recognised as a key 

and, simultaneously, highly problematic issue in political science and a “best” method 

to do so is yet to be found (Chhibber & Kollman 1998; Duverger 1951; Laakso & 

Taagepera 1979; Lago & Martínez 2007; Lijphart 1994; Molinar 1991; Rae 1971; Sartori 

1976; Taagepera 2007b).88  

 Some of the major sources of discrepancy amongst scholars for establishing 

the  actual number of parties in a given polity pertain to: first, the choice of the most 

suitable level of analysis—whether macro (and hence, the structural determinants of 

                                                      
87 Even the few scholars who consider the study of new, small, niche or outsider parties as 
important, as Meguid does, do so because they matter in regards to the establishment!! A logic 
that I challenge on the grounds of our definitions of democracy —as an inclusive regime where 
each “player” should have an equal voice— and because such bias negates the possibility of 
having an accurate picture of how political competition happens; which clearly relies on the 
interactions amongst ALL political players. See for instance, Taagepera (2007) especially pages 
5 to 7 and chapter 4. 
88 It is in this context that Einstein’s alleged maxim about the intricacies of counting comes into 
mind. 
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fractionalisation in party systems as in, for instance,(Manning 1998; Rose & Urwin 1970; 

Taagepera & Shugart 1989)); or  micro, and thus, related to an individual’s decision-

making process, be it a voter, a candidate or a party leader, for example in (Cox 

1997; Filippov et al 1999)) or even the combination of both (Amorim-Neto & Cox 1997; 

Ordeshook & Shvetsova 1994; Powell 1982).89  

 Second, (once we have come up with a general figure) to their individual 

relevance ie., their effectiveness, measured according to their weight in the 

legislature or their influence within the government coalition  (Blondel 1968; Grofman 

& Lijphart 1986; Sartori 1976).90 And, finally, to their degree of consolidation or 

institutionalisation in their respective party systems (Mainwaring 1999; Mainwaring & 

Scully 1995).  Regardless of the particular level of analysis used to determining the 

number of parties in a given system, all scholars agree that understanding such 

number provides us with important information about how political competition takes 

place. In other words, we care about the fractionalisation of a party system because 

it is assumed to have an effect on the stability and the degree of governability of the 

polity (Huntington 1969) (Taagepera 2007a).91 Whilst there is no “magic number” of 

parties to guarantee the perfect functioning of a democratic system, it is often 

argued that some of the world’s longer standing democracies have a limited number 

                                                      
89 The two levels of analysis can be better summarised in what has been named the 
Duvergerian agenda, that is, the notions of a “mechanical” and a “psychological” effect for 
the conversion of votes into seats, whereby in the former, the conversion takes place exclusively 
given the electoral system and its specific arrangements whilst in the latter, it is the strategic 
calculations on behalf of rational political actors which determines the distribution of the votes, 
see for instance  Cox (1997) and Shugart in (Gallagher and Mitchell 2008).  
90 This is, in fact, entangled with the issue of their size. An effective number of parties count 
incorporates both concepts. The effective number of electoral parties measures the number of 
winning parties (those who achieve votes) and the effective number of legislative parties offers 
a figure for the parties winning seats. Cfr., Clark, Golder and Golder, Principles of Comparative 
Politics., (Washington: CQ Press, 2009), chapter 13, p. 548. 
91 Of course, there are many other variables which come into play and to say that multipartyism 
is in itself problematic would be wrong. Many long standing, advanced democracies have 
multipartite systems (ie. most of Western Europe but France, Germany and the Netherlands are 
amongst the most often cited examples). And the reverse is also true, bipartite systems need 
not be any more stable than their multiparty counterparts.  
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of them because parties should theoretically, at least, correspond to the interaction of 

the relevant and salient social cleavages and their institutional framework (Moser 

1993; Zielinski 2002). In short, it is necessary to acknowledge that, calculating the 

number of parties is, still today, a polemic issue. Even more so, when it comes to 

determining who matters and who does not.92 Given political science’s 

aforementioned large-party bias, analysing anything other than established parties 

becomes a Herculean task. And, as such, choices must be made and rendered 

transparent in order for the logic of our decisions to be thoroughly understood.  

 The approach for enumerating political parties that I will follow in this chapter is 

to count any party present in the dataset, regardless of its actual electoral share, as a 

relevant/important actor. Unfortunately, given that I did not design any of these 

expert surveys myself, none of the datasets includes a complete and exhaustive listing 

of political parties present at the time of the survey.93 Nonetheless, they all claim to 

include all the “most important” or “all politically relevant” parties determined by 

either the principal investigators a priori or in consultation with the experts whose 

opinions they surveyed (Benoit & Laver 2006).94 The fact that not all outsider parties 

are reported in these surveys means that my sample will be underestimated but it also 

                                                      
92 I insist that this is the wrong methodological approach. Paradoxically, we claim that knowing 
a specific figure for the total number of parties present in a polity matters, and yet, we do not 
consider all of them as truly relevant. Political parties are the founding blocs of representative 
democracy: to assume that a political party which has already surpassed the threshold of 
representation (à la Pedersen) is not an important political actor simply because it has a 
relatively smaller share of the votes to others, is to give preference to one type of interests over 
another and it is neither democratic nor truly representative.  
93 In other words, the authors of these expert surveys have not studied the entire party 
population but a reduced sample from it.  
94 Benoit and Laver provide us with a lot more detail about their particular choice of parties. 
They included all those parties which met any one of three criteria: 1) was a national political 
party that had won seats in the national legislature of its country in the most recent ballot; 2) 
was a national political party that had won at least 1% of the vote nationally at the country’s 
most recent ballot or 3) the local experts deemed it to be politically relevant despite not 
meeting either of the previous two criteria. Cfr., Benoit & Laver, p. 83. None of the countries 
included in G12, my shortened sample, had political parties stemming from the 3rd criterion.  
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sheds light on the greater hurdles that these non-traditional parties have to overcome 

to break into their respective systems. 

 

 The Datasets: the original and my modified versions 

 

 For this and the next chapter, I rely exclusively on two different datasets. On 

the one hand, and for the case of the advanced, industrialised societies of Western 

Europe, Canada, New Zealand and Australia, I utilise Kenneth Benoit and Michael 

Laver’s Party Policy in Modern Democracies dataset (PPMD) (Benoit & Laver 2006; 

Coppedge 1997; 1998). 95 Whilst, on the other hand, I draw on Nina Wiesehomeier and 

Kenneth Benoit’s President, Parties and Policy Competition dataset (PPPC) which is, in 

fact, an expert survey on Latin American countries carried out with the exact same 

methodology as PPMD (ie. it is the same type of expert survey) but for this particular 

geographic region (Wiesehomeier & Benoit 2008).  

 These two expert surveys are grounded on the notion of multidimensionality as 

a determinant factor of the political arena.96 Both of them assume that the traditional 

reductive stance of a uni-dimensional party system —or the existence of a single Left-

Right political continuum— is not adequate for understanding the complexities of 

party competition in modern democracies and, thus, the meaning and content of this 

particular issue dimension was in itself a matter of study.97  

                                                      
95 Fortunately, this dataset is openly available and may be found here 
http://www.tcd.ie/Political_Science/ppmd/    
96 Given that Wiesehomeier & Benoit’s study is more recent, they only assume 
multidimensionality but do not fully theorise about as the authors of PPMD do. 
97 And the subject of their book’s chapter 6. In it, the authors concluded on a sour note that the 
L-R continuum is so definitely context-bound that it makes it impossible for any researcher to 
compare L-R positions across space and time, especially when countries include newer vs 
longer standing democracies. (Benoit and Laver, 2006, op.cit., p. 143).  
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 With this premise in mind, Benoit and Laver’s study sought to characterise, as 

realistically and completely as possible, the political playing field (the political space 

or policy arena) in which competition took place in the early 2000’s across a set of 

modern democracies, each of which had a different set of concerns and issues. In 

other words, these two authors set out to collect information about the policy positions 

of political parties in a systematic manner which, according to them, regardless of the 

country experts’ particular interpretation of the issues, would always be dealing with 

the same larger themes (ie. economic policy is always a relevant political topic even 

if its actual content/form is not the same across cases). So, for these two authors, 

amassing large quantities of data on different policy dimensions was a greater 

concern because comparability was a priori acknowledged and, rather than looking 

for time-series data on party groupings as, for instance, Michael Coppedge did in his 

expert survey (Coppedge 1998), their purpose was to get detailed knowledge of 

individual parties — especially on their actual positions at the time of the survey— in 

the entire realm of salient issue dimensions in a given polity.98  

 Since both of these expert surveys were conceived first on a multidimensional 

basis but also a cross-national exercise, they had to start by establishing a minimum 

common ground, which was in fact to become a core set of dimensions present in all 

cases —including an economic, a social, an environmental and one on 

decentralisation of authority,— and then adding content-specific dimensions across 

different world regions (ie. Western Europe vs Eastern Europe or in the LA case, 

                                                      
98 Despite their complexity, both surveys were quite popular amongst the expert population. 
Laver and Benoit’s study has a very decent response rate (a mean rate of 28%) Cfr., table A1. 
Interestingly, Wiesehomeier and Benoit obtained only a little more, a 32% response rate (Cfr., 
Wiesehomeier & Benoit, op. cit., Appendix A, p. 30). Obviously, there are many different factors 
to explain response rates in expert surveys (such as, the authors’ well-known research trajectory, 
greater access to email and greater ease to respond a survey this way, etc.) but mostly, I would 
say it had to do with the fact that expert surveys have become much more prevalent in 
political science in recent times.  
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countries with indigenous populations vs those without) or even within cases (ie. there 

are several single country dimensions such as for instance, globalisation in France, 

Palestinian statehood in Israel or Québec in Canada).99 All these policy dimensions 

allow for a much more finely grained evaluation of party competition and issue 

salience throughout several countries though with the trade-off of the restricting the 

analysis to a single point in time and of the loss in cross-country comparability given 

the differences in number and type of policy dimensions.100 However, with these richer 

datasets, it is also possible to ponder on the correspondence between experts’ views 

to the general public’s and/or the voters’ estimates on the location of parties.101  

 Moreover, the scope and number of the political parties covered in each of 

these studies varies greatly. Whilst PPMD is a snapshot (2002-2003) of 47 countries 

taken amongst 1,491 experts who located a total of 387 political parties on a total of 

37 different policy dimensions.102 In its turn, PPPC focuses on party positioning of 146 

                                                      
99 New Zealand does not have the social dimension from the core set as its local experts 
advised the authors against it, claiming that such issues would not be welcomed as political 
issues. However, the authors allegedly included two measures of reliability to make sure that the 
experts’ rankings were comparable cross-nationally. One, was to ask respondents to rate all 
parties in their system within a given L-R continuum (however, this was not done in the French 
case) and, second, to rate their own position in proximity to the party’s position in that particular 
dimension (the self-political sympathy criterion mentioned previously). 
100 Of course, such large problems of cross-country comparability are not present in the 
Wiesehomeier & Benoit LA region dataset which makes the underlying assumption that this is a 
relatively homogeneous (culturally and historically) group of countries. It is worth noting that the 
empirical purpose of Laver and Benoit’s dataset is also to cover, as completely as possible, ONE 
region of the world —Europe writ large—. However, and since their theoretical goal was to 
cover all countries were competitive elections were held —ie. democracies— they also 
decided to include 4 English-speaking countries outside Europe (US, Canada, Australia and 
New Zealand) and Japan.  
101 The latter data is available through mass surveys and electoral studies.  
102 The number of experts refers to the actual valid responses or complete experts surveys 
obtained for this book. The authors offered the experts 2 different methods for delivering their 
answers: a) by regular post, along with a pre-addressed but not pre-stamped envelope or b) 
online, using a customised webpage. In addition, there were a total of 23 different languages 
used. Cfr., Benoit and Laver 2006, pp. 88-89 and table A1. 



53 

 

 

 

 

total parties in 18 Latin American countries taken during 2006-2007 amongst 306 

experts on up to 11 dimensions of policy per country.103 

 Another advantage in using these datasets is that measurement scales were 

identical. In both, PPMD and PPPC, experts had to rank each party within their given 

system on a scale from 1 to 20 where the lowest end represented the protypical “left” 

position and the higher end the prototypical “right” position, a numerical choice.104 

Experts were also meant to numerically rate the dimension’s importance on the same 

twenty point system, as well as to place each party on an overall L-R continuum, and 

to indicate their personal feelings and opinions towards the given party’s policy 

position on a “proximity” scale.105 

 Given their research aims, these two expert surveys offer the possibility of 

having very detailed information, including electoral shares, on individual party 

positioning and the actual policy arena of specific countries in different areas of the 

world (Western and Eastern Europe, Australasia and the Middle East, or Latin America) 

in a given electoral year.106 Whilst in PPMD, it is theoretically possible to do some 

geographically-constricted analysis (Western Europe vs Eastern Europe or North 

America vs Western Europe), the larger comparisons, though feasible in the authors’ 

                                                      
103 Just like in PPMD, the number of experts in PPPC refers to the actual number of valid 
responses. However, the method of deployment was exclusively online through an interactive 
Web interface. Two languages were used: Portuguese for Brasil, Spanish for all other cases.  
104 According to the authors, the 20-point scale served the purpose of distinguishing party 
positions to a finer degree. I dispute this conclusion and, in fact, have tinkered with their scale 
as it will be explained in the next section. 
105 Unfortunately, the latter point about the need for respondents to provide a L-R classification 
for all parties in a given system is not true in the case of France. France, inexplicably, does not 
have a L-R general dimension and I have yet to find an explanation for this omission in the 
PPMD book.  
106 It is important to note that the original Wiesehomeier & Benoit data did not include electoral 
shares. I added this information to suit my research needs. 
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eyes given that the sample consists of, mostly modern democracies, might not be 

very meaningful due to the context-specific political realms.107    

 Given these particular advantages and restrictions, I decided to slightly 

manipulate each of these two datasets in order for them to better meet my research 

interests.108 The only modification that I did to the PPMD dataset was simply to 

reduce its sample size, instead of using the entire dataset, ie. all 47 countries, I focused 

on a smaller, 12-country group. I did so to try to keep the comparison as sound as 

possible.109 I used the PPPC dataset exactly as it is, only with the addition of the 

percentage of vote obtained by the parties included in the closest election (to the 

date when the expert surveys were taken). In both dataset transformations my 

intention is to, building on each of the original dataset’s strengths, ascertain the 

particularities and characteristics of individual political parties in different contexts 

(Western Europe writ large and the LA region). The actual analysis will be carried out in 

the next chapter but I will now describe the logic of my operationalisation choices to 

greater detail. 

 

 

 

                                                      
107 There is room for dispute in the authors’ classification of what constitutes a modern 
democracy. The inclusion of Belarus and Russia especially but also of Albania, Moldova and 
Ukraine are questionable. Whilst the first two countries were definitely NOT a democracy at the 
time of the surveys according to Freedom House’s scores (2005), the latter three were only 
partially so. The authors decided to include them because: 1) they allowed for the existence of 
opposition parties which meant that some measurement of party positioning could take place, 
2) few other studies had information on these particular cases, 3) some of these problematic 
cases had been showing signs of improvements, ie. Ukraine’s Orange Revolution. See, Laver 
and Benoit, “Introduction”, op. cit., p.  and note 3, p. 272.  
108 I did not need to manipulate the Wiesehomeier-Benoit dataset, other than by adding the 
electoral shares. I used the entire sample (n=18 LA countries), although I am only analysing a 
subset of dimensions as it will be explained later.  
109 As it will be explained later in the chapter, this set of countries shares a common culture, 
historical and, with minor specificities, linguistic background. 
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Definitions, Operationalisation of Key Variables and Research Methods 

 

 

 In this chapter my main research question is, simply put, how can we identify 

and distinguish an outsider, radical political party from all others?  In other words, my 

biggest concern is to figure out a method to unequivocally tell apart an outsider, 

game changing party out of the entire universe of political parties standing for 

elections and which are simultaneously being evaluated by the experts in any given 

country.110  With such an empirical goal in mind —to identify in two different datasets, 

a set of parties with particular characteristics—, I now turn to defining my subject 

matter.  

 The parties that I study throughout this dissertation are outsider and radical (or 

game changing), because they do two things: they neither conform nor mimic the 

positions/placements of the establishment parties but rather they stand outside or 

away from the establishment’s perimeter (ie. they are not “insiders” to the traditional 

political realm) nor do they endorse or propose the same issue dimensions as the 

latter parties but instead they seek to incorporate new, neglected or forgotten ones 

into the political spotlight in which they want to break in.  

 In order to operationalise this particular theoretical construct, I need to 

backwards induce who the established parties were at the exact time that these 

expert surveys were taken. The establishment is identified, as it was done in the 

previous chapter, by drawing on Amir Abedi’s definition. To recapitulate, he says that 

an establishment party is characterised by fulfilling the following two characteristics: 

 

a) it has participated in government or alternatively it is regarded, by those parties in 
power, as a suitable partner for government formation, and  

                                                      
110 To reiterate, not all parties standing for election in each country were included in the original 
expert surveys. 
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b)  it is willing to cooperate with the main governing parties by joining them in a 
coalition government (Abedi 2004).  
 
 
 
 Consequently, the “establishment parties” include not only those in 

government but also those in the opposition which are considered legitimate political 

actors or potential coalition partners. It is important to clarify that in the case of all 

federal countries included in these datasets, I added a small caveat to this definition: 

participating in government means also having manifest control of the executive 

office of the federal units (be it provinces, states or regions).111 For both PPMD and 

PPPC, in the actual operationalisation of such a definition, I decided to break the 

concept of establishment into its two core components: the parties in government 

and the traditional opposition to match Abedi’s theoretical definition. Given the two 

different expert surveys that I possess, there are different ways to go about finding 

who the game changing parties are in a given system.  

 Neither for the Benoit and Laver nor for the Wiesehomeier and Benoit expert 

surveys is a general classification of political parties available. So, I followed a set of 

procedural rules whose purpose was to produce as their end result, a master list of 

outsider, radical parties by focussing on the experts’ placements of these individual 

parties across different dimensions and their dispersion.112 The most important point to 

remember is that for these two expert surveys, the operationalisation of the concept 

of radicalism or the game changing nature of parties occurred through the experts’ 

inability to classify them neatly within a dimension. In summary, radicalism empirically 

                                                      
111 Namely, Australia, Belgium, Germany, Switzerland and Canada in the PPMD, and Argentina, 
Brazil, México and Venezuela in PPPC.  
112 Thanks to Professor Saiegh for the idea on how to produce these master listings. All errors are 
my own. 
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equals large, outlier variance (larger than the rest of the system) in expert opinions in a 

given dimension.  

 Graphs 2.1 and 2.2 below visually represent the procedure that I followed to 

empirically determine who the radical parties in these two datasets were.  

 Basically, and only in the case of the PPMD dataset, I identified a group of 

interesting countries whose comparison would make theoretical sense (the G12).113 In 

the case of PPPC, I used all country cases in the dataset (18 countries). Then, I looked 

for a set of relevant policy dimensions which would exist in all the countries comprised 

(which meant only in my G12 subset for PPMD) and which would correspond to the 

surveys’ authors “hard core of policies” (economic, social, decentralisation of 

authority and environment).114 

 I then modified the measurement scale of the original PPMD and PPPC 

datasets by normalising it — now, the new score ranges from -10 to +10—.115 The new 

score gave us information about the precise location of each and all the parties 

included in each country, as they were placed by every single expert who answered 

the questionnaire, that is: on the left (the negative values, as for instance, -4), the 

centre (those which cancel out, for example 0.23) or the right side of the political 

spectrum (the positive values, ie. +8). At this point, I then theoretically defined each 

party system’s establishment and empirically created a specific variable for it. I did so 

by relying on information obtained through Keesing’s World New Archives pertaining 

                                                      
113 To clarify, the analysis is done for each individual country within the bloc but the choice of 
each country-case was due to the fact that each country has a counterpart with whom it can 
be compared holding culture, geography and, in most cases, language constant (Denmark 
being the only outlier in the sense that no other country speaks Danish or another closely 
related language). The countries in the G12 were deemed interesting simply by being 
comparable, advanced democratic systems, circumscribed to the Western culture but with 
enough institutional diversity for the comparison to be meaningful. 
114 As a reminder, not all dimensions were available everywhere. I had to find the commonalities 
within the “European-writ large” 12 country cases and the 18 LA cases. 
115 I modified the scale because there was really not a convincing argument to use a 20-point 
scale (at least in my mind) instead of the traditional 10-point scale.  
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to the closest elections to the expert surveys.116 Having established which political 

parties had been in government and which had constituted the traditional opposition 

immediately prior to the experts’ judgments, I proceeded to discriminate all political 

parties into two groups: those in the establishment (the insiders, the traditional parties) 

and the outsiders. 

 Afterwards, I calculated the dispersion of the experts’ placements for each 

individual party as well as a systemic measure (containing the mean dispersion of all 

political parties in a given system), using the interquartile range (IQR).117 The 

interquartile range represents the distance between the upper and the lower quartile, 

that is, the spread of the middle half of the observations in a distribution, in this case, 

of all the available expert opinions in a given dimension.118 I used the interquartile 

range instead of other measures of spread such as the standard deviation, because 

the IQR is a more informative for my research purposes, in addition to being a robust 

measure which is resistant to wild swings by a single, outlier observation (Wonnacott & 

Wonnacott 1990).119 Since I am interested in comparing the difficulties in classification 

                                                      

116 Keesing’s Archive may be found here http://www.keesings.com/home  though a 
subscription is required. I read the most important articles discussing the election closest to 
the expert survey and followed their links to previous political articles to thoroughly ascertain 
who the establishment was (both, parties in government and traditional opposition) prior to the 
election (most European surveys were taken prior to a national election as were those in LA). 
Whenever many years had passed between the closest election and the date when the expert 
surveys were taken (PPMD: 2002-2003 whilst PPPC: 2006-2007), I gave preference to whomever 
was the establishment at the time of the expert survey. Fortunately, the latter scenario did not 
happen much (Venezuela in LA since its latest election was in 2000 and, in the PPMD data, 
Canada who held elections in 2000, the UK, DK and IT who held ballots in 2001).  
117 In other words, I calculated each individual party’s IQR and a systemic mean IQR (taking all 
parties present in a given system). A quartile is one of the three values which divide a frequency 
distribution into four groups, each containing a quarter of the population. The second value of 
the three is the median. Cfr. Oxford English Dictionary, passim. 
118 This is the formula for calculating the midspread or IQR= upper quartile (75th quartile) – lower 
quartile (25th quartile). In its graphic representation via the box plot, the IQR is the length of the 
box.  
119 I experimented with measures of central tendency first which were not satisfactory because 
they simply provide information on the aggregate opinion (the aggregate scores) given a 
particular cut off point (the mean or average, the median or the midpoint of the distribution or 
the mode, the most common value), none of which tells me how far away the individual 
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and/or the actual nature of the variation of the experts’ opinions in the placement of 

an individual party in a particular country at a given moment, the IQR is also very well 

suited for graphic analysis via the box plot and the histogram.120 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                         

experts’ opinions are from one another nor if that particular dimension is different from any 
other and all of them were highly reactive to single outlier values. Then, I tried looking into the 
standard deviation which measures how much a particular spread drifts away from the mean  
but the iqr still ends up being a better match for my purposes, as stated in the text. 
120 To reiterate, the point here is that any outsider party reflecting an outstanding difficulty on 
behalf of the experts in its classification within a dimension would be deemed a game 
changing party. An important reminder: my theory of radicalism makes no particular claim 
about the specific shape of the distribution of the parties. In particular, I do not expect them to 
be only bimodal as most theories of “extremism” would. Rather, my radical parties would more 
likely show uniform distributions. Nonetheless, I have conducted a series of Chi-squared tests of 
the parties identified as radicals to make sure that they differ from the establishment’s 
distribution. An example is shown in the appendix B. 
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Graph 2.1 Method for empirically determining a list of radical parties from PPMD 

dataset. 
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Graph 2.2 Method for empirically determining a list of radical parties from the PPPC 

dataset. 
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 Through the box plot (or the “box and whiskers” plot), it is possible to visually 

ascertain not only the spread but also the centre of the distribution of the expert 

opinions and the number and location of outlier values as well as the median for each 

and all of the political parties in a political system. In other words, I used the systemic 

IQR as the cut off point to discriminate between those individual parties which the 

experts had no trouble identifying neatly within a given dimension and those which 

were deemed to be problematic in the experts’ minds since the latter had a lot of 

confusion on where exactly these parties stood in that particular dimension as 

evidenced by the fact that these outlier parties had larger values when compared to 

those of the systemic dispersion.121 In particular, I used histograms graphing the length 

of each of the individual party’s box plots and I added an extra bar representing the 

mean systemic dispersion in order to discriminate between those parties with greater 

variance in the experts’ judgments and those with lesser dispersion.  

 In other words, any outsider party’s IQR which surpassed the value of the 

systemic dispersion (as seen in the country histograms), was deemed a radical party 

since the experts had more trouble pinpointing its exact location within that given 

dimension and for that specific political system.122 It is important to state here that I 

decided to allow for two degrees of freedom even within the outsider parties. That is, 

to be considered an outsider, game changing party, such party had to go beyond 

the systemic iqr value in more than 2 dimensions. The rationale behind this coding 

decision is that no party needs to or can always have crystal clear positions in all the 

relevant issue dimensions of its particular political system and neither can we expect 

the experts to have all the necessary information to place all parties across all 

                                                      
121 See the practical examples for a graphic illustration. 
122 To make sure that my method was not simply capturing a particular type of parties (whether 
centrist or extreme parties), I conducted a series of Chi-squared tests whose results are further 
described in the Appendix B. 
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dimensions, hence, some room for hesitancy or ignorance had to be accepted 

though it was capped at two dimensions. Finally, from the overall spread (or the 

system’s spread), it is possible to deduce some information about the nature of the 

dimension itself in that particular country — whether it is a “noisy” dimension or not, 

especially when put in the context of the remainder dimensions,— a piece of 

knowledge which we would not obtain from any other measure of spread. 

 To make matters easier to comprehend, let us review a couple of empirical 

cases. The first box plot shows an example of the presence of three radical parties (ie. 

outsider parties which have larger values than the mean systemic iqr) in the left and 

right dimension (D13) which is a relevant dimension in the Mexican party system. 

 
Scenario 1: Meaningful Dimension-Radical party 

Graph 2.3 Mexico, Dimension 13: Left-Right 
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 In the Mexican case, we see in Graph 2.3 above that the mean systemic 

dispersion for the left right dimension is quite small (mean systemic iqr=3.020), and that 

in fact, it is the smallest dispersion across all six dimensions. This tells us that most 

experts know pretty well where to locate each of the political parties in this system 

and, I also deduce from this graph that dimension 13 is relevant, either because the 

experts have enough information on each party or because the concepts of left and 
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right actually stand for something in particular and quite obvious for each of the 

experts and the parties studied in the case of Mexico. 

 In Graph 2.4, each political party has its own box plot.123  As a whole, it is 

possible to ascertain that the system is more or less evenly distributed: there are four 

parties clearly on the right side of the spectrum (PVEM, PRI, PANAL and PAN); 3 parties 

clearly within the left side (PASC, PRD and PT) and one left-centre party 

(Convergencia).124 All these ideological placements can be observed from the 

parties’ individual box plots and the measurement scale (where -10 is the most left-

leaning and +10, the most right wing leaning), but beyond an ideological placement 

(in which I am not particularly interested), the box plots are not systematically 

quantifying the ease or difficulty which the experts’ had when locating such parties.125 

 For that purpose, it is necessary to plot the actual length of each of the 

parties’ interquartile range and compare them. For this purpose, I relied on the 

histogram. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
123 The left side of the box represents the 25th percentile or lower hinge, the 50th percentile or 
median is drawn as a line inside the box whilst the 75th percentile or upper hinge is the right 
border line. The whiskers are the horizontal lines drawn from the upper & lower hinge to the 
upper adjacent and lower adjacent values of the distribution (the latter two values are 
represented by a small, vertical stroke). The blue dots represent outlier values which exist 
beyond an inner fence (lower hinge – 1.5 (IQR)) but below the outer fence (upper hinge + 2(1.5 
IQR). For instance, in this first graph and focussing on the PRD, the outlier values for PRD are 
when applying the aforementioned formulae:-0.5<x>-2.75. 
124 Though clearly there are no specific ideological requirements for a system to be considered 
balanced. The latter adjective is just being used to point out that there is not a bias in terms of 
party orientations towards the right or the left in this particular case. 
125 Of course one can visually deduce which parties have larger variances but it is better to rely 
on a mathematical and unequivocal number than on simple visual inspection. 
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Graph 2.4 Mexico Boxplot, Dimension 13: Left-Right  
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 As we see in Graph 2.5, there are three outsider parties, Convergencia, PASC 

and PVEM whose individual distributions are indeed the only ones to go beyond the 

systemic spread and, thus, they constitute examples of outsider, game changing 

parties for dimension 13 because the experts have a more difficult time placing these 

outsider parties neatly within the left-right realm when compared to the overall 

difficulty of locating all parties in the system (systemic mean iqr=3.20). In sum, in a very 

clear, meaningful dimension in Mexico, the expert opinions show larger variance in 

the case of these three parties even when compared to the overall, systemic 

variance. 
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Graph 2.5 Mexico Histogram, Dimension 13: Left-Right  
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 My argument is, thus, that these outsider parties are radical (ie. experts’ are 

unable to locate them) because they are not competing in this particular dimension 

in the same terms that the established parties (PRI, PAN, PRD) or the outsider non-

radical parties do (PANAL & PT). I will explain this logic further in the next, analytical 

chapter since the purpose of this utility chapter is simply to identify all the radical 

parties in both PPMD and PPPC. 

 Now, let us review another example of a meaningful dimension in which there 

is a single radical party. Take the case of UK concerning the social dimension (D2). In 

Graph 2.6, we see that D2 is in the middle in terms of variance (mean systemic 

iqr=6.065), which makes it still a meaningful dimension though more noisy than D13 

and D19.126  

                                                      
126 Cross country comparisons of the level of dispersion across dimensions are not at all telling 
because each particular political system has specific issues (dimensions) which are more or less 
salient at a particular moment in time and this saliency and/or importance result from the given 
country’s idiosyncrasy, the evaluations of the experts involved and the date in which these 
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Graph 2.6 UK, Dimension 2: Social 
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 In this particular plot below, it is possible to see that only three (out of 5 parties) 

are neatly located in ideological terms (2 on the left, PCy and SNP; and one on the 

right, Con). The other two are less clear and one of them, LD, is particularly 

problematic (as seen by the outstanding size of its individual box plot and the range 

of values which it includes –its whiskers go from almost -10 to well beyond +9), which 

could probably explain to a 

certain extent why this dimension is noisier than Left and Right and Immigration.127 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                         

expert judgments were taken. No generalisation beyond a mere superficial recognition of 
trends is, thus, possible.  Within country comparisons are much preferred.  
127 Any more detailed explanation for the variance within a given dimension would have to go 
back and analyse the particular political context in which the expert surveys were taken. The 
saliency and importance of specific issue dimensions change through time, within elections and 
obviously, also, depending in the particular critical juncture of the given political moment. 
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Graph 2.7 UK Boxplot, Dimension 2: Social 
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 Graph 2.8 sets it all in context. Whilst the dispersion of the expert judgements 

for Labour is larger than for other established parties (namely, the Conservatives), it 

clearly does not surpass the systemic value even though it is almost equal to it. The 

only outsider, radical party in the UK system for Dimension 2 is the very clear outlier of 

the box plots, the Liberal-Democrats or LD, with an iqr of 11 (5 units above the overall 

system’s IQR). 

 Even though the differences in IQR values for Convergencia, PASC and PVEM 

are, indeed, not particularly large (ie. they exceed in at least 1 unit the mean overall 

value) whilst the difference between LD and the UK’s mean systemic iqr is huge, all 

these parties were included in the list of game changing parties for D13 and D2 

respectively because they all fell above the cut off point- the systemic mean iqr-. 
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Graph 2.8 UK Histogram, Dimension 2 : Social 
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 The same logic and method was applied to all parties for all dimensions, and 

in all countries included in the datasets. I will only present here a couple more 

examples.  

 

Scenario 2: Meaningful Dimension-No radical party  

 I now use a second set of graphs to illustrate the opposite scenario, a 

meaningful dimension but no radical party. This is the case for instance of Austria in 

the Left and Right dimension. 

 We can deduce from both, a look at graph 2.9, in particular at the value of 

the mean systemic iqr (which equals 1.625.) in comparison to the remainder 

dimensions, and a visual inspection of box plot number 3 that there is little 

disagreement amongst the experts on where each of the parties in the Austrian 

system should be placed and what the overall party system looks like in this particular 

dimension. 
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Graph 2.9 AT: Dimension 13: Left-Right 
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Graph 2.10 Austria Boxplot, Dimension 13: Left-Right 
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 It is also easy to ascertain, from graph 2.10, that there is no outlier box plot in 

AT within the left and right realm since no party has a very large iqr and all of the 

boxes are relatively similar in size. Dimension 13 appears to be meaningful in the sense 

that the experts have ample information on what it represents for the Austrian system 

or, at least, they do not have major discrepancies in their opinions on where to place 
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each of the parties within the scale: for instance, 2 parties are clearly on the left side 

of the spectrum whilst two others fall neatly in the right side.128 

  In addition, in graph 2.11, I find no outsider, game changing parties in AT even 

though two of the established parties have iqr values slightly larger (less than half a 

unit) than the overall systemic value.129 

 Similarly, I have included the experts’ evaluations on the Dominican parties for 

the issue dimension of globalisation (D26) in which there is no radical party — even 

more so, no party crosses the systemic iqr at all.— 

 
Graph 2.11 Austria Histogram, Dimension 13: Left-Right 
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 Globalisation must be considered a meaningful dimension in the Dominican 

party system because it has a small variance value (which amounts to the least 

systemic dispersion per dimension in the country), and since all parties in the system, 

whether established or outsiders, have the same variance (see graph 2.14), it is 

indeed possible to say that the globalisation dimension can be applied to the 

                                                      
128 Interestingly, what little disagreement exists is best represented by the outlier values and, 
especially for the only outsider party in the system, the Greens, which has outlier values ranging 
from -8 to +2. 
129

 As a reminder, in order to be classified as a radical party, a party needs be an outsider party. 

By definition, no established party may also be deemed a radical. Only outsiders can be 
classified as such. 
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Dominican party system and interpreted without too much trouble for interpretation 

by the experts. 

 

 
Graph 2.12 Dominican Republic, Dimension 26: Globalisation 
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Graph 2.13 Dominican Republic Boxplot, Dimension 26: Globalisation 
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Graph 2.14 Dominican Republic Histogram, Dimension 26: Globalisation 
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 Finally, the third set of graphs presents the case of the irrelevant or “noisy” 

dimensions, that is, those in which there is little agreement or enormous variance 

across experts on parties’ location and, possibly even within the meaning of such 

dimension in the overall system. Such are the examples in the graphs, box plots and 

histograms ranging from 2.15 to 2.20. 

 

Scenario 3:  Irrelevant Dimension. 

Graph 2.15 Canada, Dimension 12: Decentralisation 
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 This graph shows how Dimension 12, compared to the remainder dimensions, is 

the least informative or clear of them all. There is a lot of noise in how the experts use it 

to rank Canadian parties which leads me to conclude that it is very likely, an irrelevant 

dimension.  

 In the Canadian box plots, the larger systemic dispersion (mean systemic 

iqr=9.28) as well as the larger variance in opinions across individual political parties are 

quite evident by looking at the size of the boxes for each of the parties. As stated 

before, I have interpreted this to mean that the experts have greater complications in 

locating individual cases and the overall system within the decentralisation realm 

because the dimension itself is not particularly telling, for whatever reason, in this 

country case.130 Even for the established parties, there is a wide range in the experts’ 

opinions (which is quite obvious for the Canadian Alliance (CA) but also not negligible 

in the other established parties (namely, LPC, NDP and PC) if we focus in the outlier 

and adjacent values (length of the whiskers).131 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
130 Again, next chapter will deal more closely with these interpretations since it is there that I will 
be carrying out the analysis. 
131 For instance, the newscore values for CA range from -9 to +10. Those for LPC and the NDP go 
from -8 to +10 and the PC’s do so from -7 to +10. The conclusion about the lesser relevance (or 
rather, the irrelevance) of D12 for the Canadian case is further reinforced by comparing this 
graph and its results to the remainder dimensions. In terms of the mean systemic iqr, the value 
for D12 is at least 1.45 times larger than its closest competitor (dimension 5, environment 
meaniqr=7.83, an effect which is almost entirely driven by the huge dispersion of a single 
outsider party, the GPC) and  6.46 times larger than the smallest dispersion (in Dimension 13, left 
right, meaniqr=2,82) 



75 

 

 

 

 

Graph 2.16  Canada Boxplot, Dimension 12: Decentralisation 
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Graph 2.17 Canada Histogram, Dimension 12: Decentralisation 
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 Finally, the Canadian graph 2.17 tells us that there are two radical parties (BQ 

and GPC) which have outstanding dispersion values (which go well beyond the mean 

systemic IQR and which in fact, exceed all mean systemic values across all 6 

dimensions). Interestingly, there is also an established party, CA, which has greater 
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variance than the system’s. Although the latter party cannot be deemed a radical 

since by definition only outsider parties can be so, there are some potential 

explanations for this fact. First, we know already that D12 is extremely noisy in the 

Canadian party system and that all the results in this dimension, all expert evaluations, 

must be taken with a grain of salt given the extremely large overall dispersion. 

Second, it is feasible that even an established party may, at times, not have a 

coherent position in a given issue for whatever (strategic or other) political reasons. 

Finally, there might have been a time-specific political context (crisis or other) in which 

D12 became very difficult to utilise (or even only for CA) precisely at the time in which 

these expert surveys were taken (2000 for the Canadian case).  

 In addition, in the last set of graphs for Ecuador concerning taxes, we have 

another example of an irrelevant dimension. In graph 2.18, we see the enormous 

amount of dispersion in the experts’ opinions at the systemic level (the mean systemic 

iqr=10.05). Similarly to the Canadian case for D12, in Ecuador D1 seems to be entirely 

irrelevant.  

 

 

Graph 2.18 ECU, Dimension 1: Taxes 
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 The experts’ difficulties in ranking parties are even more apparent when we 

focus our attention exclusively on the establishment parties (MUPP-NP, PRE, ID, PSC, 

PSP and UDC) and their respective box plots in graph 2.19. The experts opinions even 

for the traditional parties, except for the Christian-Democrats of the UDC, are very 

noisy. 

 

 

 

Graph 2.19  Ecuador Boxplot, Dimension 1: Taxes 
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 With so much discrepancy amongst scholar opinions, it does not come as a 

surprise that there are both radical (MPD and PS-FA) and established parties (PSC and 

MUPP-NP) which go well beyond the mean systemic value (one of each party type by 

as much as 6 units!), see graph 2.20. Again, these results (ie. very large overall and 

individual dispersions) seem to suggest that the tax dimension is much too noisy to be 

at all informative in the case of the Ecuadorean party system.  
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Graph 2.20 ECU Histogram, Dimension 1: Taxes. 
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 In sum, the method used to discriminate amongst outsider parties, whether 

radical or not radical, was to use the spread of the expert judgments in the 

placement of individual parties and in the country’s party system. It is important to 

stress that the cut-off point used (the systemic iqr) in each and all cases, has the 

advantage of incorporating in its value the particular idiosyncrasies of the given party 

system, at the time of the expert surveys and for the specific parties involved in such 

system and, as such, which dimension is meaningful or irrelevant or the number of 

actual radical parties present need not and cannot be the same across countries nor 

across time even if it is within the same country. In other words, my analysis is both 

context and time bound given my employment of expert surveys (a snapshot type of 

record). 

 There are a couple of specific procedural and coding choices which merit 

further attention in order for this list making process to be completely replicable.  
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 In terms of PPMD, a very important decision that I had to make was the 

creation of the G12 country group. As I have already stated, there are some problems 

concerning the generalisability and the validity of any conclusion reached after 

analysing 12 countries with so many idiosyncrasies in a single point of time. In order to 

avoid such issues, I wanted to have a set of countries which had substantial variance 

in their political, electoral and institutional arrangements whilst possessing enough in 

common to make the comparison relevant and adequate. So, I decided to keep 

several variables constant (as control variables even if only theoretically), namely, 

geography, history, language and culture.132  Moreover, the decision to use 

twelve countries (and not 10 or 14 or any other number) was completely ad hoc. I 

wanted to have a pair number of countries on whose systems I had enough familiarity 

with and the result of such attempt is the G12 that I used in this list creation process.  

 Another important choice for both, the PPMD and the PPPC datasets was the 

selection of the dimensions for analysis. My selection was, first and foremost, 

constrained by the availability of data (all countries in the G12 and the 18 in PPPC 

needed to, ideally, be present at all times and all dimensions were a priori established 

by the datasets’ authors) but, then, guided by theoretical parameters as previously 

mentioned.133 I sought to include as many and as diverse dimensions as possible so 

that the most “traditional” economic and social interests and concerns of the 

electorate as well as their postmaterialist counterparts were represented. Given that in 

                                                      
132 Geography is obviously not constant across all the G12 since AU, NZ and CA are not located 
in Europe and, as it has already been mentioned, several but not all countries share a common 
language with at least one other country. Nonetheless, the comparison remains meaningful 
even if all cases do not completely match the remainder of the countries’ characteristics for all 
control variables. Moreover, the logic of the comparison is not hurt by the geographical 
discrepancy if we take into account UK’s and France’s colonial history. Finally and in all 
truthfulness, the choices also follow a personal bias. I have greater familiarity with these political 
systems than some others. 
133 Eventually, I had to relax the criterion of having all countries present in all dimensions given 
the lack of data. Though, fortunately, there is a central core of dimensions in which, indeed, all 
countries are present in each of the two datasets (PPPC and PPMD). 
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my next analytical chapter I will be making a comparison between the PPMD game 

changing parties and the PPPC’s, I also wanted to have some symmetry in my choice 

of dimensions across datasets. The listings of outlier parties in both datasets were 

produced from a total of 6 dimensions, see tables 2.1 and 2.2 below. In addition, both 

datasets contain 3 complete dimensions, that is, a dimension which exists in both of 

them and which includes all country cases (namely, dimensions 1, 5 and 12). There 

are two more theoretically relevant dimensions, the classic economic-ideological and 

a postmaterialist (13: left and right and 2: social) which are complete for the PPPC 

and missing a single country case, different in each one, in the PPMD but which given 

their importance, will be thoroughly analysed in the next chapter.134 Whilst there was 

no immigration dimension in the Latin American dataset, I substituted it for a 

globalisation dimension which, though different, still targets the same 

feelings/behaviours/attitudes towards the “otherness”.  

 
 
Table 2.1 Dimensions used in PPMD 

DIMENSION TYPE OF 

DIMENSION 

NUMBER OF 

COUNTRIES FROM 

G12 INCLUDED 

MISSING CASES 

1 Taxes v Spending Economic 12 None 

2 Social Postmaterialist 11 NZ (explained) 

5 Environment Postmaterialist 12 None 

12 Decentralisation Socioeconomic 12 None 

13 Left and Right Socioeconomic 11 FR (unexplained) 

19 Immigration Socioeconomic/ 
Postmaterialist 

12 None 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
134 The PPMD authors themselves explain that the omission of New Zealand from the social 
dimension was a flaw in their design but no explanation is offered as to why France is missing 
from the L-R continuum and I can only assume that it was another mistake. 



81 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Table 2.2 Dimensions Used in PPPC 

DIMENSION TYPE OF 

DIMENSION 

INCLUDED IN 

PPMD 

NUMBER OF 

COUNTRIES 

FROM PPPC  

INCLUDED 

MISSING 

CASES 

1 Taxes v 

Spending 

Economic Yes 18 None 

2 Social Postmaterialist Yes 18 None 

5 Environment Postmaterialist Yes 18 None 

12 

Decentralisation 

Socioeconomic Yes 18 None 

13 Left and Right Socioeconomic Yes 18 None 

26 Globalisation Socioeconomic/ 
Postmaterialist 

Yes  (stands 
in for 
immigration) 

18 None 

 
 Finally, in all coding choices, there are certain cases which are more 

complicated than others. Even more so, when I did not collect the datasets myself 

since I have to work with, or rather, inherit, other people’s decisions. Here I will outline 

the most difficult and/or the problematic cases of which I am aware and on which I 

had to make my own claims.  

 In both datasets when defining the establishment, I looked for the established 

parties closest to the date in which the actual expert surveys were taken (2002-2003 

for PPMD and 2006-2007 for PPPC). Nonetheless, if the elections were held at the same 

time as the surveys, I used the establishment prior to that election. In PPMD, there are 

two cases of newly-created parties which were classified as established parties given 

the fact that they were simply name-changes to previously governing or traditional 

parties. These were the cases of the MR, Mouvement Réformateur in Belgium and the 

UEM, Union en Movement in France. The former is simply the latest incarnation of a 

cartel of liberal parties (PLR-FDF-MCC) in Francophone Belgium (Swyngedouw 2002; 
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2004).135 Whilst the latter party was created by the then-President Jacques Chirac in 

the aftermath of the cataclysmic 2002 election when Jean Marie Le Pen made it to 

the second round of the presidential race. In other words, the UEM was the precursor 

(and temporal name) of the current UMP. Consult table 2.8 in the Appendix B for more 

information on the actual classification for each country. 

 Nonetheless, factional politics in Latin America made the identification and 

classification of the establishment (both, the party (ies) in government and the 

traditional opposition) much more convoluted than in Europe. For instance, Argentina 

was also a problematic case in PPPC. Even though the party in government in 2005 

was Frente para la Victoria of Néstor and Cristina Kirchner, there is no such party in the 

dataset, and given that the Kirchners came into politics through the Peronist party 

(Partido Justicialista), I decided to classify the two different strands of PJ available in 

the datasets (the factions of Duhalde and Menem) as party in government, even 

though it is clear to me that these three factions of the PJ could not be more different 

but, nominally speaking, they all stem from the same root party, the PJ.  

 Similarly, in the case of Colombia, even though the party in government in 

2006 is Primero Colombia, which was founded by Alvaro Uribe as a faction of Partido 

Liberal, it does not show up as such in the dataset. I coded the party in government in 

this case as being PL, Partido Liberal even though I am aware that certain factions of 

the PL would more accurately fall within the traditional opposition parties.  

 Ecuador was also an interesting case in terms of defining the establishment for 

the PPPC dataset. The elections closest to the expert survey took place in 2006. 

However, the country’s President —Lucio Gutiérrez, who had been elected under the 

                                                      
135 PRL, Parti Réformateur Libéral, FDF, Francophone Democratic Front and MCC, Citizens’ 
Movement for Change. The latter was originally (1999) a splinter from the Christian Democrats 
(PSC, Parti Social Chrétien). 
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banner of the Partido Sociedad Patriótica (SP) in the previous ballot (2002) supposedly 

for a mandate until 2006— was ousted in 2005 following his dismissal of the country’s 

Supreme Court. His successor, Alfredo Palacio had been serving under Gutiérrez as 

Vice-President though allegedly he had no party affiliation. For this reason and 

Palacio’s involvement in the previous government, I decided to code PSP as the party 

in government for Ecuador. Nonetheless, none of these problems of classification 

within PPPC constitutes a major obstacle by virtue of the establishment being 

composed of two elements: the party in government and the traditional opposition. 

So the actual distribution within each of these two subgroups of the general 

establishment is not a major issue and has no impact in the list creation process nor in 

the subsequent analysis but must be clearly stated for replicability purposes. See table 

2.9 in the Appendix B for more details. 

 A final word on the actual country composition of the G12 in PPMD. Simply 

put, why is Sweden, or for that matter any other Scandinavian country, not in the 

dataset when Denmark is? Sweden was originally part of the G12 but had to be 

dropped out because there were no outsider parties at the time of the survey, that is, 

all the political parties included in the original PPMD dataset were deemed to be 

established, so there was no use for such a case in the smaller subset. The same 

happened with the case of Spain and since I could not include Spain it made little 

sense to only add Portugal and try to claim it as a bridge between the PPMD and 

PPPC datasets given Portugal’s legacy in Latin American politics.136 

 Finally, I need to explain why Western Europe vs Latin America? What exactly 

do we learn from their comparison of radical parties? Western Europe writ large, as in 

the G12 group used in this chapter and the next, constitutes the prototypical example 

                                                      
136 Obviously, Portugal’s influence is very small compared to Spain’s given the much larger 
number of Spanish-speaking countries in the region and in the PPPC datset. 
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of long standing, advanced democracies and consolidated (yet not impervious) 

party systems. The group also includes countries usually labelled as prone to 

authoritarian or right wing ideologies, but also and despite the contradiction, prone to 

alternative social movements and new political parties, such as to name a few, 

Germany, France, Italy, Netherlands, and Switzerland. The democracies of the New 

World differ even within the region and are harder to subsume into a general group, 

the way we do the Europeans. Nonetheless, at closer look, the comparison becomes 

even more pertinent if we think about the fact that the Latin American region is 

composed of, both, a few long standing, unquestionable democracies (ie. Costa 

Rica) and some more recent ones (ie. México and Chile, for instance), both of which 

have now stable yet fluid party systems. By engaging in this comparison, my attempt is 

to understand the different patterns and trends of outsider, game changing parties 

regardless of the particular type of democratic system or political arena in which they 

may strive.  

 If my theory on radicalism being a strategic choice is correct, game changing 

parties will behave in accordance to the specific constraints which they face in each 

system regardless of how old/new a democracy might be. Furthermore, I hypothesise 

that the success/failure of the radical strategy will be more dependent on the rigidity 

of the establishment and the interactions amongst all political actors in the given 

country system than on any other geographic, cultural or ideological concern.  
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Summary of Operationalisation Rules 

 

 Below, I summarise the key choices that I have made. 

� Original data used: Two third party expert surveys. Both are multidimensional 

expert judgments which were elaborated using the same methodology but 

comprising different regions of the world (Europe writ large in PPMD; Latin America in 

PPPC).  

 

� Rule 1. Identification of Game Changing Parties in both PPMD & PPPC:  

a) According to the systemic iqr analysis: A radical party is any outsider party present 

in a final party listing, obtained by performing a systemic deviation analysis (of the 

experts’ judgements of the parties’ placement) through the measure of the party’s 

own interquartile range as well as the systemic iqr in all of the six chosen dimensions. 

 A radical party is an outsider party which had greater variance (in terms of 

expert judgements) than the mean systemic value in at least more than two 

dimensions. Empirically, this is a radical party precisely because the experts do not 

agree on where to locate it within the system. 

 

� Rule 2. Identification of the establishment. 

 Theoretically defined per Abedi in (Abedi 2004). Empirically identified in PPMD 

and PPPC using Keesing’s Archives. 
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Descriptive Statistics 

 

 In this section, I very briefly describe and present tables with the main 

characteristics of each dataset used. Tables 2.3 and 2.4 show the date of closest 

election to the expert surveys taken in each country included in each of the datasets 

—12 in the PPMD (the G12) and 18 in the PPPC.— They also report the number of valid 

expert surveys, the total number of political parties studied and the number of 

dimensions included per country.  

 Moreover, I have included some checks of cross-region validity given the 

divergence in the number of experts surveyed (for instance, 102 in Canada and 4 in 

Honduras) and the degree of meaningfulness for the experts (the dispersion of the 

experts’ placements) of each of the six relevant dimensions. All correlation 

coefficients —in Table 2.5 below— serve the purpose of verifying, mathematically, 

that there is no linear relationship between the mean systemic iqr of each relevant 

dimension and the number of parties present in the system (party fragmentation), as 

well as with the actual number of experts surveyed. 

 In addition, the cross-country analysis of the degree of information conveyed 

by the six issue dimensions reveals that there are no major differences between the 

two regions included in the dataset. The Western European average systemic iqr 

value across all six dimensions amounts to 6.40 whilst that for the Latin American 

regions is 6.47. These two values suggest that, generally speaking, all dimensions were 

meaningful for the experts surveyed (see Graph 2.21 in the Appendix B).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
\ 
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Table 2.3 Summary Characteristics of the PPMD’s G12. 

COUNTRY DATE OF 

CLOSEST 

ELECTION 

NUMBER OF 

VALID EXPERTS 

SURVEYS 

NUMBER OF 

TOTAL PARTIES 

NUMBER OF 

DIMENSIONS 

AVAILABLE 

Australia 2001 15 6 9 

Austria 2002 16 4 9 

Belgium 2003 23 11 10 

United 
Kingdom 

2001 57 5 11 

Canada 2000 104 6 10 

Denmark 2001 26 10 9 

France 2002 51 9 7 

Germany 2002 98 10 9 

Italy 2001 54 13 10 

Netherlands 2003 23 9 10 

New Zealand 2002 21 8 8 

Switzerland 2003 51 10 8 

Total: 

12 countries 

2001-2003 539 experts 101 parties 110   total 

11 maximum 
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Table 2.4 Summary Characteristics of PPPC expert survey 

COUNTRY DATE OF 

CLOSEST 

ELECTION 

NUMBER OF 

VALID EXPERTS 

SURVEYS 

NUMBER OF 

TOTAL PARTIES 

NUMBER OF 

DIMENSIONS 

AVAILABLE 

Argentina 2005 38 14 11 

Bolivia 2006 16 4 12 

Brazil 2006 41 14 11 

Chile 2005 24 9 12 

Colombia 2006 16 11 12 

Costa Rica 2006 16 9 12 

Dominican 
Republic 

2006 9 3 10 

Ecuador 2006 8 10 12 

Guatemala 2003 11 10 12 

Honduras 2005 4 5 12 

Mexico 2006 25 8 12 

Nicaragua 2006 11 7 12 

Panama 2004 10 7 12 

Peru 2006 13 10 11 

Paraguay 2003 10 6 10 

El Salvador 2006 13 5 11 

Uruguay 2004 18 5 9 

Venezuela 2000 23 9 12 

Total: 

18 countries 
2000-2006 306 experts 146 parties 205 

12 maximum 

 
 
Table 2.5 Correlations between Number of Parties or Number of Experts and Issue 

Dimensions 

 
 
 

Variable D1 

 

D2 D5 

 

D12 D13 

 

D19 

 

D26 Total 

Mean 

Total 

Number 

of Parties 

0.0696 
 

0.2336 
 

0.4640 
 

-0.0481 
 

-0.2372 
 

0.0051 
 

0.5379 
 

0.14644 
 

Total 

Number 

of Experts 

-0.1150 
 

-0.0129 
 

0.3327 
 

0.4151 
 

-0.3887 
 

-0.1909 
 

0.2728 
 

0.04471 
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 The PPMD listings  

 

  The two party listings presented here followed the method described in section 

II of this chapter. The first list shows per country, all the radical parties in the advanced, 

industrialised country dataset, that is, those outsider parties which were hard to classify 

in at least three dimensions in the G12. In italics and bolded, all those radical parties 

which were so in five (5) dimensions (the radicals of the radicals). As a reminder, to be 

classified as an outsider, game changing party, the dispersion of the experts’ opinions 

for these individual parties was higher than that of the systemic measure of dispersion 

(the systemic iqr), thus denoting that the experts had much more trouble placing 

these particular outsider parties neatly in the given dimension. 
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Table 2.6  Outsider, radical parties in PPMD 

Name of 

Party  

Country Type of Party Dimension in which it 

surpasses the systemic iqr 

Number of 

Radical 

Dimensions 

 GRN AU Radical D1, D2, D5, D12, D19 5 

 ON AU Radical D13, D2, D12 3 

 Gru AT Radical D1, D2, D5, D19 4 

 LD UK Radical D1, D2, D5, D12, D19 5 

 PCy UK Radical D1, D5, D12 3 

 SNP UK Radical D13, D1, D12 3 

 BQ CA Radical D13, D2, D12, D19 4 

 GPC CA Radical D13, D5, D12 3 

 FrP DK Radical D2, D5, D12 3 

10. RV DK Radical D2, D5, D12, D19 4 

11. Enh DK Radical D1, D2, D5, D12, D19 5 

12. FN FR Radical D26, D1, D5, D12 4 

13. MPF FR Radical D26, D1, D5 3 

14. RPF FR Radical D26, D2, D5 3 

15. DKP DE Radical D1, D2, D12 3 

16. Schil DE Radical D13, D1, D5 3 

17. Pann IT Radical D13, D1, D2, D19 4 

18. GL NL Radical D1, D2, D12, D19 4 

19. SGP NL Radical D13, D1, D12 3 

20. SP NL Radical D1, D2, D19 3 

21. PC NZ Radical D13, D1, D19 3 

22. GPS CH Radical D1, D2, D5, D19 4 

23. PdA CH Radical D1, D12, D19 3 
 
  

 

 

Same as above, table 2.7 below presents the outsider, game changing parties for 

Latin America.  
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Table 2.7 Outsider, radical parties in PPPC, Continued. 
Name of 

Party  

Country Type of 

Party 

Dimension in which it 

surpasses the systemic iqr 

Number of 

Radical 

Dimensions 

 AyL-

Zamora 

ARG Radical D1, D2, D5, D12, D26 5 

 FrePo

Bo 

ARG Radical D13, D1, D5, D12, D26 5 

 MST ARG Radical D1, D2, D12, D26 4 

 PC ARG Radical D1, D12, D26 3 

 PS-
Binner 

ARG Radical D13, D1, D2, D12 4 

 PSOL BRA Radical D1, D2, D5, D12, D26 5 

 PC CHL Radical D1, D2, D5, D26 4 

 PH CHL Radical D1, D2, D5, D26 4 

 PRI CHL Radical D13, D12, D26 3 

10. AICO COL Radical D1, D5, D12, D26 4 

11. ASI COL Radical D1, D5, D12, D26 4 

12. MAL COL Radical D13, D2, D5, D12, D26 5 

13. MIRA COL Radical D13, D1, D2, D5, D26 5 

14. FA CRI Radical D1, D2, D5, D12, D26 5 

15. PAC CRI Radical D1, D5, D12, D26 4 

16. PASE CRI Radical D13, D1, D2 3 

17. PML CRI Radical D2, D5, D12 3 

18. MIAJ ECU Radical D13, D2, D5, D12, D26 5 

19. MPD ECU Radical D1, D2, D26 3 

20. PS-FA ECU Radical D13, D1, D2, D5,D13, D12 6 

21. ANN GTM Radical D1, D2, D5, D12, D26 5 

22. EG GTM Radical D1, D2, D5, D12, D26 5 

23. PU GTM Radical D13, D5, D12 3 

24. UCN GTM Radical D13, D5, D12, D26 4 

25. PINU HDN Radical D13, D2, D5 3 

26. PUD HND Radical D1, D2, D5 3 

27. PASC MEX Radical D13, D2, D5, D12, D26 5 

28. AC NIC Radical D13, D1, D2, D26 4 

29. MRS NIC Radical D13, D5, D12, D26 4 

30. MOLI
RENA 

PAN Radical D13, D1, D2, D12 4 

31. PCD PAN Radical D1, D2, D5, D12 4 

32. PLN PAN Radical D13, D1, D2, D12 4 

33. AF PER Radical D2, D5, D12, D26 4 

34. RN PER Radical D2, D5, D12 3 

35. SN PER Radical D13, D2, D26 3 



92 

 

 

 

 

Table 2.7 Outsider, radical parties in PPPC, Continued. 
Name of 

Party  

Country Type of 

Party 

Dimension in which it 

surpasses the systemic iqr 

Number of 

Radical 

Dimensions 

36. UPP PER Radical D13, D1, D12, D26 4 

37. PPS PRY Radical D1, D2, D5, D12, D26 5 

38. PPT VEN Radical D1, D2, D26 3 

39. PCV VEN Radical D1, D2, D5, D26 4 
  

In conclusion, this chapter has served the purpose of creating a replicable 

and unbiased (inasmuch as can be) method —using expert surveys— for the 

identification of outsider, radical parties in any political system. In my case, I have 

focused exclusively on democratic societies in Western Europe writ large and Latin 

America.  

 Next chapter will be the analytical continuation of this descriptive or utility 

chapter. In it, I will focus on the analysis of the datasets that I have by drawing on the 

lists of outsider, radical political parties presented previously. I will look for explanations 

as to what joins together these parties in each particular listing. For instance, I will seek 

to answer questions such as: how successful are radical parties — is there a pattern? 

— across PPMD and PPPC? Is geographic location an explanation for differences 

amongst game changing parties? Are there overarching similarities, in terms of level 

of development or institutional arrangements, within the few countries where there 

are radicals of the radicals (those game changing parties in 5 dimensions) in both 

datasets? In addition, I will focus on the most typical cases, as well as on the most 

dissimilar ones to see what we can learn from each of them. I will explore a number of 

different hypotheses to shed light into the effectiveness of a game changing strategy. 

From the actual empirical analysis, I will choose a number of relevant cases in Western 

Europe and Latin America for deeper study (ie. case studies).  
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Chapter 3: Shape shifters: the many faces of radical parties across Western Europe 

and Latin America 

 
 
      “La política es un acto de equilibrio entre 

       la gente que quiere entrar  
y aquellos que 

no quieren salir.” 
Jacques Bénigne Bossuet.137  

 
 Radical (game-changing) political parties come in many shapes, sizes and 

forms. This has as much to do with the fact that radicalism is a political strategy to gain 

power and, as such, subject to constant transformation to better adapt to the 

political climate of the time, as well as, with the particular idiosyncrasies of each 

political system in which they appear.138 Nonetheless, radicalism has a core content, a 

set of defining elements that regardless of where, how and why the phenomenon is 

expressed, it is always present. This core content is best expressed in the following 

definition:  

 A game changing strategy is a political tactic in which outsider parties 

engage in order to gain access into a relatively rigid and crowded, uni-dimensional 

political realm. Radical political parties aim to break into the political arena but given 

their condition of outsiders, they can only do so by pushing the locus of competition 

into a more favourable scenario (one which has not yet been dominated by or co-

opted by the establishment parties) and where they can grasp the voters’ attention 

(even particular sector-specific electorates) through their agenda-setting strategies. 

                                                      
137 “Politics is an act of equilibrium between people who want to enter and those who do not 
want to leave.” Quote attributed to Jacques Bénigne Bossuet (1627-1704). This translation is my 
own.  http://www.sabidurias.com/cita/es/1010/jacques-benigne-bossuet/la-politica-es-un-
acto-de-equilibrio-entre-la-gente-que-quiere-entrar-y-aquellos-que-no-quieren-salir  
138 Gaining power must not be understood exclusively as gaining office. As it has been stated in 
chapter 1 of this dissertation, radicalism is a strategy of entry into the selected group of insiders, 
ie., those parties actually holding power or those potentially capable of joining the government 
coalition.   
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 The purpose of this chapter is to discover the similarities and main differences 

between game-changing political parties across two regions of the world, Western 

Europe writ large, and Latin America. I use these two particular regions because they 

offer me the opportunity to ascertain the basic elements of radicalism at play in 

different societies with varied, though all democratic, political systems whilst, 

simultaneously, providing information on the country-specific peculiarities of the larger 

phenomenon. 

 In short, in this third chapter, I analyse the main trends, characteristics and 

success rates of the outsider, game-changing parties that I identified in the previous 

chapter using two expert surveys (PPMD & PPPC). First, I briefly summarise the main 

approaches to the study of party systems. I stress the importance of theories which 

undertake a truly systemic analysis (as opposed to a party-driven one) and I list the 

party system features which matter the most for my own analysis. Then I work through 

the logic of a Western European-Latin American comparison, succinctly listing my 

expectations for the analysis based on the established or historical knowledge that we 

have about these two regions. After summarising the data, I move into a descriptive 

analysis and put my expectations to the test. I conclude with my findings and a 

choice of countries which merit further analysis, as case studies, in the next chapter.  

 
The Theory on Party Systems 

 

 Party systems are the arena of competition in which political parties emerge, 

fight for power, become successful, linger and die. Each individual party has its own 

life cycle and not all of them go through all the stages: some may never become 

successful regardless of their age and resilience whilst some others may just be a one-

hit wonder or flash parties or very small and have little “relevance” (Pedersen 1982). 
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Yet each party’s life cycle has in itself an impact on the nature of the party system in 

which that specific actor plays a role.139  

 Party systems are, thus, the environment in which parties interact with one 

another. Moreover, these interactions must be regular and repeated and, to 

constitute a true system, they evidently need to happen between two or more parties 

(Eckstein 1968).140  

 Contrary to the very extensive and popular literature on political parties, the 

study of party systems has not enjoyed the same attention nor success (Bardi & Mair 

2008; Mair 2006). One explanation for this apparent discrepancy is that scholars have 

had enormous difficulties to separate the part from the system (a fallacy of 

composition). In other words, some of the earlier characterisations of party systems 

relied almost exclusively on features of political parties themselves, in their attempt to 

define the larger sum of the parts (Eckstein 1968; Wolinetz 2006).141  

 Take for instance, Maurice Duverger’s definition; he begins by stating that the 

forms and modes of coexistence of parties define a party system but then moves 

away from such purely systemic considerations to add that the two defining elements 

of a party system are: the similarities and differences of the parties’ internal structures 

(ie. whether the parties are centralised or decentralised in their organisation, 

                                                      
139 As it was mentioned in the previous chapter, the size and relevance of a party are not 
objective criteria, rather they are determined by each researcher for his/her own particular 
research questions. 
140 Interestingly, the notion of a one-party party system (as paradoxical as it may sound, a point 
first made by Neumann, 1956), has been a recurrent idea in most taxonomies.  Not only was 
“one vs many”, the first categorisation of a party system, simply to denote that these two 
“types” differed qualitatively (as in Almond, 1956) but scholars talk about one-party dominant 
systems, hegemonic party systems and single party systems to emphasise different features of 
the political arena beyond the mere number of parties (such as, their “relevance” or the largest 
vote getters, etc.). See Steven Wolinetz’s literature review in chapter 6 of Katz RS, Crotty W, eds. 
2006. Handbook of Party Politics. London: SAGE Publications. 550 pp. 
141 A small caveat: I do believe that the party system qua system is an entity in it of itself and as 
such has inherent characteristics which are worth studying and go beyond the mere sum of its 
parts. But, to avoid the constant repetition of the word system, I use as a synonym, the terms 
“sum of the parts”, “the whole” to refer to party system. This is purely for stylistic reasons.  
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totalitarian or specialised, etc.) and certain new elements of analysis brought about 

by the existence of said different parties, such as the number of parties, their 

dimensions, alliances, geographic localisation and vote share (Duverger 1951).142 The 

problem with all definitions which conflate the unit with the group, is that they render 

the system irrelevant by erroneously assuming that the whole has no impact in the 

decisions and behaviour of the parties and that the relationship between the system 

and its parts is simply one of unilateral dependence —of the former from the latter, — 

and that by focussing only on the features of the parts, one may be able to 

understand the whole.143 Even though most scholars would assign some level of 

importance to the system, my point here is that the party system, in general, has been 

subordinated to the pre-eminence of the political party and that this particular focus 

has had a clear effect on how the political arena is characterised.144   

 Throughout this chapter, party systems will be understood as having a 

relationship of mutual implication with their parts. This interdependent relationship is 

predicated on the idea that party systems are, in fact, the playing field in which 

political parties come together and interact but such arena would not exist if it were 

not for the presence of more than one party. The system is, hence, the underlying 

                                                      
142 The original source is worth reading. Here is an editorialised version of the most important 
elements of his definition: “Plusieurs parties coexistent dans un même pays : les formes et les 
modalités de cette coexistence définissent le « système de partis » du pays considéré. Deux 
séries d’élément composent cette définition [….] les similitudes et les disparités [..] dans les 
structures intérieures de chaque parti composant le système [..]. En second lieu, la comparaison 
des divers partis permet de déterminer des éléments nouveaux d’analyse, inexistants pour 
chaque communauté partisane isolée : le nombre, les dimensions respective, les alliances, la 
localisation géographique, la répartition politique, etc. Un système de parti se définit par un 
certain rapport entre tous ces caractères. », Duverger, Les Partis Politiques, p. 289. 
143 In here, I am obviously taking the argument to the extreme.  I think that it is precisely due to 
such an understanding of the party system, as largely indistinguishable from the parties, that 
scholars have preferred to focus their attention on the study of political parties. 
144 An effect which will become more obvious in the review of main party system features to 
follow. 
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structure in which the individual components (the parties) face one another.145 This 

distinction between the whole and the parts, and especially between the inherent 

characteristics of each of them, is by no means trivial since it will have a direct impact 

on how we approach the study of political competition, specifically regarding which 

particular variables are the most telling when it comes to describing one system versus 

another.   

 Traditionally, the sparse literature on party systems has identified a number of 

key parameters in which these competitive environments may be evaluated.146  It all 

started with Giovanni Sartori’s seminal work in which he described a party system as 

precisely, “the system of interactions resulting from interparty competition” (Sartori 

1976), p. 44. Moreover, he asserted that the two defining characteristics of party 

systems are the number of parties (or the fragmentation of a system) and their 

particular ideological stance.147 Sartori’s taxonomy, based on the variance within the 

two defining elements, presents seven different classes of party systems where only 

the first two are uncompetitive: one party, hegemonic, predominant, two-party, 

                                                      
145 In testament to the coming World Cup, let me illustrate my point with a football analogy. A 
party system is like a football field in which at least two teams come to face one another. The 
field itself structures the conditions of the interaction between the teams through its own 
characteristics: in the football analogy, the nature of the field (real vs artificial grass; dirt, etc.); 
its size (90 to 120 mts length, 45 to 90 mts wide), the rules of play, and so on. In the political 
system version: the nature of the field (whether democratic or not); its size (number of parties), 
the rules of play (electoral rules), etc.  
146 There are many different taxonomies for party systems (ie. Blondel, Rokkan, Dahl, to name a 
few), as well as many other possible divisions of this particular literature.  For instance, there are 
those who believe that there is a fundamental America vs The World divide, according to 
which the first one focuses on two party systems and on regional differences of a national 
system (ie. the North vs the South), in addition to issues of realignment; whilst the comparative 
literature (world) ponders more on the diversity of national party systems and their stability and 
impact in coalition formation. I will not go over each one of them but rather I will concentrate 
on the comparative literature and especially in those pieces which introduce the more 
interesting variables for analysis or, alternatively, those which summarise a tradition of thought, 
as for instance, Sartori’s work. For a very comprehensive review, see Wolinetz, op. cit., pp. 51-62. 
147 Giovanni Sartori was not the first to set up a typology of party systems but, undoubtedly, his 
classification has enjoyed the most success and is usually taken as the best synthesis of all the 
previous typologies which had only focused in either one of the two elements enunciated by 
him.  
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limited and competitive pluralism, as well as, a residual category (atomised party 

system).148  

 Sartori’s contributions are undeniable but we should take distance from his 

emphasis on ideology per se as a defining, systemic element.149 In this research, 

ideology is a characteristic of individual political parties and not of the whole; there is 

no such thing as a left-wing party system because even if all the parties included in a 

given system were of a left-leaning tendency, such ideological stance is a property of 

the parties not of the structure in which each and all of them interact, even if the 

main issue dimension is, indeed, the Left-Right continuum.150 Nonetheless, I do agree 

with the author’s notion that ideology became a strategic necessity for parties to 

differentiate themselves during political competition and, even more so, that the 

essential elements of a party system are the result of the mechanical (or procedural) 

                                                      
148 Briefly, a one party system exists where a single party bans all others from competing, ex. 
USSR. A hegemonic is a system where the hegemon allows satellite parties to exist though the 
latter have no real change of winning, ex. Mexico for most of the 20th century (+70 yrs). A 
predominant type is similar to the hegemonic but unlike the latter, it is a competitive system 
where alternation has yet happened but has every chance of taking place, ex: Japan during 
the LDP’s 54 year reign (1955 to 2009, with a lapse of 11 months in 1993-1994). A two party 
system is self-explained, ex: UK. Limited pluralism systems are those in which 3 to 5 parties though 
sometimes more, depending on how fragmented the society, in which these systems exist, is. Ex: 
Belgium. Extreme pluralistic systems happen when there are 6 to 8 very polarised parties as in 
Chile (1973).  Finally, the atomised party system, or residual class, does not have a specific 
number of parties but is still competitive, ex: Malaysia. 
149 It is only his emphasis on ideology that I challenge. I am in total agreement with his 
acknowledgement that the actual mechanical predispositions of a system, which I refer to as 
patterns of competition — whether centrifugal or centripetal forces are at stake, and how they 
affect parties’ tactical choices— are essential to understand the logic of party systems.  I simply 
disagree that the specific features, by which the parties differentiate themselves such as 
ideology, need to be considered as major determinants of the system itself.  
150 Going back to the football analogy, Sartori’s usage of ideology to define a party system is 
similar to saying that the colour of the football jerseys worn by the two teams in a football 
match determines the colour of the playing field.  To make the analogy clearer, let’s say that 
ideology is akin to a football strategy. Saying that ideology defines the party system is similar to 
claiming that if a team who plays a defensive type of game like catenaccio is playing in a 
football field, then the field itself becomes a defensive realm.  
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tendencies of the grouping together of individual parties, yet I consider ideology to 

be a relational characteristic of the parties and not of the entire system.151 

 Later, Scott Mainwaring and Timothy Scully introduced a new variable to the 

study of party systems: the degree of institutionalisation (Mainwaring & Scully 1995).152 

Institutionalisation is defined as the process through which a practice or organisation 

becomes well established and widely known, if not universally accepted.153 One of 

their main innovations to the analysis of party systems is the establishment of an 

explicit connection between systemic institutional variation and the stability and 

functioning of democracy.154 Another one, and perhaps, their most important 

methodological contribution, is their focus on Latin America since the literature until 

then had mostly used advanced, industrial societies as the main research areas.155  In 

addition, I particularly like that their approach stresses the importance of the patterns 

of competition and the interdependence of parties with their system, whilst 

simultaneously including as a feature of the whole, the need for a clear linkage 

between society and its political arena —both, via the actual offer of the parties and 

                                                      
151 Other scholars have also argued that Sartori’s influential work presents only a “casual” 
definition of party systems and that it, despite claiming to do so, never really discusses party 
systems but concentrates exclusively on political parties. See Bardi L, Mair P. 2008. The 
Parameters of Party Systems. Party Politics 14:147-66 
152 Their definition of party systems is also worth reproducing: “We define party system as the set 
of patterned interactions in the competition among parties. […] some rules and regularities in 
how parties compete are widely observed –if not uniformly accepted- even if these rules are 
contested and undergo change. A system also implies continuity in its component parts: a 
sharp discontinuity in the number of relevant parties means that a different system has 
displaced the previous one.”, Mainwaring & Scully, op. cit., p. 4. 
153 Four conditions must be satisfied for institutionalisation to occur: a) stability in the rules and 
the nature of interparty competition, 2) parties must have stable roots in society and reflect 
societal preferences, 3) the electoral process and the parties are considered legitimate by all 
major political actors and, 4) party organisation matters in that all parties are independent, 
firmly grounded and have a value of their own. See Mainwaring & Scully, op. cit., pp. 4-5. 
154 To clarify, I believe that their focus on a purely systemic feature (like party system 
institutionalisation) as opposed to the nature of political parties as the main reason for the 
differences in democratic governance is a major step up in the analysis. 
155 Evidently, the fact that there is less variance in the degree of institutionalisation across 
advanced, liberal democracies was probably a major factor of why it was not until Mainwaring 
and Scully’s work that such an important variable was added to the study of party systems. 
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the representativeness of the realm in which they compete.—In sum, Mainwaring and 

Scully advance our knowledge and ability to truly compare party systems by moving 

beyond the “restricted boundaries” of their predecessors (Mainwaring 1999). 

 More recently, Luciano Bardi and Peter Mair have looked at party systems 

from an organisational perspective.156 Unlike previous studies, their approach begins 

by recognising that party systems are multidimensional phenomena, of which there 

may be more than one in a single polity, depending on the actual constitution of the 

given case. Any society may, then, be configured according to the three major types 

of social partition: vertical, horizontal and functional (Bardi & Mair 2008). Vertical 

divisions exist in “pillarised polities”, like Belgium or Northern Ireland, where a “sharp 

cleavage” creates two different and clearly identifiable electoral constituencies (ie. 

Flemish vs Walloons; Catholics vs Protestants). A horizontally divided country is one in 

which there is a federal or strongly decentralised political system with relatively 

autonomous lower units as, for instance, Spain and its autonomous regions (ie. País 

Vasco, Catalunya, etc.) or Canada (Québec). Lastly, a functionally divided polity is 

characterised by placing different constraints on party behaviour consistent with the 

particular functional (or, administrative) arena in which the parties interact (ie. the 

electoral realm vs the parliamentary arena, etc.). These partitions neither exist in all 

countries at all times nor are they always clearly separated from one another, but the 

functional divisions tend to be relevant in all cases.157 The key element of this newer 

approach is that it incorporates a multi-level understanding to party systems which 

seems to better reflect the realities of contemporary democratic societies. Moreover, 

                                                      
156 Interestingly, for these authors, causality is reversed: in order to further comprehend political 
parties, party systems must be clearly understood. 
157 For example, since in all democracies there is always a government in place and an 
electoral realm in which parties compete for office, those two are clearly identifiable and 
different party systems. The distinction becomes quite blurred when we seek to discriminate 
between the electoral party system and the parliamentary and government party systems or 
between the two latter only, Bardi & Mair, op. cit., p. 159. 
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regardless of which type of societal divide gives rise to a particular party system, the 

latter is always defined in a minimalist way, as a set of patterned, party interactions; a 

very parsimonious understanding which facilitates comparative analyses even in 

nested arenas of competition.  

 Building on the previous theories, in my own understanding of party systems for 

this chapter, besides the traditional level of fragmentation (number of parties) and the 

newer concern with the degree of institutionalisation, I care about two other essential 

(and purely systemic) distinctions which are: 

 
a) the initial conditions of competition: I summarise the many possibilities that exist in a 

single concern: the “insiders vs outsiders” divide, that is the structure of competition 

which the different parties face depending on what role they have when interacting 

with one another (ie. whether the parties analysed are in government or would 

potentially have access to the government coalition or not), and 

 

b) the (multi)dimensionality of the political arena: this is similar to Bardi & Mair’s 

definition of the functional partition of a polity but taken to the actual configuration of 

specific issue dimensions in which “the insiders vs outsiders” divide came about at the 

time of the analysis. In other words, for me, a party system becomes a reality when 

parties come together over a set of issue-dimensions which will grant them access to 

power. Those issues are essential features of the party system —their actual “playing 

field”— and they reflect the peculiarities of each individual polity.158 

 

                                                      
158 In his review of Party System Change, Peter Mair has talked about the need to understand 
party systems in terms of “how the various parties can and do act” p. 64. That is, he insists that a 
key feature of a party system is the relevance of parties for government formation which is quite 
similar to my “insider” vs “outsider” divide. Cfr. Mair P. 2006. Party System Change. In Handbook 
of Party Politics, ed. RS Katz, W Crotty, pp. 63-73. London: SAGE Publications 
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 In sum,  it is precisely the combination of all these four factors, —namely, the 

number of parties present, the degree of institutionalisation, the structure of interparty 

competition and the prevalent and relevant issue dimension(s)— that makes a party 

system unique but, simultaneously, relatable to other party systems.  

 
The Western Europe vs Latin America Comparison 

 
 In this dissertation, I compare Western Europe and Latin America for several 

reasons. First and foremost, it was a pragmatic decision; the data to carry out the 

analysis already exist; most are public (at least PPMD is), with the added benefit that 

both surveys were done using the same methodology and by the same people. 

Second, as stated in the previous section, most studies of party systems have been 

biased in favour of the long-standing, advanced, industrial democracies of the world 

(most of which are in Western Europe), which made the region a necessary reference 

in any comparative analysis.  

 I included Latin America because it has enough within-region variance to 

facilitate in certain cases a most-similar research design (ie. comparing caeteris 

paribus long-standing democracies between themselves as for instance, Costa Rica 

and Switzerland) whilst in others, most-dissimilar cases (ie. Netherlands vs Ecuador). In 

addition, the more recent wave of studies on party systems and party system change 

have given preference to third wave democracies (Coppedge 1998; Mainwaring 

1999; Mainwaring & Scully 1995; Moser 1993; Roberts 1999; Zielinski 2002). Another 

reason, though closely related to the previous one, was that there is enough 

documentation to provide a clear historical background to the party systems in each 

of these two regions at the time of the surveys. And, finally, I have sufficient familiarity 

with each of these regions to allow me to evaluate critical cases and ponder on any 

thorny issues.  
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 Common knowledge dictates that Western Europe constitutes the epitome of 

stable, consolidated, legitimate party systems (Lipset & Rokkan 1967; Rose & Urwin 

1970).159 In other words, once the social cleavages of the nineteenth century had 

been translated into venues of political competition and, especially, given the 

gradual incorporation to the decision making process of all citizens and most interest 

groups through the expansion of the suffrage and the emergence of political parties 

with which to express their concerns, the Western European party systems became 

predictable in their configuration and general patterns of behaviour (Bale 2008; Clark 

et al 2009; Lijphart 1994).160  

 Moreover, despite the many detractors of the freezing hypothesis (for its 

simplicity, its over-generalisation, etc.) and especially when taking into account the 

passage of time and the changing conditions of political competition in Europe, even 

such detractors would find it almost impossible to claim that contemporary European 

party systems are not, overall, highly institutionalised and consistent  (Daalder 1983; 

Lijphart 1999; Merkl 1969; Pedersen 1979; Shamir 1984). This does not imply that there 

have been no changes and that Western Europe has remained static (Lijphart 1999). 

Evidently, new parties have emerged —in terms both, of numbers and of types (left-

libertarian, populist right wing, etc.),— others have disappeared and some have seen 

their roles reversed (Deschouwer 2008; Hug 2001; Kitschelt 1988; Krouwel & Lucardie 

2008; Rochon 1985; Rose 2000; Tavits 2006).  These modifications have given rise to a 

polemic and ongoing discussion of whether these transformations are major 

                                                      
159 The freezing hypothesis has already been defined in chapter 1 but paraphrasing it, the term 
simply refers to the fact that, in Europe the party systems of the 1920’s carried on, largely 
unchanged of “frozen”, until 1960’s when the authors wrote their analysis.  
160 As quoted in Clark et al., the modal European party system in the middle of the 20th Century 
looked like this: two parties on the left (Socialists and Communists), a Conservative Party (often, 
the Christian Democrats) and a Liberal Party on the further right. See, chapter 13, “Social 
Cleavages and Party Systems”, p. 561 in Clark RW, Golder M, Golder NS. 2009. Principles of 
Comparative Politics. 764 pp. 
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restructurations of voting patterns (realignment) — ie. the transfer of attachments from 

one party into another— or, whether they amount to the disappearance of former 

allegiances and the creation of a non-attached and independent electorate 

(dealignment)(Dalton & Wattenberg 1997; Flanagan & Dalton 1984; Hagopian 1993). 

Nonetheless, the patterns of competition in most Western European democracies 

have provided “evidence of long term continuities in party systems far outweighing 

the ostensibly more striking and more immediate evidence of change” (Golder 2002; 

Pomper 1999).161  

 On the other hand, the consolidated stability of Western Europe is not 

replicated in the Latin American region, even though; we do indeed find cases of 

high institutionalisation. Several scholars have claimed that Latin American party 

arenas change so often and in so many respects, that it is very difficult to talk about a 

“typical” model even within the same country (Coppedge 1998; Roberts 1999).  

 Despite their apparent “constant fluidity”, some general trends can be 

identified within the region if we focus on the underlying initial conditions.162 The latest 

theory on the emergence of party systems in LA can be synthesised in Mainwaring 

and Scully’s work. These authors identified five major structural changes which 

contributed to the shaping of Latin American party systems of the mid-1990’s: 1) the 

                                                      
161 Quote comes from Gerald M. Pomper, “Party System Change; Approaches and 
Interpretations, a review” in Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 
vol. 563, The Silent Crisis in U.S. Child Care, May 1999, p. 221 
162 There have been several different classifications. I have decided to focus on the 20th century 
explanations only. But, traditionally scholars sustain that there have been four stages of 
development of the LA party systems. First, from the conflict-ridden 19th century to early 20th 
century, the influence of caudillismo in the region’s politics gave rise to systems dominated by 
one or more strong personalities and lacking strong bases of support. Second, the postwar era 
brought about changes to democratic mass politics in the creation of ideological parties 
(communist, socialist, national-revolutionary, etc.) with a multi-class social base and greater 
institutionalisation. Third, the return of military rule in the mid-1960’s came also with a polarised 
environment where “true revolutionary change counted and reformism was considered 
indistinguishable from personalism, clientelism or outright reaction” (p. 548). The fourth stage is 
summarised in the work of Mainwaring and Scully who suggest that LA party systems differ in 
degrees of institutionalisation and number. Cfr., Coppedge M. 1998. The Dynamic Diversity of 
Latin American Party Systems. Party Politics 4:pp. 547-68 
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third wave of democratisation, 2) the economic crises of the 1980’s, 3) the demise of 

the USSR, specifically in its impact on the discourse of the left wing parties in the world, 

4) the uncontested predominance of neoliberalism as a governing policy and, finally, 

5) the emergence of new media (Mainwaring & Scully 1995).163  Although there had 

been prior instances of democracy, the 1980’s brought back competitive politics into 

Latin America and with it, the opportunity for open elections to take place, new 

parties to arise, and political competition to gain legitimacy.164 The notion of 

accountability and the power of the ballot started to have a clearer impact in all 

these societies. However, democratisation was also accompanied by a gross decline 

in domestic product per capita, high inflation, financial crises and growing 

dissatisfaction with economic policies which imposed high costs on the middle-class 

and the have-nots (Geddes 1999; Haggard & Kaufman 1995; Przeworski 1996).165  

 Moreover, the “end of ideology” in its questioning of the validity of the left 

wing discourse and the supremacy of neoliberalism worked in two different ways. On 

the one hand, it moderated the discourse of most left wing parties in the region 

whereby their revolutionary aspirations were removed from their platforms and 

substituted by a commitment to liberal democracy (as for example, in the case of the 

Chilean socialist party), and, more importantly, the guerrilla groups which had been 

main actors in causing violence in the region during the 1960-70’s, disappeared. On 

the other hand, dependency theories, the import-substitution strategies of the classic 

interventionist state and its dislike of foreign investments were also quickly replaced by 

                                                      
163 Even though their analysis of the actual configuration of the Latin American party systems is 
outdated (when compared to the dates in which the expert surveys used in this chapter took 
place), I strongly believe that these 5 elements continue to have an impact in today’s party 
system configuration. 
164 For example, there were only 3 polyarchies in 1978 (COL, CRI and VEN) but 9 in 1985. Mex 
and Paraguay started their transitions in 1988 and 1989 respectively. 
165 In 1990, the region’s average per capita product was 10% lower than in 1980 and equal to 
that of 1976. See Mainwaring & Scully, op. cit, p. 462. 
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a general consensus on the need for a free-market, acceptance of foreign 

participation in the economy and a commitment to more restrictive fiscal policies 

(Drake 1994).166  Finally, the expansion of modern media has also contributed to the 

transformation of Latin American politics since it has granted easy access to the mass 

public for political unknowns and virtually inexistent political parties who no longer 

need the protection of the party organisation to make their cases heard.167 

 Undoubtedly, all these events left a mark in the Latin American countries here 

included, and they serve as a starting point to understanding the diversity of the 

current party systems. For instance, in Mainwaring and Scully’s analysis, there were five 

(and a half?) well institutionalised party systems in Costa Rica, Chile, Uruguay, 

Venezuela and Colombia. Argentina was included with reticence (the half) in the 

institutionalised, competitive category given that its considerable stability in interparty 

competition and its strongly rooted party identities coexisted with the personalism 

and/or localism of all major political parties and the overall lack of systemic capacity 

to organise and channel political conflict (Mainwaring & Scully 1995). In addition, 

there were four inchoate systems, namely in Peru, Bolivia, Brazil and Ecuador whilst 

Mexico and Paraguay constituted the two examples in the residual category of 

hegemonic party systems in transition. Though, this particular taxonomy of LA 

countries is no longer valid — as many changes have occurred in the last fifteen years 

(ie. Venezuela is no longer an example of a well-institutionalised system, and neither 

Mexico nor Paraguay are in transition anymore), — not only is the logic of their 

                                                      
166 These are precisely the years in which the “Chicago boys”—middle class individuals who had 
studied economics in the US, some at Chicago University but not all— were brought back to 
serve as public servants and to implement a neoliberal agenda from the top down. Chile and 
Mexico are the best examples. Cfr. Drake PW, ed. 1994. Money doctors, foreign debts and 
economic reforms in Latin America from the 1890s to the present. Wilmington, DE: Scholarly 
Resources. pp. 270. pp. 
167 This last point about greater access to more democratic media is not exclusive to Latin 
America. Western Europe has experienced it too with the same effects.   
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argument still very relevant and useful to set the historical conditions in which the 

current radical political parties have emerged but, also, to have a clear reference 

point with which to evaluate the role of game changing parties in the current 

systemic configuration. 

 Regardless of which region we focus on, there have been several important 

developments which have shaped the configuration of our current party systems of 

interest. First, the “victory of democracy” —also called the triumph of liberalism— has 

severely constrained the “ideological” offer of traditional or established parties (and 

to a certain extent, even of outsider parties) since no opposition to the notion of 

liberal democracy can truly be considered an alternative for most voters in either 

region (Fukuyama 1989).168 This is precisely why the “insiders” versus “outsiders” divide 

is ever more relevant to understand political competition: those “within” possess many 

more advantages (in terms of resources, ability to set or modify the rules, visibility, 

recognition, etc.) than those trying to break through. Nonetheless, outsider parties 

today have better chances of eventually being successful since, as Peter Mair rightly 

puts it “In contemporary politics, in other words, and probably for the first time in 

democratic history, almost all parties have become salonfähig” (Mair 2006).169  

   Second, there has been a steady decline in party organisation —ie. in terms 

of membership,— as well as an increase in importance of the party in office (vis à vis 

the party at large)(Mair 2006). These two alterations have been accompanied by, 

and related to the previous point, a general convergence of the establishment 

                                                      
168 Naturally, outsider parties given their nature, have more ample room to manoeuvre with their 
political platforms. There are indeed outsider parties in some democratic systems studied here 
who forcefully challenge the validity of the neoliberal paradigm and call for a return to 
communism/socialism, etc. France is a good example of that, likewise Venezuela and Bolivia. 
169 Sarah De Lange takes this point further in her analysis of radical right wing parties in 
government, as shown in the first and last chapters of this dissertation. Cfr. De Lange SL. 2008. 
From Pariah to Power: The Government Participation of Radical Right Wing Populist Parties in 
West European Democracies. Ph.D. dissertation. University of Antwerp, Antwerp. 281 pp. 
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parties which has drastically reduced their differences. Certain authors have labelled 

this the creation of bipolar competition, as in two “different” blocs of (establishment) 

parties fighting to keep their vote shares intact, or at least, reduce their losses to the 

minimum (Katz & Mair 2002); (Dalton & Wattenberg 1997). In addition, the 

democratisation of media access has further weakened parties (by eroding their 

linkages to society) and changed the nature of political campaigns, making it much 

easier, even for ordinary individuals with no prior political experience or connections, 

to become real contenders in elections (Mainwaring & Torcal 2006). It is important to 

note that this personalisation (often called the “Americanisation”) of politics has 

affected all party systems regardless of their level of institutionalisation (Mair 2006). 

Contrary to the first point, these phenomena work exclusively in favour of the outsider 

parties, who can exploit their condition to appeal for those sectors of the electorate 

looking for a real alternative. 

 Given the historical context and national characteristics of each of the two 

world regions included in the dataset used in this chapter, several general 

expectations may be ex-ante suggested.  

 Following the party system literature first, Latin America should be more 

fragmented, less stable or more volatile, and less institutionalised party systems than 

Western Europe overall.170 Contrastingly, the advanced liberal democracies in this 

chapter should show more stability, as well as greater convergence from the 

                                                      
170 Had I the appropriate data, I would also use this particular regional comparison to explore 
the statement (with which I concur) advanced in Bardi and Mair, that it is possible to have “one 
polity [and] different party systems.” Alas, the two expert surveys that I use do not include all 
existent political parties at the time they were taken, much less, different levels of aggregation 
(local, regional etc.), Bardi and Mai, op. cit., p. 154. But this is an issue which should be explored 
further. 
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establishment parties and, some evidence of the loosening of ties with their traditional 

electorates.171     

 Moreover, from my own theory of radicalism I would predict that party systems 

which are crowded and/or more rigid —within the same issue dimension, —   in other 

words, countries where change has either not happened at all or has been slow to 

happen (with the same traditional parties in place for decades),— would have more 

and, even more successful, game changing parties than countries whose party 

systems have changed recently (as, for instance, in terms of electoral rules as in New 

Zealand and Colombia). Overall, I would expect less but probably more successful 

radical parties in Europe than in LA because there are greater possibilities to mobilise 

voters in terms of a new, neglected or forgotten issue dimension but since it is more 

difficult to make it through —into a consolidated political arena—, those few who 

have surpassed the more demanding hurdles of better institutionalised systems will 

probably gain larger shares of the vote than their Latin American counterparts. 

However, this expectation must be countered by the fact that  —taking the role of the 

electoral system aside,— the personalisation of politics which is rampant in inchoate 

systems is likely to give higher shares of the vote to both, outsider parties in general 

and radical parties in particular, depending on how prominent and charismatic their 

leaders are.  

 Both areas offer incredible opportunities for outsider, game changing parties 

to become key political players: on the one hand, Latin America’s greater fluidity and 

heterogeneity facilitates their access and capacity to tap on yet another salient issue 

dimension whilst the frustrated and more apathetic electorates of the Western 

European-writ large systems need new venues to channel their discontent and 

                                                      
171 Unfortunately, the datasets that I use are not originally designed to test, in a straightforward 
manner, all of these expectations since they are exclusively concerned with a single election.  
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express their hopes in them to become motors of change. This is why regardless of the 

regions’ peculiarities; I have the following general theoretical expectations: 

 

 Hypothesis 1: the convergence hypothesis. Radical political parties will flourish 

wherever establishment parties have converged.172 The indistinguishable nature of the 

established parties becomes the ideal setting for a radical strategy to emerge and be 

successful given their “outbidding tactics”(Capoccia 2000). Voters, especially 

disaffected voters, will more likely be seduced by the lure of change in relatively static 

conditions (Kitschelt and McGann 1997). 

 

 Hypothesis 2: the Institutionalist hypothesis. The more proportional the electoral 

system of a country, the larger the electoral shares of radical parties. There has been 

mixed evidence for the role of electoral institutions on the fate of new and/or small 

parties (Betz 1994; Gerber 2002; Van der Brug et al 2005). Given the lack of consensus, 

it is ever more necessary to explore this hypothesis. 

 

 Finally, methodologically speaking, what can be accomplished with a cross-

country study on political parties, party systems and political competition across two 

regions of the world? Comparative cross-country exercises are always difficult to carry 

out, even though there are many interesting and valid research questions which 

necessitate such an approach. The difficulties stem not only from the hardship of 

gathering and coding similar-enough data but rather from the acceptance that 

                                                      
172 Previous research on radical political parties noted a convergence to the median. My theory 
of radicalism differs from this understanding in that it perceives a convergence to a 
unidimensional issue space. That is, I am not making a claim of where established parties 
position themselves on the left and right continuum but rather about the inabilities of the 
aforementioned L & R continuum to represent the interests and preferences of all voters. The 
unidimensionality of the established issue space is the treatment here. 
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whichever correlations one may find, any conclusion derived from them must be 

taken with a grain of salt given the impossibility to hold constant all the moving parts 

within the subject of interest –party systems, in itself a nested concept— .    

 Another important issue to bear in mind when analysing expert surveys is that 

they are but mere snapshots of a single moment in time, as it was already explained. 

In fact, this works as an advantage given that much can be learnt from such studies 

since the “nature of party systems as they are defined in individual elections 

(emphasis is mine) can be described in rich and fairly reliable detail” (Coppedge 

1998), p. 547.  The purpose of this chapter is precisely to describe as best as possible 

the phenomenon of radicalism under various settings and different initial conditions 

using single elections across 30 democratic countries. I am not looking to 

unequivocally identify the causes for the emergence and success of game changing 

parties —which I obviously cannot do given my data— but rather, simply to figure out 

the differences and coincidences in their fate given the actual political arena in 

which they participate at a particular moment in time and to look for patterns, if there 

are any. Many a time, the nature of the dataset that I am using will not allow me to 

directly evaluate the aforementioned hypotheses (since for instance I have no 

possibility to analyse temporal trends across or within countries), in such cases; I will 

rely in secondary sources, namely, analyses of prior elections or other established 

knowledge on the particular party system. 

 
The Data 

 

 In the previous chapter, I described the transformations that I made to two 

expert surveys —(Party Policy in Modern Democracies (PPMD) and President, Parties 

and Policy Competition (PPPC)— collected by three well-renowned scholars 

regarding party location in multidimensional spaces in modern democracies across 
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the world (Benoit & Laver 2006; Wiesehomeier & Benoit 2008). With those datasets, I 

identified and produced a final listing of radical political parties in a total of thirty 

countries (see tables 6 & 7 in Chapter 2).173 A radical party was defined as any 

outsider party which was difficult to classify in at least three (3) dimensions.174 I made 

the decision to focus exclusively on three dimensions or more, in order to allow some 

room for discrepancy within the experts’ judgments when locating a party or even for 

the parties’ themselves not to have a clear stance in all relevant issue dimensions.  

 The dataset that I analyse here is composed of 247 parties across thirty 

countries from Western Europe writ large and Latin America.175 These parties are 

classified into two main categories: Establishment parties or Outsider parties. However, 

the outsider parties are themselves subdivided into two groups: Non-radicals and 

Radicals. The game-changing parties are those parties identified in the final party 

listings of chapter two as described above. In addition, the category of non-radical 

outsider contains —an albeit— small number of “pure” cases (6 outsider parties which 

are perfectly easy to classify in all 6 dimensions, ie. have 0 radical dimensions) and a 

larger number of outsider parties which were hard to locate by the experts in at most 

2 dimensions and which are, also, not radical parties (see table 3.3 in Appendix C for 

more details).   

                                                      
173 There are 12 countries from Western Europe writ large and 18 from Latin America. In chapter 
two, I thoroughly described all my coding decisions and empirical choices for selecting this 
particular set of cases.  
174 Difficult to classify was empirically operationalised for any given outsider party as having a 
larger dispersion in the experts opinions’ (measured via the inter-quartile range) than the mean 
systemic spread (that is, counting the iqr values of all the parties included in the system and 
obtaining an average IQR) in a particular country. 
175 As a reminder, the specific 30 countries included are: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, 
United Kingdom, Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, New Zealand and Switzerland 
for the “Western European” side and Argentina, Bolivia, Brasil, Chile, Colombia, Dominican 
Republic, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Peru, Paraguay, El 
Salvador, Uruguay and Venezuela, concerning Latin America. 
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 As shown in table 3.1, and in line with the theories about party system 

institutionalisation, the large majority of parties included in the system are established 

or traditional parties. Nonetheless, a little over 40% of the sample is composed of 

outsider parties regardless of whether they are radical or not.  

 
Table 3.1 Political Parties included in dataset per type 

Type of Party Freq. Percent 

Radicals 62 25.10 

Non-radical Outsiders 39 15.79 

Establishment 146 59.11 

Total 247 100.00 
 
 In addition to type of party, the dataset includes information on the country 

(Country) and the name of each party (Party), the date of the closest election to 

when the expert surveys were taken (Election_Date), vote share obtained by each 

individual party in Election_Date (Vote_Share), the fragmentation of the political 

system (totalnumberpty),   the number of dimensions in which the outsider party was 

deemed a radical (numradDim), and the region of the world to which each individual 

country pertains (region). In order to evaluate the hypotheses that I described in the 

previous section, I added a couple of variables to the dataset, namely, data on 

institutional variables (gol_est2, gol_enpp1)(Golder 2004).176 These two new variables 

come from the same source, the Quality of Government dataset, a collection which 

aggregates individual sources on many indicators of government performance and 

                                                      
176 gol_est2 is a variable built by the coders of the Quality of Government dataset using 
Matthew Golder’s “Democratic Electoral Systems Around the World 1946-2002” dataset. It 
provides information on the type of electoral system being used: majoritarian, proportional or 
mixed. I added another variable from Golder’s dataset, gol_enpp1, which reports the effective 
number of legislative parties corrected for the “other” category but this number was not 
discriminating enough amongst the different countries included to be a good substitute for my 
own total number of parties for party fragmentation.  
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which has a global coverage pertaining to 2002 or the closest year available (Teorell 

et al 2009).177  

 Now that the dataset has been briefly described, it is possible to move into the 

more interesting part: the analysis. One of the first issues to test with these data is the 

validity of the empirical operationalisation of my construct of radicalism. In the two 

previous chapters, I have argued that radicalism is a political strategy for outsider 

parties but it need not be exploited by all outsider parties; in fact, it is not. Some 

outsider parties do not share with their game-changing counterparts an intrinsic desire 

to shift the locus of competition into other forgotten, neglected or new issue 

dimensions strikingly different from those endorsed by the establishment parties. These 

non-radical outsiders are content with the party system’s status quo and only seek to 

break into the political game under the same parameters of competition of the 

traditional political parties.178  If my classification is to be considered meaningful, it 

must differentiate between the two types of outsider parties: game-changing and 

not. We know already from the data’s description in the previous section that there 

exist outsider non-radicals in here. So, now let us view their distribution amongst all 

outsider parties. 

 As we see in Graph 3.1, the 101 outsider parties comprised in the joint PPMD & 

PPPC dataset have a slightly skewed distribution, mainly given the fact that there is a 

single game-changing party which experts are unable to locate across all six 

dimensions.179  Most outsider parties, 62% of them, are radical parties in 3 dimensions 

                                                      
177 2002 is a convenient year since it coincides with the starting date for the PPMD surveys, the 
earliest of the two expert judgments.   
178 Review the example of the French party system during the 2007 Presidential election in 
chapter 1. 
179 This is quite important. If the outsider parties were all “noisy” across all dimensions, it would 
mean one of two things: first, that they have no single, core concern or coherence in their 
platforms, a conclusion I dispute but which is often claimed when discussing radical parties.  
And second, that the issue dimensions of study are meaningless for the experts.  A claim which 
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or more. Only less than 6% of outsiders are pro-status quo or pure cases whilst outsider, 

non-game changing parties in one and two dimensions amount to 32 percent of the 

sample.  

 

 

 

Graph 3.1 Distribution of Outsider Parties per Number of Dimensions (in percentage) 
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 Finally, this graph serves to illustrate that both, my definition of radicalism is not 

redundant or cyclic —ie. not everyone who is an outsider is also a radical— and that 

the decision to let three dimensions be the cut off for identifying “true” radical parties 

was the right one in terms of frequency and relevance within the outsider category. 

 Now, more than presenting these cold figures, it is important to discover the 

identities of the extremes: those 6 outsider parties which are definitely not radical and 

of the single game-changing across all dimensions. 

                                                                                                                                                         

was studied and refuted in the previous chapter, refer to Graph 7 in the Appendix B. The case 
of the single pure radical party in this dataset can be explained through specific country factors 
as it will be shown later on. 
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 As table 3.2 shows, four of these cases come from PPMD and only two from 

PPPC. My argument here is that these parties are pro-status quo because either they 

stem from established parties (ie. splinter groups as Podemos), were founded by 

people considered to be part of the establishment (It. Val., PANAL) or have long been 

in existence in their particular system and are not really presenting any alternative 

realm of competition (ACT, EVP, MSFT). Let me briefly discuss each one of them. 

 
 

Table 3.2 The “Purest” Outsider Non-Radical Parties in the dataset (No dimensions of 

radicalism) 

Party Country Election_Date 

 ACT NZ 2002 

 EVP CH 2003 

 It. Val. IT 2001 

 MSFT IT 2001 

 PANAL MEX 2006 

 Podemos VEN 2000 
 
   
 New Zealand’s ACT, based on a lobbying group called the Association of 

Consumers and Taxpayers, is widely perceived as an example of post-MMP new 

party, or one which came into existence to capitalise on the greater access 

opportunities given by the electoral reform of 1994.180 It won a constituency seat in 

1996, lost it in 1999 (though it held on to its list members with a vote share well above 

the threshold) (Vowles 2005), p. 303. Despite the fact that it once participated in 

discussions with the establishment’s National for a potential government coalition, it 

has clearly remained outside all of them. In the particular election included here, ACT 

did not play a major role but rather failed miserably to capitalise on the disheartened 

                                                      
180 Generally speaking, experts place it on the centre-right within the Left and Right dimension. 
Cfr., Geddis, op. cit., p. 151. 
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and fleeting former National voters, even though, the party was the largest campaign 

spender of all parties (Geddis 2004), p. 153.181   

 Moreover, Switzerland’s Evangelical People’s Party (EVP, Evangelische 

Volkspartei der Schweiz) finds its roots in the 1919 Swiss People’s Party.182 It endorses a 

“Christliche Werte, Menschliche Politik” (Christian values, humanitarian politics) 

platform which is difficult to translate into a single, salient issue dimension. As it is 

expected from a confessional party, it is conservative in the social dimension 

(especially in terms of gay marriage, adoption rights for homosexuals, euthanasia, 

etc.) but, simultaneously, pro-environment, neoliberalism and social justice. At the 

federal level, it has never had more than three seats, and still today it does not have 

presence in all Swiss cantons. In the 2003 election, it obtained 2.3% of the vote, an 

increase of 0.5% from the previous, 1999, election (Dardanelli 2005). It is, thus, not 

surprising that this old party is a pure outsider since it has relatively clear positions on 

the traditional issue dimensions but no particular issue ownership on any of them or on 

any new topic. 

 The two Italian parties which show up in the list of pure outsider parties have 

had different origins and evolutions but neither should be deemed a game-changing 

party. On the one hand, there is the MSFT (Movimento Sociale Fiamma Tricolore) 

founded in 1995 as the rebirth of MSI (Movimento Sociale Italiano formed in 1946 by a 

group of veteran fascists) which had been dissolved by Gianfranco Fini (Baldini 

2001).183  MSFT long standing history made it a common acquaintance in the Italian 

                                                      
181 Interestingly, Geddis reports that ACT tried to render the law and order dimension salient 
through a “zero-tolerance” approach but it was quite unable to do so, because of Winston 
Peters’ (New Zealand First Party) aggressive and brilliant campaign (p. 151), whose purpose 
was, according to my interpretation of this election, to re-establish himself as a radical, outsider. 
182 Here a brief summary of its history http://www.evppev.ch/index.php?id=6  
183 Gianfranco Fini allegedly “moderated” the movement by creating Alleanza Nazionale (AN) 
in 1995. Those former members of MSI who disagreed with Fini’s take on politics and wanted to 
carry on Mussolini’s tradition, decided to found MSFT. 
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party system and, more importantly, one which does not have any alternative or 

novel political platform to pit against the other old parties. 

 On the other hand, Italia dei Valori (Italy of Values) was created by a 

charismatic, former magistrate, Antonio Di Pietro, who played a key role in 

persecuting several corruption cases of the 1990s, the Mani Pulite (clean hands). His 

very prominent political position made him a well-known and respected political 

figure and yet, his party which was perceived more a “loose cannon” than a serious 

contender, failed to both, win a single constituency and also to pass the 4% threshold 

for PR-seats allocation (Parker & Natale 2002). Besides building on Di Pietro’s 

reputation of honesty, there were no major party propositions. 

 Finally, PANAL in Mexico and Podemos in Venezuela share many 

characteristics. Both were newcomers to their respective political systems at the time 

of these individual elections and they were splinters from establishment parties. 

PANAL, Partido Nueva Alianza, was formed in 2005 from two very small, national 

political associations (Conciencia Política and Movimiento Indígena Popular) but it 

managed to obtain its registry as a political party thanks to the support and 

mobilisation of the largest union in Latin America, the SNTE (Sindicato Nacional de 

Trabajadores de la Educación), or Teachers Union, which until then was attached to 

the largest establishment party, the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) (Tello 

Díaz 2007).184 In fact, some of the SNTE’s prior príista allegiances came over to PANAL 

with it. The party’s presidential candidate, Roberto Campa, had been a federal and 

                                                      
184  Interestingly, the official party website only makes reference to the two small political clubs. 
Cfr.,  http://www.nueva-alianza.org.mx/index.php?contenido_id=1 Officially the party minimises 
the role of the SNTE in its emergence and success, probably because of the many corruption 
scandals in which the head of the SNTE, Elba Esther Gordillo, has been involved. The SNTE has 
over one and a half million members and collects 90 million pesos per month in member fees. 
Cfr., Tello Díaz, op. cit., p. 24.  
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state legislator (DF), and even the leader of the PRI in Mexico City.185 Even though the 

party proclaimed itself to be a young and true alternative to the establishment, 

neither the electorate nor the experts took the bait. Further evidence of their outsider 

status quo status can be found in their 2006 appeal for vote: instead of presenting an 

distinctive issue dimension or clear political programme, they simply asked the voters 

to give them “uno de tres” (one out of three) of their votes.186 Nonetheless, with this 

over-simplified rhetoric and vacuous platform, PANAL obtained 4.7% of the vote and 9 

seats in the legislature given the political capital of its building blocs (Klesner 2007).   

 Podemos, Por la Democracia Social, was created in 2002 by a discontented 

faction of former-MAS members. MAS (Movimiento al Socialismo), a left-wing 

established party, had been one of the governing parties —since the arrival of Hugo 

Chávez to the Presidency in 1998— but it had since abandoned the coalition and 

internally split (Molina & Pérez 2004). At the time of these surveys, Podemos did not 

have a personal history to tell and it clearly did not fit my definition of establishment.187 

Nonetheless, and as a side-note, it must be stated that Podemos has since then had 

an interesting evolution: from establishment to a return to outsiderism, and it is now the 

                                                      
185 This is his official bio as a legislator http://201.147.98.8/curric/index.asp?e=346, and as a 
Presidential candidate http://www.cetrade.org/micrositios/elecciones2006/bio_campa.htm  
186 In 2006, the Presidential and Legislative elections were held concurrently. Each voter 
received three different ballot papers, one for the Presidential race, one for the Lower House 
(Cámara de Diputados) and another for the Senate. One out of three meant to choose one of 
these ballot papers and give its vote to PANAL. Most “PANAL” sympathisers chose to give away 
their lower house vote to the party. To the see the party’s TV ad and its Presidential candidate’s 
call for “1 de 3”, including a little dance and all, see 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ADwuInYABb4  
187 As a reminder, to be an establishment party it needs to either be a traditional opposition 
party or in government and/or be considered coalition material by those in power. In 2002, MAS 
was clearly an opposition party but since Podemos was not an exact replica of MAS nor did it 
exist before the expert surveys were taken, I decided to classify it as an outsider.  
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only opposition party in the Venezuelan assembly (all the traditional opposition parties 

have boycotted the legislative elections since 2005).188  

 As expected, strong links with the establishment, a party’s constant presence 

in a system and even temporal participation in government without a break from 

traditional issue dimensions constitute the defining features of the pure cases of non-

radical outsider parties included in the dataset. None of these six cases poses any 

problem for the experts regarding their location within the relevant issue dimensions. 

They have clear stances and such positionings are not at all different from those of the 

establishment parties. The only distinction between these pure non-game changing 

parties and the establishment is the role they play in the party system (the initial 

conditions): these 6 are not in government nor are they considered suitable coalition 

material; hence, they are only outsiders who do not challenge the status quo. 

 On the other hand, the Ecuadorian Partido Socialista Frente Amplio (PS-FA) is 

the only radical party across all six dimensions in the dataset, a fact which can easily 

be explained by looking at the country and the party’s characteristics more closely. 

The PS-FA was created in 1995 as the result of a fusion between the Ecuadorian 

Socialist Party (PSE, 1925) and another left wing umbrella organisation called Frente 

Amplio de Izquierda (FADI, 1977)(Machado Puertas 2007). Since its creation, the PS-FA 

                                                      
188 In the regional elections of 2004, Podemos sought and obtained the support of Chávez 
followers and with it, the party gained two gubernatorial races (Sucre and Aragua) whilst in the 
2005 legislative elections, Podemos became the second largest party within the Chávez 
coalition (only behind, MVR, the President’s party). However, in march 2007, Podemos refused 
to join the President’s newly formed umbrella organisation —Partido Socialista Unido de 
Venezuela, Unified Socialist Party of Venezuela— and their relationship only worsened from then 
on (especially after Podemos condemned Chávez’ attacks and closure of the private 
broadcasting chain, RCTV). Soon after its distancing from the Bolivarian government, Podemos 
has sought to become an “alternative” beyond the government and the fractured opposition 
and now claims to endorse a humanist, pacifist, environmentalist and rationally scientific 
political creed. 
 Cfr. Juan Forero’s piece in NPR at 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=101602176&ft=1&f=1001  Read the 
party’s official platform in their website at http://www.podemos.com.ve/seccion.php?id=1  
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had been an outsider party but it greatly strengthened its position in 2006 under 

Rafael Correa, as it will be now shown.189  

 In Ecuador, with its highly fragmented and volatile party system, the electorate 

is used to being constantly disappointed and cheated on by the establishment. To 

illustrate this point, consider that over the last decade and for different reasons, three 

elected presidents —Abdalá Bucaram in 1996, Jamil Mahuad in 2000 and Lucio 

Gutiérrez in 2005— were ousted from office with the approval of Congress and the 

armed forces (Conaghan 2007).  Obviously, the existence of a frail democratic order 

coupled with very high levels of public discontent and disgust with the traditional 

elites, makes it easier for outsider, radical parties endorsing anti-establishment 

sentiments and alternative issue dimensions to make strides (Freidenberg 2007). The 

2006 election included in this dataset was particularly important in this respect since it 

resulted in the obliteration of the traditional parties at the hands of outsider 

candidates and parties.  

 Rafael Correa, who “defty played on these widespread anti-system sentiments 

by turning political reform into a central issue” won the Presidential election in the 

second round by defeating Alvaro Noboa, another outsider and the richest man in 

Ecuador (Conaghan 2007).190 Both Correa and Noboa created their own political 

organisations (Movimiento Patria Altiva I Soberana, MPAIS and Partido Renovador 

                                                      
189 Within the FADI’s members one could find former PSE factions which had previously split from 
their original party. 
190 Noboa is a billionaire banana exporter and owner of more than 100 enterprises in his country. 
This was his third consecutive bid for the presidency. Correa was a political unknown up until 
2005 when he briefly came into public life as a Minister of the Economy for the interim 
government of President Palacio (April 2005-January 2007). Correa was approached for his 
academic credentials as he had no political affiliation to speak of. 
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Institucional Acción Nacional, PRIAN, 2002) and both cultivated their image of 

political outsiders and claimed to represent a true break from the past.191  

 Correa and Noboa’s decision to emphasise their “outsiderness” paid off and 

both came out victorious but on different electoral arenas. Even though Correa won 

the presidency (56.7% vs Noboa’s 43.3%), the PRIAN won the most votes and seats in 

Congress (27.62%, 28 seats)(Conaghan 2007). This triumph was especially dramatic 

given that Correa’s decision to boycott the legislative elections only gave his alliance 

2.01% of the legislative vote and 1 seat (Machado Puertas 2007). In sum, the fact that 

Correa was an outsider, heading a new political actor (the Alliance PAIS-PS-FA), and 

running on an “alternative” (radical) political platform explains why the experts 

surveyed on Ecuador could not clearly place the PS-FA in the six main issue 

dimensions included in the dataset.192   

 Having identified and explained the extremes of the outsider distribution, it is 

now possible to move into the analysis of the role played by other factors in the 

success of a radical strategy. Graph 2 shows the number of parties present in Western 

Europe writ-large and Latin America per party type. From a quick visual inspection we 

can gather that, in absolute terms, there are indeed more parties in Western Europe 

than Latin America across all categories. However, and contrary to expectations, 

there do not seem to be major differences within the regions after closer inspection of 

their relative weights: there are 16% of non-radical outsiders, 27% of radical parties, 

and 57% of established parties in LA. Whilst their distribution in advanced, liberal 

democracies is: 16% of non-radical outsiders, 23% of game changing parties and 61% 

                                                      
191 At the end, Correa decided to merge his own MPAIS with an older, outsider party, the PS-FA, 
to increase his electoral chances. It was under the Alianza Pais/PS-FA that he won the 
Presidency. 
192 Interestingly, the success of the game changing strategy in Ecuador is not reflected in the 
analysis of electoral shares because, as it has been mentioned, the PS-FA only got 2.01% of the 
legislative vote and the PRIAN was difficult to classify in less than 3 dimensions, thus making it an 
outsider, non-radical party. 



123 

 

 

 

 

of traditional parties. I had predicted greater fragmentation in Latin America than in 

the advanced democracies which is true in absolute terms but the small discrepancy, 

in relative terms, points perhaps to the increasing institutionalisation of the LA region 

and, simultaneously, to the weakening of traditional parties and the emergence of 

new ones in the advanced democracies which the newer theories of party systems 

have reported in recent years (Crotty 2006; Dix 1992).193 Again, since I only have data 

for single election, neither time trends nor electoral volatility patterns may be 

analysed, though the literature still maintains that, overall and despite the advances 

made in the newer democracies, there is greater party stability  and less 

fragmentation in the advanced liberal democracies than in Latin America, a 

statement which these data seem to corroborate since there are more established 

and less radical parties in Western Europe  (Coppedge 1998; Mainwaring & Torcal 

2006; Roberts 1999).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
193 Another caveat must be added. The total number of parties included in the original datasets 
reflects exclusively the country experts’ opinions on which parties were the most “relevant” for 
or worthy of study in their particular system. It is not an exhaustive count, nor does it reflect any 
mathematical calculation based on vote shares, government participation, etc. (as they 
would, had they relied on Laakso and Taagepera’s effective number of parties, for instance). 
This point was discussed more thoroughly in the previous chapter. Cfr., Laakso M, Taagepera R. 
1979. Effective Number of Parties: a measure with Application to West Europe. Comparative 
Political Studies 12:3-27 
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Graph 3.2 Party Distribution by Type and Region 
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 Given that the slightly larger percentage (4%) of game-changing parties in LA 

may be explained by many factors (ie. greater personalisation of politics, more social 

heterogeneity, recurrent crises, etc.), a closer look at their fate within the individual 

countries and their respective regions is necessary.194 

 Graph 3.3 below presents the mean vote share for the establishment parties 

and their game changing counterparts per region. Once again, it must be noted that 

these values pertain to a single moment in time and cannot be used to qualify the 

evolution of the vote for radical parties through time in these two regions. 

                                                      
194 The slightly larger overall percentage of establishment parties in Western Europe is probably 
due too to the different regime types: presidential democracies in LA and parliamentary 
democracies in the latter region. Coalition governments are prevalent in the latter, hence more 
parties are usually in power or considered suitable to enter it. 
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Graph 3.3 Comparing Vote Shares between Radicals and Establishment over region195 
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 The first interesting finding is that the percentage of vote obtained by the 

traditional parties differs by little less than 1.2% between the two regions, being slightly 

larger in the newer democracies; in other words, this is not a dramatic regional 

difference. In addition, the disparity between the establishment’s vote and the game-

changing parties’ share is much larger in the advanced liberal democracies — almost 

a four to 1 vs a little over half that (a 2.6 to 1 ratio) — than in the newly democratised 

societies of Latin America. Overall, the latter findings are congruent with the theories 

of the consolidation of democracy and the existence of an entrenched “insiders vs 

outsiders” divide which works in favour of the former parties, regardless of their region.  

                                                      
195 The lines in each of the bars show the 95% confidence intervals surrounding the mean. 
Naturally the horizontal ticks mark the confidence limits. 
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 More importantly, there are larger differences concerning radical parties 

across regions which, against my overall expectation, are more successful in Latin 

America than in the advanced liberal democracies.196 In average, the protypical 

game-changing party in LA gets 6.7% of the vote whilst its European counterpart 

would only obtain 4.2%.  Although it does not match my ex-ante prediction, this is 

somewhat to be expected since Graph 3.2 told us that there are more radical parties 

in LA than in the advanced, liberal democracies included in this dataset. 

 Nonetheless, it can be deduced from these percentages that only a handful 

of countries have game changing parties which are very successful. That is, it is 

difficult for outsider, radical parties to break through. To verify this claim, I used the 

mean radical vote per region to serve as a threshold with which to differentiate 

amongst very successful game changing parties (those obtaining votes above the 

mean) and less successful cases (those below the regional mean).197 The results are 

shown in the following graph. 

 Graph 3.4 represents the level of success of the game changing strategy for 

individual parties across countries and regions. It shows that there are only a handful 

of very successful radical parties, namely, in three Latin American countries 

(Colombia, Costa Rica and Peru) and four advanced liberal democracies (UK, FR, 

CA, AT).198 The three single most successful radical parties, or largest vote getters, in LA 

                                                      
196 My overall expectation also comes from a long standing tradition of study of radical parties 
which considers this phenomenon almost exclusively as Western European. Cfr., Betz HG, 
Immerfall S, eds. 1998. The New Politics of the Right: neo-populist parties and movements in 
established democracies. New York: St. Martin's Press, Capoccia G. 2005. Defending 
Democracy: Reactions to Extremism in Interwar Europe. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, Ivaldi G, ed. 2000. L'extrême droite en Europe Occidentale, Vols. 849. Paris: La 
Documentation Française. 78 pp, Kitschelt HP, Hellemans S. 1990. The Left-Right Semantics and 
the New Politics Cleavage. Comparative Political Studies 23:28 
197 The country-party cases shown in black are those two standard deviations above and below 
their respective regional means. 
198 In Western Europe writ large, the two remainder cases which would still show up in the 2-sd 
above mean test, NL and CH, are at the most 3% above the regional mean. 
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obtain from 14.53% to 21.6% more votes than the average radical party in the region 

whilst the European four most successful game changing parties range from 5.28% to 

14.08% above their regional, archetypal party.199 Contrastingly, the three least 

successful best radicals in Latin America gather from 4.46% to 5.46% fewer votes than 

the mean radical ballot in the region and, their European counterparts achieve 

between 1.92 to 3.92% less than their respective regional average. 

 Now, what makes these particular country cases more fertile grounds for 

radical parties? In terms of institutionalisation, Peru has always been deemed an 

inchoate system whilst Colombia has long been classified as highly institutionalised, 

just like Costa Rica and all the European cases. Since levels of institutionalisation do 

not seem to account for similar success rates and given that these results come from a 

single election, it is impossible to place them in their appropriate historical context 

without the help of more detailed country analysis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
199 It must be remembered that Graph 4 shows the vote share only of the most successful 
radical party compared to the regional mean. Some countries do have more radical parties 
but this is only their single most successful case. 
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Graph 3.4 Single Most Successful Radical Parties by Party, Country & Region 
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 According to the electoral studies literature, Colombia, Costa Rica, and 

France had crucial elections for different reasons at the time of the analysis. The 

Colombian 2006 election was the first with a new electoral system (party list PR with 

D’Hondt formula) designed to reduce personalism (Shugart et al 2006).200 Although 

the institutional change created a new set of incentives and managed to somewhat 

modify party behaviour (ie. increasing their cohesiveness), it was so recent that it did 

not immediately produce the eradication of personalism, in addition, the fact that 

President Uribe’s supporters split into a manifold of factions and parties did not 

                                                      
200 Until 2003, the country had a highly personalised electoral system (simple quota, largest 
reminders SQLR) which undermined party organisations and was very permissive towards 
smaller parties.  
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contribute to the reform’s objective either (Rodríguez Raga & Botero 2006).201 Rather, 

the Uribe example shows that even amongst the governing elites, or the 

establishment, personalism is profoundly ingrained, hence making it more difficult for 

the reform to immediately produce its intended results.  

 The Costa Rican 2006 election confirmed the pattern of change which had 

already started in 1998 when the two establishment parties (Partido Liberal Nacional 

PLN and Partido Unidad Social Cristiana PUSC) lost their control of government. This 

election was also atypical in that it had more than twice the pre-1998 average 

number of parties present and due to a corruption scandal within the establishment 

which dominated the campaign, two features which clearly contributed to make 

game changing parties appear as a better alternative (Wilson 2007). Finally, the 2002 

French legislative election included in this dataset happened a little over a month 

after the biggest shock of the French Fifth Republic when Jean Marie Le Pen, leader 

of the radical Front National, faced off the incumbent President Jacques Chirac in the 

second round of the presidential election (Arnauld 2002; Christofferson 2003; Miguet 

2002; Perrineau 2007).202 In fact, the impact of Le Pen’s second round presence was 

such that all the establishment parties rallied together behind Chirac and appealed 

                                                      
201 Also, ASI, Alianza Social Indígena the largest, game changing vote getter in Colombia is an 
indigenous party which runs in the two newly created indigenous circumscriptions.  Since its 
creation in 1991, its platform has been based on an indigenous, ethic way of life in opposition to 
the traditional parties and in defence of the rights of indigenous communities but it has 
gradually moved to incorporate other issues, such as social welfare, animal rights and 
environmentalism, in an effort to attract more voters nationally. Cfr.,   
http://www.asicolombia.com/  http://www.semana.com/noticias-politica/alianza-indigena-
apoya-fajardo-para-presidencia/120232.aspx  And a particularly interesting website from a 
young-ASI leader in Bogotá http://www.mauriciomontenegro.com/  In many senses, ASI could 
be resembled to the Canadian BQ for its restricted appeal. Whilst the BQ is an extremely 
successful radical party in Quebec, it does not do that well at the federal level. The same is true 
for ASI, it does incredibly well in its circumscription but less so at the national level. Regardless of 
these regional/institutional differences, both parties represent a new, neglected or forgotten 
issue dimension which has not been taken up (or not credibly taken up) by the established 
parties and for that, they remain interesting cases for my research. 
202 The second round of the presidential ballot was held on May 5th 2002 whilst the first round of 
the legislative elections (whose results are being used in this dataset) occurred on June 9th.  
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to vote against the game-changing outsider.203 In sum, in Colombia it was the 

existence of a powerful culture of personalism coupled with strong divisive tendencies 

amongst the establishment which enabled outsider, radical parties to perform well 

despite the changes in the electoral system. More importantly, Costa Rica and France 

constitute perfect illustrations of the convergence and indistinguishable nature of the 

establishment parties and the opportunities that such systems entail for outsiders. 

 On the other hand, there were other factors present in the remaining largest-

radical vote getter countries which serve to explain the success of their game 

changing parties in those elections.  For instance, the British 2001 General Election saw 

a second, consecutive landslide victory of “New Labour” over the Conservatives.204 

This particular election was from the beginning a foregone conclusion: Labour 

enjoyed massive leads in the opinion polls from the start, the Tories delivered a 

confusing platform and, overall, the campaign was very low key. Not surprisingly 

turnout was very low (59.2%, 12 point drop from the previous election and the lowest 

since 1918).  All these factors explain why some discontented voters who went to the 

ballot boxes marginally favoured the LibDems —whose vote increased the most, 

1.6%— and other outsider parties (namely, UKIP (+1.2%), Plaid Cymru (+0,2%) and the 

Greens (+0.4) (Bartle 2003).205  

 Similarly, Austria had been experimenting major changes in its party system 

since the 1999 watershed when the traditional order of the Große Koalition —between 

                                                      
203 As it will be shown in the next chapter, this had some impact on the FN’s legislative vote 
(which had since 1995 been around 15%) 
204 In 1997, Labour obtained 43.2% (418 seats) and the Tories 30.7% (165 seats). In 2001, the 
incumbent party garnered 42% (412 seats) whilst the main opposition party got 32.7% (166 
seats). Cfr. For 1997 election results, Adam Carr’s Psephos website at http://psephos.adam-
carr.net/countries/b/britain/1997/britaintable3.txt  2001 data comes from Bartle, op. cit.,p. 168. 
205 One could even venture to say that some of these discontented voters, who ventured out to 
vote, could even have been making such choice because they knew that the final outcome 
would not be affected by them. Cfr., Cox GW. 1997. Making Votes Count. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press 
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the Social Democrats (SPO) and the Conservatives (OVP)— was destroyed.206 

Consequently, the 2002 election occurred in an altered landscape between three 

middle sized establishment parties and a small outsider (the Greens). There was a 

hardly fought campaign where only the OVP remained consistent to its programme 

all throughout it. The social democrats toyed with the idea of allying themselves with 

the outsiders (to emulate their German sibling) but a well coordinated negative 

campaign from the Conservatives targeting the Greens “exotic” platform, blocked 

any such alliance.207 At the end, the SPO went alone but tried to recruit outsider 

candidates to its ranks. The Greens emphasised their usual left libertarian issues (ie. 

environment, women, social security, integration of immigrants) but, more importantly, 

their outsider status and opposition to another grand coalition (Muller 2004). 

 Concerning Canada, the country had been in a “prolonged state of turbulent 

change since the 1993 “earthquake” election (Le Duc 2002). The 1993 election had 

destroyed one of the two main established parties, the Progressive Conservatives, 

hence guaranteeing the continued dominance of the Liberal party. Since then, the 

Canadian party system had been in flux, looking for a new alternative to the Liberals. 

However, the 2000 election showed that the Liberal hegemony was rather vulnerable: 

during the campaign, the Canadian Alliance (a refashioned version of yet another 

establishment party gone away, the Reform Party) and its dashing, new leader, 

Stockwell Day, almost threatened the incumbent party’s supremacy but a 

combination of Day’s inexperience and some serious campaign blunders prevented 

it. Nonetheless, the election resulted in the lowest turnout in the country’s history 

                                                      
206 The Austrian Große Koalition existed more than forty years (since the postwar until 1999, with 
only a few minor interruptions of alternating majority governments in the mid-sixties (OVP) and 
seventies (SPO) and a SPO-FPO coalition in 1983-1986). Cfr., Muller WC, Strom K, eds. 1999. 
Policy, Office or Votes? Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 319 pp, Rose R. 2000. The end 
of consensus in Austria and Sweden. Journal of Democracy 11. 
207 The OVP claimed that the Greens wanted to create “marijuana tobacconists” and planned 
government enforced vegetarianism”. Cfr., Muller (2004), p. 348. 
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(61.2%), a lack of real competition in most constituencies and major regional 

distortions and unbalanced representation due to electoral institutions which no 

longer corresponded to Canadian realities (Le Duc 2002).208 All such conditions 

undoubtedly played a role in the fate of the Canadian game changing parties. 

 Finally, Peru, the least institutionalised party systems, held elections in 2006. In 

this country, all major political parties revolve around the existence and personalities 

of their founders and leaders.209 In particular, establishment parties dominated the 

political scene until 1990 when Alberto Fujimori, leader of an outsider, game-changing 

party grounded on dismantling the corruption and inefficiency of previous 

governments, won the election. Fujimori and his party eventually became the new 

establishment, competition was then defined around pro- and anti-Fujimori 

movements and the once-again discontented Peruvian electorate felt that it had no 

real choice and brought the two older-establishment parties (APRA Alianza Popular 

Revolucionaria Americana and PPPC, Partido Popular Cristiano) back into the 

forefront in the 2000 election (Schmidt 2007). In 2006, all candidates and parties 

denounced corruption, the “old” government practices and promised to be a real 

alternative but one candidate, Ollanta Humala, a retired army officer, had the 

greatest appeal with the often let down Peruvian citizenry. Whilst Humala was not a 

total unknown —having taken part in an armed uprising against Fujimori and being 

the son of a communist ideologue,— he managed to present himself as an outsider, a 

victim of the “immoral establishment”, and to endorse forgotten or neglected issue 

                                                      
208 The regionalisation of party systems (the existence of different party systems by region within 
the same polity) is not an exclusive Canadian phenomenon. Post-transition Mexican politics 
have often been described as such, see Klesner JL. 2005 
Electoral Competition and the New Party System in Mexico. Latin American Politics and Society 
47:103-38  
209 For instance, Víctor Haya de la Torre was the founder and indisputable leader of APRA; 
Fernando Belaundé created and ruled over Acción Popular until his death; Luis Bedoya 
established and still leads the Partido Popular Cristiano. Cfr., Schmidt, op. cit., p. 813. 
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dimensions such as a return to a stronger state role in the nation’s economy, to halt 

the eradication of coca and to relinquish a free trade agreement recently signed with 

the US. He also promised to break free from the past by carrying out elections for a 

new constitutional convention which would draft a new legal order (Schmidt 2007). 

Obviously, a carefully planned game changing strategy such as Humala’s would work 

well in a country extremely tired of facing the same parties, the same faces and no 

solution to their problems.210   

 Finally, a very quick word about the country-specific conditions which explain 

the least successful best radical parties in Western Europe-writ large (Germany, New 

Zealand and Italy) and Latin America (Brasil, Ecuador and Mexico).211 

 In Germany, since the Weimar Republic and its experience with polarised 

pluralism, there has been a general understanding that granting access to small, 

outsider parties is dangerous, hence an electorate extremely worried about instability 

tends to elect governments which alternate between different coalitions of the same 

traditional parties (Saalfeld 2005; Safran 2009; Sartori 1976).212 The German election 

included in this dataset, 2002, followed one in which five parties had entered the 

Bundestag and the first ever Red-Green coalition had been formed.213 In between 

elections, the coalition had managed to deliver some results —though unemployment 

                                                      
210 This is very similar to what happened in Ecuador but which would have been better 
illustrated if I had used presidential and not legislative results for 2006. I used legislative vote 
shares to make the comparison with Western Europe writ large more pertinent. 
211 As it has already been explained, Ecuador is an anomaly in terms of vote (and success of 
the game changing strategy) due to Correa’s appeal to boycott the legislative elections. 
Assuming presidential coattails and reflecting on what happened to Noboa and Prian, the PS-
FA/Pais alliance would probably have gotten a much larger share of the vote, had this boycott 
not being called for. 
212 The mixed member proportional system which was drafted for Germany at the end of the 
Second World War was designed, precisely, with the intention of avoiding another Weimar-like 
scenario. 
213 The five parties were namely, the Social Democrats (SPD), the Christian Democrats (CDU-
CSU), the Free Democrats (FDP), the Greens and the post-communist socialists (PDS). A red-
green coalition is a Social Democrat-Green government, as mentioned when discussing the 
Austrian case. 
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became the most important issue in the campaign— but, more importantly, their main 

rivals, the CDU/CSU had been involved in a major financial scandal (since late 1999) 

which  could have threatened their political prospects, had it not been for a 

combination of a charismatic candidate to Chancellor, Edmund Stoiber, and the 

party’s reputation as being the most competent in labour market policy (Helms 2004). 

The 2002 election produced one of the closest results in postwar Germany but failed 

to further shake things up. It seems that only at times of extreme disillusionment with 

the traditional parties (Parteienverdrossenheit), major structural realignments and of 

increased salience of alternative issue dimensions, can an outsider party break 

through the German system (just like the Greens did 1983), however, such conditions 

were not present in 2002 (Chandler & Siaroff 1986). 

 Moreover, the Italian 2001 election came at a time when the centre-left 

coalition which had ruled for the previous five years was completely exhausted. The 

2000 regional elections had already produced a new electoral coalition, Casa delle 

Libertà — between Berlusconi’s Forza Italia, two small right wing Catholic parties (CDU 

and CCD), and two more controversial, former outsider players, the regionalist-

separatist Lega Nord and the “post-fascist” Alleanza Nazionale — which, having failed 

in 1994 due to its political incongruence, decided to converge and present a unified 

stance on certain issue dimensions —immigration, law and order, devolution, tax cuts 

and social security— in which the left would not do well. This strategy paid off in the 

regional ballot, and it paid further in the 2001 elections: whilst the forces of the left 

looked erratic and disintegrated, the right unequivocally promoted Berlusconi as PM 

and, more importantly, the latter somehow became immune to scandals, “no hostile 

publicity appeared to stick to him,” even though a series of national and international 

corruption accusations floated around him (Parker & Natale 2002). In a system where 
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most of the discontent was placed on the left, a reformed right, including former 

outsider parties and endorsing new issue dimensions drastically reduced the chances 

for other outsider parties to make their mark.214  

 In New Zealand, game changing parties faced a system which had recently 

undergone major changes (in 1996 with an electoral reform), was experiencing good 

economic conditions (unemployment was at its lowest level in 13 years) and where 

the incumbent party, Labour, conducted a carefully orchestrated, aggressive 

campaign to attract centrist and non-Labour voters to capitalise on the high opinion 

poll ratings it was enjoying (Geddis 2004). Under these conditions, New Zealand’s 

outsider parties found it really difficult to make their claims.  

 A very similar story took place in Brasil’s 2006 election which brought about the 

reelection of Luís Inácio “Lula” da Silva. Naturally, the campaign focussed on the 

incumbent’s achievements, namely a successful economic management and an 

increase in social welfare for the lower income Brasilians, as well as on his 

shortcomings (several corruption scandals within his party and those closest to him). 

Nonetheless, the former had a greater impact on the Brazilian electorate and the fact 

that the opposition parties led rather timid campaigns —simply demanding 

explanations about the corruption accusation but not proposing clear, emphatic 

policies to govern— explains why there were no major losses for the incumbent 

congressional caucus and a clear, second round presidential victory for Lula himself 

(Nicolau 2008). If the opposition parties had little chances of upsetting Lula’s victory, 

much less so the few outsider parties present even though PSOL’s leader, Heloísa 

                                                      
214 Denmark, Netherlands and Italy constitute the best examples of the outmost successful 
outsider, radical strategy: those who cease being outsiders and become insiders. At the time of 
these surveys, all three countries had in their government, former outsider radical parties who 
had managed to break through and had achieved their goal of becoming established. Under 
such “radical” governments, it is no wonder that the remainder outsider, game changing 
parties do not do very well: since things have been recently transformed, the appeal of the 
current radicals is less effective. 
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Helena was harshly critical of the government and had a strong campaigning style. 

Had she found the right issue dimension to endorse, she might have made further 

strides.215   

 Finally, the 2006 elections in Mexico were still controversial and extremely close 

but less transformative than the immediately previous election. The 2000 ballot had 

put an end to over 70 years of the PRI’s reign and, as a result, had drastically 

diminished the importance of the anti-regime/pro-regime cleavage (Klesner 2008). 

There were now three establishment parties, PRI, PAN and PRD, with enough 

programmatic differences between them to make the 2006 election’s main focus be 

about the direction of country’s development model, the relationship with the US and 

the breakdown of social order (Klesner 2007). None of these issues could effectively 

be taken up by any outsider party and it does not come as a surprise that radicalism 

was not a successful strategy. 

 Whilst some country-specific characteristics help explain the high levels of 

success of game changing parties in these countries, not all of them experienced the 

same turmoil nor were all these elections equally important, so let us now look at party 

fragmentation to see the impact of this variable on the success of radicalism as a 

strategy.  

 Graph 3.5 below shows the percentage of vote obtained by the largest vote-

getter game changing parties per country distributed according to the total number 

of parties present in each system.216 Initially, this graph suggests that the number of 

parties present in a system does not seem to have an unequivocal impact. The largest 

                                                      
215 She ran on traditional left-wing issues such as land reform, opposition to privatisation and 
state control of key economic sectors. Cfr., Nicolau, p. 172. 
216 It is important to note once again that such figure of parties comes from a choice, in terms of 
relevance, made by the experts questioned in the original surveys and not from their prior 
electoral experience or any other mathematical calculation. Nonetheless, the same 
expectations regarding party fragmentation enunciated earlier may be applied. 
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vote getters in each region are distributed in the extremes of party fragmentation (UK 

in category 1 whilst Colombia is in category 3 with the second place of each region in 

category 2 (CRI and FR).  

 

 

Graph 3.5 Most Successful Radical Parties by Party Fragmentation 
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 But it is possible to claim that these levels of fragmentation, in fact, constitute 

different scenarios for a radical strategy. In the first one, the least fragmented systems, 

caeteris paribus it should be harder for radicalism to thrive since given the small 

number of parties, the insider-outsider divide will weigh more and those in the outside 

will have a tough time gaining credibility and a clear and loud individual voice that 

the established cannot simply co-opt. This is true in Latin America where both cases 
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obtain less votes than the regional mean but not true in Western Europe where all the 

most successful game changing parties are above the regional mean. The reason for 

this discrepancy has to do with the fact that in all these European writ-large countries, 

there has either been a convergence of the main established parties or the radicals 

have managed to endorse a particularly salient and relevant issue dimension that 

distinguishes them from the rest.  

 The mid-level of party fragmentation represents the true test for the game 

changing strategy since its success is dependent on contingent or country specific 

factors. In this scenario, generally speaking, the insider-outsider divide still matters but 

it carries less weight than in the previous one given that the mere existence of greater 

choices for the electorate suggests in it of itself that the hold over politics of the 

establishment is less stringent, that there is a more heterogeneous society or that there 

are more politically salient cleavages in it, overall more opportunities for game 

changing parties to do well than in the previous scenario. Now, the degree to which 

outsider parties will be credible alternatives or not depends on the prevalent 

conditions (institutional and otherwise) in each particular country. As we see in graph 

3.5, there are some countries with very successful radicals (namely, France and Costa 

Rica) and others in which they are not (Germany, Mexico and Venezuela). The 

individual conditions for the extremes of the graph have already been discussed in 

the previous section. 

 Finally, the third scenario in which there are 11 or more parties should be, 

theoretically, the easiest for radical parties to thrive in given that the insider-outsider 

divide weighs the least and each individual party, regardless of the role it plays within 

the party system, is responsible for its own fate. Now, the key to success is to find the 

appropriate, salient and distinct issue dimension to endorse, one which would clearly 
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differentiate the game changing party from the remainder parties. Such case was 

only accomplished in Colombia, and, as the graph shows, when it happens, the 

strategy is very rewarding but the likelihood of radicalism being this successful when 

there are so many parties is quite small. 

 Now, in order to further test for hypothesis 1, regarding the convergence of the 

establishment as a contributing factor for radical success, I decided to plot the most 

successful radical parties in both regions only if these parties gained more votes than 

their respective regional mean for the establishment parties. To recapitulate, the 

mean establishment vote share in Latin America amounted to 17.51% and the same 

but for Europe-writ large came to 16.32%. Only four parties, the Liberal Democrats in 

the UK (the only European case), the UPP in Peru, the PAC in Costa Rica and ASI in 

Colombia surpassed these thresholds.  

 I believe that the amazing success of the radical parties in UK, Peru and Costa 

Rica can definitely be explained by the convergence of the establishment, as it has 

been shown in previous sections, though I acknowledge that, despite the existence of 

convergence in Colombia too, the effect of the special indigenous circumscription is 

magnifying ASI’s appeal. 
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Graph 3.6 The Convergence Hypothesis: Most Successful Radicals in Comparison to 

Mean Establishment’s Vote per Region 
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 Lastly, to test for the impact of the type of electoral system on the fate of 

game changing parties across the two regions, I graphed the mean radical vote per 

type of electoral system in both regions. The results in graph 3.7 suggest that 

compared to the region’s mean radical value (4.22%), in Europe writ-large, both, a 

proportional and a majoritarian rule contribute to enhance the success of a game 

changing strategy, if only by very little (1.19% at the most). 

 On the other hand, in Latin America no electoral rule contributes to raising the 

mean radical vote. Proportional systems are very close to the regional mean radical 



141 

 

 

 

 

value (6.66%) but still below it. In sum, these findings are inconclusive regarding the 

role of the electoral institutions on the success/failure of radicalism as a strategy.217 

 

Graph 3.7  The Electoral System Hypothesis: Mean Radical Vote per Type of Electoral 

System 

4.915

6.03857

1.075

4.31111

5.41

0
2

4
6

Mixed Proportional Mixed Proportional Majoritarian

Latin America Western Europe

M
e

a
n

 V
o

te
 S

h
a
re

By Region

Mean Radical Vote per Type of Electoral System

 
 
 
 
 
Identifying the case studies 

 

 

 Given the limits of my dataset, I have decided to focus on four particular case 

studies to further explore the behaviour of radical parties and the actual 

implementation of such strategy across Latin American and Western democracies. In 

                                                      
217 All the bivariate analyses conducted here where included in a multivariate regression 
analysis and the same patterns were found. In the full model containing all variables, only the 
type of party (whether radical, nonradical outsider, establishment), number of parties, and 
region were statistically significant within confidence levels of 95%. The electoral system, 
economic conditions and level of satisfaction with democracy were all inconclusive. 
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particular, I have chosen France and the United Kingdom to be my examples within 

the advanced, liberal democracies and, on the other hand, Mexico and Costa Rica 

to serve as cases for the game changing strategy in LA.  

 My choices follow both, theoretical and practical reasons. In both European 

cases, the game changing parties of interest, Front National (FN) and the Liberal-

Democrats (LibDem or LD in the dataset) obtained vote shares well above the 

average electoral and were the two most successful parties above the regional 

mean. Whilst the LibDems were also the only game changing party to achieve a 

larger share of the ballot than the regional mean value for the establishment in 

Europe, the French FN has been a favourite subject of study of literature on radical 

parties given its meteoric rise and consistency in popularity amongst the French 

electorate. In fact, the FN is quite often referred to as the poster child of successful 

parties (Ivaldi 2000).  

 Moreover, there are interesting institutional differences between the two 

cases. France is a multiparty democracy with a relatively rare institutional 

arrangement (two-round, plurality-majority, semi presidential system) which presents a 

unique set of opportunities and constraints for outsider parties to emerge and 

compete (Duverger 1980). Graph 8 provides a good illustration of the relevance of 

the FN in the French party system which clearly stands out amongst the radical parties 

and is almost catching up to the establishment. 
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Graph 3.8  Vote Percentage per Party Type in France 
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 On the other hand, the United Kingdom is the cradle of the first-past-the-post 

or Westminster system (Lijphart 1994). Majoritarian systems should by definition be 

harder for outsider, game-changing parties to flourish (unless they have a 

concentrated vote or regional strong-hold), given their condition of outsiders, and yet 

the LibDems do particularly well (Gallagher & Mitchell 2005).  

 Graph 3.9 puts them into a larger, national context. The LibDems gain more 

than twice the percentage of the vote obtained by any other outsider, game 

changing parties in the British system, yet the large-party bias of the majoritarian 

system leaves them far behind the mean establishment’s vote. Regardless, they 

constitute an interesting case which requires further study. 
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Graph 3.9   Vote Percentage per Party Type in UK 
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 In terms of Latin America, I have decided to focus on the two extremes: the 

largest and the least vote-getter.218 Both countries offer several interesting contrasts; 

whilst Costa Rica has been the longest established democracy in the region, Mexico 

has only recently become one. The former country is a small-sized country and 

economy whilst the latter is precisely the opposite. In terms of the parties themselves, 

the PAC is a newcomer to the system and the PASC on the other hand, has been 

around, under different names, since the country’s transition to democracy. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
218 I am discarding Colombia’s ASI from the in-depth case studies simply because of the 
particularities of its realm of competition (the special indigenous district). 
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Graph 3.10  Vote percentage per Party Type in Mexico 
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 Graph 3.10 shows that the PASC is an extremely unsuccessful radical party, 

barely reaching 2.2% of the vote in 2006 and it has, in fact, lost its registry after failing 

to meet the 2% threshold required to stay alive after the 2009 elections.   

 On the other hand, Graph 3.11 below depicts the complete opposite 

scenario: that of an outsider, radical party which achieves the largest share of the 

vote, almost 4% more than even the established parties! By glancing at both these 

parties, PASC and PAC, more closely, I seek to understand the strengths and flaws of a 

radical strategy in less developed democracies and how they compare to their 

counterparts in the West European advanced, liberal democracies.  
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Graph  3.11 Vote Percentage per Party Type in Costa Rica 
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Conclusion 

 

 When analysing a party system, our focus should be placed in all its systemic 

characteristics, namely, the number of parties present, the degree of 

institutionalisation, the conditions of competition at the moment of analysis (the 

“insiders” versus “outsiders” divide), as well as the, specific realm(s) or dimensions of 

competition. Only by acknowledging the role played by each party in the system, we 

can begin to understand the impact that they may have in the electorate and the 

reasons behind their success. 

 In this chapter, I have analysed the particular expressions that a game-

changing strategy may take in different party systems across Western Europe-writ 

large and Latin America. Even though several country-specific features, such as the 

historical context of the particular election, contribute to explain what makes certain 

radical parties thrive whilst others flounder, their level of success is closely tied to the 
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individual party’s ability to truly present itself as an alternative to the establishment, 

one which can provide a voice to those discontented, neglected or forgotten sectors 

of the electorate. In-depth analysis of four political parties, namely the LibDems, the 

Front National, PASC and PAC, will be conducted in the next chapter in order to gain 

further insight on what makes radicalism a desirable, as well as an efficient strategy for 

outsider parties. 
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Chapter 4: Radicals at work: Analysing the radical strategy through time and space 
 

     “The future belongs to the proletarian revolution;  
    everything else must serve its purposes  

     including the elections to the National 
Assembly.” 

Rosa Luxembourg.219 
 

    « Tu sais bien que c’est à coup d’orages  
et de scandals que nous avançons » 

 
« Eh, oui, la ‘planche à voile Le Pen’  

avance fastueusement  
lorsque j’enflamme le débat » 

Jean Marie Le Pen220 
 

“If you want things to be different, 
really different, 

 choose the party that is different” 
The Liberal Democrats.221  

 
 
 Conventional wisdom portrays radicals as zealots, fundamentalists or 

ideologues who are effectively located at the extremes of a particular unidimensional 

political continuum (Bretton et al 2002; Mudde 2000; Wolin 2004). Radicalism is thus 

equated with extremism, and often defined as “antipluralism or […} monism. And the 

operational heart of extremism is the repression of difference and dissent, the closing 

down of the market place of ideas. More precisely, the operational essence of 

extremism, of monism, is the tendency to treat cleavage and ambivalence as 

illegitimate” (Lipset & Raab 1970), p. 6. 

                                                      
219 Originally from “The Elections to the National Assembly”, December 23rd 1918, published in 
Die Rote Fahne but cited in English from Looker R, ed. 1972. Rosa Luxembourg: Selected Political 
Writings: Random House Cfr., http://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1918/12/23.htm  
220 “You know quite well that it is through thunderstorms and scandals that we advance” and 
“Well, yes, the Le Pen sail board advances grandly every time that I inflame the debate” 
Quotes taken from Jouve and Magoudi’s interviews with Le Pen in Jouve P, Magoudi A. 1988. 
Les dits et les non-dits de Jean Marie Le Pen: enquête et psychanalyse. Paris: Editions La 
découverte. 181 pp. 
221 From the LibDem 2010 Manifesto, available at 
http://www.libdems.org.uk/what_we_stand_for.aspx  
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 In this dissertation, I have taken a starkly different approach: radicalism is a 

strategy undertaken by pragmatic, outsider leaders who want to break into politics 

and reshape the realm of competition. In order to do so, these Rikerian political 

entrepreneurs have to focus all their efforts and their energy in finding the “perfect” 

issue dimension which will, not only fully differentiate them from the establishment and 

other outsider parties who do not pursue the same goal (ie. the outsiders-status quo), 

but also, which will allow them to attract ever increasing segment(s) of the 

electorate.222  

 In contrast with the above definition of radicalism qua extremism, the game 

changing parties and leaders portrayed here do not have (nor do they intend to 

create) a coherent, clear, ideology. They are not committed to a set of essential 

values or principles which they uphold to be axiomatically true and above else and 

they are definitely not bound to specific political programmes in a more or less 

permanent manner, as it would be the case were they disciples of a unique creed. 

Rather, they are constantly striving to find a new, neglected or forgotten social 

cleavage which they can politicise and render salient enough for it to become, 

initially, an alternative for the discontented or any other available electorate, and, 

ultimately, the arena in which political competition will take place. Instead of 

suppressing cleavages, they are looking for the right one to endorse and make it their 

own (by gaining issue ownership of it), as well as to open up — either through 

innovation or restoration— the market place of ideas. They embrace difference 

inasmuch as it is precisely what distinguishes them from the establishment.  

 Moreover, the radical parties in this dissertation do not stand in elections to 

offer testimonial candidacies or to guarantee a means of expression for a given 

                                                      
222 As I have explained in Chapter 1, this is a Rikerian tactic because its purpose is to manipulate 
the political realm in any way possible to guarantee their transformation from losers into winners. 
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cause, like the ideological purists á la Rosa Luxembourg do.223  Instead, the more 

pragmatic, ambitious and strategic decision makers who lead outsider-game 

changing parties want simply to achieve a very particular goal: become part of the 

system (insiders), reshape it to their advantage (so that they do not become losers 

again) and leave electoral ignominy behind.  

 In the previous chapters, I have empirically identified radical parties by 

focusing on their inability to neatly fall within a single category/location of 

identification in six traditional issue-dimensions, or playing field, as defined by the 

establishment. In addition, we have learnt that there are more radical parties in Latin 

America than in Western Europe and, on average; they are slightly more successful in 

the former than in the latter region.  Even amongst the most successful radicals, their 

vote share does not quite match that of the establishment and their choice of 

strategy requires constant flexibility and fluidity to accommodate to the ever 

changing conditions of their given party system. 

 This chapter is devoted to the in-depth analysis of four radical parties, namely, 

the French Front National (FN), the British Liberal Democrats (LD or LibDems), the Costa 

Rican Partido Acción Ciudadana (PAC) and the Mexican Partido Alianza Social 

Campesina (PASC). The purpose of these case studies is to identify the actual 

dimensions in which these four parties took stances in the elections included in the 

dataset and to contrast them with those issue dimensions and/or positions endorsed 

                                                      
223 Rosa Luxembourg is a good example of what a radical party leader (per my definition) is 
not. Before WW1, the SPD (Sozial Demokratische Partei) was the largest and most successful 
socialist party. When the parliamentary fraction of the party voted in favour of the war, she 
(and others) left the SPD and founded their own, individual parties; first, the Spartacus League 
and eventually the KPD or Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands.  Rosa’s decision had a huge 
electoral cost. From being in the leadership of the largest party to one which consistently polled 
around 10, at most 15% (until the Nazis banned it). Had Rosa been more pragmatic and less 
ideology driven she would have stayed in the SPD and reaped the benefits of being in the 
establishment. But she was a purist not a radical, as her quote in the epigraph of this chapter 
clearly illustrates. 
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by their respective establishments. In addition, a closer look at these parties will help 

me illustrate how endogenous the selection process of a given issue dimension is and 

how much that process is driven by the party’s leadership and its desire to clearly 

differentiate themselves from other outsiders as well as from the traditional parties, in 

order to capture available electorate(s).   

 Each of these four cases is interesting for particular reasons but, in general, 

they all constitute the single most electorally successful radical party in their 

respective party systems, and as such they will allow me to further explore the 

dynamics of success and failure of the game changing strategy in different contexts, 

hence, putting the true nature of their triumphs into perspective.224 Furthermore, by 

looking at time trends in different countries I will be able to comment on the 

conjunctural factors which have facilitated or hindered the development of such a 

tactical choice. 

 The chapter is organised as follows: first, I study the two European success 

stories. I start with the radical party par excellence the French FN and then proceed 

to the analysis of the British LibDems (Betz & Immerfall 1998; Evans & Ivaldi 2005).225 As 

the two case studies will reveal, even though it obtains a smaller share of the vote 

than its British counterpart, the FN has, overall, made a much more powerful and 

longer lasting mark in its party system, and continues to better implement a game 

changing strategy than the LibDems.226 However, it is obviously not enough for an 

                                                      
224 Refer to the concluding section of chapter 3 for more details on the individual points of 
interest of each of these case studies. 
225 The FN is often labelled the “anti-system” or the “extreme right” or the “neo-populist” party 
par excellence for its meteoric and “unexpected” rise to success. In this chapter I will provide 
my explanation for such success and I will show that it is not only the FN’s own doing but the 
conflation of certain systemic conditions and the actions and choices of the established 
parties. 
226 However, the latest inclusion of the LibDems in the governing coalition has given them an 
opportunity to regain their status as an establishment party, a chance which the FN has never 
had. Only time will tell if LibDems are successful in their attempts to reshape the arena of 
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outsider party to have a solid radical strategy to break into a particular system but 

rather the decisions and choices of the establishment, as well as those of other 

political actors (ie. the media) matter just as much.  

 I then turn to Latin America where I concentrate on yet another successful 

game changing party but this time, a newcomer to the political scene: the Costa 

Rican PAC. Finally, I carefully review the case of the PASC in Mexico, in relative terms, 

an unsuccessful radical party, in order to ascertain what the flaws of its strategy were 

and why it failed to produce more votes for them.  All four cases are studied within the 

same framework, namely, I briefly describe the conditions or empirical puzzles which 

make it a worthy case of analysis and I then proceed to explain the party’s 

programmatic and electoral evolution, as well as its attachment to or usage of the 

radical strategy by illustrating the key elements of such a political tactic. However, I 

acknowledge that there is an obvious imbalance in terms of the depth and the length 

of the four discussions and a marked preponderance of the Front National. This is due 

in part to the fact that this party has been much more studied than the remainder 

three cases given its “meteoric” rise in importance within the French system but also 

for its polemic nature. Similarly, this is also the case where the trial and error process for 

the determination of the radical issue dimension is the most obvious and easy to 

characterise and document. The narratives on the two Latin American cases cannot 

be more detailed because of the parties’ young age whilst the most recent inclusion 

of the LibDems in the UK’s governing coalition, will surely provide much material for 

future study but the literature on it pales in comparison to the Front National’s. 

                                                                                                                                                         

competition but even if they are, their entry into government in 2010 has got less to do with their 
implementation of a sophisticated, radical strategy than with other features of the larger British 
party system which became prominent at the time of the election (Labour’s disastrous 
campaign, the renewal of the Tory elites, a world economic recession, etc.) and contributed to 
the LibDem success. 
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 To recapitulate, with these four cases I will show that, first, a game changing 

strategy is only available for outsider parties. Second, that it is a response to a rigid 

party system; third, that it relies on a trial and error process for selecting the “right” 

issue dimension (normally, a new, neglected or forgotten one) and, finally, that the 

selection process for such dimension is endogenous and driven by the party 

leadership. I will conclude by summarising the lessons learnt from these four cases. 

 

 

The French « anomaly »: Le Front National de Jean Marie Le Pen227 

 
 
 On May 5th 2002, Jean Marie Le Pen, leader of the FN, obtained a little over 

five and a half million votes (17.8%) in the second round of the Presidential race, and 

although he clearly fell short of becoming the sixth President of the French Fifth 

Republic, his undeniable electoral accomplishment sent shock waves all throughout 

the world but, more importantly, it forced the establishment parties in his country to 

seriously reconsider their own political manoeuvres (Hainsworth 2004).228  

 A few weeks earlier, in what was described as the greatest electoral 

“earthquake” in contemporary French politics, Le Pen had gotten 16.86% and had 

become the first outsider candidate to reach the second round by beating the 

                                                      
227 The very extensive literature on the Front National is highly contradictory. A very simple 
example to illustrate this point is offered by the characterisation of the FN within the larger party 
system. On the one hand, there are many studies which deem the FN as constituting an 
anomaly in the French party system given the country’s historical commitment to human rights 
(birthplace of the Déclaration des Droits de l’Homme et du Citoyen) and to the creed of the 
French Revolution (liberté, fraternité, égalité). Simultaneously, and exactly in the opposite 
direction, another set of scholars categorically states that the FN is just a continuation of the 
counter-revolution movements of the 18th Century and/or of the extreme right, national-
populist, fascist or royalist traditions which have long existed in France. Cfr., Camus JY. 1998. Le 
Front National. Paris: Editions Milan. 63 pp., p. 6. 
228 To be exact, he obtained 5,525,034 votes compared to Chirac’s 25,537,894 votes (82.21%). 
To check the official electoral results, see 
http://www.interieur.gouv.fr/sections/a_votre_service/elections/resultats/presidentielle/    
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incumbent Socialist Prime Minister (PM), Lionel Jospin, out of competition (Mayer 2003; 

Miguet 2002). First puzzle: how could an outsider party who spent 12 years in total, 

electoral oblivion — since its foundation in 1972 until 1984, the FN would consistently 

poll at less than 2% nationally— make it so far?229 What changed that made the party 

so unbelievably successful?  

 Moreover, there is a second puzzle. In 2007, the next immediate Presidential 

election to the “shock of April 21st”, the same FN under the same leader only got 

10.44% of the national ballot, this time only ranking in 4th place amongst the twelve 

contenders. These losses were worse at the legislative level — reaching a mere 4.29% 

in the first round and no seats, — and the party found itself in a very complicated 

financial situation which truthfully threatened its survival because its relatively poor 

electoral records made it necessary for Le Pen to appeal primarily to his rank and file 

but also to the larger, general public for monetary contributions to pay its outstanding 

campaign debts, namely 8 million euros.230 What happened and how exactly did the 

party lose its spark? Did the FN stop being a radical? What went wrong with a strategy 

that just 5 years earlier had proven so effective?  

 To explain these mysteries, one needs to ponder on the particular context in 

which the leader of an outsider party chooses to engage in a game changing 

strategy as well as on its actual implementation (ie. its contents). In other words, whilst 

                                                      
229 Official 2007 Presidential  and other electoral results here  
http://www.interieur.gouv.fr/sections/a_votre_service/resultats-elections/PR2007/FE.html  
230 If a candidate reaches the 5% minimum electoral threshold, the French state reimburses up 
to 50% of its campaign costs (frais de campagne) which are determined in proportion to the 
votes received, the size of the electoral circumscription and taking into account several other 
conditions (an expenditure ceiling, other funding sources, etc.)     For the rules on party finance 
see http://www.senat.fr/role/fiche/financ_vie_pol.html    
Given its 2007 results, the FN’s annual public subvention would be drastically reduced, going 
from 4.6 million euros to 1.8. On this, the sale of the FN’s traditional headquarters and other 
aspects of the FN’s financial crisis see “Le Pen se résigne á vendre le “Paquebot” 
http://www.lefigaro.fr/politique/2007/12/12/01002-20071212ARTFIG00091-le-pen-se-resigne-a-
vendre-le-paquebot.php  
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in 2002, Le Pen and the FN “profited from an exceptionally favourable context” 

(Mayer 2003), p. 459, as it will be later shown, many things changed in between 

elections in terms of the party system (for instance, how the establishment adapted to 

Le Pen’s challenge and how the voters responded at their turn), and 2007 was not as 

auspicious a time for this particular game changing party. However, it would also be 

wrong to assume that the FN has always been a radical party or that, even after 

having made this particular tactical choice, they have found the “right” issue 

dimension to break through, at every election in which they have participated. 

 The FN’s outsider status has definitely been a constant since its eruption in the 

political scene and even if the party has progressively become more and more 

accepted (tolerated?) by the French society, its acceptance as a legitimate player 

was not always the case and the FN has had to repeatedly manifest its commitment 

to democracy whilst still reinforcing its outsider nature.231 Some of the doubts about 

the FN’s democratic character stem from the party’s own origins. The Front National 

was born in October 1972 — out of the remnants of Ordre Nouveau, a nationalist, 

Catholic and fundamentalist organisation, — with the purpose of bringing together a 

federation of several small extreme right wing parties, amongst which Action 

Française, Organisation Armée Secrète (OAS) and Occident stand out (Camus 

                                                      
231 At first, the FN was dismissed from all considerations because it had no electoral support to 
speak about. When it started gaining adherents and votes, the establishment moved to 
disqualify it as an extremist or fascist party, a danger to the French democracy Plenel E, Rollat 
A. 1984. The Revival of the Far Right in France. Patterns of Prejudice 18:20-7. According to Jean 
Lecanuet, president of the UDF in the early eighties, “le Front National joue un role 
“pérturbateur” dans le jeu politique”. But when these rhetorical efforts to thwart the party’s 
advance did not produce their desired effect, some establishment parties (and even, only 
certain member within the two traditional blocs) reconsidered and claimed that the party was 
another contender but no longer an adversary (“Jean Claude Gaudin, président du groupe 
UDF à l’AN, […] qualifie le FN de concurrent et non pas d’ “adversaire””). Charlot M. 1986. 
L'émergence du Front National. Révue Française de Science Politique 36e. année:30-45, pp. 43-
44. The party’s acceptance or lack thereof is mostly due to the very vocal negative campaign 
on behalf of the establishment parties against this potential challenger. 
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1996).232 The party was created to fulfil “la perception d’un vide politique, un vide à 

droite” (Declair 1999), p. 32.233 However, and especially given the often violent and 

clandestine past of these former extreme right organisations, the FN needed a leader, 

a person who had enough political credentials to be respected in the right wing 

circles but who could also participate in electoral politics without the risk of being 

banned (Declair 1999).234  Such man was none other than Jean Marie Le Pen.235 

Interestingly, the founders of the FN had hoped to use Le Pen as their pawn, to make 

him a leader only in name whilst still being the ones calling all the shots by themselves 

but they would soon realise that it would be quite impossible.236 Le Pen quickly 

assumed a dominant role, in part due to his cunning way to blend several discordant 

opinions but mostly given his charismatic personality and leadership skills —ie. he is an 

“inspired prophet”, a man “who exemplifies the successful marriage of French 

                                                      
232 Action Française (AF) was a royalist movement founded in 1899 by Charles Maurras which 
held “integral nationalism” as its ideological centre.  The OAS was a clandestine armed group 
whose leaders were officers who had fought in the Algerian War, opposed its independence 
and in 1961 attempted a military coup. Finally, Occident was the immediate ideological and 
political predecessor of Ordre Nouveau. It was created in 1964 and disbanded by 
governmental decree four years later. Cfr., Declair EG. 1999. Politics on the Fringe: The People, 
Policies and Organization of the French National Front. Durham: Duke University Press. 261 pp., 
pp. 28-41. For a more complete historical analysis of the FN’s origins, see Mayer N, Perrineau P, 
eds. 1996. Le Front National à Découvert. Paris: Presses de Sciences Po. 414 pp. and Charlot, 
ibid. 
233 “The perception of a political void, a void left by the right” Translation is mine. With this goal 
in mind, the 1973 legislative programme of the FN was plagued with nostalgic appeals to 
prevent the further decline of the French grandeur, an issue which could hardly mobilise the 
electorate.  
234 Since most studies erroneously impute its creation to Jean Marie Le Pen, it is a little known 
fact that the latter did not found the Front National, instead leading activists of Ordre Nouveau 
did so, and namely it was François Brigneau, François Duprat and Alain Robert who did it.  
235  Jean Marie Le Pen was uniquely qualified for the job. He had been a former légionnaire 
who saw action in both Indochina and Algeria and whose political career began in 1955 when 
he stood for elections (and won a seat at the National Assembly) under the patronage of Pierre 
Poujade and his shopkeepers party. Later, he took part in Jean Louis Tixier Vignancour’s 
presidential bid where he excelled as his campaign manager. All these events gave him 
respectability in the extreme right circles but it was the fact that his political career was almost 
free of violence (there were some accusations of torture in Algeria but they would not come 
back to haunt him until the nineties) what got him the job. Cfr., Charlot and Declair, ibid.  
236 As it will be later shown, it is the acknowledgment of Le Pen’s power over the FN and the 
original founders’ inability to pursue their policy preferences that caused their split. 
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intelligence and Breton genius”— (Plenel & Rollat 1984), p. 22.237 In other words, he 

manages to toe the fine line between addressing and dealing with the political elites 

as a par whilst presenting himself as an ordinary man whose purpose is to voice the 

people’s concerns “mes idées, ce sont les vôtres!”(Orfali 1996).238 

   In addition, since its emergence in the political scene, and especially despite 

having participated in almost all subsequent elections, the FN has not been in 

government, other than at the local level, and has only had presence in the 

Assemblée Nationale (AN) in three different occasions (refer to Table 4.1 in the 

Appendix D). Although it has had constant representation in Strasbourg, at the 

European Parliament from 1984 onwards, its numbers have waned, starting in the late 

nineties.239 Relatedly, only once was the FN considered as suitable coalition material 

by the traditional right, and this was done exclusively at the local level, in the town of 

Dreux (Mayer & Perrineau 1992; Perrineau 1996). In sum, there can be no doubts 

about its outsider nature within the French party system.  

 Now, when and how did 2002 election become a fertile ground for outsider, 

game changing strategies to flourish? The election took place after five years of 

cohabitation between the traditional left and right coalitions.240 Although this latest 

episode of cohabitation, had been quite successful and both, the reelection-seeking 

                                                      
237 By the fall of 1974, he was left alone at the head of the FN and rival extreme right parties 
were founded by those splitting from the FN, namely, the Parti des forces nouvelles (PFN) which 
would challenge the FN for its electorate until, not coincidentally, 1984.  Cfr. Mayer & Perrineau, 
op. cit. After the PFN’s disappearance, its symphatisers went either straight back to the FN or 
joined the CNIP. Cfr. Charlot, ibid., pp. 32-33.   
238 “My ideas, they are but your own!” 
239 The only election in which the FN, or rather, Jean Marie Le Pen did not participate was the 
1981 Presidential race, the reason being that he did not obtain the necessary 500 signatures 
(parrainages) to present his candidacy. 
240 Cohabitation happens when, in a semipresidential system like the French, the majority in 
Parliament is from a different political party to that of the President. It is also known as divided 
majority government.  President Jacques Chirac (RPR, in power since 1995) had worked with PM 
Lionel Jospin (PS) since 1997. This third cohabitation period lasted then, from 1997 to 2002. See 
Levy and Skach, “The Return of a Strong Presidency” in Cole A, Le Galès P, Levy J, eds. 2008. 
Developments in French Politics, Vols. 4. Hampshire and New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 316 pp., 
chapter 7, p. 115. 
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incumbent Chirac and his socialist opponent Jospin enjoyed high levels of popular 

support, French voters could not really distinguish any sizeable differences between 

their programmes and the campaign rapidly became dull and, supposedly almost 

entirely predictable — in the sense that few people doubted that the seating 

President and his PM would face each other in the second round —  (Parodi 2002). 

Precisely because there was a lack of internal challengers within the establishment, 

outsider and minor parties took advantage of the convergence in the traditional 

platforms and decided to present their individual candidacies, resulting in a very 

fragmented race with many testimonial/utopian and game changing strategies 

being used (Christofferson 2003).241  Undoubtedly, this extreme party fragmentation, 

coupled with the false certainty of a result, contributed to the strategic miscalculation 

on behalf of the voters who wanted, simultaneously to send a signal or to express their 

discontent with the traditional elites but who also knew, that they could really make 

their votes count in the second round (Cox 1997).242 Similarly, abstention rates were 

record breaking in these elections; as an example, during the first round, 28.4% of the 

electorate did not attend to the polls (Muxel 2007; Perrineau 2007b).243 This again 

serves as further proof of the disenchantment with the political class and the 

deterioration of the established parties who could not even mobilise their own 

sympathisers. 

                                                      
241 There were 16 candidates for the 2002 Presidential race. I quote only their last names and 
their party acronym: Gluckstein (PT), Laguiller (LO), Besançenot (LCR), Taubira (PRG), 
Chevènement (MDC), Mamère (Les Verts), Lepage (Cap21), Madelin (DL), Boutin (FRS), Le Pen 
(FN), Mégret (MNR), Saint Josse (CPNT), Chirac (RPR), Bayrou (UDF), Jospin (PS), Hue (PCF). Refer 
to list of abbreviations for the full names of the parties. 
242 62% of voters sampled in a post-election survey regretted their first round choice. Cfr. 
Christopherson,  op. cit., p. 110 
243 This decreased slightly during the second round but it still came to a sizeable 20.29%. 
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 Nonetheless, the single most important explanatory factor for Le Pen’s success 

in 2002 was the fact that insecurity, or law and order, became the dominant issue.244 

More specifically, and mostly thanks to Le Pen, insecurity became unequivocally 

intertwined with immigration and the increased media focus on the two themes 

prepared the grounds for a FN victory (Mayer 2003).245 After a series of violent crimes 

which went unsolved, the Left parties in power were never able to shake their image 

of being “soft on crime” whilst the traditional right attempted to align the issue of 

insecurity with liberty and republican values (Christofferson 2003).  Thus, none of the 

established parties could effectively cater to the large masses who had a heightened 

sense of insecurity with, either reasonable arguments or specific solutions.246 

Unsurprisingly, before the first round,  83% of the electorate agreed with the statement 

that “politicians do not care what people like us think”; 58% though they were 

“somewhat corrupt” and only 15% believed that the 2002 elections would serve to 

improve things in France (Mayer 2003).247 

 In sum, the shock of 2002 was produced by the fulfilment of all necessary 

conditions for a game changing strategy to triumph. The establishment parties from 

both the right and the left had converged and could not be told apart (condition 2: 

rigid party system). Then, the FN as an outsider party (condition 1) had managed to 

                                                      
244 In a Le Monde poll published April 7-8th, 72.5% of those surveyed answered that insecurity 
was one of the three main issues of their concern. Immigration only obtained 31.4%. Cfr., 
Christopherson, p. 122. 
245 Several specific incidents come to mind. First, in August, police statistics showed a sharp rise 
in registered criminal acts during the first semester of 2002 (+9.6%). Second, there were a series 
of violent attacks (hold-ups, attacks against security guards and police stations), followed by a 
new wave of anti-Semitic acts in synagogues, schools and buses. But the most mediatic event 
was the assault of “Papy Voise” an old man who robbed by a group of young people, who also 
burnt down his house just before the first electoral round. The French electorate watched in 
horror this last event in all the major television channels. Not surprisingly, the feelings of insecurity 
rose immediately and whilst the traditional parties tried to downplay the events, Le Pen took 
them to his advantage. See Mayer, op. cit., p. 459.  
246 The press and some scholars referred to this as showing the immobilisme of the traditional 
political class. See Christopherson, ibid., 113. 
247 Amongst the Lepenist voters, the proportions for the first and second statements are even 
larger: 90% and 75% respectively. 



160 

 

 

 

 

find a relatively new and salient social line of conflict (ie. immigration, condition 3) 

and had politicised it in its relationship to the campaign’s dominant theme (law and 

order or insecurity). This was particularly easy to do given the series of violent episodes 

throughout France which were rendered very public by the media’s sensationalism 

and which the party’s leadership seized to capitalise on the electoral support of those 

discontented and afraid for their lives (condition 4). 

 Furthermore, the FN and Jean Marie Le Pen could never have gotten to the 

second round of the 2002 Presidential race had they not realised and benefitted from 

the profitability of a radical strategy beforehand. In fact, they had adeptly endorsed 

a relatively new issue dimension —immigration— and correctly politicised it since the 

early nineteen eighties which is the exact time when the party and its leader came 

out from total political obscurity.248 More specifically, prior to 2002, there were several 

important decisions taken by the FN’s leadership which set forth a series of changes in 

the French party system (and within the electorate) that would eventually bring the 

party out to the forefront of discussions and transform it into a real contender or 

political alternative.  

 For instance, whilst at the beginning of its history, the FN presented itself 

(through its political manifesto « Défendre les Français » (1973) and other founding 

discourses) as a classic, neoliberal, and extreme right wing party (Betz & Immerfall 

1998) whose main purpose was to recover France’s grandeur, this was drastically 

modified when Le Pen discovered the electoral rentability of immigration. In other 

words, from 1972 until 1983, the FN postulated a conventional programme based on 

                                                      
248 It is not really that the issue of immigration came into existence out of the blue during the 
early eighties. It is rather that the issue in itself gained salience by the strategic manipulation of it 
on behalf of Le Pen. He was also instrumental (by being the first) to rhetorically change the 
approach towards immigration.  Cfr. Taguieff P-A, Tribalat M. 1998. Face au Front National: 
arguments pour une contre-offensive. Paris: Editions La Découverte  
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classic notions such as a minimal state, a nostalgia for the past, the need to cut back 

welfare and a desire to engage in the privatisation of the French industry (Bastow 

1997). For all effective purposes, the FN of this time was simply another outsider status 

quo party which did not really provide an alternative choice from the establishment 

parties other than by means of its novelty in the party system or its outsiderness.   

 However, it was in 1983, during the course of the municipal elections, 

especially in the town of Dreux — in the department of Eure-et-Loir in central France, 

— that Le Pen and other FN leading members discovered radicalism as a strategy of 

entry and of persuasion. This realisation did not happen on a single day but rather, it 

was the result of a trial and error process initiated in 1978 which was aided by certain 

specific characteristics of Dreux, and which would eventually become pivotal for the 

party’s irruption in the French political scene.249 

  This particular town has had long history of stable periods of socialist dominion, 

important sociodemographic changes (ie. immigration flows) due to a rapid 

industrialisation process and clearly identifiable voting trends, whereby the working 

and lower middle class neighbourhoods would vote PS, and with the city centre and 

the valley of the river Blaise casting a ballot for the right (Bréchon & Kumar Mitra 

1992).250 By the late 1970s, just as the left was enjoying a period of great success — in 

                                                      
249 At the beginning of the twentieth century, Dreux was largely a rural trading centre with a 
small industrial sector which employed a skilled work force. Before the 2WW, the municipality 
invested in subsidizing “social” housing. Its original population was mostly composed of native 
French shopkeepers, who were middle-class and politically conservative. Industrialisation in the 
1960’s was fast-paced and it changed the city’s landscape. It doubled the size of the industrial 
sector (hence, its employment) and created a demand for unskilled-labour, which was quickly 
solved by bringing in large numbers of harki Muslims who had fought on the French side of the 
Algerian war. They were mostly concentrated in the southern part of the city (from 55% in 1968, 
they amounted to 70% in 1975). Their weight within the total Dreux population totaled 30% in 
1975.  Cfr., Bréchon & Mitra, pp. 71-73. 
250 From 1908 to 1959, Maurice Viollette, an independent socialist, occupied the position of 
mayor uninterruptedly.  From 1959 to 1965, Viollette’s successor governed very much following 
the former mayor’s style but in 1965, the right won the election with a programme based on 
rapid economic development. The 1973 economic crisis severely affected the local economy 
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part because mayor Gaspard was a member of the AN which was passing electorally 

marketable “pink” legislation, — the Front National started to make its appearance in 

the local political scene. In an effort to break ground for the party, Jean Pierre Stirbois 

and his wife Marie-France, both newcomers to the FN but with a militant history in 

other extreme right movements, decided to try their luck in the legislative elections of 

1978 and allegedly came up with what seemed to be only a catchy slogan “un 

million de chômeurs, c’est un million d’immigrées en trop” (Poquet 1992).251 The 

Stirbois couple had correctly diagnosed the potential that such a motto could have in 

a town where immigration had quickly become an empirical reality and they thought 

it would be a good  idea to find a theme which would resonate strongly in any 

middle-sized city suffering from the effects of the country’s economic recession 

(Bréchon & Kumar Mitra 1992). Dreux became their testing ground for such an issue. 

Although it made an impact and the party gained visibility, the slogan was not 

immediately as effective as the FN would have wished for, probably because the 

general approach to the issue of immigration until then had been focused on other 

factors, namely, on more altruistic concerns about the welfare of immigrant workers, 

and even at times, on the deterrence of illegal immigration but it had not yet been 

linked to deteriorating economic conditions (Silverman 1992).252 Nonetheless, the 

                                                                                                                                                         

(as did the rest of the county) but it also inhibited the right from keeping true to their promises. In 
1977, the municipality was recaptured by the Left led by Françoise Gaspard.  Ibid. 
251 This slogan, translated as “a million people out of work are a million immigrants too many” 
would be reworked from then on, until it became indelibly tied to the FN. There is a dispute 
whether it was actually Jean Marie Le Pen himself who devised it or whether it was the Stirbois 
themselves. We know, however, that it was during the course of the latter’s campaign that it 
was first used. Cfr., Honoré J-P. 1986. La "hiérarchie des sentiments". Mots 12:129-57 Jean Pierre 
Stirbois would eventually become Le Pen’s right hand man and in 1981, he was appointed the 
FN’s Secretary General. He would die unexpectedly, some claim in an accident, others (like Le 
Pen) claim he was murdered, in 1988. Marie-France would be elected in Dreux (1989-1993) and 
a FN MEP from 1994-1999 and then again from 2003 to 2004.  
252 It had, however, been deemed a natural by-product of modernisation. My point here is that 
immigration was almost completely out of the forefront of discussions, even within academic 
circles.  Cfr., Silverman, pp. 15-16. 
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traditional right easily won (51.21%) the elections and though the FN attracted some 

initial attention, its leadership acknowledged that they had only started building 

support for their “cause” from the ground up, that some changes needed to be 

made to make this particular theme more salient within the electorate and the 

Stirbois’ were assigned to continue to work the land.253  

 In the party’s campaign for the 1982 cantonal elections, their endorsement of 

immigration as the key issue dimension was adjusted to incorporate the lessons learnt 

in their first attempt. Compared to its previous usage of the theme, this time the FN’s 

platform went further and sought to provide those « losers of modernisation » with a 

clear target for their anger: non-European immigrants, and in particular, Muslim. The 

party’s new slogan serves as an illustration of these framing changes : « Immigrés d’au 

delà de la Méditerranée, retournez à vos gourbis ».254 This second attempt reaffirmed 

their beliefs in the electoral power of the dimension since it got them 12.6% of the vote 

in Dreux West and 9.6% in Dreux East, even though the party only managed to present 

65 candidates (out of 1,945 possible cantons) and only obtained 0.2% of the total 

ballot (Bréchon & Kumar Mitra 1992). But their real breakthrough in the electoral scene 

came a year later, in the municipal elections where the FN list headed by J.P. Stirbois 

obtained 16.7% of the vote in the first round. After this feat, the FN stood in an alliance 

with the moderate right for the second ballot and together triumphed over their rivals 

in a landslide (55%) (Perrineau 1996). This allowed the FN to have, for the first time, 

seven of its members in the municipal council and three other as adjoints to the 

Mayor. This result would be followed by, simultaneously, more virulent slogans —« La 

                                                      
253 For electoral results on Dreux, see 
http://www.dreux.com/Municipalite/index.php?page=ViePolitique-Elections  
254 “Immigrants from beyond the Mediterranean, return to your huts”. A gourbis is a rudimentary 
house made out of tree branches and dry earth. It is typical of North Africa. Cfr., 
http://www.cnrtl.fr/definition/gourbis  



164 

 

 

 

 

France au français » “Deux million de chômeurs, deux millions d’immigrés !» 

depending on the realm of competition —  and more electoral victories, this time at 

the European level in 1984 (11.2%), a record vote share in the 1985 cantonal ballot 

(8.8%) and, ultimately, 9.9% in the 1986 legislative elections (Hargreaves 1987), p. 112. 

Finally, and thanks to this “new” issue dimension, the FN was effectively differentiating 

itself from the establishment and also, from other outsider parties and hence, reaping 

the benefits of a solid game changing strategy. In less than 10 years, these tactical 

choices transformed the FN from an insignificant party into a force to be reckoned 

with. 

 However, the FN’s tactical decision making would not have been sufficient to 

render them relevant, had it not been for Mitterrand’s reversal of his party’s economic 

principles and the consequent disaffection of the working class with the PS. The 

“treason” (or the “U-turn) of Socialist government after a few years in office was 

translated into the expansion of the available electorate (Clift 2008). Now, not only 

those discontented with the traditional right who had not managed to regroup since 

their most recent electoral loss but also the workers, the traditional left wing 

sympathisers were up for grabs. And Le Pen took it upon himself and his party to cater 

to their interests. In short, the rise to prominence of the FN (in all types of elections) 

during the early eighties was due to the coupling of several factors: a new issue 

dimension which was rhetorically manipulated to become the “best” explanation for 

the prevalent social and economic woes plus the disillusionment with the first Socialist-

led government (which had only been inaugurated in 1981) who had gone back in its 

campaign promises and the inability of the traditional right to present itself as a solid 

opposition (Lewis-Beck & Mitchell II. 1993). 
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 Having discovered the power of strategic manipulation and its immediate 

pay-offs given the existence of a greater number of non-attached voters, the FN and 

its leadership set out in a quest for potentially more effective issue dimensions at every 

election. Their search was always undertaken as a trial and error mechanism, that is, 

by presenting what they knew to be effective —ie. their outsiderism and immigration 

— side by side with new issues which would then be discarded if they had not been 

useful.255  For instance, in the 1986 campaign manifesto « Pour la France », the FN 

began its attack against the media, against the “dishonesty of the politicians and the 

journalists” who had left the party in “a media desert that protects the fortress of the 

Gang of Four” (Declair 1999).256 As it happens with most of the FN programmatic 

choices, there were some grounds for this particular claim, the French media had truly 

ignored the FN for many years, however, things had changed since their electoral 

breakthrough but the latter fact would be conveniently forgotten by the party’s 

leadership during the campaign or until it stopped being productive. 

 The fight against corruption was a big issue for the party during the early 

nineties. Their slogan “mains propres, tête haute” served to reinforce their outsider 

status  (Camus 1998).257 But perhaps another more important programmatic change, 

began in 1993 with « 300 mesures pour la renaissance de la France » where Le Pen 

and the FN’s leadership decided to abandon the neoliberal economic rhetoric in 

favour of economic protectionism and national preference (Bastow 1997). 

 By the fall of 1995, it is very clear that the FN is truly a radical party though it 

continued to go through the trouble of reminding the electorate of the intrinsic 

                                                      
255 In the 1984 and 1985 platforms “Les Français d’abord” and “La France est de retour” 
immigration took centre stage, since the party was still experimenting and looking for the best 
way to capitalise from it. Cfr. Charlot, ibid., pp. 36-37. 
256 The Gang of Four are the established parties: Communists, Socialists, RPR and UDF. 
257 “Clean hands, head held high” 
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differences with the rest by using the slogan “Ni de droite ni de gauche” (Camus 

1998), p. 13. Having gained the attention of its targeted population (the workers) with 

their renewed social commitment, this is also the time when the party started forcibly 

pursuing a social policy based on the idea of dethroning “le syndicalisme official 

[que] n’est plus légitime” (Camus 1998), p. 20.258 Especially after the 1995 Presidential 

race — in which Le Pen received the most workers’ votes in the entire French party 

system, — the FN began to form its own trade unions and other interest groups, such 

as police, unions of teachers, small-businessmen, renters, penitentiaries, transports, 

salaried and health workers (Bastow 1998). Although the party encountered major 

problems with their new creations, given that many of them, notably the FN-Police 

and the FN-Pénitentiare where banned by the authorities, their impact on the 

popularity of the party was notorious. Figure 4.1 below shows that the FN reached its 

popularity peak (17.5%) precisely at this time.259 All these examples show that the FN 

was picking and choosing new themes with which they could squeeze away support 

from the traditional parties and direct it towards them. 

 The 2002 Presidential election constitutes the most important electoral success 

recorded by the FN and its leader since, for the first time, it was the political platform 

of an outsider, game changing party (« Pour un avenir français ») what set the mood 

and the focus of the general campaign. It is important to note here that even if the 

FN’s discourse was centred on the connection between immigration and criminality, it 

was by no means a single-issue platform (Mudde 1999). Le Pen’s 2002 programme 

also included a mixed economic stance —combining anti-fiscal liberalism and 

national protection against globalisation — and a strong anti-Americanism (Evans & 

                                                      
258 “the official syndicalism which is no longer legitimate” 
259 The mean value of good opinions about the FN is 11.44% whilst its negative counterpart 
amounts to 79.44%. Undoubtedly, the FN fights an uphill battle to break into the French system. 
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Ivaldi 2005) which however, did not prove to be, in pre-election polls at least, as 

successful a combination (amounting only to 11.5% of the citizenry’s good opinions) 

as the 1995 programme. 

 Finally, the last presidential elections in 2007 marked another drastic 

transformation in the Front’s political programme. This time it was not due a deliberate 

strategic choice on behalf of Jean Marie Le Pen and his main advisors but rather 

because of the actions of the traditional parties and, especially of Nicolas Sarkozy, the 

UMP’s Presidential candidate. Many scholars claim that Sarkozy started preparing for 

the 2007 election, immediately after the 2002 poll. As early as that, he started 

targeting the Lepenist voters and declaring himself to be anti-immigration 

(Christofferson 2003).260 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
260 Christofferson goes as far as to claim that it was precisely Sarkozy’s cooptation of the 
immigration issue dimension away from Le Pen and his “adroit exploitation of the law and order 
issue” that the FN lost a sizeable part of its Presidential vote share in the 2002 legislative race, p. 
115. Personally, I think it had to do with the unified front presented by the establishment parties 
and their call to “rally behind the republican-truly democratic parties”, that is, the negative 
campaign in which the elites embarked for the 2nd presidential round paid off for the legislative 
race. There was also a coattail effect which worked in detriment of the FN as did the regret that 
those citizens who thought that they could afford a “protest vote” in the first presidential round 
had.  
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Graph 4.1. Popularity rate for the Front National 1984-2010.261 
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 More importantly, Sarkozy realised too the electoral profitability of tying it to 

delinquency and the need for greater social order, consequently, from the beginning 

of his campaign, he proposed a struggle against criminality and the toughening of 

France’s immigration policy through the creation of a ministry of immigration and 

national identity.262 Sarkozy’s success was predicated, in part, to his ability to exploit 

the advantages provided to him by his “insider” nature. He knew that despite the 

issue ownership of Le Pen over immigration and law and order, the latter did not have 

issue competence since he has never held power nor has he had governing 

experience. Sarkozy knew that the electorate would much prefer a man capable of 

                                                      
261 Figure 4.1 is showing the annual average of the FN’s popularity index (cotes de popularité) 
reported by Baromètre TNS-Sofres, Figaro Magazine. The original data reports the monthly 
percentages of good and bad opinions about the FN. The original wording of the question is: 
«Avez-vous une opinion très bonne, plutôt bonne, plutôt mauvaise ou très mauvaise du parti 
suivant : Front National ?» Have you a very good opinion, mostly good, mostly bad or very bad 
opinion of the following party : Front National ? Cfr., 
http://www.tnssofres.com/popularites/cote3/redirect.php?nom2=Front+National&parti=fn&id_d
oumic=&fonction=&start=1&end=318&forme=tout&submit=Afficher+ma+s%E9lection  
262 Few could have forgotten Sarkozy’s famous responses to the 2005 riots in Paris, when as 
Minister of the Interior during separate visits in june to La Corneuve, a parisien banlieu and in 
October to Argenteuil, he pejoratively referred to the rioters as scum (racaille) who needed to 
be hosed down (“On va nettoyer la cité des 4000 au kärcher”). Quoted in Le Monde, 21 juin 
2005, the Guardian here http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/blog/2005/nov/08/inflammatoryla 
and a translation in English of both episodes and other “entertaining” Sarkozy moments  here 
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/05/07/world/europe/07francequotes.html  
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governing than another only claiming to be so too. What is more, when one 

compares the 2002 electoral maps of Le Pen with those of Sarkozy in 2007, one sees 

that there are enormous similarities amongst the two. For instance, Sarkozy obtained 

huge gains in the usual Lepenist arenas (the Mediterranean departments, Alsace, 

Rhône-Alpes) and also in those areas in which the FN vote had been consistently 

increasing for the last ten years (ie. the Francilian periphery: Loiret, Aube, Eure-et-Loir, 

Seine-et-Marne, Yonne and Eure) (Fourquet 2007). In addition, Sarkozy managed to 

appear much more convincingly as the man who could solve the problems of France 

because of his real experience in government, as well as due to his younger age and 

dynamism.263 So, how did the FN and its leadership react to the traditional right’s 

cooptation of their preferred issue-dimensions? Well, they did what any pragmatic, 

game changing, strategic decision maker would do. They sought to reconfigure their 

platform to emphasise their differences with the establishment and their outsiderism, 

this time under a new platform. In other words, they abandoned their traditional 

stance on immigration and tried to create a new identity for themselves within this 

particular theme. See for instance the two posters (figures 4.1 and 4.2 in the Appendix 

D). After years of having primed the issue of immigration as the “mother of all evils”, 

the FN leadership flipped it on its head and started claiming that the traditional right 

and left had been responsible for the social deterioration of France.264 Instead the FN 

was different, said Le Pen in his visit to Argenteuil soon after Sarkozy’s pejorative 

remarks, «Si certains veulent vous «karcheriser» pour vous exclure, nous voulons vous 

aider à sortir de ces ghettos de banlieue où les politiciens français vous ont 

                                                      
263 ¼ of self declared Lepenist sympathisers placed Sarkozy above Le Pen in their preferences 
for dealing with security issues. Cfr., Fourquet, op. cit., p. 5. 
264 See for instance this Time’s article on the peculiarity of the FN treatment of immigration in 
2007 http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1597223,00.html  
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parqués».265 Marine Le Pen, the “strategic director of Le Pen’s presidential bid” knew 

that having lost the immigration issue to an “insider” like Sarkozy could only be fought 

by shedding the “extremist” label and looking to attract more traditional clienteles 

which were being scared off by the UMPS’s toughening stance.266 And that was 

precisely the game changing decision that they took. 

 In many ways, the 2007 Presidential race was a very surprising election in 

itself.267 Not only did it revert many of the trends experienced in 2002 (via a 

dramatically high participation rate with 83.78% votes casting a ballot; a rise in interest 

in a polarising, long campaign), but mainly because it brought about a return of the 

French citizenry to the mainstream political parties and as such, it marked an end to 

the “cycle of negative politisation” or protest vote which had characterised French 

elections since the eighties (Perrineau 2007a).268 This time, the campaign was focused 

on the two largest political parties and their opposite political projects for France (so, 

no convergence within the traditional parties). The electorate was largely concerned 

with economic and social issues: the persistence of a high rate of unemployment 

(circa 10%), slow growth rates and an overall deteriorating economy (losing 

competitiveness and foreign investment rapidly).  

 Graph 4.2 below shows that employment was the most important issue of the 

campaign whilst immigration came in fifth (a three-way tie with environment and 

                                                      
265 “If some want to hose you down to exclude you, we want to help you get out of these 
ghettos of the suburbs where the French politicians have placed you”. See 
http://www.20minutes.fr/article/150339/Politique-Le-Pen-se-paie-Sarkozy-en-banlieue.php  
266 During the campaign, she was quoted claiming: “The Front has changed. We are not 
extremists”,  See this NY Times article precisely on this topic at 
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/04/05/world/europe/05iht-france.4.5162758.html  
267 It was also the first time in French history that a legislative election did not conclude with the 
replacement of the legislative majority by the opposite bloc since 1981. Knapp A. 2004. 
Ephemeral Victories? France's Governing Parties, the Ecologists, and the Far Right. In Political 
Parties & Electoral Change, ed. P Mair, WC Muller, F Plasser, p. 280. London: SAGE Publications 
268 The 2007 participation rate was the second highest in the French Fifth; falling a little short of 
De Gaulle’s first universal suffrage ballot in 1965 (84.75%). See Perrineau, p.1. 
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inflation). Under such circumstances, namely no convergence of the establishment 

and no “perfect” issue dimension or clear ownership of the key issue, the FN’s outsider, 

game changing strategy could not do very well and it would have had to be 

reformed even further to suit the new conditions of competition and to become more 

electorally rentable. 

 In sum, both empirical puzzles — 2002 and 2007 — can be understood by 

pondering on the existence and peculiarities of the radical strategy and the notions of 

issue ownership and issue competence (in the latter ballot). It has already been 

mentioned that it was not until the early eighties that immigration made its first 

appearance in the Lepenist discourse and it was not just the simple mention of the 

social cleavage but rather the brilliant strategic manipulation of it by the FN’s 

leadership what made it work. 

 Also fundamental, though largely unconscious, was the role played by the 

French media in the success of this rhetorical tactic, an issue which cannot be 

underestimated. Until 1983, not only the traditional parties ignored the FN and its 

leader but also the media, and consequently, the electorate as well. From Dreux 

onwards, things would change rapidly. 
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Graph 4.2. Most important issues of the 2007 Campaign269 
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 In the early seventies, even before the FN was created, Ordre Nouveau and 

other “far right sources” made up 9% of those used by Le Monde, 11% from Le Figaro 

and 5% for French television in general.270 Nonetheless, this would change as, for 

instance, during the late eighties the television appearances of the FN and its 

leadership rose sharply: from 15 each at TFI (French Television 1) and Antenne 2  in 

1983 to 100 and 60 respectively in 1988 (Benson 2002).271 This increased media focus 

would make some Lepenist detractors suggest that the FN’s success is not really due 

to the party’s programme or to its leader but rather a by-product of media 

irresponsibility, “La télé est l’arme de Le Pen. La télé l’a créé. » (Jouve & Magoudi 

                                                      
269 Figure 2 shows the mean percentage of different issues chosen from a list by respondents to 
the 2006-2007 Political Barometre carried out by IFOP under the auspices of CEVIPOF and the 
Ministry of the Interior. The mean corresponds to the four rounds of responses (1st round, Spring 
2006, 2nd round Fall 2006, 3rd round Winter 2006-2007, 4th round February 2007). Source: 
“Baromètre Politique Français (2006-2007) CEVIPOF-Ministère de l’Intérieur at 
http://www.cevipof.msh-paris.fr/bpf/barometre/vague4/001/R15581BPF41_%20Ensemble.pdf 
270 In comparison, the far left would amount to 23%, 17% and 13% respectively. See, Benson, 
op.cit, p.56. 
271 Before 1983, Le Pen had never been invited to a French TV plateau. 
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1988), p.15. This is, however, an extreme exaggeration and I contend that there is no 

better proof for the existence of issue ownership on behalf of an outsider party that 

when the establishment parties are forced to place themselves in the outsider’s 

preferred realm. This has been the case for immigration and the FN since Dreux 

(Hester 2009) (Charlot 1986). Even when Le Pen himself tried to reinvent his party’s 

position on the issue for the 2007 election in order to combat the UMP and Sarkozy 

who had co-opted it away from the FN, he was unable to effectively do so given its 

past history. Though he managed to bring in new voters to his cause in 2007 (mostly, 

and paradoxically, second generation immigrants), the large majority of French voters 

refused to believe the party’s new stance on the issue. Thus, issue ownership is hard to 

earn but also, to lose, and above all, it is not sufficient condition to be electorally 

relevant, issue competence is needed all along too. In sum, even though it is clear 

that the FN is “en fait, un fourre-tout idéologique” (Rioux 1985) and that such 

characteristic makes it capable to attract the attention of and appeal to a very 

heterogeneous electorate, this characteristic also makes the party an easy target to 

the establishment’s attacks as an unreliable, unfit party which lacks “governing 

credibility” (Evans & Ivaldi 2005).272 And whenever the establishment takes issue 

competence away from the radical party, the strategy is seriously weakened (Hewlett 

2007). 

 To further understand the dynamics of the FN’s radical strategy, a glance to 

certain institutional arrangements becomes necessary. In France, elections are 

constantly happening. There are several different types of rules and some of them are 

                                                      
272 “In fact, an ideological catch-all”. Quote comes straight from p.138. 
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more or less restrictive to the entry of outsider parties.273 Overall, the FN does well in 

both, second order ballots (those were there is less at stake, ie. the European or local 

races) and candidate-centred elections, particularly in municipal elections and 

Presidential ballots. This is mainly due, as the aforementioned narrative on Dreux has 

taught us, to the influence of charismatic personalities and the impact of grassroots 

campaigning.274 See, for instance, Graph 4.3 which shows Le Pen’s presidential and 

his party’s legislative scores throughout time.  

 On the other hand, French legislative elections have never been an auspicious 

arena of competition but rather they are very biased in favour of large parties who 

possess a well-grounded local power base and a series of notables who can rally 

supporters at the expense of any minor or peripheral candidates and who also 

become instrumental in the alliance building process (Evans & Ivaldi 2005). Moreover, 

since 1983, no established party has been willing to cooperate with the FN to 

compete jointly in any second electoral round. So, in the few legislative 

circumscriptions where the FN candidates are able to surpass the 12.5% legal 

threshold, more often than not, they have to face triangular or quadrangular races in 

which their chances of winning are seriously hindered because they have to fight for 

the support of voters who could go to traditional parties on either side of spectrum. 

 Another element which has proven useful to the party’s electoral ambitions 

was the fleeting introduction of proportional representation at the legislative level. This 

was what happened in 1986 under Mitterrand’s presidency where the FN’s “usual” 

10% of the ballot, got them 35 seats in the AN. This is the most deputies that the FN has 

                                                      
273 Presidential and legislative ballots occur under a two-round, single-member, semi-closed, 
majority-plurality system. Cfr., Elgie in chapter 6 of Gallagher M, Mitchell P, eds. 2005. The Politics 
of Electoral Systems. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 662 pp. 
274 Within the second order elections, they do particularly well at the European ballot. Refer to 
table 4.1 in the appendix C to compare and contrast with Figure 4.3 below.  
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ever had —for example, in 1997, they obtained 15.20% and only 1 seat— and since 

the rules have been reverted to plurality and there is no foreseeable change in the 

immediate future, that they will likely have (Gallagher & Mitchell 2005; Lewis-Beck & 

Mitchell II. 1993).275 

 

 

 

Graph 4.3. Presidential and Legislative Vote Shares for FN 1973-2007276 
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 Now, is it true that « toutes les couches sociales votent le Front National »?277 

Yes, the FN voters constitute a “hybrid electorate” in that they are mostly beyond the 

left and right in their preferences and, simultaneously, they cross the left/right divide 

more often than any other but, also, given the fact that the traditional voting studies 

have a serious hard time explaining them (Mayer & Perrineau 1992). The potential 

lepenist vote is rooted in a political malaise which transcends the left and right 

cleavage; a disenchantment with the traditional elites or the overall political class 

                                                      
275 Interestingly in the bivariate analysis of chapter 3, I did not find a strong relationship between 
the electoral system used and the success of radical parties. To recapitulate, in the case of the 
12 Western Europe-writ large countries, the mean average vote was 4.22% but if we control by 
PR systems, it increases so very slightly to 4.311%. 
276 Data for this Figure has been compiled by me from a multitude of sources but namely from 
the French Interior Ministry  
http://www.interieur.gouv.fr/sections/a_votre_service/elections/resultats                                                   
277 “All social classes vote FN” A quote from a member of the FN Central Committee, cited in 
Declair, op. cit., p. 172. 
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and hence they come from many and very different political backgrounds (Perrineau 

2007c).278 Obviously, the party has always counted on a small, core of hard voters, le 

noyau dur, who are extremely loyal and have in fact given the FN one of the most 

stable partisan support bases in France (Evans & Ivaldi 2005; Mayer 2002).279 However, 

Le Pen has made major strides in extending and diversifying his social bases since he 

consciously engaged in a radical strategy. For instance, in 1984 his strongholds were in 

large cities and their suburbs where immigrants had settled and were more of an 

immediate reality but, more recently, his vote has increased in rural areas and smaller 

cities (less than 2,000 inhabitants), probably due to his greater focus on anti-

globalisation. The same is true with age: where once the Lepenist voter came from all 

age cohorts, and only in 1995, it drew slightly larger support from young voters (below 

35), since 2002 the FN vote has been higher amongst older voters, and especially so 

within the seniors (50 to 64 years old) (Mayer 2003). 

 Sociologically speaking, the Lepenist voter tends to be predominantly male, 

composed from non-believers, as well as non-practicing Catholics. There has been 

more variation in terms of occupation and educational level. Initially, the FN used to 

draw its largest support from small-middle businessmen, shopkeepers and artisans (the 

“Poujadiste” base) but it had a sizeable bourgeois component as well (Betz & 

Immerfall 1998). Nonetheless, during the 1990s, the party’s electorate “proletarised” to 

the point where the FN, as it has already been told, became the main workers’ party 

(Mayer 1997). The consistency of this gaucho-lépenisme has been widely reported: in 

                                                      
278 Survey and electoral data shows that they are not only extreme right sympathisers, but they 
come from all the parties within the classic political continuum, including from parties 
theoretically contradictory with the FN as LO, CPNT, PCF, as well as independents and newly 
minted voters, amongst others. Perrineau, op. cit., p. 2. 
279 This fact, combined with their issue-prone nature which will be shortly explained, disputes the 
protest vote theory. 
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the 1988 Presidential election, Le Pen obtained 17% of the blue-collar ballot, by 1995, 

it increased to 21% and in 2002, it amounted to 26% (Mayer 2005). 

 As expected, there are two issue dimensions which distinguish the lepenist 

voters from the rest: immigration and law and order. A total of 75% of FN supporters 

believe that “there are too many immigrants”, 55% disagree with the idea that 

Muslims in France should have mosques to practice their faith, and 70% of them are 

“very much in favour” or re-establishing the death penalty (Mayer 2002).280  

 In terms of the party’s regional implantation, there seems to be a relatively 

precise partition of the French territory. On the one hand, the traditional areas or 

regions of support for the FN are on the Mediterranean coast —Provence, Rhône-

Alpes, Côtes-d-Azur,— the larger Parisian region (namely, the suburbs or banlieues 

parisiennes), as well as Alsace and Moselle (Bréchon & Kumar Mitra 1992).281 All these 

terres de vote FN are characterised by being the traditional, industrial and urban 

regions of France. Their population is large (over 200,000 inhabitants), unemployment 

is high, and they have been the most hurt by modernisation and globalisation 

processes, as well as by economic crises. On the other hand the terres de mission —

those where the FN has not yet made major strides — are to be found in the rural 

West, which is little industrialised, catholic and conservative and which has proven 

particularly resilient to the Lepenist message (Ysmal & Habert 1996). This outsider, 

                                                      
280 For comparative purposes, the same percentages but for the general voting population 
were, respectively: 35%, 24% and 34%. 
281 Alsace and Moselle constitute particularly interesting cases in terms of the FN’s electoral 
success. In these regions, the FN’s scores have always surpassed the national mean, reaching 
above 20%. One possible explanation which has been ventured forth is the existence of an 
“Alsacian exception” given the impact of certain socio-structural changes in the region. For 
instance, in the Alsacian departments of Bas-Rhin and the Haut-Rhin, industrial production has 
suffered major capital losses whilst the agricultural sector, in particular the vineyards, have lost 
their government benefits due to the European Common Agricultural Policy. The FN vote is 
hence perceived as a reaction to an apparent feeling of weakness vis á vis Germany. In the 
protestant and German speaking cantons of the two regions, the FN’s vote is even larger than 
25%. Cfr., Camus JY. 1998. Le Front National. Paris: Editions Milan. 63 pp., p. 45. 
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game changing party needs to ameliorate its score also in the agnostic, left-leaning 

Massif Central and within the bastions of the traditional right, as for instance, in 

Chirac’s fief of Corrèze (Mayer 1997).282  

 A final word about the role of leadership in this outsider, game changing party. 

The fate of the FN is inextricably tied to and explained in reference to Jean Marie Le 

Pen, its only leader yet (Camus 1998). It is the “personality, character, and mobilising 

and oratorical skills of its leader, Jean Marie Le Pen” what has given the FN its appeal. 

He has always seen himself and acted as political outsider (Lewis-Beck & Mitchell II. 

1993). Recall that even during the foundation of the party, and in the years prior to it, 

Le Pen took great pains in distancing himself from violent and/or clandestine groups 

(Charlot 1986). It was, in fact, Le Pen’s pragmatism and his lack of commitment to 

ideological purity what provoked the two largest schisms of his party, first in 1973-1974, 

and then, in 1999 after Bruno Mégret abandoned the FN to form his own MNR (Bastow 

1998; Evans & Ivaldi 2005). At every schism, French scholars have prognosticated the 

disappearance of the party but Le Pen and the FN’s resilience has always proved 

them wrong.  

 Interestingly, and despite his enormous charisma, it is not mainly Jean Marie Le 

Pen, the man, who attracts followers and voters to his party but rather his ideas 

(Declair 1999; Mayer 1997; Mayer & Perrineau 1992) As we see in the fourth figure 

below, the desire to see Le Pen do better, politically, seems to reflect more accurately 

than any other the party’s average electoral trends but even this figure on its own 

does not explain the party’s electoral peaks.283 Similarly, in a study of voting patterns 

                                                      
282 In particular, it is in the departments of Mayenne, Morbihan, Ille-et-Villaine, Finistère, Lande 
and Haute-Vienne, that the mean FN scores have progressed the least. Cfr. Mayer N. 1997. Du 
Vote Lepéniste Au Vote Frontiste. Revue française de science politique 47:438-53, p. 445. 
283 That is the support for Jean Marie Le Pen has a mean of 13.13% and it never reaches the 
levels of his vote share in the 2002 ballot (first and second round). The peak of his popularity 
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between 1986-1988, only 13% of Lepenist voters claim to have made their voting 

choice given the personality of their candidate (compared to 24% of the entire 

sample), 79% for his proposal and his ideas (59% in the entire sample) and only 5% for 

his party (8% in the survey population) (Mayer & Perrineau 1992).284  The lepenist voter 

is much more issue oriented than party identified. Even at the height of his success, in 

the 1st round of 2002, only 41% of those who claimed to have voted for him in a panel 

study, actually wanted him to get elected (Mayer 2003).285 I interpret this discrepancy 

between the reported popularity of Le Pen and his party compared to his actual vote 

to signify two things: on the one hand, that using survey data to discuss an outsider, 

radical party is trickier than using them for an establishment party given the 

electorate’s tendency to deliberately under-represent their support for the former.286 

And second, that the electoral successes of the FN and Le Pen are not due to classic 

voting explanations such as party identification but rather to finding the right issue 

dimension to endorse and strategically manipulate, hence, to a well-elaborated 

radical strategy and the existence of favourable conjunctural factors like a 

convergence of the establishment parties, etc.  In sum, leadership matters a lot 

but it does less than finding the “right” issue dimension. Thus, the Lepenist voter seems 

to, originally be more a highly mobile elector who behaves more like a “political 

shopper” who is up for grabs for whichever political entrepreneur who offers him a 

reason to come back to politics but once that he has been mobilised, he remains a 

                                                                                                                                                         

(16.5%) happened in 1996. I take these differences to mean that there is more to the radical 
strategy than simply effective party leadership. 
284 What is more interesting is that these patterns are not reflected in any of the traditional 
parties, except for the Greens. Cfr. Mayer N, Perrineau P. 1992. Why do they vote for Le Pen? 
European Journal of Political Research 22:18 
285 However, such percentage had grown since the 1988 elections where only 28% expressed 
the same desire. Mayer, op. cit., p. 459. 
286 This has often been the explanation given to why the opinion polls of 2002 could not help us 
foresee Le Pen’s first round victory. Cfr., Perrineau P. 2007c. Qui sont les électeurs potentiels de 
Jean Marie Le Pen? In Elections 2007, Baromètre politique français, CEVIPOF, p. 3 
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loyal voter, until someone else expresses his main concerns more adeptly. Again, 

issues rather than parties or candidates matter more for this electorate. 

 In conclusion, the analysis of the FN’s successive political platforms and 

secondary literature leads me to conclude that the FN has not always and probably 

cannot always be a radical party. The usefulness and attraction of the game 

changing strategy is contingent on the conjunctural themes of the particular election 

and, above all, on the actions and tactical choices of the establishment parties 

themselves. Political strategies are not created on a vacuum and must account for 

the presence of all the other actors in a party system. 

 

Graph 4.4. Jean Marie Le Pen’s popularity rate 1983-2010.287 
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 Despite all its electoral and political successes, the French Front National 

continues to be an outsider party who, in order to break into the system, must engage 

                                                      
287 Figure reports the annual average “popularity” ratings for Le Pen. Nonetheless, I hesitate to 
call these measurements a pure “popularity thermometer” as TNS/Sofres does, due to the 
actual wording of the question, which asks:  « Voulez-vous me dire si vous souhaitez lui voir jouer 
un rôle important au cours des mois et des années à venir ? » (%, réponse oui), in other words, 
would you please tell me if you wish him to play a more important role during the months and 
years to come?  In my opinion, this is not a straightforward question nor is it simply asking about 
popularity but also about credibility of the person in reference to be a leading political figure. 
Original data is here http://www.tns-sofres.com/popularites/cote/redirect.php?nom2=Jean-

Marie+Le+Pen&perso=lepen&id_doumic=3403&fonction=Pr%E9sident+du+Front+national&start=1&end=330
&forme=tout&submit=Afficher+ma+s%E9lection  
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in radicalism to differentiate itself from the establishment and from other outsider 

parties. Moreover, as the 2007 election has shown, even when it has found the right 

issue dimension to endorse and has established issue ownership over it, as in the case 

of immigration, its outsiderness, hence lack of issue competence, makes the FN an 

easy prey for the establishment parties who can somewhat easily coopt the salient 

issue dimension away from it and exploit for their own political gains, just like Sarkozy 

did in his presidential and legislative programmes of 2007. 

 Since leadership matters for the formulation of a game changing strategy, the 

future of the FN is highly uncertain. Jean Marie Le Pen will not be standing as the 

party’s candidate for the next presidential election given his old age. Moreover, there 

have been some indications that the succession race may be quite problematic.288 If 

Marine Le Pen succeeds her father, the likelihood of a continued radical engagement 

is quite feasible yet, which particular issue dimension she decides to endorse and 

what the terms of competition will be for her and the party are not easy to predict. If 

the FN’s 2007 presidential campaign which she directed gives us any indication, 

Marine is as pragmatic and strategic as her father but definitely not as charismatic 

(Hewlett 2007).289 We will have to wait and see first, if she wins the internal fight for her 

                                                      
288 Bruno Gollnisch, who used to be the second in command, until Marine Le Pen’s appointment 
to the FN’s vice-presidency in 2003, has said that he will not keep silent and will fight back 
against any potential nepotism. Though, it must be stated, his power has been decreasing 
inasmuch as Marine’s has been rising, given her electoral successes. It seems that she sells the 
party label a lot better than he does with the general public but he is the favoured candidate 
within the rank and file. 
289 She is often presented as a moderniser of the FN. Her individual characteristics, a single 
(divorced), working mother have attracted new adherents to the party, and precisely from 
those social groups which are not well represented. Remember that she was the one who 
orchestrated her father’s “de-diabolisation”(demonisation) strategy in 2007 and who pushed 
him to pursue a more moderate tone regarding immigration. But, she is NOT her father as 
Sarkozy put it very clearly in 2007 when he described her as “Le Pen-lite”.  
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father’s succession and second, how the general French public reacts to her, before 

we stat forecasting the future of the FN.290 

 

 

 
The UK’s Liberal Democrats: a former insider turned outsider-radical who gets back in? 

 
 

“For the Liberal Democrats, 
constitutional reform has remained 

the core of the Party’s ethos 
as the embodiment of a genuine 

third force in national politics. 
The issue is integrally connected 

to its identity and strategy as a radical alternative 
to both Labour and Conservative parties” 

Michael Foley.291 
 
  
 There are two misconceptions about the British Liberal Democrats and a 

couple of puzzles that this chapter seeks to, hopefully, clarify and understand. It has 

often been said of the LibDems that “no one knows what they stand for” and, 

simultaneously, that they constitute a good illustration of what a centrist party is 

(Russell & Fieldhouse 2005), p.11. Although both questionable claims have often been 

refuted by the party’s leadership, how much the British electorate has bought their 

argument remains an open question.292  Regardless, as it will be shown in this section, 

the LibDems have shown remarkable consistency in their attachment to specific issue 

dimensions (political reform being a central one, as the quote above suggests) and 

                                                      
290 Her very good personal scores in the latest regional elections have given her, and us, an 
indication of the level of support that she is likely to attract. In Hénin-Beaumont, as she obtained 
almost 30% of the vote. Cfr. http://www.interieur.gouv.fr/sections/a_votre_service/resultats-
elections/RG2010/031/062/062.html  
291 Quoted in Cole M. 2009. Constitutional Reform. In The Political Thought of the Liberals and 
Liberal Democrats since 1945, ed. K Hickson, pp. 67-83. Manchester: Manchester University Press. 
292 Though the fact that their candidates are increasingly getting elected into Westminster, 
regardless of the major institutional obstacles  that they face suggest that something within their 
strategy is actually working. What it might be exactly is what I am determined to figure out in 
this section. 
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even particular subtopics within more general themes (a firm stance against 

regressive taxation, for instance, within the larger economic issue dimension or the 

introduction of PR in the example above) (Huang 1999). So, yes, there is an 

identifiable LibDem agenda and though its message has not always permeated 

across the British electorate as loud and clear as the party would have wanted to, 

probably due to a poor communications strategy, there is an alternative, LibDem 

identity which differs clearly from the Labour and Tory programmes (Russell & 

Fieldhouse 2005).  

 Secondly, the LibDems definition and usage of the term centrism is very 

different to a simple spatial connotation.293 The centre is defined as “the pragmatic 

element of a party, one which seeks to promote party unity, loyalty to the leader and 

to eschew the ideological polarities of the left and right” (Hickson 2009), p. 3. Only 

such a definition of centre would be capable of bringing together the different 

traditions or opposing manifestations of liberalism which originally founded the party: 

there is no geographic midpoint between a negative conception of liberty (classic 

liberalism’s freedom from external constraint) and a positive one (social liberalism’s 

freedom as a capacity to act for yourself) (Berlin 1958).294 Thus, in the LibDem context, 

the term centre refers more to the party’s ability to distinguish itself from the 

establishment as well as to the creation of its own unique identity under the party 

leader’s particular guidance, with the purpose of breaking into the British system to 

reshape it; in other words, what I have deemed radicalism.  

                                                      
293 Whereby the centre would be the point in between the Labour (usually left wing) and the 
Conservative (usually right wing) programme. 
294 In other words, the LibDems need to be strategically accommodating because the 
principles of liberalism that allegedly gave rise to the party are in themselves contradictory. 
There were two main traditions of liberalism in the UK in the nineteenth century. On the one 
hand, there were the classic liberals, often identified with the free market and laissez-faire 
policies and, on the other hand, there were the social-liberals whose main concerns include 
social welfare, redistributive justice and the literacy. Both of these currents were brought 
together into the Liberal/Liberal Democratic parties. 
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 On the other hand, a quick glance at the political (especially, electoral) 

history of the Liberal Democrats could not be more puzzling. Even though Maurice 

Duverger’s seminal work on political parties clearly states “le scrutin majoritaire à un 

seul tour tend au dualisme de parties” (Duverger 1951), p. 306, the Liberal Democrats 

have managed to persistently defy this statement and have spent over 80 years as a 

little nuisance in the Tory-Labour duopoly (Lebo & Young 2009).295 Not only is the 

continued existence of this party a wonder in it of itself (especially, since there have 

been a number of internal schisms and failed alliances) but the role that they have 

played in their country’s party system has also fluctuated (Douglas 2005).  

 From their creation in the mid-nineteenth century, the LibDems, or rather the 

Liberals as they were called then, were one of the two largest parties in the British 

party system, and were often in government, (hence they were part of the 

establishment).296 Then, came the debacle of 1922 when the last Liberal PM Lloyd 

George (“the man who had won the war”) lost office and soon thereafter, the Liberals 

were no longer a major party but they remained within the establishment, this time as 

traditional opposition, even being called to join in several government coalitions and 

holding  ministerial offices at different times. With the rise of Labour, the Liberals 

disappeared into the background and almost fell into oblivion. All throughout the rest 

of the 20th century, they have been the third largest party in a system where, given its 

institutional arrangement, allegedly only the two top vote getters matter (Cowley et al 

                                                      
295 “Single round, majoritarian ballot tends to two-party systems”. This is also known as Duverger’s 
law, thanks to Riker’s coinage of the term. Cfr., Cox, op. cit., p.14. 
296 The name Liberal Democrat came into existence in 1989 during Lord Paddy Ashdown’s 
leadership, after the merger of the Liberal Party and the Social Democratic Party who had 
been in an “Alliance” since 1983. In this dissertation, both terms refer to the same party, the 
current LibDems. For a better historical understanding of the party, please refer to Douglas R. 
2005. Liberals: A History of the Liberal and Liberal Democrat Parties. Continuum  
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2000).297 Nonetheless, all this appears to have changed since the most recent general 

election of this past May, when the newly appointed PM, the Tory David Cameron, 

shook hands with Nick Clegg, current leader of the LibDems, and asked him to 

become his Deputy Prime Minister and to be in charge of political and constitutional 

reform.298 So how exactly does a party go from being once established (an insider), to 

an outsider (radicalism to be determined) and then back again to the establishment? 

Can these changes be explained as a function of different tactical choices, of 

leadership changes or of the actions and behaviour of the traditional political elites? 

To answer these questions, I will briefly describe the LibDems’ political platforms 

throughout time, in an effort to shed light on when and why they might have 

engaged in a radical strategy in an effort to regain their former agenda setting 

power. 

 As it has already been stated, the LibDems were unequivocally an 

establishment party by virtue of their being a party in government until the 1930s.299 

From 1951 until 1977, most scholars believe that the Liberal Democrats behaved as 

outsiders who could not be clearly identified by the electorate as having any distinct 

political platform to those of the two largest parties in the system (Clarke & Zuc 1989). 

                                                      
297 Between 1945 and 1970, the Tories and Labour received over 90% of the votes and the 
average gap between them amounted only to 4%. Similarly, the number of MPs from these two 
parties also constituted 90% of all MPs. Cfr., Childs S. 2006. Political Parties and Party Systems. In 
Developments in British Politics, ed. P Dunleavy, R Heffernan, P Cowley, C Hay, pp. 56-76. 
Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan 
As it is pointed out in Cowley et al., these percentages explain —but do not justify— why so 
many scholars have considered the LibDems of “very limited interest” and consequently 
ignored them in their studies of British politics.   
298 In here you have the terms of the current government coalition 
http://www.libdems.org.uk/latest_news_detail.aspx?title=Conservative_Liberal_Democrat_coalit
ion_agreements&pPK=2697bcdc-7483-47a7-a517-7778979458ff  For analysis on who is who 
within the key ministerial posts, see http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/uk_news/politics/8690882.stm  
299 Even though their strength had severely weakened since they lost Prime ministerial office in 
1922, they retained certain ministries and took part of other government coalitions, as for 
instance Churchill’s 1940 wartime government coalition, where the leader of the Liberal Party, 
Sir Archibald Sinclair, stood as Secretary of State for Air and other Liberals held junior 
government positions. Hickson, op. cit., p.14. 
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Moreover, during their time supposedly as outsiders status quo, the LibDems began to 

suffer from what later would be termed a “credibility gap” that is, they were 

perceived by the electorate as the party system’s “sure losers” and consequently, not 

worth wasting their votes on them (MacAllister et al 2001).  

 Nonetheless, there are grounds to dispute their status quo label and to ponder 

on whether or not the LibDems were simply unsuccessfully endorsing radicalism, in 

other words, choosing a new, neglected or forgotten issue dimension which the 

traditional parties did not have but failing to politicise it in an electorally-rewarding 

manner. For instance, it is precisely during this time that the party’s reputation of being 

“Europeanists” originated (ie. having a pro-European integration stance). The Liberal 

party was the only British party to promote, from the start, “consultations with other 

members of the Commonwealth and of the European Free Trade Area with a view to 

the entry of the United Kingdom […] into the Common Market” and eventually to 

support all main EU integration developments (ie. enlargement and strengthening of 

environmental policies in particular) as well as to call for greater powers to the 

European Parliament (Hickson 2009).300 

 In addition, it is also during the late 1960’s and 1970s under the leadership of 

Jeremy Thorpe (1967-1976) that the LibDems started experimenting and this time, 

electorally benefitting from, an emphasis on community politics. In other words, 

community politics was a tactical decision —but also a platform commitment— to 

build up the local machine of the Party by focussing on local issues such as where a 

bus stop should be placed, rubbish collection dates, etc. (Hickson 2009).  As a key 

                                                      
300 Naturally, not all Liberals agreed on what the party’s stance towards the Common Market 
should be but at least they were the only ones to ask for consultations on the issue and the first 
to promote EU integration. In fact, the European issue would serve as key issue for the merger 
with the newly created SDP in 1983, since the latter was founded by pro-EU leaders. See Alan 
Butt Phiip’s chapter on “Internationalism” in Hickson, op. cit., pp. 135-138. 
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activist of the period stated: they had “come to the very firm belief that if the Liberal 

Party simply relied on national trends it was prey to swings which could just wipe it out 

and so the best way was to dig in at the local level and the best way to dig at the 

local level was local campaigning and getting councillors elected… what we 

borrowed from the whole student direct action movement was the whole idea of 

“community politics” (MacAllister et al 2001). Moreover, the party was clever enough 

to link this issue with the empowerment of individuals —“people ought to be far more 

involved in local decisions”— which had been a classic theme of the party’s 

nineteenth century ethos (Douglas 2005). The LibDems soon started reaping the 

benefits of these ideas and they won important by-elections which allowed them to 

break permanently free from their “habit” of electing only 6 MPs.301 However, their 

most notable achievement was, undoubtedly, their increased market share in 

Liverpool: they went from one representative in 1968 to being the largest single group 

in the council in 1973 (MacAllister et al 2001), p. 428. 

 Graph 4.5 below presents the electoral evolution of the LibDems and illustrates 

the success of this game changing strategy. In addition and by looking at the rising 

vote shares in this graph for this (the largest) outsider party, it is possible to interpret the 

LibDem recent triumphs a sign of the increased fragmentation of the UK party system 

due to class and partisan dealignment, which also started in the late 1960’s and 

became quite obvious in the 1970’s (Childs 2006). Similarly, as it will be shortly 

discussed, the increased electoral presence (and number of MPs) of the LibDems has 

been explained by the convergence of the mainstream parties since the arrival of 

Labour to power in 1997 (Green & Hobolt 2008).  

                                                      
301 In 1964, they got 9 MPs, then in 1966 12, in the two elections of 1974, they obtained 14 and 13 
respectively and so on. See figure 4.5. 
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Graph 4.5 Electoral History of the Liberals or the Liberal Democrats302 

Vote Shares and Seats for the Liberals/Liberal Democrats
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 From 1977 to 1979, the Liberals would abandon radicalism as well as their 

outsider nature in favour of cooperation with the Labour party in power under the 

“Lib-Lab Pact”.303 With this brief entrance —18 months— back into the establishment, 

the Liberals were looking to achieve some government credibility through the 

passage of some of their preferred legislation (on abortion, housing for the poor, etc.) 

whilst Labour would obtain their much needed endorsement to remain in power. 

However, neither party trusted the other and the pact soon became sterile, hence 

short-lived, perhaps damaging the Liberal’s reputation even more. Interestingly, and 

as further proof that the LibDems’ greatest strategic problem concerns their 

communication skills, at this particular moment in time, the British electorate 

perceived the party to be much closer to the Tories than to Labour: in a national 

                                                      
302 Figure 4.5 was built with data obtained from Adam Carr’s Electoral Archive at 
http://psephos.adam-carr.net/countries/b/britain/   
303 The Pact was negotiated between PM James Callaghan and Liberal party leader David 
Steel in response to a motion of no confidence in the government promoted by the leader of 
the opposition, Margaret Thatcher, in March 1977. Cfr., Hicskon, op. cit., p. 23. Incidentally, 
several British scholars define Margaret Thatcher as a “conviction politician” and so she would 
be a good example of what an ideologue looks like. 
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election survey taken in 1979, 0.6% perceived the Liberals and Tories as being the two 

parties furthest apart whilst 7% thought likewise from the Liberals and Labour (Clarke & 

Zuc 1989). 

 During the 1980s, the most interesting strategic development within the Liberal 

Democrats would be precisely the creation of their brand name after the fusion of the 

Liberal party with the Social Democratic Party (SDP).304 The Alliance’s initial “meteoric 

rise” in opinion polls preferences — reaching 51% in December 1981— seemingly 

pointed to a reconfiguration of the British party system. Nonetheless, and as the figure 

above shows, the media buzz would never fully realise itself due to the conflation of 

several factors, such as mediocre leader ratings (Roy Jenkins), internal disputes 

amongst Liberals and SDPs for control over the new party and, more importantly, the 

break out of the Falklands war which made the incumbent Tory PM (Margaret 

Thatcher) appear more charismatic and resolute than ever. By the 1983 General 

election, the Alliance was deemed nothing different —“old Liberals in a new Alliance 

bottle”— and the electorate’s interest in it would wane down to a 20-30 percent 

range  and the party would go back into outsider oblivion (Clarke & Zuc 1989). 

 Undoubtedly, the most important period in the contemporary history of the 

LibDems was inaugurated in the 1997 with the arrival to power of Tony Blair and his 

New Labour party. This particular event, which in a sense is very similar to the Socialists 

accession to power in France in 1981, would also produce an increase in 

disillusionment with the traditional parties given the establishment’s inability to come 

up with new solutions to the country’s old troubles. Similarly, analyses done for the 

Comparative Manifesto Project at this time confirm the electorate’s suspicions that 

there was a drastic reduction of differences between the Labour and Tory projects for 

                                                      
304 The SDP had been created in 1981, under the leadership of Roy Jenkins who had been a 
Home Secretary and Chancellor of the Exchequer under Labour governments.  Ibid., p. 24. 
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government (Green & Hobolt 2008).305 Such convergence continued to be reported 

until the analysis of their 2005 platforms.306 

 All these external factors had an impact on the fortunes of the LibDems, who 

before 1997 only had 26 MPs but after this particular ballot, had managed to reach 46 

seats (Cowley et al 2000). Their 1997 Manifesto was a reminder of the party’s 

commitment to the idea of liberty in its opposition to the oppression of government. 

Under this line of thought, there was even an implied criticism of the EU’s Common 

Agricultural Policy (CAP), all whilst still reaffirming their commitment to the Maastricht 

treaty and their desire to see the UK join the euro (Hickson 2009). Given the 

convergence of the traditional parties, it is no wonder that the LibDems managed to 

really stand out as distinct. In this election, they appeared to be more strongly 

committed to social matters, especially taking the lead on the issue of extending the 

social services and they made the environment their second most important concern 

(Evans & Norris 1999), p. 11. But perhaps the most important tactical choice made by 

the LibDems at this time was not to be written in their platform, it was rather the 

existence of an unofficial commitment at the elite level —between party leaders 

Ashdown and Blair— according to which the LibDems would no longer attack the 

Conservatives and Labour in equal measure (a principle established in 1998 and 

known as equidistance) but would rather concentrate their efforts almost exclusively 

on the Tories under the notion that such collaboration would prevent the latter from 

regaining power in the foreseeable future (Fieldhouse et al 2006; Hickson 2009).  

                                                      
305 Interestingly, the mean distance between the supporters of the two main parties has also 
reduced. Between 1987 and 2005, the difference between a Labour identifier and a Tory 
identifier has dropped from 2.7 to 0.9. So, whilst the traditional parties were perhaps keeping 
true to the evolution of their bases preferences, it must not be forgotten that party identification 
had significantly been reduced and that this group represented a much less number of the 
overall citizenry than before.  Cfr. Green et al., op. cit., p. 464. 
306 I am waiting for the analyses on this latest 2010 campaign, though I suspect the trend has 
continued. 
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 This pragmatic LibDem decision to forge an impromptu “anti-Conservative” 

bloc, allegedly in an effort to gain credibility for themselves, poses a major difficulty 

when seeking to classify the LibDems as outsiders, radicals or none of the above. On 

the one hand, they were clearly still not in government and they were not the UK’s 

traditional opposition but, however, there were new instances of official, regional 

cooperation (namely, in the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly) coupled 

with elite-driven unofficial pacts with Labour which hindered the LibDem’s capacity to 

present itself as a party completely disconnected from the establishment. Regardless, 

analyses on the LibDem MPs voting behaviour suggest that they did not behave as 

“Mr. Blair’s loyal opposition” but rather, at Westminster, they tended to vote 

pragmatically: when it suited their interests and their constituencies, in favour of the 

government’s legislation but quite often, and especially when it comes to the fine 

print, “they are now noticeably more likely to vote against Labour than for”, precisely 

in their attempt to distinguish themselves from the incumbent party (Cowley et al 

2000). Despite their cooperation with Labour — via anti-Tory campaigning— relations 

between the latter and the LibDems soon cooled off because Labour reneged on its 

promise to hold a referendum on electoral reform during its first term what had been 

the climactic issue which had brought them together in the first place (Bartle 2003). 

 Electoral reform has been in the Liberal creed, not surprisingly, since 1922 when 

it became evident that they would no longer be an establishment party in their own 

right (Cole 1999).307 Nonetheless, it forms part of a major LibDem commitment to 

constitutional reform whereby all major British political institutions, namely the houses 

                                                      
307 And it is precisely because of the timing of their initial commitment to electoral reform, that 
the LibDems were originally criticised for being only interested in reform to guarantee their 
political survival. Cole’s analysis on electoral reform and the parties’ incentives to call for it 
concludes that if it were only for their self-interests, the LibDems should call for the instauration of 
AMS (Additional member system or in its American term MMP, mixed member proportional), 
from which they stand to gain the most votes. Cfr., Shugart M, Wattenberg M, eds. 2002. Mixed-
Member Electoral Systems: The best of both worlds? Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 533. 
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of parliament, the courts as well as the electoral system should be rendered more 

democratic, accountable and transparent as well as allowing greater citizen 

participation. Since the end of the 2WW, the Liberal Democrats have continuously 

and consistently appealed for the introduction of proportional, specifically calling for 

the use of the Single Transferable Vote (STV). The party’s commitment to the idea of 

reforming the electoral rules, and especially to STV, is obvious in their different party 

manifestos. For instance, in 1945, they commended STV’s preferential character, they 

wrote about the benefits of proportionality in 1955, 1959, 1966 and October 1974. At 

times, they referred specifically to this system by name (1950, 1970, 1979, 1983) whilst 

at other times they talked of its use (in Ireland, February 1974). In 1982, they produced 

an “Alliance report” where they specified the advantages of their proposed electoral 

system whilst the “Great Reform Charter” was the centrepiece of the LibDem 

campaign in 1987. Even today, in the negotiations to form a coalition with the Tories, 

electoral reform was an essential condition for Liberal collaboration (Cole 2009).308 

 Concerning the election included in the dataset analysed in the previous 

chapter, 2001 marked the beginning of a greater connection between the electorate 

and the LibDems who once again wanted to be perceived as a real alternative to 

the two traditional parties (Lilleker et al 2006; Russell & Fieldhouse 2005). The  election 

—which eventually had a relatively low turnout of 59% due to the electorate’s 

distrusting attitudes— would become a low-key phenomenon, in part because the 

campaign revolved largely around issues of taxation and public spending which 

hardly excite anyone but also because it seemed from the beginning that it would be 

a foregone conclusion given Labour’s massive leads in the polls (Bartle 2003; Fisher 

2010). The traditional parties campaigned on their strongest issues: Labour’s 

                                                      
308 Cole goes as far as to claim that electoral reform is in fact, the sine qua non of Liberal 
cooperation. Cole, op. cit., p. 68. 
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“Ambitions for Britain” was focused on the economy, education and health whilst the 

Tories’ “Time for Common Sense” emphasised crime, education, taxation and Europe 

(Green & Hobolt 2008). On the other hand, the LibDem programme was centred on 

three core party values: freedom, fairness and trust.309 The reason this simple slogan 

worked well was that the party was able to conduct, during the entire time, a very 

positive campaign which featured the party as honest and trustworthy: a party 

simultaneously committed to some of its previous themes (tax, pensions, etc.) but 

telling the electorate the truth on how to achieve them.310 At the end of the day, the 

LibDems managed to come across as a more policy oriented party by placing higher 

emphasis in their advertising campaigns, as for instance, with the addition of a “We 

oppose/We propose” feature in all their print materials and by endorsing a more 

reasoned logic for a LibDem vote in their advertising (“Ten good reasons to vote 

Liberal Democrat”), as opposed to a protest vote (Lilleker et al 2006).  

 Both, the 1997 and 2001 British general elections were marked by a change in 

campaigning strategy on behalf of the Labour party (who became a more efficient 

vote manager) and a continuation of the old tradition of community politics by the 

LibDems —but with a slight modification on who the targeted party would be— (Cutts 

2006). These tactical decisions merit further look. To recapitulate, constituency 

campaigning simply means a focus on local politics and geography which are both 

key components of any electoral strategy seeking to be successful in a first-past-the-

post system (Pattie & Johnston 2003).311 The main goals of this strategy are to mobilise 

                                                      
309 This was precisely the title of their manifesto which may be found here 
http://www.libdemmanifesto.com/2001/2001-liberal-manifesto.shtml  
310 In particular, they claimed that their approach towards the campaign’s most salient issue —
taxation— was truly the only honest one since they explained they would increase the  basic 
and the top rate of income tax to pay for their proposals. See Bartle, op. cit., p. 167.   
311 It must be remembered here that the only way for a third party to persist in an fptp system is 
to have concentrated bases of support with which to win particular circumscriptions. See 
Duverger, op. cit. 
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one’s own committed supporters whilst simultaneously rallying new voters from any 

available electorate. This is necessary because the two key elements for winning 

elections in a FPTP system are to focus on the number of votes and their location and 

both these parties sought to counter any systemic biases against them (Gallagher & 

Mitchell 2005). Labour had won a landslide in 1997 as the traditional opposition by 

focusing on specific –target seats or marginals- in which it had to win to get into 

government. 312 In 2001, Labour chose to follow the same strategy but this time as an 

incumbent and as such, it sought to increase its numbers but knew that it had to 

retain its target seats and that a drastic perusal of the moderate Tory voters could 

translate into a shift of its own constituents into the hands of the LibDems. The 

LibDems, again, by virtue of their outsiderism do not enjoy the same advantages that 

the Tories and Labour have, namely, because they have no safe seats and they have 

much less monetary resources. To counter for these disadvantages, the LibDems 

focused all their resources (activists, budget and overall campaigning) in their target 

wards and other areas of known strength, namely where they were the incumbents 

already, and carried out different campaign techniques depending on which 

dominant party was its main rival in the given target but also in an effort to suit the 

local contest (Cutts 2006).313 Electoral victories beget more electoral victories and the 

LibDems knew that they could use their achievements in 1997 as well as their many 

local victories as a stepping stone to make more parliamentary inroads in their 

immediate future (Cutts 2006). 

                                                      
312 Labour clearly understood the inner workings of the UK’s electoral system and fought against 
its obstacles accordingly. The main sources of partisan bias in two-party systems using FPTP are 
malapportionment, turnout differences or third party interventions in a race which subsequently 
modifies the number of votes needed to win and the efficiency of party share distribution (ie. 
systematic differences in the distribution of party vote shares). Cfr., Gallagher et al. op. cit., pp. 
162-163. 
313 In his study of local campaigning, Cutts found that Liberal Democrat spending is actually 
greater against Conservatives than Labour. Cfr., Cutts, op. cit., p. 237. 
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 Despite the fact that the Liberal Democratic campaign marked a 

continuation of its outsider, radical strategy, 2005 is often described as a missed 

opportunity for the LibDems (Childs 2006). The patterns of increasing support which 

had started in 1997 were maintained but the election was in a sense, disappointing to 

this game changing party because it had failed to produce the intended results, only 

a couple more points than in 2001 and a mere 10 extra MPs, a number which was 

notoriously lower than the pollsters had been reporting (Bartle & Laycock 2006). The 

general campaign was focused on education, economic issues and immigration, all 

of which correspond more clearly to the two dominant parties. However, and this is 

partly the reason why their expectations were so high, the Liberal Democrats had 

issue ownership over the issue of Iraq since they were the only party to have never 

supported the invasion and made it their second most important campaigning point 

(only after education) (Green & Hobolt 2008). Also, in this election LibDem progress 

was achieved mainly at the expense of Labour, further signalling that its differentiated 

campaigning strategy was well chosen (Fieldhouse et al 2006). The LibDems 

continued to present themselves as a “real strategy” and to emphasise the 

consistency of their message but unlike 2001 where they appealed to vote for them in 

a positive manner, this time around they called for the disillusioned Labour voters to 

choose them by highlighting other issues which would be of their particular interest 

such as tuition fees and civil liberties (Lilleker et al 2006). Interestingly, media analysis of 

the LibDem campaign shows that they completely ignored classic Tory themes such 

as immigration and asylum and, more importantly, that when it came to matching the 

party’s agenda to the public’s list of policy priorities, the LibDems only shared three 

out of five priority arenas (as compared to Labour who shared all five and the Tories 

who had four) (Lilleker et al 2006), p. 154. 



196 

 

 

 

 

 Finally, the most recent 2010 general election was marked by novelty. It was 

the fist time that the three leading candidates faced off in the course of three 

televised debates. In addition, new constituency boundaries were drawn almost 

everywhere (except for Scotland whose new boundaries were already in use in 2005), 

increasing the number of parliamentary constituencies from 646 to 650 seats.314 The 

ballot took place after thirteen years of Labour government in which the party had 

begun to lose its motivation and ability to govern. Gordon Brown, the exiting and 

reelection-seeking PM, did not enjoy high levels of popularity since 2009, due to a 

series of scandals concerning widespread abuse of second-home expenses in the 

House of Commons, a very poor showing of his party (third place) in the European 

elections and, especially a revolt against his leadership within Labour’s rank and file.315 

 The campaign’s general mood was quite somber and it showed a lack of 

enthusiasm for either of the two largest parties.316 It was, however, one of the most 

hard fought since the 2WW — enjoying a 4% increase in participation (65%) vis à vis 

the previous poll (61%) — and the first one to produce a coalition government.317 

Major policy issues of the campaign were dominated by the economy, namely how 

to keep Britain out of recession, the improvement of economic growth, and also how 

to deal with the fiscal deficit. Immigration, health services and education were also 

important.318 Procedural rules for coalition formation, a potential political reform were 

                                                      
314 This recourse would prove particularly beneficial for Nick Clegg, the LibDem leader, and 
eventually also for David Cameron, the head of the Tories. See 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/datablog/2010/apr/06/election-2010-parliamentary-
constituencies-westminster  
315 See for instance this New York Times profile of him 
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/b/gordon_brown/index.html  
316 See the Telegraph’s analysis here http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/election-
2010/7696216/General-Election-2010-The-day-that-changed-politics-forever.html  
317 Cfr., http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/election-2010/7696467/General-Election-2010-the-
great-debate-election.html  
318 International affairs and especially the Afghanistan war were quite low key during the 2010 
campaign. 
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at the forefront of discussions, even before the election took place,  given the 

imminent possibility, and eventual reality, of a “hung Parliament” (Fisher 2010). The 

traditional parties concentrated their efforts in presenting themselves as having solid 

plans of action for the future. Whilst Labour’s “A Future Fair For All” went to great 

lengths to show its commitment for a speedy economic recovery — “my priority is first 

of all, to secure the recovery” — with the classic pledge not to raise taxes, to 

ameliorate the school and health systems and to increase the country’s trust in its 

institutions and politicians, the Tory’s “Invitation to Join the Government of 

Britain“emphasised their preference for big society as opposed to big government.319 

It further criticised the exiting party by proposing to revert from the government’s 

proposed national insurance raise and by promising a raise of the inheritance tax. In 

line with its greater fiscal and economic responsibility claims, the Tories stayed away 

from any extension of welfare or assistance programmes such as the free nursery care, 

the tax credit for families with toddlers and paid paternity leave. In many ways, both 

traditional party platforms were consistent with their usual commitments, even though 

Cameron managed to sell his programme as a taking back control for the citizens.320 

 On the other hand, the LibDem 2010 Manifesto “Change that works for you” 

was centred around the notion of breaking free from the past —“we have had 65 

years of Labour and the Conservatives: the same parties taking turns and making the 

same mistakes”— and on the ideas of fairness (in taxes, in chances for every child, in 

the creation of jobs in a greener Britain and in the deal to clean up politics).321 In a 

sense, this LibDem redistributionist platform (taxing more those who have than those 

                                                      
319 Click here for Labour’s manifesto http://www2.labour.org.uk/manifesto-splash  and here for 
the Tory http://www.conservatives.com/Policy/Manifesto.aspx  
320 See the reactions to the Tory manifesto here 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/seealso/2010/04/daily_view_reactions_to_the_to.html  
321 Full Manifesto is available here 
http://issuu.com/libdems/docs/manifesto?mode=embed&layout=http%3A%2F%2Fskin.issuu.co
m%2Fv%2Flight%2Flayout.xml&showFlipBtn=true&proShowMenu=true  
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who have not) seems to have paid off since this party did better in the areas hardest 

hit by economic recession, even though it lost five of its former MP seats (Fisher 2010). 

It also recuperated the party’s classic themes of a need for constitutional reform and 

greater involvement in the European Union (whilst simultaneously taking distance from 

the US). 

 But it was, however, the combination of certain contextual factors and the 

behaviour of the establishment what enabled the LibDems to get, finally, back into 

government. In particular, the discontent with the Labour government and with its 

unpopular PM due to their handling of the current economic crisis had already 

produced the appropriate ambience for a Tory victory and a potential LibDem 

breakthrough. Furthermore, Brown did not conduct an intelligent campaign, going as 

far as making a couple of very public faux pas —as for instance, criticising a Labour 

voter for her bigotry in an open microphone— and had a series of lacklustre, old and 

bureaucratic appearances in the three televised debates.322 Nick Clegg and David 

Cameron took advantage of their more telegenic and youthful personalities, as well 

as of the fact that they could not be blamed for the economic crisis, to emphasise 

the need to get rid of the old political class. The latter claim became particularly 

relevant when, after not winning the majority of seats, Brown refused to recognise his 

loss and still stated to have legitimacy to engage in coalition talks before the Tories 

who had the most seats, giving the two other parties greater room to manoeuvre.323  

We will have to wait and see what the fate of this unlikely alliance between the Tories 

and the LibDems is, but one thing is certain: it was more the need that the two parties 

                                                      
322 See the Sunday Times coverage on the PM’s gaffe 
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/politics/article7110398.ece  
323 View an analytical account on why he might have done it here 
http://blogs.telegraph.co.uk/news/tobyyoung/100039633/gordon-browns-fatal-error-of-
judgment/  
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had of each other than the will of the people or a correspondence in political 

programmes what brought this coalition alive. 

 Overall, and in stark opposition to the myth that the LibDems have no clear 

policies (Clarke & Zuc 1989), the previous review of their different political manifestos 

suggest that they have experimented consistently with several issue dimensions, or 

political themes, during the course of the years. More often than not, the LibDem 

platforms include some mention to constitutional reform, community politics, political 

economy (especially, in terms of redistributive justice) and internationalisation (ie. EU 

integration) (Hickson 2009).Nonetheless, and even though some scholars have 

claimed that one of the main explanatory factors for the Liberal dominion of 

nineteenth century British politics was the development of a daily and cheap regional 

press through which their “radical” message was transmitted, it seems that the Liberal 

Democratic party has had many problems effectively communicating its political 

platform almost all throughout the twentieth century (MacAllister et al 2001). The 

LibDem political platforms have too often been grounded on very ethereal concerns 

which are very difficult to translate into particular policies and which, at their turn, are 

hard to render relatable for the British electorate. 

 Perhaps the only true tactical triumph of the LibDems has been their reliance 

on community politics. It seems that their capacity to persuade the British public is 

greatly enhanced when it occurs “as a result of discussions with family, friends and 

neighbours” (Clarke & Zuc 1989). Day to day, face to face campaigning seems to 

reward the LibDems quite handsomely since they divert attention away from the 

major parties and into themselves, and if they paired this with a better marketing of 

their “own” issues, they would get even further.  
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 Relatedly, another potential explanation for the LibDem’s inability to fully 

exploit radicalism as a strategy and break the existent party duopoly would be the 

lack of a truly charismatic and articulate party leader who could simultaneously 

convey the idea of being capable to govern. Party leadership is an important 

explanatory variable of voting behaviour in Britain (Norris 1997). This is true of the 

Liberal Democrats too, even though as an outsider party, they face greater 

constraints and opportunities, namely the credibility gap, and so even some of their 

most popular party leaders have been unable to deliver the goods. 

 In its contemporary history, especially since they got the name Liberal 

Democrats, the most significant party leader has been Paddy Ashdown (1988-1999) 

who also enjoyed the highest approval rates of any other up today, reaching levels 

between 60 and 70% (Lebo & Young 2009). The following three figures (4.6-4.8) show 

the approval rates of the last three party leaders. The mean values for Charles 

Kennedy (1999-2006), Campbell Menzies (2006-2007) and Nick Clegg (2007-) are 47.3, 

24.2 and 35.7% respectively which are all significantly lower than Ashdown’s, even 

though the party’s position within the electorate’s preferences has risen under their 

tenures. These differences can not only be explained by the length of the time series 

but also by specific contextual factors such as Campbell’s lacklustre personality and 

incapacity to communicate with the media. In addition Kennedy’s approval rate, 

given its periodicity, does not reflect the disastrous end to his term as head of the 

LibDems when he was forced to resign due to a drink problem (Hickson 2009). The first 

conclusion that can be drawn from looking at LibDem’s leadership approval rates is 

that vote intentions for the Liberal Democratic party have never risen nearly as high as 

the levels of satisfaction with their leaders. 
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 Moreover, Lebo et al.’s study on the dynamics of party leadership found a 

differentiated effect between the type of parties (establishment vs outsiders), 

whereby the Liberal Democrat support responds as much to changes in perceptions 

of other parties’ (the traditional) leaders as it does to its own leader which, however, 

also places them in the “unenviable position” that if the economy performs poorly the 

electorate temporarily runs to them as a safe haven of the two major parties yet in 

good economic times, the incumbents will always be hard to beat. It is precisely due 

to their underdog position, or to the fact that leadership seems to matter less, that the 

LibDems must make efficient use of radical strategy and become the people’s choice 

for their commitment to particularly salient issue-dimensions.  

 
 

 

Graph 4.6. Leadership Approval Rates for Nick Clegg 
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Graph 4.7. Leadership Approval Rates for Menzies Campbell 

Approval Rates for Menzies Campbell 2006-2007
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Graph 4.8 Leadership Approval Rates for Charles Kennedy 

Approval Rates for Charles Kennedy 1999-2006
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 Furthermore, since Nick Clegg’s “confident, relaxed manner, adept use of 

television and comparatively youthful good looks” were determinant in his success 

during the first-ever televised debates of the 2010 campaign, the importance of both 

charisma and press coverage should not go unnoticed but rather taken into account 

in any future leadership contests. 324 In sum, instead of having to “wait for its main rivals 

to make political mistakes and lose support before it can profit by winning over 

voters” (Lebo & Young 2009), the LibDems should go beyond being the recipients of 

                                                      
324 See CNN’s coverage of Nick Clegg’s campaign at 
http://www.cnn.com/2010/WORLD/europe/04/19/uk.election.clegg.oakley/index.html  
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frustration and protest and focus on presenting themselves as a real alternative and 

this can only be done by endorsing the “right” issue dimension and politicising it 

correctly, a tactical choice that only a truly charismatic leader can make for them. 

 In other matters, the electoral bases of support of the LibDems, like those of 

the FN, are very heterogeneous, they come from all social classes in relatively equal 

albeit small proportions and, similarly, there is little use in relying on sociodemographic 

variables or party identification to explain them, because they, for the most part, do 

not (Clarke & Zuc 1989; Russell & Fieldhouse 2005). But this is where the similarity with 

the French radical ends. In contrast to the latter, the LibDems do not have a very 

stable core of supporters (Lebo & Young 2009). Some scholars have even made the 

claim that the British liberal voter, even when the party was in power has always been 

“fickle and inconsistent” (Russell & Fieldhouse 2005). Regardless of the fact that the 

LibDems do not have a unique type of core support —like the Tories are the party for 

older voters and Labour that of the workers,—  it is possible to say that, traditionally, 

the LibDems receive slightly more votes amongst the younger cohorts, especially 

amongst those who reached the age of majority after 1970. Although this could also 

be explained by the fact that older voters have had less opportunity to vote for 

LibDem candidates (given their limited numbers prior to 1974), it could also mean that 

they relate better or simply prefer the new social cleavages endorsed by this outsider 

party than with the  traditional ones (Russell & Fieldhouse 2005).  

 Interestingly, a by-product of the party’s 1997 and 2001 electoral 

accomplishments was the transformation of their supporters who since then have 

become more middle-aged, middle-class, male (Fieldhouse et al 2006). If class and 

employment sector are combined, the LibDems have recently performed quite well in 

university cities and amongst public sector professionals (Russell & Fieldhouse 2005). 
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Relatedly, there seems to be a positive association between religious non-conformity 

and LibDem vote, though in the 2005 election, Muslim voters who traditionally have 

cast a Labour ballot, manifested their preference for this radical party (Bartle & 

Laycock 2006). 

 Regionally speaking, the LibDem voters constitute dispersed pockets of 

support — most of them stem from their original influence areas of the “heartlands”— 

in the South West, Mid Wales and the rural areas of Scotland (the “Celtic fringe”) 

(MacAllister et al 2001). These areas have, in fact, served them as a buffer against 

electoral disappearance and they have always been defined as non-conformists, 

remote and by being better explained by “alternative” factors such as regional 

identity and religion as opposed to class, in line with the “typical” Liberal profile. More 

recently, the party has done well in outer London and the South East which were 

traditionally their weakest zones of influence (Lebo & Young 2009). One possible 

explanation is a contagion effect: the credibility gap has gradually waned due to the 

party’s achievements in local and by-elections in neighbouring regions. The LibDems 

must now capitalise on these emerging heartlands and continue working these areas. 

 In conclusion, the Liberal Democrats have neither always been an outsider 

party nor a radical one. Moreover, when they have chosen a game changing 

strategy, they have for the most part been unable to clearly articulate an alternative 

programme, and though they have gained issue ownership over specific themes 

(political/constitutional reform since 1930s, the environment, Europe since the 1960s 

and Iraq in 2005) and sub-themes (tuition fees in 2005), they have failed to 

unequivocally present themselves as a credible alternative to the two dominant 

political parties, thus suffering from what British scholars have deemed, a “credibility 

gap”. Even though they have increased their vote shares and number of seats at 
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Westminster since 1997, these relative successes seem to be more the product of the 

electorate’s disenchantment with the establishment than a response to a well 

implemented radical strategy which they have not always set forth. The statement 

that the fate of the LibDem party is not in the party’s own hands, seems particularly 

true (Bartle & Laycock 2006). In sum, the four necessary conditions for a radical 

strategy to be truly successful have not been fully accounted for by the British 

LibDems. For instance, in terms of the party’s outsiderism, the party has since 1922, 

theoretically at least, embraced the condition and manipulated it to distinguish itself 

from the establishment but the party’s commitment to being different has included 

certain particular periods in which its outsiderism has been tainted with “unofficial 

cooperation” (especially during the Lib-Lab pact of the seventies and the elimination 

of “equidistance” in 1997). Condition 2, the existence of convergent establishment 

parties has definitely been present in the UK system, especially since Labour’s return to 

power under Tony Blair and the increase in LibDem’s electoral relevance should be 

somewhat credited to this convergence and the consequent disillusionment of the 

electorate with the traditional parties. Condition 3 constitutes the crux of this analysis. 

Radicalism as a strategy has not always been exploited by the LibDems to its full 

potential, hence, it has not rendered its largest possible payoffs, because of the 

party’s inability to correctly appropriate itself of and strategically manipulate the 

agenda. And, finally, whilst the importance of the party leadership per se and in the 

determination of the party’s electoral strategy to follow is quite obvious in the 

contemporary history of the LibDems, especially as illustrated by Paddy Ashdown’s 

decision to collaborate with Blair or Clegg’s acceptance of his current Deputy 

ministry, it has been less obvious in terms of the leader’s role in the selection of the 

issue dimension. It is perhaps here that the LibDems leadership should concentrate 
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their efforts before pursuing, perhaps, more individual ambitions. However, the study 

of the LibDem case has also served to ratify the importance of grassroots work in 

implementing a radical strategy from the local level upwards and the need to 

cultivate a relationship with the media, in order to make the game changing strategy 

a marketable one.  

 
 
 
 
The Successful Newcomer: The case of Costa Rican PAC 

 

 

 Unlike the previous two cases, the Partido Acción Ciudadana of Costa Rica 

has a very short political lifespan. The party came into existence in 2001 and 

immediately won over 20% of the ballot in the first legislative and presidential elections 

in which it participated.325 As figure 4.9 below shows such results were not a fluke of 

the moment or random events. Rather, the PAC has continued to do well in the next 

two elections and it has now become the second largest political force in its country. 

Undoubtedly, the party and its leaders have been doing something right from the very 

beginning of their political history. By including the PAC here, my intention is to 

ascertain the particular tactical choices and contextual conditions which made a 

radical strategy so incredibly successful from its inception.  

 Costa Rica has always epitomised stability and democracy in Latin America 

(Smith 2005). Often referred to as the “exceptional democracy”, this small Central 

American country emerged as a racially and socially homogenous society in large 

part for economic and demographic reasons, but it was precisely due to the 

existence of a large social consensus that a commitment to constitutional politics and 

                                                      
325 PAC competed for the first time in 2002. It got 26.2% of the Presidential ballot and 21.9% of 
the legislative vote and 14 seats. See figure 4.9 below for more information. 
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to the rule of law became the norm (Skidmore & Smith 2005), p. 371. However, this did 

not happen over the course of one day and even though Costa Rica has had a 

competitive political system for over a hundred years, it only became a full blown 

democracy at the end of the 1940s (Lehoucq 2005).  1948, the year that the 

civil war came to an end, is normally perceived as the moment in which the political 

cleavages crystallised and the modern party system was established, with the winners 

of the war —under the leadership of José Figueres— constituting themselves into the 

PLN, the Partido Liberación Nacional, which continues until today as the largest 

political party in Costa Rica (Raventós Vorst 2008).326  

 

 

Graph 4.9 Electoral History of PAC 2002-2010327 
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326 In 1948, the losers of the civil war “calderonistas” (followers of the former President Rafael 
Calderón 1940-1944) and the “communists” who had been exiled came back to the country 
and began running for office again. Cfr. Lehoucq, p.143. For a good and detailed historical 
review, see Raventós et al. (2006). An interesting fact is that though most experts on Costa Rica 
claim that the predominant social cleavages were established at this time, they never really 
explain exactly what the combination of cleavages looked like. I am assuming then that they 
are all subsumed within the left and right dimension (though the nature of the two dominant 
parties until 1998) would also point to a reform/anti-reform division. 
327 This figure was created with data obtained from Carr’s Electoral Archive at 
http://psephos.adam-carr.net/countries/c/costarica/   
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Since then, the Costa Rican party system has been classified for its study into 

five different stages (Raventós Vorst & Ramírez Moreira 2006).328 First, the transition to 

democracy period during the 1950’s, when there were still social actors who 

disapproved of the electoral game and sought to gain power through other means 

whilst, simultaneously, certain other political forces who wanted to participate were 

legally banned (ie. the communists which were allowed only in 1975).329 It was not 

until the 1958 presidential ballot that the incumbent PLN would reluctantly concede 

defeat and from then on, the legitimacy of the elections would no longer be 

questioned (Lehoucq 2005). The second period (1962-1974) was defined by the 

consolidation of a bipolar system with a hegemonic PLN party. During this time, 

political competition would be marked by inter-elite conflict and, by the fact that the 

PLN would have a legislative majority at all times which allowed it to only lose the 1966 

presidential ballot. Thirdly, the party system between 1978 and 1982 became known 

for the disappearance of the PLN’s hegemony (the party lost, for the first time both 

the presidential and legislative ballots in 1978), a harsh economic crisis and the real 

transition to bipartism with the appearance and consolidation of the PUSC, Partido 

Unidad Social Cristiana as the second largest establishment party in the country.330 

The fourth period, from 1986 to 1994, was characterised as being fully blown bipartisan 

with the two traditional parties, the PLN & the PUSC capturing 98% of the ballot and 

alternatively keeping presidential and legislative control (Raventós Vorst & Ramírez 

                                                      
328 I will only briefly mention them because it is only the last one that concerns us, though they 
all help understand the conditions in which the PAC came into existence. 
329 There was an attempted military coup against Figueres in 1948, promoted by certain 
conservative sectors which had been previously allied with him. There were two other military 
interventions promoted by dissident “calderonistas” and organized from Nicaragua in 
December 1948 and 1955. Cfr. Raventós, p. 2.  
330 The economic crisis would be accentuated by President Carazo’s decision to default on the 
national debt in 1982. He also refused to let the exchange rate float in a time when fiscal and 
trade deficits had provoked the doubling of the public debt in only a year. To sort out this 
economic crisis, the PLN and its adversaries had to put their differences aside. Cfr. Lehoucq, op. 
cit., p. 145. 
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Moreira 2006).331 The final fifth stage constitutes the crisis of bipartism (1998-2006) and it 

is precisely the historical period in which the PAC came into political existence and in 

which radicalism triumphed.  So, what happened? How did Costa Rica go from single 

party hegemony, to bipartism to increased polarisation and party fragmentation? The 

answer has to do with the incapacity of the establishment parties to maintain their 

connection to the citizens, to the increased insignificance of their respective brand 

names and to the disillusionment of the electorate with all traditional political actors 

due to corruption scandals, unfulfilled campaign promises and blatant bad 

governance. 

 From the mid-1990s, the signs of greater social and political decomposition 

became apparent in the rise of public demonstrations such as the unprecedented 

1995 teachers’ strike —which lasted over a month and opposed the government’s 

plan to reform the pension system, minimum wage policies and union guarantees — 

(Ecoanalisis & Rica 2008).332 In addition, the two traditional parties, which had started 

colluding a decade earlier, openly and consciously interfered with the functioning of 

the country’s autonomous administrative bodies —which are in charge of providing 

almost the entire Costa Rican population of basic services including health care, 

higher education, water and telecommunications— by placing their loyalists, who 

lacked bureaucratic experience, into board seats and other leadership positions 

(Lehoucq 2005). Beyond the inherent conflict of interest, this nepotic practice 

provoked some serious problems such as the closing down of the Anglo-Costa Rican 

Bank (BAC) in 1994, given its illegal loans to political campaigns and the purchase of 

                                                      
331 The 3 governments of this time were: Arias Sánchez (PLN, 1986-1990), Calderón Fournier 
(PUSC, 1990-1994) and Figueres Olsen (PLN, 1994-1998). The latter two are the sons of the 
leaders involved in the 1948 Revolution. Arias Sánchez would stand for election again in 2006. 
332 Although eventually the government succeeded in reforming the pensions system, it had to 
concede some demands to the enraged social sectors and in the process, lost some of its 
political capital. 
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dubious Venezuelan bonds, amongst other clandestine activities under the auspices 

of the traditional parties (Rojas Bolaños 2006).  

 These mismanagements and failures of the governing political class to perform 

according to their mandate brought about a waning of the electorate’s political 

interest. Whereas at the end of 1993, out of the 85% of respondents who had 

indicated having voted in 1990, 40% claimed to have done it because the ballot is a 

citizen right, 29% because it is the right way of choosing those in office and 14% for 

they thought they were contributing to solve their country’s problems, in other words, 

voting was considered a value in it of itself (Rojas Bolaños 2006).333 By 1998, the 

formerly low abstention rate rose to almost 1/3 of the electorate whilst the vote shares 

of minoritarian parties increased 5 and 9% in the presidential and legislative ballots 

respectively and the establishment’s shares dropped as much as 15% (Raventós Vorst 

& Ramírez Moreira 2006).334 

 At this time, an increasingly better educated and urban electorate began to 

demand more transparency and accountability of its political leaders but instead it 

seems that the opposite took place: by 2004, three former presidents (Rafael 

Calderón, Miguel Angel Rodríguez and José Figueres Jr.) had been either detained 

and placed under house arrest on suspicions of influence-peddling rackets and 

bribery charges or had pending investigations for failing to report income (Lehoucq 

2005).335 

                                                      
333 11% voted because it was mandatory and 6% for other reasons. Rojas, p. 1. 
334 Electoral participation had averaged 81.12% from 1962 until 1994. In 1998 it came down to 
70%. The effective number of parties did not increase too mucho: it went from 2.1 to 2.4. Cfr. 
Raventós, op cit., pp. 133 &141. 
335 Calderón’s presidency took place 1990-1994, Rodríguez from 1998-2002, both were from the 
PUSC. Figueres Jr. (1994-1998) from PLN. There would be other highly publicised government 
scandals, namely the government’s attempt to privatise ICE, the telecommunications 
monopoly which further contributed to the political malaise of the Costa Ricans. Cfr. Lehoucq 
and Rojas. 
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 Given the increasing establishment convergence, the weakening of political 

attachments and higher mistrust of traditional public institutions, it is no wonder that 

new political actors emerged in an effort to claim a part of the new available and 

manifold, electorates. This was precisely the case of PAC. 

 From its founding documents, the PAC sought to present itself as a guarantor 

of “la aplicación efectiva de los principios de transparencia y de rendición oportuna 

de cuentas a los ciudadanos, como medio efectivo para asegurar un ejercicio ético 

de la función pública” and, devoted to fight corruption (article 9) as means of 

promoting free and fair competition.336 In order to do so, the party’s platform calls for 

increased citizen participation and involvement in public life or “protagonismo 

ciudadano frente al destino nacional”.337 Interestingly, the party’s founder would not 

be a newcomer to politics but rather someone with political and academic 

credentials, namely Ottón Solís was a former minister of the economy (under Arias’ 

presidency) as well as former PLN deputy.338  And this is perhaps one of its recipes for 

success given that Solís gave the PAC much needed credibility, as evidenced by the 

fact that other emergent political forces of the time — even though some had also 

alternative issue dimensions at the centre of the platforms — did not do as well.339 

 Immediately after its creation, the PAC gained issue ownership of the anti-

corruption or, to put it positively, the issue of ethics in politics.  However, some scholars 

believe that although the party managed to gain the electorate’s attention, as well 

                                                      
336 The text reads: the effective application of the principles of transparency and accountability 
I am quoting directly from the PAC’s founding documents, found in here 
http://www.pac.cr/#pagina.php@&id=Estatuto=&pid=191  
337 This quote comes from the party’s mission statement also found in the above website. 
338 Solís has a Master in Economics from the University of Manchester and, since his retirement 
from politics in February of this year, has been teaching at the University of Florida. Cfr. 
http://www.latam.ufl.edu/News/Content/Solispressrelease.pdf  
339 I am thinking of the PML, Partido Movimiento Libertario, which despite having been created 
earlier and elected 1 MP in 1998, as well as having issue ownership over an anti-statist platform, 
could not do better in 2002. Cfr., Rojas, p. 5. 
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as 14 assembly seats and over 20% of the vote, it still had a much too diffuse platform 

for government which failed to make larger strides in the disillusioned Costa Rican 

electorate. Moreover, the party’s leadership took to heart its commitment in favour of 

ethical behaviour and even at the time of the election, it was immersed in an internal 

struggle against corruption and money squandering (Rojas Bolaños 2006).340 By virtue 

of its presence in the 2002 race, PAC managed to force, for the first time in Costa 

Rican politics, to the constitutionally mandated recourse of a second round, and 

though it Solís did not participate in it himself, he had seriously challenged the 

establishment. In addition, the effective number of parties continued to increase to 

3.7 from a prior average of 2.5 and parties other than the traditional two obtained 

37% of the vote (Lehoucq 2005). In sum, and already from its first electoral 

participation, PAC had managed to exploit all the necessary and sufficient conditions 

to be a successful radical as its final results clearly stated. It was an outsider party 

(condition 1) competing under a radical banner by presenting a new issue dimension 

—ethics in politics or an anti-corruption stance (condition 3)— in order to seriously 

challenge the increasingly indistinguishable traditional parties (condition 2). 

 Given its recent electoral history, there is not much information on the profile of 

the PAC’s voter other than that obtained from a few post-electoral surveys.341 From a 

2002 national survey, it seems that the PAC voter manifests little interest in politics but 

high interest in the electoral process, thus signalling a very strong dislike towards the 

traditional political class. Moreover, it tends to make its voting choice according to 

issues (ie. an issue-voter) and to hold the notion of change in very high esteem. In 

                                                      
340 This would go as far as to have 6 of its newly-minted MPs resign from the party, claiming that 
the PAC’s code of ethics was much too strict for them to be possible to abide to. Cfr., Rojas, 
footnote 2. 
341 By this I mean there is no national election study or anything of that sort. And the quality of 
the electoral surveys is sometimes a little suspect but that is all we have. 
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terms of sociological variables, the PAC sympathiser is, on average, younger, with 

high education levels and better incomes than the PLN and PUSC voters. The PAC 

voter obtains its political information from written press, TV but equally important are 

political debates (as opposed to the traditional means of one’s church or family 

which characterise other voters). Finally, the PAC identifiers placed a strong emphasis 

in the corruption and mismanagement scandals (especially the 2000 attempt at 

privatising ICE) during their electoral decision making process (Gutiérrez Espeleta et al 

2002). Even though this particular type of voter does not seem to correspond to the 

party-identified type, soon after the 2002 election, already 13% of Costa Ricans 

expressed their political attachment to PAC (Rojas Bolaños 2006). In a time of 

declining PID, and given its novelty as a political party, this percentage constitutes 

further proof of the triumph of its game changing strategy.342 

 Nonetheless, PAC’s electoral cause would soon be further aided by the 

establishment parties who misread the 2002 results and continued in the same course 

of action with a single caveat, the PLN realised its need to present a charismatic and 

popular presidential candidate to stop its social bases from haemorrhaging even 

further. In such an effort, at the beginning of 2003, the once dominant party 

introduced a constitutional recourse against article 132 of the Costa Rican 

constitution which prohibited reelection. The Courts soon ruled in favour and the PLN 

started rallying its troops behind the return of Oscar Arias, former President and Nobel 

laureate (Raventós Vorst & Ramírez Moreira 2006).  

  However, the patterns of social and political decomposition had not cleared 

away. By 2005, 75% of Costa Ricans stated their belief that corruption was somewhat 

                                                      
342 It is worth mentioning here that the winner of the 2002 Presidential race, Abel Pacheco 
(PUSC) obtained his victory, in fact, by endorsing the image of an “outsider” since he was not a 
rank and file member of the party but rather was chosen as a Presidential candidate for his 
popularity as TV presenter. 
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or very generalised amongst public officials (Lehoucq 2005).343 In April, less than a 

year before the ballot took place, only 11% of the registered electorate manifested 

an intention of going to the polls (Rojas Bolaños 2007). In addition, there was an 

explosion in party choices: in August, 15 national parties had obtained registry, a 

number which did not seem to correspond to the levels of voter apathy but which 

convincingly signalled the death of the previous bipartism. 

 The 2006 electoral campaign was centred on economic issues, mainly on the 

polarising issue of the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) between the 

US and the countries of Central America, namely, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, 

Honduras, El Salvador, Guatemala and Nicaragua, which the previous administration 

of Pacheco and the PUSC had left stalled in the Costa Rican legislative assembly.344 

Other important campaign issues pertained to the fitness of the candidates for office 

(especially given the most recent corruption scandals), and other social issues such as 

same sex marriage, the “morning after pill”, the reinstitution of capital punishment and 

a need for a new constitution (Wilson 2007). Oscar Arias, the PLN’s candidate, ran a 

relatively discordant campaign, at least in reference to his traditional social-

democratic posture, and announced that his government would continue the 

neoliberal practices of his predecessor as they were the only path for the country’s 

economic recovery though he would also increase government revenues and social 

programme expenditures. Otton Solís, on his second presidential bid for PAC, argued 

that neither neoliberalism nor CAFTA were the right answers for the country’s troubles 

and that he would not be object to the treaty’s renegotiation (Raventós Vorst & 

Ramírez Moreira 2006). This was a very serious gamble on behalf of Solís given that 

                                                      
343 Interestingly, this figure is the highest in all Central America but also when taking into account 
Colombia, Mexico and Panama. More tellingly, Costa Rica ties  
344 Cfr., http://www.caftaintelligencecenter.com/subpages/What_is_CAFTA.asp 
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there had been a very expensive media campaign in favour of the passage of 

CAFTA, financed by private sources under a group called “Por Costa Rica”, and that 

all remainder candidates were being much less vocal, if at all, on their opposition 

(Rojas Bolaños 2007). The PUSC’s nominee, Roberto Toledo, did not really have issue 

ownership over anything, at least, there were no major discrepancies with the PLN.  

Another tactical mistake from the established parties was Arias avoidance of direct 

confrontation with the other candidates, especially with Solís. Supposedly, his refusal 

stemmed from his calculus that no one would come close to his popularity and that 

the race was a foregone conclusion but which, as the results tell us, it was not (Rojas 

Bolaños 2007).   

 In 2006, PAC was still an outsider, still running on radical platform but this time, it 

knew how to make its proposal sound more engaging and the strategy paid off even 

better than in 2002. This time, in the most closely fought election since 1948, Solís made 

it to the second electoral round and though at the end, the weight of a previous 

presidency would carry it in favour of Arias, the PAC candidate came a little over 

18,000 votes short of winning (Raventós Vorst 2008).  This time the biggest loser would 

be the PUSC who has since lost its place as second largest Costa Rican party to the 

PAC. Furthermore, the previously mentioned electoral profile of the PAC voter would 

also be for the most part confirmed in 2006: higher socioeconomic standing, higher 

education and residing in urban areas. Regionally speaking, PAC would win the three 

larges provinces with the most voters: San José, Alajuela and Heredia. In terms of the 

reasons for a PAC vote, sympathisers manifested that the PAC candidate was their 

only option to avoid the rigidity of the traditional parties and to promote change. 

Most of his voters identified with his proposals more than with his party. However, 
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electoral abstentionism has also continued its upward trend, reaching 34.8% this time 

around (Rojas Bolaños 2007).  

 It is still unclear yet if there has been a real realignment of the Costa Rican 

electorate in favour of the PAC (and in detriment of PUSC) and we will have to wait 

and see in the next legislative elections if the increasing correspondence between 

the electorate and the PAC transforms into a stable social base or party identification. 

This year’s presidential race marked the third, consecutive loss for Ottón Solís and 

although his party continued to place second in the electorate’s preferences, the 

leader and founder of the PAC could not reach another second round and 

consequently decided to quit politics and return to academia.345 How the party 

resolves the issue of his succession and who eventually takes his place will be a crucial 

factor to determine the continued success of the party. 

 In conclusion, PAC’s official motto “Si querés, podés” summarises to perfection 

the party’s accomplishments under a radical strategy: if you want, you can. Once the 

conjunctural conditions are established, namely, once there is a traditional political 

class with indistinguishable political agendas and a discontented electorate seeking 

change, the table is set for an outsider political entrepreneur to come in and find a 

new, neglected or forgotten issue dimension from which to capitalise electoral 

support. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
345 Electoral results here http://www.tse.go.cr/elecciones.htm  
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Lessons on how not to be a radical: the Mexican PASC 

 

 In complete contrast with the Costa Rican case, the Mexican Partido Alianza 

Social y Campesina serves as an illustration of a failed radical strategy throughout 

time.  Even though PASC, like Acción Ciudadana, has only recently emerged in the 

political scene, more specifically, since August 2005, I will argue here, as have done 

others before me, that PASC is simply the latest instalment of a series of “new politics” 

parties which have been unsuccessfully trying to make their way into the Mexican 

party system since 1982 (though, more realistically, since 2000) (Tello Díaz 2007).346 In 

particular, they have failed to do so because they have not been, simultaneously, 

able to coherently and clearly emphasise the issue dimension on which they have 

ownership and to mobilise support for it within the Mexican electorate. In other words, 

when they have figured out the “right” issue dimension to endorse, they have either 

been incapable of politicise it correctly (and thus, to grab available electorates) or, 

vice versa, they have through pragmatic political alliances mobilised in numbers but 

without a clear political identity (ie. no issue dimension). 

 The recent Mexican political history can be easily summarised in 71 years of 

hegemony of the PRI, Partido Revolucionario Institucional.347 Technically speaking, 

there is no greater rigidity than a party system where there has not been but a single 

party in government. So, one of the most important necessary conditions for the 

potential success of a game changing strategy (condition 2) was already present in 

Mexico in 2000 and many years prior to this critical election. In fact, it was precisely 

                                                      
346 “New politics” refers to the social movements and political parties which try to redefine the 
political agenda to include themes beyond class, religion and the classic left and right 
continuum. In Inglehart’s terms, they refer to postmaterialist stances. Cfr., Kitschelt HP, Hellemans 
S. 1990. The Left-Right Semantics and the New Politics Cleavage. Comparative Political Studies 
23:28 
347 This is the number of years from the creation of the party (1929) until their first loss of 
executive power in 2000. 
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the need for a renewal of the political class and of alternance in power which 

created the conditions for new political parties and issue dimensions to emerge 

(Loaeza 2007a). 

 The protracted process of decomposition of the PRI had started perhaps 

during the very controversial 1988 election in which, the PRI’s candidate had been 

declared winner over the opposition’s left wing candidate Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, 

amidst serious and widespread allegations of fraud (Lawson 2000). During the 1990’s, 

Mexico experienced a rise in the number of independent or weakly attached voters 

which basically forced all political parties, including the PRI, to adapt their political 

strategies in an effort to cater to the increasing floating masses (Klesner 2005). By 1998, 

only 7% of Mexicans were very satisfied with the status quo (Smith 2005). Major 

transformations were almost warranted.  

 The elections of july 2nd 2000 will always be remembered as the elections of 

change. For 1 out of each 4 Mexican voters, the reason to attend to the polls was 

precisely that: to get the PRI out of office (Moreno 2007). There were very clear signs 

of further social and political decomposition: in May 1999, prior to the beginning of the 

campaign, only 37% of respondents in a national survey stated that Mexico was a 

democracy (Moreno 2003). The prevalent environment of social discontent towards 

the establishment and of increasing political openness seemed like a fertile ground for 

the emergence and success of a game changing party. 

 Democracia Social was one of the antecessors to PASC. It had first gained 

access into politics as an outsider (condition 1) in 1982, thanks to the more inclusive 

electoral law (reformed in 1977) as part of the government’s efforts to minimally 

democratise the country’s party system, but it lost if after failing to obtain 1.5% of the 
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national ballot in the elections of the same year (Flores Andrade 2006).348 However, it 

was not until 1999 that the party would re-obtain the registry which allowed it to 

compete in the 2000 race, again as an outsider. For that election, the party 

nominated quite a solid presidential candidate in the person of Gilberto Rincón 

Gallardo, a man who had strong left-wing credentials (former communist) and who 

had endured persecution and incarceration during the most repressive years of the 

priísta regime.349 Democracia Social’s 2000 programme was focused on the issues of 

tolerance, indigenous and women’s rights and the fight against discrimination, all new 

politics themes which could potentially resonate with an electorate who had been 

enclosed for so long (Gimate-Welsh & Sankey García 2005).350 Although the elections 

were hardly contested, it was in fact, a charismatic, “outsider” candidate, Vicente 

Fox, within the traditional opposition party Acción Nacional (PAN) who took the race 

by pledging a very simple but structured message: to provide an honest government 

and to bring Mexico into modernity (Skidmore & Smith 2005). In other words, despite 

the existence of ample room for outsider, political entrepreneurs to capitalise on years 

of discontent with the priísta regime, the electorate was not ready for an outsider 

party with grand and often incomprehensible themes and instead turned to one 

which had long and consistently fought against the PRI. Unfortunately, for Rincón 

Gallardo’s DS, the electorate did not relate to its political programme and the party 

lost its hard-fought registry by a mere 20,000 votes.  

                                                      
348 The Partido Social Demócrata (PSD) as it was call then, would continue repeatedly (1985, 
1988, 1991, 1997) to obtain its registry but it would fail to do so until 1999.  
349 During the first presidential debate, Rincón Gallardo alluded to his personal history to present 
himself both as an outsider and victim: “¿Quién de los que esta noche me acompañan 
conoció en carne propia la represión? Who amongst those standing here next to me knew 
repression first hand?. Cfr., Gimate-Welsh, op. cit., p. 7. 
350 The candidate himself was a disabled person (via birth defect). Read his obituary (and 
profile) here http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/notas/534205.html  
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 The next attempt at activating a “new politics” cleavage in post-transition 

Mexico would happen in 2003 through the label of México Posible (PMP), the 

immediate precursor to the PASC (Flores Andrade 2006). PMP was, in fact, founded by 

Patricia Mercado, a feminist activist who would also, eventually, become leader of 

the PASC and the party’s 2006 Presidential candidate.351 Once again, the conditions 

of insatisfaction with the ruling class were still present: only 10% of Mexicans affirmed to 

“really” or “somewhat” trust their political parties (Loaeza 2007a). Intermediate 

elections are second order elections, which means that less people are interested in 

them or even bother to show up to the polling stations. However, the leaders of 

Diversa, a feminist NGO looking to move into electoral competition under the 

defence of women’s rights platform, decided to try their luck at this time, believing 

that their NGO’s network could help them achieve the 2% federal vote threshold. 

Having met the initial conditions to establish a party — ie. make assemblies in 1/3 of 

the federal states or electoral districts, and have a number of members corresponding 

to 0.13% of the electorate — PMP set out to build alliances with other interest groups 

to get strength in numbers.352 México Posible soon presented itself as “a party of 

causes” or “a party of NGOs”, uncorrupted with politics, the party that was all about 

women “who knew what people want”(Sutter 2007). Unequivocally, PMP gained issue 

ownership over sexual politics, understood as feminism taken at large to include the 

rights of sexual workers (an available electorate until then not touched by any other 

party), the gay and lesbian movements, as well as polemic sub-issues such as abortion 

and sexual education. Although the party gained an incredible amount of attention 

                                                      
351 Mercado’s political career would in fact start in a feminist NGO called Diversa. The latter 
would ally itself with Democracia Social for the 2000 ballot. See Sutter, p. 2. 
352 The assemblies needed a minimum of 3000 persons in a state or 300 in a district assembly. 
These requirements were again reformed in 2003 to make it harder on the small parties. PASC, 
for instance, in 2005 had to organise assemblies in 2/3 of the states or electoral districts and 
have members corresponding to 0.26% of the electorate. For a historical review, cfr., Flores 
Andrade, op. cit. 
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(and free press) due the highly controversial nature of its programme, especially since 

they went head to head against the powerful Mexican clergy, this game changing 

strategy did not work (Virriel 2004). The main problem that the party faced, and the 

reason it would not be able to maintain its registry, was twofold. On the one hand, it 

tried but never really managed to provide its platform with a minimum of coherence. 

There were simply too many policies and interests at hand. And, secondly, the 

organisation of a NGO is not the same of a party. The latter necessitates territorial 

coverage — especially to fight an election — and PMP did not have it. Instead of 

knowing their sympathisers and their location, they established “thematic groups” of 

discussion (Sutter 2007), a tactical error which drew their fate. 

 In 2005, with the PMP experience behind her, Mercado decided to get back 

into politics and find a new voice to her feminists concerns, “el derecho a insistir” (the 

right to insist).353 This time she would do it through the Partido Alternativa 

Socialdemócrata y Campesina, in order to reivindicate the right of this particular issue 

dimension to be expressed and to be voted — “estamos reivindicando nuestro 

derecho a existir” —. Once again, and at least at the beginning, issue ownership was 

quickly established. 

 However, the july 2006 elections, in which the PASC participated, were 

characterised by being the most seriously fought race in the country’s contemporary 

history. The first-post PRI ballot turned out to be extremely polarised and the real 

choice was concentrated in different economic programmes and priorities regarding 

the direction of the country’s development model, the relationship with the US and 

the breakdown of social order  (Klesner 2007). Policies about which the PASC had 

little, or worse yet, something credible to say. The disillusion with the Fox government, 

                                                      
353 That would be the party’s original slogan in 2005. 
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or rather the frustration for the lost opportunities was a widespread idea but the reality 

was that, despite such alleged discontentment, the country had enjoyed mediocre 

economic growth but macroeconomic stability, the public deficit was small and 

inflation had been kept at bay. Moreover, and maybe this sheds some more light as 

to why Mexican outsider parties have so hard a time to make a mark, in April  2006, 

55% of respondents to a national opinion poll manifested that they felt identified to a 

particular political party (Loaeza 2007a). In other words, unlike 2000 and even 2003, 

the conditions for a greater appeal from the outsider parties were no longer there. 

The elections would in fact confirm this trend and the three largest parties would 

obtain 95% of the ballot (Moreno 2007). Furthermore, in absolute terms, electoral 

participation increased almost 12% (from 37.4 million votes in 2000 to 41.8)(Loaeza 

2007b). Interestingly, it is precisely at this time that the PASC obtains its best historical 

score and manages to retain the registry, see figure 4.10 below. So, how did the PASC 

manage it? Was this the result of a better implemented strategy or of other external 

factors? 

 

Graph 4.10 Electoral History of PASC 2000-2009 
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 In fact, I argue that the PASC’s success was illusory and entirely unrelated to its 

game changing strategy which, in fact, was worse implemented this time around 

than in its prior manifestations.  

 With an extremely inclusive political motto, ¡Qué nadie quede fuera! (Let none 

remain outside), the PASC’s call of war would be “we came to dignify politics”.354 

Mexican politics were, thus, dirty and corrupted and they needed the PASC to 

provide the electorate with civic education through its commitment to values such as 

justice (or a fight against inequality), freedom, autonomy, tolerance, the respect of 

difference, transparency, accountability and secularism. In order to solve the problem 

of territoriality, Mercado and allies decided to establish an alliance with peasant 

organisations claiming a Marxist ideology. Despite the strange bedfellow nature of the 

pact, both sides acknowledged its pragmatic necessity and went ahead with it 

(Sutter 2007). However, the alliance would soon turn problematic because the 

peasant groups tired with not getting their selective incentives (registered political 

parties in Mexico receive large sums of money) or even their concerns across, staged 

a coup against Mercado and tried to sell the party’s franchise to another political 

entrepreneur. These were undoubtedly, irreconcilable groups and as soon as one 

could, it betrayed the other (Tello Díaz 2007). The struggle for power within the party’s 

feminist and peasant leadership would take a very serious toll on the PASC’s platform 

and a couple of months prior to the election, the electoral authority cancelled its 

public funds in suspicion of their illegal handling and corrupt practices (Sutter 2007). If 

the party managed, barely, to keep its registry, all the credit should be given to the 

private monies used by individual candidates in specific electoral districts. Soon after 

                                                      
354 Taken directly from its political platform, here 
http://www.ife.org.mx/documentos/PPP/ppp/2006/Resolutivos/55_Resolucion-Aalternativa.pdf  
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the 2006 election, Mercado quarreled with what was left of the original party 

organisation and left the PASC. The party tried competing in the intermediate 2009 

election but it was largely unsuccessful, except within the state of Morelos where its 

electoral share amounted to 3% and the party was able to keep its registry. Since then 

it has remained alive as a state party.355  

 Obviously, since the PASC and all its former manifestations have had either no 

luck or very serious trouble in keeping their political party registry alive, none of them 

has had time to set the foundations for an electoral base, a national structure or a 

typical voter (Sutter 2007). Moreover, their inability to exploit what was, at times, a 

salient and appropriately owned issue dimension raises the question of whether there 

is in fact the necessary numbers or types of available electorate(s) for such issues or 

whether these particular, new social cleavages may be so cross-cutting that there are 

other forms of representation for them. It is obvious that sacrificing the visibility of a 

given issue dimension in favour of allying the party to larger numbers of people who 

have a different interest is not a good way to implement a game changing strategy. 

Perhaps the PASC needs to learn more about community politics before attempting 

to stand in the next federal election. 

  

Conclusion 

 Conventional studies on radicalism (defined as extremism) suggest that radical 

parties are nothing more than a bunch of zealots or fundamentalists with a single 

cause. This chapter has shown that radical parties are far from it. They are pragmatic, 

flexible political entities with one goal in mind: to break into their own party system. 

                                                      
355 Here is its website http://www.psd.org.mx/  
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 Since chapter 1 of this dissertation, my theory of radicalism states that the 

availability and usefulness of the game changing strategy is predicated on the 

parties’ outsider status and their desire to break into a relatively rigid or frozen party 

system in which competition is an uphill battle for them.356 To be able to ameliorate 

their stances vis à vis the establishment who has defined and shaped the political 

realm (or the traditional cleavages) in which competition takes place, the outsider 

parties must find a new, forgotten or neglected issue dimension which they can 

politicise and render salient in order to eventually gain issue ownership of it, and with 

it, push competition into a new realm in which these former outsiders will have first 

movers advantage.357 

 The in-depth study of four radical parties in Latin America and Western Europe 

has revealed several additional explanatory elements, or further necessary conditions 

for the success of a game changing strategy. In particular, the importance of grass-

roots work; a need to render the party’s radical programme visible, clear as well as 

truly alternative and, relatedly, the necessity to have a solid communications strategy 

with which to cultivate a working relationship with the media so that such message 

gets transmitted to the electorate. Jean Marie Le Pen summarises this need best when 

he says “Qu’on parle de toi, en bien ou en mal, peu importe, l’essentiel est qu’on 

parle de toi!”; without media coverage of a game changing party’s actions and 

behaviour, there is no chance for the tactic to become triumphant (Jouve & 

Magoudi 1988). Similarly, local victories may well engender future national victories 

because they help remove the outsider’s credibility gap. And, finally, no strange 

                                                      
356 Again, in Meguid’s terms, competition takes place amongst unequals, those who are within 
the system (the insider parties) have several advantages — namely in terms of resources and 
credibility for instance, — over those outside from it. 
357 This is exactly what happened very clearly in France with the FN an immigration in 2002 and 
with the Costa Rican PAC in 2002 and 2006. 
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bedfellow alliance serves the purpose of an outsider party. It is hard enough to have 

to fight against the systemic biases in favour of the establishment, outsider political 

entrepreneurs should avoid infighting at all costs. 

 Moreover, two of the case studies included here, namely the Costa Rican PAC 

(2006) and the English LibDems (2010) serve as illustrations that when the systemic 

conditions are amenable to change and the outsider parties undertake a carefully 

planned radical strategy, they may well break into the system and become either the 

second largest political force in their party system or even achieve government 

respectively. Now, we will only have to wait and see how the PAC makes use of its 

new power (and if it eventually becomes an established party or remains an outsider) 

and whether Nick Clegg and his LibDems will manage to turn their radical programme 

into actual policies, thus fully realising the original purpose of the strategy: to reshape 

the arena of competition.358 

  Nonetheless, having a game changing tactic is not a sufficient condition to 

leave the ranks of the outsiders or even to make a mark in a country’s party system as 

the other two case studies suggest. Despite its electoral successes since 1984, and 

even after reaching the second round in the Presidential race of 2002, the French FN 

clearly remains until today as an outsider party (since 1997, it has not held a single 

seat in the legislative assembly and there are no other prospects of its immediate 

return even to local government). On the other hand, the Mexican PASC lost its 

national registry in 2009 and though it still survives as a state party, it has been unable 

to find a solid base of support. Obviously, being an outsider is no easy fate and many 

moving parts must be working consonantly for radicalism to triumph. 

 
 

                                                      
358 More on the issue of “radicals” in government in the concluding chapter of this dissertation. 
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 In this dissertation I have defined radicalism as a strategy of entry and of 

persuasion applicable only to outsider parties who want to leave their condition 

behind and break into their particular party system. To do so, the leaders of these 

game changing parties must undergo a trial and error process until they can correctly 

identify the “right” issue dimension to politicise and present themselves as a real 

alternative to the establishment. I have challenged the traditional understanding, or 

rather the caricature, which describes them simply as ideologically driven, 

programmatic parties (secretly plotting the destruction of the democratic system) and 

substituted it for an image closer to reality, that of a pragmatic, strategic actor who 

manipulates the thematic agenda in order to fulfill the political ambitions of those 

individuals and interests who are currently devoid of power and voice. It is not a 

matter of morals or of commitment to particular causes; a game changing strategy is 

all about maximising a party’s chances to become an insider and, hence, reap the 

benefits of being able to set the rules and the arena of competition. 

 Not all radical political parties are, however, successful in their efforts to 

become insiders.  

 Nonetheless, the question concerning the ultimate level of success of the 

game changing strategy has not yet been answered. What happens when the 

outsider, radical party is truly victorious, manages to break through and become a 

governing party? Fortunately, we have a couple of empirical cases with which to 

guide our answer. The Danish Dansk Folkepartit (DF), under the leadership of the 

polemic and pragmatic Pia Kjaersgaard, took issue ownership of the immigration 

theme during the 1990s and with it, managed to set the campaign agenda in 2001 

and eventually to win access into the Danish governing coalition (Qvortrup 2002). 
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Fears over the DF’s participation in government pushed the other establishment 

parties to negotiate an extensive agreement in which its status as “support party” was 

clearly stipulated. In return for its support, the DF received the chairmanship of three 

highly relevant legislative committees (Finance, Agriculture and Health) and, more 

importantly, it managed to set in place significant modifications to the country’s 

immigration laws, in accordance to its campaign promises. Due to the fact that the 

DF lived up to the expectations of its governing agreement, the coalition was 

reconfirmed after the 2005 elections (De Lange 2008). In short, not only was the DF 

able to implement its agenda and to modify the terms of political competition to suit 

its interests, but in the actual act of government, it did not behave very differently 

from any other “responsible party” (Aldrich 1995). The same was true for the several 

Green parties which achieved national government during the late 1980s in Western 

Europe (Muller-Rommel 2002). 

 Having demystified radicalism as a political strategy, the next logical step is to 

ask, so what? Why should we care about game changing parties if after all, they are 

not the fundamentalist ideologues that some make them to be? And especially, if 

once in power, they are not that different from other establishment parties? There are 

several answers to this set of questions. 

 We should care about radical political parties because they are, in fact, 

responding more realistically to the new conditions of party competition. Our current 

party systems which continue to be defined and studied under the simplistic logic of a 

unidimensional political space —traditionally the left and right— do not seem to 

incorporate the many sociostructural, demographic and value transformations which 

the demise of the Soviet Union and globalisation have brought about. Contemporary 

electorates, for the most part, cannot longer relate to the rigidity of ideological 
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competition and are much more prone to cast a ballot on issues that matter to them 

than on larger projects. 

 By virtue of their challenge to the status quo, radical parties are opening up 

the realm of competition to new issues but also to particular sectors of the electorate 

which had often gone unnoticed or were considered unimportant by the 

establishment parties (the case of the PASC in Mexico comes to mind, despite its 

inability to break through). More heterogeneous, informed and politically educated 

societies should demand more from their political class and, in a sense, the alleged 

challenge of the game changing parties enables us to discover some of the system’s 

most well hidden flaws. 

 There are several future extensions that I envision for this project. On one hand, 

I am looking forward to expand the scope of the regional analysis in order to include 

Eastern Europe and Asia. But, on the other hand, a more complete econometric study 

of electoral levels of support for these parties across time would also be warranted. 

Computer-based text analyses of political platforms is also in my plans as are direct 

participant interviews of the party’s leadership. 
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APPENDICES 
 

Appendix A. 

 

Table 1.4  Political parties standing for French 2007 Presidential election and their 

history, Continued. 

Political party Presidential 

Candidate 

Date of 

foundation 

Previous 

Presidential 

Races 

Percentages of 

votes obtained 

LCR (Ligue 
communiste 
révolutionnaire) 

Olivier 
Besancenot 

1973 1974, 2002 0.37%; 
4.25% 

PCF (Parti 
communiste 
français) 

Marie 
George 
Buffet 

1921 1981, 1988, 
1995, 2002 

15.34%; 
6.8%; 
8.65%; 
3.37% 

PT (Parti des 
Travailleurs) 

Gérard 
Schivardi 

1991 2002 0.47% 

UDF (Union 
pour la 
démocratie 
française) 

Francois 
Bayrou 

1978 1974, 1981, 
1988, 1995, 2002 

32.60% (1st 
round)/50.80% (2nd 

round);   
28.32% (1st 

round)/48.24 (2nd 
round); 
 16.54%; 
 18.58%; 
 6.84% 

Mouvement 
antiliberal, 
antimondialiste 

Jose Bove 2007 0 0 

Verts  Dominique 
Voynet 

1984 1995, 2002 3.32% ; 
5.25% 

MPF 
(Mouvement 
pour la France) 

Philippe de 
Villiers 

1994 1995 4.74% 

PS (Parti 
socialiste) 

Ségolène 
Royal 

1969 1974, 1981, 
1988, 1995, 2002 

43.25% (1st round)/ 
49.20% (2nd round); 

25.85% (1st 
round)/51.76% (2nd 

round); 
34.11% (1st round)/ 
54.02% (2nd round); 

23.30% (1st 
round)/47.36%  
(2nd round); 
16.18% 

CPNT (Chasse, 
pêche, nature, 
traditions) 

Frederic 
Nihous 

1989 2002 4.23% 
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Table 1.4  Political parties standing for French 2007 Presidential election and their 

history, Continued. 

Political party Presidential 

Candidate 

Date of 

foundation 

Previous 

Presidential 

Races 

Percentages of 

votes obtained 

FN (Front 
national) 

Jean Marie 
Le Pen 

1972 1974, 1988, 
1995, 2002 

0.75%;  
14.38%; 
15%; 

 16.86% (1st 
round)/17.79% (2nd 

round). 

LO (Lutte 
ouvrière) 

Arlette 
Laguiller 

1939 1974, 1981, 
1988, 1995, 2002 

2.33%;  
2.30%;  
1.99%;  
5.30%;  
5.72% 

UMP (Union 
pour un 
mouvement 
populaire) 

Nicolas 
Sarkozy 

2002 2002 19.88% (1st 
round)/82.21% (2nd 

round) 

 
NB : I only took percentages for each time each of these parties were officially 
standing for elections. I did not include the percentage of the parties that they were 
endorsing whenever they were not running with their own label (in particular, this 
choice affected PCF, LO, LCR).  The date of foundation reflects the date when this 
particular name started to be used (this is relevant for LO, LCR and UDF) and with its 
current definition (for the case of the UMP). 
Source: 
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%89lection_pr%C3%A9sidentielle_fran%C3%A7aise_de
_2007 
 

Appendix B.  

 

Reliability checks 

 Graph X serves to prove that the existence of noisier dimensions, or rather 
dimensions in which the experts have more divergent placements of parties, does not 
seem to have a direct connection with the success of radical parties in a region, 
given the distribution of the largest radical vote getters and the lowest ones on 
average. For instance, Germany has an overall mean systemic iqr of 6.43 for its six 
relevant dimensions, ranked 13th out of 30 countries, whilst it had the lowest mean 
vote for game changing parties (only .15%). On the other hand, the two largest 
average vote getters, Peru (13.4%) and Colombia (11.7%) are ranked numbers 5 and 
30 respectively. 
 

Chi-Squared Tests of Goodness of Fit 

 As mentioned in the text, I have conducted a series of Chi-squared goodness 
of fit tests whereby the observed distribution of a given party in a particular dimension 
is compared to a series of theoretical distributions (namely, a uniform, a bimodal, a 
normal, a centred and a relaxed bimodal constructed as 2 normal distributions in 
each of the extremes) to find out if they are the same (the null hypothesis) or not. I ran 
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the tests for the four parties that I will use as case studies (UK-Lib Dems, FR-FN, CRI-PAC 
and MEX-PASC) as well as for two random parties (AU-Greens, ECU, PS-FA) across all 
dimensions and the null hypothesis was rejected in all cases, under the conventional 
standards of statistical significance. The distribution which comes closer to being 
accepted as equal to the observed is, in general terms, the uniform distribution. In 
fact, only for one party and one dimension, FR-FN-D12 was the null hypothesis 
(observed party distribution is equal to theoretical (uniform) distribution) impossible to 
reject with 95% confidence.  The results of these tests are, thus, in agreement with my 
theory of radicalism since they discard the notion that I am either simply capturing 
extremist parties (which would have bimodal distributions) or centrist parties (with 
either centred or normal distributions).  
 

Graph 2.21 Average Systemic IQR across all Dimensions by Country in PPMD & PPPC 

Average Overall Systemic IQR in PPMD & PPPC

4.77

5.42

5.51

5.55

5.56

5.60

5.74

5.88

5.97

6.02

6.20

6.21

6.40

6.43

6.44

6.47

6.53

6.55

6.59

6.62

6.63

6.66

6.68

6.74

6.75

6.78

7.11

7.12

7.14

7.19

7.56

7.74

7.92

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

URY

NZ

DOM

NL

PER

GTM

HND

AT

SLV

DK

CH

CRI

West average

DE

Total

LA average

CA

ARG

UK

IT

NIC

BE

PRY

BRA

MEX

PAN

AU

ECU

BOL

VEN

CHL

FR

COL

C
o

u
n

tr
y

Mean Value 
 



234 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Table 2.8. Classification of all political parties in PPMD, Continued 

 

Country Number of 

total parties 

Number of 

Established 

parties 

Name of 

Established 

Parties 

Number of 

Outsider 

Parties  

Name of 

Outsider 

Parties 

AU 6 4 AD 
ALP  
LPA 
NP 

2 GRN 
ON 

AT 4 3 FPO,  
OVP,  
SPO 

1 Gru 

BE 11 8 CD&V, Eco,  
Gro!,  
PS,  
SPSp,  
VLD, 
CDH, 
MR 

3 FN,  
N-VA,  
VB 
 

UK 5 2 Lab, 
 Con 

3 LD,  
PCy, 
SNP 

CA 6 4 CA, 
 LPC, 
 PC, 
 NDP 

2 BQ,  
GPC  

DK 10 7 KF,  
SD,  
SF,  
V,  
DF,  
CD, 
KrF 

3 FrP,  
RV,  
Enh 
 

FR 9 6 PCF, 
 PS,  
RPR, 
 UDF, 
 V, 
UEM 

3 FN,  
MPF,  
RPF 

DE 10 4 CDU/CSU, 
FDP, 
GR�/td, SPD 

6 DKP,  
DVU,  
NPD,  
PDS,  
Rep,  
Schil 
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Table 2.8. Classification of all political parties in PPMD, Continued. 

Country Number of 

total parties 

Number of 

Established 

parties 

Name of 

Established 

Parties 

Number of 

Outsider 

Parties  

Name of 

Outsider 

Parties 

IT 13 10 AN, 
DS,  
FI, 
 Green,  
LN,  
SDI,  
UDC, 
Marg, 
PDCI, 
RC 

3 It.Val., 
MSFT,  
Pann  
 

NL 9 5 CDA,  
LPF, 
 PvdA, VVD, 
D66 

4 CU,  
GL,  
SGP,  
SP 

NZ 8 4 Allc, 
 NP,  
NZLP, 
GPA 

4 ACT,  
NZFP, 
PC,  
UF 

CH 10 5 CVP,  
FDP,  
SPS,  
SVP, 
LPS 

5 EDU,  
EVP,  
GPS,  
PdA,  
SD 

Total 101 parties 62 
established  

62 
Established 
parties 

39 outsiders 39 
Outsider 
parties 
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Table 2.9 Classification of all political parties in PPPC, Continued 

Country Total 

number of 

parties 

Number of 

Established 

parties 

Name of 

established 

parties 

Number of 

Outsider 

parties 

Name of 

Outsider 

parties 

ARG 14 8 CPC – Macri, 
Lavagna, PJ-
Duhalde, PJ-
Menem, 
Recrear-
Lopez, UCR-
Alfonsin, 
UCR-Stolbizr, 
MPN-Sobisch 

6 ARI-Lilita,  
AyL-Zamora, 
FrePoBo, MST,  
PC,  
PS-Binner 
 

BOL 4 3 MAS, MNR, 
PODEMOS 

1 UN 

BRA 14 11 PC do B, PDT, 
PFL, PL, 
PMDB, PPS, 
PSB, PSDB, PT, 
PTB, PV 

3 PP,  
PSC, 
PSOL 

CHL 9 6 PDC, PPD, 
PRSD, PS, RN, 
UDI 

3 PC, 
PH, 
PRI 

COL 11 6 PCR, PDA, PL, 
PSC, Partido-
U, ALAS 
 

5 AICO, 
ASI, 
MAL, 
MIRA, 
PCC 

CRI 9 2 PLN, PUSC 7 FA,PAC, 
PASE,PML, 
PRC,PRN, 
PUN 

DOM 3 2 PLD, PRD 1 PRSC 

ECU 10 6 MUPP-NP, 
PRE,  
PSP,  
ID, 
PSC, 
UDC 

4 MIAJ, 
MPD 
PS-FA 
PRIAN 

GTM 10 6 GANA, PAN,  
PP, UNE, 
DCG, FRG 

4 ANN, 
EG, 
PU, 
UCN 

HND 5 2 PLH,  
PNH 

3 PDC, 
PINU, 
PUD 
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Table 2.9 Classification of all political parties in PPPC, Continued 

Country Total 

number of 

parties 

Number of 

Established 

parties 

Name of 

established 

parties 

Number of 

Outsider 

parties 

Name of 

Outsider 

parties 

MEX 8 3 PAN, 
PRI, 
PRD 

5 Convergenci
a, 
PANAL, 
PASC, 
PT, PVEM 

NIC 7 4 FSLN,  
PLC, 
 PRN,  
ALN 

3 AC,MRS, 
PCN 

PAN 7 4 PP,  
PRD, Partido 
Panamenista 
(Arnulfista), 
Partido 
Solidaridad 

3 MOLIRENA, 
PCD,PLN 

PER 10 5 AP, PAP 
(APRA), 
 PP,  
FDC,  
PPC 

5 AF,PNP, 
RN,SN, 
UPP 

PRY 6 4 ANR-PC, 
PLRA, 
PUNACE 
PEN 

2 MPQ, 
PPS 
 

SLV 5 4 ARENA, 
FMLN, PCN,  
PDC 

1 CD 

URY 5 3 FA-EP-NM, 
PC, PN 

2 PI, 
UC 

VEN 9 5 AD, COPEI, 
MAS,  
MVR,  
UNT  

4 PPT, 
Podemos, 
PCV,  
PJ 

Total 146 
parties 

84established 84established 
parties 

62 
outsiders 

62 outsider 
parties 

 

Appendix C. 

 

Table 3.3  Types of Outsider Parties 

Type of Outsider Party Freq. Percent 

Pure Non-rad Outsiders 6 5.94 

Non-radical Outsiders 33 32.67 

Radicals 62 61.39 

Total 101 100.00 
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Appendix D. 

 

Table 4.1. The Front National’s Elected Representatives359 

Election Year Type of Election Number of Elected Representatives 

1986 Legislative 35 deputies in AN 

1988 Legislative 1 deputy in AN 

1997 Legislative 1 deputy in AN, dismissed 1998 

1984 European 10 MEPs 

1989 European 10 MEPs 

1994 European 11 MEPs  

1999 European 5 MEPs  

2004 European 7 MEPs 

2009 European 3 MEPs 

1983 Municipal Le Pen elected to 20th arrondisement 
in Paris 

1995 Municipal  3 mayoralties: Toulon, Marignane, 
Orange 

2001 Municipal 2 mayoralities: Orange, Chauffailles 

2008 Municipal 0 mayoralties 

1986 Regional 135 regional councillors  

1992 Regional 238 regional councillors  

1998 Regional 175 regional councillors  

2004 Regional 156 regional councillors 

2010 Regional 118 regional councillors 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      

359 This table was constructed using a multiplicity of sources, namely, Camus,op.cit. FN’s 
website http://www.frontnational.com/historique.php , Ras-l’front’s website 
http://www.raslfront.org/documentation/resultats_fn.php. On the European elections, see 
Laurent de Boissieu at http://www.france-politique.fr/elections-parlement-europeen.htm  and the 
French Interior Ministry at http://www.interieur.gouv.fr/sections/a_votre_service/elections/resultats  



239 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.1. Poster of the Lepenist 2007 campaign.  
The motto loosely translates as: Left/Right, they have “messed it all”!  Above, to the 
left, it says: Nationality, Assimilation, Social Mobility and Laity (Secularity). 
 

 
Figure 4.2. Second poster of the 2007 Lepenist campaign.  
It reads, “With Le Pen, all together, let’s rebuild our France! 
 
 

 
Figure 4.3. LibDem electoral propaganda 2010. 

Showing a picture of leader Nick Clegg and another party motto “a fresh start for 
Britain” 
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