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Abstract 

This thesis focuses on anti-austerity governments that emerged out of social 

movements in Greece and Italy after 2010. The first chapters demonstrate how anti-

austerity movements in both Greece and Italy were incorporated into fringe party politics 

with populist platforms. It then traces the electoral success of two particular parties, 

SYRIZA in Greece and the Five Star Movement in Italy, and their coalition governments. 

The following section assesses how anti-austerity coalitions of populist parties govern in 

member states of the European Union—specifically, when do these parties fulfill or 

diverge from their anti-austerity promises? I argue that fringe parties that emerged out of 

anti-austerity movements are more likely to diverge from their populist politics under two 

conditions: when they experience increased Europeanization and/or when faced 

heightened competency costs on the domestic level. I first give a summary of significant 

anti-austerity policies proposed by each party during their successful election campaigns. 

I then use theories of bargaining power and international decision-making regimes to 

show how anti-austerity parties are likely to approach negotiations with the European 

Union and that divergence occurs when one or both of the abovementioned variables are 

present.   
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Chapter I. 

Research Problem 

In 2014 the Pew Research Global Attitudes Project published a study naming the 

European Union “The New Sick Man of Europe,” highlighting a decline of public 

support for both domestic and European institutions and increase in incidents of protest 

participation, abstention, and/or formation of nontraditional parties or organizations. 

These trends appeared inextricably linked to the ongoing financial crisis and the austerity 

measures imposed by the Troika (the European Commission, European Central Bank, 

and International Monetary Fund) on the ailing national economies. During the economic 

downturn, southern Europe was devastated by budget deficits and the prescription of 

austerity measures by these three supranational institutions. In Greece and Italy, fringe 

parties born out of these anti-austerity movements, including SYRIZA and the Five Star 

Movement (M5S), have achieved unprecedented electoral success.  

This thesis offers a comparative assessment of recent anti austerity movements 

and the electoral success of fringe parties in Greece and Italy since 2011. The primary 

questions of this research are: how do anti-austerity parties govern, and when do these 

parties fulfill or diverge from populist anti-austerity platforms? 

As questions about the health of democracy continue to plague social scientists, 

the case of Southern European states in the Eurozone poses an interesting litmus test. A 

recent article titled “The End of the Democratic Century” in Foreign Affairs magazine 

poses a question about whether or not the continued acceptance of liberal democracy is 
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dependent on economic success.1 Southern European states joined the European Union 

not only because of the democratic values but because it offered a competitive advantage 

in the global market. As scholars of embedded liberalism have concluded, expansion of 

liberal markets is coupled with the need for governments to protect citizens from losses 

created by the international economy.2 The recent failure for some European states to 

provide social and material wellbeing in the way it once promised poses questions 

regarding whether citizens still find the project to be inherently appealing and how new 

fringe parties in Greece and Italy view the European Union project.  

 In each case, new austerity proposals approved by national governments 

throughout the crisis have led to various incidents of protest and/or shifts in party 

support. Mobilizations in both cases have waxed and waned, but the most impressive 

protests are inextricably linked to the passage of new austerity measures.3  

Domestic political actors in these states have failed to address their indignant 

constituents, paving the way for fringe parties to attempt to push their message of people 

versus elites. But, as scholars such as Donatella della Porta et al. signal in Movement 

Parties Against Austerity, there remain large questions about how successful these new 

political parties and movements may be. Though these parties were be able to stir up 

votes in order to gain seats in parliaments, it remains to be seen if they can produce true 

                                                 
1 Yascha Mounk and Roberto Stefan Foa, “The End of the Democratic Century: Autocracy's 

Global Ascendance,” Foreign Affairs, May/June 2018, HeinOnline. 
 

2 Jude C. Hays, Sean D. Ehrlich, and Clint Peinhardt. “Government Spending and Public Support 
for Trade in the OECD: An Empirical Test of the Embedded Liberalism Thesis.” International 
Organization 59, no. 2 (2005): 473–94.  

3 Donatella Della Porta et al., Movement Parties Against Austerity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
2017), 46-49. 
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reforms or achieve a true chance to govern.4 Perhaps the starkest example of the 

complexities among the movements, parties, and supranational actors can be seen in the 

brinkmanship of July 2015, in which the newly elected SYRIZA government in Greece 

spent six months cultivating and mobilizing citizens’ public opinion surrounding the 

latest bailout conditions only to forsake the majority opinion by accepting the terms after 

the referendum.5 What are the political consequences (if any) for anti-austerity 

governments when their policies diverge from the goals of the movements?  This is an 

important study, as it will contribute to an overall evaluation of the democratic health of 

states in the European Union. By understanding when and why anti-austerity parties 

diverge, we can better assess to what extent departure from a platform may be viewed as 

undemocratic or affirm the troubling notion of “there is no alternative” in the context of 

the European Union.  

I use qualitative methods to establish a theoretical framework for understanding 

recent political instability in Italy and Greece. The thesis is divided into case study 

sections that will evaluate the anti-austerity governments in relation to how often they 

implemented or diverged from anti-austerity platforms.  

 

                                                 
4 Ibid.  
 
5 Yannis Sygkelos, “A Critical Analysis of the Greek Referendum of July 2015,” Contemporary 

Southeastern Europe, 2 (2015): 1-6, Directory of Open Access Journals. 
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Chapter II. 

The European Economic Crisis and its Political Consequences 

The global economic crisis of 2008 marked the beginning of a continuing debate 

on the relationship between neoliberalism and democratic societies. As states such as 

Greece and Italy grappled with soaring debt and the dismantling of social welfare 

systems, citizens found themselves plagued by precarity and declining standards of 

living. In my research, the literature on anti-austerity movements and the rise of populist 

parties in Greece and Italy serves as a platform for understanding the relationship 

between new parties and movements in the European Union. Several articles explore the 

context, makeup, and execution of these mobilizations from a structural functionalist 

perspective.6 This perspective is important for studies on Greece and Italy because it 

emphasizes the need to look at all the various institutions (domestic and supranational) 

that influence domestic developments. Assessments of Southern European protests 

related to the Eurozone Crisis overwhelmingly suggest that political and economic crises 

in cohesion have prompted popular protest and the nature of these movements has been to 

operate outside of traditional aggregating structures (political parties and organizations).7 

                                                 
6 Della Porta et al., Movement Parties Against Austerity; Tova Benski et al., “From the Streets and 

Squares to Social Movement Studies: What Have We Learned?” Current Sociology 61, no. 4 (2013): 541-
61, SAGE; Nikos Sotirakopoulos and George Sotiropoulos, “‘Direct Democracy Now!’: The Greek 
Indignados and the Present Cycle of Struggles,” Current Sociology 61, no. 4 (2013): 447, SAGE Journals. 
 

7 Theofanis Exadaktylos, Daphne Halikiopoulou, and Sofia Vasilopoulou, “Greece in Crisis: 
Austerity, Populism and the Politics of Blame,” J Common Mark Stud JCMS: Journal of Common Market 
Studies 52, no. 2 (2013): 388-402, Wiley Online Library; Piergiorgio Corbetta and Rinaldo Vignati, “Direct 
Democracy and Scapegoats: The Five Star Movement and Europe,” The International Spectator 49, no. 1 
(2014): 53-64, Taylor & Frances Online; Giorgos Katsambekis and Yannis Stavrakakis, "Left-wing 
Populism in the European Periphery: The Case of SYRIZA," Journal of Political Ideologies 19, no. 2 
(2014): 119-42, Taylor & Frances Online.  
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Due to the recentness of these mobilizations, many of the articles raise questions about 

the sustainability of these movements as well as what the possibly trajectory of these 

movements may include.8  

This thesis builds on this literature that demonstrates how a breakdown in 

traditional bargaining systems prompted anti-austerity mobilization and new party 

formation by emphasizing the supranational component of these cases. The current 

literature around the effects of austerity measures on Greece and Italy has primarily been 

segmented between social movement studies and research on new populist parties in 

Greece and Italy. It bridges the gap between these two bodies of scholarship to evaluate 

how fringe parties emerged out of anti-austerity movements and provides an assessment 

of how these parties relate to the movements and supranational actors as governing 

parties. Based on my combined reading of these two literatures, I argue that anti-austerity 

parties are likely to diverge from their platforms after increased interactions with the 

European Union and/or when facing heightened domestic political costs. In the cases of 

both Greece and Italy, new movement parties emerged and competed for the support of 

anti-austerity movements. The two parties which ultimately succeeded in elections (5-

Star Movement in Italy and SYRIZA in Greece) did so by establishing populist platforms 

centered on anti-austerity promises. The populism of these two parties is discussed in a 

later section. I further suggest that the pressures of austerity and a collapse of traditional 

parties led to political shifts in Greece and Italy in the form of anti-austerity movements 

and fringe parties. This draws upon the experiences of Latin American countries, but the 

                                                 
8 Della Porta et al., Movement Parties Against Austerity, 197. 
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basic framework provided by political scientists can be applied to Southern Europe. The 

emergence of new, populist identities and parties as a response to austerity is similar to 

Latin American cases of populism because they reopen the political opportunity 

structures by incorporating the grievances of those left out by traditional actors. 

 

Neoliberalism and Shifting Political Opportunity Structures 
 

 Assessments of social movements since the onset of the global economic crisis of 

2008 point to the relationship between social movements and neoliberal reforms. In 

“From the streets and squares to social movement studies: What have we learned?” 

Benski et al. bring attention to the various global mobilizations occurring since 2011 and 

place them in the realm of social movement studies. The article provides the context of 

the mobilizations “beginning with a political-economic account of neoliberalism, the 

various crisis of legitimacy that it has fostered, and the role of new media in engendering 

these mobilizations, their coordination, and globalization.” Besnki et al. assert that the 

global movements that have transpired since 2011 (Arab Spring, Southern Europe, 

Occupy Movement) all fit in the context of a neoliberal crisis of economics and 

legitimacy. The authors trace the effects of neoliberal reforms on a global scale and 

signal that these reforms have increased inequality, unemployment, and greatly reduced 

social safety mechanisms. They specify that in the context of Southern Europe, it was the 

reduction of social welfare in combination with austerity measures that has led to the 

breakdown of social mobility and massive inequality.9 Philip Oxhorn, a scholar who 

                                                 
9 Benski et al., “From the Streets and Squares to Social Movement Studies,” 541-61. 
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assesses the effects of neoliberalism on democracy in Latin America, concludes that 

economic factors such as high unemployment, dismantling of unions, and a breakdown of 

political parties overall lead to decreases in political activism and mobilization.10 

The literature on new populist parties emphasizes that there is a global dimension 

to neoliberal discontent and protest. Many who have studied these recent social 

movements place them in an international cycle of contention, an idea put forth by social 

scientist Sidney Tarrow in the late nineties that emphasizes the cyclical rise and fall of 

mobilization. Tejerina et al.’s framework suggests that today’s wave of mobilization may 

be “an international cycle of contention fighting social and economic inequality.”11 

However, this thesis assesses the emergence of movement parties at a deeper, regional 

level to emphasize the case-specific details and avoid generalizations about neoliberalism 

and democracies. It focuses on the electoral successes of fringe parties in Greece and 

Italy to provide more precise insight on the current political landscape in countries whose 

party systems have been reshaped specifically by anti-austerity movements. 

A report by European political analysts Busch et al. demonstrates how the process 

outlined by Oxhorn applies in the context of the European Union. In “Euro Crisis, 

Austerity Policy, and the European Social Model,” Busch et al. argue that the centralized 

collective agreements put forth by the European Union undermine collective bargaining 

                                                 
10 Philip D. Oxhorn, “Beyond neoliberalism? Latin America's new crossroads” in Beyond 

neoliberalism in Latin America? Societies and politics at the crossroads, ed. J. Burdick, P. Oxhorn, and K. 
Roberts (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 217-34. 

 

11 Benjamín Tejerina et al., “From Indignation to Occupation: A New Wave of Global 
Mobilization,” Current Sociology 61, no. 4 (2013): 377-392, SAGE Journals. 

 



8 
 

 

systems on the national level.12 This report signals a breakdown in traditional bargaining 

systems as a result of EU neoliberal policies, which initially supports Oxhorn’s 

demobilization theory. The demobilization debate hinges on the fact that market reforms 

weaken representative institutions, especially political parties and trade unions.13 Busch 

et al. report that the centralized collective agreements put forth by the European Union 

undermine collective bargaining systems on the national level. This report signals a 

breakdown in traditional bargaining systems as a result of EU neoliberal policies. 

Throughout the crisis, trade unions in the Southern European states organized defensively 

against austerity measures, but by and large these mobilizations were short-lived. In 

addition, Busch et. al note that the social democrats and socialists within the national 

political structures of Southern Europe have put up no resistance to the imposed austerity 

policy and have continued the campaign to weaken trade unions and dismantle welfare 

policies.14 

In addition to this, Busch et al. note that the social democrats and socialists within 

the national political structures of Southern Europe have put up no resistance to the 

imposed austerity policies and have continued the campaign to weaken trade unions and 

dismantle welfare policies.15 Their report outlines that there is a narrowing or nonexistent 

formal political opportunity structure to defend citizens against the austerity measures. 

This trend is generally supportive of the demobilization argument noted above; that 

                                                 
12 Busch et al., “Euro Crisis, Austerity Policy, and the European Social Model.”  
 

13 Ibid. 
 

14 Ibid.  
 

15 Ibid. 
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neoliberalism undermines civic institutions that are traditionally able to mobilize and 

protect constituents.16  

Expanding on institutional weakness, Benski et al. establish that there is another 

commonality in these mobilizations: crises of political legitimacy. To underscore how 

this works in the context of Spain, Greece, Italy and Portugal (or even globally), Benski 

et al. combine the adverse effects of economic crisis (brought about by neoliberal 

policies) with theories of legitimacy crisis by political theorist Jürgen Habermas.17 For 

Habermas, citizens often withdraw loyalties and commitments to established social 

orders when “[t]here are failures in the objective ‘steering mechanisms’ of the systems of 

advanced capitalist industrial societies that provide (1) adaptation, namely the economy 

that produces and distributes goods and services, and (2) social integration, secured by 

ideology and state.”18 In democratic systems, this is up to representative governments to 

try to mitigate. Habermas signals how economic crises may give way to crises of 

legitimacy. When states are unable to adapt and maintain the deliverance of goods and 

services for citizens and unable to facilitate social integration, there is an erosion of the 

legitimacy of the government that then causes political instability.19 For Benski et al., this 

is the point at which a new space is created “for alternative, if not critical discourses, 

views, values, understandings, and even new identities.”20 In this thesis, I will evaluate 

the new identities and discourses in the Greek and Italian contexts. 

                                                 
16 Ibid. 

 

17 Benski et al., “From the Streets and Squares to Social Movement Studies,” 541-61. 
 

18 Jürgen Habermas, Legitimation Crisis (Boston: Beacon, 1975), 25. 
 

19 Habermas, Legitimation Crisis, 15. 
 
20 Benski et al., "From the Streets and Squares to Social Movement Studies,” 541-61. 
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The Rise of New Movements 

While there has been clear fallout in hard political power (trade unions and 

parties), there is an overwhelming trend that citizens are in fact sustaining mobilization 

and doing so outside of traditional political opportunity structures. A key concept to be 

applied to the southern European cases in this thesis is derived from a wealth of literature 

on Latin American societies during neoliberal reform eras. Known as the concept of 

repoliticization it is the study of a resurgence of social protest in response to neoliberal 

reforms.21 Specifically, Bellinger and Arce conclude that new actors and forms of 

collective activity may emerge in response to neoliberal reforms.22 

The repoliticization work draws upon the experiences of Latin American 

countries, but the basic framework provided by these two political scientists can be 

applied to Southern Europe. The argument posits that democracy creates a favorable 

environment for collective action, as it provides opportunity for different societal actors 

to express common grievances through or outside of formal opportunity structures.23 

When looking at Southern European countries, all of which are democracies undergoing 

liberal economic reforms, the ongoing surge of protests since the beginning of the 

economic collapse suggests that the repoliticization and mobilization argument may be 

sounder than demobilization. Mobilization may be related to the systematic weakening of 

traditional opportunity structures, or as others have signaled, mobilization outside of 

                                                 
 
21 Paul T Bellinger and Moisés Arce, “Protest and Democracy in Latin America's Market  
Era,” Political Research Quarterly 64, no. 3 (2011): 688-704. JSTOR. 
 
22 Ibid, 689. 

 
23 Ibid., 688-704. 
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these structures may be due to a perceived failure by these structures to provide 

protection to a variety of similarly disadvantaged social cleavages. Kenneth Roberts, also 

dedicated to the study of neoliberalism and mobilization, signals that “market reforms left 

unmet social needs or heightened economic insecurities that provided a basis for the 

collective articulation of political grievances” and thus produced a “master frame” for the 

mobilization of citizens.24 In the context of Southern Europe, this thesis looks specifically 

at the collapse of traditional parties in Greece and Italy as a result of their inability to 

meet these social needs and examine how this opened the political landscape for new 

anti-establishment movement parties that promised solutions to worsening social 

conditions.   

This research argues that master frames of injustice and emotion that emerged 

from the anti-austerity movements contributed to the success of SYRIZA and M5S. 

Political scientists Tejerina et al. argue that emotions play a pivotal role in how these 

mobilizations may take shape and be defined.25 They signal that it is no accident that 

protestors in Spain define themselves as Indignados and borrow theories from others in 

the field regarding the importance of passion or emotion in protest. This is echoed in 

work done by Nikos Sotirakopoulos and George Sotiropoulos on the Greek “Outraged” 

protests in Syntagma Square and Britta Braumgarten’s study of the mobilization of “the 

desperate generation” in Portugal.26 There are emotional dimensions to the identity of the 

                                                 
24 Kenneth M. Roberts, “The Mobilization of Opposition to Economic Liberalization,” Annual 

Review of Political Science 11, no. 1 (2008): 327-49, Annual Reviews. 
25 Benjamín Tejerina et al., “From Indignation to Occupation,” 377-39. 

 

26 Sotirakopoulos and Sotiropoulos, “‘Direct Democracy Now!’” 447; Britta Baumgarten, “The 
Children of the Carnation Revolution? Connections between Portugal’s Anti-austerity Movement and the 
Revolutionary Period 1974/1975,” Social Movement Studies 16, no. 1 (2017): 51-63, EBSCO. 
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mobilizations which will be key in linking the identities of the movements with the 

emergence of new political actors. As Jeff Goodwin, James Jasper, and Francesca 

Polletta conclude in Passionate Politics: Emotions and Social Movements, the collective 

identity of anti-austerity movements is rooted in emotions such as fear, anxiety, anger, 

and uncertainty, and these may help in forming collective identities and subsequently 

collective action.27   

The Transition from Movements to Parties: A Populist Opportunity 

This regional pattern of contentious politics, combined with mobilizations (the 

Five Star Movement in Italy and the Greeks in Syntagma Square), has thus paved the way 

for another regional phenomenon - the surge of populist rhetoric subsequent success of 

anti-austerity parties in the European South. By showing how the outraged and indignant 

masses that made up the anti-austerity movements in Greece and Italy are linked to the 

emergence of anti-establishment fringe parties, this thesis then bridges the literature on 

social movements with literature on populism and how these parties govern in the 

European context.   

It draws on the work of Della Porta et. al and Simon Hug to understand the 

emergence of SYRIZA and M5S as self-identified alternatives to existing political 

parties. In Movement Parties Against Austerity, Della Porta et al. dedicate attention to the 

moment when new parties emerge in contexts of ongoing social movements. The cases of 

                                                 
27 Jeff Goodwin, James M. Jasper, and Francesca Polletta, Passionate Politics: Emotions and 

Social Movements (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2001), 5. 
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Greece and Italy are discussed to demonstrate how anti-austerity movements forged new 

identities and social cleavages based on the socioeconomic issues brought on by the 

Eurozone crisis.28 While the details of these movements’ identities and political goals are 

discussed in more detail in the case study section, it is important to note that the scholars 

agree on ways in which social movements have opportunities to transform themselves 

into political parties. Simon Hug’s work Altering Party Systems: Strategic Behavior and 

the Emergence of New Political Parties in Western Democracies is particularly important 

when assessing the trajectory of movement to party because he emphasizes the 

literature’s failure to acknowledge the importance of preexisting parties.29 This thesis fills 

the gap that Hug signals, by showing how SYRIZA and M5S function as parties.  

Literature that focuses on the transformation of social movements to political 

parties agrees that new parties emerge during moments when these bargaining systems 

break down. Della Porta et al.’s work on bridging the relationship between movements 

and new political parties strongly emphasizes that existing party structures that neglect 

constituents’ interests generally pave the way for new parties to emerge.30 In the case of 

Greece and Italy, this this will examine how the identities of SYRIZA and M5S 

cultivated electoral success by placing themselves in direct opposition to nearly all 

preexisting political parties on both the right and left of the political spectrums in Greece 

and Italy.  

                                                 
28 Della Porta et al., Movement Parties Against Austerity, 49. 

 
29 Simon Hug, Altering Party Systems: Strategic Behavior and the Emergence of New Political 

Parties in Western Democracies (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2001), 11-14, 
https://muse.jhu.edu/. 

 
30 Della Porta et al., Movement Parties Against Austerity, 49. 
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 The economic and social conditions produced by austerity politics has created a 

soundboard for populist rhetoric. As political scientist Paul Taggart explains, populism 

dramatizes the need for a collective voice — a voice which has been compromised by 

elite economic forces and must be restored in order to restore democracy.31 Using the 

logic of Margaret Canovan, it is then not surprising that political parties with populist 

slogans are natural heirs to the social movements in Southern Europe because “populist 

politics is not ordinary routine politics. It has the revivalist flavor of a movement and 

associated with this mood is the tendency for heightened emotions to be framed on a 

charismatic leader.”32 It is important to note that much of the literature on the Greek and 

Italian cases signals that populism is indeed not a new phenomenon precipitated by the 

sovereign debt crisis but rather the nature of populism has been altered by new 

socioeconomic conditions. This thesis looks at the emergence and recent success of 

SYRIZA and M5S as populist forces in response to economic crisis but does not 

necessarily claim that they will remain consistent or consolidated forces in Italian or 

Greek politics of the near future. 

  As both Vasilopoulou, Halikiopoulou, and Exadaktylos and Italian political 

scientists Corbetta and Vignati identify, the new wave of discontent related to Europe and 

a failure of traditional political parties just alters the “blame game” to include the new 

actors from the fringe.33 In this scenario, both SYRIZA and Beppe Grillo’s Five Star 

                                                 
31 Paul T. Taggart, “Populism and Representative Politics in Contemporary Europe,” Journal of 

Political Ideologies 9, no. 3 (2004): 269-88, Taylor & Frances Online. 
 
32 Canovan, “Trust the People!” 2-16. 

 
33 Corbetta and Vignati, “Direct Democracy and Scapegoats,” 53-64. 
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Movement (new or fringe parties which earned strength in the sustained indignation 

protests) identified the target of aggression and frustration – the Troika and anyone 

related to it and branded the new parties accordingly to oppose it. Canovan in 2004 writes 

and addendum to this concept, explaining that since 1994 there has been “new populism,” 

which represents a fuller break from what has been traditionally classified, with a greater 

ability to identify it. She and Taggart again coalesce on the idea that new populist parties 

morph to depend on the concerns of the “forgotten mass” and whichever political 

establishment they may be challenging.34 She also argues that there is a particular 

emphasis placed on being enemies of the elite, as well as mainstream media and 

professional politicians. Finally, she adds, “New Populists often call for issues of popular 

concern to be decided by referendum, by‐passing professional politicians and leaving 

decisions to the people.”35 

 While Greek and Italian populism may be merely rebranded, it still fits within the 

regional pattern of discontent and the New Populism theses put forth by both Canovan 

and Taggart. The rhetoric that was born in the movements and picked up/intensified by 

fringe parties (Greece’s SYRIZA, Italy’s 5-Star) have slogans and agendas that make 

them appear almost transnational. Yannis Stavrakakis and Giorgos Katsambekis, 

analyzers of populism in the European periphery, look for antagonistic discourse around 

distinct actors as well as the construction of combative political frontiers within these 

new movements and parties.36 They conclude that the dominate discourse of “us/the 

                                                 
34 Margaret Canovan, "Populism for Political Theorists?" Journal of Political Ideologies 9, no. 3 

(2004): 241-52, SAGE Journals. 
 
35 Ibid. 
 
36 Katsambekis and Stavrakakis, “Left-wing Populism in the European Periphery,” 119-42. 
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people against them/the establishment” has been adopted by all the above mentioned 

political parties seeking to earn its legitimacy from the population. In the case of Greece, 

SYRIZA’s slogan, “They decided without us, we’re moving on without them” perfectly 

exemplifies the notion.37 Corbetta expands upon the status of these types of campaigns 

with pessimism—concluding that leaders such as Grillo express themselves more through 

slogans than proposals, making them simultaneously popular and ineffective.38 

 The literature remains largely open-ended in terms of the potential trajectory for 

these new political forces. Meny and Surel seem to assess it best – “their fate is to be 

integrated into the mainstream, to disappear, or to remain permanently in opposition.”39 

All of this is to be determined by the leaders themselves and also to be evaluated in the 

context of the EU. That is to say, while parties are able to gain strength and win elections 

Southern Europe, the supranational structure of the EU may make these parties, like the 

establishment they challenge, another interchangeable caretaker subject to the demands 

of the Troika. This thesis examines the cases of Greece and Italy to examine how anti 

austerity movements govern and hypothesizes that they are likely to diverge from their 

platforms when reaching a high level of Europeanization and/or mounting domestic 

political costs. 

                                                 
 
37 Ibid. See Figure 1. Poster for June 2012 elections.  

 
38 Corbetta, and Vignati, “Direct Democracy and Scapegoats,” 61. 

 
39 Yves Mény and Yves Surel, Democracies and the Populist Challenge (New York: Palgrave, 

2002), 18. 
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Chapter III.  

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework of the argument puts theories of bargaining power and 

competency costs within the context of financial crises and supranational decision-

making structures. By looking at existing literature on the relationship between the 

supranational institution of the European Union and national actors, it demonstrates when 

states may be coerced into accepting agreements handed down from supranational 

actions, informing the research about how populist parties govern, and when they may 

fulfill or diverge from anti-austerity promises. The cases in this research are unique, as 

the domestic circumstances in both Greece and Italy at the time of anti-austerity 

governments do not reflect previously studied situations of EU-national negotiation.  

In both Greece and Italy, the dominant political parties of the right and left collapsed in 

the wake of the EU crisis after accepting austerity packages from the European Union. 

This paper extends the research of EU-national relations by incorporating anti-austerity 

parties into the framework to understand if they are vulnerable to the same types of 

pressures as their austerity-implementing predecessors.  

By applying Putnam’s two-level game theory to negotiations, I show how anti-

austerity parties must negotiate their policy proposals on two levels:  

1. bargaining with the European Commission on budgetary issues 

including austerity measures; 

2. weighing the domestic consequences of fulfilling or diverging 

from anti-austerity promises. 
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Governing parties must decide how to negotiate their policies on the supranational and 

domestic levels, often facing situations in which the two “levels” have adversarial 

interests. In applying Putnam’s two-level analysis, this research shows how on each of 

the two levels different factors may determine what leads a party to diverge from anti-

austerity policies. Level 1 constitutes negotiations between anti-austerity governments 

and the European Commission, and Level 2 is the anti-austerity party’s domestic 

negotiations on whether to diverge from their anti-austerity platforms. This research 

shows how Europeanization of anti-austerity parties may occur on Level 1 and lead to 

divergence, while increased competency costs on Level 2 may also lead the party to 

diverge from its policies. These factors may occur simultaneously, or asynchronously as 

is discussed in the case study section. 

Level 1: Europeanization and Divergence 

Supranational decision making regimes such as the European Commission 

possess unique influence and autonomy in managing crises and influencing state policy.40 

This power is largely derived from its mandate to aggregate and distribute resources 

among the Union’s member-states, and this resource management gives the supranational 

power that is acknowledged by the states through formal agreements and procedures.41  

As members, national actors agree that this power to distribute resources is considered 

                                                 
40 Andrew Moravcsik, “A New Statecraft? Supranational Entrepreneurs and International 

Cooperation,” International Organization 53, no. 2 (1999): 267-306. 
 

41 Gerasimos Prodromitis, Xenia Chryssochoou, and Stamos Papastamou, “Accepting Austerity or 
Grexit? Predicting Acceptance of Crisis Solution Strategies from People’s Image of the Greece-Eu 
Relationship, Their Own Position and Norms of Justice,” International Review of Social Psychology 30, no. 
1 (2017): 69. 
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fair—though the Eurozone crisis has placed significant strain on the relationship between 

crisis-hit countries and the supranational finance organizations.42  

The economic crisis of 2010 is an example of how supranational management of 

states within the EU has reshaped the nation states. 43 Referred to as the process of 

Europeanization, the effects of supranational decision making on states has greatly 

altered the domestic politics of states in crisis. As this research demonstrates, even anti-

austerity parties are not immune to the relative power of supranational decision making 

— a power with distinct neoliberal influence. Reconfigurations of states or parties have 

largely taken place during heightened social, political, and economic crises that may 

threaten the European project. As the EU has taken on the role of crisis management, 

considerations about state authority and state limits in this context help determine at what 

moments a party is likely to diverge from its own political preferences. 

This research looks specifically at the distinct role of the European Commission 

as the official manager of the EU financial crisis. As the executive arm and principle 

negotiator during budget and bailout discussions, the European Commission’s 

relationship to governing parties greatly influences when parties diverge from anti-

austerity platforms. The trend of crisis management happening at the Commission level 

has over the past decades contributed to an understanding that supranational structures 

may contest a state’s monopoly on a range of policies.44 It is a result of new goals for 

                                                 
42 Ibid. 
 
43 Desmond S. King and Patrick Le Galès, Reconfiguring European States in Crisis (New York,: 

Oxford University Press, 2017), 1-31. 
 
44 Olivier Borroz and Lydie Cabene, “States in Crisis,” in Reconfiguring European States in 

Crisis, ed. Desmond King and Patrick Le Galès (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 9. 
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integration that emerged after the Maastricht Treaty and pushed forward the single 

market, Economic and Monetary Union, etc. These core economic projects demonstrate a 

transferring of economic policy competencies to the supranational level, thus moving 

away from state-specific considerations for welfare, regulation, etc.45 It is within this 

context, that we see how through series of agreements, the EU has formalized its policy 

making abilities. In times of crisis, this may seem even more overt. With austerity 

measures in particular, “the European Commission urges national governments to 

implement European directives in as detailed and as fast a manner as possible, the 

pressure for liberalisation increasingly interferes with national interests.”46  The austerity 

policies of the European Union have been a response to the economic instability created 

by the sovereign debt crisis, and led to tough questions over how to negotiate the terms of 

bailouts of member states.   

 Parties may undergo Europeanization in a variety of ways, and many have noted 

that the EU’s direct impact on domestic politics may be best understood by assessing how 

EU policies change the political environment in which parties operate, i.e. alter public 

opinion. 47 This though does not sufficiently address the nuance of why anti-austerity 

parties governing with popular mandates may still diverge from their platforms. By 

placing emphasis on how parties may undergo Europeanization during Level 1 

bargaining, we can see how anti-austerity parties are incorporated into the establishment 

                                                 
45 Hans-Jürgen Bieling, and Christina Deckwirth, “Privatising Public Infrastructure within the EU: 

The Interaction between Supranational Institutions, Transnational Forces and National 
Governments,” Transfer: European Review of Labour and Research 14, no. 2 (2008): 237-57. 

46 Ibid., 255. 
 
47 Robert Ladrech, “Europeanization and Political Parties,” Living Reviews in European 

Governance 4 (2009): 9. 
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they once opposed and explain why they are more likely to diverge. This is because the 

EU has the power to constrain the range of policies that parties are able to enact —

meaning that parties that attempt to challenge this range are forced to negotiate. In cases 

where the state has low levels of bargaining power, the European Commission is 

generally able to shift the governing party toward its preferred outcome through increased 

Europeanization of the issues. For example, the signing of Memorandums of 

Understandings (MoUs) with the EU is a mechanism by which national governments 

increase their Europeanization as they agree to obtaining financial support “as well as the 

monitoring and surveillance procedures to ensure a Member State is progressing towards 

financial stability.”48 Agreements such as MOU’s are examples of ways in which 

governments that increase Europeanization (through further integration with the 

institution) may be forced to diverge from their platforms, as formal agreements with the 

institution inherently limit the capacity of the national government to pursue autonomous 

financial policy-making. 

Part of this research is to evaluate the relationship between bargaining power and 

Europeanization in the Greek and Italian contexts. It shows how the relative bargaining 

power of each party may determine the level of Europeanization it will undergo when 

negotiating on the supranational level. Indeed, in both cases agreements with 

supranational creditors have been contentious domestically, but there are important 

differences in how M5S and SYRIZA have approached these agreements. EU theories of 

bargaining between national and supranational actors claim that national actors that hold 

                                                 
48 “Intergovernmental Support Mechanisms,” European Commission, last modified June 20, 2013, 

http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/assistance_eu_ms/intergovernmental_support/index_en.htm.  
 

http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/assistance_eu_ms/intergovernmental_support/index_en.htm
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extreme or revolutionary preferences are less likely to succeed in negotiations with the 

supranational.49 This is largely due to the fact that in financial negotiations, the 

supranational actor is likely to have more relative bargaining power vis a vis access to 

information and financial resources. Financial negotiations are within a concession-

convergence bargaining dynamic, meaning that two actors with diverging outcome 

preferences engage in a series of negotiations to arrive at an agreed upon outcome. As 

demonstrated in the work of Lundgren et al., the more the national actor deviates from 

the mainstream policy goals of the supranational, the less likely that they will achieve a 

favorable outcome.50  This research examines how bargaining strength relates to 

Europeanization and demonstrate that radical parties with low bargaining strength are 

more likely to be coerced into the EU establishment and therefore diverge from anti-

austerity promises.  

Level 2: Competency Costs and Divergence 

Democratic governments are charged with finding solutions to social and 

economic crises — and “[w]hen the government lets the economic crisis worsen without 

taking any substantial initiatives, it will be solely blamed for the worsening economy.”51 

The perceived mismanagement of a crisis by the government is known as competency 

costs.52  The literature assessment of these costs is boiled down to the following: when an 

                                                 
49 Magnus Lundgren et al., “Bargaining Success in the Reform of the Eurozone,” European Union 

Politics 20, no. 1 (2019): 77. 
 

50 Ibid. 
 
51 Irfan Nooruddin and Byungwon Woo, “Heeding the Sirens: The Politics of IMF Program 

Participation,” Political Science Research and Methods 3, no. 1 (2015): 73-93. 
52 Ibid. 
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economic crisis is mild, sovereignty costs outweigh competency costs. When an 

economic crisis is severe, competency costs increase drastically and can surpass 

sovereignty costs.53 In an analysis of these tradeoffs, Nooruddin and Woo focus on the 

Icelandic (2008) and Cypriot (2013) cases in which both governments made political 

calculations before deciding to enter into IMF programs. They cite these cases as 

evidence that democratically elected governments are particularly sensitive to the costs of 

not securing financial stability when threatened with a looming economic crisis. Indeed, 

the case of Cyprus as described in their work shows how governments may attempt to 

delay or negotiate the pain associated with austerity measures, but when faced with total 

financial collapse, often choose to capitulate and save their domestic reputation by not 

allowing financial ruin.54  

Competency costs are of particular concern for populist parties with no formal 

governing experience. As experts on populist governments explain, there are inherent 

structural weaknesses in these parties that make them vulnerable to inefficiency and 

inability to put through policy. As Reinhard Heinisch describes in his assessment of right-

wing populist parties in government, there are three elements that contribute to the 

weakness of these parties in government:   

(a) the inability to resolve conflicts between competing leading personalities in 
parties that emphasize persons over institutions, (b) the difficulty to develop a 
coherent programmatic agenda that can achieve broad support and yet deliver 
something to the disparate constituencies of such parties, and (c) the lack of 
experience and professionalism, which affects the ability to work effectively with 

                                                 
53 Ibid., 78. 
 
54 Ibid., 74. 
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a coalition partner and translate a novel (and at times even radical) agenda into 
public policy.55 

Considering these weaknesses, we can therefore understand the irony in fringe 

parties needing to establish themselves as competent actors in a system that they 

fundamentally opposed in campaigns. Governments that are unable to implement policy 

or achieve their goals may be voted out, or in the context of the EU, unable to negotiate 

within well-established bureaucracies. Their agendas are not only subject to domestic 

evaluation but also on the supranational level. If competency costs heighten on either 

level — say, the country faces a looming financial collapse (level II) or the EU refuses to 

acknowledge and engage with their radical policy proposals, the government is likely to 

diverge in order to salvage not only its reputation but to avoid financial or political 

catastrophe. 

On the domestic level, the acceptance of supranational agreements around debt 

(specifically IMF agreements according to Nooruddin and Woo) may result in the ability 

of the government to bolster domestic support by bringing in supranational creditors to 

alleviate deepening crisis OR that this strategy of engaging creditors may be fuel for the 

non-governing opposition to accuse the government of forfeiting sovereignty to foreign 

managers (sovereignty costs).56 In the cases of Greece and Italy, the non-governing 

opposition is in an interesting position — namely that the dominant opposition to 

SYRIZA and M5S are parties also accused of ceding control of domestic politics to 

supranational institutions. Therefore, this paper shows how the following political cost — 

                                                 
55 Reinhard Heinisch, “Success in Opposition - Failure in Government: Explaining the 

Performance of Right-wing Populist Parties in Public Office,” West European Politics 26, no. 3 (2003): 
113. 

56 Nooruddin and Woo, “Heeding the Sirens: The Politics of IMF Program Participation,” 77. 
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that of competency – may be a stronger theory of why anti-austerity governments may 

diverge from the social movements they were birthed from. 

Summary of Theoretical Argument 

As nation states within the EU experience certain policy constraints in times of 

economic crisis, there are limited opportunities for negotiation over austerity. As 

bargaining with the supranational becomes a necessary role of domestic actors in order to 

maintain financial stability, anti-austerity parties make choices about how to approach 

these negotiations. The hypothesis of this paper is that anti-austerity parties are more 

likely to diverge from their policy platforms when experiencing at least one of the two 

following: 

1. undergoing Europeanization through increased negotiations and policy 

convergences with the supranational organization; 

2. when faced with heightened competency costs.  

The research contributes to the literature by showing how bargaining power affects the 

Europeanization of a party and that as Europeanization increases, it becomes more likely 

that the party will capitulate to EU positions. Rather than focusing on the 

Europeanization of the overall domestic party system, this research shifts the focus to the 

various ways in which a fringe party may be Europeanized. This is a necessary 

distinction from other Europeanization literature, as it distinguishes that anti-austerity 

parties emerged as a response to the previously Europeanized party systems of Italy and 

Greece. Finally, the case studies of Greece and Italy provide a unique opportunity to 

show the growing complexity of domestic political competition in relation to competency 

costs. Rather than conceiving of opposition parties as those outside of the governing 
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body, this research shows how coalition partners may also push anti-austerity parties 

toward or away from their policy platforms when negotiating with supranational actors. 

To again return to the two-level assessment of when parties are likely to diverge 

on anti-austerity policies, we see that on the supranational level, domestic actors must 

engage with the European Commission on a variety of policy issues. When government 

bargaining power is low, there is an increased likelihood that national governments will 

face a more limited range of policies and a reduction of policy instruments available to 

them in financial negotiations.57 This leads to governments making decisions about 

continuing to engage with the EU or abandoning the negotiations required to obtain 

financial assistance. At this point, either increased Europeanization (through working to 

find a solution within the supranational level) or heightened competency costs (an 

escalation of a financial crisis domestically) become measures of how likely the party is 

to diverge from its policy platform.   

                                                 
57 Ladrech, "Europeanization and Political Parties,” 9. 
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Chapter IV.  

Research Design 

This section describes how to evaluate the hypothesis that anti-austerity parties 

are more likely to diverge under two conditions: when they experience increased 

interaction with EU creditors and therefore increased Europeanization, and/or when 

facing growing domestic competency costs. To begin, the research describes the anti-

austerity platforms of both Syrzia and M5S from the beginning of their electoral 

appearances. These policies are used in the case study section as ways to measure 

divergence from policy platforms. If the party successfully implemented the anti-austerity 

policy, this is categorized as no divergence. If they failed to enact this policy or were 

coerced to enacted more austerity measures, this is classified as divergence and the paper 

will assess what factors led to this outcome.  

The below table includes a sampling of the anti-austerity policies published by 

each party. In the case of SYRIZA, these anti-austerity policies are known as the 

“Thessaloniki Programme” and were published in in the months leading up to the January 

2015 Greek parliamentary election in which SYRIZA took 149 out of 300 seats, securing 

itself as the governing majority.58 For M5S, the period in focus is in the time leading up 

to the 2013 Italian general election in which it captured 25% of all valid votes, thus 

becoming the largest party in the country.59 Tables 1 and 2 indicate some of the anti-

                                                 
58  “Greece election: Anti-austerity SYRIZA wins election,” BBC, January 26, 2015, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-30975437. 
 

59 Moreno Mancosu and Cristiano Vezzoni, “Diffusion Processes and Discussion Networks: An 
Analysis of the Propensity to Vote for the 5 Star Movement in the 2013 Italian Election,” Journal of 
Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 26, no. 1 (November 2016): 1-21. 
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austerity policies that are evaluated in the subsequent chapters and establishes a reference 

for how we may evaluate the degree of implementation, divergence, or adaptation of 

these policies while each of the parties are in government. It is important to note that 

though SYRIZA and M5S both experienced unprecedented electoral successes in 2015 

and 2013 respectively, there is significant variance in how the parties are structured, i.e. 

SYRIZA’s party platform is a more traditional publication that includes highly detailed 

proposals whereas the M5S policies are derived directly from the blog of the movement’s 

leader, Beppe Grillo. The case study chapters elaborates on how these policies shifted 

and developed in the context of the different party structures.  

Table 1. Populist/anti-austerity platforms of SYRIZA (2014).  

 
SYRIZA: Anti-Austerity Policies 
 

 
No Divergence, Adaptation, or Divergence  

Write-off the greater part of public debt’s nominal value so 
that it becomes sustainable in the context of a «European 
Debt Conference». 

Divergence60 

Include a «growth clause» in the repayment of the remaining 
part so that it is growth-financed and not budget-financed. 
Include a significant grace period («moratorium») in debt 
servicing to save funds for growth. 

 
Adaptation 

Immediately increasing public investment by at least €4 
billion. Divergence 

Immediate abolition of the current unified property tax 
(ENFIA). Divergence 

Free electricity to 300.000 households currently under the 
poverty line up to 300 kWh per month per family; that is, 
3.600 kWh per year.  

No Divergence 

Programme of meal subsidies to 300.000 families without 
income. The implementation will take place via a public 
agency of coordination, in cooperation with the local 
authorities, the Church and solidarity organizations.  

No Divergence 

                                                 
60 Yiannos Katsourides, Radical Left Parties in Government (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 

123-127. 
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Source: “The Thessaloniki Programme” Press Releases, Articles, and Documents, 
SYRIZA, last updated September 2014.  

Table 2. Populist/anti-austerity policy proposals of M5S (2013). 

 
M5S: Anti-Austerity Policies 

 
No Divergence, Adaptation, or Divergence  

A referendum on Italy’s use of the Euro  
Divergence 

 
Discussion of establishment of “government 
bonds in small denominations” or Mini-BOT to 
speed up the paying of its debts 
 

 
No Divergence 

 
2019 budget that includes tax cuts, undoing 
pension reforms and increased public spending. 
 

 
Adaptation 

 
Establish ‘citizen’s income’ for those affected by 
austerity/financial crisis 
 

No Divergence 

No VAT increase61 No Divergence 

 
Source: Andrea Pirro, “The Polyvalent Populism of the 5 Star Movement,” Journal of 
Contemporary European Studies 26, no. 4 (2018): 443-58  
 

After establishing the various anti-austerity policies that contributed to the 

electoral successes of SYRIZA and M5S, the research then assesses at which moments 

throughout their political tenure the parties either achieved, diverged from, or adapted 

their platforms. Keeping in mind the hypothesis that parties are more likely to diverge 

after increased interaction with creditors and or faced with heightened competency costs, 

                                                 
61 “Italy’s Coalition Programme,” Euronews, May 18, 2018, 
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the case study section includes in its timeline of assessment the various moments at 

which anti-austerity parties met with supranational creditors on matters of austerity and 

finance, as well as track the level of crisis which increases or decreases competency 

costs. Particular emphasis is placed on the negotiations between these governments and 

the financial apparatus of the European Union, as this is the arena in which anti-austerity 

parties pledged to redeem their sovereignty and fight the injustice of economic crisis. 

This sentiment was embodied by SYRIZA’s Alexis Tsipras, speaking to an electrified 

crowed of supporters in Athens’s central square in January 2015: “Greece leaves behinds 

catastrophic austerity, it leaves behind fear and authoritarianism, it leaves behind five 

years of humiliation and anguish.”62 By charting the negotiations with EU creditors over 

the course of approximately eight years, it shows how interactions between anti-austerity 

parties and their supranational creditors may contribute to the likelihood of divergence. It 

incorporates the literature on European bargaining to contextualize why SYRIZA may 

have been more likely to undergo more Europeanization and therefore more divergence 

from populist anti-austerity message.  

Greece and Italy have both undergone series of elections and moments of political 

instability since the onset of the financial crisis. This paper looks at the elections that 

have taken place since SYRIZA and M5S have gained governing authority, as well as the 

coalition partners of each party. By examining the elections during the tenure of each 

party, we may chart the performance of opposition parties and evaluate how the strength 

                                                 
62 Helena Smith, “Greek Leftist Leader Alexis Tsipras: ‘It’s a war between people and 

capitalism,’” The Guardian, May 18 2012, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/may/18/greek-leftist-
leader-alexis-tsipras. 
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of the opposition may also contribute to heightened competencies costs, and therefore 

compelling SYRZA or M5S diverge.  

The overall timeline of assessment begins with the above election years (2014 in 

Greece; 2013 in Italy) and continues up through the most recent government formations 

(July 2019 in Greece; August 2019 in Italy). It focuses on how both parties approached 

their mandates and uses the abovementioned criteria: party programs, EU meeting and 

negotiation document, and election data, to evaluate the hypothesis of the research and 

highlight variances between SYRIZA and M5S.  

Divergence  

 Using the tables of anti-austerity policies as a guide, I assign a rating to each that 

explains whether the party did not diverge, adapted, or diverged from its original policy 

goal. “No divergence” is characterized by the party successfully implementing their 

policy without any major negotiated changes. Policies that are considered “adapted” are 

those that resemble the original anti-austerity policy but have been altered perhaps to 

satisfy coalition partners. Adapted policies still maintain some level of anti-austerity 

sentiment. Finally, divergence is defined as moments when the party either abandons a 

policy or reverse their positions and implement further austerity.  

Measuring Bargaining Power and Europeanization 

Bargaining power can best be measured using the following three variables: 

overall resources of the country, best alternative to a negotiated agreement, and internal 
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constraints on the government negotiating.63 These are strong measures as they explain 

when states may confidently oppose supranational preferences. During economic crisis, 

the level of bargaining power afforded to individual states may increase or decrease, 

depending on variations in these measurements: resources (how close is the state to 

financial collapse?), what other negotiated alternatives may exist (can they strike a deal 

with non-EU actors?), and the domestic political situation (are they earning/losing 

support during negotiations?). In the context of the European Union, states with more 

bargaining power are those with large economies that determine the overall stability of 

the common market.  

In general, the EU state ranking index of bargaining power used by Dür and 

Mateo expects that countries with smaller populations, less financial clout (in terms 

contributions to the EU budget) and a moderate opinion of the European Union are likely 

to engage in soft bargaining, characterized by signaling flexibility, making concessions, 

and proposing compromises.64 Greece is ranked as a country that is likely to engage in 

this type of bargaining and therefore more likely to accept austerity measures. In contrast, 

Italy is considered to be a country willing to engage in hard bargaining: committing to 

not “giving in,” able to make financial threats, and critical of the other side.65 It can be 

derived from their formula that the financial power of the country accounts for the major 

difference between Greece and Italy across the three criteria (population, contributions, 

public opinion). A reference to highlight this difference is the 2018 share of contributions 

                                                 
63 Andreas Dür and Gemma Mateo, “Choosing a Bargaining Strategy in EU Negotiations: Power, 

Preferences, and Culture,” Journal of European Public Policy 17, no. 5 (2010): 680-93. 
 
64 Ibid., 570. 
 
65 Ibid. 
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to the overall EU budget, in which Italy contributed 11.94%, and Greece 1.2%.66 This 

would lead one to expect that Italy is more likely to engage in hard bargaining to secure 

preferred deals with the European Commission than Greece. The case study section of 

this paper tests the claims of Dür and Mateo to demonstrate how bargaining power is an 

important first measure as to how much Europeanzation a party may undergo. By 

determining where anti-austerity governments began in terms of bargaining with the EU 

(i.e. their position on a policy), we can then see from the result of the negotiation if and 

how far they shifted toward the EU’s preferred outcome — a sign of Europeanization.   

Europeanization of the parties is measured using Robert Ladrech’s criteria: 

evidence of programmatic change and shifting patterns of party competition.67 These 

measurements relate most directly to the overall hypothesis that anti-austerity parties are 

more likely to diverge from their platforms (i.e. programmatic change) after increased 

interaction with the European Union and/or as domestic competency costs increase. 

Programmatic change is a strong measure for Europeanization in the case of anti-

austerity parties because we can see from Tables 1 and 2 when anti-austerity parties 

diverged from their policy platforms and moved toward a preferred EU outcome.  

This form of measurement has been employed by other researchers who have focused on 

support for EU integration because it clearly demonstrates a state’s gradual acceptance of 

supranational decision-making regimes. Philip Daniels’ remarkable study, “From 

Hostility to Constructive Engagement: the Europeanisation of the Labour Party,” 

                                                 
66 “Share of total contributions to the European Union budget in 2018, by Member State,” EU & 

Euro-zone, Statista, last modified December, 31, 2018, 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/316691/european-union-eu-budget-share-of-contributions/. 

 
67 Ladrech, “Europeanization and Political Parties,” 10. 
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reemphasizes that even parties hostile to the European Union may gradually shift to a 

more supportive stance on the EU as they recognize the value of interdependence, 

potential resources for growth, and domestic credibility gained by engaging 

constructively.68 The study done by Philips shows how from 1975-1997, the Labour party 

gradually softened its position on integration by creating a timeline of published policy 

stances. This model is a helpful guide for assessing the shifts in party issue stances over 

designated periods of time and is applied in the case study section to evaluate if similar 

shifts have occurred in the Greek and Italian contexts.  

The second sign of Europeanization according to Ladrech relates to a change in 

patterns of party competition. In general, the more policy constraints a country faces (in 

our cases, due to economic crisis management from the supranational level), “the 

expectation is that there would be indications of a convergence among the major centre-

left and centre-right parties.”69 This hypothesis is validated in both the Greek and Italian 

contexts prior to the election of anti-austerity parties. In both cases, establishment parties 

on both sides of the political spectrum were forced to converge on policies as a result of 

EU management of financial crisis. Evaluating the anti-austerity parties and the domestic 

political landscape using Ladrech’s degrees of Europeanization in both cases will help 

determine how likely they are to diverge from anti-austerity platforms as we know that 

increased Europeanization means that parties have repeatedly faced policy constraints 

and negotiations with the EU Commission and this increases likelihood that they will 

diverge due to policy constraints calcified on the supranational level. This research 
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categorizes Europeanization of issues in each party as either high or low – high signifying 

that the party has undertaken programmatic change on an issue and increased integration 

with the EU and low signifying that the party has successfully negotiated its own terms 

into an agreement. The case study section elaborates on the need to assess the process of 

Europeanization on a variety of issues in order to confirm that low bargaining power and 

financial dependency are not the only evidence for why a party may diverge but rather 

one piece of a larger pattern. In sum, programmatic shifts occur on a variety of issues 

related to EU integration, and therefore we can expect that parties that agree with EU 

principles on human rights, foreign policy, etc. will also be more likely to accept austerity 

measures.   

Measuring Competency Costs 

Competency costs increase when governing parties are facing political, social, or 

economic instability and fail to deliver solutions or contain these crises. Failing to deliver 

on these crises may include not making difficult decisions on the domestic level or the 

refusal to seek outside help. Competency costs are measured by how successfully or 

poorly a government fulfills its essential functions as caretaker of national stability and 

reputation. This research uses two variables for assessing competency costs: level of 

financial crisis and public support for government. 

The level of financial crises is a strong measure for competency costs because it 

highlights the consequences for governments that fail to reach agreements. States in the 

EU that experience financial instability are tethered to their EU partners in finding 

solutions. When feeling squeezed, Greece cannot simply print more euros to alleviate 

debt burdens. It must work with its supranational partners to find ways to increase 
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stability and save its own economy. As economic crisis heightens, failure to negotiate 

with the EU inches states like Greece closer toward economic collapse. This is why we 

can see a variation in the budget negotiation experiences of Greece and Italy during the 

EU crisis. Economic instability during M5S’s tenure has not increased to a level that 

required competency costs to outweigh sovereignty costs. This is because up to this point, 

Italy has continued to successfully make payments on its debts despite a looming 

slowdown and ballooning debt to GDP ratio. It also remains a state that receives foreign 

investments. In the case of Greece, an inability to make debt payments lead to a 

necessary bargaining with the EU in order to receive cash and therefore lead to 

heightened competency costs if no agreement was reached. I show in the case study 

section how SYRIZA faced heightened financial crisis which lead to increased 

competency costs. M5S had more wiggle room in 2014 to avoid difficult decisions about 

austerity because of Italy’s relative financial stability at the time. This is now shifting as 

Italy’s deficit and debt are now at a level that have prompted more scrutiny from the 

Commission. 

Competency costs on the EU level does not necessarily indicate that parties will 

experience simultaneous costs domestically. In fact, SYRIZA and M5 derived their 

electoral successes from a majority of constituents that were looking for leaders to 

challenge and renegotiate their respective relationships with the supranational creditors. 

At the time that both M5 and SYRIZA were elected, there was little domestic 

competition that could challenge their platforms. We therefore see that on the domestic 

level, competency costs heighten as economic crisis heightens and the decision to diverge 

usually comes from within the government itself. Increased tensions with coalition 
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partners over financial instability or supranational agreements impact the decisions of the 

anti-austerity party to either press forward with policies or diverge. The example of the 

SYRIZA government’s decision to reject the popular mandate in its July 2015 

referendum may be a clear example of how competency costs outweighed the anti-

austerity platform when faced with a heightened threat of economic collapse.  

 This paper explores how SYRIZA allowed itself to undergo various stages of 

Europeanization, and placed great emphasis on competency costs, while M5S has resisted 

supranational influence and maintained a stricter commitment to its populist, anti-

austerity roots. Again, the hypothesis about the variation in these experiences is that 

increased interaction with the European Union, as well as domestic political concerns 

such as competency costs increase the likelihood that an anti-austerity party will deviate 

from its original goals and promises.
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Chapter V.  

Cases 

The below tables apply the measurement of level of Europeanization and level of 

competency costs to the previously noted anti-austerity policies of SYRIZA and the Five 

Star Movement. The subsequent sections describe the findings and assess patterns.  

 Table 3. Evaluation of SYRIZA’s anti-austerity policies. 

 
SYRIZA: Anti-Austerity 
Policies 
 

 
No Divergence, 
Adaptation, or 
Divergence  
 

 
 Europeanization 

 
Competency Costs 

 
Write-off the greater part 
of public debt’s nominal 
value so that it becomes 
sustainable in the context 
of a «European Debt 
Conference». 
 

 
Divergence: Rather 
than writing off any 
level of debt, SYRIZA 
extended the bailout 
program.  
 

High: EU leaders were 
firm in the ascertain that 
a debt-write off is not 
allowed, nor would it be 
fair to other member 
states. Hard bargaining 
on the EU level forced 
the government to choose 
between abandoning 
debt-write off or leaving 
the Euro.70  

 
Low: 
SYRIZA clung to the debt 
write-off as an essential 
part of its platform. The 
party did not experience 
programmatic change on 
this issue and its repeated 
continued to be supported 
by domestic actors.   
 

 
Include a «growth clause» 
in the repayment of the 
remaining part so that it is 
growth-financed and not 
budget-financed. Include a 
significant grace period 

 
Adaptation:  
SYRIZA asked for 
repayment plan to be 
extended to coincide 

 
High: 
Greece worked closely 
with EU members to 
negotiate a February 
2015 agreement on 
extending the debt 

High: 
EU level was high due to 
EC’s perceived 
unwillingness of Greek 
govt. to negotiate sensibly. 
This was the first true 

                                                 
70 “Eurogroup statement on Greece,” Press Release, The European Council, Last reviewed on 

April 26, 2019, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2015/02/20/eurogroup-statement-
greece/. 
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(«moratorium») in debt 
servicing to save funds for 
growth. 
 

with economic growth71 
Persuaded its creditors 
to lower Greece's 
budget surplus target 
from 4.5%. 

repayment and 
confirming its 
commitment to EU 
stability. 72 

negotiation between the 
actors since 2015 election. 
Low: Domestically, few 
competency costs due to 
popular support for anti-
austerity bargaining. 
 

 
 
 
Resistance to a third 
bailout  

Divergence: 
 
Greece accepts a third 
bailout package despite 
61% no-vote in July 5 
referendum.   
 

High: 
Tsipras joins the Greek 
parliament’s pro-EU 
forces to pass the bailout, 
forsaking the popular 
vote and much of his 
party. It’s a dramatic shift 
from a previously 
antagonistic relationship 
with EU leaders. 

High* 
Failure to secure the €8.5 
billion loan tranche from 
creditors would’ve 
plunged Greece into 
default and possibly force 
its exit from the European 
Union. 
*the case study section 
will elaborate on the 
complexity of the domestic 
factors in this example 
 

Immediate abolition of the 
current unified property 
tax (ENFIA). 

 
Divergence: SYRIZA 
did not abolish the 
property tax, and in 
some cases increased 
the levy. 
 

 
High: SYRIZA 
acknowledged and 
implemented tax 
increases to prove its 
commitment to EU 
leaders, despite this 
policy being highly 
unpopular domestically. 
   

 
High: Tax reform 
necessary for the securing 
of bailout money necessary 
to keep Greece from 
default.  

Free electricity to 300.000 
households currently 
under the poverty line up 
to 300 kWh per month per 
family; that is, 3.600 kWh 
per year.  

 
No Divergence: March 
2015 The Greek 
Parliament passes the 
“Humanitarian Crisis 
Bill” which included 
granting of free 

 
Low: 
SYRIZA ignored the 
Commission’s request to 
delay this bill until it 
could be evaluated by the 
supranational monitoring 
structures.74  
 

 
Low:  
This was viewed 
domestically as a victory 
for the party and earned 
broad support in 
parliament, even from the 
conservative opposition. 

                                                 
71 Yiannos Katsourides, Radical Left Parties in Government (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 

123-127. 
 
72 Alderman, Liz and James Kanter, “Greek Plan Accepts Austerity to Get Debt Relief,” New York 

Times, July 9, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/10/world/europe/greek-debt-talks.html. 
 
74 “Greek Parliament Passes Anti-Austerity Bill,” Euro & Finance, Euractiv, last modified March 

19, 2015, https://www.euractiv.com/section/euro-finance/news/greek-parliament-passes-anti-austerity-bill/. 
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electricity to families 
under the poverty line73 

Programme of meal 
subsidies to 300.000 
families without income.  

 
No Divergence: 
SYRIZA included these 
provisions in the 
“Humanitarian Crisis 
Bill” cited above. 
 

 
Low: 
See above. 

 
Low: 
See above. 

Sources: Data from Alderman and Kanter (2015); European Council (2015); Hellenic 
Parliament (2015); Katsourdies (2016).  

Table 4. Evaluation of M5’s anti-austerity policies. 

 
M5S: Anti-Austerity 
Policies 

No Divergence, 
Adaptation, or 
Divergence  

 
Europeanization 

 
Competency Costs 

A referendum on Italy’s 
use of the Euro 

Divergence 
Altered platform despite 
popular online vote in 
favor of referendum on 
the EU75 

Low: 
The government still 
maintained a high level of 
resistance to EU 
integration, and repeatedly 
contested the rules of the 
euro during the 2018 and 
2019 budget talks.  
 

High: 
After increased scrutiny 
by  
opposition parties and the 
Italian President, M5 
shifted its policy prior a 
general election to avoid 
losing ground.76 

Discussion of 
establishment of 
“government bonds in 
small denominations” or 
Mini-BOT to speed up 
the paying of its debts 

No Divergence 
The party brought this as 
a non-binding vote to the 
Italian Parliament, it has 
directly challenged EU 
rules about alternative 

Low: 
The coalition government 
acted unilaterally to 
discuss the possibility of 
alternative measures for 
debt payment. These 
discussions signal a 
dramatic anti-EU 

Low: 
Both coalition members 
supported the exploration 
of mini-BOTs to alleviate 
instability created by debt. 
At this point, the financial 
situation was not critical 
enough to force a yes or 

                                                 
73 Greece, Hellenic Parliament, Regulations for the adoption of humanitarian crisis immediate 

response measures (Athens, 2015).  
 
75 Margherita Movarelli, “From Dreams to Reality: The Challenges of Italy’s Five Star 

Movement,” European View 15, no. 2 (2016): 213-21. 
 
76 Ellyat, Holly and William Marx, “EU referendum in Italy is not an option, says euroskeptic 

M5S party leader,” CNBC, February 21, 2019, https://www.cnbc.com/2018/02/01/m5s-leader-di-maio-on-
eu-referendum-says-its-not-an-option.html. 
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M5S: Anti-Austerity 
Policies 

No Divergence, 
Adaptation, or 
Divergence  

 
Europeanization 

 
Competency Costs 

currencies and 
inflation.77  
 

philosophy, as alternative 
currencies and unilateral 
measures for debt 
restructuring are illegal in 
the Eurozone.  

no vote on Mini-Bots. 
Italy was had not faltered 
on its repayments nor did 
it require emergency 
funds.  
 

2019 budget that 
includes tax cuts, 
undoing pension reforms 
and increased public 
spending. 
 

Adapted: 
 The Italian prime 
minister, Giuseppe 
Conte, said the 
government had 
managed to reach an 
agreement to reduce the 
deficit target to 2.04% of 
GDP from 2.4%. This 
has been achieved 
without making drastic 
changes to key budget 
proposals..78 
 

Low: 
As the third largest 
economy in the Eurozone, 
Italy’s bargaining power 
is ranked high, which 
allowed it to resist certain 
preferences by the EU 
without compromising its 
financial obligations.   

Low:  
By compromising with the 
EU on a 2019 budget, the 
party proved its ability to 
negotiate on the EU level 
without conceding to 
austerity. The budget 
adjustment also increased 
sustainability of the 
Eurozone economy.  
 

 
Establish ‘citizen’s 
income’ for those 
affected by 
austerity/financial crisis 

 
No divergence 
The bill to establish a 
citizen’s income passed 
in March 2019. 

Low: 
Despite drawing much 
criticism and worry from 
EU leaders, the Italian 
Parliament passed the bill 
in accordance with its 
2019 budget.  

Low: 
The bill was popular 
domestically, as it 
promised to boost 
consumer spending and 
stability. This was 
considered a competent 
method for increasing 
domestic revenues without 
austerity. 79  

                                                 
77 Horowitz, Jason, “Italy’s Toying With a ‘Mini-BOT’ Worries E.U. and Investors,” New York 

Times, June 13, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/13/world/europe/italy-mini-bot-eu-brussels-
debt.html.  

 
78 “Italy’s Draft Budgetary Plan 2019,” Draft Budgetary Plans, The European Commission, Last 

updated December 19, 2018. https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/economy-
finance/2019_dbp_it_en_1.pdf. 
 

79 Guiffrida, Angela, “Italy rolls out 'citizens' income' for the poor amid criticisms,” The Guardian, 
March 6, 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/06/italy-rolls-out-citizens-income-for-the-
poor-amid-criticisms. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/13/world/europe/italy-mini-bot-eu-brussels-debt.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/13/world/europe/italy-mini-bot-eu-brussels-debt.html
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M5S: Anti-Austerity 
Policies 

No Divergence, 
Adaptation, or 
Divergence  

 
Europeanization 

 
Competency Costs 

No VAT increase80 

 
No Divergence 
To-date, M5 has 
successfully blocked 
increases in the EU’s 
Value Added Tax. 

 
Low 
M5 has resisted the EU’s 
preference of increasing 
the VAT to help offset 
debt.  

 
Low 
Increasing the VAT is 
only one way for the 
Italian govt to appease 
creditors. It has yet to be 
contentious enough to 
result in EU sanctions 
over the national budget.  

Sources: Data from Ellyat and Marx (2019); Euronews (2018); European Commission 
(2018); Guiffida (2019); Horowitz (2019).  

  

The Case of SYRIZA in Greece 

On January 25, 2015, SYRIZA leader and newly elected Prime Minister Alexis 

Tsipras stood at a podium outside Athens University and proclaimed that the vicious 

cycle of austerity that Greeks had been living in since 2010 was over. The election of his 

party was viewed as a sign of hope for Greeks whose lives had been decimated by the 

economic crisis and a moment of concern for EU leaders now unsure about key 

agreements over debt repayment that would be taking place with a so-called 

revolutionary, anti-austerity government. During the 3.5-year tenure of the SYRIZA 

government, there were few anti-austerity successes — in fact, quite the opposite. 

Between 2015 and 2017, the government accepted 5 new austerity packages which 

                                                 
 
80 “Italy’s Coalition Programme,” Euronews, May 18, 2018, 

https://www.euronews.com/2018/05/18/italy-s-coalition-programme-plan-point-by-point. 
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brought the country to a total of 14 since 2010.81 The broken promises of battling 

austerity did not go unnoticed — in July 2019’s snap elections, voters secured a landslide 

victory for the conservative opposition New Democracy (a party that had been previously 

wiped off the political map by anger over its own reputation for implementing harsh 

economic rules).82  

 As Table 3 shows, the failures and successes of SYRIZA’s promises can be 

viewed along the two scales of Europeanization and competency costs: when either or 

both of them were high, SYRIZA ultimately diverged from its preferred outcome. 

Because of the incredibly fragile state of the Greek economy SYRIZA had little 

bargaining power when negotiating with the EU over debt repayment and additional 

funds. As a result, SYRIZA faced a choice of either looking beyond the EU for economy 

help or integrating itself further by accepting terms set by the Eurogroup. The process 

was not always linear; Prime Minister Tsipras did court “new partners” such as Russia to 

help alleviate the financial crisis during tough talks with the EU, though no formal 

assistance resulted.83 However, the overall result was that SYRIZA ultimately chose 

Europeanization. It is important to note that evidence of Europeanization extends beyond 

the economic focus contained in Table 1. The elevation of financial decisions to the 

                                                 
81  “Timeline: the third financial assistance programme for Greece,” Financial assistance for euro area 
member states, European Council, last modified May 3, 2019, 
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/financial-assistance-eurozone-members/greece-
programme/timeline/.  
 

82 Smith, Helena, “Greek elections: landslide victory for centre-right New Democracy party,” The 
Guardian, July 7, 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/07/greeks-choose-between-beach-
and-ballot-in-first-post-debt-bailout-poll. 

83 Mark Rice-Oxley, “Greek prime minister reaches out to Vladimir Putin for help in financial 
crisis,” The Guardian, June 19, 2015, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jun/19/greek-prime-
minister-vladimir-putin-help-financial-crisis. 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/07/greeks-choose-between-beach-and-ballot-in-first-post-debt-bailout-poll
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/07/greeks-choose-between-beach-and-ballot-in-first-post-debt-bailout-poll
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supranational level generally resulted in SYRIZA’s divergence from a particular policy 

due to the fact that it had less bargaining power than the EU (i.e. needed EU resources) 

and faced pressure to meet its commitments to other leaders of EU states. The one key 

exception to this can be found in the passage of the Humanitarian Crisis Bill, which 

ignored EU preferences in favor of a much-needed domestic “win” between Eurogroup 

meetings in February and April 2015. Apart from the Humanitarian Crisis Bill, SYRIZA 

did not succeed in challenging the preferences of the European Union during its tenure, 

and apart from the first six months in office, it was generally aligned with and committed 

to the EU financial guidelines. This shift was also present in the party’s overall 

relationship with the institution as it repeatedly took pro-EU positions on a range of 

issues outside of the financial realm (See examples below). These programmatic shifts 

signal a Europeanization of the party, and a movement towards meeting EU standards 

without any direct supranational pressure and despite being highly contentious within the 

Greek state. It can be seen as evidence that SYRIZA advanced integration with European 

standards even without the so-called carrots and sticks evident in financial negotiations.  

• Approval of legal framework that officially recognizes LGBT couples as legal 
subjects. Greece had previously been one of only three countries in the European 
Union to not afford rights to same-sex couples and was often considered in 
violation of EU principles of non-discrimination.84  
 

• Expansion of citizenship rights to non-Greek children born in Greece and creation 
of a path to citizenship for stateless individuals. Greece is one of few EU states 
that is not a signatory to the 1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness. 
This legislation marked a dramatic shift toward being in line with other EU 
countries on issues of citizenship and protections for stateless persons.85 

                                                 
84 “EU Guidelines to promote and protect the enjoyment of all human rights by lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, transgender and intersex (LGBTI) persons”, LBGTI Rights, European Commission, last modified 
October 12, 2019, https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sectors/human-rights-and-governance/democracy-and-
human-rights/anti-discrimination-movements/lgbti_en. 

 
85 “EMN INFORM: Statelessness in the EU,” European Commission, last modified November 11, 

2016, https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we 
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• Facilitating Prespa Accord on the renaming of the Former Yugoslav Republic of 

Macedonia to Northern Macedonia. This agreement bolstered SYRIZA’s 
reputation among EU and NATO leaders but was condemned by many Greeks, 
including SYRIZA’s coalition partner, ANEL.86 
 

By evaluating the legacy of the SYRIZA government from 2015-2019, it becomes 

clear that the party was transformed from a radical leftist organization that rose to power 

by chiding austerity and the EU to a genuine partner and coalition builder within the 

supranational organization. In reflecting on the legacy of the party, Prime Minister 

Tsipras said, “I think the most important achievement is that Greece was for more than 

five years a part of the problem in Europe, now it’s part of the solution,”87— a dramatic 

shift from the early days of SYRIZA’s anti-EU leanings.  

 If we view competency costs as being at their highest in moments of extreme 

financial pressure, the SYRIZA case confirms that elevated competency costs do indeed 

result in convergence — even if domestic opposition or public opinion is also at stake. 

The general pattern of the Greek case suggests that time and again financial competency 

costs, i.e. risk of default, risk of Grexit pushed the party to divergence even when 

domestic audiences were in favor of anti-austerity hard bargaining. This reflects once 

again a desire to be viewed on the supranational level as a responsible, rational party that 

does not want to be responsible for further financial ruin.  

                                                 
do/networks/european_migration_network/reports/docs/emn-informs/emn-informs-
00_inform_statelessness_final.pdf. 

 
86 “Key findings of the 2019 Report on North Macedonia,” European Commission, May 28, 2019, 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/COUNTRY_19_2777. 
 
87 Jim Brundsen, “Greece is pillar of EU stability, says firebrand Alexis Tsipras,” Financial Times, 

June 28, 2018, https://www.ft.com/content/53b91f1a-7a2d-11e8-8e67-1e1a0846c475. 
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 As for instances of no-divergence from anti-austerity policies, Table 3 

demonstrates that two particular instances that help show how low levels of 

Europeanization and competency costs contributed to success. Both policies are included 

in essentially the only landmark instance of SYRIZA passing anti-austerity legislation: 

the Humanitarian Crisis Bill. In March 2015, newly elected SYRIZA was struggling to 

renegotiate its bailout deal with the European Union and maintained an adversarial 

relationship to the Troika. Therefore, we can confirm that the party’s level of 

Europeanization with relation to domestic affairs during this period was low. The party 

had secured an extension of financial support from the EU in February and therefore the 

March bill did not directly threaten the stability of the economy. The passage of the 

Humanitarian Crisis Bill increased the public support for SYRIZA, as it was a highly 

popular achievement across the political spectrum of the parliament—meaning that 

competency costs were also low. 

 The overall assessment of SYRIZA’s performance show how anti-austerity 

parties may choose to be incorporated into the establishment that they once vehemently 

opposed. The Europeanization of the party is evident not only in moments when it 

diverged from its platform in favor of austerity, but when assessing its overall shift 

toward further integration of Greece into the EU through symbolic legislation on social, 

legal, and geopolitical issues. Competency costs weighed highly in many of these 

decisions. In moments of heightened pressure to stabilize the economy or secure much-

needed support from supranational creditors, SYRIZA opted for more austerity because 

failure to reach an agreement risked financial collapse. The starkest example of this being 

SYRIZA’s decision to sign a third bailout agreement, forsaking the Greek majority “no 
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deal” mandate that came out of the July 5 referendum. In this moment of brinkmanship, 

the government conceded to creditors to avoid a total collapse of the Greek economy and 

the country’s swift exit from the Eurozone.   

The Five Star Movement in Italy 

Italy is the third largest economy in the Eurozone and its debt-to-GDP ratio is the 

second highest at 138% (Greece has the highest at 180%).  These two realities often 

result in tense negotiations with the European Union, especially since the election of the 

populist, anti-austerity M5 in 2014. The administration of M5 is difficult to evaluate as it 

is characterized more by maintenance of the status quo rather than direct ant-austerity 

legislation. As Table 4 shows, the party has been highly resistant Europeanization and 

has managed to avoid domestic backlash because its policies are overall popular and have 

yet to seriously jeopardize the Italian economy (though it has come close to being 

sanctioned by the EU for non-compliance with austerity). At best, it can be said that the 

M5 government has successfully implemented some anti-austerity protections for Italian 

citizens, and resisted expansion of austerity measures during EU negotiations. An 

alternative assessment may conclude that it has only “put off” the inevitability of 

austerity as its debt continues to grow. In either case, it can be seen that M5’s legacy is 

one of resistance to Europeanization and complicated domestic maneuvering that has 

allowed it to avoid domestic competency costs. For these reasons, M5 has had fewer 

instances of divergence from its anti-austerity platform.  

M5’s resistance to Europeanization has been evident through its negotiations with 

the EU. It often approached these negotiations with hard bargaining and on grounds of 

national sovereignty. The most aggressive rejections of Europeanization came during the 
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period when M5 was leading as a coalition partner with right-wing party the League. 

During this period, anti-austerity budgets that challenged the rules of the EU were passed 

with intense negotiating. Though initially perceived as odd bedfellows, M5 and the 

League coalesced on many issues related to the European Union, including a desire to 

renegotiate treaties on a range of policies beyond finance. The desire to scale back 

integration and Europeanization is evident in the coalition’s published program of May 

2018. The list of agreed points include: 

• reform of national agencies overseeing agriculture and EU agricultural policy, 
“defend food sovereignty” and protect Made in Italy products; 

• reduction of public debt not through austerity measures but by increasing internal 
demand and investing in families’ purchasing power;  

• exclusion of government bonds purchased by the ECB from debt calculations; 
• foreign policy: NATO membership confirmed, “opening to Russia not to be 

perceived as a menace but as a commercial partner,” rejection of sanctions on 
Russia; 

• rejection of the Dublin Regulation governing asylum seekers; mandatory 
relocation of immigrants among EU member states; asylum applications assessed 
in the country of origin; improvement of bilateral agreements with foreign 
countries to avoid greater immigration; creation of a hub for migrant deportation 
in each region; a register of all religious facilities and ministers (preaching should 
be done in Italian); 

• review of EU treaties.88 
 

The nationalistic program of M5 and the League is an affront to many of the principles of 

the EU and helps demonstrate the low level of Europeanization that the party has 

undergone and therefore why it is not surprising that M5 has pushed through anti-

austerity plans despite the tension such plans have caused on the EU level.  

 We can therefore see that competency costs weigh more significantly in 

determining when M5 is likely to diverge from anti-austerity policies. An example of this 

                                                 
88 Lillo Montalto Monella, , “Italy's coalition programme plan: point by point,” Euronews, May 

18, 2018, https://www.euronews.com/2018/05/18/italy-s-coalition-programme-plan-point-by-point. 
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from Table 4 is the party’s decision to abandon an attempted referendum on the euro after 

facing intense opposition from the Italian President and Finance Minister, as well as 

slipping public support before elections in 2018. As its coalition with the League 

deteriorated over the summer of 2019, M5 began to distance itself from its partner in 

order to avoid being damaged by the increasingly erratic and aggressive League 

leadership. In August 2019 when faced with political chaos as a result of the collapsed 

coalition, M5 leadership chose to align itself with its foes, the Democratic party it once 

referred to as “corrupt elites” in order to stabilize the government and prevent the League 

from taking full control. This example highlights how M5 was pressured by domestic 

political instability to ultimately reject its anti-austerity partners in favor of an 

establishment party so that it could maintain its role as responsible leaders of Italy. If M5 

had chosen to not partner with the Democratic Party, it risked failing to submit a budget 

to the EU in October which would’ve resulted in automatic tax hikes and a disastrous 

budgetary situation.89 Since joining forces, M5 has already shifted toward a more pro-EU 

stance, and it seems increasingly likely that its resistance to austerity may be coming to a 

close as the need for adjustments to combat a full fledge debt crisis grows more evident.   

 The Five Star Movement is a party that was born out of a social movement and 

gained its popularity via online platforms and e-voting. Its commitment to combatting 

austerity has been proven in a few instances, though it is hard to determine if these 

achievements would’ve been possible without the radical gusto of its coalition partner, 

the League. Unlike SYRIZA, the Five Star Movement has yet to show true signs of 

                                                 
89 Elisabetta Povoledo, “Italy’s New Government Survives Key Test, Keeping Far Right at Bay,” 

New York Times, September 10, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/10/world/europe/italy-conte-
confidence-vote.html. 
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Europeanization, perhaps because it is still very much a grassroots organization that 

reflects the will of its voters. What has become evident during the era of M5 in 

government is that in moments where its survival in government has been threatened by a 

particular policy, partner, or political crisis, it has acted decisively and demonstrated a 

willingness to diverge from its platform. While it remains to be seen how the upcoming 

budget process alongside the conservative Democratic Party will unfold, there is evidence 

that when faced with high competency costs, M5 may be just as vulnerable to accepting 

austerity as its establishment peers.  
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Chapter VI. 

Conclusion  

In August 2018, Greece successfully exited its final bailout. In the eight years of 

austerity monitoring, its political system was completely reshaped as longstanding 

political parties were decimated and social movements transformed into new political 

actors. While Italy has managed to avoid EU sanctioning over bloated budgets for the last 

two cycles, its debt is now considered to be the biggest threat to the Eurozone. The social 

and political impacts of the Eurozone Crisis on national governments cannot be 

understated, and this research contributes to the ongoing study by spotlighting the two 

anti-austerity parties that have achieved national successes and identifying if, when, and 

why they succeed or fail in challenging austerity.   

So what do the cases of SYRIZA and M5 tell us about anti-austerity parties in 

government? As this research demonstrates, issues of bargaining power, Europeanization, 

and domestic competency costs all contribute to the likelihood that an anti-austerity party 

may achieve its aims. Low levels of bargaining power make it more likely that a party 

will diverge from its anti-austerity platforms because they are more in-need of resources 

and support from the EU and have a limited range of alternatives to avoid crisis. While 

this may seem like an obvious reason for a party to diverge, this research shows that 

divergence from anti-austerity measures is part of a larger pattern of Europeanization. 

Acceptance of austerity is a sign of a higher level of Europeanization, included among 

other programmatic changes such as foreign policy, migration, and treaties. On the 

domestic level, competency costs are the primary factor in determining whether a party 
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will diverge. As financial crisis heightens or political instability threatens the governing 

coalition, anti-austerity parties find themselves in a position where they must choose 

between implementing their program or causing financial ruin and being voted out.  

This research marks the beginning of an assessment on the effectiveness of anti-

austerity governments in Europe and highlights an emerging pattern in which these 

“radical governments” are incorporated into the establishment they once opposed. 

SYRIZA’s defection on its promise to combat austerity lead to a stunning defeat in July 

2019. The Five Star Movement has yet to meet the same fate, likely because it has had 

marginal flexibility in its budget negotiations. Upcoming budget negotiations alongside 

its new pro-EU coalition partner may be the first true test of the party’s ability to resist 

diverging on anti-austerity. Future studies on the full scope of M5’s tenure will provide 

more opportunities for comparison and evaluation of the hypotheses of this research.   
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Appendix. 

Definition of Terms 

Austerity Measures: Austerity measures are economic reforms made by national 

governments during a period of crisis in which the state introduces combinations of 

measures in order to reduce its budget deficit. Common austerity measures in the context 

of the Euro crisis have included spending cuts on social programs, increasing taxes, and 

privatization of industries. “The EU’s anti-crisis policies are accompanied by harsh 

austerity policies, bringing in their wake growing unemployment, falling real wages, cuts 

in the social security system and privatization of public property.”90 These policies for 

combating economic crisis are tenets of neoliberalism, which seek to minimize deficit by 

cutting spending, ultimately dismantling the welfare state. 

 

Eurozone: The Eurozone, or Euro Area, is the group of European Union member states 

that have adopted the euro as their currency. There are currently 19 members in the 

Eurozone. Economic policy technically remains the responsibility of national 

governments, but as members of the Euro area they must coordinate national agendas in 

order to maintain stability and growth of the currency.91 

                                                 
90 Klaus Busch et al., “Euro Crisis, Austerity Policy and the European Social Model: How Crisis 

Policies in Southern Europe Threaten the EU's Social Dimension,” Freidrich Ebert Stiftung, February 2013, 
https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/id/ipa/09656.pdf.  

 
91 “What Is the Euro Area?” European Commission, last modified August 1, 2018, 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/euro-area/what-euro-area_en. 
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Five Star Movement (M5S): The Five Star Movement is a left-wing political party in 

Italy. It was founded in 2009 by Italian comedian Beppe Grillo and web strategist 

Gianroberto Casaleggio after a successful series of protests around political corruption 

and environmental degradation.92 Initially identified as a “movement” to criticize various 

aspects of Italian institutional politics (such as corruption, lack of direct democracy), it 

gained rapid support in local elections in 2010 and made headlines in 2013 when it 

earned 25.6 per cent of the vote in the national election.93 In the Italian general election 

of 2018, M5S became the largest party in the Italian Parliament, solidifying its entrance 

into government.94 

 

Legitimacy crisis: A legitimacy crisis a term introduced by German political scientist 

and philosopher Jurgen Habermas. It refers to deterioration in confidence of institutions 

and leaders. He writes that the European Union has taken form of heteronomous 

governance, in which national electorates feel that their fates are determined by foreign 

governments (in undisclosed meetings)—further stripping the institution of legitimacy 

and democratic values.95 

                                                 
92 Roberto Biorico, “The reasons for the success and transformations of the 5 Star Movement,” 

Contemporary Italian Politics 6 (2014): 37-53, Taylor & Frances Online. 
 

93 Ibid.  
 
94 Diego Garzia, “The Italian election of 2018 and the first populist government of Western 

Europe,” West European Politics 4 (2018): 1-11, Taylor & Frances Online. 
 

95 Jürgen Habermas, The Lure of Technocracy (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2015), 3. 
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Memorandum of Understanding: This is a document negotiated by the supranational 

institutions (EU, ECB, and IMF) and the states receiving bailouts. As explained by the 

European Commission, “a Memorandum of Understanding that details the appropriate 

conditions a Member State has negotiated with the European Commission, in liaison with 

the European Central Bank, for financial support as well as the monitoring and 

surveillance procedures to ensure a Member State is progressing towards financial 

stability.”96 

 

SYRIZA: SYRIZA, or “the coalition of the radical left” is a left-wing political party in 

Greece. The party was formed out of a coalition of smaller leftist parties and gained 

unprecedented popularity in the wake of the austerity crisis in Greece. SYRIZA’s 

campaigns in Greek elections have centered on anti-establishment rhetoric, and a promise 

to stand up to supranational creditors.97 In the Greek general elections of 2012, SYRIZA 

became the leading opposition party in parliament, and by 2015 won a majority in the 

Greek parliament.98 Alexis Tsipras, the leader of SYRIZA, has led the Greek government 

as Prime Minister since 2015.  

 

                                                 
96 "Intergovernmental Support Mechanisms," European Commission, last modified June 20, 2013, 

http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/assistance_eu_ms/intergovernmental_support/index_en.htm.  
 
97 Katsambekis and Stavrakakis, “Left-wing Populism in the European Periphery,” 119-42. 

 
98 Ibid. 
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“TINA”: “There is no alternative” or “TINA” is a phrase first used by neoliberal 

champion Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s. Fiercely and widely used since the onset of 

the financial crisis, it describes the insistence on continuing a neoliberal course to 

improve economic conditions.99  

 

Troika: The term troika has been used since the onset of the European Sovereign Debt 

Crisis to describe the “group of three” institutions, which have been principal actors in 

attempting to resolve the crisis. It is composed of the European Commission, European 

Central Bank, and the International Monetary fund.100 The troika has been responsible for 

both funding and writing the bailout agreements given to the Southern European 

countries and is largely seen as an undemocratic lender whose austerity measures are 

imposed upon states without the direct consent of national polities.101 

                                                 
99 Adam Reichardt, “There is No Alternative,” New Eastern Europe 1 (2012): 123-127, The 

Central and Eastern European Online Library. 
 

100 Ibid. 
 
101 Valentina Pop, “MEPS: Troika undemocratic, European Monetary Fund needed,” EUObserver, 

last modified March 2014, https://euobserver.com/economic/123455. 
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