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1. Introduction 

In the not so distant past, most of academic articles on populism opened with the obligatory 

statement on its elusive character and the fact that this phenomenon defies definition. This is not 

true anymore. If still there is no consensus, then there is at least a looming agreement as to what 

should be at the heart of the concept of populism – namely, that it is inextricably related to an 

antagonistic relationship between the elite and the people.  

Yet, the doubts about the accuracy and usefulness of the term ‘populism’ are still common among 

some scholars and journalists (for instance, in the Oxford Handbook of Populism, edited by 

Rovira Kaltwasser et al. 2017, Mudde 2017: 27-28, Baker 2019).1 As with other widely used 

terms in both scholarly and quotidian discourse (e.g. democracy, globalization, neoliberalism), 

populism remains an ‘essentially contested concept’ (Gallie 1956, Collier et al. 2006). The 

notorious difficulties in arriving at a widely accepted definition of populism stem from a failure 

to settle basic ontological questions about the concept as well as the diversity of historical 

phenomena to which the label ‘populism’ has been attached.  

Indeed, one of the main reasons for these doubts is what is seen as excessive variety of the 

empirical and ideational phenomena described and labelled as populist (parties, personalities, 

ideas, movements, strategies, policy proposals). For example, there is recent academic research 

on populism in Europe (Kriesi and Pappas 2015) in which many different parties are understood 

to be populist. There is also similar on-going research: the project “PopuList” (https://popu-

list.org/), which is supported by the Amsterdam Institute for Social Science Research, the 

newspaper The Guardian, and the ECPR Standing Group on Extremism and Democracy (The 

New Populism dossier, https://www.theguardian.com/world/series/the-new-populism), The 

project lists 128 political parties, found in all EU Member-States. The majority of listed parties 

are considered to be populist, while the rest, which are classified as Far Left, Far Right and 

Eurosceptic, may or may not be populist. Another recent report, the Timbro Report on 

authoritarian populism, counts as populist a total of 267 different parties in 2018 in European 

democracies (Timbro 2019). It is very debatable, of course, if hundreds of political parties can be 

called both authoritarian and populist.2  

Importantly, then, for the purposes of DEMOS research what divides many of the political parties 

seems to be stronger and more relevant than what is supposed to unite them in one and the same 

“the family” – populism. Indeed, historically speaking, the concept of populism has been 

deployed to describe political forces and phenomena as disparate as the Narodniki movement in 

Russia, Alberto Fujimori’s presidency in Peru, the National Front party in France and the Occupy 

Wall Street movement in the United States. Yet an inquiry into variety of populism(s), which is a 

major task of the DEMOS research project, remains a useful exercise in describing the conceptual 

and discourse scene evolving around the usage of the term and in analysing what may be 

common and what specific leitmotifs to variations of populism. 

                                                                 
1 Many contributions on conceptual approaches to populism do not fall in the four categories suggested by the 

Oxford Handbook of Populism: cultural, economic, ideological, strategic (see Section 3 of this Deliverable). This is 

the case because in practice many authors simply do not present a definition of populism or they develop an unclear 

conceptualization of populism. 
2 As it will be argued below, from a certain viewpoint populism is compatible with authoritarianism, but from 

another view point it is not. 

https://popu-list.org/
https://popu-list.org/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/series/the-new-populism


2 
 

Depending on the particular phenomenon under study, populism has been conceived in various 

ways. For example, it has been argued that populism is articulated as discourse (Laclau 2005); 

that populism is a political strategy (Weyland 2001), a communication style (Jagers & Walgrave 

2007), a political style (Moffitt & Tormey 2014), a thin-centred ideology (Mudde 2004; Stanley 

2008), an interpretive frame (Aslanidis 2016; Tsatsanis 2011), a mode of political mobilization 

(Jansen 2011) or combinations of the above. The list is by no means exhaustive; similar lists are 

offered in almost every publication on populism and are a testament to the heterogeneity that 

characterizes this particular area of research. However, different conceptualizations of populism 

can impact the way scholars research the phenomenon and the units and levels of analysis they 

select. In other words, the phenomenon of different conceptualizations of populism means that 

scholars will look for it in different places.  

 

1.1. Aims of Deliverable D 2.1 

Populism is a complex phenomenon and our project (DEMOS) will study it from multiple 

perspectives. For this reason, the project includes scholars from a variety of disciplines, namely 

political science, economics, legal studies, psychology and communications studies. It is 

unavoidable that such a broad pool of researchers may have trouble to agree on a single definition 

of populism which they should use in their research. It is, however, crucial for the success of the 

project to settle on a shared, albeit broad enough, understanding as to what needs to be included 

into the conceptualization of populism.  

The aim of this Deliverable (D 2.1, in conjunction with D 3.1) is to propose to all colleagues such 

a shared, yet quite ample and open, conceptualization of populism so as to cover the wide variety 

of populist phenomena in today’s Europe in comparative perspective. In other words, in this 

Deliverable we conceptualise populism and elaborate on an analytical framework for studying its 

varieties, drawing on theoretical and empirical accounts of both European and Latin-American 

populisms. We accomplish this by drawing attention on the peculiarities and varieties of 

populism in Europe through its different manifestations. The latter include, for example, parties 

and organisations (political movement organizations); the role of leaders; as well as discursive 

constructions of ‘the people’.  

Another aim of the Deliverable is to allow researchers from different academic disciplines to 

interact and co-produce research on and policy recommendations regarding the roots, evolution 

and impacts of populism in Europe.  ‘Roots’ can refer to patterns of political culture (including its 

historical embeddedness), to socio-psychological antecedents, to different institutional contexts, 

as well as to contested policies both at the national and EU levels. In order to achieve these aims, 

we will inquire into the variety of perceptions of populism, describe the situations in which the 

term populism is most often used, and review various approaches to it depending on the research 

discipline at issue. 

 

1.2. Outline of Deliverable D 2.1 

In what follows, we first provide a list of usual conceptualisations of populism (see Table 1) as a 

first step towards clearing the ground for researchers from various disciplines and countries 
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collaborating in the DEMOS project. Then we present different approaches to populism which 

can serve as sources of constructing a typology of varieties of populism. In this section we 

include elaborations of populism found in different social sciences, including economics, law, 

psychology and communication studies, all of which are represented by different, albeit 

complementary to each other, teams of DEMOS researchers. We proceed with political science, 

political theory and sociology perspectives to populism, which we develop in some length. In this 

section we give emphasis to the ideational approach to populism.  

We emphasize the ideational approach, after presenting and critically analyzing advantages and 

disadvantages of other approaches, as it is an approach that has various nuances and is popular 

among researchers of populism. Moreover, it can more be adapted by and be useful to DEMOS 

researchers who come from very different, yet interacting, scientific backgrounds.  

We then move to a more concrete analytical framework for the study of populism, emphasizing, 

first, scholarly approaches to populism and, then, policy-related approaches to populism which 

will be useful for the purposes of the projected, three-year long DEMOS research. We elaborate 

on populism as ideology and as style of political confrontation and discourse and suggest 

cleavages or conflicts along the lines of which varieties of populism emerge. We close the 

Deliverable by suggesting four different varieties of populism which we put forward are 

researchable hypotheses, to be tested by DEMOS researchers, and we welcome additional 

researchable ideas for such varieties. 

To sum up our main introductory point, the term ‘populism’ has acquired specific functions in the 

political discourse of the contemporary liberal democracies in the EU and beyond. It includes and 

is used to describe a very numerous class of actors and ideas which pose – in one way or another 

– a challenge to the proponents, ideas and practices of mainstream liberal democratic politics in 

general and EU politics in particular.  

The following table  (Table 1) provides a summary and classification of various political actors, 

political programmes/policy views and conceptualizations of populism, according to their 

primary “host” ideology and their relationship to populism..oIt is an introduction to the analysis 

which follows in the rest of this Deliverable. The list, which is based on the academic literature 

on empirical manifestations (parties, movements) of populism in Europe, is suggested as a tool to 

distinguish what the authors of this DEMOS Deliverable (D 2.1) consider as more researchable 

aspects of populism.  The list also attempts to clarify in a summary format what are political 

actors which do not entirely fall within this research project of varieties of populism.  

Apart from the classification of political actors, we also present a concise list (Table 2) of policy 

preferences, political practices and interpretative frames that have been associated with populism 

in different contexts in academic and non-academic discourse. The list is not exhaustive and not 

meant to capture a conceptual common denominator of populism. It merely offers an idea of the 

types of political programs, policy prescriptions and discursive motifs that often accompany 

populist ideology (more on the latter in the following section of the deliverable) and are often 

expounded by populist actors. However, they do not constitute constituent components of 

populist ideology and are often present in discourses and political programmes where populism is 

absent. We present them here with the intention of providing some conceptual boundaries 

between populism (which will be defined at length later), popular uses of populism and 
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populism-adjacent concepts, which can also be fruitful in identifying varieties of populism as 

well as ‘thicker’ definitions of the concept.  

 

 

Table 1: Empirical list of political actors, political programmes/policy views and suggested 

conceptualization (understanding) of populism  

Political actors Our suggested conceptualization or understanding 

(Populist) radical right parties (all 

generations of such parties) 

● Parties which in their ideological core combine populism with nativism 

and authoritarianism, the latter two being more important  

Other radical right (non-populist) & 

nationalist parties 

● These are empirically quite rare in Europe today (possibly 5-7 such 

parties), but DEMOS research, particularly in task WP 2.2 and further 

tasks, may unearth such non-populist right-wing political parties. 

Other right-wing populists (non-

radical) 

● These are empirically quite rare (the literature mentions, for example, 

neoliberal populism; see Mudde 2007). Examples are not European, 

but Latin American populist political parties in government in the 

1990s. 

● Empirical research in tasks following this one may determine whether 

these actors, e.g. neoliberal populists, are relevant today in Europe. 

Extremist parties3 ● These reject democracy as such and demand it to be dismantled and 

replaced by a different political order which would be based on a 

guiding principle other than the popular sovereignty (deity, racial idea, 

will, autocracy, and leader).  

● Conceptually they are not expressions of populism as we understand it, 

in the sense that extremism and populism are analytically 

distinguishable.4 However, they may occasionally espouse anti-establishment rhetoric that makes 

them resemble in some ways populist radical right parties. 

●  

Various anti-establishment parties5  

including anti-establishment reform 

parties (AERFPs) (Hanley and Sikk, 

2016)6 

● These are actors with an unclear “host” ideology, therefore do not 

belong in any of the categories of political actors with a clearer 

ideological identity 

● Parties and movements that more or less radically attack and refuse 

established political actors – namely (party) political elites – blaming 

them for various shortcomings their societies and democracies face.  

● Anti-establishment stance may be principled or strategic 

● They are often populist, but need not necessarily be populist. They 

may called new or emerging anti-establishment parties  and may even 

have a centrist, reformist agendas. 

. 

                                                                 
3 The notion of the “far right” has been used as an umbrella term to pragmatically deal with radical right parties, 

extremist parties and the class of difficult-to-categorize cases within the grey zone between them.  
4 We keep extremism strictly conceptually separate from populism and study extremist parties only to the extent they 

influence their party systems and position and strategies of populist parties in it.  
5 Including new political vehicles established by political – but also real, businessmen and entrepreneurs – which are 

often at odds with the traditional mainstream parties when it comes to their organization, appeal and behaviour 

within the system (coalition strategies). 
6 AERPs criticize the established parties and demand the reform of political conduct in their polities, emphasising 

namely elite privileges, anti-corruption and the integrity in public office, but they do not attack principles of liberal 

democracy.  They may be transient phenomena or may smoothly flow into the establishment over time.  
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Left populist parties  ● Parties that are essentially anti-capitalist; as an extension of their anti-

capitalism they may attack the liberal aspect of democracy, as being 

too cosy with capitalism and preventing societies to get rid of 

structures of inequality 
● They tend to eschew traditional class analysis in favour of an often 

simplistic worldview of the world divided into the” people” and the 

“elites” or the :”oligarchy” Examples in Europe are Syriza (in Greece) 

and Podemos (in Spain). 
 

Radical left parties  (non-populist) ●  

 ●  

 ●  

s ●  

 ●  

 ●  

 ●  

 

Table 2: List of political programmes, policy preferences and practices, as well as interpretative frames associated 

with populism in academic and non-academic discourse   

 

Policy preferences associated with populism Main points 

Opinions arguing in favour of redistributionist 

policies (“economic populism”) 

● These are part of the appeal of both radical and 

mainstream left (as the “Old Left” platforms 

within the nominally social democratic parties).  
● May or may not be populist, but policies of 

redistribution are not a defining feature of 

populism.  

Anti-austerity views ● These are policy proposals which reject 

austerity as the solution of the financial and 

economic crisis in Europe. They are typical for 

the radical and “old” left groups.  
● While being a frequent companion of left-wing 

populism, anti-austerity is not a defining feature 

of populism. 
● This type of economic populism is often 

accompanied by preference for expansive 

economic policies that are often criticized for 

puttting a strain on government finances. 

Clientelist practices and policy views ● In certain contexts, populism is associated with 

the creation of clientelist networks when a 

political party or leader comes in office (at the 

national or subnational level) or gains access to 

resources (e.g. via state funding).  
● Given that political loyalty is exchanged for 

employment in the public sector or some other 

form of benefits for designated social groups, it 

is usually coupled with expansionary economic 

policies which, in turn, typically exert pressure 

on public finances. This can be considered as 

another form of “economic populism”. 
● Given that clientelism is a very common 

practice of parties and leaders in office 

throughout the world in democratic and non-

democratic regimes alike, clientelism is not a 
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defining feature of populism. However, a 

research hypothesis for the DEMOS project is 

that populist parties in government to some 

extent engage in clientelist practices and 

policies. 

Geopolitical revisionism ● Opinions and parties arguing in favour of 

revisionist (i.e., radically upsetting) geopolitical 

arrangements, undermining the consensus on 

transatlantic political and security cooperation, 

and cosying up relationships with authoritarian 

regimes around the globe. 

“Eurosceptic” parties & all varieties of the criticism 

of the EU 

● It is understood as any kind of criticism or 

reservations towards European integration in 

general and/or European Union – as an 

institutional arrangement as we know it today – 

in particular. 
● Even though many parties employing populism 

in their appeals are Eurosceptic, Euroscepticism 

is not a defining feature of populism.7  
● Euroscepticism may become populist if its 

proponents use false, misleading arguments, and 

emotionally based claims to pit the people 

against the elites (a research topic which may be 

taken up in further research in other DEMOS 

tasks).  

Conspiratorial views and opinions that challenge 

“elites” and mainstream knowledge in all societal 

domains (cultural, scientific, political, etc.)  

● These are often associated with conspiratorial 

interpretations of events and/or a sceptical 

disposition towards authoritative sources of 

information (e.g. mainstream media) and 

knowledge (academic “establishment”).8 
● Even though parties and political leaders often 

combine conspiratorial rhetoric with populist 

appeals, conspiratorial interpretations per se are 

not a defining feature of populism. 

 

 

 

2. Approaches to the sources or origins of variety of populism 

There are many sources or origins of variety of the term ‘populism’. These are both empirically 

substantiated (meaning that the described phenomena often indeed differ in many important 

characteristics), and perception-based (meaning that various users – both academic and non-

academic – tend to employ the term ‘populism’ based on their specific position in the discourse 

and /or a particular intent, as to what they want to achieve by using the term).  

                                                                 
7 Euroscepticism may, however, be the logical consequence of the refutation of the limits supra-national 

integration imposes upon the popular sovereignty. In case of “populist parties” Euroscepticism is largely 

the consequence of the domination of the host ideology such as nativism in the case of radical right and 

anti-capitalism in case of the radical left (“EU as the champion of neoliberal policies” argument). 
8 Obviously, not all critical thinking, which challenges elites’ views and mainstream knowledge, is either 

conspiratorial or populist. Such thinking is necessary, after all, in democracies in Europe today. 
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Further on, in order to analyse varieties of populism(s) it is useful to consider contexts in which 

we encounter the same term. From this point of view, populism is most often seen as (1) as a 

result of the academic analysis (or reflection) and (2) as a result of a normative investigation 

when seeking a predicament of contemporary democracies.9 

 

2.1. A scholarly analysis of populism 

In the context of such analysis, researchers strive to arrive at a conceptualization and definition of 

the phenomenon, thus rendering it into a meaningful analytical tool. Combinations of definitional 

elements as well as differing perspectives of various social science disciplines may account for 

variability of perceptions of the phenomenon under study.  

While there is a strong inclination to see populism primarily as a political phenomenon10, 

participants in this project will perceive it also from additional different perspectives. In the 

following sub-sections we summarize the perspective of macroeconomics and communication/ 

mass media studies. 

 

2.1.1. Macroeconomic approach to populism 

This approach perceives populism primarily in terms of public policies and public finances. It 

considers populism an act on the side of governing elites (or elites aspiring to govern) which tend 

to offer their electorate (the “people”) public policies and measures that are fiscally irresponsible, 

and/or economically irrational. In the perspective of economics, people tend to accept such 

policies and measures at the peril of endangering rational foundations of the economic 

governance. In other words, economic populism is a short-term maximization of popularity by 

politicians which has a potential to disrupt economic equilibria. More concretely, macroeconomic 

researchers have traditionally considered populism as an irresponsible fiscal policy perspective 

disregarding ’the risks of inflation and deficit finance, external constraints and the reaction of 

economic agents to aggressive non-market policies’ (Dornbusch and Edwards, 1990). This 

understanding implies a negative value judgement that has largely remained in economic research 

on populism (Acemoglu et al., 2013; Liu and Webb, 2016), though some of the recent economic 

literature has tended to adopt the political science perspective of populism (see Rodrik, 2017; 

EEAG, 2017). 

                                                                 
9 There is another context – which is deliberately not included in this analysis – and in which we often encounter the 

term populism: It is a context of populism as a tool in political contestation. In such a context, we witness populism 

as a tool serving to discredit the opposite argument in political debate, as a politically acceptable term of abuse used 

to express disagreement with and disregard for certain political actors and opinions. Such a political notion of 

populism is conceptually stretched and heavily politically leaded (Učeň 2012). Methodologically, this perspective 

permanently fails to include into a definition an ever-growing and ever more heterogeneous class of actors. The 

perspective tries to justify that they represent both factually and morally wrong forms of politics. Politically, it has a 

clear and instrumental political intent. Therefore, in the context of our project, its adequate analysis is not a priority. 
10 The political science approach considers populism primarily as a political phenomenon (ideology, style, 

movement, strategy, discourse) which pertains to the relationship between the people and the elite. This approach 

relies upon an interpretation of politics as realization of the popular will. The political science approach will be 

presented in more detail in the following section (Section 3). 
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In a broader sense, we can encounter the use to which economists put “populism”. Some 

economists put the label “populist” on any doctrine or opinion which claims that the realm of 

economy should be subjugated to politics – be the latter in the form of planning, authoritarian 

fiat, or the expression of the popular will. In this respect, any sovereign influence of the 

(democratic) political decision-making tends to be seen as populist by (some) economists.  

In other words, in this view, if the public / economic policy is determined by political actors, it is 

populist. Hence the frequent preference of economists for depoliticized “non-majoritarian” 

institutions (Mair 2013), such as central banks and policy boards. It is an expression of a frequent 

opinion within the profession of economists that policy making should be shielded from political 

interference – be this in the form of dictate or democratic decision. 

Another perspective of economics on populism has been put forward by supporters of economic 

policies which aim to relax international constraints on national economic policy-making and 

curb any negative effects of economic globalization. This is for example the view of Dani Rodrik 

who, although acknowledges the perils of political populism, defends “economic populism” as he 

puts it (Rodrik 2018).  

In brief, his view is the following: in the past the tendency of national political elites to exercise 

large-scale discretion in monetary policy, essentially to print money, may have led to inflation 

and unsustainable fiscal policies. Typical examples are the cases of Latin America in the 1990s. 

Such economic policies of populist governments eventually hit the poorest social strata. 

Moreover, foreign investors have been pushed back by populist governments, when the latter 

changed the relevant legislation to the benefit of government revenue or domestic companies. 

Gradually economic orthodoxy has been re-instated in the form of restraints put on national 

economic policy-makers. For example, across the world there has been a tendency to set central 

banks apart and insulate them from governments, while any disputes on contracts signed between 

foreign investors and national governments have been relegated to the competence of 

international tribunals.   

However, in the view of Rodrik, economic orthodoxy of this kind is no longer sustainable. Such 

restraints imposed on national decision-makers on occasion have meant that permanent control 

over policy-making has been stripped away from elected governments. The impression, if not the 

reality, that particularistic national and especially foreign economic interests prevailed in national 

economies has been embedded and has to an extent provoked a populist reaction against national 

and foreign elites.  

Moreover, external constraints may not make economic sense anymore. Today there is an 

international environment of low inflation. Price stability has been pursued at the expense of 

room for manoeuvre which elected governments should have at their disposal, if they find it 

necessary to deviate from past economic orthodoxy, in order to boost the national economies that 

they steer in a global context which Rodrik calls “hyperglobalization”. 

In other words, for Rodrik and other economists, “advanced stages of globalization are prone to 

populist backlash” (Rodrik 2017: 2). The form which the backlash takes depends of course on the 

particular shocks and the specific momentum which globalization imparts on national economies 

and societies. If an effect of globalization is an inflow of refugees and migrants, chances are that 
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the populist backlash will be right-wing and will be structured along cultural lines. If such an 

effect is felt on household incomes, then populism will be of the left-wing variety and will 

challenge economic integration (e.g. integration into the EU economy) or foreign investors. 

Rodrik admits that regardless of the shocks produced by economic globalization, this global trend 

by itself does not cause the rise of populism: “The economic anxiety and distributional struggles 

exacerbated by globalization generate a base for populism, but not necessarily determine its 

political orientation. The relative salience of available cleavages and the narratives provided by 

populist leaders are what provides direction and content in the grievances” (Rodrik 2017: 3). 

Based on this claim, it is possible for further research in political science to investigate the 

specific variation of populist parties and movements which mobilize on the grounds of the 

“economic anxiety and distributional struggles” noted by Rodrik. 

 

2.1.2. Communication/mass media studies’ approach to populism 

Academic studies on populist political communication have clearly shown that “although populist 

politics is a well-known phenomenon in many European countries, its communicative aspects 

have been underexplored and often ignored” (Aalberg and de Vreese, 2017:3). There is a growing 

interest in the relationship between media and populism, based on the assumption that populist 

ideology must be communicated discursively to achieve the communicator’s goals and the 

intended effects on the audience. The approach of communication and mass media studies is 

central in the DEMOS research too. 

Scholars have recently started investigating populism in Europe as communication phenomenon 

(Akkerman, 2011; Aalberg et al., 2017; Essenger et al., 2017; Bobba et al. 2018). It has been 

discovered that the success of populist performances is accompanied by a breaking of the norms 

and conventions of communicating political goals. The discursive approaches on populism are 

rooted in the observations on Latin America (see section 3.B. below in this Deliverable, under the 

“political strategy approach”). In fact, as populism is on the rise globally, we may be now 

witnessing a shift from a focus on the ideology-oriented studies to communicative/style-centered 

studies. It can be argued that the latter is arguably are studies exceptionally suitable for analysing 

the contextually situated varieties of populism across Europe.  

Communication experts emphasize that populist messages consist of an independent 

“phenomenon as such”. They do not necessarily focus on certain political parties or politicians. In 

communication studies, then, populism is understood as a feature of political communication 

rather than a set of characteristics of a politician or a political party. We may, in fact, distinguish 

between “populism as a content” and “populism as style”. The former focuses on core 

components of populist ideology, such as people-centrism and anti-elitism, and a characteristic 

set of key messages or frames. The latter focuses on the fact that these messages reflecting a 

populist ideology are often associated with specific presentational style elements).  

This perspective is apparent in the influential work by Jagers and Walgrave (2007) who regard 

populism as “communication frame that appeals to and identifies with the people, and pretends to 

speak in their name... It is a master file, a way to wrap up all kinds of issues” (p. 322). The two 

analysts have distinguished four different kinds of populism, or populist communication. Their 
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typology, which may prove useful for the DEMOS research of varieties of populism, relies on the 

presence and combination of three key characteristics of the content: these are a communicative 

construction of the people, anti-elitism, and exclusion of out-groups. On the basis of the above, 

Jagers and Walgrave (2007) have laid out the following types of populism as communication 

frame: 

● empty populism (with only a reference to the people),  

● anti-elitist populism (a combination of the reference to the people with attacks on 

elites),  

● exclusionary populism (a combination of the reference to the people with the 

exclusion of out-groups), and  

● complete populism (a combination of all three elements).  

To elaborate, a communicative/style-centered approach allows researchers to move beyond the 

binary assessment of populism, namely, to consider whether a certain politician is populist or not 

populist. Contrary to such dichotomous formulation, a communicative/style-centered approach 

works differently: it measures the degree of populism, namely whether a certain politician has 

more populist characteristics while talking about politics than the others (Deegan-Krause & 

Haughton, 2009; Bos et al., 2013, De Vreese et al., 2018). In addition, the communicative/style-

centered approach brings to light the interplay between political actors, mass media and citizens 

in constructing populism.  

What are the main features of the communicative/style-centered approach on populism? To put it 

simply, it focuses on how populism is communicated. Such communication is mainly analyzed 

by studying the content of political messages which are further operationalized. Such 

operationalization involves the measurement of anti-elitism, sovereignty, invoking the heartland, 

enemy-constructions, appealing to people, and the antagonistic ‘other’ (Stanyer, 2017; Engesser, 

2017; Ernst et al., 2017; Esser et al., 2017).  

Moreover, in the context of this approach, the stylistic aspects of populism are also under 

scrutiny. Three features have been assigned to a populist political style by Benjamin Moffitt 

(Moffit 2016). Somewhat similar to anti-elitism, firstly a populist political style is an appeal to 

‘the People vs. the Elite’. Secondly, the so-called ‘bad manners’ characterizes a typical populist 

style which is defined as trash talking, insulting language, being “unpolished” in terms of 

manners, and speaking politically incorrectly. Thirdly, a populist style is also about the advancing 

of a narrative of crisis, an external or internal threat, a social or economic breakdown (Moffit, 

2016).  

Further on, the philosophical viewpoint of the communicative/style-centered approach towards 

populism is constructivism. Among constructivist analysts, there is probably a consensus that 

populist parties and politicians strategically employ identity construction and interest creation. 

Populists portray their own policies as a necessary protection of the national identity, independent 

of concrete current political issues (Kappenberg, 2019).  

In the same vein, populist actors need the “oxygen of publicity” and the media often provides 

them with that (Bos et al. 2010; Mazzoleni et al., 2003). This is attributed to the fact that populist 

actors seem to fit the logic by which journalistic media select and present news. However, it 

cannot be taken for granted that this really increases the chances of populist actors to get their 
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issues, frames and arguments across in those media. Journalists may be reluctant to pick up 

activities of populist parties or politicians because of political leanings of media owners or 

institutional guidelines in a certain democracy which ban extreme political positions.  

There is large-scale variation among countries in terms of the amount of media attention devoted 

to the populist actors. There is also variation regarding their actual coverage. It is thus crucial to 

understand the situational and thematic contexts, in which populist actors and communications 

resonate with the media. Following Reinemann et al (2017), we may analyse such variation 

according to macro-, meso- and micro-level factors (Reinemann et al., 2017). At the macro-level, 

the presence of populist actors may be affected by the fragmentation/diversity or intensity of 

political party competition and/or competition among media organizations. In addition, factors to 

reckon with are the strength of populist parties and the conjuncture or situation in which a 

country finds itself. For instance, a downturn of the economy or the occurrence of immigration, 

which are typical populist issues, may play an important role. At the meso-level, the institutional 

background may play a role, i.e. whether printed and electronic media are private (commercial) 

or public, online or offline, tabloid or quality, politically balanced or clearly positioned. And at 

the micro-level, journalists’ professional norms may be a factor (Esser et al., 2017). 

Further on, media may intentionally or inadvertently employ populism. According to Krämer 

media populism can be characterized by the use of stylistic and ideological elements by some 

media, favouritism of in-groups, hostility toward elites and institutions of representative 

democracy, reliance on charisma and commonsense and appeal to moral discourse which is 

characterized by emotionalizing, personalizing and plain-spoken language (Krämer 2014: 48). 

The communication/mass media to populism is especially helpful in the era of digital 

communication and social media. Empirical examples have provided evidence for this in 

Switzerland (Ernst et al., 2017), in the Netherlands (Hameleers et al., 2016), in Hungary (Szabó 

et al., 2019), and in Italy (Moffitt 2016). These studies stress the affordances and opportunities of 

new and social media as successful venues and platforms for populist political actors.  

Donald Trump’s successful electoral campaign for the US presidency in 2016 was the (to date) 

high water mark for social media and populist politics. Social media use has become a common-

place form of political communication particularly used by populist actors. The link between 

social media and populist politics is both a growing focus of academic study and of popular 

interest – see for example, the Guardian’s recent articles (Guiffrida, Safi and Khalia 2018). It 

emerges that populist actors, in particular right-wing populists have harnessed the power of Web 

2.0 more successfully than other political actors of different hues.  As Moffit (2017: 30) argues, 

1) Populists have used SM to circumvent mainstream media (MSM) to directly connect with ‘the 

people’, 2) SM “plays into” populism’s “revolt against expertise and ‘the elite’”, and 3) these two 

processes have led to electoral success for populist actors. 

Numerous studies point to the fact that there is a disproportionate use of Facebook and Twitter by 

populist actors, in comparison to non-populist politicians. For Engesser et al. (2017:1122) “the 

network logic of social media gives the populists more freedom for the use of strong language 

when attacking the elites and ostracizing others. Social media also facilitate the use of ‘personal 

action frames’ that evolve around the concept of ‘the people’, the notion to put a certain country 

‘first’, or the inclusive ‘we’.”  
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There is a wide consensus among scholars regarding the clear link between populism and the 

popularization of communication technology (Ernst et al., 2019). Populist communicators often 

turn to social media in order to circumvent the media institutions and journalistic gatekeepers.  

In this way, populist actors are far more sensitive to the social media logic than non-populist 

politicians (Engesser et al., 2017; Stier et al., 2017; Bracciale & Martella, 2017). Data suggests 

that social media make up a fertile ground for spreading populist messages and are particularly 

well-suited to meet the communicative preferences of populist actors (Hameleers & Schmuck, 

2017; Heiss & Matthes, 2017).  

Using brief textual and visual communication, populism presents the world of politics at a very 

low level of complexity (Groshek & Koc-Michalska, 2017). It is also argued that the network 

logic of social media gives populists more freedom to use strong language when attacking 

opponents and when constructing the antagonistic ‘other’ (Hameleers, 2019). Empirical material 

from Facebook and Twitter allows us not only to investigate populism as communication and 

style but to also examine the role of emotions in the populist messages as well. Today, social 

networking sites are the platform of rather affective expressions, and they are fostering an 

emotionally charged communication. The DEMOS project wishes to shed light to the 

contribution of feelings to the emergence of varieties of populism, through research on Facebook 

and Twitter.   

 

2.2. A normative approach, related to diagnosis of democracy 

In the context of such analysis, researchers look for conceptualizations which help to explain the 

predicament of contemporary liberal democracies that are seen as facing a number of serious 

challenges. Researchers look at a class of actors who are supposed to be responsible for such 

challenges and who are habitually labelled “populist”. The range or class of actors is immense 

and may actually cover a vast area, ranging from populism proper, through radicalism, anti-

liberalism, authoritarianism, anti-immigration politics, to the foreign disinformation and hostile 

influence, and their various combinations (see Table 1, above). The primary interest of this 

policy-focused inquiry is to explore the ways in which populism damages democracy and what 

are the most promising ways to counter populism and restore the “normal” condition of liberal 

democracy.  

Within this approach there is a tendency to look for a common denominator which is supposed to 

be shared by all “populists” and which is then inevitably pointed out as the reason, the factor 

undermining the health of democracy. This type of analysis has clearly normative implications 

and moves beyond the value-free perspective that informs the previous scholarly analysis. A dose 

of political activism is inevitably present in this kind of analysis.  

Müller’s (2016) set of characteristics of populism as mortal enemy of pluralism is a recent 

exemplary case at issue. In this sense, populism is viewed as a pathological phenomenon of 

democracy which has to be combated in order to ensure the survival of liberal democracy in the 

long term.  

At the same time, this type of analysis in some cases takes into consideration the corrective 

potential of populism by shedding light on the ways in which populist challenges attempt to 



13 
 

respond to legitimate grievances of citizens (related, for example, to socioeconomic inequality, 

deteriorating living conditions, lack of responsiveness by governing institutions, the 

depoliticization of entire policy domains and the lack of democratic accountability of non-

majoritarian institutions), albeit usually in ways that run contrary to liberal democratic principles. 

This part of DEMOS research will be inextricably tied to the prescriptive component of the 

DEMOS project, meaning the ways in which the understanding of populism can lead to proper 

policy-oriented prescriptions, aiming to counter the negative effects of populism on liberal 

democracy. Moreover, in view of the current political conjuncture, namely the fact that populist 

parties have been in governing positions in several European states for some time now, DEMOS 

researchers will explore the main policy patterns of populist governments, including the 

mechanisms shaping their survival potential. In this case, the DEMOS project will devote 

attention to ‘populism in action’. Relying on the analytical framework presented in this 

Deliverable, the project will explore the impact and consequences of populist governance and 

policymaking across different levels – from the individual to the supranational – given the fact 

that recently the influence of populism has increased dramatically and populist parties gained 

power in several countries. 

At the heart of both the diagnostic and prescriptive components of the project lies the concept of 

“democratic efficacy” (see more in Deliverable D 3.1, submitted in conjunction with Deliverable 

2.1). In diagnostic terms, populism can be perceived as a symptom of the mismatch between how 

democratic political systems actually operate and how citizens conceive their own aspirations, 

needs and capacities vis-à-vis the polity. Therefore, addressing this mismatch can only happen by 

enhancing citizens’ democratic efficacy. The latter involves improving both internal efficacy 

(beliefs concerning one’s ability to understand and influence politics) as well as external efficacy 

(i.e., perceptions regarding the responsiveness of the political system, which can be undoubtedly 

influenced by actual institutional reform).  

Within this framework, one of the project’s main objectives is to test the hypothesis that low 

levels of external efficacy combined with low to moderate levels of internal efficacy, low levels 

of political knowledge, skills and limited institutional opportunities for ‘voice’, predict populist 

reactions. If so, DEMOS can proceed with the formulation of policy recommendations to boost 

external efficacy, as well as the necessary political skills at the individual level and opportunities 

for political participation at the institutional level, in order to enhance reflective engagement and 

decrease the mismatch between democratic aspirations and institutional supply. 

We have to keep in mind that, as stated in the proposal submitted by the DEMOS consortium to 

the European Commission, apart from contributing to the academic literature on populism, an 

important goal of the DEMOS project is to formulate concrete recommendations on legal, 

institutional and policy reforms. Ultimately, our research is oriented towards contributing to the 

strengthening of democratic efficacy. For this reason, our research is particularly concerned with 

understanding the role of institutional contexts in either providing opportunities for the rise of 

populism or – conversely- for constraining populism.  
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3. Political science, political theory and sociological perspectives on populism 

As the academic literature of populism has grown over time, there are many attempts to map how 

political and social scientists have understood populism. In this section, we give two examples of 

such mapping exercises by Rydgren (2017) and by Havlík and Pinková (2012), before proceeding 

to our own contribution. 

Rydgren (2017) argues that social scientists in the recent past have applied the following three 

different approaches to determining what is populism: first, the inclusion of populism among the 

so-called broad or thick ideologies; second, the perception of populism as a thin or narrowly 

understood ideology; and third, the perception of populism as a discourse or style. Rydgren notes 

that these three different approaches are not mutually exclusive.  

A similar categorization is also found in Havlík and Pinková (2012, 19-20) who also present 

three basic groups of definitions of populism. First, there are definitions of populism as a full-

fledged ideology, which, according to Havlík and Pinková, refer to  manifestations of populism in 

the 19th century. Second, populism is defined as not fully-fledged or not completely fulfilled 

ideology (it is thin-centered; this second definition was elaborated by Mudde and is further 

discussed in this Deliverable too). And third, according to Havlík and Pinková, populism is also 

defined as a political practice or a form of political communication. There are researchers who 

prefer this latter definition. For instance, Buben, Němec and Dvořáková (2012, 122) define 

populism as a characteristic feature of every democracy and claim that the difference among 

various types of populism lies only in the intensity and the use of populism and the goals of 

populist expressions.  

The problem with this latter approach as well as with populism as a form of political contestation 

(see footnote 6 above) is that it is too broad and does not allow us to detect the specific varieties 

of populism, particularly in Europe in the beginning of the twentieth century and at the level of 

EU politics, which is the particular focus of DEMOS research. If populism is to be found 

everywhere, potentially every political party or movement is populist; then all existing typologies 

of political parties and social movements, which abound in contemporary political science and 

sociology, would give way to or would have to be collapsed to typologies of populism.   

Nevertheless, the above conceptual typologies of approaches to the concept of populism are 

helpful in laying out our own map of coexisting approaches. The aforementioned attempts to 

categorize approaches to populism make us sensitive to the multiple manifestations and 

conceptualizations of populism, which we need to lay out and critically assess. In what follows, 

we summarize and assess four approaches to populism, drawn on research in political science, 

political theory and sociology.11 

 

                                                                 
11 The array of political perspectives of populism – perhaps with the exception of Ernesto Laclau’s perspective – is 

well presented in the The Oxford Handbook of Populism (Rovira Kaltwasser et al 2017) in particular three chapters 

of the volume: “Populism: an Ideational Approach” (Mudde 2017); “Populism: a Political-Strategic Approach” 

(Weyland 2017) and “Populism: a Socio-Cultural Approach” (Ostiguy 2017). It is generally advisable for the 

members of the DEMOS project to become familiar with these perspectives. Also, another formulation of political 

science perspectives – including Laclau and Essex School – can be found in the Routledge Handbook of Global 

Populism (de la Torre 2018). 
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3.1. Ideational approach 

This approach identifies populism according to “a core set of ideas at the heart of every populist 

force” (Team Populism 2018).  

This approach considers populism primarily a set of ideas and discourse which politicians use to 

construct their appeals. It may be called ideology, discourse, (discursive) style, but “[w]hatever 

the specific term scholars within the ideational approach use, all consider populism to be, first 

and foremost, about ideas in general, and ideas about “the people” and “the elite” in particular.” 

(Mudde 2017:29). 

While some proponents of the ideational approach may have serious reservations about populism 

as ideology, these doubts arise from their opinion as to what is ideology – and why then populism 

cannot be considered an ideology – rather than from disagreement as to what represents the 

essence of the concept of populism (Mudde 2017).12 

To sum up, the ideational approach views populism as a phenomenon that exists first and 

foremost in the realm of ideas. Even though there is some diversity within this general approach, 

it can be set apart conceptually from alternative understandings of populism, which tend to 

perceive populism primarily as political strategy, (irresponsible) macroeconomic policy, 

charismatic leadership or mobilization practice. The ideational approach appears to be 

increasingly accepted among students of populism (see Hawkins and Rovira Kaltwasser 2017), 

even though different perspectives remain, particularly on whether populism constitutes an 

illiberal ideology (Pappas 2016), a thin ideology (Mudde 2004), a discursive logic (Laclau 2005), 

a frame (Aslanidis 2016) or a repertoire (Brubaker 2017).  

 

3.1.1. Populism as ideology 

There are advantages and disadvantages in adopting any of the above conceptualizations of 

populism. However, these variations of the ideational approach have advantages over alternative 

approaches (discussed below in sub-sections C and D of this section).   

For the purposes of this research project (DEMOS), if populism is perceived as merely a type of 

rhetoric or communicative style that can be employed by all political actors to different degrees, 

then the creation of typologies becomes trickier. How much populist rhetoric is enough to qualify 

a political party or leader as populist? Such questions are far from settled in the relevant 

literature, but there seems to be a growing consensus that populism should be seen, before 

anything else, as an ideology. 

                                                                 
12 Various scholars of populism within the ideational approach have serious practical and (meta-)theoretical 

problems with the term ideology. Although often using almost identical definitions in terms of substance, they 

explicitly reject the term ideology. Instead, some provide no alternative term (e.g. Hakhverdian and Koop, 2007; 

Linden, 2008), while others prefer to define populism as essentially claims-making (Bonikowski and Gidron, 2016), 

a communication style (e.g. Jagers and Walgrave, 2007), discourse (e.g. Lowndes, 2008; Panizza, 2005a), 

(discursive) frame (e.g. Aslanidis, 2016; Caiani and Della Porta, 2011), political appeal (e.g. Deegan-Krause and 

Haughton, 2009), political argument (e.g. Bimes and Mulroy, 2004), political style (e.g. Moffitt, 2016; Moffitt and 

Tormey, 2014), or rhetoric (e.g. de la Torre, 2010; Kazin, 1995). Many of these authors have a general theoretical 

aversion to the use of the concept of ideology, arguing that it is too inflexible and monolithic (e.g. Caiani and Della 

Porta, 2011) or, in line with rational choice theory, that political actors always, in the end, act strategically” (Mudde 

2017:30-31). 
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Following the current, prevailing analyses of political ideologies (Frieden 1998 and 2003, 

Heywood 2010), we may define what is a political ideology. A political ideology is a set of ideas, 

norms, beliefs and attitudes which, taken together, offer a way to describe and interpret the 

political and socio-economic arrangements surrounding the carriers or bearers of a certain 

ideology, lead to the adoption of specific practices supporting or contesting such arrangements 

and provide corresponding plans for political action, including policy choices. 

A political ideology, to be recognized as such, needs to be distinct and unique (Freeden 1998). 

This means that an ideology needs to have common conceptual features encountered in different 

temporal and geographical environments. Moreover, these should be its unique features, not 

shared by other ideologies (Freeden 1998:749-750). 

Not all political ideologies are fully developed, i.e., they may not have concrete ideas regarding 

all aspects of political and socio-economic arrangements. Moreover, in connection to such 

incompleteness, some ideologies may be more malleable and adaptable than others. Examples are 

nationalism and environmentalism which in the past centuries were combined with various 

radically different political ideologies (liberalism, socialism, fascism; see Heywood 2010). 

Populism falls in the same category and has been aptly termed “thin“ ideology (Mudde 2004 and 

2007). Mudde (2004) argues that populism can be conceived as a thin-centred ideology that 

considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic camps, the 

‘pure people’ versus the ‘corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be an expression of 

the general will of the people (Mudde 2004:543).  

Mudde’s conceptualization of populism is probably the most influential attempt to understand 

populism. It has the advantage of ‘travelling well’ across regional or temporal contexts and is 

also well grounded in the methodology of political science regarding concept formation, largely 

based on Giovanni Sartori’s influential work (1970). 

Mudde’s conceptualization offers therefore a minimal definition, in the sense that it identifies a 

common core among the different manifestations of a phenomenon, with the hope of facilitating 

more comparative approaches that transcend narrow understandings associated with specific 

historical and regional contexts.   

Populism is an ideology in the sense that it has recognizable conceptual features and they are 

unique to it. However, these are few and malleable, according to Mudde (2007) and Stanley 

(2008) who make different formulations of the same idea. Following their formulations, we argue 

that the conceptual features of the populism’s thin ideology are four and are the following:  

● a dual set of concepts, namely the people vs. the elite,  

● the antagonism between the two as perceived from the standpoint of a populist party or 

movement,  

● the primacy of the idea of popular sovereignty and  

● the higher moral worth and superiority attributed to the people in contrast to the elites.   

The core conceptual components of the definition, namely the corrupt elite, the virtuous people, 

and the general will of the homogeneous, undifferentiated ‘people’ constitute a ‘lowest common 

denominator’ supposedly present in all manifestations of populism, thus addressing best the 

chameleonic character of the phenomenon under study.   
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These few and unassuming features mean that - in contrast to other political ideologies which are 

not as thin (e.g., liberalism, socialism) - populism does not make strong assumptions about 

human nature as other “grand” ideologies tend to do (Učeň 2012). Populism neither has a 

detailed, institution-based plan on how to bring about social change nor a rationale for choosing a 

specific policy option over another one. 

Essentially, populist ideology, at least today in Europe of the late 2010s, makes a claim which is 

unique to it, namely that  

● people have been rid of their sovereign place in a polity (e.g., today’s European 

democracies receiving inflows of immigrants or other European democracies subjected to 

economic austerity programmes in 2010-2015); and in Europe today populist parties share 

a tendency to challenge what used to be a recognizable consensus about the EU and the 

road to further EU integration (Timbro 2019); 

● this aberration has to be redressed and that regardless of how political institutions are 

designed to function, co-exist in balance and interact;  

● and, above anything else, political decisions should reflect the popular will (Učeň 2012, 

36). In other words, compared to the popular will, institutions are inferior.  

In extremis, for populists political decisions should be based on the will of the people rather than 

on pre-conceived social and moral values or legal provisions laid out in constitutions and laws. 

If one wants to include additional ideological content to the thin core of populism as an ideology, 

then he or she stumbles into empirical difficulties. For example, it has been argued that populism 

is democratic illiberalism (Pappas 2019). However, is populism always anti-liberal? Populism 

can occasionally go against some liberal-democratic rights and against liberal principles (such as 

the balance of powers in democracy, as it was already implied above).  Populists themselves attack 

liberal elements of democracy (e.g., checks and balances). They consider those to be elite tools, namely 

obstacles to the realization of people’s will. In doing so, populists claim that they foster a better kind of 

democracy. On the other hand, for about a decade if not more (early to late 1990s), in Latin America 

populist governments applied neo-liberal economic policies. In other words, populism’s relations 

to various types of liberal and illiberal policies is ambivalent.  

Moreover, while it is probably common to find elements of nationalism or anti-capitalism or both 

in the ideology of European populist parties today (Timbro 2019), populist ideology does not 

contain a common nucleus of policy guidelines.  

 

3.1.2. The usefulness and limits of understanding populism as ideology for the DEMOS project 

The analysis just presented above may help explain why populism relatively easily combines 

with other thin ideologies, such as nationalism and Euroscepticism, with thicker ideologies, such 

as socialism, and with the value systems of very different political party families, such as the 

radical right or the radical left. Ideologies thicker than populism, often provide the policy 

direction or content (e.g., restriction of immigration flows), while populism provides a platform 

upon or a voice through which policy choices are expressed.  
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Some ideologies may not be available to marry with populism. For example, political liberalism 

of the late twentieth century, emphasizing the enrichment of the balance among the three 

branches of state power (the executive, the legislative, and the judiciary) with the establishment 

of independent regulatory and administrative authorities (e.g. the Ombudsman) and with 

overlapping layers of multi-level governance, is probably not compatible with the naked, i.e., not 

institutionally mediated, expression of popular will, which populism advocates. 

Conceptualizing populism as an ideology is certainly not without its critics (for critiques and 

alternative conceptualizations, see Brubaker 2017, Aslanidis 2016), but this approach has 

achieved mainstream status in recent years. 

Further on, the thinness of the ideology of populism makes it malleable and adaptable to different 

value systems and sets of policy ideas. As a consequence, one can imagine that populism is 

manifested in various formats or varieties.  

On what grounds and why populism may appear in different varieties? 

In some of its manifestations, populism may weigh in more heavily, meaning that the populist 

political style will be more visible to supporters and critics than the content of a party manifesto 

or an electoral programme. 

In other manifestations, populism may understand the enemy or the “other”, against which it 

fights, to be primarily domestic elites and institutions (e.g., the private banks). On other 

occasions, the establishment may primarily consist of foreign actors (e.g., immigrants, foreign 

powers, multinational companies). 

The manner in which the people are sidelined and harmed may also be understood by the populist 

ideology in different ways. If a certain manifestation of populism explains that people are denied 

their proper place in decision-making in terms of structural capitalist exploitation, then it offers a 

dramatically different interpretation of the antagonism between elites and the people, if compared 

to a manifestation of populism couched in terms of conspiracies woven, so to speak, among a few 

hidden decision-makers behind the back of the people.  

Moreover, as expected from political ideologies and regardless of its thinness, populism usually 

proposes a way out of the problem it has defined in antagonistic terms. The solution offered by 

populism may be one or more of the following ones: 

● a drastic policy shift (e.g., if populism’s host ideology is nativism, then, among other reasons a 

populist government may decide to erect hard barriers to migration flows),  

● a radical institutional change (e.g., downgrading or at least balancing out institutions of 

political representation through the establishment of new processes of direct democracy),  

● a large-scale geopolitical re-orientation of a country (e.g., by dropping out of an 

international alliance or a scheme of regional economic cooperation with other countries) 

and other kinds of shifts, changes and ruptures. 
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To sum up, this ideational approach to populism may be attractive for researchers, as it provides 

for a clear definition of the subject matter as well as friendliness towards various taxonomies and 

typologies.13  

 

3.2. The political strategy approach 

This approach perceives populism primarily as a strategy thus populism is best defined as a 

distinctive political strategy (Weyland 2017). Based and inspired by the study of populism in 

Latin America, the exemplary case of the approach in question is Weyland’s defining populism 

“as a political strategy through which a personalistic leader seeks or exercises government power 

based on direct, unmediated, un-institutionalized support from large numbers of mostly 

unorganized followers. This conceptualization focuses not on what populists say, but on what 

they actually do, especially how they pursue and sustain political power” (Weyland 2001:14).  

For Weyland populism is always personalistic, but the distinction “between ideocratic and 

opportunistic personalism” is crucial for definition of populism as “only where personalistic 

leaders put vote maximization ahead of ideological purity can we speak of populism. 

Personalistic leadership thus comes in two versions, namely a rigidly ideological, “ideocratic” 

variant14 that is non-populist, and a flexible, opportunistic variant that qualifies as populist” 

(Weyland 2017:50). 

Weyland compares the strategy approach with other approaches, namely discursive and 

ideational approaches, and concludes that their disregard for the element of political strategy is to 

the detriment for the quality of analysis: “The neglect of personalistic, plebiscitarian leadership is 

doubly surprising. By neglecting the automatic transfer of “the people’s” sovereignty to a 

personalistic leader, discursive and ideology-centered definitions hinder the understanding of 

core features of populism. Whereas organized, truly empowered mass movements, such as 

European Social Democracy, form lasting collective actors that can systematically pursue a long-

term reform strategy, populist leadership sustained by amorphous mass support is inherently 

unsteady, fickle, and unpredictable. Populism is notorious for its twists and turns, driven by the 

opportunistic efforts of personalistic leaders to concentrate power and stay in office. The driving 

force behind populism is political, not ideological. Prototypical populist movements are 

practically impossible to define in ideological terms” (Weyland 2017:54). 

Weyland (2017) also argues how and why his approach is appropriate also for the populist of the 

European provenance. There are, however, several problems with such a claim. First, in 

European politics in the past one could indeed match populist parties with a populist leader. 

Examples are the socialist party, PASOK, under Papandreou in Greece in the 1980s (Sotiropoulos 

1996, Pappas 2013) and the “poujadiste” movement under Poujade in France in the 1950s.  

                                                                 
13 “The main strengths of the ideational approach in general, and of the specific definition of populism presented here 

in particular, are: (1) it sets clear boundaries, i.e. there is a “non-populism” (distinguishability); (2) it allows for the 

construction of logical taxonomies (categorizability); (3) it enables cross-national and cross-regional “travel” 

(travelability); and (4) it can be applied at different levels of analysis (versatility)” (Mudde 2017:34). 
14 By this Weyland means namely Fascist and Nazi leaders such as Mussolini and Hitler, respectively. 
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However, today one sees populist parties, particularly in Western and Northern Europe, which 

are not led by a charismatic leader. Some North European populist parties are headed by 

collective leadership or unimpressive political personalities.  

Second, Weyland would like to expand his Latin America-based understanding of populism to 

the contexts of other political systems and historical periods. However, in the DEMOS project 

our aim is far from transposing useful elements of analysis of one type of populism (e.g. the Latin 

American type) to another. Rather, the DEMOS project seeks to avoid a “one-size-fits-all” 

approach to populism, because eventually the project has the ambition to arrive at context-

specific policy recommendations.   

And third, Latin American populism, on which Weyland primarily draws his insights, has 

followed its own historical trajectory, which is not necessarily helpful to understand 

contemporary European populism.  

 

3.2.1. Latin American populism as a distinct variety of populism 

Indeed, populism was considered a central feature of Latin American politics way before the 

recent interest in populist parties in Europe that began, more or less, during the 1990s.  Scholars 

have identified different waves of populist politics in Latin America. “Early” populism is 

associated with politicians such as Hipólito Yrigoyen in 1910s and 1920s Argentina (Demmers et 

al. 2001) but its roots go back even further. During the colonial period, the organisation of 

Spanish and Portuguese territories in Latin America was based on the coexistence between the 

colonial rulers in the cities and the local, almost absolute power, of landowners. The wars of 

independence which, at the beginning of the XIX century dismantled this system of power, were 

led by the Creole sectors, whose political and cultural references were European. Thus - with the 

notable exception of Mexico - its social and popular dimension was extremely limited. The 

turbulent period of civil struggles that followed independence ultimately ended with the 

consolidation of these oligarchies as the leadership class in most of Latin America. Therefore, the 

independence processes carried with them breaks, especially the disarticulation of the colonial 

administrative-bureaucratic State, but also continuity, expressed mainly in the hold on power of 

an oligarchy of colonial origin that controlled the productive factors, i.e. lands, and in the 

persistence of extreme inequalities within the society (Ottone, 2008). 

Contrary to European elites, which gradually opened up political institutions to participation of 

middle classes; the agricultural-exporter oligarchies in Latin America were unwilling to meet the 

demands for democratic reforms from the masses. This had as a major consequence that in this 

continent, the strict mutual inter-relation between economic liberalism and democracy, which 

characterises the European liberal State, was never fully realized (Laclau, 2006). This is why 

already in the 20th century’s first two decades, leaders like Yrigoyen in Argentina, Alessandri in 

Chile, Madero in México, and Ruy Barbosa in Brazil sought the enlargement of the State social 

basis mainly through suffrage extensions (Laclau, 2006). For these reasons, some authors 

considered them as early-populist (Demmers et al., 2001). Yet, the political agenda of these 

leaders was mainly focused on the effective application of the national constitution, without 

questioning the existing institutional framework. Therefore, they can be considered populist only 

to a very limited extent. It is only the worsening of the living conditions of the general population 
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caused by the economic crisis in the early 30s that led to the emergence of fully-fledged populist 

movements. 

The first truly populist movements originated from the deep economic crisis spanning from the 

early 30s, and they are commonly referred to as classic populism (Mouzelis, 1986; Conniff et al., 

2012). The two most representative leaders of this period are Juan Peron in Argentina and 

Getulio Vargas in Brasil. Notwithstanding the contextual differences in which these two leaders 

acted - Argentina was already a unitary industrialised State while Brazil was at that time still 

ruled by feudal-like landowners (Laclau, 2006) - the main features of classic populist discourse 

are clearly visible in both of them. These leaders indeed mobilized the urban and rural lower 

social strata using rhetoric that was markedly different in relation to the Marxist or Marxisant 

discourse of traditional political forces of the left (communist and socialist), by claiming to make 

appeal to “the people” and not to the working class. This period of populist politics in Latin 

America led to the emergence of influential, but context-bound, conceptualizations of populism. 

Such structuralist approaches identified a link between import-substitution industrialization and 

the emergence of multiclass socio-political coalitions that underpinned populist politics (Germani 

1978). An alternative understanding of populism that was based on the Latin American 

experience up to the 1980s was developed by economists. Νot surprisingly, it focused on the type 

of economic policies pursued by populist politicians. Populism, in this case, is defined as a type 

of expansionary macroeconomic policy - redistributive in favour of lower socio-economic strata - 

that is irresponsible and ultimately disastrous, as it increases inflation and puts enormous pressure 

on public finances (Sachs 1989; Dornbusch and Edwards 1991).  

Indeed, in policy-making, classic populism was characterised by the adoption of redistributive 

policies and by a quantitatively strong interventionist State (Roberts, 2008). While these policies 

were successful in improving the living standards of the lower classes, also produced, as a side 

effect, disruptive effects on the States’ budget and on inflation. Thus, when in the 1980s another 

economic crisis shook the foundations of Latin America’s economies, these policies became 

unsustainable; and this marked the end of the classic form of populism. Some authors went as far 

as to affirm that the austerity measures adopted almost everywhere during the 80s, not only in 

Latin America but in the whole western hemisphere, signalled the final defeat of any form of 

populism (Williamson, 1990). This prophecy was soon to be proved wrong. Already in the course 

of the 90s’, in fact, a second wave of populist movements started to mount. Characterised by the 

implementation of economic reforms of neoliberal inspiration, it was thus dubbed neopopulism 

(Weyland 1996, 2003). Examples of this form of populism are to be found in Fujimori’s Peru and 

in Carlos Menem Argentina. This new type of populism combined populist rhetoric and forms of 

mobilisation with far-reaching projects of neoliberal reform and also had the goal of achieving 

macroeconomic stability. Vilas identified as other key features of neopopulism a strong personal 

leadership and the electoral support from the poorer strata of the society (Vilas, 2004). Some 

scholars took a completely different perspective in the analysis of this kind of populism. 

Mansilla, for instance, argues that neopopulism is instead characterised by a compromise 

between the populist forces and the establishment and a weak reformist tendency notwithstanding 

the rhetorical discourse (Mansilla, 2010). 

The third wave of populism is normally referred to as “radical populism” (de la Torre, 2008) and 

appeared between the end of the XX century and the first decade of the 2000s, after the crisis of 
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the so-called Lost Half-Decade in countries like Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador and also Venezuela 

(Alcantara, 2013). Widely interpreted as a reaction to the failure of neoliberal economic reforms 

(Vilas, 2004), radical populism is normally considered a form of socialist or left populism, whose 

main face was Hugo Chavez (Garcia and Vallejo, 2017). Some scholars, and especially Ernesto 

Laclau, also welcomed this form of populism as a healthy reaction to the limits and flaws of 

representative democracy. The declared intent of leaders like Kirchner in Argentina and Morales 

in Bolivia was, indeed, to deepen the democratic process, by shaking the obsolete institutions of 

representative democracy. On the other side of the spectrum, a part of the scholarship is 

concerned with the fact that the form of populism unfolding in countries such as Bolivia, may 

ultimately be a sort of “authoritarian populism” (Arenas y Gómez, 2006) strongly based on 

popular consensus.  

From an institutional point of view, radical populism is particularly interesting as it has often 

made recourse to constitution-making to legitimise itself and to mark a rupture with previous 

governments. The extensive constitutional reforms approved in 1999, 2005 and 2006 in 

Venezuela, Bolivia and Ecuador respectively are a clear example to that extent. In addition to a 

long catalogue of rights - especially collective ones, e.g. right of indigenous people - these 

Constitutions have in common a strong centralisation of power in the hands of the head of the 

State, a direct involvement of citizens in policy making constitution-making and the provision of 

mechanisms to enhance popular participation in policy making, which constitute a reaffirmation 

of the principle of people’s sovereignty (Viciano Pastor and Martínez Dalmau, 2010). Whilst 

these Constitutions have been be considered a part of a phenomenon which goes under the name 

of “neoconstitutionalism” (Carbonell, 2009), the excessive centralisation of presidential powers, 

the de facto perpetualization of presidential mandates, and their rhetoric language led some 

authors to consider these experiences as forms of “constitutional populism” (Sarmiento Erazo, 

2013).  

Finally, similar to what is happening in the rest of the world, also in Latin America, from 2015 

on, we are assisting to the rise of a right-wing populism that is leading a part of the scholarship to 

talk about a “fourth wave”. The key element of this form of populism is the rejection of the ruling 

political class, an element that was present in the three previous types of populism, but it is 

extremely pronounced in this fourth wave. An example of this kind of populism may be found in 

the political discourse of Jair Bolsonaro. The explanation for the rise of right-wing populism has 

been identified in a growing dissatisfaction against whoever is in power and the ennui of the 

people for corruption and inefficiency in the administration of the State (Garcia and Vallejo, 

2017).  

In theoretical terms, De la Torre mapped the above mentioned historical waves and 

accompanying methodological-explanatory approaches and identified three main approaches to 

the analysis of Latin American populism (De la Torre 1998). First, there was Germani’s approach 

to populism as a function of a transition phase: during the phase of modernization of Latin 

America, populism emerged and was supported by easily manipulated masses. Second, populism 

in Latin America resulted from an inter-class alliance of the popular sectors - middle classes and 

new elites - against oligarchic regimes. The populist regime which ensued, eventually became 

authoritarian because populists did not respect liberal-democratic standards, although they 

promoted popular social policies. Third, populism in Latin America was theoretically couched in 
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terms of Laclau's analysis (on which more to follow, in sub-section D, below in this Deliverable) 

and empirically examined through discourse analysis (practiced today also in other contexts, not 

only with reference to Latin American politics; see Stavrakakis and Katsambekis 2014; 

Stavrakakis 2018).  

Other theoretical attempts to reconcile the different manifestations of populism in Latin 

American and beyond, led to an emphasis on either organizational or discursive characteristics of 

the populist phenomenon. Institutional approaches emphasized the importance of charismatic 

leadership in Latin American populism. According to such accounts, populism takes hold when 

personalistic leaders, regardless of whether they pursue left-wing or right-wing policies, employ a 

political strategy that seeks to bypass intermediary institutions and exercise power based on direct 

and unmediated support of – mostly unorganized – followers (Mouzelis 1986; Weyland 2001: 

14). However, cases of populist mobilization without the component of charismatic leadership 

(for example, bottom-up populist mobilization in Bolivia) or where mid-level (formal or 

informal) organizational networks were far more important than previously thought (such as 

contemporary Peronism in Argentina) (Rovira Kaltwasser 2014:497). 

Such cases make clear that charismatic leadership is not a necessary condition for populist 

mobilization in Latin America.  What remains is the discursive approach - part of the ideational 

approach to populism as described above - that is first and foremost associated with the work of 

Ernesto Laclau (1977, 2005).  

Laclau’s approach looks at the logic and appeals of populist rhetoric which divides society into 

antagonistic fields, el pueblo versus la oligarquía (De la Torre 1992: 386).  The substantive 

content of populist rhetoric is of secondary importance. After all, el pueblo (the people) and la 

oligarquía (the oligarchy or any power bloc) are ´empty signifiers´ that can acquire different 

content and meanings depending on the political context. Therefore, what really matters is form 

and not content.  

This post-structuralist account of Latin American populism influenced the field of populism 

studies arguably more than any other and directly informed later understandings of populism as a 

set of ideas which can be attached to different ´host ideologies´.  

 

3.3. Socio-cultural approach 

The socio-cultural approach of populism also rests on the relationship between the political leader 

and his or her followers, but instead of the complex (power) political strategy, it looks primarily 

on “performative” aspects of the way populist leaders approach their constituency. It is 

“(antagonistic) socio-cultural “performative” approach” (Ostiguy 2017, 75). While it may to 

certain degree overlap with the “populism as a (discursive) style”, a variant of the ideational 

approach, it goes beyond the (political) discourse and benefits from clear inroads into social and 

cultural anthropology.  

In this view, “populism is characterized by a particular form of political relationship between 

political leaders and a social basis, one established and articulated through “low” appeals which 

resonate and receive positive reception within particular sectors of society for social-cultural 
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historical reasons. We define populism, in very few words, as the “flaunting of the ‘low’” 

(Ostiguy 2017:73). 

As for the relationship with other approaches, Ostiguy, the main proponent of the socio-cultural 

approach claims the following:  

“Independently of the populists’ own claims, but usually as a product of them, populism involves 

the creation of a very peculiar kind of rapport. This kind of rapport is at the core of our 

understanding of the culturally ‘low’ in politics. With their performative emphasis on closeness, 

populists concretely perform—in an antagonistic way—a representation (‘acting’) of the 

representation (‘portrayal’) of the people ‘as is’. This specific rapport can of course arise as a by-

product of discourse (Mudde) and of strategy (Weyland). There are thus some affinities between 

this approach and the other two approaches to populism. Indeed, populism as an ideology can 

only be studied through discourse, which is, itself, a very central element of political style—a 

defining element our [Ostiguy’s] approach obviously embraces. But viewing populism as a 

Manichean worldview may cast the net too wide, as discussed later. Similarly, this approach is 

much compatible with Weyland’s, in that he leaves off precisely where we begin: we name and 

identify the precise nature of this so-called ‘direct, unmediated support’ and of what makes this 

support possible. But Weyland (2001) may cast too narrow a net to capture various major 

instances of —very organized—populism (Collier and Collier, 1991)” (Ostiguy 2017:74). 

The socio-cultural approach offers useful insights into the rapport between populist leaders and 

the masses which follow them. However, exactly because of its emphasis on performance, 

reception of populist appeals, and acting, this approach may be less useful to a project, such as 

DEMOS, which tries to cast a wide net, involving economic, legal, social psychological and 

certainly macro-sociological and political system-level variables, in order to map and interpret 

national- and regional-level varieties of populism. 

 

3.4. Laclau’s (“Essex School”) approach 

Τhe approach of Ernesto Laclau has developed over time from an initial all-encompassing 

discourse-based concept of populism, which was wide enough to include Juan Peron’s 

Argentinian populism and inter-war European fascism, to a more specific approach. The latter is 

based on “logics” of political conflict, which provided a new theoretical basis for radical left-

wing politics superseding Marxism. 

In brief and in a watered-down version of an otherwise conceptually nuanced theory, in the 

earlier approach (Laclau 1977), the theorist conceptualized populism in the context of political 

fight between the popular classes and the upper social class power holders. This approach was 

still anchored in Marxist theory, emphasizing social class struggles. Populism manifested itself in 

“interpellations” (claims, demands) made by the popular strata and articulated by a populist 

leader. 

In a later version (Laclau 2005, Laclau and Mouffe 2014), the theory emphasized struggles of 

identity, beyond social class ones and became much more constructivist in terms of its 

epistemology.  
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The main features of Laclau’s approach are the following:  

The power, which is dominant over various identities, constitutes a hegemonic force. It 

simultaneously threatens various identities, which are dislocated, while their demands remain 

unfulfilled. The social space is divided between those holding power (“them”) and such 

dislocated identities. Identities are particular and relational to the hegemony which is exerted 

upon them. The different identities constitute the “underdog”, separated by particular “frontiers” 

with those holding power. While demands by particular identities can very different from each 

other, an opportunity arises when an empty signifier, a new discourse, may acquire a meaning, 

i.e., something which is signified in a manner that is equivalent to all concerned and is appealing 

to different oppressed identities, as it will discussed immediately below. 

Before that moment of political identities’ converging towards and reaching a common ground or 

common understanding of the political enjeu, a “logic of difference” reigns in the conflict 

between different identities and the power-holders. Afterwards, this logic is replaced by a “logic 

of equivalence”. Bridging thus different demands (e.g., of labour, feminist, or other social 

movement origin) can construct a new frontier with the power holders. This is the moment of 

“populist rupture”, as the authority now faces a joint populist challenge from below. There is no 

common cause or one grievance which unites the challengers.   

What unites the challengers is a larger aim (e.g., achievement of national independence, end to 

economic austerity etc.). The presence of a charismatic leader may add a focal point around 

which the dislocated and now bridged, if not merged, identities rally.  Their larger aim may 

change over time. For instance, the aim may have been a deepening and radicalization of 

democracy. However, a new historical conjuncture, such as a long period of economic austerity 

policies restricting political participation, may shift the aim to a restoration of democracy. 

It is useful to reiterate how Laclau’s approach sees populism develop over time: populism as 

emerging gradually. In the first stage, there are various, often diverging, identities, demands and 

claims “from below”. Gradually all these are combined into one central nucleus. This 

combination may be in fact a purposeful construction (e.g., see the role played by the Breitbart 

News Network online portal in the USA). Along the way, a common platform of the whole, 

multi-faceted group of identities, demands and claims is created by defining a common enemy. 

Finally, an emotional connection among them emerges through a leader who claims to represent 

the people. The power block (elite) is counterposed to the people and then a confrontation with 

what Laclau calls an existing ideological hegemony, follows. 

The approach of Laclau is insightful and may serve to understand populist elements in otherwise 

completely different situations of political conflict and constellations of parties and movements 

united under a common banner. However, it is precisely the emphasis on this approach to a few 

common aspects, traceable in very different empirical manifestations of populism, which makes 

it less useful for our project. The DEMOS project seeks to expand the analysis not to so many 

common features as to varied types or kinds of populism.  

To sum up and in view of the above, it is more useful for the DEMOS project to conceptualize 

populism as ideology, i.e., – populism as the way of interpreting the political (and prescribing the 
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political action); and as a style, i.e., populism as the way of communicating the populist 

interpretation of the political.  

Elements of such a combined conceptualization will contribute to highlight different populist-

inspired cleavages or conflicts in contemporary European politics. Such elements can already be 

traced in numerous political scientific, electoral and attitudinal studies which are summarized 

below, in the prior-to-last section of this Deliverable. 

 

3.5. Levels of analysis in the study of populism and causes of populism’s rise: the socio-

psychological link 

The conceptual ambiguity of the term "populism", discussed in the introduction of the 

Deliverable, is found also in interpretations of the rise of populism, i.e., the causes of the 

phenomenon under study (to be discussed in length in other deliverables of the DEMOS project, 

following empirical and policy-oriented field research).  

As mentioned above, our research makes a conceptual link between the political science 

perspective and the macroeconomic, legal, and socio-psychological research on populism. In 

operational terms this implies that - in addition to the meso-level focus of political science (which 

typically centers on political parties) - we also investigate individual-level behavioral and 

attitudinal predictors of populism as well as the macro-level socio-economic and cultural contexts 

of it.  

In other words, it is yet unclear which of the sources, commonly associated with populism’s rise, 

are most relevant. These may be problems of psychological nature (e.g., uncertainties which 

mushroom in people’s lives), performance of the economy (e.g., economic crisis), de-legitimation 

of the political system (e.g., primarily reflected in mistrust towards political institutions) or other 

problems  

Given that the DEMOS project aspires to approach varieties of populism from different angles, 

namely not only from a political science perspective, but also from the perspective of other social 

sciences, such as social psychology and economics, we should factor in people’s socio-economic 

situation and their perceptions of it and also to whom the people attribute their situation, to whom 

they put the blame (e.g., to national politicians, foreign elites). 

Indeed, one of the goals of DEMOS is to study the socio-psychological foundations of populism. 

This objective rests on the hypothesis that there are general socio-psychological mechanisms that 

interact with specific societal and political dynamics that are shaped by history, culture or 

exogenous dynamics and lead to the manifestation of populist challenges. However, in order to 

focus on the socio-psychological foundations of populism, researchers need to study the 

attitudinal and behavioural manifestations of populism at the mass-level.  

This line of research aligns perfectly with the objectives of WP4 of DEMOS project, which 

zooms in on the socio-psychological roots of populism and its affective dimension which has 

been largely ignored by the more institutionally and economically-oriented literature. Insights 

from this line of research can also inform the research work of WP7 and WP8 of DEMOS, which 

will try to come up with coping strategies and practical solutions (e.g., educational tools, policy 



27 
 

recommendations) in order to counter the appeal of populism already at the early stages of 

political socialization of European citizens.  

Given that most of the studies on populism focus on the supply side of the phenomenon, there is 

yet no significant body of knowledge, based on appropriate empirical studies that can tell us a lot 

about populism at the individual level. Most attempts to study the causes of populism focus on 

aggregate-level factors, such as structural change, or shift attention to supply-side factors, such as 

political opportunity structures (Hawkins, Read & Pauwels 2017). Attempts to study populism at 

the individual-level have primarily focused on electoral behaviour and, in particular, factors that 

are associated with voting for right-wing populist parties (Bowler et al. 2017; Lubbers, Gijsberts 

& Scheepers 2002; Arzheimer & Carter 2006; Mudde 2007: 219-224) and less on populism as an 

attitudinal phenomenon.  

Apart from a couple of efforts in the second-half of the twentieth century to study populism at the 

individual level in the United States (Axelrod 1967; Farrell & Laughin 1976), only recently there 

have been attempts to construct measures that tap into populist attitudes of citizens (Akkerman, 

Mudde & Zaslove 2014; Hawkins, Riding & Mudde 2012; Schulz et al., 2017). However, here 

too the primary focus has been on populist attitudes as an explanatory variable of electoral 

behaviour and less as a phenomenon to be explained in itself. 

Common explanations for the rise of populism (in electoral terms) that transcend domestic 

political legacies and political opportunity structures generally point to economic and cultural 

changes associated with globalization and modernization. The causal mechanism connects such 

objective changes with subjective feelings of uncertainty and vulnerability.  

Economic vulnerability can either a) be related to lower socioeconomic positions, low income 

levels and experience of unemployment (Rooduijn 2018, 356) or b) declining market situations 

for individuals in relation to the past and/or to other social reference groups (Rydgren 2007, 247-

248) for individuals who do not possess the knowledge and right set of skills to compete in 

changing labour markets. Such postulations form part of the ‘losers of globalization’ thesis 

(Kriesi et al. 2006; 2008), which constitutes in many ways an updated version of the ‘losers of 

modernization’ thesis (Betz 1994).  

Feelings of vulnerability and uncertainty are accentuated for particular segments of the 

population by the transition from industrial to post-industrial economies, as well as increasing 

economic, cultural and political integration across national borders. According to the latter 

approach, the losers of globalization are those people whose life chances were relatively 

protected before the advent of globalization by the existence of national institutional frameworks, 

such as welfare states, neo-corporatist structures of interest intermediation or clientelist modes of 

political inclusion, that were designed to mediate the worst aspects of market competition. 

Individuals most ill-equipped to deal with increased pressures from global competition and 

decreased public spending are the most likely to experience a decline in life chances and turn 

against ‘establishment’ parties, politicians and political platforms.   

One of the main empirical referents of this divide between the ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ of 

globalization are levels of education and specialization that provide ‘exit options’ in an age where 

mobility becomes a crucial determinant of social stratification (Kriesi et al. 2008:5). 
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Globalization has brought increased capital and labour mobility, periods of increased access to 

capital markets, but also periods of austerity needed to placate international markets.  

The effects of this integration dynamic are amplified within the context of the European Union, a 

largely elite-driven supranational project. It is a project that may be seen as steadily removing 

decision-making capacity and authority from democratically elected national governments, 

especially in the aftermath of the 2008 global financial crisis.   

As already suggested, perceptions of vulnerability can also be induced by cultural change and not 

just economic transformations. Cultural change in the age of globalization is characterized by the 

promotion of cosmopolitan transnational identities as well as values of cultural openness and 

tolerance at the expense of national identity and traditional values. Individuals can experience 

negative feelings of identity loss and insecurity (Spruyt, Keppens & van Droogenbroeck 2016:3) 

which can trigger feelings of resentment directed both at the ‘cosmopolitan elites’ and immigrant 

and/or minority out-groups.  

Apart from the electoral behaviour literature, there is a new and burgeoning literature on populist 

attitudes which is based on recent attempts to construct and use new measures of populist 

attitudes at the mass level. Initial findings show that the latter appear to be latent and widespread, 

regardless of whether populist political parties have achieved significant electoral success in the 

country under study (Akkerman, Mudde& Zaslove 2014; Hawkins& Rovira Kaltwasser 2014:5).  

However, the question of what drives populism as an attitudinal phenomenon or, in other words, 

the examination of the factors that make individuals more or less likely to adopt attitudes that 

amount to a populist understanding of politics and society has not been extensively studied. There 

have been only few studies that have addressed this question head on (e.g. Elchardus& Spruyt 

2016; Rico& Anduiza 2017; Spruyt, Keppens & van Droogenbroeck 2016).  

As mentioned above, most demand-side studies of populism are primarily interested in explaining 

the behavioural manifestations of populism, namely voting for political parties or candidates that 

political scientists classify as right-wing populist (e.g. Betz 1994; Bowler et al. 2017; Rydgren 

2007) or populist in general (Pauwels 2014; Rooduijn 2017). In such studies, the adoption of 

populist attitudes is not empirically examined and it is usually unclear even if it is considered as 

part of the causal mechanism that leads to casting votes for populist parties. In most cases, other 

attitudinal variables are included in the explanatory models instead (or as a proxy) of populist 

attitudes, such as external efficacy, political distrust, radicalism or Euroscepticism, possibly due 

to the absence of direct and appropriate measures of populism at the individual level. Therefore, 

in these studies, the relationship between populist attitudes with other ideational phenomena and 

with the propensity to vote for populists remains both theoretically and empirically unscrutinised, 

with very few exceptions (e.g. Akkerman, Zaslove& Spruyt 2017:3).  

However, the study of populist attitudes has its own advantages in relation to the study of voting 

for populist parties: it allows “populism” to vary across individuals regardless of their vote, to 

vary in terms of its intensity, but also to disentangle the determinants of populism from other 

ideational phenomena that are embraced by populist parties (Rico & Anduiza 2017:4).  

The studies that have directly looked at what attracts people to the thin ideology of populism 

have not strayed far from explanations that are examined in studies of electoral behaviour. For 
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example, in their study of Flemish citizens in Belgium, Elchardus and Spruyt (2016) focus on the 

level of educational attainment, current economic situation and feelings of relative deprivation 

(variables that are supposed to capture the so-called ‘losers of globalization’) as well as measures 

of declinism (perceived societal decline) to explain the adoption of populist attitudes.  

Using a different dataset, also from Flanders, Spruyt, Keppens and van Droogenbroeck (2016) 

confirm that objective and subjectively defined ‘losers of globalization’ are far more likely to 

adopt populist attitudes but also show that lack of external efficacy is a very important predictor 

of populism at the individual level. Tsatsanis, Andreadis and Teperoglou (2018) find that the 

strongest socio-economic predictors of populist attitudes in Greece are low levels of household 

income and education. In terms of other ideational explanatory factors, they find that populist 

attitudes are more pronounced among left-wing citizens and strongly associated with 

Euroscepticism and opposition to economic liberalism, but also find evidence that mass-level 

populism in Greece comes in distinct left-inclusionary and right-exclusionary varieties.  

Such varieties are not the only way to map different varieties of populism and can be 

complemented by additional analytical distinctions, based on cleavages or conflicts, which are 

pertinent for the analysis of European populism and are suggested in the concluding section that 

follows. 

 

4. Suggestions for the DEMOS project – advancing the study of varieties of 

populism 

In order to deal with the varying background and perspectives of the participants in DEMOS, we 

need to choose a shared conceptualization of populism for the sake of this project. It should be 

based on understanding that analytically, populism is the distinct vision and interpretation of 

politics (of “the political”). For this reason, in this last section of the Deliverable we proceed to 

discuss a scholarly approach and a normative policy-related approach and to sketch several 

dimensions of concrete varieties of populism.  

Even though in this Deliverable there is an emphasis on political understandings of the populist 

phenomenon, conceptualizations of different varieties of populism have to take into account the 

various disciplinary approaches as discussed in the first part of this Deliverable. Different 

scholarly disciplines tend to focus on separate manifestations of populism (for instance 

institutional-organizational, communicative, discursive and economic implications of it). 

Furthermore, given the diversity of the populist phenomenon across geographical regions and 

historical periods, any discussion on the “varieties of populism” has to cover a wide scope of 

perspectives and empirical manifestations.  

Following recent developments in populism studies (e.g. Hawkins et al. 2019; Mudde 2004; 

Taggart 2000), our attempt to map different varieties of populism rests on the assumption that all 

varieties share a common core. In this regard, different manifestations of populism reflect distinct 

articulations of a populist (ideational or behavioural) core with other ideological or political 

phenomena.  
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For example, populism can be left-wing or right-wing, exclusive or inclusive, authoritarian or 

non-authoritarian and so on. In addition, incorporating the “degreeist perspective” of the 

communicative approach to populism, different varieties of populism can be also distinguished 

by degree rather than combination of different elements (for example, strong versus weak 

varieties of populism). Combining the two approaches, varieties of populism can be identified by 

using a “qualitative” and “degreeist” perspective at the same time. However, our discussion of 

varieties of populism tries to avoid presenting mutually exclusive types of populism (see, for 

example, the very influential work of Margaret Canovan, 1981) as we feel that such a typology 

would render the concept of populism less useful in analytical terms. 

 

4.1. Scholarly analysis approach 

The focus on 'the people' is the point of departure for every populist (Ionescu and Gellner 1969). 

However, observed variation in conceptualizations of who ’the people’ are also implies that there 

is a variety of populisms. For example, Mény and Surel (2002) identify three different 

conceptions of ’the people’ (‘us’, the relevant in-group) reflected by the core ideology of 

populists. Understanding the people as sovereign (the political notion of the people) means a 

rejection of checks and balances of the popular will. Such a rejection is compatible with both left-

wing and right-wing substantive ideologies. The cultural notion of ’the people’ (the people as a 

nation) is typically associated with right-wing populism, while the economic conceptualization 

(the people as a class) is usually embraced by left-wing populists (Kriesi, 2014).  

For many scholars, populism proper is a specific way of thinking about politics (for example, 

“the thin-centred ideology”) which descriptively sees politics as process pitching the virtuous 

people against the corrupted elite, while prescriptively it claims that politics should be primarily, 

if not always, the expression of the popular will.  Evidently, such scholars (already mentioned in 

sub-section A of section 3, above) remain within the ideational approach.  

This approach informs the existing, widely used typology of two varieties of populism: Cas 

Mudde and Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser (2013) used the terms ‘exclusionary’ vs. ‘inclusionary’ 

populism to originally distinguish between the right-wing populism that has become prevalent in 

Europe from the left-wing populism that is more common in Latin America (there are more than 

a few exceptions to both assertions).  These two types of populism differ primarily in the ways 

they draw the conceptual boundaries between ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’.  

In the case of inclusionary populism, the criteria used to define the people and construct the 

friend/foe distinction are primarily socioeconomic: definitions of the ‘people’ typically include 

middle and lower socioeconomic strata, and they can also include socially excluded groups, such 

as ethnic minorities and immigrants.  

In contrast, exclusionary populism emphasizes cultural elements and constructs a double 

boundary around the notion of the ‘common people’: it excludes not just the political and 

economic elites (including the ‘intellectuals’), but also specific cultural outgroups (which can be 

ethnic, religious or racial minorities, legal and/or illegal immigrants etc.). Therefore, the notion of 

the people in this case is not primarily socioeconomic, but ethnicised, excluding ‘alien’ people 

and their values (Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser 2013:166).  
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Recent political developments have reshaped the populist political landscape in Europe and have 

challenged this regionally-informed dichotomy. Kioupkiolis (2016), among others, demonstrates 

that certain South-European left-wing populist parties (Podemos and SYRIZA) are 

predominantly inclusive in their character. In addition, weakly institutionalised party systems and 

the large number of dissatisfied democrats in Central and Eastern European (CEE) new 

democracies (Dahlberg et al., 2013) have given shape to a particular form of ‘centrist populism’ 

(Učeň, 2007; Kriesi, 2014). After a successful anti-establishment electoral mobilization against 

underperforming established parties, in some CEE countries populist parties have been 

dominating the political landscape. 

Mudde’s and Rovira Kaltwasser’s subtypes do not really take into account the conflicts produced 

by the realities of multilevel governance in Europe; nor do these subtypes fully factor in the 

reactions to the twin challenge of increasing globalization and European integration, which 

undermine traditional notions of popular (national) sovereignty. 

In other words, Mudde’s and Rovira Kaltwassers’ subtypes should be retained, but also be 

complemented with other typologies. Evidently the range and plethora of populist parties and 

movements across Europe call for further analytical distinctions of kinds or types of populism. 

 

4.2. Normative policy-related approach  

Our second approach, which is normative and policy-related, may provide an opportunity to 

construct new typologies of populism. The term “populism” does not exhaust – not even 

sufficiently defines – the plethora of challenges liberal democracies face today, as it is just one of 

them. Yet the entire set of real or imagined evils and maladies of democracy is called after it. 

While this may be seen as working politically, analytically such approach is unviable. Therefore, 

our analysis related to the predicament of liberal democracies in relation to populism should 

always refer to specific maladies, challenges and even potential populist remedies – using the 

available social science apparatus – rather than referring to them vaguely as “populism”. For 

instance, when analysing the rise of authoritarian tendencies within liberal democracies, we will 

using categories developed by the scholarship on authoritarianism rather than calling it “a 

consequence of rising populism”. 

 

4.3. Additional varieties of populism 

In view of the above, it would be useful to present new, additional varieties of populism only a 

hypothetical types or kinds of populism and invite research teams of DEMOS, in the rest of WP2 

tasks and other WPs, to test them, if they find it appropriate, through conceptual criticism and 

empirical field research. 

To start with, it is common to associate populism with authoritarianism to the extent that recent, 

widely-read research talks of ‘authoritarian populism’ (Timbro 2019). This approach is debatable, 

albeit widely diffused in European mass media. Authoritarian populism is conceived as one 

variety which includes left-wing and right-wing sub-types of populism. However, such a blanket-

kind of concept does not pay justice to the differences between exclusionary and inclusionary 
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populism, mentioned above. Moreover, it would be difficult to label populist parties and 

movements, which fight for more intensive political participation from below, i.e., from 

politically weak groups and largely apathetic citizens, authoritarian populist parties and 

movements.  

A possible way out of this conceptual problem would be to construct an additional variety in 

which authoritarian populism would be contrasted to non-authoritarian populism. The former 

type may host mostly right-wing parties, but depending on the circumstances, it can include left-

wing parties too (e.g. the Socialist Party of Serbia under Milošević in the 1990s, the National 

Salvation Front under Iliescu in Romania in the same decade, the United Socialist Party under 

Maduro in today’s Venezuela). The second type (non-authoritarian populism) refers to those 

populist parties that do not undermine democratic institutions in the ways authoritarian populists 

do. Notably, additional varieties, such as this one and the rest of varieties which follow 

immediately below, are presented as researchable hypotheses which may or may not be borne out 

by research conducted under DEMOS. 

Further on, we would like to take into account the focus of the DEMOS project on politics in the 

EU today. This focus could yield a workable approach where we would identify the crucial role 

of the concept of populism in analysing two central – and overlapping – conflicts within the EU 

and European polities, namely: 

(1) The cleavage or conflict between nativist / ethnic nationalist proponents of the nation state-

based politics versus the mainstream liberal democrats (who increasingly look for the solutions in 

the supra-national level), and 

(2) The cleavage or conflict between the (populist) champions of democratic perfectionism (be it 

principled or strategic stance) versus (elitist) proponents of the democratic realism (and possibly 

a position which tries to find a viable compromise between the two stances). 

These two kinds of cleavages or conflicts, which may be traced in the political ideology of 

various political parties in European democracies, can complement the already existing analytical 

efforts to distinguish among different kinds of populism. 

In detail, taking into account that populism is a thin ideology, easy to combine with a wide range 

of other ideologies and a variety of policy choices, we suggest that the first of the two cleavages 

mentioned above points to the construction of two new varieties.  

In the populist understanding of politics, indicated by the first of the two cleavages, the alleged 

disenfranchisement of the ‘common people’ as well as the threat posed to their physical and 

economic security by foreign elements is often explained in terms of an ‘elite conspiracy’, 

through which elites pursue their own interests and further a nebulous ‘globalist agenda’ at the 

expense of the national community (Tsatsanis et al. 2018:3).  

One may think of more explicit and less explicit conceptualizations of this understanding of 

politics and arrive at two additional varieties of populism. These would be strong 

nativist/nationalist populism vs. weak nativist/nationalist populism. These two varieties constitute 

also a hypothesis which DEMOS project participants are invited to research. The first variety 

includes ultra-nationalist parties and movements, most often found in the Far-Right end of the 

political spectrum. The second variety includes nationalist parties and movements, occupying 
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positions in the Center-Right (e.g., soft Eurosceptic populist parties in Northern and Western 

Europe) and the Center of the Left-Right span (e.g., the populist Five Star Movement in Italy). 

Both of these varieties of populism, however, are hostile to and alien from multi-culturalism. 

Turning to the second of the two cleavages (discussed in the previous page), we suggest that 

champions of democratic perfectionism put up a battle against liberal democratic institutions, 

which they consider as inadequate or even as a sham. We suggest that understanding populism as 

illiberalism (Pappas 2019) does not capture the varieties and nuances of this battle waged by 

populism against elites in liberal democracies. Populists claim that elites have usurped 

democratic institutions and have created a façade of democracy. This analysis points to the 

construction of yet another typology in which we could conceptualize two further varieties of 

populism: 

The first variety of populist parties and movements espouses a radical critique of liberal 

democracy. Such a critique essentially distrusts liberal democratic institutions (the parliament, 

courts and independent authorities) and believes that uninhibited majoritarian, if not direct 

democratic, rule is a remedy to the ills of liberal democracy (e.g., by colonizing and politicizing 

all liberal democratic institutions).  

Another such variety includes parties and movements which rely on conspiratorial explanations 

of how liberal democracy works, though the criticism of liberal democracy might also imply a 

participatory democracy vision. Thus, an additional typology of populism would help us contrast 

a radical democracy vs. conspiratorial variety of populism. This contrast is captured neither by 

the exclusionary vs. inclusionary varieties (introduced by Rovira Kaltwasser and Mudde, as 

explained above) nor by the authoritarian vs. non-authoritarian or the strong vs. weak 

nativist/nationalist varieties suggested in this concluding section of the Deliverable.  

Finally, regarding political communication (see section 2 of the Deliverable) communication 

experts have put forward their own criteria to distinguish among types of populism. 

In view of the above, further research by DEMOS may be able to help construct additional 

analytical distinctions among varieties of populism. Nevertheless, at the preliminary stage of this 

three-year long research project, we could use the following varieties of populism (Table 2, 

below), without claiming that they are exhaustive of the phenomenon under study. What is more, 

the suggested varieties may be overlapping, which means that a populist party of movement may 

be classified to more than one of the following four conceptual schemes.  

Table 3: Potential varieties of populism to be considered useful for DEMOS’ research  

Dimensions of varieties 

 concerning actors of the populist supply 

Varieties of populism 

Inclusiveness in understanding “the people” Inclusionary vs. exclusionary populism 

Respecting the principles of liberal democracy Authoritarian vs. non-authoritarian populism 

The type of predominant economic and social policy 

choices 

 Keynesian/redistribution-prone vs. neo-liberal 

populism 

Form of anti-establishment critique of liberal 

democracy 

Radical democratic vs. conspiratorial populism 

Political communication • empty populism: with only a reference to the people;  
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• anti-elitist populism: a combination of the reference 

to the people with attacks on elites; 

• exclusionary populism (a combination of the 

reference to the people with the exclusion of out-

groups), and  

• an all-encompassing populist political 

communication (a combination of all three elements 

above). 

 

5. Conclusions and recommendations for further studies in the DEMOS 

project 

The above four different varieties of populism reflect different conceptual dimensions, which 

have already been discussed in this Deliverable.  

● The first dimension refers to the social appeal of populism, i.e., whom it wants to include 

or exclude.  

● The second dimension refers to how populism perceives democratic institutions and how 

it treats them in populist political programmes and/or after gaining power; this dimension 

refers to the degree of populists’ acceptance or rejection of liberal democratic institutions 

(a major research task for DEMOS in the rest of Working Packages).  

● The third dimension refers to the nature of public policy choices preferred by populists, as 

shown in their political programmes and/or once they ascend to goverment.  The fourth 

dimension refers to how populism interprets the contemporary socio-economic and 

political context and how it purports to change it.  

● And finally the communicative dimension refers to how populism as a phenomenon of 

communication per se may assume different forms or types. 

These dimensions allow DEMOS researchers to conceptually organize their empirical work and 

in fact discover additional varieties which may arise out of field research. The varieties that are 

listed in Table 3 can provide the conceptual raw material to construct ideal types of populism. 

However, they do not necessarily correspond to mutually exclusive and monolithic sub-types of 

populism that exist in the actual political world. The ways and degrees to which political actors 

choose to combine elements from the different dimensions of populism remains an empirical 

question that DEMOS researchers are tasked with investigating using the research tools and 

methods described in the project proposal.  

For example, a populist party or leader can belong to the inclusionary variety without displaying 

authoritarian tendencies (e.g. Bernie Sanders in the US) whereas others can be inclusionary and 

authoritarian populists at the same time (e.g. Maduro in Venezuela). Conversely, most populist 

actors that espouse a radical-democratic critique tend to also belong to the inclusionary category, 

but others are harder to classify on the inclusionary/exclusionary dimension (e.g. M5S in Italy).  

The list provided in Table 3 is heuristic in value and is based on a critical survey of the literature 

conducted in the first five months of the DEMOS project, before the start of actual field research. 

The combination and alignment of particular populist dimensions in the real world manifestations 
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of the phenomenon remain an empirical question that DEMOS researchers need to explore 

without succumbing to a priori assumptions concerning the variety of populisms that currently 

exist in Europe.   

 

To conclude we suggest specific ways, in a general and also a concrete manner, for DEMOS 

researchers to proceed with research: 

On the general level: 

- We suggest to understand populism as a political phenomenon (and in a complementary manner 

also a phenomenon of communication) even if studied from the perspective of other disciplines, 

such as economy, law or psychology. 

We also suggest to understand populism as the phenomenon related to (liberal) democracy and to 

refrain from analysing other phenomena – often called populism – outside of the democratic 

realm. 

On the more concrete level: 

We recommend that DEMOS researchers and teams anchor explicitly their preferred and chosen 

concept of populism rather than referring to it in a general way. Accordingly, DEMOS 

researchers are expected to specify the perspective in which they deal with populism (academic 

scholarly reflection, normative policy analysis) as well as to which approach to populism they 

subscribe. For the sake of coherence of the DEMOS project as a whole, naturally researchers of 

this project are invited to adapt their work to one or more of the conceptualizations of populism 

discussed in this Deliverable. 

It would also be useful that we treat populist parties as an empirical class and not the party type 

or a party family.15 Our claim is that populism is itself incapable of defining a distinct party type, 

nor a party family. It is, however, justifiable for researchers to consider “populist parties” an 

empirical class for the sake of analysis. In our case it would include all parties that at certain 

point and to certain extent adopt populism, as understood in this task (Work Package task 2.1) as 

a part of their ideological core and appeal – usually in the supplementary, auxiliary role. 

However, this is a line of conceptual analysis and research which belongs to and will be further 

elaborated in the next task in sequence, namely the task of Work Package task 2.2.  

                                                                 
15 Populist parties do not constitute a party family because populism does not define these parties solely or to a 

prevailing degree – in fact, with a very few exceptions, these parties are primarily “something else”, meaning that 

their ideological core is primarily defined by other ideologies or though patters rather than by populism. This is a 

particularly important argument within the ideational approach to populism.  
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