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| INTRODUCTION

Anti-establishment extremism (AEE) is increasingly attracting the attention of both the
public and experts in terrorism and extremism. Its popularity surged during the COVID-19
pandemic, as well as other crises to which authorities failed to provide satisfactory
responses—such as the 2008 economic crisis, the 2015 migrant crisis, and the
Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022. These events contributed to an erosion of trust
in democracy and its institutions, and consequently to the growth of various extremist
ideas and movements. According to research from the University of Amsterdam, in the
2022 elections in 31 European countries, 32% of citizens voted for anti-establishment
parties.” This figure becomes even more significant when compared to data from the
early 2000s, when only 20% of the population voted for anti-establishment parties.
Research into this phenomenon allows for a deeper understanding of the causes and
consequences of the rise of anti-establishment ideas.



Anti-establishment extremism has its
roots in the ideas of the extreme left
and anarchists of the 19th and 20th
centuries. Today, however, it largely
overlaps with certainideas of the extreme
right. What makes this phenomenon
difficult to understand is the fact that
AEE is neither a single ideology nor a
single movement; rather, it is a socio-
political framework encompassing vari-
ous ideologies, groups, and individuals,
as well as narratives and actions whose
common denominator is dissatisfaction
with the ruling system. Consequently,
there is no generally accepted defini-
tion of it. In essence, it involves resis-
tance to individuals, groups, institutions,
structures, and norms that are generally
accepted in a given society, which AEE
deems responsible for social crises.?
According to AEE, major changes are
necessary to overcome the crisis,
yet elites and institutions resist these
changes to preserve their power. AEE
most frequently advocates a return to
the “good old days,” which, in its inter-
pretation, often represents a fabricated
or mythical past, and thus effectively
constitutes a step backward in terms
of democratic principles and values.
Even when there is no explicit call for
violence, AEE’'s promotion of an enemy in
the form of a “wicked elite” leads to the
conclusion that there is a strong militant
component, which in some supporters
can evolve into a willingness to resort to
violence.®

Supporters of AEE share a belief in
the existence of a societal crisis and
agree on identifying those they hold
responsible for it. However, unity is lost
when it comes to potential solutions.
If a group of supporters believes that
elite representatives are the principal
contributors to the crisis, the proposed
solution is to remove those individuals
from key positions of power. Conversely,
if norms are viewed as the main cause,
one might call for disobedience of those
norms or propose their alteration.

In scholarly literature, other terms are of-
ten used—sometimes interchangeably—
though they carry particular nuances.
For instance, anti-government extrem-
ismis a narrower concept than AEE, as
it covers only the political sphere and
directs dissatisfaction toward political
institutions, the highest political autho-
rities, and their policies. Supporters
of anti-institutional extremism focus
their discontent on existing institutions,
whether political, economic, educational,
healthcare-related, and so on. The com-
monthread among all these notions is
the belief that the ruling elites and insti-
tutions are alienated from ordinary
people and function to preserve the
privileges of political and economic
elites at the expense of the general
populace. Typically, this view of elites
and the system is wrapped in conspiracy
theories, thus giving rise to the idea of
“wicked elites.”



Given that AEE is neither a single ideo-
logy nor a single movement, but rather a
socio-political milieu, it manifests itself
in numerous ways, three of which are
most dominant today.*

Movements and Groups

There is a noticeable increase in the
number of people who are joining AEE
movements. These movements and
groups are heterogeneous, originating
from both the extreme left and the
extreme right. Some of them reject any
form of authority on principle, while
others focus on specific contemporary
issues. They are characterized by a lack
of hierarchy and weak organization.
A more recent notable example is the
“Reichsbiirger” movement in Germany.
Its supporters reject the authority of the
German state, claiming that it has no
right to legitimate power. They argue that
the German Empire never actually ceased
to exist, and that Germany’s defeat and
the consequences of World War Il are
solely the result of foreign occupations.

They express their dissatisfaction
through activities such as declaring
independence for their territories, but
also through violent actions. One such
incident occurred in 2016, when a
movement supporter shot a police officer
who attempted to confiscate his firearm.

Conspiracy Theories and Delegitimizing
Narratives

Through conspiracy theories and delegi-
timizing narratives, the legitimacy of
elites, state institutions, and their poli-
cies—and even the outcomes of those
policies—is undermined. The best-known
example is QAnon, which claims that
politics and the media are controlled
by a group of Satanists running a child
trafficking ring for sexual exploitation.®
More recent theories speak of the
destruction of the “white race” and all
structures it has created. One such
theory is “Eurabia,” which alleges that
European Union leaders have secretly
agreed with Muslim leaders to Islamize
and Arabize Europe via Muslim migra-
tion.> According to this theory, the
“wicked elites” support such an arrange-

What is the Democratic Order?
The democratic order represents the foundation of contemporary society, ensuring
governance based on the rule of law, democratic principles, and human rights.

It consists of two key dimensions: horizontal and vertical. The horizontal dimension
includes the separation of powers, ensuring the independent functioning of legislative,
executive, and judicial branches, which interact as a system of checks and balances.
It also encompasses relations among citizens, based on openness and mutual respect
for each other’s rights. The vertical dimension refers to the relationship between the
state and its citizens, emphasizing the legitimacy of state authority, the protection and
respect of human rights, public trust in institutions, as well as the importance of the
media and science. Both dimensions are crucial for a stable democracy, preventing
authoritarianism and ensuring that power is exercised lawfully and transparently.



ment because it solves issues related
to an aging population and a shrinking
workforce, brings them economic
benefits, and provides geopolitical
advantages. Other narratives claim that
governments are actually “corporations,”
making taxation an illegitimate means
of enslaving people. These ideas are
particularly appealing to individuals of
lower socioeconomic status.

Collective Actions

In most cases, collective actions are a
legitimate form of protest and expres-
sion of discontent. However, within the
context of AEE, there are instances in
which these collective actions cross the
threshold of lawful behavior. One exam-
ple is the January 6, 2021, storming of the
U.S. Capitol, when thousands of Donald
Trump'’s supporters entered the Capitol to
protest the results of the 2020 presiden-
tial election. Collective actions need not
take the form of an organized event; they
can also emerge as a cumulative result
of individual actions by AEE supporters.
For instance, some supporters of the
“Reichsbiirger” movement refuse to
pay taxes because they consider the
institutions imposing them illegitimate.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, AEE
adherents frequently violated govern-
ment mandates regarding mask-wearing
or bans on large gatherings, believing
that the “wicked elites” were using the
pandemic as an excuse to impose repres-
sive measures.

The difference between legitimate
criticism of the government and anti-
establishment extremism is not always
clear. Nevertheless, this dividing line is
important when considering the conse-
quences they bring about. Legitimate
criticism of the government points
out problems within a system and pro-
poses ways to improve its functioning.
It envisions changes that do not en-
danger the rights and safety of others,
the sovereignty of the people, the rule
of law as a principle, or equality before
the law. By contrast, through its ac-
tions and narratives, AEE delegitimizes
and undermines the democratic order
and, in its most extreme form, calls for
replacing the existing democratic system
with another system that would be a step
backward relative to current democratic
principles.

The AEE narrative is aimed in two
directions: toward the existing institu-
tions of the democratic order, such as the
government, courts, the media, or
scientists; and toward the principles on
which democratic society is founded,
such as tolerance, equality, freedom, and
respect for human rights.” If the actions
or goals of a group are directed at one
of these two targets, that constitutes
anti-establishment extremism.

It is important to note that criticism of
the system in nominally democratic but
essentially undemocratic, often auto-
cratic, orders—such as Serbia today—is



not necessarily anti-establishment ex-
tremism. In such systems, governance
is carried out through informal channels
and rules that are typically corrupt and
do not match the system defined by
the constitution and laws. In this case,
criticism and the actions of individu-
als and movements are often directed
against that informal system of gov-
ernance, while a call to change the
system is actually a call to respect
the constitution and laws, and to
(re)establish a democratic constituti-
onal order.

For many vyears, Serbia has been
grappling with an apolitical and pas-
sive populace that has lost faith in the
system and its institutions. There are
many reasons behind this issue, starting
with the wars in Yugoslavia in the 1990s
and their legacy, the slow and delayed
transition, and growing and noticeable
wealth inequality. Under these circum-
stances, it is clear that Serbia is fertile
ground for AEE. The spread of AEE
narratives appears in various forms,
within both larger and smaller groups
that are more or less organized.
“We - the Voice of the People” is the
most recognizable example of a well-
organized movement with an anti-
establishment narrative. In the parlia-
mentary elections of December 2023,
they achieved remarkable success,
gaining mandates in both the National
Assembly of Serbia and the City
Assembly of Belgrade. This option
attracts voters by using the online
sphere (for example, YouTube channels)
and devotes a large portion of its

content to spreading conspiracy theo-
ries, such as theories about global power
players or aliens.® These conspiracy
theories are accompanied by a spread
of distrust in the scientific community,
the media, and other establishment
institutions. It should be noted that, for
this movement, distrust is not directed
toward domestic institutions, but
rather toward “global evil elites” who are,
in their view, pulling the strings world-
wide.

Right-wing extremist groups often
employ AEE narratives, as is the case
with the informal movement called
Narodna patrola (People’s Patrol), which
drew public attention in 2020. At night,
groups of men from this movement
would patrol the streets of Belgrade,
Sombor, and other places with a larger
concentration of migrants, threatening
them and restricting their movement.
In addition to anti-migrant narratives,
they also organize gatherings at which
they accuse domestic authorities of
being linked to a global elite and, in
collusion with that elite—allegedly for
the sake of remaining in power and
getting rich—of destroying the Serbian
people, culture, and identity.
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