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1 Populism and (liberal) democracy:  
a framework for analysis

Cas Mudde and Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser

Populist movements are widely regarded, especially in Europe and Latin 
America, as threats to democracy. Yet New Populists explicitly claim to 
be true democrats, setting out to reclaim power for the people. 

– Canovan 2004: 244

 Introduction

One of the most used and abused terms inside and outside of academia 
is undoubtedly populism. At times it seems that almost every politician, 
at least those we do not like, is a populist. The term has been applied to 
both Venezuelan left-wing president Hugo Chávez and American right-
wing vice presidential candidate Sarah Palin, and to both the radical left 
Scottish Socialist Party (SSP) and the radical right Austrian Freedom 
Party (FPÖ). It has also been hailed as a way to include the underclass 
and scorned as a programme to exclude minorities. No wonder some 
authors have called for the abandonment of the use of the allegedly 
meaningless term (e.g. Roxborough 1984).

We acknowledge the broad usage of the term populism, and the prob-
lems associated with that, but attempt to construct a framework within 
which the term populism has a clear meaning and its relationship to 
democracy can be studied empirically. In fact, most studies that have 
analysed the tension between populism and democracy tend to make 
normative and theoretical arguments, but little has been said from an 
empirical point of view. Moreover, although it is true that this growing 
body of literature has generated new insights, it relies on very different, 
and sometimes even contradictory, concepts of both populism and dem-
ocracy (e.g. Abts and Rummens 2007; Albertazzi and McDonnell 2007; 
Conniff 1999; de la Torre and Peruzzotti 2008; Decker 2006; Laclau 
2005a; Mény and Surel 2000, 2002a; Panizza 2005; Taggart 2000). 
Having this in mind, this framework ensures the broad applicability (in 
time and place) of the key concepts of this research topic by adhering 
to Giovanni Sartori’s approach (1970) of so-called minimal definitions 
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(cf. Collier and Gerring 2009). Accordingly, the main aim of this chapter 
is to provide a clear conceptual and theoretical framework to guide the 
individual case studies of the book, ensuring a common core yet leaving 
space for individual accents.

In the first two sections we define the key terms in the framework: 
populism and (liberal) democracy. We briefly discuss the main trends in 
the literature and present clear minimal definitions. In the third section 
we discuss the different ways in which the relationship between popu-
lism and (liberal) democracy has been described in the academic debate. 
Through a critical analysis of the scholarly literature, and the applica-
tion of our own definitions, we set out our own position on the rela-
tionship between the two. In the next two sections we discuss the two 
key research questions underlying this edited volume: (1) What are the 
effects of populist actors on liberal democracies? and (2) under which 
circumstances do populists constitute a corrective or a threat to the lib-
eral democratic system?

It is critical to understand that our primary concern is populism, not 
the host ideology it has attached itself to or the person who expresses it. 
One of the crucial tasks is therefore to separate populism from features 
that might regularly occur together with it, but are not part of it. For 
example, populist radical right parties in Europe share a core ideology of 
nativism, authoritarianism, and populism (Mudde 2007); all three fea-
tures have a strained relationship with liberal democracy, but we are only 
interested in the effect of populism (even though, admittedly, the effects 
are not always easy to disentangle in reality).

In a similar vein, scholars have convincingly demonstrated that popu-
lism in Latin America is compatible with both neoliberalism and state-
centred development (Roberts 1995; Weyland 1996, 2001). In fact, even 
contemporary Europe hosts both left-wing and right-wing populist par-
ties (e.g. Albertazzi and McDonnell 2007; March and Mudde 2005). 
Accordingly, there is no reason to assume that a certain economic doc-
trine is a defining attribute of populism. This implies that it makes little 
sense to define the latter on the basis of a specific set of economic and/
or social policies.

Finally, it is important to underline that populism and clientelism are 
not synonymous. As Herbert Kitschelt and Steven Wilkinson (2007) have 
recently pointed out, clientelism involves a whole organizational structure 
(mostly of informal character) in charge of both monitoring voter behav-
iour and delivering the expected goods to the clientele. Without a doubt, 
populist leaders in Latin America have shown a propensity to use clien-
telist linkages, but this does not mean that populism is necessarily related 
to this kind of linkage (Filc 2010; Mouzelis 1985; Weyland 2001).
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1.1 Defining populism

One of the reasons that so many different politicians have been called 
populist is that there are so many different understandings and usages of 
the term populism. Some are extremely broad and vague, including most 
of the popular usages that equate populism with campaigning, dema-
goguery, or ‘the mob’ (e.g. Canovan 2004; Laclau 2005a; Mudde 2004). 
But even in the academic literature populism is used to refer to a range 
of very different phenomena and is attached to a broad variety of ‘host 
ideologies’ and political actors. While it is impossible, and unnecessary, 
to debate all existing definitions, we will provide a short overview of the 
main historical manifestations of populism and a concise discussion of 
three conceptual approaches – populism as a movement, as a political 
style, and as a discourse – that are commonly used. Finally, we will pro-
vide the minimal definition of populism to which we adhere and which is 
employed by all authors in this volume.

1.1.1 A brief conceptual history of the term populism

The origins of the concept of populism are normally traced back to the 
end of the nineteenth century, when the Populist Party in the United 
States and the so-called Narodniki in Russia emerged (Canovan 1981: 
5–6). Although the word populism appears as a self-description in both 
cases, the two experiences were very different: While the U.S. Populist 
Party was, first and foremost, a mass movement commanded by farm-
ers who demanded a radical change of the political system (Hofstadter 
1969), the Russian Narodniki was a group of middle-class intellectuals 
who endorsed a romanticized view of rural life (Walicki 1969). To these 
two original experiences it is quite common to add a third one, namely 
the peasant movements that appeared in several parts of Eastern Europe 
and the Balkans in the inter-war years (Ionescu 1969). The commonality 
of these movements was in their defence of an agrarian programme in 
which the peasantry was seen as the main pillar of both society and econ-
omy (Mudde 2002: 219).

With the rise of the Great Depression of the 1930s, populism started 
to emerge also in Latin America. Indeed, it is in this region that popu-
lism gained most visibility during the twentieth century, with the cases 
of Juan Domingo Perón in Argentina and Getulio Vargas in Brazil as 
the most famous examples (Germani 1978; Weffort 1978). These leaders 
were actually part of a new generation of politicians, who by appealing 
to ‘the people’ rather than to the ‘working class’ were able to build multi-
class coalitions and mobilize lower-class groups (Drake 2009: chapter 6). 
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In effect, populist parties and movements represented a major challenge 
to the Marxist left in Latin America, since they were never constrained 
by ideological orthodoxy, and were thus capable of developing a pro-
file appealing to a broad electorate rather than an intellectual vanguard 
(Angell 1998).

In Western Europe populism jumped onto the scene only at the end 
of the last century. Among the few exceptions is the case of Poujadism 
in France, a populist movement with an eclectic ideology that made a 
brief breakthrough in the 1950s and did not have a major impact on 
the political landscape (Priester 2007: 142–58). Between the 1930s and 
1970s populism also took root in both Canada and the United States. 
While in the former populism appeared most notably in the form of the 
Social Credit movement (Laycock 2005a), in the latter populism gained 
momentum with the rise of very different figures such as Huey Long, 
Father Coughlin, and George Wallace (Kazin 1995).

Though this brief and schematic overview of populism’s main histor-
ical manifestations before the 1980s is far from complete, it is helpful 
for illustrating that the concept of populism has been applied to a wide 
range of experiences. Hence, developing a plausible and useful defin-
ition of populism is anything but simple. To confront this problem, more 
than forty years ago a group of well-known scholars participated in a 
conference held in London under the title ‘To Define Populism.’ As the 
report of this conference (Berlin, Hofstadter, MacRae et al. 1968) and 
the famous edited volume resulting from it (Ionescu and Gellner 1969) 
reveal, the participants used the term populism for such a perplexing var-
iety of phenomena that the organizers seem to have made little effort to 
establish a minimum definitional agreement. More than forty years later 
the number of scholars of populism has increased manifold and we are 
probably even further from a definitional consensus within the scholarly 
community. This notwithstanding, can we identify a central core present 
in all the manifestations of populism?

Although certain authors have answered this question negatively (e.g. 
Canovan 1982; Hermet 2003), many others have tried to develop a con-
ceptual approach with the aim of identifying the elements present in 
all manifestations of populism. Given that a thorough overview of the 
existing approaches is beyond the scope of this framework, we will critic-
ally examine three notions of populism that are very influential not only 
inside and outside of academia, but also in the analysis of Europe and 
the Americas.1

 1 Strictly speaking, in the case of Latin America it is possible to identify a fourth approach, 
which relies on an economic perspective. This approach defines populism as a particular 
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The first approach conceives of populism as a particular type of political 
movement. In this respect, the foundational work is probably Seymour 
Martin Lipset’s Political Man (1960), which proposed a definition of 
populism that became highly popular in the study of Latin American 
politics. According to Lipset, the rise of Perón in Argentina and Vargas 
in Brazil should be analysed as a phenomenon similar to the rise of fas-
cism in Europe, since both cases stand for the emergence of extremist 
mass movements. Nevertheless, he argues that there is one key differ-
ence between Latin American populism and European fascism: While 
the former relied on the lower classes, the latter hinged on the middle 
classes. Following this perspective, Gino Germani (1978) defined popu-
lism as a multi-class movement organized around a charismatic leader. 
Seen in this light, the main feature of populism is not only the presence 
of a strong leader but also, and mainly, the formation of a movement 
appealing to very heterogonous social groups (Collier and Collier 1991; 
Conniff 1999; Drake 1978; Oxhorn 1998).

Certainly, the idea that populism tends to foster multi-class alliances 
is not unjustified. By making use of the notion of ‘the people,’ populist 
leaders and parties claim to represent a variety of different groups shar-
ing a common idea: Popular sovereignty has been corrupted by the elites. 
However, the formation of multi-class alliances is not a defining attribute 
of populism, but rather a central element of mass politics. As Alan Knight 
(1998: 238–40) has pointed out, successful political parties such as the 
Christian democratic and social democratic parties in Europe are char-
acterized precisely by their capacity to mobilize and represent a plethora 
of social groups, yet we do not refer to these cases as examples of popu-
lism. Not by coincidence, Otto Kirchheimer (1965; cf. Krouwel 2003) 
developed the notion of Volksparteien (catch-all parties) to describe those 
parties able to build a programme that is appealing to voters with very 
different socio-economic and socio-cultural backgrounds.

The second approach defines populism as a political style character-
ized by the promotion of a particular kind of link between political lead-
ers and the electorate, a link structured around a loose and opportunistic 

type of macroeconomic policy that is extremely harmful, since in the short run it gen-
erates growth and redistribution via increasing state expansion, but in the long run it 
leads to rising inflation and public debt and thus a major economic crisis (Dornbusch 
and Edwards 1991; Edwards 2010; Sachs 1989). Although this interpretation has some 
plausibility for analysing specific cases (e.g. the first government of Alan García in Peru), 
it is difficult to see why this type of macroeconomic policy is the essential attribute of 
populism. As Roberts (1995) and Weyland (1996) have pointed out, in the 1990s some 
Latin American populist actors have employed neoliberal recipes, which were neither 
‘irresponsible’ nor very popular among the electorate (Panizza 2009: chapter 3). Put 
briefly, it is flawed to assume that a particular type of (economic) policy is a definitional 
attribute of populism (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2011).



Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser6

appeal to ‘the people’ in order to win and/or exercise political power. For 
instance, Peter Mair (2002: 84) defines populism as “a means of link-
ing an increasingly undifferentiated and depoliticized electorate with a 
largely neutral and non-partisan system of governance.” According to 
this approach, populism designates a dimension of political action or 
discourse, and in consequence, it is compatible with all forms of lead-
ers, movements, and parties (Taguieff 1995). Social democratic govern-
ments such as those of Tony Blair in the United Kingdom (e.g. Mair 
2006) and Gerhard Schröder in Germany (e.g. Jun 2006) are seen as 
prime examples of this populist style of politics, since in both cases pol-
itical leaders ruled not only based on surveys and spin doctors, but also 
against (rather than with) their political parties in order to enact reforms 
that were allegedly relevant for ‘the people.’

The main problem of this approach lies in its propensity to conflate 
phenomena like demagogy or opportunism with populism, so that the lat-
ter is defined in a way that almost all political actors, particularly in cam-
paign periods, can be labelled as populist (Mudde 2004: 543). Hence, 
by proposing such a broad concept of populism, this approach develops 
more a catchword than an analytical concept that has discriminating 
power for undertaking comparative research. In other words, neither the 
use of spin doctors and surveys, nor the development of pragmatic pos-
itions and the avoidance of partisan conflicts is specific to populism.

The third and last approach is a discursive one, whose main exponent 
is Ernesto Laclau (1977, 2005a, 2005b). Criticizing the economic deter-
minism present in most interpretations of Marx, he developed a theory 
of populism whereby the latter is understood as a particular political 
logic, not as the result of particular class alliances. In a nutshell, Laclau 
maintains that this political logic is characterized by the confrontation of 
the existing hegemony by means of a discursive construction capable of 
dividing the social into two camps, namely ‘the power bloc’ versus ‘the 
people.’ This discourse does not emerge by accident, but is rather the 
product of a three-step process involved in radical politics: first the link-
ing of very different demands, then the formation of a collective identity 
through the recognition of an enemy (e.g. the establishment), and finally 
the affective investment in an element (e.g. the leader) that represents 
‘the people’ (Kleis Nielsen 2006: 89).

Although Laclau’s theory of populism is interesting, it has serious 
problems when it comes to analysing populism in more concrete terms. 
As Yannis Stavrakakis (2004) has indicated, since Laclau – particularly 
in his last writings – equates populism with politics, the very concept of 
populism is defined in a way that is not helpful for undertaking empir-
ical analysis. In effect, if populism should be seen as synonymous with 
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the political, only two very doubtful pathways for research remain pos-
sible: Either populism is something omnipresent, or anything that is not 
populist cannot be considered political. To sum up, Laclau’s theory of 
populism is, on the one hand, extremely abstract, and on the other hand, 
it proposes a concept of populism that becomes so vague and malleable 
it loses much of its analytic utility (Mouzelis 1978).

1.1.2 Towards a minimal definition of populism

Obviously, populism is not the only contested concept in the social sci-
ences. In fact, most concepts are contested at some level. Nevertheless, 
in most cases some basic aspects are above discussion; for example, des-
pite all debate about the true meaning of conservatism, virtually all def-
initions consider it an ideology or an attitude. But, as we noted before, 
even this kind of consensus cannot be found in the literature on popu-
lism. Since the end of the 1990s, however, an important development in 
the debate on how to define populism has occurred. This development is 
related to the rise of new contributions aiming to develop a definition of 
populism capable of avoiding the problems of conceptual travelling (i.e. 
the application of concepts to new cases) and conceptual stretching (i.e. 
the distortion that occurs when a concept does not fit the new cases). To 
cope with these problems, two main approaches have been employed: 
radial and classical categorization (Collier and Mahon 1993).

Both radial and classical categorizations seek to confront Sartori’s 
(1970) dilemma of the inversely proportional relation between the inten-
sion and extension of concepts: The more defining attributes a concept 
has (i.e. greater intension), the fewer instances it encompasses (i.e. more 
limited extension). The main difference between both types of categor-
ization relies on the way in which they deal with the Sartorian inten-
sion–extension dilemma. Given that the radial categorization follows 
Wittgenstein’s idea of family resemblance, it assumes that a phenom-
enon can be conceptualized on the basis of a pool of defining attributes, 
which are not shared by all the cases. In other words, none of the cases 
are exactly the same, but each family member shares several defining 
attributes with all other members. By contrast, the classical categoriza-
tion postulates that the defining attributes of a concept must be seen 
as necessary and sufficient criteria; that is, all ‘family members’ should 
share all defining variables. This means that the classical categorization 
aims to identify the lowest common denominator between all manifest-
ations of a particular phenomenon.

Although the radial categorization has significant potential in certain 
areas of the social sciences, we are sceptical about its advantages for the 
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study of populism.2 First of all, since the populist label has been attached 
to such a wide variety of phenomena, it is hard to reach a consensus on 
the defining attributes of populism in order to build a family resemblance 
(Sikk 2009). In other words, radial definitions of populism may foster a 
sort of pseudo-consensus: “Agreement on a term may disguise disagree-
ment on its meaning. In encompassing conceptual diversity, they may 
perpetuate rather than reduce confusion” (Weyland 2001: 3). In fact, by 
employing a radial definition it might be the case that different authors 
stick to their own conceptualizations instead of trying to arrive at a com-
mon understanding of the core aspects of populism. Hence, classical 
categorization is the best way to enhance conceptual clarity and foster 
cumulative knowledge, particularly when it comes to studying populism 
from a comparative perspective.

This begs the following question: How do we reach a minimal def-
inition of populism? In this regard, it is worth mentioning that at least 
implicitly almost all concepts of populism share the idea that the latter 
always alludes to a confrontation between ‘the people’ and ‘the estab-
lishment.’ As Margaret Canovan (1981: 294) has indicated, “[A]ll forms 
of populism without exception involve some kind of exaltation of and 
appeal to ‘the people’, and all are in one sense or another anti-elitist.” 
Seen in this light, it seems that every manifestation of populism criticizes 
the existence of powerful minorities, which in one way or another are 
obstructing the will of the common people.

Following this intuition, and in line with the earlier work of one of 
the authors, populism is defined here as a thin-centred ideology that con-
siders society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagon-
istic groups, ‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite,’ and which argues that 
politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the 
people (e.g. Mudde 2007: 23, 2004: 543). This means that populism is in 
essence a form of moral politics, as the distinction between ‘the elite’ and 
‘the people’ is first and foremost moral (i.e. pure vs. corrupt), not situ-
ational (e.g. position of power), socio-cultural (e.g. ethnicity, religion), 

 2 One of the few examples of the use of a radial categorization to define populism can 
be found in Roberts (1995), who maintains that Latin American populism should be 
conceptualized on the basis of five defining attributes that are not always present. These 
defining attributes are: (1) a personalistic and paternalistic, though not necessarily cha-
rismatic, pattern of political leadership; (2) a heterogeneous, multi-class political coali-
tion concentrated in subaltern sectors of society; (3) a top-down process of political 
mobilization that either bypasses institutionalized forms of mediation or subordinates 
them to more direct linkages between the leader and the masses; (4) an amorphous or 
eclectic ideology characterized by a discourse that exalts subaltern sectors or is anti-elitist 
and/or anti-establishment; (5) an economic project that utilizes widespread redistributive 
or clientelistic methods to create a material foundation for popular sector support.
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or  socio-economic (e.g. class). Moreover, both categories are to a cer-
tain extent ‘empty signifiers’ (Laclau 1977), as it is the populists who 
construct the exact meanings of ‘the elite’ and ‘the people’ (de la Torre 
2000; Stanley 2008). In more specific terms, we conceive populism as a 
thin-centred ideology that has three core concepts (the people, the elite, 
and the general will) and two direct opposites (elitism and pluralism) 
(Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser forthcoming).

As populism is a ‘thin-centred ideology,’ exhibiting ‘a restricted core 
attached to a narrower range of political concepts’ (Freeden 1998: 750), 
it can be attached to other ideologies, be they thick (e.g. liberalism, social-
ism) or thin (e.g. ecologism, nationalism). This ideological flexibility is 
what Paul Taggart (2000) refers to as the chameleonic nature of popu-
lism. However, this should not distract us from the clear and distinctive 
core of populism itself. And, to re-state, we are interested here, first and 
foremost, in what the populist part of political actors contributes to the 
political agenda, not the nationalist or socialist or whatever other parts.

It is important to note that this minimal concept is close to many 
definitions used to study populism in both the Americas (e.g. de la Torre 
2000; Hawkins 2009, 2010; Kazin 1995) and Europe (e.g. Art 2011; 
Pankowski 2010; Stanley 2008). In addition, this minimal concept can 
and has been applied in empirical research around the globe (e.g. Filc 
2010; Jagers 2006; Mudde 2007). Furthermore, Kirk Hawkins (2009, 
2010) has proposed a very similar approach for the analysis of Latin 
American populism and offers an interesting methodology to measure 
populism through the speeches of chief executives.

How does this minimum definition of populism relate to alternatives 
put forward in the literature? First, it comes very close to most defin-
itions of populism as a discourse and political style/strategy, in the sense 
that it agrees on the content, but disagrees on the importance or sincer-
ity. Still, whether the populist really believes in the message distributed 
or whether populism is a strategic tool is largely an empirical question, 
which is often almost impossible to answer conclusively (without getting 
into the populist’s head). Second, the definition says nothing about the 
type of mobilization of the populist actor, an aspect that is central in 
several definitions of populism in Latin American studies (e.g. Roberts 
2006; Weyland 2001). While we do acknowledge a logical connection to 
certain types of mobilization (e.g. charismatic leadership, direct com-
munication leader to masses, suspicion of strong party organizations), 
we are as yet unconvinced of the exact status of the relationship: Is it a 
constitutive element of populism or an empirical consequence? We have 
encouraged the authors in this volume to investigate this relationship in 
their empirical analyses.
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As we have stated elsewhere (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2011), 
by criticizing Kurt Weyland’s (1996, 2001) definition, we are not down-
playing the role of leadership in populism. Populist leaders are indeed 
very relevant. They not only try to mobilize the electorate, but are also 
one of the main protagonists in the process of defining the morphology 
of populist ideology. However, an excessive focus on leadership narrows 
the analysis to the supply-side of the populist phenomenon, generating 
a kind of modern version of Carlyle’s ‘great man theory,’ which presup-
poses that the leader is the main and almost only factor that explains 
political development. In contrast, an ideological definition of popu-
lism takes into account both the supply-side and the demand-side of 
the populist phenomenon, since it assumes that the formation, propaga-
tion, and transformation of the populist ideology depends on skilful pol-
itical entrepreneurs and social groups, who have emotional and rational 
motives for adhering to the populist ideology.

1.2 Defining democracy

Just like populism, democracy is a highly contested concept in the social 
sciences (e.g. Keane 2009; Tilly 2007). The debates do not only refer to the 
correct definition of ‘democracy,’ but also to the various ‘models of dem-
ocracy’ (Held 1996) or the discussion on the so-called ‘democracy with 
adjectives’ (Collier and Levitsky 1997). Although this is not the place to 
delve too deep into this debate, we believe that, to clarify our own position, 
it is relevant to say something about the way in which democracy has been 
conceptualized, particularly when it comes to studying its relationship 
with populism. In other words, we are not interested here in developing a 
new concept of democracy, or in offering a thorough overview of the exist-
ing definitions and theories of democracy. Instead, we will provide a brief 
outline of our understanding of three key concepts used in the debates on 
populism: democracy, liberal democracy, and radical democracy.

1.2.1 Democracy

Democracy without adjectives is a term often used and seldom defined. 
Moreover, in most day-to-day usage it refers to liberal democracy, or at 
least representative or indirect democracy, rather than democracy per se. 
In our opinion, democracy (sans adjectives) refers to the combination of 
popular sovereignty and majority rule; nothing more, nothing less. Hence, 
democracy can be direct or indirect, liberal or illiberal. In fact, the very 
etymology of the term ‘democracy’ suggests that it alludes to the idea of 
‘self-government of the people,’ a political system in which people rule 
(Przeworski 2010: 8–9).
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The most common definition of democracy without adjectives, often 
used in the literature on democratization, follows Austrian economist 
Joseph Schumpeter, who defined democracy as ‘an institutional arrange-
ment for arriving at political decisions which realizes the common good 
by making the people itself decide issues through the election of individ-
uals who are to assemble in order to carry out its will’ (1949: 250). In 
this tradition, democracy means first and foremost a method by which 
rulers are selected in competitive elections. Free and fair elections thus 
correspond to the defining property of democracy. Instead of changing 
rulers by violent conflict, the people agree that those who govern them 
should be elected by majority rule. Although this concept might appear 
to be too minimalistic for certain scholars, it is worth remembering that 
billions in the world currently live without this narrow form of democ-
racy (Przeworski 1999).

Moreover, while this certainly is a minimal concept, it is a definition 
of representative democracy, not democracy per se. As Nadia Urbinati 
and Mark Warren (2008: 392) have rightly pointed out, Schumpeter’s 
and other ‘thin’ concepts of democracy can be criticized for portraying 
citizens as a passive entity, but not for denying the problem of represen-
tation. Since the contemporary world is marked by the existence of pol-
itical communities that are much bigger than the old Greek and Italian 
city–states, the implementation of democracy implies the formation of a 
political system whereby the people elect representatives who – ideally – 
defend their interests (Pitkin 1967). To what extent and in which ways 
(e.g. retrospectively and/or prospectively) this ideal process takes place, 
is one of the main questions debated in the scholarly literature on dem-
ocracy (e.g. Alonso, Keane, and Merkel 2011).

1.2.2 Liberal democracy

As already stated, most day-to-day use of the term democracy actually 
refers to liberal democracy (or constitutional democracy), a much more 
elaborate political system. Since it is almost impossible to find a defin-
ition that is above debate, we settle for second best and seek inspiration 
in the seminal work of Robert Dahl. Although sometimes criticized as 
conservative (e.g. Skinner 1973) or too minimalistic (e.g. Merkel 2010: 
30), Dahl’s concept of democracy is not only a very elaborate and 
demanding system of political freedoms and rights, but also sufficiently 
parsimonious for undertaking empirical and comparative research. Not 
by coincidence, his approach is probably the one most widely accepted, 
particularly in terms of providing a useful definition for the analysis 
of democracy worldwide (Doorenspleet and Kopecký 2008: 699;  
Norris 2011: 27).
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Before continuing, it is worth mentioning that Dahl reserves the con-
cept of ‘democracy’ for an ideal political system, which is fully responsive 
to all its citizens and does not exist in actuality. By contrast, the notion of 
‘polyarchy’ denotes regimes in the real world that ensure certain minimal 
standards, but fall considerably short of the ideal model. Polyarchies, 
then, may be thought of as relatively (but incompletely) democratized 
regimes (Dahl 1971: 8). From this perspective, democracy alludes 
not only to a particular type of political system, but also to a dynamic 
and open-ended process that always remains incomplete (Tilly 2007; 
Whitehead 2002). This is a relevant point, because many citizens might 
value the democratic order, but at the same time they might be dissatis-
fied with the way existing democracy works. Therefore, it is impossible 
to avoid the gap between democratic ideals and existing democracies, so 
that the latter inevitably lead to ‘broken promises,’ which in turn may 
be a positive force for scrutinizing governments and demanding reforms 
(Bobbio 1987). In the words of Dahl (2001: 3408):

Because the ideal democratic criteria set extraordinarily high and perhaps 
unattainable standards, it is altogether possible than an increasing number of 
citizens in democratic countries might conclude that the institutions of polyar-
chal democracy are inadequately democratic. If so, the acceptable level for meet-
ing democratic criteria might continue on the upward trajectory traced during 
the twentieth century.

While it is true that Dahl’s body of work has been strongly influenced 
by Schumpeter, there are at least two important differences between the 
two. On the one hand, unlike Schumpeter, Dahl is aware of the fact that 
the survival of polyarchy depends partly on the existence of ‘checks and 
balances,’ constitutional principles seeking not only to guarantee the sep-
aration of powers, but also to avoid situations in which majorities threaten 
the fundamental rights of minorities (e.g. Dahl 1982: 87–92; 2000: chap-
ter 6). On the other hand, by developing the notion of ‘polyarchy,’ Dahl 
(1989: chapter 9) openly criticizes Schumpeter, because the latter devotes 
much more attention on political competition than on the problem of 
inclusion, leading him to conclude that ‘the people’ should have the right 
to demarcate who are entitled to participate. Interestingly, Dahl draws 
an important lesson from this critical debate with Schumpeter, namely 
the so-called all-subjected principle: Except for children, transients, and 
persons proved to be mentally defective, all those subjected to political 
rule within the state boundaries should have the right to participate in 
the collective decision making process (Näsström 2011).

Having laid out some of the key aspects of Dahl’s democratic theory, 
it is time to consider his empirical approach. To analyse existing dem-
ocracies or polyarchies, Dahl maintains that we should be aware that 
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the latter are structured around two separate and independent dimen-
sions: public contestation and political participation. While the former 
refers to the possibility of freely formulating preferences and opposing 
the government, the latter alludes to the right to participate in the pol-
itical system (Coppedge, Alvarez, and Maldonado 2008). Moreover, to 
ensure the optimization of both dimensions, he believes a set of institu-
tional guarantees is required. The most important of these ‘institutional 
guarantees’ are:

(1) Freedom to form and join organizations
(2) Freedom of expression
(3) Right to vote
(4) Right of political leaders to compete for votes
(5) Eligibility for public office
(6) Alternative sources of information
(7) Free and fair elections
(8) Institutions for making government policies dependent on votes and 

other expressions of preference.

To sum up, liberal democracy is essentially a system characterized not 
only by free and fair elections, popular sovereignty, and majority rule, 
but also by the constitutional protection of minority rights. Accordingly, 
we are dealing with a complex form of government based on the idea of 
political equality, and consequently, cannot allow a majority to deprive 
a minority of any of its primary political rights, since this would imply a 
violation of the democratic process. At the same time, the core aspect of 
liberal democracy revolves around its ability to provide both public con-
testation and political participation.3

1.2.3 Radical democracy

Radical democracy refers more to an ideal type than to ‘real existing 
democracies.’ It is mostly developed in (normative) political theory, but 
has gained a particular importance in the debate about the relationship 
between populism and democracy. The two main authors in this respect 

 3 It is worth mentioning that in his last book, Dahl (2006) maintains that economic 
inequality has a negative impact on the functioning of ‘real existing’ democracies. His 
main argument is that the very existence of the right to participate in the political system 
does not guarantee that citizens have the capacity to control, contest, and influence the 
conduct of the government, because important resources, such as political knowledge 
and skills, are not equally distributed among the population. As Przeworski (2010: xiii–
xiv) has recently argued, “[T]oday citizenship is nominally universal, but many people do 
not enjoy the conditions necessary to exercise it. Hence, we may be seeing a new monster: 
democracy without effective citizenship.”
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are Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (1985), who do not actually pre-
sent a clear definition of radical democracy. They conceive the latter as 
an approach that relies on a reinterpretation of Marxism and that aims 
to confront the dominance of the notion of ‘liberal democracy’ within 
the scholarly research. Since Laclau and Mouffe develop an intricate jar-
gon – at least for those unfamiliar with the work of both authors – we 
think it is helpful to simplify and summarize their argumentation in the 
following four points.

First, the link between the liberal tradition (rule of law, respect of indi-
vidual liberty, etc.) and the democratic tradition (equality, popular sov-
ereignty, etc.) is a contingent historical articulation. This means that a 
liberal state is not necessarily democratic and that it is possible to have 
democracy without a liberal state (Bobbio 1990; Møller and Skaaning 
2011). From this angle, the link between the liberal and the democratic 
tradition is the result of bitter struggles, which do not have a clear end 
and lead to continuous tensions (Mouffe 2000). One of these tensions 
is the emergence of populist forces that, based on the notion of popular 
sovereignty, are prone to question the legitimacy of liberal institutions 
such as the rule of law (Žižek 2008: chapter 6).

Second, liberal democracy tends to the sacralization of consensus and 
does not acknowledge that democracy inevitably means fighting for some-
thing and against someone. In this sense, the idea of radical democracy 
is close to the notion of the ‘democratization of democracy’ developed 
by Boaventura Sousa de Santos and Leonardo Avritzer (2005): While the 
institutions of liberal democracy represent an important achievement, 
they have to be amended and complemented by institutional innov-
ations that aim not only to empower excluded sectors of society, but also 
to strengthen new forms of political participation and representation, 
such as social movements and global advocacy networks. However, these 
 institutional innovations do not emerge by themselves. They are the out-
come of disputes and conflicts that sometimes might even transgress the 
established liberal institutions.

Third, radical democracy refers to the construction of a new hegemonic 
project, which intends to articulate quite different demands. Therefore, 
radical democracy has to build an adversary in order to counter the ‘divide 
et impera’ principle. In fact, Laclau and Mouffe (1985) note that one of the 
ironies of the contemporary world lies in the fact that, on the one hand, 
there is a plethora of groups fighting for a growing number of emancipatory 
demands (from the right of sexual minorities to the ecological discourse 
and the defense of animal rights), and on the other hand, these different 
groups are able neither to develop a common identity nor to share an 
organizational umbrella in order to challenge the current state of affairs.
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Fourth and finally, a radical democratic project is based not on the dis-
tinction between friend and foe in the sense of Carl Schmitt (1932), but 
rather on the notion of ‘agonistic pluralism,’ a clear distinction of adver-
saries that fight to achieve a better order, although no victory can be final 
(Mouffe 2005b). Accordingly, it would be erroneous to think that delib-
erative procedures can offer a proper solution to the current problems 
of democracy, since the very process of deliberation relies on the idea of 
rational consensus and leaves no space for taking into account passions, 
affects, and power struggles. Hence, radical democracy argues that the 
conflictual dimension of politics is one of the main drivers of democracy. 
This implies that social antagonisms can be tamed or sublimated, but 
can (and should) never be completely eliminated.

In conclusion, the core attribute of radical democracy relies on the 
denunciation of oppressive power relations and the struggles for trans-
forming this situation. Laclau and Mouffe oppose this model of per-
manent conflict to liberal democracy’s model of enforced consensus. 
Although we do acknowledge the importance of the contributions of 
Laclau and Mouffe and their many followers to the debate on populism, 
we do not consider radical democracy a viable concept for the kind of 
research that we aim for in this book. First and foremost, it lacks a clear 
definition. Consequently, this approach might be helpful for opening up 
the canon of democracy, but is problematic when it comes to studying 
the ambivalent relationship between populism and democracy in empir-
ical rather than in normative and/or theoretical terms.

Moreover, we are not convinced that liberal democracy by definition 
excludes a conflictual model of politics. In essence, Laclau and Mouffe 
seem to react most directly to the theoretical models of deliberative dem-
ocracy of Jürgen Habermas and the ‘Third Way’ of Anthony Giddens, 
which have only partial relevance in real life. And even against the con-
sensual model of democracy, so prominent within Western Europe 
(Lijphart 1999), stands the equally viable conflictual model prevalent in 
the Anglo-Saxon world, which are also liberal democracies. In addition, 
Dahl (1970, 1989) is not blind to the existence of struggles that do not 
always have a clear democratic solution, and this is why he argues that 
under certain conditions (e.g. multi-ethnic states), it may be worth trying 
to dissolve the political association into more harmonious units or pro-
mote a process of secession.

1.3 Populism and democracy: friend and foe

In most circles and countries the term populism has a negative connota-
tion, whereas democracy has a clear positive connotation. Often populism 
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is seen as a threat to democracy, undermining its key values and striving 
for an alternative, an authoritarian system. As recently as April 2010, 
European Union President Herman Van Rompuy declared populism the 
biggest danger to Europe (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 9 April 2010). 
However, this negative position is not shared everywhere and, moreover, 
is something that has evolved. Particularly in the United States, early 
scholarship on populism was largely sympathetic towards populism (e.g. 
John D. Hicks), until the emergence of the highly negative ‘revisionist’ 
scholarship of the 1960s (e.g. Richard Hofstadter) followed by a more 
positive ‘school of counter revisionists’ led by Norman Pollack (Conway 
1978: 101–7).

That said, in all times and across all regions opinions have differed 
on the relationship between populism and democracy; for example, 
against Gino Germani’s negative interpretation of Latin American popu-
lism stood Laclau’s positive assessment, and Hofstadter’s vehement cri-
tique of U.S. populism is countered by highly sympathetic accounts by 
Lawrence Goodwyn or Michael Kazin. Even in contemporary Europe, 
where right-wing populism is broadly considered a ‘normal pathology’ 
(Scheuch and Klingemann 1967; see Mudde 2010), authors like Torbjörn 
Tännsjö (1992) argue that populism is the purest form of democracy, 
while Laclau maintains that populism is the ‘sine qua non requirement of 
the political’ (2005a: 154).

Our aim here is to come to a non-normative position on the relationship 
between populism and democracy based on our definitions (see Sections 
1.1 and 1.2).4 We develop our position primarily on the basis of a con-
ceptual analysis, without of course being blind to the empirical realities. 
In short, we argue that populism can be both a corrective and a threat to 
democracy. More specifically, at the theoretical level, populism is essen-
tially democratic (e.g. Canovan 1999; Laclau 2005a; Tännsjö 1992), but 
it is ambivalent towards liberal democracy (e.g. Canovan 2002; Decker 
2006; Mudde 2007; O’Donnell 1994; Plattner 2010).5

 4 We accept the argument that all science is implicitly normative. Our point here is that 
our prime concern is not normative but empirical, and that we do not define liberal dem-
ocracy as ‘good’ or ‘better’ than populism, even if most of the contributors in this book, 
including us, might actually think so.

 5 Interestingly, in ‘A Preface to Democratic Theory,’ Dahl (1956) implicitly refers to the ten-
sions between populism and liberal democracy, distinguishing and confronting two the-
ories of democracy: the Madisonian approach and the populistic approach. While the 
first postulates the avoidance of the ‘tyranny of the majority’ as the goal to be maximized, 
the second aims to achieve popular sovereignty and political equality at any cost. In add-
ition, Dahl develops here his notion of polyarchy as a type of political rule, which inevit-
ably combines elements of the Madisonian and the populistic approach.
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As said, the relationship between populism and democracy is straight-
forward and positive. At least in theory, populism supports popular 
sovereignty and majority rule. Or, as John Green (2006) has stated: 
“Populism, at its root, is democratic in nature, even if many populist 
leaders (once they reach power) may not be democratically inclined.” 
Hence, one would expect populists to play a particularly positive role 
during the first phases of democratization, by giving voice to the people, 
attacking the authoritarian establishment, and pushing for the realization 
of free and fair elections (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2010).

The relationship to representative democracy is also predominantly 
positive. Many authors have argued that populism is fundamentally 
opposed to representation (e.g. Taggart 2002), but that is an overstate-
ment. Although many populists indeed rally against the representa-
tives in their country, or argue that the system of representation fails 
and should be extended with plebiscitary instruments, they oppose the 
wrong kind of representation, not representation per se (e.g. Mudde 
2004). Populists accept representation by someone of ‘the people,’ not of 
‘the elite’ (remember that this distinction is moral, not situational).

Populism and liberal democracy maintain a much more compli-
cated relationship, finally (e.g. Mudde 2007: ch.6). Quintessentially, the 
ambivalence of the relationship is directly related to the internal contra-
diction of liberal democracy, that is, the tension between the democratic 
promise of majority rule and the reality of constitutional protection of 
minority rights (e.g. Canovan 1999; Mény and Surel 2002b). In this 
struggle, populism is clearly on the side of majority rule. Moreover, as an 
essentially monist ideology that believes in the existence of a ‘general will 
of the people,’ populism is hostile towards pluralism and the protection 
of minorities. Accordingly, populism is based on the primacy of the pol-
itical, which means that any other institutional centre of power, including 
the judiciary, is believed to be secondary. After all, ‘the general will of the 
people’ cannot be limited by anything, not even constitutional protec-
tions, that is, vox populi, vox dei (Mudde 2010: 1175).

In addition, it might be the case that populism emerges partly as a 
product of the very existence of democracy. Since the latter is based on 
the periodic realization of free and fair elections, it provides a mechanism 
by which the people can channel their dissatisfaction with the political 
establishment. At the same time, democracy generates aspirations, which 
if not satisfied might well lead to political discontent and thus a fertile 
soil for the rise of populism. As Benjamin Arditi (2004) has indicated in 
his dialogue with Margaret Canovan (1999), there are good reasons to 
think that populism follows democracy like a shadow.
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1.4 Populist effects on the quality of democracy:  
corrective and threat

Having laid out the theoretical relationship between populism and dem-
ocracy, we turn our attention to the empirical question of how popu-
list actors can affect ‘real existing democracies,’ ‘polyarchies’ in Dahl’s 
terms. In this regard, it is worth repeating that we use a minimal defin-
ition of liberal democracy, which is most useful for distinguishing liberal 
democracies from competitive autocracies.6 As O’Donnell (1996: 35) 
has pointed out, Dahl’s concept establishes a crucial cut-off point:

one that separates cases where there exist inclusive, fair, and competitive elections 
and basic accompanying freedoms from all others, including not only unabashed 
authoritarian regimes but also countries that hold elections but lack some of the 
characteristics that jointly define polyarchy.

Nevertheless, by using Dahl’s definition of liberal democracy, we are 
 confronted with the intension–extension dilemma highlighted by 
Giovanni Sartori (1970): While the notion of polyarchy can be applied to 
a wide range of cases and avoids conceptual stretching (i.e. high exten-
sion), it has little analytical leverage to notice differences within the cat-
egory of ‘real existing democracies’ (i.e. low intension). Consequently, 
we are aware of the fact that liberal democratic regimes, according to 
Dahl’s minimal definition, might show a great level of variety, since they 
can be organized in very different ways (e.g. parliamentary vs. presi-
dential systems) and might have more or less state capacity to super-
vise democratic decision making and put its results into practice (Tilly  
2007: 15).

Accordingly, the cross-regional nature of this project implies that we 
are dealing deliberatively with very different liberal democratic regimes. 
Indeed, the result of the ‘third wave of democratization’ has been a not-
able expansion of polyarchies around the world, which share the core 
attributes of the previously mentioned minimal definition, but differ in 
many other aspects. Not surprisingly, the academic debate has moved 
gradually from explaining regime transitions to assessing the quality of 
democracy (Mazzuca 2010; Morlino 2004; Offe 2003). This concern 
is directly linked to Dahl’s approach, since he underlines that (liberal) 
democracy is first of all an ideal, which never can be fully achieved. In 
other words, reforms to improve democratic quality are crucial not only 

 6 Although potentially interesting, we are not interested in analyzing whether authoritarian 
regimes employ a populist ideology with the aim of consolidating this kind of political 
systems (e.g. Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in Iran or Aleksandr Lukashenka in Belarus; on 
the latter, see Matsuzato 2004).
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for consolidating ‘new’ democracies, but also for deepening ‘old’ democ-
racies (Whitehead 2002: 25–7).

In sum, there are very different types of democratic regimes, which 
can have a higher or lower level of democratic quality. Thus, we are inter-
ested in analysing in which ways populism can be a corrective and/or a 
threat to the quality of democracy. In order to answer this question, it 
is worth taking into account Larry Diamond and Leonardo Morlino’s 
(2005) distinction of three dimensions of the quality of democracy: pro-
cedure, content, and result. Although these three dimensions may well 
be complementary, it cannot be ruled out that there are certain trade-
offs between them. Indeed, populist actors usually claim that the results 
of the democratic regime are poor, and to remediate this situation they 
propose to adjust the procedural dimension of the democratic system 
(e.g. strengthen popular sovereignty at the cost of constitutionalism). 
Beyond the question of possible tradeoffs, as Figure 1.1. shows, each of 
these dimensions refers to an ideal state of affairs, that is, areas in which 
a democracy can improve its performance in order to achieve durable 
legitimacy and solve its internal problems.

Populism can affect each dimension of the quality of democracy in 
both negative and positive terms. Borrowing Andreas Schedler’s (1998) 
terminology, consider two hypothetical scenarios. In one scenario, popu-
lism improves the quality of democracy by facilitating its deepening (in 
the case of consolidated democracies) or its completion (in the case of 
unconsolidated democracies). In the other, populism deteriorates the 
quality of democracy by facilitating a process of democratic erosion (in 
the case of consolidated democracies) or of democratic breakdown (in the 
case of unconsolidated democracies).

Minimal definition of liberal democracy
(Dahl’s concept of polyarchy)

Procedure
 ‘High quality’ means that citizens

have the power to evaluate
whether the government respects

the democratic process

Result
 ‘High quality’ refers to
a broadly legitimized
regime that satisfies

citizen expectations of
governance

Content
 ‘High quality’ implies

that  citizens and
associations enjoy

extensive liberty and
political equality

Dimensions of the
quality of democracy

Figure 1.1. Dimensions of the quality of democracy.
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The scholarly literature is full of suggestions of how populism can be a 
corrective or threat to democracy, but many of these are not necessarily 
relevant, because they relate to effects of the host ideology (e.g. nation-
alism or socialism) or to aspects not part of our definition of populism 
(e.g. type of mobilization or clientelism). Nevertheless, we offer in this 
chapter some of the positive and negative effects populism is expected 
to have on the quality of democracy. The term ‘positive effect’ refers to 
instances when populism strengthens the quality of democracy, whereas 
‘negative effects’ means that populism weakens the quality of democ-
racy. Given that many of these effects are simply claimed, or follow from 
studies using different definitions of populism, they are to be treated as 
hypotheses in the case studies. Moreover, while the authors took these 
possible effects into account in their country studies, they were encour-
aged to go further and include whatever other positive or negative effects 
they came across.

Briefly, we expect populism to strengthen political participation, yet 
weaken public contestation (Rovira Kaltwasser 2012). In terms of Dahl’s 
two dimensions of polyarchy, populism is believed to increase partici-
pation by the inclusion of marginalized groups in society but limit (the 
possibilities for) contestation by centralizing power in the executive and 
undermining the power of counter-balancing powers.7 Seen in this light, 
populism reminds us that there is always a tension between popular will 
and constitutionalism: While an excessive emphasis on the former could 
lead to a ‘tyranny of the majority,’ too much weight on the latter could 
bring about opaque processes of decision making and therefore increas-
ing discontent among the population (Plattner 2010). In effect, the very 
concept of ‘checks and balances’ suggests the existence, or at least the 
real possibility, of an imbalance (Armony and Schamis 2005: 116).

1.4.1 Positive effects

When populism is seen as a corrective to the quality of democracy, 
emphasis is mostly put on the inclusion of marginalized groups of ‘the 
people.’ However, there are many different aspects related to this point, 
some more on the input and other more on the output side of democracy 
(Easton 1965). For heuristic purposes, we have tried to disentangle the 
various aspects, realizing perfectly well that they are not always distin-
guishable in practise.

 7 We thank Kurt Weyland for pointing us to the link to Dahl (1971) and Kirk Hawkins for 
the succinct summary of the argument.
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(1) Populism can give voice to groups that do not feel represented by 
the elites, by putting forward topics relevant for a ‘silent majority’ 
(e.g. issues such as immigration in Europe or economic integration 
in Latin America).

(2) Populism can mobilize excluded sections of society (e.g. ‘the under-
class’), improving their political integration.

(3) Populism can represent excluded sections of society by implement-
ing policies that they prefer.

(4) Populism can provide an ideological bridge that supports the build-
ing of important social and political coalitions, often across class 
lines, thus providing a key dynamic element in the evolution of party 
systems and related modes of political representation.

(5) Populism can increase democratic accountability by making issues 
and policies part of the political realm (rather than the economic or 
judicial realms).

(6) Populism can bring back the conflictive dimension of politics and 
thus help revitalize both public opinion and social movements in 
order to foster the ‘democratization of democracy.’

1.4.2 Negative effects

Whereas most positive effects relate to the inclusion of some previously – 
subjectively or objectively – excluded groups of society, many negative 
effects mentioned in the literature relate to the marginalization of specific 
groups of society, the weakening of political institutions, culminating in 
the undermining of minority rights and protections. Reflecting the main 
position in the literature, which sees populism as a threat to the quality 
of democracy, we list the following potential negative effects.

(1) Populism can use the notion and praxis of popular sovereignty to 
contravene the ‘checks and balances’ and separation of powers of 
liberal democracy.

(2) Populism can use the notion and praxis of majority rule to circum-
vent and ignore minority rights.

(3) Populism can promote the establishment of a new political cleavage 
(populists vs. non-populists), which impedes the formation of stable 
political coalitions.

(4) Populism can lead to a moralization of politics, making compromise 
and consensus extremely difficult (if not impossible).

(5) Populism can foster a plebiscitary transformation of politics, which 
undermines the legitimacy and power of political institutions (e.g. 
parties and parliaments) and unelected bodies (e.g. organizations 
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such as central banks or inspections offices) that are indispensable to 
‘good governance.’

(6) Ironically, by advocating an opening up of political life to non-elites, 
populism’s majoritarian, anti-elite thrust can easily promote a shrink-
age of ‘the political’ and cause a contraction of the effective demo-
cratic space.

1.5 Which circumstances determine the effects  
of populism?

As we have argued, populism can have positive and negative effects on 
the quality of democracy. Many of these effects have been documented 
in empirical studies of populist actors, even if many of these studies used 
a different definition of populism or did not distinguish between the 
effects caused by populism and those caused by its ‘host ideology.’ Still, 
little has been theorized about the circumstances under which populism 
can and is used for good rather than evil. In other words, under which 
circumstances does populism become a corrective rather than a threat 
for (liberal) democracy?

It makes sense to look first at the two key variables in that relation-
ship: populism and democracy. We divide both into a strong and weak 
group: the distinctions are between populism in government (strong) 
and populism in opposition (weak) and between consolidated democra-
cies (strong) and unconsolidated democracies (weak). Certainly, demo-
cratic ‘consolidation’ is another contested concept within the realm of the 
social sciences. In consonance with O’Donnell (1996), we maintain that 
the notion of consolidated democracy does not allude to a  ‘complete’ or 
‘perfect’ form of government, but rather to a political regime in which 
free and fair elections are institutionalized as the mechanism whereby 
access to political power is determined. This means that consolidated 
democracies show a great level of variance, since they have different insti-
tutional arrangements (e.g. parliamentarian or presidential system), and 
might be more or less prone to the development of specific liabilities 
(e.g. corruption, abuse of executive decree, weak accountability, etc.) 
(Mazzuca 2010: 335–6).

Hence, by using the notion of (un)consolidated democracies, we adhere 
here to the approach developed by Schedler, who maintains that “[t]he 
term ‘democratic consolidation’ should refer to expectations of regime 
continuity – and to nothing else. Accordingly, the concept of  ‘consolidated 
democracy’ should describe a regime that relevant observers expect to 
last well into the future – and nothing else” (1998: 102). Our key suppo-
sitions are: (i) populists will be more effective when democracy is weak; 
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or, to put it in another way, the strength of democracy influences the 
depth of the populism’s impact on democracy; (ii) populists will priori-
tize negative effects in government and positive effects in opposition; in 
other words, the strength of populism influences the depth of its impact 
on democracy. This leads us to the following key hypotheses:

Hyp 1) Populism in government has stronger effects on democracy 
than populism in opposition.

Hyp 2) Populism in government has more negative effects on democ-
racy than populism in opposition.

Hyp 3) Populism has stronger effects on unconsolidated democracies 
than on consolidated democracies.

On the basis of these two key variables we constructed a two-by-two 
table that has structured the selection of case studies (see Table 1.1). We 
have chosen two cases per type of relationship between populism and 
democracy, always ensuring that one case is from Europe (East or West) 
and the other from the Americas (North or South). The case studies of 
the book will analyse empirically the effect of the main populist actor in 
their country on democracy, guided by the conceptual and theoretical 
framework of this chapter. We build from the cases with the hypothesized 
smallest and most positive effects to those with the hypothesized largest 
and most negative effects.

(1) Populism in opposition in consolidated democracies. In this first case lib-
eral democracy is much stronger than populism. We hypothesize that 
populism will make small positive effects to the quality of democracy, 
as there is little room for change (including progress). We selected 
two countries with strong oppositional populist forces to increase the 

Table 1.1. Relationship by strength of populism and democracy

Populism 
Democracy

Opposition  Government  

Consolidated The Vlaams Blok/Belang in 
Belgium (since 1991)

The Reform Party in  
Canada (1987–2000)

FPÖ/BZÖ in Austria 
(2000–2007)
Hugo Chávez in 
Venezuela (since 1998)

Unconsolidated  
  
  

SPR-RSČ in the Czech 
Republic (1992–1998)
Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador in Mexico (2006)

Alberto Fujimori in Peru 
(1990–2000)
Vladimír Mečiar in 
Slovakia (1992–8)
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chances of any effect of the populists. In Chapter 2 Sarah de Lange 
and Tjitske Akkerman analyse the case of Belgium, with a sizeable 
Vlaams Blok/Belang presence in parliament (i.e. since 1991), while 
David Laycock focuses on Canada during the height of the Reform 
Party (1987–2000) in Chapter 3.

(2) Populism in opposition in unconsolidated democracies. In this case both 
populism and democracy are relatively weak. Given that they have no 
hold on actual power, we hypothesize that populists will be more a 
corrective than a threat to the quality of democracy. They will focus 
on criticizing the various problems of the new democracy, includ-
ing corruption, inefficiency, and exclusion and will push for demo-
cratic reforms. Séan Hanley discusses the Czech Republic when the 
SPR-RSČ was in parliament (1992–8) in Chapter 4, while Kathleen 
Bruhn analyses the case of Mexico when Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador challenged for the presidency (2006) in Chapter 5.

(3) Populism in government in consolidated democracies. Here, both popu-
lism and democracy are strong. We hypothesize that populists will 
have a moderate either positive or negative effect, as they will be con-
fronted by a resilient liberal democracy. Moreover, it is worth noting 
that populism’s overall impact on the liberal democratic regime will 
depend on its electoral force of the former, that is, the existence of a 
majority supporting the populist actors in government, particularly 
when it comes to undermining the ‘checks and balances.’ In Chapter 
6 Franz Fallend analyses Austria under the Schüssel governments 
(2000–7), and in Chapter 7 Kenneth Roberts critically assesses the 
situation of Venezuela under President Chávez (since 1998).8

(4) Populism in government in unconsolidated democracies. In this last situ-
ation populism is believed to have the strongest position vis-à-vis 
democracy. We hypothesize that populism will be most effective in 
this situation. However, we also predict the most negative effects, as 
populism in power leads to polarization and consequently defensive 
measures from the government, which will threaten the strength or 
development of liberal democratic institutions and protections. The 

 8 It is important to note that there is a significant difference in executive power between 
presidents in a presidential system and (junior) coalition parties in a parliamentary sys-
tem. In addition, we are of the opinion that Venezuela is a prime example of a consolidated 
democracy within Latin America: Whereas in the 1960s and 1970s almost every country 
of the region saw the rise of authoritarian regimes, Venezuela has maintained relatively 
free and fair elections since 1958. As Philippe Schmitter (2010: 28) has recently argued, 
“[t]he revival of ‘delegative democracy’ or ‘hyperpresidentialism’ in Latin America with 
the recent spate of regimes imitating that of Hugo Chávez in Venezuela does not seem (to 
me) to be the result of failed transitions, but rather a reaction to practices of consolidated 
democracies that were excessively collusive (Venezuela) or that were insensitive to the 
demands of excluded ethnic groups (Bolivia and Ecuador)” (our italics).
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cases that we selected for this category are Peru under President 
Fujimori (1990–2000), discussed by Steve Levitsky and James 
Loxton in Chapter 8, and Slovakia under Prime Minister Vladimír 
Mečiar (1992–8), analysed by Kevin Deegan-Krause in Chapter 9.

After having explained the case selection, we can develop a set of more 
detailed research questions about the ambivalent relationship between 
populism and liberal democracy. In concrete terms, we propose the fol-
lowing additional hypotheses:

Hyp 4) Populism in opposition in consolidated democracies will have 
modest positive effects on the quality of democracy.

Hyp 5) Populism in opposition in unconsolidated democracies will 
have moderate positive effects on the quality of democracy.

Hyp 6) Populism in government in consolidated democracies will have 
moderate negative effects on the quality of democracy.

Hyp 7) Populism in government in unconsolidated democracies will 
have significant negative effects on the quality of democracy.

Obviously, there are other circumstances that can influence the nature 
of populist effects on liberal democracy. However, we do not intend to 
develop more hypotheses in this introductory chapter, since this would 
probably generate more confusion than clarity at this stage. In other 
words, we are aware of the fact that many other factors may determine 
whether populism works as a threat or a corrective for democracy. Future 
studies can use the framework developed here and propose additional 
hypotheses.

 Conclusions

In this introductory chapter we have laid out our views on the relation-
ship between populism and democracy, which constitutes the concep-
tual and theoretical framework of this edited volume. First, we provided 
definitions of populism, democracy, and liberal democracy. Second, and 
following from this, we argued that, in theory, populism has a clearly 
positive relationship to democracy, but an ambivalent relationship to lib-
eral democracy. In other words, populism can be both a corrective and 
a threat to liberal democracy. Third, we suggested possible positive and 
negative effects of populism on the quality of existing democracies. And 
fourth, we hypothesized which conditions influence the strength and type 
of the effects.

We have asked the other contributors to the book to accept, at least for 
this particular endeavour, our definitions and the consequent ambivalent 
relationship between populism and liberal democracy. This has fostered 
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a coherent and consistent edited volume and ensured that the differ-
ent individual case studies speak to each other. However, we also very 
much encouraged constructive critical feedback on the suggested poten-
tial effects and on the hypothesized factors affecting them (Sections 1.4 
and 1.5), and provided ample space for each contributor to consider 
additional and alternative effects and factors. In the concluding chapter, 
we assess the validity of the presented framework and discuss the various 
critiques and innovations presented in the empirical chapters. We end 
the volume with some suggestions for future research on the relationship 
between populism and democracy.

In summary, this introductory chapter does not intend to say the last 
word on how to examine the ambivalent relationship between populism 
and democracy. We simply aim to offer a clear and concise framework 
for analysing the impact of populism on democracy in empirical rather 
than in normative and/or theoretical terms. Accordingly, the approach 
presented here can be used and complemented by future studies. Given 
that there is almost no cross-regional research on populism, we hope that 
this edited volume contributes to opening up the canon on the study of 
populism and its impact on democracy.
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2 Populist parties in Belgium: a case of 
hegemonic liberal democracy?

Sarah L. de Lange and Tjitske Akkerman

 Introduction

Over the past decades populist parties have become increasingly suc-
cessful in Western Europe. Especially in consensus democracies such as 
Austria, Belgium, Denmark, the Netherlands, Norway, and Switzerland, 
left- and right-wing populist parties have managed to attract the support 
of substantial parts of the population. In some of these countries popu-
list parties have recently joined government coalitions (e.g. the FPÖ in 
Austria and the LPF in the Netherlands), but in other countries they 
have not been able to make the transition from pariah to power. Belgium 
is a prime example of the latter group of countries, because populist par-
ties have never governed in this country.

Several populist parties have emerged in Belgium since the 1980s, 
of which the Flemish Interest (VB) has been the most successful. The 
populist radical right party achieved its electoral breakthrough in the 
local elections in Antwerp in 1988. Three years later it also became 
an important player in the federal parliament with twelve (out of 150) 
elected representatives. In recent years the party has been joined in the 
federal parliament by two other populist parties of right-wing signature: 
the Flemish List Dedecker (LDD) and the Walloon National Front (FN). 
The first party is usually qualified as a neoliberal populist party (Pauwels 
2010), while the second is mostly included in the family of populist radi-
cal right parties (e.g. Art 2011; Carter 2005; Coffé 2005a; Mudde 2007; 
Norris 2005). Left-wing populist parties have not been represented in 
the Belgian parliament, although the social democratic Socialist Party. 
Different (SP.A) has been accused of having populist tendencies (Jagers 
2006).

This chapter assesses the effects of the rise of the VB, Belgium’s most 
successful populist party, on the quality of liberal democracy in the 
country. First, it outlines the emergence of the VB and examines the 
populist ideology of the party. Second, it investigates if and how the VB 
constitutes a corrective and/or a threat to Belgian liberal democracy. The 
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chapter demonstrates that the positive and the negative effects of the rise 
of the VB are partly shaped by the fact that the party has been excluded 
from power by means of a cordon sanitaire. In this respect Belgium is a 
clear case of a hegemonic liberal democracy, in which the influence of a 
successful populist party on the quality of liberal democracy is limited.

2.1 Populist parties in Belgium

In 1977 a number of prominent politicians left the People’s Union 
(VU) because the Flemish nationalist party had agreed to the Egmond 
Pact, which arranged the transformation of Belgium into a federal state. 
Dissatisfied with the compromises that the pact entailed, Lode Claes 
founded the Flemish People’s Party (VVP), while Karel Dillen estab-
lished the Flemish National Party (VNP). For the elections of December 
1978 the two parties entered into an electoral alliance titled Flemish 
Block (VB), which obtained 1.4 per cent of the vote. Since Dillen was 
the only candidate elected, he took control over the more radical wing 
of the VVP and merged it with his VNP. The nascent party continued 
under the name Flemish Block, a reference to the pre-war Flemish 
National Block.

Dillen laid down the party ideology in a manifest popularly known as 
the Orange Booklet (Oranje Boekje). Therein he presented the three ideo-
logical pillars of the VB, namely conservatism, secessionist nationalism, 
and solidarism, and declared that Flemish independence was the most 
important goal of the party. However, the ideological appeal of the VB 
turned out to be very limited in the 1980s. Dillen remained the party’s 
only representative until 1987, when Gerolf Annemans joined him in the 
federal parliament.

In the early 1980s the VB broadened its ideological profile and enthusi-
astically embraced nativism and populism. In the 1982 local elections in 
Antwerp, the party started to campaign on immigration and integration 
issues and in 1992 it published the infamous seventy-point programme, 
in which it promoted the return of immigrants to their countries of origin 
(e.g. Mudde 2000; Spruyt 1995). Moreover, it started to heavily criti-
cize the established parties, claiming that they had betrayed the people. 
To reinforce the impact of these ideological changes, Dillen recruited a 
number of young politicians such as Filip Dewinter, Frank Vanhecke, 
and the already mentioned Annemans to appeal to voters that did not 
come from the Flemish nationalist milieu.

The changes proved highly successful and in 1988 the VB had its elect-
oral breakthrough in the municipal elections, gaining 17.7 per cent of 
the vote in Antwerp, the biggest city in Flanders. The party’s national 
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breakthrough followed on 24 November 1991, often referred to as (the 
first) Black Sunday, in which it won 9.3 per cent of the vote in the federal 
elections. In reaction to the breakthrough of the populist radical right 
party, the established parties erected a cordon sanitaire, excluding the VB 
from power on a priori grounds. Notwithstanding the cordon sanitaire, the 
VB continued to grow in subsequent elections, obtaining 12.2 per cent of 
the vote in 1995, 15.3 per cent in 1999, 17.1 per cent in 2003, and 19.0 
per cent in 2007 (see Figure 2.1).

Shortly after the turn of the century the tables started to turn for 
the VB. In 2004, after a trial that had taken four years, a judge ruled 
that the party had “clearly and repeatedly promoted discrimination 
against foreigners” and it was convicted for breaking the anti-racism 
law (Bale 2007; Brems 2006). Consequentially, the party changed its 
name from Vlaams Blok (Flemish Block) to Vlaams Belang (Flemish 
Interest), a change that many commentators believed to be merely 
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Figure 2.1. The electoral success of populist parties in Belgium, 
1981–2010.
Note: Since Belgium has a confederal party system, percentages are cal-
culated on a regional basis. The LDD and VB participate in electoral 
districts in Brussels and Flanders, while the FN participates in electoral 
districts in Brussels and Wallonia.
Source: Ministry of Interior.
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cosmetic. Analyses of the various VB programmes show that no sub-
stantive changes have been made since the party changed its name in 
2004 (Coffé 2005b; Erk 2005).

Although the VB did fare well in the 2007 elections, tensions started to 
emerge in the party over the ideological course it should steer. A group 
of realos believed the party should moderate its stances to attract more 
voters and become an acceptable partner to the established parties, while 
a group of fundis thought that moderation would endanger the electoral 
success of the party and pleaded in favour of a more radical course. This 
is, incidentally, a classic dilemma for populist parties (Heinisch 2003; 
Van Donselaar 1995).

As a consequence of this internal struggle, the VB lost five of its seven-
teen seats in the elections of June 2010. The other populist parties on the 
right, the FN, which had entered parliament in 1991, and the LDD, which 
emerged on the political scene in 2007, performed equally poorly. The 
LDD managed to hold on to one seat, occupied by the party’s founder 
Jean-Marie Dedecker, while the FN has disappeared from the federal 
parliament altogether (see Figure 2.1). The electoral beating the VB has 
received has made the internal tensions in the party worse and a large 
number of prominent members of parliament have left the party since 
the elections, including Karim van Overmeire, Koen Dillen, Francis Van 
der Eynde, Franck Vanhecke, and Jurgen Ceder. Thus, at the moment 
the future of the three Belgian populist parties looks rather bleak.

Many scholars have studied the electoral success of the VB and have 
investigated who votes for the populist radical right party and why. The 
average voter for the VB is a male (skilled) blue-collar worker, with a low 
level of formal training and no religious affiliation, and is either rela-
tively young (between nineteen and thirty-four) or relatively old (fifty-
five or older) (Billiet 1995; Billiet and De Witte 1995 2001; Coffé 2005c; 
Lubbers et al. 2000; Rink et al. 2009; Swyngedouw and Billiet 2002). In 
terms of demographic and socio-economic characteristics the average 
VB voter is thus a typical populist radical right supporter. In the early 
1990s the VB recruited its voters mainly from the centre (CVP and VU) 
and left (SP); in later years voters primarily came from the right (VLD) 
(De Witte and Scheepers 1997). Until recently VB voters were extremely 
loyal. Once they had switched from one of the established parties to the 
populist radical right, they rarely returned. In the most recent elections 
this has changed, and a substantial number of VB voters has changed 
allegiances to the LDD (in 2007) or the N-VA (in 2010) (Pauwels 2010). 
In terms of geographical spread the support for the VB is concentrated 
in Antwerp and surroundings (Thijssen and De Lange 2005) and, to a 
lesser extent, in the triangle between Antwerp, Brussels, and Ghent (De 
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Decker et al. 2005). The party is especially successful in municipalities 
that (1) have high percentages of Moroccan and Turkish immigrants; (2) 
have small networks of social organizations; and (3) are relatively wealthy 
(Coffé et al. 2007; see also Lubbers et al. 2000; Rink et al. 2009).

Voters from these municipalities support the VB because of the attract-
iveness of the populist radical right party programme. The anti-immigrant 
proposals of the VB appeal to this group of voters, who have negative atti-
tudes towards immigrants. They are more likely than the voters of other 
Flemish parties to feel threatened by immigrants, both in the cultural 
and economic domain. VB voters also feel more strongly about Flemish 
nationalism than other voters and have lower levels of political efficacy 
and political trust. However, the vote for the VB can be better qualified as 
an anti-immigrant vote than a political protest vote (Billiet and De Witte 
1995, 2008), as voters are more attracted by the VB’s nativism than by 
the party’s populism.

2.2. The populism of the VB

Many scholars have examined the ideology of the VB in detail (e.g. Gijsels 
1992, 1994; Lucardie 2010; Spruyt 1995, 2000; Swyngedouw and Ivaldi 
2001). There seems to be widespread agreement that it includes at least 
three ideological cornerstones: Flemish nationalism (e.g. Breuning and 
Ishiyama 1998), nativism (e.g. Mudde 1995, 2000), and populism (e.g. 
Jagers 2006). The three are closely related, as the people feature promin-
ently in each of the ideological components. This is clearly visible in the 
former party slogan of the VB: Eigen volk eerst! (Own people first!).

The VB claims to represent the Flemish people, which it contrasts 
to (1) the francophone people in Brussels and Wallonia, (2) the asylum 
seekers and immigrants that have come to Flanders, and (3) the political 
elite, both on the Flemish and the Walloon side of the language border. 
In the ideology of the VB the delineation of the people is thus both hori-
zontal (Flemish nationalism and nativism) and vertical (populism).

Jagers (2002, 2006) examined party magazines, programmes, and 
propaganda published in 2003 and 2004 to determine which populist 
elements can be detected in the ideology of the party. He concluded 
that the documents show that the VB is a full-fledged populist party that 
consistently refers to the Flemish people as both homogeneous and mor-
ally just.1 The Flemish people are said to have common sense and to be 

 1 Until the late 1980s, the VB can be better qualified as an aristocratic or elitist party 
(Lucardie 2010: 156–7; Mudde 2000: 112–13; Spruyt 2000: 84–5). In the Orange Booklet 
the party tried to disseminate the “aristocratic idea” that should replace “democratism 
and the spoiling of parliamentarism.”
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honest and industrious, something immigrants and the Walloon people 
are not. According to Jagers (2006: 216), ‘The proverbial people of the 
VB are a homogeneous, undivided and internally congenial group, whose 
opinions and interests are systematically contrasted with those of other 
people, and especially those of the establishment.’

Anti-establishment rhetoric is very prominent in the programmes and 
propaganda of the VB. The political elite consists of politicians belonging 
to both government and opposition parties and is represented at the sub-
national, national, and supranational levels. The politicians are described 
as arrogant, corrupt, egoistic, incompetent, irresponsible, unreliable, 
and criminal. The VB regularly speaks of deception and electoral fraud 
and qualifies established politicians as political bandits and swindlers. 
Interesting, the VB describes the political elite in Flanders in different 
terms than the political elite in Wallonia. Flemish politicians are depicted 
as weak and submissive, while francophone politicians are portrayed as 
cunning and determined. Moreover, the VB is more critical of politicians 
of the left than the right.

One of the main reasons the VB criticizes the political elite is that it 
is unresponsive. According to the VB, ‘It is a public secret that the posi-
tions of the ruling political class – for example those on immigration, 
drugs, crime and ethical issues – often deviate substantially from those 
 advocated by the people’ (VB 2004b). The party also believes that the pol-
itical elite can remain in power because it is supported by a cultural elite, 
which populates institutions such as academia, the church, the judiciary, 
the media, the monarchy, and the trade unions. Together, the cultural 
and political elites undermine the sovereignty of the people. In the words 
of the VB, ‘“Own people first” expresses that power lies with the people 
and only the people and that it should not be concentrated in a dubious 
caste of professional politicians in an ivory tower or supranational organ-
ization’ (VB 2004c). Jagers (2006: 221) therefore concludes that:

The anti-establishment discourse of the VB, the pariah of Belgian politics, is very 
dominant. The leitmotiv is the notion of a conspiracy, a moral critique that from 
a well-defined center of power all possible means are being used against the VB 
and the people. The VB believes that it is struggling with the ruling political class 
over both ideal and real power.

Although the ideology of the VB is clearly populist, the party has few of 
the organizational characteristics usually associated with populist parties. 
Party leader Filip Dewinter is often qualified as charismatic, but his pos-
ition in the party is contested. He shares his power with Bruno Valkeniers, 
chair of the party, and Gerolf Annemans, chair of the parliamentary group 
in the federal parliament. The VB also lacks the movement character that 
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many populist parties have. The party is highly centralized, with decision 
making power concentrated in the hands of a small party elite, and the 
level of institutionalization is high. Members have few opportunities to 
influence candidate lists or party programmes.

2.3 The VB’s relationship to liberal democracy

The populism of the VB informs the party’s relationship to democracy. 
The party propagates the idea of a populist democracy in which the 
volonté générale prevails. To realize this type of democracy in Belgium, 
the VB proposes extensive institutional reforms. It seeks to abolish inter-
mediary institutions, such as the provinces and the senate, and have more 
state functionaries elected, such as mayors and OCMW council mem-
bers. Moreover, the VB would like to introduce a binding referendum to 
give citizens more say in Belgian and Flemish politics. According to the 
VB, the established parties are hesitant to introduce citizen initiatives or 
referenda because they are afraid to confront the people. It claims that 
the established parties fear that these instruments will bring to light the 
minority position of the political elite and thus undermine the legitimacy 
of their claim to power (Jagers 2006: 236).

Many commentators, journalists, politicians, and scholars claim that 
the VB poses a challenge, if not a direct threat, to democracy, because 
the principles of the populist democracy it seeks to establish conflict 
with the principles of liberal democracy. They allege that the populist 
radical right party rejects the trias politica and does not respect certain 
fundamental freedoms and rights enshrined in the Belgian constitution 
such as the freedom of speech and the right not to be discriminated 
against on the basis of ethnicity or religious affiliation. Many politicians 
also use these arguments to defend the cordon sanitaire around the VB, 
stating that ‘in its programme and political practice the Vlaams Blok 
undervalues the fundamental democratic principles and related human 
constitutional rights’ (Geysels 2008: 51).

The VB vehemently rejects these claims. In many documents the party 
asserts that ‘from its foundation the VB has explicitly chosen democracy 
as the political model’ (VB 2004b) and that ‘the Vlaams Blok is in favor 
of the parliamentary democracy, which we understand to be a political 
system in which the people are governed by elected representatives from 
their own ranks’ (VB 1996). Moreover, the party underlines that:

For us, Flanders should not only be a democracy, it should also be a democracy 
ruled by law. This entails that the rulers are subject to law (in the broadest sense 
of the word) and that they are not allowed to make any decisions that go against 
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the constitution or the law. An essential principle of a constitutional democracy is 
also the separation of the legislative, executive, and judicial powers. (VB 2003)

In its party programmes the VB also claims to respect most constitutional 
rights such as the freedom of association, the freedom of education, the 
freedom of speech, the freedom of religion, and the principles of equality 
and non-discrimination. Moreover, in the VB’s declaration of prin ciples 
adopted in 2004, the party recognizes the European Convention on 
Human Rights (ECHR) and the right to self-determination of  peoples as 
laid down in article 1 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR).

In fact, the VB has often accused others, most notably the political elite 
and immigrants, of not obeying the Belgian constitution and the ideas 
that underpin the trias politica. In many publications the party asserts 
that the established parties do not respect the separation of powers and 
the constitutional rights of Flemish citizens. Especially after the party 
was convicted for breaching the anti-racism law, it argued that the estab-
lished parties had instigated a political process and thereby crossed the 
line between the executive and the judiciary. In the words of the VB:

Courts are not qualified to judge the programs and propaganda of political par-
ties. It is up to voters to judge these. Dissident opinions, also of those that criti-
cize those in power, nourish the societal debate. (VB 2010)

The process is a classical example of the averting of power. It is a serious violation 
of the freedom of association and speech, as well as of elementary principle of the 
separation of powers. (VB 2004b)2

The party also attacks non-political actors such as civil society organ-
izations and journalists for trying to limit the constitutional rights of 
Flemish citizens. According to the VB:

The Centrum voor Gelijke Kansen en Racismebestrijding [Center for Equal 
Opportunities and Fighting Racism] (CGKR) should be disbanded. Under the 
pretence of the fight against racism this centre curtails the freedom of speech. 
(VB 2010)

 2 In its verdict the Court of Appeal (cited in Brems 2006: 706) addressed these allegations 
and declared that:[The provision] in no way imposes the tyranny of ‘political correctness.’ 
Criticism, even severe criticism, by any group or association and even more by a political 
party is and remains possible. The public debate is a necessary and essential guarantee of 
the correct functioning of the democratic institutions. Criticism addressed to the immi-
grant population of the country is, as such, certainly not prohibited by the law. Problems 
that may be caused by this part of the population can and must be discussed. Proposals 
to remedy such problems that are objectively and reasonably justified can without doubt 
still be formulated. Yet what the provision aims to avoid is ‘the profiling of a group or 
association, albeit a political party, as a group or association […] that systematically 
incites to intolerance inspired by racism and xenophobia.’
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The VB not only criticizes Belgian cultural and political elites for not 
respecting the principles of a constitutional and representative democracy, 
it also violently attacks Islam for disrespecting these principles. The party 
argues that the Islamic religion does not respect the separation of church 
and state and it vehemently criticizes Muslim organizations and states for 
not defending or respecting equal rights (e.g. for men and women) and 
the freedom of speech (Jagers 2006: 245). In its programme for the 2004 
regional elections, the VB declared that ‘Not everybody finds it natural that 
men and women are treated equally, that church and state are separated in 
our society, that one has the liberty to chose who one wants to marry. We in 
Flanders do find that natural’ (VB 2004b). Given these statements, Jagers 
(2006: 249) concludes that ‘the VB discourse on democracy is explicitly 
populist, but not anti-constitutional. It is in principle in favor of the rule of 
law, but the people are sovereign and have the last word about the rights 
that are judicially enforceable via citizens’ initiatives.’

However, some opponents of the VB have argued that these statements 
are nothing more than hollow phrases. They claim that the populist 
radical right party only supports liberal democratic principles because 
it wants to avoid a second indictment for breaking the anti-racism law. 
Moreover, critics believe the VB does not practice what it preaches. The 
party has, for example, been criticized for not respecting the freedom of 
speech of its adversaries, since it has taken legal action against a num-
ber of journalists that have published critical works about the party. In 
2005, for instance, the party filed a complaint against Eric Goeman and 
Ron Hermans, two journalists and left-wing activists who had written 
a highly critical book about former commissioner and VB prominent 
Johan Demol.

The party has also been accused of blackmailing and threatening the 
artists that participated in the 0110 concerts against intolerance, which 
were held in Antwerp, Brussels, and Charleroi in October 2006 (De Cleen 
2009; De Cleen and Carpentier 2010). The party website described the 
concerts as ‘a political propaganda tool of the traditional political elites,’ 
arguing that ‘it should be clear by now that the entire plan has little or 
nothing to do with “tolerance” but everything [to do] with an operation 
orchestrated and paid for by the regime against a successful opposition 
party.’ In an open letter VB leader Dewinter urged artists not to take the 
stage in any of the participating cities, stating that:

Of course it is a good thing that artists too commit and speak out against intoler-
ance and racism. The perfidious attempt to link racism and intolerance to the 
Vlaams Belang and to dissuade the voter from voting for Vlaams Belang by cre-
ating the impression that popular artists support this point of view, however, is 
unfair and unacceptable. (VB 2004b)
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A number of critics of the VB also point out that the party still defends 
the idea of an ethnocracy in its programmes and propaganda (Spruyt 
2000). Even after the name change to Vlaams Belang in 2004, the VB still 
argued that ‘only in a Flemish state sufficient consensus exists in society 
about shared norms and values to solve disagreements in a democratic 
and reasonable way’ (VB 2004b). In its declaration of principles, drafted 
the same year, the VB stated that ‘the multicultural mistake should 
be undone’ (VB 2004a) and the party still advocates the repatriation 
of immigrants that refuse to assimilate. Many of the policy proposals 
included in VB manifestos are thus at odds with the principle of plural-
ism, which is strongly anchored in the Belgian constitution. Other policy 
proposals, especially those to curtail the rights of Muslims in Belgium, 
potentially conflict with the freedom of religion codified in article 19 of 
the Belgian constitution.

2.4 The effects of the rise of the VB at the political level

Populist parties fulfil a number of important functions in representa-
tive democracies, of which the signaling function is probably the most 
important. According to Taggart (2002: 75), their rise indicates the ‘fail-
ings, fundamental or otherwise, in the system of politics.’ The absence or 
presence of populist parties can thus be considered the ‘barometer of the 
health of representative politics’ (ibid.). Other scholars have argued that 
the emergence of populist parties is a consequence of ‘the incapacity of 
traditional parties to provide distinctive forms of identifications around 
possible alternatives’ (Mouffe 2005a: 55) and should therefore be inter-
preted as a manifestation of the so-called crisis of representation.

The established parties in Belgium have clearly picked up on this sig-
nal. Shortly after the breakthrough of the VB, many established parties 
decided to show voters their willingness to change and become more 
responsive by transforming their party names and by presenting new, 
young party leaders. The liberals led the way and changed their party 
name from the Party for Freedom and Progress (PVV) to Flemish 
Liberals and Democrats (VLD) in 1992. The change was initiated by 
Guy Verhofstadt, the newly elected PVV leader who had published his 
ideas to reform Belgian politics in a series of ‘Citizen Manifestos’ pub-
lished between 1989 and 2006.

In the manifestos Verhofstadt stated that pressure groups had too 
much influence on policy outcomes in Belgium. To reduce the impact of 
these groups, he proposed to create an ‘open debating culture’ in which 
reforms were no longer exclusively discussed in backrooms, but also in the 
media and parliament. Moreover, Verhofstadt argued in favour of more 
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transparent decision-making processes in Belgium and for more possibil-
ities for citizens to influence policy making. In the ‘citizens  democracy’ 
he envisioned, citizen initiatives and referenda served as important means 
to bridge the gap between politicians and voters. Thus, the change from 
PVV to VLD was not only cosmetic, but also ideological.3

The PVV clearly set a trend. Agalev continued under the name 
Green! (Groen!) in 2003, the Christian People’s Party (CVP) became 
the Christian-Democratic & Flemish (CD&V) in 2001, and the Socialist 
Party (SP) started to present itself as the SP.A the same year. In the latter 
party the name change was followed by a period of ideological and organi-
zational re-orientation. In 2003 the SP.A members elected Steve Stevaert, 
known for his one liners, as the new party leader. Many  members hoped 
Stevaert could stop the electoral demise of the SP.A, which had lost a con-
siderable number of voters to the VB. Stevaert, a former bar owner from 
Hasselt, believed he could turn the electoral tide by introducing a new 
form of socialism, sometimes referred to as ‘cosy socialism.’

According to many journalists and political commentators Stevaert’s 
socialism had a populist element to it since it focused partly on popular 
measures such as free public transport. He also modernized the party by 
creating a more open party structure and rejuvenated the party elite by 
selecting more female and younger candidates for regional and national 
elections. However, these measures were insufficient to gain the support 
of the former SP.A voters who had left the party for the VB.

In addition to these very manifest effects of the rise of the VB, the party 
also has had a more subtle influence on the established parties. Prior 
to the rise of the VB, political debates primarily addressed regionalist, 
religious, and socio-economic issues. The VB has put a number of other 
issues on the agenda, the most important being immigration and inte-
gration and law and order issues, and has obtained issue ownership over 
these issues.4 However, the VB has not realized this independently. It has 
profited greatly from the agenda setting function of the media, which 
have devoted a lot of attention to the issues of the VB and thereby rein-
forced the issue ownership of the party (Walgrave and De Swert 2004, 
2007). In reaction to the electoral success of the VB, the established par-
ties have increasingly addressed issues like immigration and integration 

 3 One of the other objectives of the transformation of the PVV was to get rid of the anti-
Flemish image of the party. To achieve this, it enlisted a number of politicians from the 
VU, including Jaak Gabriels and Hugo Coveliers. The latter later left the VLD because he 
refused to respect the cordon sanitaire, and entered into an electoral alliance with the VB.

 4 Contrary to some other populist radical right parties in Western Europe, the VB has been 
less successful in obtaining issue ownership over the issue of European integration, which 
remains highly depoliticized in Belgium.
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or law and order in their campaigns and election manifestos. Expert sur-
veys demonstrate that in recent years the immigration issue has become 
the second most important issue in Flemish politics. The issue is espe-
cially salient for the VB (19.8 on a scale of one to twenty), Green! (16.4), 
the VLD (13.5), and the SP.A (13.2) (Benoit and Laver 2006).

The electoral success of the VB has not only forced established par-
ties to address these issues, it has also given these parties an incentive to 
clarify and adjust their positions. It has been demonstrated that many 
established parties in Western Europe have moved to the right, both on 
the general left–right dimension and the issue of immigration and inte-
gration, in an attempt to address the political dissatisfaction on which 
populist radical right parties feed and to counter the electoral success 
of these parties (Bale 2003; Carter 2005; Meguid 2005; Norris 2005; 
Van Spanje 2010). Figure 2.2 shows that several established parties in 
Belgium have reacted in a similar fashion to the electoral success of the 
VB. The CD&V, the N-VA, and the VLD have gradually moved to the 
right in recent years, slowly closing the gap between the established right 
and the populist radical right. However, Green! and the SP.A have not 
sought to counter the electoral success of the VB by copying the stances 
of the party. Instead, these parties have opted for an adversarial strategy 
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(cf. Meguid 2005), and have moved more to the left on the left–right 
continuum. Consequentially, polarization has slightly increased as a 
result of the success of the VB.5

Despite the VB’s impact on the programmes of the established parties, 
policy making in Belgium does not carry the mark of the VB. Since the 
rise of the VB the established parties have stayed away from reforming 
policies over which the populist radical right party has issue ownership. 
They have struggled to come to terms with the demands for devolu-
tion, institutional reform, and stricter immigration and integration laws 
voiced by VB politicians and voters. When it comes to questions of devo-
lution, Flemish and Walloon parties do not see eye to eye and the estab-
lished parties have therefore been unable to reach a policy compromise 
that arranges for the partition of the administrative and electoral district 
Brussels-Halle-Vilvoorde, to name only one important issue in this field. 
Also, in terms of institutional reform, few initiatives have been taken by 
the established parties. In 1995 the federal parliament passed the Wet 
op de Volksraadpleging (Law on People’s Consultation), which makes 
it possible for municipalities to organize referenda. However, few muni-
cipalities have made use of the law and the number of referenda that 
has been organized since 1995 remains extremely low (Buelens 2009). 
Moreover, Belgium is one of the few West European countries in which 
it is not possible to organize referenda at the regional or national level 
(Qvortrup 2005). Hence it is difficult to speak of the emergence of ple-
biscitary politics in Belgium.

Reforms in the field of immigration and integration policy have taken 
place, but often in a direction opposite to the one advocated by the VB. 
Today immigration and integration legislation is Belgium is quite lib-
eral, especially when compared to that of other consensus democracies 
in Western Europe, such as Denmark, the Netherlands, and Switzerland. 
In the 1980s and 1990s the Belgian established parties pushed through 
a number of laws generally seen as very progressive. In the early 1980s 
Belgium abolished the ius sanguinis in favour of the less restrictive ius 
solis; in 2000 the Snel Belg Wet (Fast Belgian Law), which makes it pos-
sible for asylum seekers and immigrants to obtain Belgian citizenship 
after five years of legal residence in the country, came into effect; and in 
2006 Belgium was one of the first countries in Western Europe to award 
the right to vote to immigrants from non-EU countries. Moreover, con-
trary to many other West European countries, Belgian citizenship is not 

 5 The increase in polarization is not directly related to the difficulties established parties 
have experienced in recent years when forming government coalitions. These difficulties 
stem from conflicts between (individual) Flemish and francophone parties about devolu-
tion and the future of the Belgian state.
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conditional on passing an integration test. Finally, symbolic measures, 
which have been highly popular in Denmark and the Netherlands, such 
as the creation of a minister in charge of immigration and integration 
affairs, have not yet been taken in Belgium.6

One of the main reasons why the influence of the VB on policy mak-
ing has been restricted lies in the fact that the established parties have 
treated it as an outcast. Since the electoral breakthrough of the VB in 
1989 the established parties have excluded the populist radical right 
party from power by means of a cordon sanitaire. They have agreed not to 
cooperate with the VB in the electoral arena (no electoral cartels, no joint 
press conferences or declarations towards the press), in the parliamen-
tary arena (no joint legislative activities or voting agreements, no support 
for resolutions introduced by the VB), or the executive arena (no govern-
mental coalitions) (Damen 2001). Consequentially, the VB has not been 
able to realize any of its policy proposals and Belgian democracy does 
not in any way resemble an ethnocracy or populist democracy.

At the same time, the cordon sanitaire has also made the established 
parties more vulnerable to the anti-establishment attacks of the VB. 
Since the party is excluded from the executive arena, established par-
ties of the left and right have been forced to cooperate in ideologically 
heterogeneous ‘rainbow coalitions.’7 In Antwerp, for example, where the 
VB won 33.5 per cent of the votes in the 2006 local elections, cooper-
ation between the Christian democrats, greens, Flemish nationalists, lib-
erals, and socialists was necessary to form an executive committee and 
recruit aldermen. The committee, led by socialist mayor Patrick Janssens, 
included the CD&V, Green!, N-VA, SP.A, and VLD, but controlled only 
66.5 per cent of the seats in the council. Many commentators were crit-
ical about the composition of the committee since it obfuscated the ideo-
logical differences between the established parties and made the VB’s 
claim that the established parties form a cartel more credible.

Moreover, by erecting the cordon sanitaire, the established parties have 
also introduced a moral distinction between the righteous and the sinful 
in Flemish politics, which is in many ways analogous to the distinction 
between the pure people and corrupt elite. In other words, the cordon 

 6 To counter the electoral success of the VB the established parties did create a new 
ministerial position, that of the minister of urban policy in 1995 (De Decker et al. 
2005); Local politicians and semi-governmental organizations have enforced their own 
rules to promote integration in recent years. In 2009, for example, the Raad van het 
Gemeenschapsonderwijs (Council for Communal Education) has imposed a ban on 
headscarves in public school.

 7 Geys et al. (2006) have demonstrated that, because of the existence of the cordon sanitaire, 
established parties are less likely to form minimal winning, minimal number, and min-
imal size coalitions.

 

 



Populist parties in Belgium 41

sanitaire is an expression of the moralization of Flemish politics, which 
might lead to self-idealization on the part of the established parties 
(Mouffe 2005b). Thus, although the cordon sanitaire contains the influ-
ence of the VB’s populism on the quality of democracy in some ways, it 
also legitimizes and reinforces the discourse of the party.

2.5 The effect of the rise of the VB at the societal level

To properly assess the consequences of the rise of populist parties one also 
has to consider the impact these parties have on society. After all, the rise 
of populist parties is not only likely to affect parties and policies, but also 
the attitudes and behaviour of voters. Populist parties can either channel 
existing feelings of political distrust and dissatisfaction or reinforce these 
feelings with their anti-establishment discourse. Existing research sug-
gests the latter effect is generally stronger, with citizens becoming more 
distrustful once they start voting for populist parties (Bélanger and Aarts 
2006; Van der Brug 2003).

However, in the case of the VB there is little evidence that the party 
fuels anti-establishment sentiments. Figure 2.3 highlights that trust in 
political institutions in general, and in political parties, parliament, and 
government in particular, has been on the rise in Belgium since the late 
1990s (see also Dekker et al. 2006; Dekker and Van der Meer 2004). 
From 1997 onwards the percentage of voters that trusts the Belgian and 
Flemish political institutions has steadily increased, reaching its height in 
2001 with forty-three per cent of citizens trusting these institutions. The 
percentage of Belgian citizens satisfied with democracy has also grown 
since the late 1990s, with sixty to seventy per cent indicating that they 
are (very) satisfied with the way Belgian democracy works. Although it 
is difficult to demonstrate that these increases are in any way related to 
the rise of the VB, it does show that the rhetoric of the party has made 
Belgian citizens not more distrusting or dissatisfied, at least not at the 
aggregate level.

It thus seems that the VB channels existing feelings of distrust and dis-
satisfaction without intensifying or spreading them. The party functions 
as a safety valve in Belgian politics, since it makes the discontent of voters 
visible to the established parties. Belgium is one of the few countries in 
Europe in which voting is still compulsory and as a consequence voters 
cannot abstain to show their dissatisfaction with the established parties. 
Since exit is not an option, they can only voice their concerns by voting 
for populist parties.

Hooghe et al. (2009) demonstrate that voters that have low political 
trust are more likely to support the VB, which suggests that they indeed 
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cast a ballot for the populist party to send a message to the established 
parties. They also show that forty-four per cent of voters that have low 
political trust claim that they would never vote if compulsory voting were 
to be abolished, compared to twenty-four per cent of voters with medium 
political trust and ten per cent of voters with high political trust. Some 
commentators have therefore concluded that compulsory voting fuels the 
success of the VB, as it makes it impossible for disenchanted voters to 
abstain. Their claims appear to be supported by simulations that demon-
strate that the abolishment of compulsory voting would lead to the under-
representation of lower educated voters (Billiet 2002; De Winter and 
Ackaert 1998), who are more likely to support the VB. However, more 
detailed analyses (Hooghe et al. 2009; Hooghe and Pelleriaux 1998) high-
light that, despite their low political trust, VB supporters are very loyal to 
their party and unlikely to abstain when voting is not compulsory.

These observations at the individual level are confirmed by aggregate 
analyses. In recent years the Belgian government has ceased to prosecute 
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citizens that do not participate in elections and turnout has been slowly 
declining, from ninety-five per cent in 1977 to eighty-seven per cent in 
2010. During the same period support for the VB has steadily grown, 
from 1.1 per cent in 1981 to 12.0 per cent in 2007. The relationship 
between turnout and support for the VB is thus not a positive, but a 
negative one (correlation −.724, significant at the .05 level).8 In other 
words, the higher the turnout in Belgium, the lower the percentage of 
votes cast for the VB. Hence, the party does channel feelings of political 
dissatisfaction, but it does not have a clear mobilization function.

The VB has nevertheless contributed to an increase of political aware-
ness, interest, and participation among a very specific group of citizens 
in Flemish society. Over the years the party has recruited more than 
twenty-five thousand members (Quintelier 2008), most of which come 
from the Flemish nationalist milieu (Art 2008, 2011). A substantial pro-
portion of these new members have not been politically active before 
they joined the VB. The VB manages to reach out to these citizens by 
campaigning actively in neighbourhoods in which the established par-
ties are not or no longer present, but also by organizing a wide variety 
of party activities, such as barbeques, music festivals, and party con-
gresses. These activities often have a popular, if not populist, charac-
ter. The music festivals, for example, usually feature performances by 
popular Flemish singers that are representatives of so-called low culture, 
as opposed to the ‘high culture’ promoted by the established parties. 
In Antwerp, the electoral stronghold of the VB, the party has opened a 
community centre to provide party supporters with a place to meet and 
interact with party officials (Warmenbol 2010). The capacity of the VB 
to recruit large numbers of members is impressive, because the member-
ship of established parties in Belgium has declined significantly since the 
early 1980s (Quintelier 2008).

Although the impact of the VB on society is thus primarily positive, 
civil society organizations have taken a wide variety of initiatives to coun-
ter the alleged negative effects of the rise of the VB, often supported by 
government subsidies. Most of these initiatives have been designed to 
‘unmask’ the racist agenda of the VB and sensitize citizens to the threat 
posed by the populist radical right party. Others directly engage with the 
populist message of the VB, showing that the majority of Flemish citizens 
do not support the VB. This is, for example, the case of the mass demon-
strations organized by VAKA-Hand in Hand (HiH) in 1992, 1994, 1998, 

 8 The number of blank and invalid votes cast in Belgian elections, often seen as a sign of 
political dissatisfaction and protest voting, has been declining in recent years as well. It 
dropped from 8.4 per cent in 1978 to 5.1 per cent in 2007. The decline is, however, unre-
lated to the success of the VB.

 



de Lange and Akkerman44

and 2002 and Objectief 479,917, which sought to collect more signatures 
than votes cast for the VB. According to Detant (2005: 190–1), ‘Through 
mobilizing large numbers HiH wanted to undermine the VB’s populist 
claim that it was “the spokesperson for the silent majority.”’9 The organ-
ization sought to demonstrate that the support for the ideas of the VB was 
limited and that the Flemish people do not exist. De Cleen argues that 
the musicians who organized the 0110 concerts in October 2006 had a 
similar objective. A wide variety of popular artists were invited to per-
form during the concerts. De Cleen (2009: 587) contends that ‘Through 
their participation in a concert for tolerance […] these  “people’s  singers” 
break the populist link between the VB and “the ordinary Flemish  people” 
they represent.’ More generally he believes that ‘Such mobilizations of 
large numbers of people can be considered attempts to counter the VB’s 
populist claim that it is the representative of the people’ (De Cleen 2009: 
587; see also De Cleen and Carpentier 2010).

 Conclusion

In 1969 Ionescu and Gellner noted that ‘a Spectre is haunting the 
world – populism.’ Their observation still seems accurate today, especially 
in Belgium where three populist parties have emerged since the 1980s. 
The most successful of the three, the VB, has been represented for more 
than thirty years at the local, regional, and national levels. It can thus be 
expected that, if the rise of populist parties has an impact on liberal dem-
ocracies, this can best be observed in Belgium. In its programmes, the 
VB pledges allegiance to the most important principles of liberal dem-
ocracy, although the party also promotes a wide range of proposals that 
would transform Belgium into a populist democracy. However, critics 
argue that it has a selective reading of many constitutional rights, such 
as the freedom of speech and the freedom of religion, which it is only 
willing to respect as long as the people support these rights.10 The atti-
tude of the VB towards liberal democracy is thus not entirely supportive. 
At the same time, the influence of the VB on the quality of liberal dem-
ocracy can be expected to be small, since it has been hypothesized in 
the introduction of this volume that populist parties will have a smaller 

 9 The mass demonstrations organized in France after Jean Marie Le Pen reached the 
second round of the presidential elections in 2002 served a similar purpose (Berezin 
2009).

 10 It seems that the conviction of the VB by the Court of Appeal in 2004 can explain the 
discrepancy between the party’s rhetoric, on the one, and its actions, on the other hand. 
The conviction has made the VB aware of the fact that it should adhere to the principles 
of democracy, at least on paper.
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influence in consolidated democracies than in unconsolidated democra-
cies and that populist parties in opposition will have a smaller influence 
than populist parties in government (hypotheses 1 and 3).

Analysis of the consequences of the ascent of the VB confirms these 
expectations. The analysis demonstrates that the influence of the party 
on the quality of liberal democracy is mainly positive – providing support 
for hypothesis 2 formulated in the introduction to this volume – but also 
relatively small. Most significant, the VB channels feelings of discontent 
and distrust and makes these visible to established parties. In an attempt 
to decrease these feelings and win back disaffected voters, Belgian parties 
have reformed their organizations and programmes and become more 
responsive. However, the established parties have not changed their pol-
icy proposals to such an extent that they have become supporters of the 
idea of a populist democracy.

It appears that the positive effects of the rise of the VB are partly the 
consequence of the existence of a cordon sanitaire in Belgium. The cordon 
assures that the VB is excluded from executives at the local, regional, and 
national levels and therefore restricts the policy influence of the party. 
However, it also puts constraints on the established parties, since it l imits 
the extent to which they can alter their positions on the issues raised 
by the VB (most notably immigration and integration issues). If the 
CD&V, Green!, N-VA, SP.A, and VLD were to copy the stances of the 
VB without any reservations, they would delegitimize the cordon  sanitaire. 
To make matters more complicated, the cordon sanitaire also provides 
the VB with ammunition in its campaign against the established parties 
and introduces a friend–foe distinction in Belgian politics that is at odds 
with the inclusive, pluralist underpinnings of liberal democracy. Thus, 
the decision of the established parties in Belgium to exclude the VB by 
means of a cordon sanitaire has itself mixed effects on the quality of liberal 
democracy.

It can nevertheless be concluded that the Belgian case has many of the 
features of hegemonic liberal democracy. Populist parties are successful 
in the country, but their rise has not had a pervasive effect on liberal 
democracy. The quality of the democratic process in Belgium does not 
seem to suffer greatly from the emergence of populist parties and the 
negative effects that the emergence of populist parties has had on liberal 
democracy are offset by positive effects, the most important being an 
increase in the responsiveness of the established parties, at least in the 
electoral arena, which has to some extent revitalized Belgian politics.
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3 Populism and democracy in Canada’s 
Reform Party

David Laycock

 Introduction

Canada’s recent political scene has been dramatically altered by three 
parties of the right in succession: the Reform Party of Canada (RPC), in 
federal parliamentary opposition between 1993 and 2000; the Canadian 
Reform and Conservative Alliance (CRCA) or Canadian Alliance (CA), 
in opposition between 2000 and 2003; and the Conservative Party of 
Canada (CP), in opposition between 2003 and 2006 and in government 
since. Only the Reform Party qualifies as a populist party whose initial 
and sustaining appeal was to ‘the people’ as against ‘the elite.’ That the 
identities of both the people and the elite in Reform Party discourse were 
strikingly at odds with those understood in much of North American 
populist history and appeal has been vital to the Reform Party’s distinct-
ive role in Canadian politics.

The Reform Party was established in November 1987, selecting Preston 
Manning as its leader. In retrospect, seen from the vantage point of a national 
governing Conservative Party with its roots in thirteen years of Reform 
Party activity, it is easy to say that Reform had an impact on Canadian 
politics and public life out of proportion to its limited, highly regionalized 
electoral  success. This chapter argues that Reform’s success and legacy are 
due more to its populist character than its conservatism, despite the fact 
that more conservatism than populism was bequeathed to its successor, the 
Conservative Party. In addition to addressing the relevant framing hypoth-
eses from this volume’s introduction, I will focus on how Reform’s populism 
was blended with conservative themes in an effort to alter Canadian dem-
ocracy and polarize the party system. Reform’s mixed populist/ conservative 
legacy will occasionally be gauged with reference to the continuity of popu-
list themes between the Reform and Conservative Parties.

3.1 The Reform Party in a new party system

The Reform Party had an inauspicious initial experience with national 
politics in Canada. Formed at a 1987 convention, it obtained 2.1 per 
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cent of the national vote and no seats in the 1988 federal election. In 
this contest it was reduced to saying ‘us too!’ in response to most of the 
governing Progressive Conservatives’ major appeals. Its creation in 1987 
was largely the work of Preston Manning, an Alberta business consultant 
and son of a right populist ‘third party’ premier of Alberta from 1943 to 
1968.1 Manning led and dominated the party from its beginning until 
it morphed into the Canadian Reform and Conservative Alliance party 
in 2000.

Dogged persistence, along with its support of the claim that western 
Canadians had not received the regionalist voice they deserved from the 
governing Progressive Conservatives, was crucial to the Reform Party’s 
spectacular entry, with 18.7 per cent of the vote and 52 seats, into the 
Canadian federal party system in the 1993 election. (Flanagan 1995) 
The Reform Party’s early appeal to historic western Canadian griev-
ances, in a federal system dominated by Ontario and Québec, was easy 
to make and eagerly consumed in the four western provinces. Western 
Canadian populist politics go back to the early twentieth century, fea-
turing a quasi-colonial relationship to central Canada, a combination of 
western-based protest of ‘third’ parties, and occasionally either strong 
western provincial leaders or national party leaders as its spokesmen 
(Carty et al. 2000; Laycock 1990). Despite securing the overwhelming 
majority of western provinces’ parliamentary seats, from 1984 to 1993 
the federal Progressive Conservative government failed to show the same 
concern for western economic interests as it did for those in Ontario 
and Québec. This government also failed to satisfy right-wing conserva-
tives’ desires for major tax and social spending cuts and for traditionalist 
approaches to social issues.

A decisive window of opportunity opened for Preston Manning’s 
new party between 1990 and 1992, as a result of two failed federal gov-
ernment attempts at constitutional reform. Both of these were aimed 
primarily at getting the Québec government to accept and legitimize 
the major Canadian constitutional overhaul of 1981. The 1992 consti-
tutional reform effort also aimed to provide better representation and 
extended rights to women, aboriginal peoples, and regional interests in 
a modified senate.

 1 Preston Manning co-authored Political Realignment in 1967 with his father, the sitting 
premier, Ernest C. Manning. The book makes a case for a merger of ‘social conserva-
tives,’ including supporters of the provincial and federal Social Credit parties, with the 
much larger but usually second place Progressive Conservative Party of Canada. There is 
no reference to the kinds of populist direct democracy proposals that eventually became 
central to the Reform Party.
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The Reform Party stood alone among English Canadian parties in 
opposing the 1992 Charlottetown Accord, and thus could claim it had 
been the sole party opposing an all-parliamentary and broader elite 
consensus on constitutional reform. Reform opposed the Accord in a 
national referendum campaign on the grounds that it had been con-
structed behind closed doors by unaccountable political elites and 
would have given enhanced rights and increased power to native peoples, 
Québecois nationalists, and ‘special interests’ such as feminists. Reasons 
for opposing the 1992 Accord varied across the country and were not-
ably inconsistent between Québec and English Canada (Johnston et al. 
1995). Reform was nonetheless the only nationally significant party able 
to claim that it had been on the side of ‘the people’ when the Accord 
failed to obtain majority support across the country.

The 1993 election shattered the coalition upon which Progressive 
Conservative party success had been built for a decade. Reform gained 
fifty-two parliamentary seats and the second largest proportion of 
the national popular vote, seventeen per cent. Reform replaced the 
Progressive Conservatives as the dominant party in western Canada and 
as the major opposition to the governing Liberals in English Canada. 
The dominant party of the right for over a century was reduced to two 
parliamentary seats.

Despite this dramatic entry into national party competition and the 
decline of the left populist New Democratic Party in the western prov-
inces and Ontario, Reform found subsequent electoral progress difficult. 
Its popular support and parliamentary strength barely increased in the 
1997 election, thanks to perceptions by voters outside of western Canada 
that Reform was either too conservative or too narrowly regionalist to 
merit broader support. Reform’s prominent populist regionalism was 
largely responsible for its dramatic entry into the national party system 
and for its shared role in the fatal wounding of the previous major party of 
the right. But this regionalism, and a whiff of conservative ‘extremism,’2 
prevented the party from displacing the Progressive Conservatives in 
Ontario and other English Canadian provinces.

Nonetheless, in the 1997 federal election, the Reform Party won an 
additional eight seats in Parliament and ‘Official Opposition’ standing as 
the second largest party caucus. Reform’s 19.4 per cent of the vote came 
close to doubling that of the New Democratic Party, the largest ‘third 
party’ in Parliament since 1935.

 2 Many voters in the 1993 and 1997 federal elections identified Reform’s views as being 
too uncomfortably extreme, on social issues, economic policy, or moral issues (see Blais 
et al. 1999).
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3.2 Populist themes in the Reform Party

“The West wants in” was Reform’s earliest slogan and expressed its popu-
list regionalism succinctly. For the purposes of staking out a distinct, 
strategically beneficial political space in the party competition, Reform 
constructed ‘the people’ initially as westerners, shut out of the real halls 
of power in the federal system. For the most part, despite this regionalist 
appeal, Reform’s agenda was typical of post-1980 new-right parties and 
political discourse throughout the Western world (Betz and Immerfall 
1998). After entering Parliament, Reform promoted further decentral-
ization of power to the provinces, fiscal belt tightening through major 
social and regional development programme cuts, replacement of many 
social service programmes by private charity work, ‘workfare’ as an alter-
native to welfare, elimination of state support for multi-cultural advocacy 
groups, and elimination of pay equity programmes.

Reform promoted harsher treatment of criminals, juvenile offend-
ers, and ‘welfare mothers.’ Its criticism of ‘old line parties’ stressed their 
allegedly cosy relationships with ‘tax-grabbing bureaucratic elites,’ and 
their subsidized friends in women’s movement organizations, multi-
 culturalism promotion and aboriginal groups. Reform proposed to 
address these issues, as well as contentious social/moral issues such as 
abortion rights, capital punishment, and gay rights, with regular use of 
the instruments of direct democracy. They promised direct democratic 
accountability for MPs through ‘recall’ provisions and legislative enab-
ling of citizens’ initiatives. Such direct democracy was to augment a dra-
matic reduction in the Canadian welfare state and in the attendant scope 
of organized group participation in public policy development.

For students of comparative populism, this latter feature of the party’s 
agenda may seem contrary to its populist message of returning power to 
‘ordinary people.’ But the contradiction was more apparent than real, 
since by 1993 Reform had re-defined ‘the people’ to exclude any con-
stituencies or organizations that sought an expansion of the welfare state, 
a redistribution of resources from the wealthy to the non-wealthy, or an 
extension of ‘new social citizenship’ rights to visible minorities, aboriginal 
people, women, or gays and lesbians (Laycock 2001: 35–40). The people 
were to be empowered as individuals by removing mediating institutions 
and organized group representation in the policy process. As the Reform 
Party said in a 1992 pamphlet, “in Ottawa, every special interest group 
counts except one, Canadians” (ibid.: 61).

Like much of the American Tea Party’s populist critique, Reform iden-
tified the principal culprits as activist governments or parties and groups 
that enabled such activism. The party identified ‘the people’ as ordinary, 
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hard-working citizens duped by a coalition of old line parties, special 
 interests and rent-seeking federal government bureaucrats into financing 
an unfairly redistributive and freedom-denying welfare state. The  people 
had not benefited from these social programmes or from the intrusive state 
presence because they were hard working, law  abiding, and  overtaxed, and 
because they were not members of the special interests.3 Reform argued 
that mainstream parties and state bureaucrats favoured immigrants, native 
peoples, francophone Québecois, and special  privilege-seeking  women’s 
groups and gays over ‘ordinary working people’ in the  distribution of 
state resources. This overlay of regionalist, anti-party, anti-state, and 
 anti-minority themes structured the Reform Party’s articulation of the 
classic populist ‘people/power-bloc’ antagonism.

Reform appeals included heavy doses of party politician and political 
system bashing. It was an ‘anti-system party’ (Johnston 2008), opposed 
not just to the post-war party system, but to this system’s cross-party 
consensus in creating and incrementally extending Canada’s modest 
welfare state. Reform’s grassroots supporters had little faith in parlia-
mentary parties or conventional institutions and processes of represen-
tative democracy (Archer and Ellis 1994; Clarke et al. 2000; Laycock 
2001). Its promotion of direct democracy and extensive efforts to foster 
suspicion concerning the policy outputs of federal representative democ-
racy were classically ‘anti-system.’ Such direct democracy promotion also 
suggested that whenever possible, the general will of the people should 
direct policy. This ‘direct democracy/small state/pure people’ versus ‘rep-
resentative democracy/strong state/corrupt elite’ antinomy captures a 
key part of the logic of Reform’s populism.

Reform’s 1997 election platform called for “a country defined and 
built by its citizens, rather than by its government.” “Social justice” would 
involve Canadians “working for themselves and their families, instead 
of for the government” and in devolving previously public obligations 
to private individuals, families, and unspecified “communities” (RPC 
1997: 5, 11). As one would expect in a populist discourse, true citizen-
ship and social justice were presented as antagonistic to the agenda of an 
 ‘anti-people’ and hence corrupt state. What is distinctive in this populist 
message, compared to that found in the bulk of twentieth-century North 
American populism, is that the state is portrayed as acting contrary to the 
people’s interests to the extent that it engages public resources to regu-
late corporate power and redistribute resources, rather than the reverse.

 3 That this is a widespread populist theme, especially in Europe but also the United States, 
Canada, and Australia is conveyed in Mudde (2004), Kazin (1998), Laycock (2001), and 
Sawer and Hindess (2004), respectively.
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A brief note on the bases of Reform’s electoral support provides a 
clearer sense of how this party blended its populism with efforts to 
reconstitute Canadian democracy. In the 1993 and 1997 federal elec-
tions, the Reform Party made major inroads into working class, farmer, 
small business, and urban middle class constituencies in Canada’s west-
ern provinces and significant gains in Ontario, English Canada’s largest 
province. Reform attracted many previous New Democratic Party sup-
porters, including at least one-quarter of English Canadian trade union-
ists and roughly one-third of low-income voters.

The Reform Party could thus claim relatively broad support from 
‘non-elites,’ especially in its critique of conventional parties and its advo-
cacy of the instruments of direct democracy. Reform had unquestionably 
re-defined and claimed for the political right the lion’s share of the popu-
list ideological space within the Canadian party system. This redefinition 
and claim had substantial consequences for the future of the Canadian 
party system and for the public’s already declining willingness to confer 
legitimacy on practices and institutions of parliamentary representation.

Among English Canadian political parties, Reform was the major 
beneficiary of increasing anti-party sentiment during the 1980s and 
1990s (Cross 2002; Gidengil et al. 2001). Trade unionists and low-in-
come Canadians were well represented in the legions of anti-party voters 
who saw the Reform Party as the most effective electoral medium for 
an anti-party message. Reform’s ‘get tough on criminals’ message also 
resonated strongly among less educated voters in Ontario and the west-
ern provinces.

By 1993, most moral conservatives in the western provinces, and many 
in Ontario, had found a political home in the Reform Party. Preston 
Manning is a lay fundamentalist Christian preacher like his father the 
Premier. Following the quasi-populist religious right south of the bor-
der, Manning’s Reform Party promised a referendum on capital punish-
ment, a referendum to re-criminalize abortion, and an active campaign 
on behalf of traditional family values against the alleged threats posed 
by gays and feminists. Referenda of this type implicitly signaled a clear 
demarcation between a virtuous people and urban elites corrupted by 
various forms of morally suspect thinking.

3.3 Populism in Reform’s successors

The new-right core of Reform policy became clearer once the party 
reconstituted itself as the Canadian Reform and Conservative Alliance in 
2000. This metamorphosis aimed to broaden support beyond the west-
ern provinces to include centre right voters in Ontario and more urban 
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voters across English Canada. With this re-invention as the ‘Alliance,’ 
Reform sacrificed the idea that ‘the people’ had a western regional iden-
tity. The re-invention also sidelined direct democratic remedies to the 
deficiencies of party politics and representative institutions and virtu-
ally eliminated references to western Canadian grievances with central 
Canadian economic and political power (CA 2000).

This trade-off against Reform’s original populist appeal was neces-
sary for a party of the right in Canada to make electoral headway. Three 
years later, the merger of the federal Canadian Alliance and Progressive 
Conservative Parties underscored this move away from populist prin-
ciples and practices even more. Despite this, and undoubtedly to the 
frustration of many core Reform supporters for whom western regional-
ism and anti-party, direct democracy populism was the bedrock of their 
support for Reform, no new more clearly regional or populist party has 
emerged in federal politics since 2000.

With direct democracy and a populist regionalism jettisoned, a more 
restrictive but still potently populist anti-elitism was retained in Reform’s 
successor parties. The people were no longer regional, but still pure and 
homogenous, or at least capable of being pure, and currently all subject 
to excessive taxation, regulation, and state intrusion. The corollary of 
the people’s suffering under a regime of diminished market freedom was 
that statist elites were still corrupt – or at least not to be trusted advan-
cing the people’s interests. Several examples can illustrate the character 
of Reform’s populist legacy in the current Conservative Party and sug-
gest the attempted transformation of citizens’ relations to the Canadian 
state and each other initiated by Preston Manning’s Reform Party. These 
examples speak directly to the effects that Reform as an oppositional 
populist party had on subsequent practices of democratic politics in 
Canada.

Former Manning policy advisor and Reform Party MP Stephen 
Harper won the leadership of the Conservative Party in 2004 promising 
“lower taxes for the many, not special subsidies for the few.” He asked CP 
members – and the broader public – to imagine a “country of freedom 
and rights for ordinary people, taxpayers and families, not just for crim-
inals, political elites and special interests” (Harper 2004: 2). Grouping 
political elites and special interests with criminals certainly underscores 
the sense in which the people’s enemies are corrupt. In the 2006 fed-
eral election campaign, Harper promised to govern for ‘mainstream’ 
Canadians and accused other parties of putting the demands of special 
interests ahead of the needs and values of ordinary working families. The 
latter are, by definition, virtuous but under assault by special interests, 
which include feminists, anti-poverty groups, the gay rights movement, 
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native Canadians, and any other ethnic and racial minorities requesting 
enhanced government programmes. One can easily draw a direct line 
between the anti-elitist populist dimension of Reform’s 1993 and 1997 
campaign appeals and these 2004 and 2006 appeals by Conservative 
leader Harper.

In his first Speech from the Throne, Prime Minister Harper character-
ized citizens as besieged taxpayers whose true wishes had been ignored 
by special interests, government bureaucrats, and a national government 
too responsive to both. He presented his childcare policy as the antithesis 
of a big government, special interest-driven programme. “We’re going 
to provide parents with real choice in childcare (…). The idea here is to 
help parents pay for childcare that makes the most sense to them – not to 
some bureaucrat or special interest group in Ottawa” (Harper 2006: 3).

So even when Reform’s successor party formed a national govern-
ment, it continued to campaign against its own bureaucracy as one 
of the ‘special interests’ aligned against the people. With considerable 
prior effort by the Reform Party, the people had been re-defined by the 
Conservatives as taxpayers. Pre-1970s North American populist depic-
tions of the people as active citizens whose interests might be advanced 
by a government working to reduce corporate power had been rejected 
in the Reform discourse and partisan legacy, just as they had been suc-
cessfully marginalized in the United States.

Our brief look at the Conservative Party leader’s use of anti- elitist 
appeals suggests how difficult it is to untangle populism from the 
underlying new-right conservatism in the message pioneered by the 
Reform Party and passed on to the Conservatives. By defining the popular 
 sovereignty-denying elites as state agencies, programmes, and those who 
support their extension (or maintenance), Reform’s populism was simul-
taneously anti-statist. Democratic remedies that would benefit the people 
at special interests’ expense would thus necessarily involve dismantling 
the ability of the state to intrude in the natural rhythms of civil society.

Reform’s democratic ideal was not just anti-statist, but also pro-market. 
Democracy was desirable to the extent that it enabled freedom for indi-
viduals, and the market order was the mechanism through which free-
dom was most naturally obtained. This story was filled in with strongly 
anti-party, anti-interest group representational undertones, such that 
Reform’s ideal democracy would feature no political mediating forces 
between the people and their free pursuits of individual and family inter-
ests. But the antipathy to parties and special interests was at bottom an 
antipathy to the state which parties and special interests expanded at the 
expense of ‘real freedom,’ expressed in what Robert Nozick famously 
called “capitalist acts between consenting adults” (Nozick 1974: 162).
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Arguably, Reform’s continued campaign for an elected senate (with 
equal provincial representation, along American lines) expressed its rec-
ognition that if a political zone free from parties and special interests 
was not a realistic objective, the second best alternative would be to 
install another, contra-majoritarian but now democratically legitimate – 
because elected representative – body in Canada’s parliament.4 Such a 
body could, if made equally legitimate to the House of Commons, block 
further attempts to expand the state’s reach into civil society and initiate 
occasional reductions in the size and impact of this state.

3.4 Reform’s populism and democracy:  
Testing hypotheses

The Reform Party provided a clear partisan option for voters who felt 
some combination of alienation as western Canadians, a desire for a more 
traditionalist Christian perspective on policy matters, a distaste for the 
modern welfare state, or who were seriously ‘anti-party.’ To this extent, 
Reform served the first positive function of populism outlined in this 
volume’s introduction by giving voice to “groups that do not feel represented 
by the elites, by putting forward topics that are relevant for a ‘silent-majority” 
(positive effect 1). That many in these constituencies felt unrepresented 
or poorly represented is clear (Archer and Ellis 1994; Clarke et al. 2000). 
But according to his chief policy advisor during the early to mid 1990s, 
what Manning often referred to as the ‘common sense of the common 
people’ was best understood as ‘an artifact of agenda control’ by the 
leader over his party (Flanagan 1995: 27).

In terms of positive populist effects postulated in this volume’s intro-
duction, the mobilization and integration of Christian conservatives into 
a major party certainly counts as an impressive achievement. This con-
stituency was largely apolitical before the Reform Party emerged, but in 
less than two decades has found a comfortable home in the Conservative 
Party and a confident voice in the halls of federal government power 
(Farney 2009). Reform’s populism thus in one sense mobilized “excluded 
sections of society … improving their political integration” (positive effect 2). 
It is worth emphasizing, however, that this group had voluntarily 
excluded itself from politics before Preston Manning spoke their lan-
guage. Christian conservatives in Canada have not been prevented by 
formal, class, income, or other substantial barriers typically identified by 
social scientists as accounting for the existence of ‘excluded groups.’

 4 Canada has retained an appointed senate as a second chamber of its federal parliament 
since this was constitutionally embedded in the British North America Act of 1867.
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Related to these positive effects, Reform “provided an ideological bridge 
that supports the building of important social and political coalitions, often 
across class lines, thus providing a key dynamic element in the evolution of 
party systems and related modes of political representation” (positive effect 4). 
This ideological bridge building, party system transforming role had 
been performed by earlier Canadian left and right populist parties – the 
Cooperative Commonwealth Federation, various centre left provincial 
farmers’ parties, and the Social Credit Party in Alberta (Laycock 1990). 
It is now true, with a different kind of dynamic effect on the national 
party system: the Reform Party joined most Western countries’ populist 
parties in shifting the range of policy options and centre of political grav-
ity rightwards. Reform initiated a different kind of cross-class alliance, 
this time between the wealthy and the white, lower middle class or rural 
population and often non-unionized urban working class.

Reform’s distinctively non-ethnic minority constituency was reflected 
in, and to some degree enhanced by, its early opposition to the inter-
party consensus on state-sponsored multi-culturalism, a consensus that 
had existed in federal politics since the early 1970s. This opposition 
found expression in an account of ‘the people’s’ identity that appealed to 
elements of anti-immigrant, anti-aboriginal, and anti-French-Canadian 
racism. But compared to the racism openly displayed and courted by 
many European populist parties, the Reform Party’s discomfort with 
multi-culturalism and non-white and/or non-Christian immigration was 
a minor matter (Laycock 2001: ch. 7).

By the standards of Western European radical right populists, 
Reform’s populism was quite inclusive, as the eventual involvement 
of visible minority candidates and party activists attested. However, 
Reform Party voters remained the least supportive of multi-culturalism, 
non-white immigration, and ethnic minority rights among national par-
liamentary parties (Clarke et al. 2000; Cross and Young 2002; Gidengil 
et al. 2001; Laycock 2001: ch. 7). The party nominated and elected 
several minority ethnic group member MPs, but made no institutional 
concessions to encouraging internal party diversity (Flanagan 2010).

Nativism was not central to Reform’s construction of its narrative of 
a virtuous people whose national traditions were being undermined by 
a shadowy, unscrupulous, and self-serving elite. Their narrative of this 
elemental opposition focused instead on a Hayekian logic in which the 
people’s depredations were explained by an unholy alliance between 
a bureaucratic, market distorting welfare state on the one hand, and 
undemocratic parties held hostage by special interests benefiting from 
these freedom- and prosperity-curtailing market distortions on the other 
(Laycock 2001, 2005b).
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With the exception of pre-1960 French Canadian nationalism, 
Canadian populisms and populist nationalisms have never seriously 
posed a threat to minorities. One could easily argue, in fact, that the 
dominant social democratic expression of English Canadian populism 
between the 1930s and the early 1990s had been even more support-
ive of a strong regime of liberal rights and more enthusiastic about the 
democratic potential of parliamentary government than either of the two 
larger centrist parties.

This pattern changed with the advent and early years of the Reform 
Party. Since 1982 Canadian liberal democracy has included elements 
of constitutionally protected minority group accommodation via ‘group-
differentiated rights’ (Kymlicka 1998, 1996) and a somewhat redistribu-
tive welfare state as the basis of meaningful civic equality. So relative 
to the dominant political practices and political culture Canadians have 
experienced for over a generation, a Hayekian ‘market populism’ (Sawer 
and Laycock 2009) that aims to unravel this regime of individual and 
social rights poses a threat to the specifically Canadian form of liberal 
democracy. This suggests, then, a modest Reform party counterfactual 
to hypothesis 4. But at least in federal-level politics, and consistent with 
the overall expectation of that hypothesis, pre-Reform Party populism in 
Canada did not generate much evidence of negative effect 2, that is, that 
“populism can use the notion and practice of majority rule to circumvent 
and ignore minority rights.” It bears mentioning, however, that the major 
constraint on the current Conservative government’s desire to overturn 
the achievement of gay marriage rights in Canada, not to mention pre-
vent gay people from teaching in public schools, is the Supreme Court 
of Canada’s expansive interpretation and defence of equality provisions 
in Canada’s Charter of Rights and Freedoms. The Conservative Party’s 
animus against gay rights was directly inherited from the Reform Party.

The Canadian variant of the Westminster system features a higher 
level of executive dominance of the legislature than that found in other 
established liberal democratic regimes (Bakvis and Wolinetz 2005). The 
potential for such dominance can be exploited by a party able to make a 
populist appeal, operating in a context of widespread popular distrust in 
politicians and representative institutions (Blais and Gidengil 1991; Howe 
and Northrup 2000; Nevitte and White 2008). This has been illustrated 
by Steven Harper’s Conservative government, which has demonstrated 
its contempt for Parliament and minimized government accountability 
in a variety of ways (Fossum and Laycock 2011; Martin 2010).

There is little substantively populist about minimizing government 
accountability, except perhaps for the distaste shown for minority pos-
itions in Parliament and the larger public. But the selling of policies 
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central to the Harper government’s agenda frequently bears populist 
markings easily traced to the Reform Party. The associated appeals are 
notably anti-statist, anti-elitist, anti-intellectual, aimed at popular sen-
timents that are ‘tough on crime,’ or suspicious of mainstream media 
or complexity in government. Preston Manning’s party pioneered all of 
these appeals, and though they have a distinctly right-wing orientation, 
they are populist in the sense that all of them presume, and often expli-
citly engage, basic antagonisms between various elites and a virtuous, 
oft-bamboozled people.

The Reform Party also spoke often and insistently about the absence 
of democratic accountability in a Canadian parliament dominated by ‘old 
line parties.’ Arguing that existing party elites and their special interest 
associates had consistently ignored the people’s will on everything from 
capital punishment to abortion rights to constitutional deals that would 
entrench Québec’s veto power in the federal system, Reform advocated 
referendums, initiatives, and recall procedures. These were to provide 
citizens with the means of holding politicians accountable, or, when this 
became too frustrating, of exercising elite-trumping ‘end runs’ around 
party politicians.

Reform also proposed an alternative, quasi-delegate representational 
theory, in which the policy preferences of members of parliament would 
be directed by their constituents. It advocated expanding the number 
of parliamentary ‘free votes’ not subject to party line discipline so that 
constituents could hold their MPs accountable without mediation by 
parliamentary parties, and a host of less significant democratic reforms. 
(Barney and Laycock 1999; Laycock 2001). The party even held several 
experiments in ‘push button populism,’ in which party members within 
specific constituencies were encouraged to register their preferences 
regarding policy options supported by Reform, with the idea that these 
local policy referenda would be converted into legislators’ support for 
the winning options (Barney 1996).5

In 2005 Preston Manning established the Manning Centre for Building 
Democracy in Calgary. Given his past pronouncements on letting the 
‘common sense of the common people’ prevail, one might expect that 
this centre would host the development of more thoughtful approaches 

 5 However, the internal practice of decision making within the party was at odds with this 
public invocation of popular wills over legislative deals. Preston Manning’s senior pol-
icy advisor from 1992–5 contended that Manning and his inner circle choreographed 
Reform Party ‘Assemblies’ and so dominated the party structure that what appeared 
to most activists as member direction of policy development was a carefully staged illu-
sion (Flanagan 1995, 2010). The appearance and felt experience of Reform Party mem-
ber control was belied by the reality of organizationally designed leader domination and 
manipulation of party policy development (Barney 1996; Laycock 2001).
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to using direct democracy to harness the sovereign will. Instead, the 
Manning Centre’s Web site states that its mission is to “equip the next 
generation of political leaders, particularly those who share our conserva-
tive values, with the ideas, skills, and networks necessary to serve the best 
interests of Canadians,” in a “free and democratic Canada where con-
servative principles are well articulated, understood, and implemented” 
(Manning Centre 2010: 12). Manning’s centre is essentially a training 
shop and networking instrument for Conservative political operatives. 
The once vaunted principles of popular democracy now warrant just one 
vague phrase in the centre’s first ‘State of the Conservative Movement 
in Canada’ report, and receive no attention in the discussion of how 
to build Canada’s ‘conservative infrastructure’ (Manning Centre 2010). 
Now that the Conservative Party is the best organized, best financed, and 
most strategically adept of the national parties (Flanagan, 2010), and is 
running the least transparent and most tightly controlled administration 
in Canadian history (Martin 2010), Manning’s interest in direct democ-
racy has been set aside. In short, the Reform legacy of advocating supra-
representational measures for registering the people’s will has come up 
noticeably short, at least in national politics.

Provincially there has been a somewhat different legacy. British 
Columbia is the only province in which Reform-style enthusiasm for 
direct democracy has been legislatively enabled and practiced, with a 
2005–6 ‘Citizens’ Assembly on Electoral Reform’ and a 2010 citizens’ 
initiative successfully demanding a referendum on the adoption of a sales 
tax (Warren and Pearse 2008; Meissner 2010).

Manning’s use of populist appeals was not simply manipulative. His 
sense of Canada’s democratic deficit, not just in national politics but 
also in provincial relations with the federal government, was effect-
ively articulated and genuinely felt. It can also be true, however, that 
well- considered strategic considerations (Flanagan 1995) also shaped 
Manning’s adroit use of western Canadian ‘popular democratic tradi-
tions’ (Laclau 1977) to court a receptive constituency and provide an 
effective opening for a new party of the right in Canada. There is ample 
evidence that a large western Canadian constituency antagonistic to ‘old 
line’ parties, suspicious of the federal government, and keen on direct 
democracy was ready and waiting for an option like Manning’s in 1986 
and enthusiastic about seeing it transform national politics (Archer and 
Ellis 1994; Clarke et al. 2000; Gidengil et al. 1998).

Canada has a rich history of early- to mid-twentieth century populism. 
While it was always anti-elitist, and often anti-party, only a small elem-
ent of it – the Social Credit element into which Manning was born – was 
deeply anti-political in plebiscitarian fashion (Laycock 1990, ch. 5). This 
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raises populism’s fifth negative effect, as postulated in the introductory 
chapter: “Populism can foster a plebiscitary transformation of politics, which 
undermines the legitimacy and power of political institutions (e.g. parties and 
parliaments) and unelected bodies (e.g. organizations such as central banks or 
inspections offices) that are indispensable to ‘good governance.’”

To what extent was this an element of Reform Party practice? In an 
earlier article, Darin Barney and I argued that:

Reform occupie[d] a position squarely within the plebiscitarian space created 
by public disenchantment with traditional representative structures. Reformers 
point[ed] to organized interests and failing brokerage parties as the cause of 
‘ordinary Canadians’ opting out of participation in the party system, and 
press[ed] for integration of plebiscitary instruments into Canadian governance 
practices.… [Reform] place[d] heavy emphasis on the sense in which prefer-
ences registered in this manner are analogous to preference signaling in markets. 
Participation modeled on market exchanges between isolated individuals accords 
with the party’s commitment to a minimalist public life, in which the role of 
mediating institutions and organizations is consciously devalued. (Laycock and 
Barney 1999: 322–3)

The same kind of distrust of mediating institutions, especially of the courts 
interpreting Canada’s Charter of Rights and Freedoms, was expressed 
by Reform intellectuals and Manning himself (Laycock 2005b). In each 
case, the policy directions sought by Reform’s Charter critics involved 
dismantling the kinds of social rights protections and business activity 
regulations that Reform leaders saw as anathema to the proper function-
ing of natural market forces.

By the early 1990s, Reform leaders, activists, and intellectuals had 
become convinced that the Canadian judiciary had entered into a cosy 
conspiracy with a well-mobilized coalition of special interests – native 
people, feminists, multi-culturalism advocates, and gay rights advocates – 
in whose interests high court judges interpreted the Charter’s equality 
provisions. So Reform added the Supreme Court and ‘equality-seeker’ 
litigants in Charter-focused court cases to its list of illegitimate actors 
stifling popular sovereignty. In 1996 a Reform Party task force on the 
Charter proposed eliminating both the affirmative action enabling sec-
tion 15.2 of the Charter and section 27, which specifies that the Charter 
shall be interpreted in a manner consistent with the country’s multi-
cultural character (RPC 1996b). Subsequent writing by Reform Party-
allied intellectuals framed a critique of the ‘Court party’ in majoritarian, 
anti-elitist terms that denied the democratic legitimacy of any ‘special 
rights’ for minorities and accused their advocates and accomplices in 
academia, political parties, and the courts of undermining the will of the 
people (Knopff and Morton 2000; Morton 1998).
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What is the legacy of Reform’s plebiscitarian populist appeals and pro-
posals? As noted previously, the Conservatives do not promote direct 
democratic instruments. However, Harper’s party and government con-
tinue to express distrust in the courts, federal regulatory agencies, and 
Parliament itself. Harper’s use of the Prime Minister’s Office to under-
mine parliamentary committee work through his MPs’ ‘dirty tricks’ 
(Martin 2010) suggests a plebiscitarian dismissal of normal parliamen-
tary policy development processes. And Harper’s two early prorogations 
of Parliament, in 2009 and 2010, both effectively denied that Parliament 
had the right to hold the government to account. The implication that 
parliament itself is an obstacle to true democracy suggests clear plebisci-
tarian tendencies.

Consideration of the assumptions and system-critiquing meaning of 
Reform’s suspicion of Canadian representative institutions points to a 
direct line between Reform and the current Conservative government in 
this regard. The Conservative Party has abandoned the populist contra-
representational mechanisms of plebiscitarian politics but retained the 
underlying rationale for such end runs around representative institu-
tions. That Manning and other Reform party notables have offered no 
criticism of this substitution suggests that they cared more about the 
conservative ends, not the anti-elitist, anti-party populist means to these 
ends. Reform’s populism was thus unquestionably ‘thin-centered,’ with 
much of its ideological core found in the nostrums of the contemporary 
North American new right. But an often strategic deployment of this 
populism was nonetheless crucial to Reform’s entry into, and ultimate 
impact on, the Canadian party system.

Reform Party populism garnered much of its public appeal on the 
basis of its clarion call for democratic accountability and the dethroning 
of entrenched elites (Archer and Ellis 1994; Clarke et al. 2000; Flanagan 
1995; Laycock 2001). And there is no question that the wedge politics 
practiced by the governing Conservatives since 2006 has emphasized the 
‘conflictive dimension’ of politics. But is this a repudiation or a logical 
extension of the Reform Party’s efforts to foster alternatives to estab-
lished ways of doing politics in Canada?

By triggering a dramatic transformation of the Canadian party system, 
the Reform Party did in one sense ‘revitalize both public opinion and 
social movements’ while proclaiming its intentions to ‘foster the “democ-
ratization of democracy”’ (positive effect 6). As noted earlier, Reform did 
provide a political vehicle for organizations and ideological tendencies 
that had found at best a lukewarm reception in the centrist, media-voter-
seeking Progressive Conservative Party. Neither free market fundamen-
talists nor Christian fundamentalists had made decisive inroads into the 
key circles of power in this centrist party (Farney 2009).
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It is also true that the Reform Party put social advocacy groups keen 
to extend welfare state programmes and protections increasingly on the 
defensive during the 1990s. There is no question that this ‘brought back 
the conflictive dimension’ in Canadian politics (positive effect 6) or at 
least enhanced it along a new and policy-consequential axis. This was 
complemented by a notable shift to the right in Canadian print media 
(Martin 2010), increased funding for and legitimacy of free market think 
tanks, pursuit of right-wing agendas by Progressive Conservative admin-
istrations in several key English Canadian provinces (Ibbitson 1997; 
Laird 1998; Laycock 2001), and the incumbent Liberal government’s 
extended efforts to eliminate federal deficits and debt. All of these devel-
opments enhanced conflictive politics.

Whether Reform played a positive role in ‘revitalizing public opinion’ 
is a matter of ideological preference, with those on the right thinking so 
and those on the centre left and left thinking not. This judgement is linked 
to whether one considers ‘vitalization’ of economic and social conserva-
tive movement organizations and a ‘de-vitalization’ of left-wing social 
movement organizations supportive of a ‘democratization of democracy.’ 
Here, standards of democratization vary tremendously, but employing 
those utilized in this volume’s introduction will be helpful.

Procedurally, did Reform have any effect on citizens’ power to evaluate 
governments’ support for citizens’ equal freedoms and formal equality? 
It would be hard to make a case either way, though one might suggest 
that the undertones of plebiscitarianism in Reform’s populism provide 
increased legitimacy for attacks on the state’s efforts to facilitate more 
equal citizen power in this regard. To the extent that Reform condemned 
the involvement of ‘special interests’ in public life, and identified any 
and all supporters of redistributive policies as special interests, they were 
aiming to diminish the effective political agency of citizens for whom 
these were desirable ends. So we can suggest at least a somewhat negative 
score on this procedural dimension.

In terms of the content criterion of democratization, even though 
the party wished to ‘de-fund’ and remove the previously mentioned 
 ‘special interests’ from policy making processes, there is no evidence 
that Reform intended to undermine the legal foundations of their 
members’ political liberties or formal equality. Some commentators 
have argued that the Conservative Party’s move to eliminate public 
subsidies for political parties in 2011 (previously $2.00 per federal elec-
tion vote) indirectly undermines citizen’s formal equality (Conacher 
2011). But more direct moves against civic equality are highly unlikely. 
Canada is simply too mature a democracy, with too deeply entrenched 
a democratic political culture, for such moves to be initiated by serious 
political actors.
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In terms of a more demanding definition of democracy, however, 
Reform contributed to undermining the legitimacy of liberal democratic 
governance in the eyes of Canadians. In Canada, as elsewhere, there 
is widespread citizen disenchantment with conventional liberal demo-
cratic representative institutions (Nevitte and White 2008). The logic of 
Reform’s effort to stimulate further de-legitimization of key Canadian 
governing institutions was similar to that found on the political right in 
the United States, where undermining trust and confidence in govern-
ment has been essential to what celebrated conservative strategist Grover 
Norquist has called the ‘starve the beast’ strategy.6

The beast in question is an activist, regulatory, and service provid-
ing state. Starving it entails driving down revenues that finance such 
state activities by precipitously cutting taxes (Hacker and Pierson 2010). 
Making the case for ever lower taxes requires a continual campaign to 
convince citizens that politicians and their parties are corrupt, that pro-
ponents of any kind of government activism are either undeserving or 
on the take, that government programmes deliver poor value relative to 
private sector alternatives, and that, consequently, lower taxes will mean 
greater freedom and more prosperity for all. Calling the representative 
political processes that have facilitated ‘high’ taxes into question is a 
necessary part of this broader message.

The point here is that when a thin-centred populism is attached to 
a new-right core ideology, de-legitimization of existing representative 
institutions and processes is not just a consequence of the ideological 
marriage, but a key linchpin in its success. This is revealed in the basic 
definitions of ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’ in this type of populism, arrayed 
on either side of such a welfare state. Remove the specificity of these def-
initions and the logic of right populism unravels; buttress these images of 
the people and the elite, and the odds of its political success are greatly 
enhanced. In either case, public legitimacy for basic representative demo-
cratic processes is very much in play.

Reform’s leaders wished to remove many previous political decisions 
about resource allocation from the sphere of political determination and 
return them to the marketplace. Reform offered representative institu-
tions a kind of second rate legitimacy relative to market mechanisms 
so long as they did not overstep the natural boundary between politics 
and markets.

As we have seen, the Reform Party secured its entry into the  centre 
of Canadian party competition and parliamentary debate largely by 

 6 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grover_Norquist; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Starve-
the-beast.
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opposing the political establishment’s consensus on proposals for consti-
tutional reform, and it continued to harness and expand popular distaste 
with ‘old line parties’ throughout its short but effective political life. Its 
rapid accession to the rank of major opposition party in English Canada 
was a key factor in the fragmentation of Canada’s party system after 
1993 (Carty, Cross, and Young 2000).

With its Westminster parliamentary system and fused executive and 
legislature, the Canadian political system’s checks and balances come 
from federalism and the judiciary, especially insofar as it interprets the 
legislative reach of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. The Reform Party 
consistently opposed the Charter’s provisions for ‘group- differentiated 
rights,’ especially as they apply to native peoples, women, and gays and 
lesbians (Laycock 2005b). Insofar as their invocation of popular sover-
eignty took on plebiscitarian dimensions, Reform advocated extension 
of popular sovereignty at the expense of a deliberative Parliament and a 
judiciary upholding a complex constitutional equality that included sup-
port for group-differentiated rights.

The plebiscitarian aspects of Reform Party theory and practice did not 
change the political game such that either competing party felt obliged to 
follow suit or that the legitimacy of non-partisan government institutions 
has been decisively undermined in favour of plebiscitarian instruments 
exercised by strong leaders. Canada is not Venezuela, nor does it risk 
becoming comparable. Nonetheless, the plebiscitarian talk of Reform, 
followed by similar actions of the Conservative Party in power, have 
degraded democratic accountability and the overall quality of demo-
cratic representation in Canada (Fossum and Laycock 2011).

The Reform Party wished to re-define Canadian public life by sub-
stantially contracting group pluralistic modes of decision making in pol-
icy spheres concerned with distributional issues. In their view, too many 
groups had taken the promise of pluralistic politics in a welfare state 
setting too seriously, with the result that a bloated, overly intrusive, inef-
ficient, and taxpayer disabling state had emerged. It is thus not surprising 
that in the Reform Party appeal there was a good ideological fit between 
promotion of ‘special interest free’ direct democracy and criticism of the 
welfare state, its advocates, and institutional delivery structures. Direct 
democracy was intended to help sideline such distorting instruments of 
the people’s ‘real will’ to produce policies consistent with this real will.

But despite the good ideological fit between Reform’s promotion of dir-
ect democracy and its attack on the welfare state with its ‘special interest’ 
beneficiaries, direct democracy was rapidly edged out of the Canadian 
Alliance’s spotlight by other themes and has remained unambiguously at 
the margins of the Conservative Party.
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Finally, we should note the connection between Reform’s plebiscitarian 
approach to politics and the shrinkage of pluralistic, meaningfully inclu-
sive politics in Canada. Plebiscitarian politics is about forcing a reduc-
tion of the inevitable complexity and pluralism of political life through 
a simple, often highly polarized package of ‘us versus them’ option sets. 
Reform’s plebiscitarian appeal was such that even when the appearance 
of participatory politics disappeared within the successor Conservative 
Party, the anti-elite, anti-party appeal associated with the earlier plebi-
scitarianism could be retained and put to effective use. As the introduc-
tory chapter proposed, populist anti-elitism, plebiscitarian undermining 
of elected institutions and contraction of effective democratic space are 
linked in certain settings. Their linkage and combined negative effect has 
not been as dramatic or problematic for liberal democratic politics in 
Canada as in most other countries discussed in this volume. But this leg-
acy of Reform Party populism is, nonetheless, significant.

 Conclusion

This chapter has analysed the populism of the Reform Party of Canada 
and its impact on Canadian democracy over the past generation. The 
populist appeals described here were ideologically consistent with and 
supportive of Reform’s broader new-right ideological objectives and 
demonstrated the particular power of this blend in a North American 
setting. But we saw, as well, that some elements of these populist appeals 
are dispensable, since Reform’s successor, the Conservative Party, had 
no difficulty adopting a plebiscitarian approach to political engagement 
while abandoning the direct democracy elements of anti-elite appeals 
central to Reform populism.

The Reform Party did not practice the rhetorical exclusion or threats 
to minority rights sought by recent European populist parties. Lacking 
the racist element so central to these parties, Reform’s populism was 
nonetheless initially notably exclusionist with respect to indigenous 
peoples (i.e. members of the ‘First Nations’) and even Québecois when 
compared to other Canadian parties. But Reform’s primary concern 
was mounting a challenge to the welfare state and new forms of ‘social 
 citizenship’ or group-differentiated rights, not to the basic institutional 
and cultural foundations of liberal democracy, Canadian style. To have 
gone beyond that would have consigned the Reform Party to Canada’s 
political fringe.

In Canada, as in the United States, populism – or at least a heavy 
dose of populist appeals – is a necessary but not a sufficient condition 
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of conservative success.7 But more than in the United States, Canadian 
conservatives over the last generation have needed a compelling populist 
appeal to overcome many voters’ suspicions of the corporate elites iden-
tified by earlier populists. This appeal was also a necessary condition of 
successful Canadian and American conservative parties, because all par-
ties must utilize the egalitarian ethos that underlies centrist and centre 
left politics. A regionalist appeal for western Canadian equality with cen-
tral Canada, and presentation of direct democratic measures as ways of 
circumventing the elite-dominated swamps of old-party bargaining, were 
crucial to Reform’s successful engagement with this egalitarian ethos.

In such a situation, strategic deployment of populism in ways that 
speak to both ‘popular democratic traditions’ and contemporary con-
cerns with the democratic deficit is vital to a new political force on the 
right. Messages emphasizing social or ethnic exclusion cannot hope to 
attain partisan success easily in Canada, with its long experience with 
multi-culturalism. By 2000, it was clear that right-wing populists had to 
increasingly speak the language of inclusion with a multi-cultural accent. 
This is demonstrated most clearly now in the Conservative Party’s exten-
sive and increasingly successful efforts since 2006 to win over the lead-
ership of immigrant communities across urban Canada. Conservatives 
do so on the valid assumption that recruiting the large ethnic minority 
vote is the key to their majority government, following two generations 
in which the Liberal Party owned the overwhelming majority of ‘ ethnic’ 
votes (Friesen 2010; Friesen and Ibbitson 2010). Their achievement 
of a majority government in the May 2011 federal election, leveraged 
by major gains in heavily ‘multi-cultural’ ridings in Ontario and British 
Columbia, seems to bear out the wisdom of this strategy.

The picture of the Reform Party that emerges from the foregoing ana-
lysis provides us with a keener sense of how populism in opposition in 
North America works at a time of conservative political resurgence and 
widespread citizen disaffection with ‘politics as usual.’ We have seen that 
the Reform Party leveraged the basic populist antagonism between ‘the 
people’ and ‘the elite’ to direct citizen frustration at groups that have 
sought protection from the welfare state. Compared to other cases con-
sidered in this volume, it should be stressed that Reform’s efforts in this 
regard threatened neither constitutional protections for minorities nor 
polyarchical institutions and processes. Reform’s populism was hostile to 
pluralistic inclusion of organized group interests in welfare state policy 

 7 In the early- to mid-twentieth century, populism was also a necessary but not sufficient 
condition of social democratic party success in Canada (see Laycock 1990: ch. 4).
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development, but not hostile to either pluralism or democratic inclusion 
per se. It aimed to shrink an enlarged, extensively mediated democratic 
space of policy deliberation, thus enabling citizens to register and medi-
ate more of their preferences in the marketplace while allowing them to 
register their policy preferences directly – and outside what they saw as a 
corrupt space of state-sponsored ‘special interest’ bargaining – in initia-
tive, referenda, and recall votes.

Before it was transformed into the Canadian Conservative and Reform 
Alliance then merged to form the Conservative Party, the Reform Party 
was largely unable to realize its distinctly populist objectives. Direct dem-
ocracy remained marginal to Canadian public life, western Canadian 
provinces were denied the reformed (elected) Senate that Reform had 
championed, and Canadian politics continued to be characterized by 
group interest bargaining through parties and Parliament. But the longer 
term effects of the party’s combination of populism and conservatism 
are far from trivial. The Reform Party triggered a transformation of the 
federal party system, mobilized new (but not previously excluded) reli-
gious groups, began construction of new political alliances, added potent 
fuel to the flames of citizens’ suspicion of governments and established 
parties, and laid the foundations of political success for a party far more 
conservative than most commentators would have thought possible two 
decades ago.

Reform also encouraged considerable public suspicion over the scope 
of women’s, gay, and aboriginal group rights, and did more than any 
other political force to prevent a constitutional reform that would have 
enhanced minority rights and Québec provincial government powers. 
There is little doubt that Reform aimed to polarize Canadian politics 
and the party system, initially by disturbing the partisan consensus on 
matters of multi-culturalism and women’s rights, and continually on the 
broad issues of support for the welfare state. And Reform unquestionably 
polarized Canadian politics by injecting a fragmenting, populist cleavage 
into the party competition. In doing so, the party promoted plebiscitar-
ian approaches to governance that hastened the decline of legitimacy 
Canadians attribute to their representative institutions, and campaigned 
to ‘shrink democratic space in Canada’ in ways later pursued by the cur-
rent Canadian government.

The threads connecting Reform Party advocacy and Conservative 
Party governance support hypothesis 1, that “populism in govern-
ment has stronger effects on democracy than populism in opposition.” 
However, the Conservative Party and government’s roots in Reform also 
offer a revealing test case for tracing the long-term effects of a populism 
that moves from the political margin to a dominant position in the party 
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system. Finally, though making such a case has not been the purpose of 
this chapter, evidence presented here also suggests that these stronger 
effects of government populism are also negative for Canadian democ-
racy, pace hypothesis 2.

This list of Reform Party populist effects on Canadian democracy 
includes few items as negatively consequential as other authors of this 
volume have discovered in relation to their populist cases. Nonetheless, 
the list adds up to an impressive cumulative impact for a party that con-
tested only four federal elections and elected all but one of its MPs within 
one region of Canada. The Reform Party is gone, but by no means for-
gotten as a key cause of change in twenty-first-century Canadian demo-
cratic politics.
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4 The Czech Republicans 1990–1998:  
a populist outsider in a consolidating 
democracy

Seán Hanley

 Introduction

The Association for the Republic-Republican Party of Czechoslovakia 
(SPR-RSČ) was a small, radical, right populist party in the Czech 
Republic politically successful for much of the 1990s. The Republicans 
were represented in the Czech parliament between 1992 and 1998, but 
their support subsequently declined and the party lost parliamentary 
representation and then rapidly fragmented. Radical right forces in the 
Czech Republic have since failed to unite and, despite high-profile and 
provocative bursts of activism, have remained electorally and political 
marginal.

In this chapter, I examine the SPR-RSČ as a case study of party-based 
oppositional outsider populism in a consolidating democracy. Having 
first traced the origins and development of the party, I then examine the 
populist nature of its radical right appeals in the 1990s and the impli-
cit understanding of democracy these contained. I conclude by evalu-
ating the Republicans’ impact on the development of Czech democracy 
and assessing the extent to which it has left a legacy in contemporary 
Czech politics.

4.1 The rise and fall of the SPR-RSČ

Miroslav Sládek and a group of associates formed the SPR-RSČ in 
December 1989 as a radical right-wing party; the group formally reg-
istered as a political party in February 1990. The SPR-RSČ apparently 
originated as one of a plethora of small, anti-communist groups founded 
in late 1989 during the course of Czechoslovakia’s Velvet Revolution 
which styled themselves ‘right-wing’ and ‘Republican’; the latter an 
allusion to both U.S. Republicans and the conservative inter-war 
Czechoslovak Agrarians, who officially named themselves the Republican 
Party. Neither Sládek, who worked as a low-ranking official for the Czech 
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censor’s office, nor other founders of the SPR-RSČ were politically active 
before 1989. None seem to have been Communist Party members or 
to have had contacts with dissidents or the less visible ‘grey zone’ of 
opposition-minded technocrats that emerged in the 1980s. The SPR-
RSČ was quickly marked by Sládek’s egocentric, dominant personality 
and his radical outspoken statements, which led to a rapid breakdown 
in attempts to co-operate with similar small groupings. Sládek’s group 
thus contested the 1990 Czech and Czechoslovak elections outside the 
main alliance of small new anti-communist groupings, the Conservative 
Party-Free Bloc (KS-SB).1

The SPR-RSČ initially profiled itself as a respectable right-wing, 
nationalist, anti-communist party critical of Czechoslovakia’s new presi-
dent, dissident playwright Václav Havel, and his Civic Forum movement 
for not becoming ‘a platform for electoral struggle against the com-
munists’ (SPR-RSČ 1990: 1). However, chauvinistic and authoritarian 
elements, such as support for a strong presidency and hostility to African 
and Vietnamese guest workers, are detectable in the party’s earliest pro-
grammatic documents and, even more so, in Sládek’s statements and 
speeches. In the June 1990 Czech and Czechoslovak parliamentary elec-
tions both KS-SB and SPR-RSČ’s joint electoral list with the tiny All 
People’s Democratic Party (VLDS) received negligible support, each 
gaining just over one per cent in the Czech lands and winning deputies 
in neither the Czech nor Czechoslovak federal parliaments.

In the course of 1990 Sládek’s party developed a distinct brand of 
right-wing politics combining disruptive activism with ultra-radical, 
conspiracy-minded anti-communism and a pallet of anti-elite, chauvin-
istic, and racist anti-Roma themes. It used its newly founded weekly 
Republika (Republic) to promote conspiracy theories that the Velvet 
Revolution had been staged as a result of secret agreements between 
communist and dissident elites. The SPR-RSČ also received consid-
erable publicity from protest demonstrations it organized against this 
‘conspiracy’ during President George H. W. Bush’s visit to Prague in 
November 1990. Banners in English, held by party activists and visible 
in media coverage of the event, read ‘President Bush – You Are Talking 
To Communists.’ Independent reports spoke of an estimated 2,000–
3,000 Sládek supporters attending protest demonstrations organized to 
coincide with the visit (Republika, 26 November 1990; Svobodné slovo, 
19 November 1990).

 1 Although the SPR-RSČ fielded candidates in both the Czech lands and Slovakia before 
the breakup of the Czechoslovak federation in 1993, it was in essence a purely Czech-
based organization and its support in Slovakia was always negligible.

 



Hanley70

In addition to anti-communism, the SPR-RSČ took up an eclec-
tic mix of issues designed to draw rapid popular support. It called for 
larger social benefits and increased public services; greater law and 
order; less bureaucracy and state intervention; the re-incorporation of 
Transcarpathia (ceded to the USSR in 1945) into Czechoslovakia2; the 
defence of Czech national interests against the West (and, in particular, 
alleged German and Sudeten German revanchism); and tough measures 
against the Roma minority as a (supposed) source of crime and disorder, 
the racism for which the party became best known.3 Beginning in the 
spring of 1991, the party’s extreme and outrageous rhetoric, provoca-
tive and well-publicized demonstrations, and continual public campaign-
ing in rallies and open air meetings addressed by Sládek had mobilized 
enough support to create a small national organization and growing 
electoral support.4

In June 1992, benefitting from the fluid and uncertain political envir-
onment created by the breakup of Civic Forum into separate parties, the 
launching of economic reforms, and the Czech-Slovak tensions over the 
redesign of the Czechoslovak federation, the SPR-RSČ made an elect-
oral breakthrough, polling just over six per cent of the Czech vote in 
parliamentary elections and gaining representation in the Czechoslovak 
Federal Assembly and the Czech parliament (see Table 4.1).

The Republicans’ parliamentary faction quickly fragmented; nine of 
the SPR-RSČ’s fourteen federal deputies, elected in 1992, broke with 
the party. However, this represented only a limited setback for the party, 
as the SPR-RSČ was largely inactive in the legislative process, preferring 
instead to continue its strategy of outrageous headline grabbing protest 
stunts.5

Republican representatives thus repeatedly came into conflict with the 
police and the courts, usually in connection with laws on inciting racial 

 2 The region is also known as Sub-Carpathian Ukraine and Ruthenia.
 3 Some analysts suggest that the Republicans toned down anti-Roma and anti-foreign 

rhetoric before the 1992 elections to focus on criticizing government corruption and the 
failure to fight crime (e.g. Pehe 1991).

 4 The party also received supportive publicity from newly established sensationalist tab-
loids such as Špígl and Expres.

 5 Such events included the blocking of the main highway between Prague and Bratislava 
by SPR-RSČ members in 1993; regular SPR-RSČ rallies in Prague’s Wenceslas Square 
on 28 October, the anniversary of Czechoslovak independence; the disruption of a com-
memoration in 1994 at the site of the Terezín (Theresienstadt) concentration camp, 
where German representatives were present; and the nationwide distribution in 1995 of 
leaflets alleging a conspiracy between the Czech and German governments to return the 
Sudetenland to Germany. Sládek was also nominated by his party as a presidential can-
didate in 1992, 1993, and 1998, using the special parliamentary sessions that elected the 
Czechoslovak (and later Czech) president as a platform to make inflammatorily phrased 
attacks on establishment politicians.
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hatred and public order offences: Sládek, for example, faced prosecution 
for his 1997 remarks that the only thing Czechs should regret about their 
relationship with the Germans is that they did not kill more of them dur-
ing the Second World War (Mareš 2003: 196–7). The greater access to 
the media it enjoyed as a parliamentary party, and the platform afforded 
by parliament itself, enabled the SPR-RSČ to amplify its message and 
build on its initial success. In the 1996 Czech parliamentary elections, 
the party gained over eight per cent of the vote, increasing its represen-
tation in the Czech parliament from fourteen to eighteen deputies (see 
Table 4.2).

However, in early parliamentary elections in June 1998, despite having 
performed strongly two years earlier and having mounted a costly and 
apparently effective billboard campaign, the Republicans saw a dramatic 
decline in support and unexpectedly failed to re-enter the Czech parlia-
ment. Exit polling had suggested that, unlike in earlier years, the party 
had failed to win over significant numbers of first-time voters and that 
many younger, less educated male voters, who had previously supported 
the Republicans, turned in 1998 to the Czech Social Democrats (ČSSD), 
who offered a more credible and professional solution to the economic 
issues of pressing concern to such groups (Kreidl and Vlachová 2000). 
The party was also undermined by revelations about Sládek’s manage-
ment of the party, notably his nepotistic placement of his partner (later 
his second wife) and relatives on the party’s electoral list in 1996 and the 
apparent misuse of party funds to finance his own lifestyle (Tácha 1998). 
The latter accusation seems to have been especially damaging electorally, 

Table 4.1. Support for SPR-RSČ in elections to the Czechoslovak Federal 
Assembly, 1990–1992*

Year 

Chamber of the People (lower house) Chamber of Nations (upper house)

# votes % votes # seats** # votes % votes # seats

1990 67,781 0.94 0 72,155 1.00 0
1992 420,848 6.48 8 413,459 6.37 6

 *  Representation in the Czechoslovak Federal Assembly was based upon separate polls 
in the Czech Republic and Slovakia. This table only includes the support in the Czech 
Republic.

**  For the Czech Republic, 101 deputies were elected to the Chamber of the People in 
1990 (99 in 1992), and 75 deputies to the Chamber of Nations. In total (with the inclu-
sion of deputies from Slovakia) 150 deputies sat in each Chamber.

Source: Czech Electoral Commission website www.volby.cz.
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given the party’s regular attacks on established politicians as corrupt and 
self-seeking.

Faced with this sharp electoral reversal, the SPR-RSČ was rapidly 
undermined by organizational instabilities stemming from its culture 
of activism, charismatic leadership, and lack of functional formal party 
structures. The party was essentially a loose network of local groups 
linked to a national leadership dominated by Sládek, who ran it through 
a clique of trusted associates, friends, and relatives (Cerqueirová 1999: 
59–78). Sládek’s personal dominance of the party had already led to 
repeated factional conflicts and several waves of defections6 which accel-
erated after the debacle of the 1998 parliamentary elections and subse-
quent further declines in support in regional elections in 2000.

After the party declared bankruptcy in 2001 because it could not pay 
employees, remaining members regrouped in a new, smaller successor 
organization: the Miroslav Sládek Republicans (RMS). However, the 
RMS’s electoral impact was negligible and the organization declined into 
a political rump, which was a relatively minor player even on the Czech 
Republic’s small radical right scene. In succeeding years other radical 

Table 4.2. Support for SPR-RSČ and successors in elections to 
the Czech parliament, 1990–2010*

Year # votes % votes # seats (of 200)

1990 72,048 1.00 0
1992 387,026 5.98 14
1996 485,072 8.01 18
1998 232,965 3.90 0
2002** 46,325 0.97 0
2006 not contested not contested –
2010*** 1,193 0.03 0

  *  Elections in 1990 and 1992 were for the Czech National Council, 
subsequent elections for the Chamber of Deputies.

 ** Miroslav Sládek Republicans (RMS).
*** Re-founded SPR-RSČ. Electoral lists in three of fourteen districts.
Source: Czech Electoral Commission Web site www.volby.cz.

 6 After the initial departure of moderates alienated by Sládek’s radicalism in early 1990, 
the Radical Republican Party (RRS) broke away after the 1990 elections and joined with 
other ex-SPR-RSČ members (including two Republican deputies) who had left Sládek’s 
party in 1992 and 1995 to form the Party of Republican and National Democratic Unity 
(SRNDJ), later re-named the Patriotic Republican Party (VRS). VRS was joined by a 
further large group from SPR-RSČ in 1998 (Mareš 2003: 190–9, 225–38).
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right parties have made a similarly insignificant electoral impact in the 
Czech Republic.

4.2 The SPR-RSČ as a populist radical right party

Although central and east European parties sit uncomfortably within 
comparative typologies derived from the west European experience, the 
Republicans fit comfortably within the category of radical right popu-
list party, understood as a combination of populism and nativism, social 
authoritarianism, and scepticism towards liberal democracy (Mudde 
2007). The SPR-RSČ’s nativism was expressed in an ethnically exclusive, 
xenophobic vision of the Czechoslovak (and later Czech) state defined 
by anti-Roma racism, anti-German nationalism, and rejection of mem-
bership in international organizations, including NATO and the EU. Its 
authoritarianism was expressed in demands for law and order and sup-
port for tougher punishments for criminals, including the restoration of 
the death penalty. In almost all cases, issues of crime and disorder were 
ethnicized and explained as part of the ‘Gypsy problem’ or put into a 
populist idiom and discussed in terms of the crime and corruption of 
elites. However, unlike Czech neo-fascist and neo-Nazi groupuscules, 
the SPR-RSČ was not opposed to representative democracy on prin-
ciple; rather, like a number of mainstream parties, it wished to supple-
ment liberal democracy with elements of direct citizen participation.

By the mid-1990s the Republicans had come to see themselves as part 
of a Europe wide family of ‘radical right’ parties which, they believed, 
were a response to the wider ‘moral crisis of the democratic system’ 
plagued by corruption, crime, immigration, the ‘dictatorship of money,’ 
and the inability of governing coalitions to resolve the problems of ordin-
ary people (Sládek 1995: 73–4). The party enjoyed close relations with 
France’s Front National (FN), participating in several events organized 
by the first incarnation of the FN-sponsored EURONAT grouping.

The SPR-RSČ ideology combined this radical right outlook with 
populist discourse containing all three key core characteristics outlined 
in the first chapter of this volume: (1) a view of society as divided into 
two homogenous and hostile groups – a corrupt, self-serving elite and a 
morally unsullied people; (2) an understanding of such divisions as pre-
dominantly moral, that is based on character and self-chosen conduct; 
and (3) a conception of the proper purpose of politics as the expression 
of social and national unity and its defence against threatening external 
forces or corrupt internal minorities. The Republicans’ specific construc-
tion of these elements was essentially framed in terms of a radical anti-
communist ideology of regime change.
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4.2.1 ‘Ordinary people’ versus corrupt (crypto-)communist elites

The Republicans saw themselves as representing hardworking, previously 
unpoliticized ‘ordinary people,’ who had been neglected and overlooked 
by privileged elite groups, including the communist nomenklatura and 
the dissident intelligentsia alike. Early in 1990 Sládek summed up this 
view, speaking of his party as a defender of

ordinary people, who are the salt of the earth, they work, they look after families, 
they were here through the most difficult of times and had to rely only on their 
miserable wages. They didn’t emigrate; neither did anyone support them in a 
professional career. It is they who make up this country. They should therefore 
have the opportunity to influence this country’s future (…) And not merely to 
watch passively as power is taken over. (SPR-RSČ 1990: 1)

As this statement described elite-mass relations during communism 
and the transition from communism, the Republicans thus unsurpris-
ingly viewed Czechoslovakia’s post-1989 political institutions as essen-
tially a continuation of the old regime: a ‘new totalitarianism,’ outwardly 
reformed, but basically continuous with the former communist nomen-
klatura in their use of a media monopoly to maintain an ideological 
façade of pluralism as means of exercising social control for self-seeking 
reasons (SPR-RSČ 1990: 1–2). As Sládek explained, the new political 
parties had

very small to tiny memberships, but their leaderships have an excess of finan-
cial resources and unlimited access to the media (…) now fully in the hands of 
this new totalitarianism. (…) These parties identify with different political cur-
rents, not for programmatic reasons, but for reasons of personal advancement  
[z prospěchárškých důvodů], because they think that this or that current will enable 
them to continue their sweet inactivity at the expense of the majority of citizens. 
(Sládek 1992: 89)

The party partly explained the elite collusion through conspiracy theor-
ies, actively promoting the work of Miroslav Dolejší, a political prisoner 
in the 1950s who was re-imprisoned on politically motivated charges 
in the 1970s and the 1980s. He claimed that dissidents had been a 
secret reserve of loyal Communist Party members, created in 1969–70, 
whom the regime had only pretended to persecute and that, conse-
quently, the 1989 Velvet Revolution had been the product of a secret 
agreement between Reagan and Gorbachev in 1987 and staged jointly 
by the KGB and the CIA. However, the party also used the more widely 
accepted argument, influential on both the radical anti-communist right 
and among mainstream right-wing elements in Civic Forum, that the 
reform communist politics of many dissidents in the 1960s gave them 
an unacceptable ideological and political affinity with ex-nomenklatura 
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elites. Such arguments, although they could be formulated subtly, quickly 
became reduced to a straightforward equation of dissidents and commu-
nists and were generally used by the Republicans in this form (Hanley 
2008: 164–6).

The Velvet Revolution and all subsequent developments were explained 
within this framework of elite manipulation as staged and manipulated 
by a powerful, sinister establishment operating behind a façade of dem-
ocracy. The creation of a party system, the division of Czechoslovakia, 
coupon privatization and increasing social inequality were all viewed as 
products of the conspiracies against the people by an alliance of com-
munist elites and crypto-communist dissidents. As an unsigned article in 
Republika (16–22 November 1992) discussing the imminent division of 
Czechoslovakia put it:

I have the impression that everything was planned beforehand (similarly to the 
Velvet Revolution) and that the Czech and Slovak nations have been deceived, 
abused and violated by a foreign power working with its domestic lackeys 
(pr ̌isluhovačů).

The Republicans’ most original contribution to this radical anti-
 communist discourse of elite collusion and manipulation was, as stated 
in the words of Sládek cited previously, to link domestic elites with exter-
nal threats and foreign interests. For the SPR-RSČ such threats stemmed 
mainly from the danger of economic and geo-political domination by 
Germany and, to a lesser extent, Austria; particularly from Sudeten 
German claims for recompense for the mass ‘transfer’ of ethnic Germans 
from Czechoslovakia in 1945–6.

4.2.2 Moral politics

The SPR-RSČ construction of collusive communist and crypto-
 communist elites was not framed purely in terms of their (supposed) 
shared origins or ideological affinities. Drawing on the common under-
standing, implicit in much dissident discourse, of communism as pri-
marily a moral phenomenon (i.e. a form of evil), rather than a social 
or historical one, the Republicans framed the distinction between the 
people and the elite as a moral one, between the decent and hardworking 
majority and a corrupt and indolent minority using its monopoly on pol-
itical power dishonestly to enrich itself in the privatization process, both 
directly and by serving foreign interests.7

 7 This view often shaded into a more deeply anti-political view: Politics was, as Sládek once 
put it, a dark tunnel in which the only light by which people could orient themselves, as 
they fumbled their way along, was the Republican Party and its goals (1992: 90).
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The Republicans had a highly personalized, moralistic view of politics, 
which explained the failings of political institutions in terms of establish-
ment politicians’ personal corruption and turpitude. By contrast, unlike 
dissident and communist elites – who, the Republicans argued, were 
interlinked and co-responsible for the inequities of both past and pre-
sent (SPR-RSČ 1990: 1–2) – the SPR-RSČ stressed that they were ‘new 
faces’ with a ‘clean record.’ Unsurprising, the party’s discourses about 
the type of political change it wished to bring about were replete with 
references to moral renewal, purging, and purification. Its internal cul-
ture of continual activist mobilization, intended to build a distinct ethos 
of unity and self-sacrifice (Sládek 1992: 90), also highlighted the party’s 
moralization of politics.

In contrast to the ‘decency’ and popular base of the SPR-RSČ, Civic 
Forum and its various successor parties were depicted as vehicles for cor-
ruption, personal enrichment, and elite manipulation by ex-communist 
functionaries, dissidents, and former black marketeers, which required 
‘purging’ (e.g. Republika, 20–26 January 1992, 14–20 September 1992) 
because they had money and power but no roots among the people. In 
the Republican view Czechoslovakia’s new liberal democratic and lib-
eral market institutions were not simply phony and inauthentic, but the 
product of deliberate deceit by ruling elites, further evidencing their moral 
turpitude. This was, in the Republican view, true not simply of pretended 
differences between communists and dissidents or between mainstream 
parties of left and right, but also of seemingly more impersonal economic 
processes. Sládek thus argued that growing social inequalities result-
ing from economic reform were a deliberate action intended by elites to 
depoliticize and control discontent through poverty, rather than an indir-
ect consequence of marketization (Sládek 1995: 104).

4.2.3 Defending the national community

Although notionally in favour of liberal rights and political pluralism, 
and certainly of private property, the Republicans viewed Czechoslovak 
(and later Czech) society as an organic community, united by strong 
ethnic and historical bonds, whose cohesion, distinctness, freedom, 
and – over the longer term – very survival were threatened by a range of 
external and internal threats consciously and unconsciously unleashed 
by elites. These included such diverse phenomena as growing economic 
inequality, family breakdown, declining birth rates, rising crime, con-
sumer culture, and European integration. The task of the Republican 
movement, Sládek (1992: 27–9) explained, was to counteract such cen-
trifugal and disintegrative forces and to channel the expression of the 
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‘will of the nation’ (vu ̊le národa). Consequently, the proper relation-
ship between state and society could be understood in collectivist and 
paternalist terms: The role of the state was to care for the people and 
guarantee popular well-being as a means of preserving the nation. In 
Sládek’s view, ensuring such security for the people ‘is not the right, but 
the duty of the state, if it is to have any reason for its  existence’ (Sládek 
1995: 23).

4.2.4 The Republicans’ understanding of democracy

In the 1990s the Czech Republic saw an extensive public and political 
debate about the most appropriate model of democracy. In outline, it 
opposed those who favoured a liberal, majoritarian model based on bi-
polar competition between professionalized, ideologically well-defined 
parties of left and right, to those supporting a more consensus-based 
model with greater scope for organized interests, direct citizen participa-
tion, and civil society to play a role in decision making. The best known 
representatives of the two views were Prime Minister (now president) 
Václav Klaus and the Czechoslovak (1989–92) and later Czech (1993–
2003) president Václav Havel, respectively. However, the consensus vision 
was broadly shared across the political centre and centre left of Czech 
politics, albeit with a greater emphasis on traditional corporatist arrange-
ments by the Social Democrats and Christian Democrats (see Machonin 
1996: 31–43; Pithart and Klaus 1996; Potůček 1999).

Situating the Republicans in such debates and identifying the party’s 
broader understanding of democracy is problematic, however. First, the 
Republicans showed limited interest in policy or programme develop-
ment and, in contrast to radical right parties in some other European 
states, the party was not supported by a distinct right-wing nationalist 
intelligentsia milieu, which might have formulated a more coherent and 
elaborate ideal of democracy. SPR-RSČ programmes are thus typically 
short, one-page lists of demands intended to highlight themes to  voters, 
while Sládek’s own speeches and writing, the most extensive source for 
understanding the party’s ideology, are often repetitive, rambling, and 
loaded with invective and hyperbole. Neither source engaged expli-
citly or coherently with contemporary Czech debates about models of 
democracy.

Second, the Republicans were regarded by mainstream politicians, 
journalists, and intellectuals as an extremist pariah party; their views 
were not taken seriously and were therefore largely ignored. Sládek, who 
bore a close physical resemblance to British comedian Rowan Atkinson, 
was widely dismissed by opponents as a disruptive ‘Mr Bean’ figure.
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Third, and perhaps most significant, the Republicans’ discourses on 
democracy were confused because, unlike most Czech political parties 
with the exception of the hard-line communists, they did not consider 
post-1989 Czechoslovakia and the Czech Republic to be a democracy, 
but saw outward pluralism simply as a façade for a new form of authori-
tarianism. The Republicans thus rejected the idea that there was a mean-
ingful democratic competition, considering other parties mere vehicles 
for corrupt elites (Sládek 1992: 90). Sládek spoke of ‘pretend new par-
ties and (…) a fictitious political spectrum in Czechoslovakia. (…) Its 
goal is to confuse voters in Czechoslovakia and create the impression 
that there is a multi-party system in Czechoslovakia’ (Sládek 1992: 71). 
The Republicans’ pronouncements on democracy are thus often simul-
taneously concerned with democratization – how to bring about a genu-
inely democratic system – and with what form such genuine democracy 
might take.

The Republicans’ positions nevertheless have an underlying coher-
ence and logic, which amounts to an implicit strategy of transformation 
to an illiberal form of democracy and market society (Machonin 1996: 
31–43). The party’s primary role, as they saw it, was to ‘do battle with 
the current establishment’ (Republika, 26 June–9 July 1992) to ‘intervene 
to save the nation from destruction’ (Sládek 1995: 4) by bringing about 
genuine revolutionary regime change of the kind that Civic Forum had 
pretended to carry out in November 1989. The Republicans saw their 
party as a dynamic campaigning vehicle whose main task was to mobil-
ize members and supporters through continuous demonstrations, public 
meetings, and rallies very much in the way that Havel’s OF had done 
during the Velvet Revolution.

The Republicans’ proposals for the type of democracy they would 
introduce in a reformed political system are somewhat sketchy and inco-
herent. Proposed institutional reforms include voters’ right to recall 
legislators, proportional representation with no formal threshold, decen-
tralization of power to the level of the commune, the restoration of the 
fourfold provincial structure of inter-war Czechoslovakia, and a reduc-
tion of central government to a mere seven ministries (Sládek 1992: 30, 
65, 70, 1995: 43–8). All were, however, claimed by the party to empower 
ordinary people against corrupt professional politicians or to enable 
popular control over elites.

Insofar as it is possible to identify any more general underlying model 
in Republican pronouncements, it appears that the party saw democracy 
very largely as a simple mechanism for creating accountability between 
rulers and ruled, which could operate to bring about the revolutionary 
displacement of discredited rulers. As Sládek (1995: 104) put it, ‘In a 
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functional democracy elections represent a mechanism not dissimilar to 
a revolution.’ The role of parties was simply one of continual mobilization 
and campaigning. In Sládek’s words, ‘For a political party the election 
campaign starts the same day that the previous elections end. Otherwise 
it isn’t a political party, but a group of layabouts (spolek lenochů)’ (1992: 
236). However, other more contentious forms of mobilization could also 
be justified. Sládek even went so far as to claim, on one occasion, that ‘It 
would be easy and understandable and fully in accordance with the Bill 
of Rights and Freedoms [in the Czech Constitution] to bring about the 
removal of illegitimate authorities using any means, including violence’ 
(1995: 72).

4.3 The Republicans and Czech democracy

The Czech Republic rapidly and successfully consolidated democracy 
after the fall of communism. Unlike Slovakia, the country suffered 
few serious repercussions to its democratic development following the 
negotiated breakup of the Czechoslovak federation at the end of 1992. 
However, the quality of Czech democracy, and in particular the qual-
ity of elite-mass linkage, has been persistently called into question. 
The broad Civic Forum movement, which came to power during the 
November–December 1989 Velvet Revolution, soon faced criticism over 
the representativeness of its leadership structures and the real mandate 
of its ex-dissident leaders. However, the Forum’s breakup in 1990–1 
and rapid replacement with conventionally organized parties, which 
then became dominant actors in the political process, raised further 
questions.

Although stable, formally democratic in their internal organization 
and capable of articulating clear programmatic positions to voters, 
Czech parties’ generally low memberships made them closed organiza-
tions, vulnerable to the informal influence of vested interests. Moreover, 
the rapid consolidation of the Civic Democratic Party (ODS), which 
formed from the right wing of OF in 1991, and the fragmented state of 
the Czech centre left enabled incumbent centre right parties to politicize 
public administration and turn a blind eye to corruption for much of 
the 1990s. While the emergence of the Social Democrats (ČSSD) as the 
dominant party of the centre left towards the end of the decade brought 
more equal competition between left and right, it also led to a series of 
close electoral contests, which failed to produce clear majority govern-
ments. The resulting pragmatic co-operation between major parties of 
centre left and centre right was then seen by critics as generating a collu-
sive, clientelistic pattern of party politics, which denied voter choice and 
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further blocked citizen participation and civil society development (see 
Green and Leff 1997; Hanley 2008; Kitschelt et al. 1999; Pehe 2010; 
Roberts 2003; Vachudová 2008).

4.3.1 Positive effects on democracy?

How did the Czech Republicans fit into this pattern of democratic devel-
opment? As Rovira Kaltwasser and Mudde suggest in Chapter 1, popu-
lists can, in some circumstances, play the role of a democratic corrective 
by acting as a channel for previously unexpressed interests and issues. 
This, however, presupposes either that they have a degree of electoral 
support sufficient to make an effective claim on power or, failing this, 
that they enjoy sufficient acceptance and co-operation from established 
parties to enter the coalition making game. The SPR-RSČ lacked both 
significant electoral support and minimal levels of acceptance by other 
political actors.

Although willing to share a television studio with SPR-RSČ representa-
tives, from the outset other parties (including the hard-line  communists) 
treated the SPR-RSČ as an extremist pariah party. All other parties con-
sidered the SPR-RSČ unacceptable as a potential coalition partner at the 
national and local levels, and the Republicans, for their part, seem to have 
had little interest in gaining office. However, although the Republicans’ 
rhetorical suggestions of direct action and persistent racism led some to 
wonder whether there were grounds for banning the party as an anti-
democratic grouping (e.g. Fabrý 1997),8 there was little discussion about 
formalizing the effective cordon sanitaire.

This reflected the fact that much debate about the Republicans, and 
extremist parties more generally in the Czech Republic, was subsumed 
into the more politically salient and controversial question of the sta-
tus of the Communist Party. The main successor to the former ruling 
party in the Czech lands, the Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia 
(KSČM), was an organizationally well entrenched and well supported 
organization,9 but was regarded by mainstream parties as an extreme and 

 8 A 1991 law (amended in 2001) forbids the propagation of movements that “demonstrably 
tend towards the suppression of human rights and freedoms or espouse ethnic, racial, 
religious or class hatred.” On the legal background see ‘Zákaz propagace komunismu,’ 
Revue Politika 2/2005, available at http://www.cdk.cz/rp/clanky/243/zakaz-propagace-
komunismu (accessed 25 November 2010).

 9 Between 1990 and 1998 the KSČM’s electoral support ranged from ten to fourteen 
per cent. In 1998 its membership was an estimated one hundred and twenty thousand. 
SPR-RSČ membership records were chaotic and its claimed membership of fifty thou-
sand clearly inflated. A realistic estimate based on candidates fielded in the 1994 local 
elections would suggest a membership of perhaps five thousand to ten thousand.
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undemocratic force that posed a significant challenge for Czech dem-
ocracy. KSČM was subject to a series of legal and political challenges 
by right-wing and liberal politicians during the 1990s, while no serious 
attempts were mounted to ban the smaller, and more ideologically incho-
ate, SPR-RSČ.

Given the existence of lustration legislation, barring individual high-
ranking former communists from many forms of public office, though 
not elected office (Williams 2003), the mainstream parties were content 
to maintain an informal but openly stated cordon against the KSČM. The 
one exception was the Czech Social Democrats (ČSSD), who passed 
a formal congress resolution in 1995 forbidding co-operation with the 
communists or other ‘extremist parties.’ The resolution named a ser-
ies of ‘extremist parties’ alongside the KSČM, including the SPR-RSČ. 
However, characteristic of such debates, the Republicans’ inclusion 
served principally to blur the contentious issue of co-operation with the 
KSČM, which sharply divided the ČSSD (Kopeček 2008).

The cordon sanitaire around the SPR-RSČ – and the party’s own lack 
of interest in programmatic issues or gaining office through coalition 
making politics – meant that it had no policy influence or indirect lever-
age on other parties. Even the Republicans’ existence as a parliamen-
tary party had limited relevance: Until 1996 liberal and centre right 
governments enjoyed clear parliamentary majorities in the Czech lands. 
Only with the inconclusive parliamentary elections of 1996 did the 
parliamentary presence of the Republicans (and the communists), as 
uncoalitionable parties, have an influence on political outcomes, con-
tributing to the formation of a minority centre right government with 
Social Democratic support. However, the continuation of this pattern of 
deadlock in several subsequent elections following the political demise 
of the Republicans in 1998 suggests that the SPR-RSČ was one among 
many contributing factors.

Nor can it be argued, viewed from the perspective of political mobil-
ization, that the Republicans played a ‘bridging’ role by facilitating cross-
class politics: As in other post-communist central and eastern European 
nations, politics in the Czech Republic in the early 1990s was not based 
on rigid historically based class blocs, which a populist movement might 
bridge.10 Nor, arguably, did the Republicans expand the political realm 
in post-communist transition politics. Most, if not all, aspects of econ-
omy, state, and society were already politicized and subject to political 

 10 Communist societies lacked a conventional class structure. The concept of class was dis-
credited and overshadowed by the focus on democratization and social transformation. 
Moreover, the post-1989 social structure was in flux, resulting in a transition politics 
that was already highly dynamic and ‘cross-class.’
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debate and political decision making about how they should be trans-
formed into autonomous, non-political systems.

The Republican phenomenon did give voice to topics and groups 
that did not find a voice in the mainstream post-transition discourse of 
elites associated with OF: radical anti-communism, anti-German nation-
alism, and anti-Roma racism (the ‘Gypsy problem’). They also politic-
ally mobilized and engaged a certain segment of Czech society – young, 
poorly educated, predominantly male – which might otherwise have been 
politically disengaged. In a more underlying sense, the party’s national-
ism, authoritarianism, and commitment to economic statism and a large 
communist-era welfare state also provided a means for many voters to 
express their support for the values and policies of the former communist 
regime while in their own minds radically disavowing it. To some extent, 
especially in 1990–1, the Republicans could also be credited with intro-
ducing – or at least alerting the Czech public to – the fact that demo-
cratic politics entailed conflict and competition, not (just) consensus.

Many of the statements in the preceding paragraph must, however, be 
markedly qualified. The SPR-RSČ was, in many cases, far from the only 
outsider vehicle for expressing such public sentiments, ‘silent majority’ 
issues elites did not wish to acknowledge. Radical anti-communist views 
emerged in the public arena very quickly through more establishment 
oriented groupings such as the Confederation of Political Prisoners 
(KPV), the Club of Committed Independents (KAN) and, most notably, 
in the splits in OF itself that propelled Klaus to the OF chairmanship 
in October 1990 and led to the foundation of the centre right ODS the 
following year. With the waning of ODS anti-communism, always more 
rhetorical than real, new parties – such as the Democratic Union (DEU) 
and Right Bloc (PB), founded in 1994 and 1996, respectively – offered 
additional vehicles for right-wing radical anti-communism devoid of 
the SPR-RSČ’s racism and etatistic economic remedies. Anti-German 
nationalism, very similar in tone and focus to that of the Republicans, 
was strongly expressed by the KSČM.

The only ‘silent majority’ issue SPR-RSČ was unique in voicing was 
the ‘Gypsy Problem’: a belief that Roma were an undeserving, criminal 
minority generating a range of social problems against which punitive 
and repressive policies should be targeted – a sentiment prevalent across 
large parts of Czech society (e.g. Fawn 2001). However, the Republicans’ 
obvious extremism and lack of intellectual and programmatic sophis-
tication made the party a highly ineffective champion of such issues. 
The SPR-RSČ’s culture of extremism and paranoia, which served to 
mobilize members, also cut the party off from broader Czech society, 
making it, in the words of former leading Republican, a ‘microcosm’ 
(Lidové noviny, 18 June 1998) and ‘a sect, which abhorred everything 
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and everyone around it’ (Tácha 1998). The net impact of its activities 
was arguably to produce a closing of ranks among other parties and con-
firm the taboo status of its illiberal nationalist and racist views.

4.3.2 Negative effects?

The SPR-RSČ‘s negative effects on Czech democracy are somewhat eas-
ier to enumerate, although here too its relative weakness and isolation 
limited their scope. In fact, it would almost certainly be an exaggeration 
to speak of them as ever being in any sense a threat to Czech democ-
racy or democratization. The Republican vision was certainly one that 
overwhelmingly stressed popular sovereignty and was devoid of any lib-
eral concern for check and balances, minority rights, or the rule of law. 
However, the party’s lack of power and influence left it in no position to 
circumvent such rights in practice. Indeed, as various court cases involv-
ing the party and its leaders show, legal provisions protecting the rights 
of others were often enforced against them.

The Republicans’ moralistic and radical discourse demonizing and 
abusing political opponents and rejecting the legitimacy of the political 
system did little to foster a culture of dialogue or consensus in Czech 
public life. However, as suggested previously, the Republicans did argu-
ably help cement a form of establishment consensus among mainstream 
parties to affirm liberal norms regarding the (non-) ethnic character of 
the Czech state and the civic character of Czech nationalism and national 
identity. Liberal understandings of Czech nationalism were, however, 
sufficiently strong and embedded (Auer 2003) that it is unlikely that the 
Republican challenge, even if it had been less self-defeatingly crude and 
extreme, would have opened up political space for conservative ethno-
nationalist themes.

Overall, the role played by the SPR-RSČ broadly conforms to the 
expectations that weak populist forces in an unconsolidated, new democ-
racy will play the role of a corrective than a threat to democracy. However, 
the SPR-RSČ’s political isolation and lack of political and intellectual 
credibility left it poorly equipped to make any meaningful critique of 
the socio-economic exclusion, alienation, and disempowerment of some 
groups in post-communist Czech society or the corruption that increas-
ingly marred post-communist transformation (Reed 1996).

4.3.3 The Republicans’ outsider populism: Causes and context

The case of the SPR-RSČ is broadly in step with the hypotheses advanced 
in the first chapter about wider contexts, which determine the impact 
of populism on democracy, although it also raises some questions. For 
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example, the Republicans’ nationalist, anti-communist, and welfarist 
ideology led the party to radical positions rejecting the legitimacy of 
Czech democracy and advocating the possible use of violence which – 
although never acted upon and containing strong elements of hyperbole 
and farce – were potentially threatening to democracy had the party won 
greater mass support.

However, the threat was a weak one, given the generally high levels 
of legitimacy enjoyed by the political establishment of ex-dissidents and 
technocrats swept to power by the November 1989 Velvet Revolution 
and elected in a landslide victory in free elections in 1990. At the same 
time the openness of Czech party electoral politics following the dis-
integration of Civic Forum in 1991 may also have been a braking fac-
tor on the SPR-RSČ. Although it provided opportunities for growing 
and allowed the Republicans to establish a hegemonic position on the 
extreme right, it faced a range of other parties and groups articulating an 
anti-establishment and/or anti-communist message.

4.4 Legacies of the SPR-RSČ

The SPR-RSČ has left few strong discernable legacies in Czech politics. 
Despite a brief personal comeback in local politics in 2003–4, during 
which he became mayor of a small borough on the outskirts of Brno, 
Sládek appears to be a marginal, semi-retired figure, now widely derided 
even on the Czech radical right for his political failures (Mladá fronta 
Dnes, 19 March 2006). Most other leading members of the SPR-RSČ 
of the 1990s seem to have left politics, although former rank-and-file 
Republicans have reportedly remained active at the grassroots level in 
a variety of parties and movements; the most notable being the former 
editor of Republika, Andrea Cerqueirová, now a prominent campaigning 
journalist writing on lesbian and feminist issues.

Some younger activists in the Republicans of Miroslav Sládek (RMS) 
have, however, remained active on the Czech far right: Tomáš Vandas, the 
former RMS secretary, was the leader of the Workers’ Party (DS), which 
he formed in 2003, currently the most heavily supported radical right 
organization in the Czech Republic. However, the DS seemed to have 
largely moved away from Sládek’s populist radical right ‘Republicanism’ 
(republikánstí), in favour of a more overtly neo-fascist style. The group 
stresses street and sub-cultural politics rather than election campaigning 
to reach out to the masses of discontented voters. The DS’s aggressive 
protests in areas with high concentrations of Roma and its paramilitary 
style parades, which have gained it considerable publicity, appear closer 
to the strategy of Hungary’s Jobbik than to the Republican model of 
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the 1990s developed by Sládek.11 Indeed, the radicalism of the DS led 
to its formal banning for unconstitutional anti-democratic extremism in 
February 2010, a fate the Republicans easily escaped.

The Republicans also appear to have left little ideological legacy. Shortly 
after the political collapse of the Republicans in 1998–9, the centre right 
ODS of Klaus started to explore anti-German nationalism – albeit in dif-
ferent, and usually more measured, terms than the SPR-RSČ – as part of 
a realignment towards ‘national interests’ and a more explicit defence of 
Czech statehood against the alleged encroachment of Germany and the 
EU. However, although the demise of the SPR-RSČ arguably diminished 
the taboo on overtly expressed Czech nationalism, closer examination of 
the ODS trajectory reveals that its ‘nationalist turn’ owed more to internal 
development and debates than to any external influences (Hanley 2008: 
180–5). Indeed, even the few fringe elements linked to ODS, which have 
sought to develop a more ethnically based conservative-nationalist form 
of right-wing politics, such as the Young Right group, have drawn on for-
eign models or the historical ‘integral nationalist’ National Democratic 
tradition of the inter-war period rather than on the legacy of Sládek and 
his party (Hanley 2007).

Similarly, no party, with the exception of other far right groups, has 
ever taken up the Republicans’ harsh approach to the Roma minority; 
although Czech public opinion continues to be largely hostile to Roma 
(Czech Daily Monitor, 13 May 2010) and some local politicians from 
mainstream parties, running for the Czech senate or in municipal elec-
tions, have campaigned against Roma in thinly disguised form, often win-
ning landslide victories. Some politicians from the Public Affairs (VV) 
party, which entered the Czech parliament in May 2010 after an unex-
pected meteoric rise, have similarly advocated tough measures against 
anti-social behaviour in housing estates where large numbers of Roma 
live, even going so far as to advocate the use of citizen patrols. However, 
no such tendencies are detectable within the position of VV as a whole, 
whose highly successful political strategy combined anti-establishment 
populist rhetoric denouncing established parties as corrupt ‘political 
dinosaurs’ with calls for market-oriented reforms and greater use of dir-
ect democracy (VV 2010).

Perhaps the closest equivalent to Sládek’s Republicanism found in con-
temporary Czech politics can be detected in the left-wing Euroskeptic 
Sovereignty bloc, led by former newsreader and former independent 

 11 The Workers’ Party (DS) has a limited electoral base: It polled 1.07 per cent in the 2009 
European elections and, under a slightly different label, 1.14 per cent in the 2010 par-
liamentary elections.
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MEP Jana Bobošíková. Although its rhetoric is not anti-communist, 
Bobošíková’s party – an amalgamation of independent groupings and 
fringe parties formed in 2009 – has an economically interventionist, 
nationalist, and Euroskeptic programme framed in populist terms as a 
critique of an indolent and corrupt elite with surprising echoes of Sládek 
and the SPR-RSČ of the 1990s.12 Like the SPR-RSČ, Sovereignty is heav-
ily dependent on a high-profile, charismatic leader, although Bobošíková 
projects an image combining professionalism, toughness, and femininity 
very different from that of Sládek.13 However, once again no direct link-
ages with the old SPR-RSČ are traceable, suggesting, at most, that the 
same structural conditions that helped shape the Republicans may have 
endured and influenced the development of other populist parties.

 Conclusions

The SPR-RSČ was a radical right populist outsider, whose populism was 
strongly shaped by the transitional context of early democratization in 
which it emerged. Key to the party’s populism was a blurred distinction 
between a socially unifying politics of revolutionary regime change and 
conventional democratic competition between parties. The Republicans’ 
populist discourse and understandings of democracy were thus strongly 
shaped by a radical anti-communist view of transition from commun-
ism as incomplete, unjust, and manipulated. The impacts of the party 
on Czech democracy are broadly those anticipated of a non-incumbent 
outsider populist party. However, such impacts – both positive and 
 negative – were limited by the party’s relatively low electoral base, short 
life span, isolation from the liberal democratic mainstream of Czech 
party political and political discourse, and inability to formulate a more 
programmatically coherent and intellectually sophisticated radical right 
populist discourse.

As Dvorá̌ková (1991) has suggested, the Republicans are best under-
stood as a product, albeit it an unusual product, of a broader Czech 
anti-political tradition with cultural and political roots in the nineteenth 
century, which views professionalized political elites and state institu-
tions as inherently inauthentic and corrupt and stresses the need for a 
moral politics backed and brought about by citizen mobilization and 

 12 See Bobošíková’s speech, launching her party’s election programme, in which she 
denounced the EU for “pseudo-humanist and so-called politically correct waffle about 
human rights and minorities” (Bobošíková 2010).

 13 The party, whose full name is Sovereignty – the Jana Bobošíková Bloc, polled 4.26 per 
cent in the 2009 European elections and 3.67 per cent in the Czech 2010 parliamentary 
elections.
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self-organization (e.g. Belohradský 1992: 31–4). Such anti-political tra-
ditions can be seen as shaping the political outlooks of numerous other 
actors in post-1989 Czech politics, including President Havel and other 
 ex-dissident politicians, the many local independents’ groupings still 
active in Czech electoral politics, the civic protest movements such the 
‘Thank You, Time to Go’ initiative that erupted in November 1999 to pro-
test against established parties’ perceived clientelism (Dvorá̌ková 2003), 
as well as newer, anti-establishment parties such as Public Affairs.
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5 “To hell with your corrupt institutions!”: 
AMLO and populism in Mexico

Kathleen Bruhn

 Introduction

Mexico is a particularly interesting case to study the effects of populism 
on unconsolidated democracies, because it straddles in some ways two 
quadrants of the framework laid out by the editors. The 2006 presiden-
tial campaign of Andrés Manuel López Obrador (or AMLO) featured a 
populist rhetorical approach and his outsider campaign left him in the 
opposition. The chapter focuses primarily on this experience, as the edi-
tors designed, and analyzes hypothesis 5, that “populism in opposition 
in unconsolidated democracies will have moderate positive effects on 
the quality of democracy.”. However, just prior to the 2006 campaign – 
from 2000 to 2005 – López Obrador governed Mexico City. Holding 
constant the individual politician, party, and time period, we can there-
fore compare the impact of his populist style in different roles: govern-
ing versus opposition. Finally, López Obrador’s party, the Party of the 
Democratic Revolution (PRD), incorporated many elements of popu-
lism in its appeals prior to the rise of López Obrador, under its previous 
leader Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas. We can thus look beyond the particular-
ities of 2006 for patterns of behaviour across time and across presidential 
campaigns.

While the body of the chapter explores the populist aspects of López 
Obrador’s campaign in greater detail, it may be useful for those not famil-
iar with Mexico to first clarify its status as a new, unconsolidated dem-
ocracy. In contrast to most other cases of Third Wave democratization in 
Latin America, Mexico’s transition did not involve a major constitutional 
break. After the formation of the ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party 
(PRI) in 1929, Mexico never experienced a military coup, and the tran-
sition took place slowly over a period of about a decade, without altering 
the basic constitutional framework in place since 1917. The PRI, which 
had hegemonic control and governed undemocratically for seventy years, 
continued to exist and in fact governed the majority of Mexico’s states 
and held large numbers of seats in the legislature even after losing the 
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presidency in 2000. Partly for this reason, there are many aspects of 
democracy in Mexico that remain incompletely reformed. The 1990s 
reforms which finally permitted democratic competition at the national 
level were not always copied at the state or municipal level.

Moreover, the 2006 election would expose the extent to which a signifi-
cant percentage of the Mexican population believed that these reforms 
failed to establish adequate conditions for democracy – and indeed 
would feed their suspicions. When Andrés Manuel López Obrador lost 
by a mere two hundred and forty thousand votes out of more than forty-
one million cast – less than one per cent – he denounced the results as 
fraud, mounted massive protests, and refused to accept the official win-
ner, Felipe Calderón of the National Action Party (PAN), as the legitim-
ate president (http://www.ife.org.mx/documentos/RESELEC/SICEEF/
principal.html). The bulk of his political party supported him. But con-
cern about the institutional foundations of democracy extended well 
beyond disappointed AMLO supporters. According to one 2008 survey 
sponsored by the Mexican government, sixty-two per cent of respond-
ents openly disagreed with the statement, ‘elections in our country are 
clean’ (www.encup.gob.mx). It thus seems fair to categorize Mexico 
as an unconsolidated democracy in the sense that the existing rules of 
democratic competition are not yet universally accepted, adhered to, and 
defended by all actors.

The chapter is divided into four sections. First, it examines the pri-
mary case: Andrés Manuel López Obrador’s use of populist rhetoric in 
the 2006 presidential campaign and its effects on the quality of dem-
ocracy in Mexico. The second section compares this experience to the 
López Obrador government in Mexico City. The third section examines 
the relationship between AMLO and his party, as one of the distinct-
ive features of the Mexican case is the existence of a pre-existing party 
incompletely controlled by the populist leader. This feature may mediate 
the impact of populism on democracy. The chapter concludes with an 
analysis of the longer term effects of the 2006 campaign.

5.1 The 2006 presidential campaign: “For the  
Good of All – the Poor First”

The 2006 presidential campaign was notoriously ugly, polarized, and 
polarizing. López Obrador – or, as he liked to refer to himself, the ‘little 
ray of hope’ for the poor – emphasized populist themes in many of his 
campaign speeches and focused on inclusion of the marginalized in his 
platform. His campaign slogan, “For the Good of All, the Poor First,” 
exemplifies the populist dynamic. The goals of this section are, first, to 
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analyze the role that populist rhetoric played in producing a polarized 
campaign, despite little evidence of polarization at the mass level (Bruhn 
and Greene 2007). Second, it discusses whether leftist ideology led to 
polarization rather than populism alone. Finally, it discusses whether 
López Obrador’s campaign had ‘moderate positive effects’ on democ-
racy as hypothesized or whether on the contrary it posed a threat to 
democratic institutions, as some observers of the election’s aftermath 
suggested.

When López Obrador resigned his position as mayor of Mexico City 
in 2005 in order to run for president, he was one of the most popular 
mayors in Mexico City’s history, with an approval rating over eighty per 
cent (Murphy 2006). Despite a corruption scandal involving his chief 
political operative and an ultimately fruitless effort by the PAN govern-
ment under President Vicente Fox to disqualify him from becoming a 
presidential candidate, the formal campaign started with López Obrador 
in possession of a commanding lead in the polls. In his own mind, he 
had already won. While mayor, he had worked hard to build a cross-class 
alliance, blending populist rhetoric and programmes targeted at the poor 
with public works projects to please the middle class (such as expansion 
of the freeway system). He even worked closely with one of Mexico’s 
richest men, Carlos Hank González, in an ambitious plan to revitalize 
the city’s historic centre. Running on this reputation, he strove to present 
a moderate public image, especially at the start of the campaign.

However, even the ‘moderate’ AMLO focused on the need to include 
marginalized Mexico, left behind in the race to adopt neoliberal reforms. 
This emphasis is evident in his personal electoral platform, the ‘Fifty 
Commitments to Recover National Pride.’ The first five commitments 
refer to the ‘historic debt that we have with the indigenous  communities,’ 
the right to a pension for the elderly (a group he targeted as mayor), 
scholarships for poor and handicapped students, free health care for all, 
and an increase in the minimum wage (López Obrador 2005a: 1). Thus, 
before discussing macroeconomic stability, his platform focused on the 
needs of marginalized groups. Moreover, he referred to his future presi-
dency as that of a ‘responsible politician (…) a man of state, not the leader 
of a party, faction or group’ (López Obrador 2005a: 6) – he would repre-
sent the entire Mexican people, not a single party. Further, in presenting 
his Fifty Commitments, he described the goal of his ‘citizen movement’ 
as ‘a true purification of public life’ (López Obrador 2005a).

Nevertheless, taken as a whole, his platform is surprisingly moderate. 
I coded both his platform and the platform issued by the PRD coalition1 

 1 This coalition also included the Workers’ Party (PT) and Convergence. 
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using the methodology developed by the Comparative Manifestoes Project 
and based on content analysis.2 According to the left-right scale developed 
by Budge and Robertson (1987),3 the positions taken by López Obrador 
put him squarely in the centre of the political spectrum and substantially 
to the right of his own party’s platform. With respect to economic issues, 
López Obrador’s emphasis on markets over state intervention places him 
to the right of the PRI as well as the PRD. Government efficiency was his 
top priority; it ranked fourth in the PAN platform. Though he rejected 
NAFTA’s elimination of protection for the vulnerable corn and bean sectors 
and opposed privatization of the electricity sector, his programme stopped 
well short of calling for a reversal of neoliberal reform. Furthermore, apart 
from a few caustic references to ex-presidents of Mexico who became 
inexplicably rich, his platform refrained from the Manichean opposition of 
corrupt elite to pure masses, as did most of his televised ads.

However, broader analysis of his campaign rhetoric reveals greater 
deployment of populist themes. The analysis draws on an archive of 
speeches and interviews collected by the Mexican NGO Lupa Ciudadana 
for all of the major candidates in the 2006 presidential campaign (www.
lupaciudadana.com.mx). Randomly selected speeches were analyzed 
according to a rubric containing ten topics either directly mentioned in 
the editors’ definition of populism or implied by it.4 Thus, the rubric 
focuses on references to a morally superior people, demands for its sov-
ereignty, denunciation of a corrupt elite, characterization of politics as 
a good versus evil struggle between these two groups (Manicheanism), 
and alignment of the candidate on the side of the people.

 2 Coders assign each sentence in a platform to one of fifty-six common categories, accord-
ing to the sense of that sentence (or part of a sentence, if it contains multiple ideas). The 
data is expressed in percentage terms as the relative emphasis for each category with 
respect to the length of the platform. Coded sentences can be grouped according to 
issue areas (‘domains’) or summed together to create scales on specific dimensions (e.g. 
left-right placement). The Left-Right scale developed by Budge and Robertson (1987) 
on the basis of the European party platforms includes thirteen ‘right emphasis’ items and 
thirteen ‘left emphasis’ items from the list of categories. To enhance the comparability 
of the data, I obtained the full code books and training manuals from the Comparative 
Manifestoes Project and passed their intercoder reliability test. In the initial phases of 
coding, I received assistance and advice from Dr Andrea Volkens as I came across prob-
lems. I wish to thank the Comparative Manifestoes Project and Dr Volkens in particular 
for their generous assistance.

 3 The percentage of platform sentences emphasizing ‘left’ issues is subtracted from the 
percentage of platform sentences emphasizing ‘right’ issues; negative scores indicate pos-
itions to the left and positive scores positions to the right.

 4 Every fifth document listed by Lupa Ciudadana was selected: a total of eighty-one 
speeches, thirty-four interviews, and four ‘other’ documents (e.g. a public letter to 
Calderón). Most of the speeches were delivered in the context of campaign rallies, 
though a few (nine out of eighty-one) were speeches to specific audiences (e.g. business 
leaders).
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The most obvious result of the analysis is a sharp and consistent div-
ide between the kind of rhetoric employed in AMLO’s contacts with 
mass media and the rhetoric he employed in campaign rallies to fire up 
his supporters. Populist discourse was reserved primarily for the latter. 
If one compares these plaza speeches to all other documents, there are 
strong and statistically significant differences between them, with plaza 
speeches much more likely to emphasize populist themes (see Table 5.1). 
Highlighted in bold, the two most common themes were appeals to ‘the 
people’ and contrasts between ‘the people’ as inherently good/wise ver-
sus a corrupt elite.

These populist references formed part of his main stump speech, 
delivered with variations in many different towns across Mexico. With 
respect to the central theme of the struggle between a good and honest 
people and a corrupt elite, for example:

What we have to do therefore is unite the people, this is the struggle of the whole 
people of Mexico to defend its interests, against a band that has perpetuated 
itself in power and has carried our country to ruin, that’s how clear things are. 
(López Obrador 2006b)

Those at the very top (de mero arriba) do not want to let go of power … they 
cannot be satisfied, they want to continue devouring the country, but enough 
already, now it’s the people’s turn; it is time now for the people to govern our 
country, for the people to benefit. (López Obrador 2006e)

Power and money will never be able [to overcome] the dignity and moral char-
acter of our people, that is what we are going to demonstrate on July 2 [election 
day]. (López Obrador 2006f)

Table 5.1. Populist themes in the discourse of Andrés Manuel López Obrador 
(Mean number of references per document)

In plaza 
speeches

N = 72

All other  
documents

N = 47
 

References to the good, morally superior ‘people’ 4.82 1.28
Demands for enhanced popular sovereignty .44 .21
Identification of the candidate with ‘the people’ 1.54 .49
Claims to represent an ‘unheard’ voiceless group .15 .04
Portrayal of the candidate’s qualifications in moral terms 1.19 .26
References to existence of a corrupt elite who runs things 3.61 1.04
Suspicion of or rejection of established institutions .67 .13
Need for purification and transformation of public life 2.42 .87
Support for plebiscitary decision making 0 .09
Characterization of politics in conflictual/Manichean terms 1.9 .57
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We must convince those from below of the PRI and PAN because the quarrel is 
not with them, they are just as hopeful and just as beaten down as the majority of 
the people, the differences we have are with those from above and not the people 
from below. (López Obrador 2006d)

Or, more simply, as he stated in one of his first public speeches accept-
ing the PRD candidacy: ‘Arriba los de abajo, abajo los de arriba,’ which 
translates, awkwardly, to, ‘up with those from below, down with those on 
top’ (López Obrador 2005c).5

With respect to the question of AMLO’s critical attitude towards 
Mexico’s existing democratic institutions, the signs are more subtle, but 
present, even at the start of the presidential campaign. There are many 
references in his stump speech to ‘the corrupt and outdated institutions 
that have the people oppressed,’ and to the need for a ‘true purification 
of public life’ (López Obrador 2005b, 2005c). Even before the election 
results led him to claim electoral fraud, he expressed doubts about the 
state of democracy in Mexico, arguing, for example, that ‘we must con-
tinue to press for all of the changes that are necessary, it is necessary of 
course that there be democracy in the municipal governments, but it is 
necessary also that there should be democracy in the state governments 
and democracy at the federal level’ (López Obrador 2006a). He said, 
with some truth, that:

los de arriba, the elitists, say that we do not respect the state of law, they keep 
invoking every little while the state of law, legality, the law is the law, but that is 
a farce, what we want is that there should be true legality in our country, that we 
do not just jail those who do not have the means to buy their innocence, that the 
law be applied equally. (López Obrador 2006b)

Moreover, as he had when campaigning for mayor of Mexico City, he 
promised to hold a referendum three years into his six-year term to 
determine whether the people felt he should stay, an extra-legal proced-
ure that he actually carried out after he became mayor (he won easily).

López Obrador devoted the bulk of his plaza speeches not to vague 
rhetoric, however, but to specific programmatic pledges intended to clar-
ify how ‘the people’ would benefit from his presidency, such as promises 
to extend a food pension to the elderly, scholarships for the poor, health 
care for all, subsidies for farmers left ‘abandoned’ by NAFTA, and more 
public universities so that all youth would have the chance to study. His 
pledges focused on helping the marginalized, those left out by neoliberal 
economic policies, and those historically abandoned to their fate, such as 
the indigenous. He spoke frequently about the importance of addressing 

 5 He would later soften this formulation to ‘arriba los de abajo, abajo los corruptos,’ to counter 
PAN claims that he meant to take property away from the middle class.
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the needs of the poor, arguing that it was impossible for Mexico to con-
tinue to live in a ‘sea of inequality (…) not just for humanitarian reasons, 
which would be more than sufficient (…) but [because] we will not be 
able to have tranquility, or public security, or governability if there con-
tinues to be so much social and economic inequality in our country’ 
(López Obrador 2006g).

In and of themselves, promises to address social needs are not neces-
sarily populist. To some extent, all politicians in Mexico have to concern 
themselves with the poor. Mexico is a deeply unequal country, and a 
significant proportion of the population lives in poverty. López Obrador 
himself complained, in response to accusations that he was a dangerous 
populist, that, ‘the little that goes to the people they call populism, pater-
nalism, the vast amounts they give to a few, to the bankers, that they call 
[economic] stimulus or rescue, to hell with that trick’ (López Obrador 
2005d).

However, López Obrador’s promises were distinctively populist in two 
senses. First, he most often extended benefits as a right, rather than using 
means tested methods of determining who should receive benefits; all 
elderly adults, not just poor adults, should receive a government food 
subsidy, for example. The Mexican right (and in fact, some moderate 
left governments in Latin America, such as the Concertación in Chile) 
extended welfare benefits based on selective criteria to the most needy 
only. Second, López Obrador argued that he could raise all the money 
needed to pay for his social programmes by attacking the privileges [his 
words] of the elites: making the rich pay taxes instead of evading them 
through influence, cutting the salaries of top government officials, and 
eliminating corruption and nepotism.

Nevertheless, López Obrador’s populism does not, by itself, explain 
the polarization of the 2006 campaign. He kept his wilder rhetoric for the 
plazas, appeared regularly on mass media in a suit and acting sensibly, 
made public promises that he would not bust the budget, and appealed 
to the middle class and ‘responsible, legitimate’ businessmen. So why 
did the campaign become so polarized? Two factors stand out. First, and 
most important, the PAN – not the PRD or López Obrador – decided 
to go negative in March 2006, a scant three months before the election, 
because the PAN candidate trailed badly in the polls and had made up no 
ground in the three months since the start of the campaign. Regardless 
of López Obrador’s rhetoric, Calderón’s campaign team was politically 
motivated to paint him (as they did) as a danger to Mexico.

But AMLO’s populist rhetoric made it a little too easy. Footage from 
plaza rallies, which López Obrador did not use in his own ads, provided 
colourful evidence of his more fiery tendencies. In the most notorious 
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episode, frustrated by President Fox’s open support for the PAN candi-
date (against Mexican electoral law), he warned him to ‘stop squawking 
and shut up (callate chachalaca)’ (Flores-Macias 2009: 204). The phrase 
referred to a noisy tropical bird, the chachalaca, which to the great delight 
of his audiences he soon started physically producing at rallies, as he 
repeated the allusion to Fox (and other PAN members) as chachalacas. 
Beware, the PAN ads warned: Behind the moderate mayor of Mexico City 
beats the heart of the radical who led protest marches and occupied oil 
wells in Tabasco. Voters who saw calling the president a chachalaca as dis-
respectful were more likely to switch their preference from López Obrador 
to Calderón over the course of the campaign (Flores-Macias 2009: 204).

The PAN’s negative campaign worked, in part, because López Obrador 
did little or nothing in response, claiming in true populist fashion that the 
PRD did not have the money for slick ad campaigns (only partly true: the 
PRD, like all Mexican parties, receives generous public financing though 
it could not draw on the deep pockets of the PAN’s business supporters), 
and that he relied on the wisdom of the people to see through the PAN’s 
lies. This assurance became part of his stump speech: ‘[T]hey [the elites] 
want to convince the people as if the people were stupid. The people is 
not stupid. Stupid is he who thinks the people is stupid. The people real-
ize everything that is happening’ (López Obrador 2006h).

When López Obrador finally agreed that a change in strategy was 
necessary, he attacked Calderón with charges of corruption and claimed 
that he represented only the big money interests that controlled Mexico, 
repeating a populist trope. Nevertheless, after a brief spike in March, 
when the negative campaign began, populist themes in his discourse 
declined steadily through June, until the results of the election brought 
them back with a vengeance (see Figure 5.1).

The second reason the election became so polarized is the genuine and 
profound policy difference between the PAN and the PRD, especially 
at the elite level (Bruhn and Greene 2007). Regardless of how López 
Obrador framed his policies rhetorically, they would have appeared dis-
astrous to the PAN, and vice versa. Never before had the two leading 
presidential candidates come from the parties on the ends of the ideo-
logical spectrum; rather, the party to beat had always been the centrist 
PRI. In the end, López Obrador lost because the PAN portrayed him as 
a radical, too risky for Mexico. But populist rhetoric did not bring this 
fate upon him. It merely fed the fire.

Where we really see the impact of populism is in López Obrador’s 
reaction to his defeat. Again, any candidate who loses a presidential elec-
tion by less than one per cent of the vote may be tempted to challenge 
the results, all the more so in a context like Mexico where electoral fraud 
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has been common. However, where Al Gore, and even Cárdenas, shrank 
from pushing their claims too vigorously despite legitimate questions 
over the validity of the results, López Obrador sought to overturn the 
election not on the basis of solid proof of irregularities, but on the basis 
that the ‘people’ could not have lost an election to the ‘elite.’ As he said a 
number of times, even before the election, ‘the victory of the right is mor-
ally impossible’ (López Obrador 2006g).6 Thus, there must have been a 
conspiracy. His self-titled book about the 2006 election, The Mafia Stole 
the Presidency from Us (2007), suggests as much.

There were a lot of fellow conspiracy theorists within the PRD. Many 
of its activists started off in clandestine movements, others faced PRI 
repression and intimidation after 1988, and the entire party had suffered 
from repeated electoral frauds at the national and local levels. All of this 
produced scepticism about election fairness. Even before the election, 
PRD candidates and voters were significantly more likely than support-
ers of other parties to doubt that the elections would be free and fair 
(Bruhn and Greene 2009: 120–1; Camp 2009: 49).7
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Figure 5.1. Intensity of populist discourse over time.
Note: Because the number and length of documents varied by month, 
the calculations presented here divide the total number of populist ref-
erences in all of the documents dated by month by the total number 
of words in all documents dated in the same month. The vertical axis 
represents references per thousand words.

 6 Paraphrasing nineteenth-century Mexican president Benito Juárez, who made the 
comment with reference to the inevitable victory of the Mexican Liberals over the 
Conservatives, who governed Mexico through Emperor Maximilian and his French 
troops.

 7 I have personally witnessed party strategists in post-electoral meetings (not in 2006) 
admitting that their own numbers showed they had lost, but still insisting that ‘somehow’ 
they must have been cheated.
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López Obrador’s response went beyond the usual perfunctory pro-
tests, however. In July, immediately after the election, measured calls 
for a recount (‘vote by vote’) were accompanied by very limited use of 
populist rhetoric (see Figure 5.1). After the Federal Electoral Institute 
officially ratified Calderón’s victory, López Obrador began to escal-
ate both his rhetoric and his actions. In August, to put pressure on the 
electoral court to rule in favour of his appeal, he began a series of pro-
tests, culminating in the occupation of Mexico City’s main square (the 
Zócalo), and the blockage for months of Paseo de la Reforma, a major 
street at the heart of Mexico City’s financial district, the address of the 
U.S. Embassy, and the most direct route between the presidential resi-
dence and the presidential offices on the Zócalo. It was, therefore, a 
symbolically significant occupation and a vivid demonstration of the 
PRD’s ability to disrupt life in the capital city. Yet with most Mexico City 
residents viewing López Obrador’s claims as overblown, what would at 
best have been a justifiable inconvenience was seen instead as an unjus-
tifiable nuisance.

After the electoral courts rejected the PRD’s demands for a recount, 
in September, came the highest level of populist rhetoric (see Figure 
5.1). López Obrador joined his supporters camping out in the Zócalo. 
In a speech on 31 August, as his party prepared to block President Fox 
from delivering his state of the union address before the congress (for 
only the third time in 180 years), he famously told those asking him to 
accept Calderón’s victory, ‘to hell with your corrupt institutions’ (Aviles 
2006). A few days later, he elaborated: ‘Is not the Presidency of the 
Republic (…) in the hands of a small group that benefits from the cur-
rent economic policy that has carried the country to ruin and maintains 
the majority of Mexicans in poverty? These are the institutions they ask 
us to respect?’ Instead, he proposed a new constitutional convention, 
‘so that the institutions effectively are of the people and for the people,’ 
denounced the ‘usurpation of the presidency,’ and called for measures to 
‘rescue the Republic (…) from a small group of the privileged who have 
taken over institutions and hold them hostage’ so that ‘power and money 
do not triumph over the morality and dignity of the people, as happens 
today’ (Becerril and Mendez 2006).

On 20 November 2006, he accepted the ‘people’s mandate,’ given in 
a series of plebiscitary assemblies he led in the Zócalo, to become the 
‘Legitimate President of Mexico,’ taking the oath of office, donning a 
presidential sash, and announcing the formation of a shadow govern-
ment. He threatened to prevent Calderón from taking the oath of office 
and asked newly elected PRD legislators not to take their seats in the 
Congress. Anyone who challenged his strategy publicly, most notably 



Bruhn98

Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, was vilified as a traitor (see, for example, Cruz 
González 2006).

In short, if López Obrador failed to create a constitutional crisis, it 
was not for lack of trying. The shallowness of his commitment to liberal 
democratic institutions (and that of many of his supporters) was plain. 
What mattered more than following existing rules and procedures, which 
they saw as deeply corrupt and flawed, was achieving a victory for the 
people, which meant the presidency for López Obrador.

Important, populism in the case of López Obrador in Mexico posed a 
threat to democracy even in opposition, or perhaps because he was forced 
to remain in opposition. However, he was not in a position to do as much 
harm standing outside the National Palace as he might have sitting inside 
it. Moreover, the threat was mitigated by two factors. First, outside the 
PRD, too few people believed his claims of fraud. Public rejection of 
his claims and tactics meant that he ultimately harmed, not democratic 
institutions, but the PRD. Support for the PRD fell from 29 per cent of 
the legislative vote in 2006 to a dismal 12.2 per cent in the 2009 midterm 
elections, less than in any national election since its first as a party (www.
ife.org.mx). Second, he could not count on the unreserved support of 
his own party. The PRD prevented Calderón from taking the oath of 
office in front of the congress, but PRD legislators took their seats and 
behaved, for the most part, as responsible members of congress. The 
chapter will return to this point in section three.

However, López Obrador’s populist campaign proved a corrective as 
well as a threat. Calderón’s initial reaction to his narrow victory was to 
shift his emphasis somewhat from his campaign theme (jobs) towards 
López Obrador’s theme: the poor first. On 6 September, shortly after the 
Federal Electoral Tribunal declared him president-elect, Calderón made 
a speech declaring that he would make poverty his number one prior-
ity (Enriquez 2006b). George Grayson, author of a biography critical of 
López Obrador, suggested that, ‘The messianic Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador has done a great service to his people (…) He has put the fear 
of God in Mexico’s pampered elite, who live well, pay relatively little in 
taxes, neglect the poor, and spend anemic amounts on healthcare and 
education for the masses’ (Enriquez 2006a).

Although Calderón’s war on drug cartels has attracted more attention, 
his administration did expand programmes serving the poor. From 2000 
to 2006, under Fox, spending on one such programme, Oportunidades 
(Opportunities), increased by an average of 4 billion pesos per year 
(c. $325 million); under Calderón, spending on the same programme 
increased by 4.8 billion pesos per year. Moreover, although the number 
of families served grew by only two hundred thousand in the first three 
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years of his term, the number of families served in rural areas, where 
poverty is concentrated in Mexico, actually decreased, while the number 
of families served in vote-rich urban centres increased. Calderón more 
than doubled spending on public health insurance (Seguro Popular). In 
his first three years, he more than quintupled the amount spent on the 
food subsidy programme (Apoyo Alimentario), from 332 million pesos 
in 2006 to 1.8 billion pesos in 2009. He increased federal spending on a 
subsidized milk programme (Leche Liconsa) and expanded programmes 
for the indigenous, Mexico’s poorest citizens. He created a subsidy for 
housing and established daycare centres for working mothers. While at 
least some of these increases would have occurred with or without López 
Obrador, he certainly helped fuel political will to increase funding tar-
geted at audiences that voted for AMLO in 2006.8

5.2 Populism in power: Andrés Manuel López Obrador as 
mayor of Mexico City

AMLO in power proved more of a corrective than a threat to democracy, 
though elements of both aspects of populism are again evident. There is 
evidence of a casual attitude towards laws and institutions, starting with 
a plebiscite in his third year to determine whether he should remain in 
office. The ‘revocable mandate’ was an attempt to create a direct con-
nection between the leader and the people, at the margin of both the 
PRD and Mexican law (the mayor’s term is six years). While in office, he 
held plebiscites on various issues, like whether to adopt daylight savings 
time or raise the price of a subway ticket. Democratic in appearance, 
these plebiscites nonetheless lacked the force of law and bypassed the 
Legislative Assembly of the Federal District (ALDF).

A second example, often pointed to by his critics, was the construction 
of an access road to a hospital. A prior municipal government had expro-
priated the land, but the owner filed suit and courts ordered construction 
suspended. Although he eventually complied, López Obrador initially 
went ahead with construction, arguing that the lawsuit amounted to 
extortion (the owner demanded ‘exorbitant’ compensation). His actions 
exposed him to criminal liability for defying a court order. Like all public 
officials in Mexico, López Obrador enjoyed immunity from prosecution 
for acts carried out as part of his public duties. However, President Fox 
requested that congress strip him of this protection, which it did in April 
2005. Even had he been acquitted, the existence of pending criminal 

 8 Spending data is taken from Calderón’s Third Informe at http://www.informe.gob.mx/
anexo_estadistico/pdf/2_3.pdf.
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charges would have disqualified him from running for president. López 
Obrador argued that the charges were politically motivated and called for 
demonstrations that ultimately forced the PAN to back down. Yet López 
Obrador’s claim that legal rulings could be ignored if they were ‘unjust’ 
was troubling to many who looked for clues to how he might behave as 
president.

Third, even as he built a strong record of social programmes serving the 
poor and marginalized, he tended to create new programmes under his 
own direction. He personally decided which groups to benefit, rather than 
through public or legislative debate, and continuation of the programmes 
was at least implicitly conditional upon the PRD remaining in power.

Nevertheless, the programmes were popular and served many 
people whose needs had been neglected in the past. The milk subsidy 
programme reached thirty-four per cent of people in Mexico City by 
2002. As of 2007, the government listed 1.3 million direct beneficiaries 
(Méndez and Valor 2002). He gave scholarships and food baskets to poor 
families. He created free public high schools (Prepas Populares) in four-
teen of Mexico City’s sixteen administrative sub-divisions – a significant 
outreach in a country where high school attendance is usually reserved 
for those who can pay for private schools.9 Moreover, he established a 
new university, the Autonomous University of the Federal District, with 
admission granted by lottery rather than examinations.

One of his most popular programmes was the Program of Food 
Assistance, a monthly coupon available to all Mexico City residents over 
the age of sixty-five regardless of income, and redeemable for food at any 
supermarket. Outreach specialists went door to door to sign up eligible 
residents. By 2005, the majority of Mexico City residents participated in 
the programme themselves or had a family member who did. Although 
not a large sum, the stipend was popular among the elderly, who often 
felt themselves a burden on their families, and it kept some older citizens 
from going hungry. In a 2002 poll, fifty-two per cent of all people over 
seventy were receiving the stipend and among this group, approval of the 
mayor was eighty-three per cent, versus seventy per cent overall (Méndez 
and Valor 2002).

Even programmes designed to benefit the middle class had some posi-
tive repercussions for the poor. The two most publicized public works 
projects were the construction of a second freeway level to ease traffic 
congestion and the revitalization of the historic downtown. One estimate 
suggests that these projects created over six hundred and fifty thousand 

 9 Taken from http://www.df.gob.mx/wb/gdf/escuelas_preparatorias_del_gobierno_del_
distrito_f (accessed 20 July 2010).
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new jobs, contributing to a growth rate in Mexico City that was twice the 
national average (Grayson 2006: 221).

López Obrador financed these programmes in part by borrowing, 
although since Mexico City budgets must be approved by the national 
legislature it was hardly the orgy of spending that PAN campaign ads 
later suggested. To lower spending, he and his senior officials took a pay 
cut, and he eliminated many political appointment positions. During the 
2006 campaign, López Obrador claimed that he could finance new social 
programmes as president simply by cutting government waste. However, 
Mayor López Obrador also employed a third mechanism to finance social 
spending: re-directing money designated for less visible projects, such as 
maintenance of the city’s aging water supply system, apparently using 
executive discretion (confidential interviews with city budget officials, 
2006). The parallels to populist presidents who governed by executive 
decree are evident.

Still, on the whole López Obrador did little damage to the institutions 
of Mexico City. The PRD candidate for mayor in 2006 easily won elec-
tion. López Obrador remained popular enough that when he endorsed 
a non-PRD candidate for delegation chief (head of one of Mexico City’s 
administrative sub-divisions), he beat the PRD candidate in a delega-
tion where the PRD had never lost. Most of the time, he followed rules 
and allowed institutions to function. He created programmes to address 
unmet needs of the poor and marginalized. Journalism flourished; indeed, 
López Obrador was famous for his near-daily press conferences – 1,316 
of them between 31 May 2001 and 10 April 2005, missing only ninety-
one days – though he typically held them at 6:15 in the morning, when 
he judged he had an alertness advantage over most reporters (Grayson 
2006: 185). He toned down his populist rhetoric, worked with rich busi-
nessmen, and governed mostly from the centre.

Given his later behaviour, why was López Obrador such a restrained 
populist in power and such a radical one in opposition? The theory that 
he simply went crazy after he lost the election is unprovable and does not 
fit some of the evidence. He was quite restrained in July, as he sought 
to overturn the official results through legal appeals. Only when these 
appeals failed did he turn to the streets. In the previous twenty years, 
similar protest strategies had – at least at times – resulted in the resigna-
tion of questioned governors and mayors. He may simply have misjudged 
popular support for his claims, as he misjudged the strength of popular 
support prior to the election itself.

A second theory proposes that López Obrador’s actions after the elec-
tion reflect rational calculations. The clear distinction between his dis-
course in the mass media and his discourse in plazas suggests that, no 
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matter what he personally believed, he strategically used populist dis-
course. This in turn argues that he chose to restrain himself while mayor 
for strategic reasons. Two factors seem particularly important. First, he 
wanted to be president much more than he wanted to be mayor, and he 
knew that a radical reputation would frighten voters. One of the keys to 
the PRD’s electoral gains after his election as party president in 1996 
was a conscious effort on his part to reshape the PRD’s public image as 
a contentious and disorderly party. So as mayor, he held himself in check 
(mostly). However, when he lost the presidency, he personally had little 
to lose by challenging the results, especially since he could not count on 
receiving his party’s presidential nomination again in 2012. He would 
have to spend the next six years out of office, out of the spotlight, while 
potential rivals governed Mexico City or other states. Getting himself 
declared ‘Legitimate President of Mexico’ might keep him in the pub-
lic eye. The fact that his party was not his personal vehicle may in this 
instance have encouraged more risky behaviour.

Second, he could more easily afford to restrain himself as mayor 
because of the strength of the PRD in the city. His party governed most 
of the delegaciones (nine of sixteen from 2000 to 2003 and thirteen of six-
teen from 2003 to 2005) and had an outright majority in the Legislative 
Assembly in the second half of his term (www.iedf.org.mx). This sug-
gests that the electoral strength of populism, and the extent to which it 
controls formal institutions, may affect the extent to which populists are 
tempted to bypass these institutions in order to achieve their goals.

Finally, he simply could not do much damage as mayor because of 
the difference in scale between the powers of a mayor – even in such an 
important city – and the powers of a president. As mayor, López Obrador 
did not control macroeconomic policy, did not have unrestricted author-
ity to contract debt, and did not have the same ability to punish political 
enemies that he might have had as president. His authority was at least 
partly checked by the federal government. Populism at a sub-national 
level may thus be more beneficial than populism at a national level.

5.3 López Obrador and the PRD: Leftist  
populism in Mexico

Many of the populists described in this book created their own political 
parties, personalistic organizations designed to provide a vehicle for the 
leaders’ political campaigns. López Obrador, by contrast, won the nom-
ination of an established party, nearly twenty years old at the time of 
his nomination. This fact would influence his actions and options as a 
populist leader.
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The PRD has been prone to backing populists for several reasons. In 
the first place, its roots in the left wing of the long-ruling Revolutionary 
Institutional Party (PRI) give it an historical connection to one of Latin 
America’s iconic populists, Lázaro Cárdenas. The key leader in the for-
mation of the PRD in 1989 was Lázaro’s son, Cuauhtémoc, and he 
brought out of the PRI many people associated with the cardenista wing, 
including López Obrador. His rhetoric was so similar to his father’s, ana-
lysts suggested, that ‘the candidacy of Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas demon-
strates the contemporary power of the populist discourse, neglected by 
successive technocratic administrations’ (Castro Rea et al. 1990: 276). 
The early base of the PRD was attracted to this discourse.

Second, conditions in Mexico in 1988 were ripe for the emergence 
of a populist leader. As Freidenberg notes, ‘marginalization and socio-
economic exclusion are ideal scenarios for the emergence of populism’ 
(2007: 45). Despite a revolution, a hegemonic party that claimed to rep-
resent the demands of the working class and peasants, and thirty years of 
significant economic development (1940 to 1970), Mexico remained a 
profoundly unequal society. According to one estimate, in 1984 the rich-
est twenty per cent of the population captured nearly half of all income, 
while the poorest twenty per cent got less than five per cent (Alarcón 
González 1994: 87). Moreover, during the 1980s the trend moved in 
the wrong direction. Beginning in 1981, Mexico experienced a deep 
economic crisis that eroded real wages and standards of living. The cri-
sis constrained the capacity of the state to deliver material goods to its 
supporters or to maintain subsidies of such staples as tortillas, oil, and 
bread. Mexico’s poor, by some accounts close to half of the population 
(Levy and Bruhn 2006: 13), were increasingly excluded rhetorically and 
materially by the ruling party, creating space for a new alternative that 
addressed precisely these concerns.

Finally, the new PRD faced a long-ruling hegemonic party, whose con-
trol of the political system facilitated the rhetorical division of the world 
into the pure masses and the corrupt political elite. To use the terms of 
social movement theory, populism provided an appealing master frame 
for understanding the problems of the contemporary political system. 
The PRI had been in power since its foundation in 1929, had never lost 
a presidential election or governor’s race, never controlled less than two-
thirds of the lower chamber of congress, and never lost a contested sen-
ate seat. No other party could be blamed for deficiencies in government 
performance.

It was, in addition, quite literally and visibly corrupt. Former presi-
dents and other high officials amassed mysterious fortunes during their 
time in office. Materials purchased for use by government employees 
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were diverted by union leaders and sold on the black market. Police 
took bribes. Elections were stolen when necessary, using such blatant 
fraud that Mexico acquired a whole vocabulary to describe specific 
tactics, from the “taco” (a roll of ballots stuffed together into a ballot 
box) to the “pregnant urn” (a ballot box that arrived already filled with 
 ballots). The corrupt elite was easy to identify: the PRI. The pure  people 
were the masses who suffered under austerity and economic crisis. Hence, 
the populist cardenista discourse argued that the poor had been punished 
at the expense of the rich and the political elite – they had paid the costs 
of structural adjustment for debts that did not benefit them.

Andrés Manuel López Obrador was recruited by Cárdenas in this con-
text to become the new party’s candidate for governor in López Obrador’s 
home state of Tabasco. Prior to 1988, he served as a middle rank PRI 
functionary in Tabasco and at the National Consumer’s Institute. His 
introduction to politics grew out of his work as state coordinator of the 
National Indigenous Institute, where he championed the cause of the 
poor and insisted in living in a hut similar to those of the indigenous 
(Grayson 2006: 34). He found cardenismo appealing, though he did not 
resign from the PRI until after the 1988 presidential election, when he 
agreed to run for governor.

His rise within the party was based upon Cárdenas’s patronage, his 
organizational success in Tabasco, and his use of protest.10 When he 
lost his 1988 gubernatorial bid, he denounced the results as fraud and 
refused to negotiate the ‘people’s will.’ In the next six years he spear-
headed civil resistance campaigns over various issues, including a suc-
cessful and nationally publicized series of demonstrations, marches, and 
sit-ins at oil wells, protesting environmental damage by the national oil 
company PEMEX; he would use some of the payouts to help build the 
Tabasco PRD. In 1994, he ran again for governor, lost, and again claimed 
fraud. With the support of his increasingly well-organized Tabasco base, 
he launched a ‘March for Democracy’ from Tabasco to Mexico City, 
demanding that the national government overturn the official results. 
Again, he refused to negotiate. As he announced, ‘They think that our 
struggle is based on personal ambitions, that it is enough to offer us good-
sized bones (…) They are wrong. Our struggle is for legality and democ-
racy, for new elections’ (Grayson 2007: 85). The March for Democracy 
brought López Obrador national attention and contributed to Cárdenas’ 
endorsement of him as the party president in 1996.

 10 Tabasco was one of the few states where the PRD increased its vote over 1988, from 20 
per cent in 1988 to 31.7 per cent in 1994. The 1994 results come from www.ife.org.mx; 
the 1988 results come from IFE 1991: 11.
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In these early battles López Obrador demonstrated patterns of behav-
iour that would later mark both his term as mayor and his 2006 presiden-
tial campaign. Populist rhetoric, opposing the corrupt politicians to the 
humble servant of the masses (himself), was attached to a personalistic 
style of leadership, confrontational and mobilizational politics, and cli-
entelistic tactics to build the party base. His brand of populism did build 
party institutions in Tabasco, with one catch: He remained in control of 
these institutions through allies, even as he relinquished formal institu-
tional control, mirroring the pattern at the national level with Cárdenas. 
Thus, party institutions did not acquire autonomy from their principal 
caudillos.

On the national level, however, López Obrador did not enjoy the same 
autonomy from party institutions. The PRD is a notoriously factional-
ized party, cobbled together from dozens of movements, parties, and 
proto-parties. Even Cárdenas could not control them all, and over time, 
the factions became increasingly institutionalized. In 2006, AMLO was 
at the height of his institutional control of the party. As president of the 
party from 1996 to 1999, then mayor of Mexico City, he placed his own 
clients at the top of the national leadership, including the party president 
in 2006, Leonel Cota Montaño. Nevertheless, his presidential campaign 
manager was Jesus Ortega, a rival who had just challenged (unsuccess-
fully) López Obrador’s preferred candidate for mayor of Mexico City in 
the party’s primary elections. Essentially, Ortega’s hiring was meant to 
appease an important party faction that López Obrador did not control.

López Obrador’s tenuous position may have encouraged him to pur-
sue a maximalist strategy after the 2006 election.11 His power could only 
weaken over time because PRD statutes forbid re-election of party lead-
ers; his allies were bound to cycle out (in fact, Jesus Ortega subsequently 
took over as the president of the PRD). At the same time, his incom-
plete control of the party doomed this strategy to failure. Within Mexico 
City, the political machine he had built as mayor could be counted on 
to support his calls for demonstrations, but outside Mexico City other 
local party leaders and PRD legislators did not follow his lead. If he 
could have kept the PRD out of the 2006–9 congress, fully a quarter of 
the legislature would have been missing, provoking a legitimacy crisis 
that might have forced Calderón’s resignation. In this instance, AMLO’s 
relationship with the party both encouraged bad behaviour and limited 
its effects.

This, in turn, raises another important question. To what extent did 
López Obrador’s actions reflect the inclinations of any populist, and to 

 11 I thank Kurt Weyland for this important suggestion. 
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what extent did they reflect his own idiosyncrasies? A brief comparison 
between López Obrador and the PRD’s other charismatic populist leader, 
Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, suggests that personality does matter. Like López 
Obrador, Cárdenas nearly won a presidential election, was president of 
the PRD, and was mayor of Mexico City (though only for two years). 
Although Cárdenas felt himself no less wronged by the official results 
of the 1988 presidential election than López Obrador in 2006 (and with 
more reason), he chose not to escalate post-electoral conflict. Of course, 
López Obrador had a more effective organization than Cárdenas’s loose 
multi-party coalition in 1988, faced a more tolerant federal government 
(in the PAN) than Cárdenas (in the PRI), and controlled Mexico City’s 
police force. AMLO therefore could hold protests with considerably less 
risk and more effectiveness.

But there are differences of temperament as well. When Cárdenas led 
protests, as he often did in the early years of the PRD, he took a meas-
ured approach, lining up his allies, watching his words, and often acting 
as a mediator/statesman rather than a rabble-rousing firebrand. He was 
more frequently urged to be bolder than to restrain himself, something 
López Obrador’s aides could not claim and often lamented privately. 
This does not mean that López Obrador was incapable of being prag-
matic, or that Cárdenas was incapable of taking an impractical stance 
on moral grounds; both men were comfortable with confrontations por-
trayed in absolute moral terms and both men were pragmatic enough to 
have governed Mexico City effectively. Yet the contrast suggests that the 
consequences of populism depend at least in part on the personal qual-
ities of the populist leader.

In power, both men made efforts to redirect government attention to 
the poor, as much because of their shared ideological position as because 
of populism per se. Both men adopted a more restrained populist rhet-
oric while in office, compared to their speeches as candidates and party 
leaders. Cárdenas, like López Obrador, planned to run for president 
at the end of his mayoral term, controlled a majority of the Legislative 
Assembly, and had even more limited authority than López Obrador, 
since Mexico City was still making its own democratic transition away 
from decades of appointed mayors. Thus, the same factors that I argue 
motivated López Obrador to govern mostly institutionally were also pre-
sent in the case of Cárdenas.

A more troubling similarity between the two cases is that neither man 
made much of an effort to create new institutional channels for popular 
participation, along the lines of the participatory budgeting programmes 
created by the Workers’ Party (PT) in Brazil. Social welfare policies were 
directed at the poor, by the government, with little popular input. Both 
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men were charismatic leaders who attracted loyalty through their per-
sonal characteristics, different though the two men are, and both failed 
to construct party institutions autonomous from their own leadership. 
Whether by design or accident, they preferred instead to rely on net-
works of personal allies. A telling point: Neither man, as a presidential 
candidate, allowed the party much influence over campaign decisions. In 
2006, López Obrador refused even to participate in assemblies held by 
the PRD to debate the content of its electoral platform, reportedly on the 
grounds that ‘that is your business, not mine’ (Bruhn 2009: 171). Later, 
he issued a personal platform not vetted by the party.

The relationship between established political parties and populist 
leaders therefore seems contradictory. On the one hand, these populist 
leaders tended to marginalize party institutions, and did little to build 
new institutional mechanisms that they did not control. On the other 
hand, party members accepted or demanded populist rhetoric and con-
frontational behaviour. In the (unlikely) event that López Obrador had 
refused to lead protests after the 2006 election, his credibility within the 
PRD would have suffered. Even after the obviously disastrous effects of 
his strategy on the PRD vote in the 2009 midterm elections, as of 29 
August 2010, a poll by the conservative newspaper Reforma (29 August 
2010) found that sixty-one per cent of PRD supporters (perredistas) pre-
ferred AMLO as the party’s candidate for president in 2012 compared to 
seventeen per cent for his main rival, the current mayor of Mexico City.

5.4 Lasting effects?

At first blush, López Obrador’s populist discourse seems to have left 
few lasting marks. Confidence in the Federal Electoral Institute (IFE) 
remained high. According to the Survey on Political Culture and Citizen 
Practices (ENCUP), in 2008, the IFE ranked among the top three most 
respected institutions (www.encup.gob.mx), together with the army and 
the church, with seventy-one per cent of respondents expressing ‘some’ 
or ‘a lot’ of confidence in the IFE. Popular ranking of the IFE on a 0–10 
scale, with 10 indicating the highest opinion, was an average of 7.3 
shortly before the 2009 midterm elections (Consulta Mitofsky 2010), 
slightly higher than the 7.1 detected by the ENCUP in 2005. Moreover, 
in 2005, forty-two per cent of respondents thought Mexico was a dem-
ocracy. In 2008, half did.

The PRD, on the other hand, suffered a serious blow, suggesting 
that populist discourse did not strike a deeply responsive chord. In 
2006, seventeen per cent of the population identified with the PRD. In 
2007, just thirteen per cent did. In 2010, the average hovered around 
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ten per cent (Consulta Mitofsky, 2010). Thirty-eight per cent of the 
population expressed ‘rejection’ (rechazo) of the PRD, versus thirty per 
cent in 2006. Only nineteen per cent expressed rejection of the PRI in 
2010, a remarkable recovery for the once detested ruling party (Consulta 
Mitofsky 2010).

Moreover, perceptions of Calderón as the legitimate president 
improved. One year after the election, just over fifty per cent of the popu-
lation thought that Calderón won; thirty per cent thought AMLO won, 
and the rest did not know. By 2008, the percentage of those who thought 
Calderón won had increased to fifty-seven per cent. Majorities of PRI, 
PAN, and independent voters all thought Calderón won. Only PRD 
members remained convinced of their candidate’s victory;  ninety-two 
per cent said there was fraud in 2006 versus forty-one per cent of 
PRI supporters and thirty-one per cent of independents (Consulta 
Mitofsky 2008).

From a more pessimistic point of view, however, two facts stand out. 
First, there are sharp differences among Mexicans with respect to the 
2006 election, the IFE, and democracy itself. Perredistas have become 
increasingly alienated from politics. In order to placate the PRD after the 
2006 elections, the congress replaced six of the nine IFE councillors and 
increased the powers of the IFE to monitor and punish negative media 
campaigns. But the reforms did little or nothing to restore the confi-
dence of perredistas in the electoral process: Eighteen per cent thought 
they would make things better, eighteen per cent thought they would 
make things worse, and the rest thought things would remain the same 
(Consulta Mitofsky 2007). Overall, 11.7 per cent of perredistas thought 
the 2009 elections would be very clean, compared to 37 per cent of PAN 
supporters. A hefty forty-two per cent of perredistas thought the elections 
would be ‘not at all’ clean or that there would definitely be fraud.

Second, and more alarming, independents are nearly as alienated and 
distrusting of political institutions as perredistas. Those who declared no 
party affiliation were as likely as perredistas to doubt that elections would 
be very clean, though a smaller percentage expected outright fraud. 
Overall, sixty-six per cent of those who expected the elections to be 
dirty said they would definitely not vote (‘if elections were held today’), 
with plans of abstention highest among those with no party identity; 
 perredistas, though the most likely of any party identifiers to abstain, still 
mostly planned to vote (Consulta Mitofsky 2007).

Simple statistical tests on the 2008 ENCUP data confirm that 
 perredistas were significantly less likely than members of other parties 
to express confidence in the IFE, to agree that Mexico was a democ-
racy, to believe that elections would be clean, or to think that democracy 
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would improve during Calderón’s term.12 Independents were slightly 
more likely to have confidence in the IFE than perredistas and to think 
that democracy would improve under Calderón, but they were actually 
less likely than perredistas to agree that elections in Mexico were clean 
or to classify Mexico as a democracy. Since roughly thirty per cent of 
Mexicans declare no party sympathy, their suspicion of democratic insti-
tutions is quite problematic.13

Overall, only one out of five citizens (twenty-one per cent) thought the 
2009 elections would be very clean. The 2008 ENCUP found a simi-
lar level of distrust: Sixty-two per cent of respondents disagreed with 
the statement, ‘elections in our country are clean’ (www.encup.gob.mx). 
Though an ample majority had at least ‘some’ confidence in the IFE, 
only a little over a third had ‘a lot’ of confidence in the IFE, most of them 
PAN supporters. Between independents and perredistas, forty per cent of 
the population has serious doubts about existing democratic institutions. 
While these levels do not reach the depths displayed in Peru or Venezuela 
as their party systems were collapsing, they may be an early warning that 
patience with Mexico’s institutions is waning.

Lack of confidence in elections and disgust with existing political par-
ties contributed to the formation of a movement in favour of abstention 
and deliberate ballot spoiling in the 2009 elections; the null vote actually 
came in fourth at 5.4 per cent (Ackerman 2009: 69; www.ife.org.mx). 
In fact, the abstention rate of fifty-five per cent, added to the null vote, 
meant that over sixty per cent of eligible voters did not cast a valid vote 
in 2009, more than in any national election since 1988.

To be sure, these troubling trends to some extent precede the 2006 
election. In 2005, PRD sympathizers and independents also had signifi-
cantly less confidence in the IFE than members of other parties, and 
were less likely to say that Mexico was a democracy. Among these two 
groups, however, things deteriorated after 2006. In 2005, roughly ten 
per cent of perredistas and eleven per cent of independents had little or 
no confidence in the IFE. In 2008, forty-two per cent of perredistas and 
thirty-three per cent of independents had little or no confidence in the 
IFE.14 In 2005, thirty-eight per cent of independents and forty-two per 

 12 Using bivariate comparisons of means with chi-squared tests.
 13 Based on data from the Mexico 2006 Panel Study, at http://web.mit.edu/polisci/research/

mexico06/Results.html.
 14 Because the question about confidence in the IFE was asked in a slightly different way 

in 2005, it is difficult to compare the two years directly. In 2005, respondents were asked 
to ‘grade’ the IFE on a scale of zero to ten, with zero indicating the lowest possible grade 
and ten indicating the highest. If answers ranging from zero to four are considered ‘little 
or no confidence,’ the result is the figure indicated.
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cent of perredistas said that Mexico was not a democracy. In 2008, fifty 
per cent of both independents and perredistas said that Mexico was not 
a democracy (www.encup.gob.mx). It is hard to discount the impact of 
the 2006 election, and López Obrador’s painting of it as a conspiracy by 
the rich, in producing such dramatically negative opinion shifts among 
these specific groups.

 Conclusion

This chapter has suggested that populism can threaten the quality of 
democracy in opposition as well as in power. Indeed, AMLO’s conspir-
acy theories and moral portrayal of political conflict probably did more 
damage to confidence in democratic institutions than he caused when 
he governed Mexico City. Yet in both periods, populism carried with 
it rewards as well as risks. The marginalized populations that AMLO 
sought to represent were taken into account to a greater extent, but dis-
regard for existing laws – muted while he was mayor and amplified in 
opposition – was present when he governed Mexico City and again dur-
ing his 2006 campaign. This argument contradicts to some extent the 
suggestion of hypothesis 1 that populism in government has stronger 
effects on democracy than populism in opposition, and the argument 
of hypothesis 5 that populism in opposition, even in weak democracies, 
should have modest positive effects.

However, the chapter also points to the relevance of three additional 
factors that may mediate the extent to which populist discourse poses a 
threat to democratic quality, whether in or out of government. First, to 
what extent do populists enjoy broad electoral support? During AMLO’s 
Mexico City administration, the fact that he legally controlled many insti-
tutions (the local legislature and the delegaciones in particular) meant that 
he rarely needed to confront these institutions, although he did bypass 
them. More important, the lack of support for his claims after the 2006 
election limited his ability to provoke a more serious legitimacy crisis.

Second, what legal authority does the populist enjoy? The limited 
 powers of a mayor meant that AMLO had far fewer negative effects than 
he might have had as president; instead, his drive to include ‘the people’ 
as beneficiaries of government policies resulted in improved quality of 
life for many. Another way of asking this question is, to what extent does 
the populist confront an organized and powerful opposition? The fact 
that AMLO’s party did not control the national government when he 
was mayor led him to face many external checks on his power.

Third, does the populist control the political party with which he or 
she is associated? Well-organized parties can be useful to populists, but 
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only if they remain thoroughly under the thumb of the populist leader. 
The fact that López Obrador did not fully control the PRD may have 
led him to engage in risky behaviour, but also limited the institutional 
damage this behaviour caused. In fact, since López Obrador would have 
challenged the results of the election even if he had fully controlled the 
PRD, the existence of an at least partially autonomous party probably 
helped more than it hurt. Populism is more dangerous when it is unre-
strained internally, when the party is not capable of checking populist 
leaders within its ranks.

These mediating factors suggest, in turn, that populism is most likely to 
function as a corrective when it is checked either externally or internally. 
Embedded in all of the editors’ hypotheses is an unspoken calculation 
of relative power between populist and non-populist actors. Populism 
in government is expected to have stronger effects on democracy than 
populism in opposition because populism in government has more power 
and more popular support. Populism is expected to have stronger effects 
in weak and unconsolidated democracies because institutions enjoy less 
legitimacy and are less capable of limiting the exercise of popular major-
itarian sovereignty that populism explicitly endorses. In a sense, liberal 
democracy – founded on the principle of checks and balances and on 
the argument that majoritarianism must be limited – meshes best with 
the representative thrust of populism when populism faces limits on its 
power, formal or informal. This chapter suggests that other factors can 
check the worst tendencies of populism besides whether it governs and 
whether it faces strong democratic institutions: in particular, whether 
it develops within an established political party, and whether it faces 
 limits based on the federalist division of authority. One could imagine, 
for instance, a populist president restrained by strong governors (for 
example, perhaps Argentina) as well as the reverse (AMLO in Mexico 
City checked by the national government).

However, when a populist leader enjoys broad popular support, occu-
pies a position with significant legal authority (such as president), and 
controls a political party that lacks the ability to limit his/her excesses, 
the political system is particularly vulnerable to a final factor: the per-
sonality of the populist leader. In its comparison of Cárdenas and López 
Obrador, this chapter also suggests that the personality of the populist 
leaders matters. The thin-centred nature of populist ideology lends itself 
to a personalistic style of politics. To the extent that populism operates 
at the margin of political institutions, it may increase a country’s vul-
nerability to the occasional populist lunatic. Yet it also makes populist 
politics inherently unpredictable: Populist parties are vulnerable to rap-
idly shifting evaluations of the populist leader. They may be particularly 
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prone to sudden surges and equally sudden collapses, as opposed to pro-
grammatic parties that appeal for votes based on ideological proximity to 
voters or on institutional ties to major social groups.

 Appendix: Elaboration of the Populist Rubric

References to the good, morally superior ‘people’
For example, references to el pueblo, versus references to ciudadanos – i.e. collective versus 
individual characterizations of the represented. Descriptions of ‘the people’ as inherently 
good/wise/morally superior.

Demands for enhanced popular sovereignty
For example, demands for soberania popular or la voluntad del pueblo versus appeals to 
specific interest groups (unemployed, peasants, etc) or claims that “the people” (rather 
than a majority) approve of something

Identification of the candidate with ‘the people’
For example, by non-verbal means (use of popular dress, idiom, etc.), claims that “I am 
just like you,” or references by the candidate to himself as the embodiment of a mass 
movement or the will of the people.

Claims to represent an ‘unheard’ voiceless group

Portrayal of the candidate’s qualifications in moral terms
For example, the candidate is qualified to be elected as the most moral candidate versus 
appeals on the grounds of competence or ideology

References to existence of a corrupt elite who runs things
This category comes from the volume’s definition of populism: arguments that there is a 
cohesive and small group of powerful elites who oppose the people’s interests; inclusion 
of one’s opponent(s) as part of this elite.

Suspicion of and/or rejection of established institutions

Need for purification and transformation of public life
That is, rather than calling for “reforms,” arguments that there is a need for a complete 
transformation of politics as usual, a need for a major change in the way politics operates, 
transfer of sovereignty from government to the people, transformation of the social order, 
need for purification of public life, or revolution.

Support for plebiscitary decision making
For example, calls for public referendums and or other plebiscitary mechanisms.

Characterization of politics in conflictual/Manichean terms
Especially conveyed in moralistic terms as a struggle between good (the people) and evil 
(the power elite).

Evaluation of the stakes of political conflict in life or death terms.
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6 Populism in government: the case  
of Austria (2000–2007)

Franz Fallend

 Introduction

The Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ) is one of the most successful right-
wing populist parties in Europe. After Jörg Haider was elected party 
chairman in 1986, the party’s strength rose gradually until 1999, when it 
reached 26.9 per cent of the votes in the national elections and became 
the second strongest party for the first time during the Second Republic 
(since 1945). Coalition negotiations between the strongest party, the 
Social Democratic Party of Austria (SPÖ) and the Christian Democratic 
Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP), which had governed together since 
1987, failed. Thus, the ÖVP invited the FPÖ to build the first right-wing 
coalition in Austria to date, which assumed office in February 2000. In 
January 2007, however, Austria returned to its favourite government 
type of the post-war period, a ‘grand coalition’ between the SPÖ and  
the ÖVP.1

The seven years in which the right-wing populists participated in the 
federal government were marked by a polarization of inter-party com-
petition between the government block (ÖVP-FPÖ) and the opposition 
block (SPÖ-Greens), intensive conflicts about the neoliberal policies of 
the government, and internal turmoil in the FPÖ. As a result of its fail-
ure to live up to the expectations of its rank-and-file members and its 
voters, unsatisfied party functionaries (inspired by Haider) launched 
a rebellion against the federal party leadership and government team, 
which precipitated the collapse of the first ÖVP-FPÖ coalition in 2002. 
In the ensuing general elections the party fell to ten per cent of the votes. 
The ÖVP nevertheless renewed its coalition with the FPÖ after the elec-
tions. In April 2005 the unresolved intra-party discrepancies between the 
FPÖ’s populist, vote-seeking roots and its aspirations to show governing 
fitness surfaced once again and finally led to the breakaway of a new 

 1 In the sixty-seven years since 1945, Austria has been ruled by SPÖ-ÖVP coalitions for no 
less than thirty-nine years (from 1945 to 1947, also including the communists).
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party, the Alliance for the Future of Austria (BZÖ). Federal Chancellor 
Wolfgang Schüssel (ÖVP) continued the coalition with the more prag-
matic BZÖ (chaired, somewhat ironically, by Haider in the beginning), 
while the FPÖ returned to opposition and resumed its former strategy of 
vote maximization and relentless criticisms of government. In the gen-
eral elections of 2006, both right-wing populist parties together gained 
15.1 per cent of the votes; in the premature elections two years later this 
went up to a stunning 28.2 per cent (see Table 6.1).2

In Carinthia, one of the nine Austrian provinces, the FPÖ fared even 
better. In 1999, it replaced the SPÖ as strongest party, with 42.0 per 
cent of the votes. This was the first time after 1945 that the FPÖ reached 
the first place in a province. Haider was elected provincial governor, a 

Table 6.1. Elections to the national parliament (lower house, Nationalrat)

Political Partiesa

Year of  
electionb

  
Greens

Social 
Democrats

People’s 
Party

Freedom 
Party

  
Alliance

  
Liberals

1983 47.7 43.2 5.0
1986 4.8 43.1 41.3 9.7
1990 4.8 42.8 32.1 16.1
1994 7.3 34.9 27.7 22.5 6.0
1995 4.8 38.1 28.3 21.9 5.5
1999 7.4 33.2 26.9 26.9
2002 9.5 36.5 42.3 10.0c

2006 11.1 35.3 34.3 11.0 4.1
2008 10.4 29.3 26.0 17.5 10.7  

a  The parties are ordered along the left-right dimension. The grey cells indicate the parties 
forming the government after the respective elections.

b  Legislative and government periods do not always correspond exactly in Austria. General 
elections often take place at the end of the calendar year; that is why most new govern-
ments only take office at the beginning of the following year (this was, for example, the 
case in 1987, 1996, 2000, 2003, and 2007).

c  The second ÖVP-FPÖ cabinet lasted only until April 2005, when the BZÖ formally 
replaced the FPÖ as the ÖVP’s coalition partner without new elections being called.

Source: Federal Ministry of the Interior.

 2 However, the relations between the two parties were strained, and their leaders denied 
any intentions to cooperate or unify – until the end of 2009 when the (federal) FPÖ and 
the BZÖ organization of Carinthia (by far the strongest provincial organization within 
the party) joined forces, following the model of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) 
and the Christian Social Union (CSU) in Germany.
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position he held until his death in 2008.3 Though limited by two coali-
tion partners (SPÖ and ÖVP), he was in a favourable position to imple-
ment his ‘Carinthian model.’ In 2004 and 2009, his party (first FPÖ, 
then BZÖ) defended its lead, with 42.6 and 44.9 per cent of the votes, 
respectively.

Obviously, the FPÖ and its breakaway, the BZÖ, have had a signifi-
cant effect on the Austrian party system and government composition in 
recent years. The impact of these two right-wing populist parties on the 
public discourse and their entrance into government, however, also raise 
the question of whether they were more a corrective or a threat to the 
quality of Austrian democracy. This question seems all the more relevant 
as the ‘old’ (pre-1986) FPÖ had once been the reservoir of former Nazis, 
and as the relationship of the ‘new,’ right-wing populist FPÖ to Austria’s 
past has time and again caused intensive public debates. In fact, from the 
beginning of Haider’s chairmanship in 1986 until 2000, the FPÖ was 
regarded by many – political opponents, representatives of civil society, 
journalists, scientists, intellectuals, and so forth – as unfit to govern or 
as undemocratic or illiberal. In their eyes, the acceptance of the FPÖ as 
coalition partner in 2000 represented the breach of a political taboo, with 
unforeseeable consequences for the quality of democracy in Austria. The 
impact of the FPÖ/BZÖ on the quality of democracy seems also worth 
studying in Carinthia, where the party was stronger than at the national 
level and therefore had a greater potential to influence democracy.

The existence and extent of – positive as well as negative – effects of 
populism on the quality of democracy is dependent upon further cir-
cumstances, above all on the degree of consolidation of democracy in a 
country and on the position of the populist party in the system (in gov-
ernment or in opposition). In this respect, Austria was selected as a case 
of populism in power in a consolidated democracy, and the following 
analysis will focus on the period in which the (right-wing) populist par-
ties (the FPÖ and the BZÖ, respectively) took part in the federal govern-
ment (from 2000 to 2007). Regarding Carinthia, the FPÖ participated 
in the provincial government before 1999, but only then did it take over 
the leading position. According to the framework for analysis laid out in 
Chapter 1 (see in particular hypothesis 3), it can be hypothesized that 
(right-wing) populists, although strong, will only have a moderate effect 
on the quality of democracy in a resilient liberal democracy like Austria. 
More specifically, the assumption, also formulated in the introduction, 

 3 Haider had served as provincial governor of Carinthia before, from 1989 to 1991. 
However, when he praised the ‘proper employment policy of the Third Reich’ during a 
parliamentary debate, he was removed from office by a vote of no confidence.
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that (right-wing) populist parties would strengthen political participa-
tion yet weaken public contestation will be investigated for the case of 
Austria. The investigation will be primarily empirical, not normative, 
based on the positive and negative effects of populist parties on the qual-
ity of democracy, as hypothesized in the introductory chapter.

The analysis will be structured as follows: Section 6.1 gives an overview 
of the historical development of the FPÖ. The next section examines the 
ideology and ‘populist’ character of the FPÖ. It includes a description 
of the party’s political strategies prior to entering government in 2000. 
Sections 6.3 and 6.4 deal with the two cabinets in which the FPÖ (later 
the BZÖ) participated (2000–3 and 2003–7). The cabinets are treated 
separately, as we assume that the impact of the right-wing populists on 
the quality of democracy is to a great extent dependent on their polit-
ical strength within the coalition, which was very different in the two 
periods (see Table 6.1). Section 6.5 takes a look at the developments in 
Carinthia, followed by a short conclusion.

6.1 The early history of the FPÖ

Government participation of the FPÖ in 2000 was controversial because 
of both Austria’s and the party’s own history. In 1945, after the end of 
World War II and the National Socialist ‘Third Reich,’ the three Austrian 
‘anti-fascist’ parties, the ÖVP, the SPÖ, and the small Austrian Communist 
Party (KPÖ), established the Second Republic. Former Nazi function-
aries and party members were disenfranchised for the first general elec-
tions of 1945. As a consequence, the League of Independents (VdU) was 
founded, which rallied ex-Nazis as well as liberal critics of the clientelistic 
politics of the ÖVP-SPÖ federal government and its nationalization pol-
icies. The League, which denounced the de-Nazification measures as a 
violation of individual, political, and economic rights, won 11.7 per cent 
and 10.9 per cent in the general elections of 1949 and 1953, respectively. 
In 1955, after the German national wing had obtained predominance 
in the party, it opposed the State Treaty, which restored Austria’s inde-
pendence after ten years of occupation by the Allied Powers. This was 
the beginning of the end of the League, which dissolved in the same year 
(Morrow 2000: 41–2; Riedlsperger 1998: 28).

Its successor, the FPÖ, founded in 1956, was treated as a pariah and 
excluded from government participation because of its continuing Nazi 
affiliation (its first two party chairmen were former Nazis). In addition, 
Austria’s economic success story and its consociational political culture, 
expressed by ‘grand coalitions’ between the ÖVP and the SPÖ (until 
1966) and corporatism (the so-called social partnership), prevented 
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the FPÖ from playing an important role. Until 1983 it never won more 
than 7.7 per cent (1959) of the votes in general elections. Permanent 
struggles between the (larger) German national and the (smaller) lib-
eral wing characterized the party’s history until the 1980s. At the end 
of the 1960s the party leadership strived to move towards the political 
centre. In 1970–1 it supported a minority government led by SPÖ party 
chairman Bruno Kreisky in return for a reform of the electoral system 
which favoured smaller parties. A further step towards recognition was 
the liberally minded party programme of 1973 (Morrow 2000: 43–4; 
Riedlsperger 1998: 28–32).

Finally, in 1983, the FPÖ was accepted as coalition partner by the SPÖ, 
which after thirteen years of one-party government had lost its absolute 
majority. However, government participation did not turn out well for 
the FPÖ, which was hardly able to put a stamp on government policy. 
After losses in provincial elections, it was likely that the party would even 
miss the threshold for parliamentary representation in the next general 
elections. As a consequence, in 1986, a member of the provincial govern-
ment of Carinthia, Jörg Haider, who had emerged as the spokesman of 
the right-wing FPÖ grassroots, defeated the liberal vice chancellor and 
party chairman, Norbert Steger, in a crucial vote at a party congress and 
replaced him as party chairman (Morrow 2000: 45–7).

6.2 Party ideology, vote- and office-seeking strategies

The ‘new’ FPÖ after 1986, starting with Haider’s election as party chair-
man, has been classified by most political scientists as right-wing popu-
list (e.g. Luther 2006a; Müller 2002; Plasser and Ulram 2000). Some 
experts, however, have continued to place the party into the extreme 
right-wing camp, hinting at the integration of old as well as neo- Nazis 
(e.g. Bailer-Galanda and Neugebauer 1996). In fact, while Haider pub-
licly tried to distance himself from National Socialism, initially his inner 
circle was dominated by German national rightists who had supported 
his election as chairman (Morrow 2000: 49). However, as Mouffe argues, 
while there is ‘no doubt that an aspect of the FPÖ’s rhetoric was (…) 
aimed at rallying the nostalgics of the Third Reich,’ it would be ‘a serious 
mistake to overemphasize this element and to attribute the FPÖ’s suc-
cess to it’ (2005a: 63–4).

If we take a closer look, the development of the FPÖ in the period 
before its entrance into government can be divided into three phases. In 
the first phase, lasting approximately until the end of the 1980s, Haider 
transformed the FPÖ into a protest party against the SPÖ-ÖVP coalition. 
He ‘actively mobilised the themes of popular sovereignty and freedom of 
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choice in order to articulate the growing resistance to the bureaucratic 
and authoritarian way in which the country was governed by the conso-
ciational elites’ (Mouffe 2005a: 62). Exploiting many political scandals, 
the party’s goal was ‘to convince the public that Austrians were sustain-
ing a corrupt and wasteful system that catered exclusively to the spe-
cial interests of political insiders’ (Heinisch 2008: 80; see also Plasser 
and Ulram 2000: 226–7). Direct democratic instruments were used for 
permanent campaigning. With their signatures, FPÖ MPs, for example, 
started six of the altogether thirteen people’s initiatives (Volksbegehren) 
between 1986 and 1999.

At the beginning of the 1990s the FPÖ entered a second phase. The 
ambition to renew the political system was replaced by a more radical 
opposition to it, and the party tried particularly to address so-called 
modernization losers. Immigration, in Austria usually referred to as the 
 ‘foreigner question,’ the fight against criminality, and anti-EU agitation 
were added to the issue profile. Around the mid 1990s, a third phase can 
be observed: Renouncing its German national roots and former neo-
liberal concepts, the FPÖ upheld national (Austrian) values, law and 
order, and welfare state chauvinism in order to fight against the dangers of 
globalization, European integration, and immigration. ‘Austria first’ was 
the slogan of a highly controversial people’s initiative in 1993, directed 
against the rights of foreigners. In its party programme of 1997, the FPÖ 
committed itself to ‘a Christianity that defends its values’ against Islamic 
fundamentalism, aggressive capitalism, and consumerism (FPÖ 1997: 
13). Political opponents reproached the party for leading a cultural war 
(Kulturkampf) against open society and the liberal constitutional state 
(Plasser and Ulram 2000: 226–7; Riedlsperger 1998: 32–4).

To what degree the FPÖ can be classified as populist depends on the 
definition of the term. According to the definition adopted in this book 
(see Chapter 1), the FPÖ was clearly populist, above all in its first phase 
(1986 to 1991–2), while the anti-elite and pro-democracy reform pos-
ition was complemented with an anti-immigration and anti-EU pos-
ition in the second phase (1992 to 1995–6) and with a pro-Austrian, 
welfare chauvinistic, and anti-Muslim position in the third phase (1996 
to 1999).

In spite of new accentuations in the election campaigns, the FPÖ 
maintained its plans of democratic reform. During the campaign for 
the 1994 general elections, Haider stated provocatively that the ‘Second 
Republic’ should be replaced by a ‘Third Republic.’ According to this 
concept, the offices of the (directly elected) federal president and the 
federal chancellor should be merged and direct democratic instruments 
should be strengthened. Haider officially dropped the concept when it 
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led to accusations that he planned to establish a kind of ‘Führership’ 
(Riedlsperger 1998: 37).

However, the 1997 party programme, valid until the party split in 
2005, declared a ‘democracy and constitutional reform to renew the 
republic’ to be the party’s ‘most noble task,’ and its contents were not 
all too different from the values espoused by the ‘Third Republic.’ In the 
new ‘Free Republic’ the major executive organs (federal president, pro-
vincial governors, and mayors) were to be directly elected. The federal 
president was to be a member, though not explicitly head, of govern-
ment; the federal chancellor was not mentioned. ‘Party omnipotence’ 
should be reduced, like the position of social partnership, as ‘ancillary 
government.’ In addition, the programme wanted ‘plebiscitary partici-
pation rights’ expanded; specifically, it demanded to submit government 
programmes, major public contracts, and subsidies to consultative refer-
enda (FPÖ 1997: 21–5). Thus, in the FPÖ’s ideal democracy, popular 
sovereignty is increased – the proposal to have the government members 
elected by parliament in proportion to the parties’ strengths did not fit 
well, however. Admittedly, the concept of the ‘Free Republic’ was laid 
down on paper, but hardly ever transformed into political initiatives.

The electoral (vote-seeking) strategies of the FPÖ were reflected in the 
primary voting motives of its electorate (see Table 6.2). If we take items 

Table 6.2. Voting motives of FPÖ supporters (1990–1999)

FPÖ supporters in %

Motives to vote for the FPÖ 1990 1994 1995 1999

1. Only the FPÖ seriously combats scandals 
and privileges

62 68 79 65

2. The party takes the right position in the  
foreigner question

39 49 51 47

3. The party strives to be economical and  
combats the abuse of welfare

n.a. n.a. 52 n.a.

4. Because the party combats the power of  
the parties and for more citizen rights

n.a. 45 n.a. n.a.

5. The party brings the ‘wind of change’ n.a. n.a. n.a. 63
6. To teach the coalition parties a lesson 44 39 32 36
7. The party best represents my interests 26 34 34 48
8. The personality of Jörg Haider 42 39 38 40

Note: Fixed answers, multiple responses possible. The wording of the statements varies 
somewhat between the surveys.
Source: Müller (2002: 170).
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1, 4, and 6 as indicators, we can see that a major group of the voters obvi-
ously saw the FPÖ as a populist party. Müller (2002: 157–8) argues that 
the electoral success of the FPÖ was inextricably linked to the Austrian 
partitocracia of the SPÖ and the ÖVP, which governed the country in 
cartel-like coalitions from 1987 until 2000 and produced noticeably lit-
tle more than inertia, compromises discredited by foregoing infighting 
between the coalition partners, and patronage.

Likewise, Mouffe (2005a: 54–6) states that a lack of alternatives and 
influence on the elites alienated many voters and contributed to the rise 
of right-wing populism in many European countries. In her eyes, the 
SPÖ-ÖVP coalitions and social partnership ‘led to the blocking of the sys-
tem’ and were ‘to allow a gifted demagogue like Jörg Haider to articulate 
the diverse forms of resentment against the governing coalition and its 
bureaucratic machine, in the name of “democracy” and “liberty”’ (ibid.: 
60–1). However, this is only part of the story. As opinion surveys carried 
out in 1998 revealed, FPÖ supporters had mixed motives: Twenty-seven 
per cent of them could be regarded as ‘system-disenchanted right-
 wingers,’ twenty-one per cent as ‘welfare state  chauvinists’ – the shares 
of these groups in the whole population were ten and fourteen per cent, 
respectively (Plasser and Ulram 2000: 236–7).

In the electoral arena, the FPÖ was very successful. However, by radic-
ally opposing the established political actors and their consensual style of 
politics, the party disqualified itself as a serious coalition partner, in any 
case for the SPÖ, Greens, and Liberals (Müller 2000a: 94–5). The polit-
ical concept expressing this exclusion was formulated by  influential ÖVP 
politician Andreas Khol in 1994.4 According to his definition, Haider’s 
FPÖ stood outside the ‘constitutional arch’ (Verfassungsbogen) and should 
therefore be denied ‘governing fitness’ (Regierungsfähigkeit). Khol (1996) 
demanded that the FPÖ, to be acceptable as coalition  partner, renounce 
its goals of a ‘cultural revolution’ and a ‘Third Republic,’ declare its sup-
port for ‘social partnership’ and the European Union, and unambiguously 
condemn Nazism (see also Fallend 2004b: 122–3). The official politics of 
exclusion (Ausgrenzung), however, reinforced the FPÖ’s populist appeal, 
as it allowed the party to present itself as a victim of the political estab-
lishment (Mouffe 2005a: 64). On the other hand, a vast majority of the 
voters did not want to see the FPÖ in government. In 1995, sixty-three 
per cent of Austrians preferred a continuation of the ‘grand coalition’ 
while only nineteen per cent favoured a ÖVP-FPÖ coalition (Plasser and 
Ulram 1995: 513).

 4 Khol was leader of the parliamentary group of the ÖVP from 1994 to 2002 and president 
of the lower house of parliament, the Nationalrat, from 2002 to 2006.
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In the eyes of the FPÖ leadership, its vote-seeking strategies were not 
an end in itself, but paved the way to holding office. According to Luther 
(2008: 106–7), the FPÖ leadership had already decided in 1994 to seek 
to enter government if it were to obtain enough votes in the next general 
elections that the inevitably following electoral losses would not cata-
pult it into an existential crisis. Khol (2010: 384) argues that Haider 
took his concept of the ‘constitutional arch’ as a working programme in 
order to prepare FPÖ participation in government (in coalition with the 
ÖVP). In fact, Haider publicly distanced himself from German chauvin-
ism (Deutschtümelei) in 1995, and the party developed policy concepts 
on matters such as EU integration, immigration, pensions, family, and 
social policy (Luther 2006b: 21–2; 2008: 107; see also Heinisch 2010: 
11–12). ‘Hard’ topics (e.g. anti-immigration, fight against corruption 
and crime) were supplemented by ‘soft’ topics. In 1999, the FPÖ made 
the ‘children’s check’ the core of its election campaign (Müller 2000b: 
194). The ÖVP and the FPÖ moved closer to each other. A study of 
members of the national parliament, carried out in 1997–8, revealed that 
in socio-economic and socio-cultural matters the ÖVP MPs were closer 
to those of the FPÖ than to those of the SPÖ (Müller and Jenny 2000: 
143–51). As Haider continued to eliminate past and potential future 
rivals, thereby depriving the FPÖ of people with the executive and pol-
icy experience necessary for public office, his office-seeking strategies 
remained ‘incomplete at best,’ however (Heinisch 2010: 12).

6.3 The ÖVP-FPÖ coalition of 2000–2003  
(cabinet Schüssel I)

6.3.1 History

On 4 February 2000 the (‘new’) FPÖ’s exclusion from government par-
ticipation at the national level came to an end. After coalition negotiations 
between SPÖ and ÖVP had failed, Federal President Thomas Klestil saw 
no alternative but to swear in the new ‘black-blue’ (ÖVP-FPÖ) govern-
ment. The ÖVP, though having suffered the worst election result since 
1945 (it received 415 votes less than the FPÖ), nominated the federal 
chancellor (Wolfgang Schüssel) for the first time in thirty years. In order 
to enable his party to enter the government, the most controversial FPÖ 
politician, Jörg Haider, did not join the cabinet and formally resigned 
as party chairman. Susanne Riess-Passer was elected new party chair-
woman and took over the position of vice chancellor. Haider remained 
governor in the province of Carinthia and the de facto strong man of the 
party, however (Luther 2010: 83–5).
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By request of the federal president, a preamble was inserted in the 
coalition pact in which the government declared its commitment to 
Austria’s membership in the EU, its respect for democratic values and 
the rule of law, its will to fight against xenophobia, anti-Semitism, and 
racism as well as for the respect of human rights for anyone irrespect-
ive of his or her origin, religion, and ideology. In the face of national 
and international critics the ÖVP held the preamble to prove that its 
coalition partner had become a ‘responsible government party’ (Fallend 
2001: 240–3).

The ÖVP and the FPÖ split the cabinet portfolios equally. Each party 
got six ministries; the two most influential positions, chancellorship 
and ministry of finance, were also divided between them. The FPÖ was 
assigned influential portfolios; in addition to the vice chancellery and 
finance it was responsible for social affairs, innovation, defence, and just-
ice. The ÖVP hesitated to assign the ministry of the interior, responsible 
for immigration, to the FPÖ after the latter had exploited and roused 
xenophobic sentiments in many an election campaign. The FPÖ had big 
troubles in finding competent personnel. Within one year the party had 
to exchange half of its cabinet members (Fallend 2001: 243–5). Although 
both parties were equally strong with respect to the distribution of port-
folios, it was clearly the more experienced ÖVP that dominated govern-
mental policy making.

Furthermore, the FPÖ leadership was soon confronted with its unsat-
isfied rank and file and a loss of voters. Provincial elections and opinion 
polls showed that the ÖVP was able to stabilize or enlarge its support, 
while the FPÖ was weakened, sometimes dramatically. The neoliberal 
economic policy, the priority of a zero budget deficit by 2002, and the 
restrictive social policy stood in sharp contrast to the electoral promises 
of the party and alienated many working people (Heinisch 2003: 113–14; 
Luther 2010: 90). The claim to combat patronage and corruption was 
undermined by the fact that personnel decisions in the  public service 
were not objectified, as was claimed, but in many cases ‘red’ (SPÖ-
near) incumbents were simply replaced by ‘blue’ (FPÖ-near) or – more 
often – ‘black’ (ÖVP-near) ones (Luther 2010: 87). This, in turn, alien-
ated  ‘progressive’ FPÖ voters.

This all resulted in the breakdown of the first ‘black-blue’ coalition. 
In 2002, the FPÖ cabinet members, because of the costs of the summer 
floods, agreed to postpone for one year a reduction of taxes for people 
with low income, which according to the coalition agreement should have 
come into effect in 2003. Encouraged by former party chairman Haider, 
a majority of FPÖ delegates to the national party congress opposed 
the decision, arguing that it undermined the image of the party, which 
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had always fought for the interests of the ‘little man in the street.’ The 
rebellion provoked the resignation of the party chairwoman (and vice 
chancellor), the minister of finance, and the chairman of the FPÖ’s par-
liamentary group (Fallend 2003: 889–91; Luther 2003: 139–41; Müller 
2004: 346–7). It demonstrated clearly that the FPÖ had not yet devel-
oped into a ‘responsible government party.’ Chancellor Schüssel used 
the rebellion as an opportunity to call for premature elections, in which 
the FPÖ experienced a huge defeat (see Table 6.1).

6.3.2 Positive effects

According to hypothesis 4 (see Chapter 1), it can be argued that the 
right-wing populist FPÖ, during its opposition years, had had a positive 
effect on the quality of democracy, in that it had given voice to groups 
that had not felt represented by the elites. As a matter of fact, in 1999, 
thirty-six per cent of the FPÖ voters were motivated by a wish to teach 
the coalition parties (SPÖ and ÖVP) a lesson (see Table 6.2). With gov-
ernment participation, the FPÖ now had the chance to represent these 
sections of society who felt excluded and to implement policies they 
preferred. Indeed, according to opinion polls, the share of people who 
believed that ‘People like me have no influence on what the government 
does’ declined from thirty-two per cent in 1996 to twenty-five per cent in 
2001. Plasser and Ulram (2002: 104–5) claim that this decline was due 
above all to FPÖ supporters, who rated the responsiveness of the new 
government more positively.

As far as policy issues are concerned, it can be hypothesized (see also 
Chapter 1) that the FPÖ contributed to a deepening of the quality of 
democracy in that it focused on issues the elites had neglected (i.e. SPÖ 
and ÖVP). Immigration (or the ‘foreigner question’) was a prominent 
issue in FPÖ election campaigns and a primary motive for its voters 
(see Table 6.2). The party was successful in putting the issue on top of 
the political agenda, despite the fact that the majority of the voters had 
other priorities.5 In 2002, the FPÖ campaign focused more on social 
issues and on Euroscepticism, less on immigration (Müller 2004: 349). 
The Euroscepticism theme, however, can also be regarded as an attempt 
to take up an issue reflecting widespread public attitudes. According 
to the Eurobarometer survey carried out in autumn 2002 (European 
Commission 2003: 32), only forty-six per cent of the Austrians viewed 

 5 According to exit polls after the general elections in 2002, the issue of ‘more  restrictive 
immigration rules’ was considered ‘very important’ by forty-eight per cent of the 
 respondents. This seems high, but eleven other issues (education, jobs, pensions, and so 
forth) were ranked higher (SORA 2002: 23–4).
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EU membership to be a ‘good thing’ (compared to fifty-five per cent in 
the then EU-15).

If one regards an increase of conflicts as ‘positive’ (and this can be 
argued for a political system like Austria, which often had been charac-
terized as ‘hyper-stable’), then it can be hypothesized that FPÖ partici-
pation in government deepened the quality of Austria’s democracy. In 
fact, it resulted in a growing polarization between governing and oppos-
ition parties to the extent that party competition eventually assumed a 
bi-polar structure (Müller and Fallend 2004). Surely unwanted by the 
governing parties, it also revitalized civil society. Two weeks after the 
inauguration of the new government, some two hundred and fifty thou-
sand people demonstrated in Vienna for an ‘open Austria’ and against 
intolerance and racism (Fallend 2001: 246).

The FPÖ also contributed to enhancing democratic accountability 
in that the influence of the neo-corporatist arena (the so-called social 
partnership), which the FPÖ denounced as ‘ancillary government,’ was 
reduced. Thereby, it can be argued that the FPÖ’s government partici-
pation had a positive effect by transferring important issues and pol-
icies, in this case from an economic, extra-constitutional realm, to the 
political realm (see Chapter 1). However, the downgrading of social 
partnership had already started in the 1980s (with economic recession, 
rising unemployment, impending EU membership, and so forth), and 
it was also a major instrumental goal of the ÖVP, which feared that via 
social partnership the SPÖ-dominated trade unions and the Chamber 
of Labour might undermine the envisaged neoliberal economic reforms 
(Tálos 2006: 335–7).

Finally, it cannot be denied that the mere fact of the FPÖ entering 
government can also be seen as an increase in democratic accountabil-
ity. It demonstrated that Austria does not have to be ruled forever by 
an SPÖ-ÖVP cartel, with negative collusion effects, but that democratic 
change is possible. However, the exclusion of the FPÖ from government 
had an additional arresting effect on the two major parties in that compe-
tition between them decreased after 1986 (Heinisch 2008: 69).

Another aspect of the now increased political dynamics, this time 
to the detriment of the FPÖ, could be observed in the 2002 general 
 elections, when the party became victim of an ‘unceremonious cannibal-
isation’ (Bale 2003: 85) by its coalition partner. The ‘sovereign’ punished 
the party’s disastrous performance, which had led to the breakdown of 
cabinet Schüssel I, so that about half of the FPÖ voters of 1999 turned 
to the ÖVP. This seemed to indicate, first, that not a strategy of exclusion, 
but ‘a strategy of co-optation and castration by the bourgeois parties 
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might well be the best way to fight right-wing populism’ (Luther 2003: 
150), and, second, in a more general sense, that Austrian democracy 
provided for efficient mechanisms to deal with the ‘problem’ of a radical 
party which fights remorselessly against the (other) elites and breaks all 
political taboos.

6.3.3 Negative effects

Potential negative effects on the quality of democracy, as a consequence 
of government participation of the FPÖ, were an international concern 
from the beginning. Immediately after its inauguration, the govern-
ments of the other fourteen EU member states (not the EU as such), 
in a historically unprecedented move, imposed diplomatic measures on 
the new government, referring to the violation of (diffuse) ‘European 
values’ (see Gehler 2003; Merlingen et al. 2001). The diplomatic meas-
ures, in Austria called ‘sanctions,’ proved counterproductive, however. 
They brought the governing parties even closer together, pointing to the 
fully democratic process of government formation (after all, Austria was 
no ‘banana republic’). In addition, the sanctions had no legal basis in the 
EU treaties, were decided before the Austrian government took office 
(i.e. before it was even in a position to violate any norms), and without 
hearing the ‘accused.’ That no such sanctions had been imposed when 
Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi of Italy had invited the post-fascist 
National Alliance (AN) and the right-wing populist Northern League 
(LN) into his government in 1994 seemed to suggest that double stand-
ards were applied between a large and a small EU member state (Falkner 
2006: 89–91). Finally, it was argued that domestic reasons, rather than 
‘European values,’ led to the sanctions. The leading proponents of the 
sanctions were the French president, Jacques Chirac, and the Belgian 
prime minister, Guy Verhofstadt, both engaged at home to maintain a 
cordon sanitaire against the right-wing populists (Merlingen et al. 2001: 
69). In Austria, the sanctions roused national feelings against the  ‘foreign 
intervention.’ In an opinion survey, carried out two months after the 
inauguration of the new government, forty-eight per cent of the respond-
ents agreed with the statement that ‘we should not let the EU dictate 
which government we have to elect’; forty-six per cent were of the opin-
ion that ‘the accusations of the EU against Austria are a blatant injustice’ 
(IMAS 2000).

To examine the political situation in Austria (and to find an exit 
option), the EU-14 mandated three ‘wise men.’ They concluded that 
the new government was ‘committed to the common European values’ 
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and that the FPÖ ministers had ‘by and large worked according to the 
Government’s commitments’ (Report 2000: 108, 113). Specifically, the 
report stated that the

Austrian Government’s respect in particular for the rights of minorities, refugees 
and immigrants is not inferior to that of the other European Union Member 
States. (…) In some areas, particularly concerning the rights of national minor-
ities, Austrian standards can be considered to be higher than those applied in 
many other EU countries. (Report 2000: 108)

Of course, this evaluation took place at the beginning of the government 
term, focused on the legal state of affairs, and cannot be taken as final 
proof of how the FPÖ treated minorities, refugees, and immigrants.

As a matter of fact, the report also criticized the FPÖ and classified it 
as a ‘right wing populist party with radical elements’ which had ‘exploited 
and enforced xenophobic sentiments in campaigns’ and thereby ‘created 
an atmosphere in which openly expressed remarks against foreigners 
became acceptable’ (Report 2000: 110). Attempts of FPÖ politicians 
‘to silence or even to criminalize political opponents if they criticize the 
Austrian Government’ were pointed out as one of the most problematic 
features of the party (Report 2000: 93).The last point referred to the fact 
that in 2000 former FPÖ chairman Haider had suggested prosecution 
under criminal law of members of parliament who do not ‘defend their 
country’ abroad. He had the opposition in mind, which had refused to 
join the governing parties in denouncing the ‘sanctions.’ The minister of 
justice, an FPÖ nominee, found the idea one ‘to pursue’ (Fallend 2001: 
247). In spite of these criticisms, the EU-14 followed the recommenda-
tion of the ‘wise men’ and lifted the ‘sanctions’ on 12 September 2000.

Normally, one would think that an international organization com-
mitted to democratic standards (like the EU) should be able to restrict 
(negative) effects of populism on liberal democracy. The case of the sanc-
tions of the EU-14 against the Austrian government shows that an inter-
national organization, even if committed to democratic standards, can 
also have a negative effect on democracy. Mouffe (2005a: 56–9, 65–8) 
criticized the sanctions, like the politics of exclusion of the FPÖ from 
government participation up to 2000, as expressions of a moralization of 
the political discourse. Right-wing populism was not fought politically, 
but condemned morally and demonized. Instead of trying to understand 
the reasons for the success of the FPÖ (and other right-wing populist 
parties), a frontier was drawn between ‘us’ – the ‘good democrats’ – and 
‘them’ – the ‘evil extreme right.’ According to her, democracy is not so 
much endangered by right-wing populists as by a moral discourse that 
avoids the necessary political confrontation with them.
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With respect to the treatment of national minorities, refugees, and 
immigrants, the positive evaluation of the ‘wise men’ has to be differenti-
ated in the light of later developments. In Carinthia, the constitutional 
right of the Slovene minority to bilingual local signs was ignored by the 
former FPÖ and later BZÖ chairman, Governor Haider (see Section 6.5 
below). Concerning immigration policy, the FPÖ was able to exert influ-
ence even if it was not responsible for this government portfolio. The 
ÖVP, which had been more favourable towards labour migration and 
family reunion in the past, now took over the more restrictive line of 
the FPÖ (Bale 2003: 76, 82). Not all proposals of the FPÖ were imple-
mented (see e.g. Fallend 2002: 911), but immigration policy was increas-
ingly connected with security arguments and became tougher (though in 
accordance with the global reaction against 9/11 and supported by pub-
lic opinion). As hypothesized in the introductory chapter, the right-wing 
populist FPÖ used the notion of popular sovereignty (‘the people do not 
want it’) to ignore or limit minority rights.

Popular sovereignty and plebiscitary arguments were also used in the 
case of the 2002 people’s initiative against the nuclear power plant of 
Temelín in the Czech Republic. Despite the fact that the Austrian repre-
sentatives had agreed to close the energy chapter in the EU enlargement 
negotiations with the Czech Republic, Haider demanded that the nuclear 
power plant, which is close to the Austrian border, be closed. Otherwise, 
the FPÖ should veto the accession of the Czech Republic to the EU. To 
mobilize public support, a people’s initiative was started (against the will 
of the FPÖ party leadership, it has to be admitted), which in January 
2002 was signed by 914,973 people (15.5 per cent of the electorate). The 
ÖVP, which opposed the initiative of its coalition partner, tried to play 
down the turmoil in the coalition and declared its unfaltering support for 
EU enlargement (Fallend 2004b: 125–6). Obviously, the FPÖ, though 
now part of the government, had not forgotten the plebiscitary instru-
ments it had used successfully during its opposition years. However, it 
failed because of the determined stance of its coalition partner. Thus, as 
hypothesized in Chapter 1, a plebiscitary transformation of politics was 
envisaged by the FPÖ, but it did not take place. As was to be expected, 
in the end the Nationalrat agreed nearly unanimously, with the exception 
of two FPÖ MPs, to admit the Czech Republic to the EU, although the 
combated nuclear power plant is still in operation.

The ÖVP and the FPÖ also enacted several controversial institutional 
reforms, which served above all to enhance the government’s grip on, 
for example, the chief social insurance organization or the organization 
administering the state-owned shares in enterprises (Fallend 2002: 906–
8). However, these reforms can hardly be judged as undermining the 
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foundations of the democratic system. In general, government policies 
did ‘not bear the mark of right-wing extremism or excessive  populism’ in 
the 2000–2 period (Heinisch 2003: 106). Luther (2003: 138) described 
the government’s actions as ‘not nearly as illiberal as some had  predicted.’ 
Nor can it be argued that the FPÖ significantly threatened the institu-
tional guarantees which Robert Dahl postulated as necessary to ensure 
public contestation and political participation in a liberal democracy (see 
Chapter 1). On the other hand, the FPÖ’s conviction to wage a cultural 
war (Kulturkampf) against foreigners, especially from Muslim countries, 
as well as against the political left, was clearly not ‘tamed’ by government 
participation (Heinisch 2003: 106–9; Luther 2003: 138; Minkenberg 
2001: 16–18). In this confrontation, the FPÖ depicted itself as the only 
party ‘really’ standing up for the interests of ‘the people.’ In this respect, 
the FPÖ conformed to the expectation that populism would foster a 
moralization of politics, which made political compromises difficult to 
achieve (see Chapter 1).

6.4 The ÖVP-FPÖ/BZÖ coalition of 2003–2007  
(cabinet Schüssel II)

6.4.1 History

As a consequence of its landslide victory in the 2002 general elections 
(see Table 6.1.), the ÖVP was the pivotal actor in the ensuing govern-
ment formation. Numerically, it could form a majority government with 
any other party. A renewal of the ÖVP-FPÖ coalition seemed rather 
irrational, given that the FPÖ had been responsible for the breakdown 
of cabinet Schüssel I, had in fact imploded afterwards, and had been 
punished by the voters severely. However, although the ÖVP leadership 
could not be sure whether the new FPÖ chairman, Herbert Haupt, had 
full control over the party’s rank and file (especially over the Carinthian 
faction under Haider), it decided to continue the ‘black-blue’ coalition. 
Coalescing with a weakened FPÖ promised greater spoils of office com-
pared to a coalition with a much stronger SPÖ. In addition, the ÖVP 
leadership feared that a return of the FPÖ into opposition would free 
the party to resume its strategy of irresponsible outbidding, which would 
probably be the best way to allow it reassert itself (Luther 2003: 148). 
The public was not amused: Sixty-one per cent of the respondents in 
a survey considered the ÖVP decision ‘irresponsible’ (Der Standard, 5 
March 2003).

The change in power relations between the ÖVP and the FPÖ necessi-
tated a reshuffle in the ministerial composition of government. The FPÖ 
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was reduced to three out of twelve ministries: justice, social security, and 
innovation. The new party leadership interpreted the electoral disaster as 
an order for the FPÖ to give up some of its ‘radical’ positions. In fact, in 
the coalition agreement, the FPÖ had capitulated on all issues that had 
been subject of the intra-party rebellion half a year ago (Luther 2010: 
95). The ÖVP, which was four times stronger than its coalition partner 
at this time, clearly took over the leading role in governmental policy 
making. The FPÖ was more than once overrun by ÖVP initiatives and 
struggled to justify why it had entered government at all (Fallend 2004a: 
942–5). This, of course, weakened the party chairman, who was replaced 
as vice chancellor after eight months and had to accept Haider’s sister 
as managing party chairwoman at his side (nine months later she was 
elected formal party chairwoman).

Nonetheless, the FPÖ continued to lose public support. In each 
of the six provincial elections of 2003 and 2004, with the exception 
of Carinthia, it lost between 10.9 and 14.4 per cent of the votes, that is, 
between one-half and two-thirds of its former voters; in the elections to 
the European Parliament in 2004 even 17.1 per cent. Intra-party critics 
blamed the submissive politics of the party leadership vis-à-vis the ÖVP 
and the neglect of its former anti-EU stance as the main reasons for the 
defeat in the EP elections. The FPÖ’s nationalist wing, whose candidate 
had led a successful campaign for preference votes and had ousted the 
official top candidate to capture the only remaining seat for the party in 
the European Parliament, called for a new start (Fallend 2005: 948).

As a consequence of the internal turmoil, the FPÖ split in April 2005. 
The government members as well as the majority of the MPs of the FPÖ 
left the party and formed the BZÖ (Fallend 2006: 1043–5). The master-
mind behind the split was former party chairman Haider, who recom-
mended the FPÖ leadership get rid of the ‘destructive forces’ in the party. 
After the great majority of the new BZÖ MPs had declared their support 
for the government and its programme, Chancellor Schüssel continued 
the coalition (now with the BZÖ) and returned to business as usual.

Unexpected to its operators, however, the BZÖ plane did not take 
off. In fact, the BZÖ failed to enter parliament in all three provincial 
elections held in 2005 (none were held in 2006). Only by resorting to 
aggressive vote-seeking strategies was it able to surpass the four per cent 
threshold in the 2006 national elections.6 Because of the weakness of 
the BZÖ, Chancellor Schüssel could act as if he headed a single-party 

 6 To get four per cent of the votes nationwide is one route to parliamentary representa-
tion. The alternative is to win a basic mandate in one of the forty-three regional electoral 
districts. In spite of Haider’s high popularity in Carinthia, the BZÖ failed to win a basic 
mandate in one of the four electoral districts in the province.
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government during the remainder of his cabinet’s term. The FPÖ, on the 
other hand, which had returned to vote-seeking strategies right after the 
party split and had strongly emphasized the immigration issue, had no 
problems entering parliament in 2006 (Luther 2008: 110–11).

6.4.2 Positive effects

The FPÖ (in government until 2005) was not able to yield a strong 
influence on government policy during the cabinet Schüssel II, due to 
its decimation in the 2002 general elections. However, as expected (see 
Chapter 1), it tried to give voice to groups it thought were not repre-
sented appropriately by the ÖVP. A good example of this is the major 
pension reform of 2003. A government proposal containing significant 
cuts of future pensions for workers met strong resistance (notably by the 
trade unions and the opposition parties). As a consequence, even the 
FPÖ demanded that the pension systems of other, allegedly ‘privileged’ 
groups (e.g. civil servants, railway workers, farmers) be harmonized with 
the system for workers. FPÖ party chairman Haupt took up an idea first 
proposed by Haider and pleaded for a referendum on the issue. Four 
provincial party chairmen objected to a new, revised government draft. 
After a wave of strikes organized by the trade unions (with, according to 
their own estimation, up to one million participants), Haupt suggested 
that the federal president chair a ‘roundtable,’ assembling representatives 
of government, opposition, provincial governors, and social partners. 
Then Haider mobilized eight FPÖ members of the Nationalrat to block 
the reform unless several amendments were introduced. After intensive 
negotiations a less radical reform was passed. Chaos was complete when 
the FPÖ members of the upper house, the Bundesrat (again mobilized 
by Haider), disagreed both with the bill containing the pension reform 
and a resolution not to veto the bill. As a consequence, enactment was 
stalled for eight weeks. The ÖVP was fuming about its coalition partner 
(Fallend 2004a: 942–4; Luther 2010: 96). This episode might be viewed 
as an attempt by the FPÖ to win back some of its reputation as a fighter 
for the interests of the ‘little man in the street.’ However, it can be taken 
for granted that the limited revision of the government plans was above 
all due to the pressure exercised by the trade unions. The FPÖ’s role was 
confined to slowing down the decision making process.

Because of their weak status in cabinet Schüssel II, the FPÖ, and later 
the BZÖ, were hardly in a position to represent excluded sections of soci-
ety by implementing policies they preferred in this period. The continued 
restrictive immigration policy was as much a concern of the ÖVP (respon-
sible for it) as of the FPÖ. Opposition parties accused both the FPÖ and 
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the BZÖ of being nothing more than ‘stirrup holders’ (Steigbügelhalter) 
for the ÖVP (Fallend 2006: 1046). By siding with critics of government 
proposals it had originally agreed to, the FPÖ certainly added to the con-
flictive dimension of politics– its actions, however, primarily contributed 
to chaos.

6.4.3 Negative effects

Like in its opposition years and during cabinet Schüssel I, the FPÖ con-
tinued its restrictive line on immigration policy during cabinet Schüssel 
II (in accordance with the ÖVP, however). Occasionally, new provisions 
did not pass the Constitutional Court. In 2004, for example, the court 
repealed major parts of a new asylum law, in particular the barring of 
asylum seekers from bringing forward new arguments during appeal 
and the possibility of their expulsion before the end of the proceedings 
(Fallend 2005: 951).

In 2005 the BZÖ, under pressure to show a clearer profile to guaran-
tee its survival in the next general elections, argued for a more restrictive 
asylum law. Finally, parliament (by the votes of the ÖVP, the BZÖ and 
almost all MPs of the SPÖ) sanctioned a new law that increased the time 
during which asylum seekers could be deported (from six to ten months) 
and allowed force feeding of asylum seekers who go on hunger strike as 
well as the deportation of traumatized people. At the suggestion of the 
BZÖ minister of justice, ‘misguidance to the abuse of applications for asy-
lum’ was entered into the criminal code, a provision directed against law-
yers and NGOs trying to help asylum seekers (Fallend 2006: 1049–50). 
In his campaign for the 2006 general elections, the BZÖ top candidate 
promised to expel three hundred thousand foreigners (i.e. about a third 
of them). According to his claims, this figure corresponded to the share 
of foreigners who were criminals, unwilling to integrate themselves into 
society, and abusing the right of asylum (Fallend 2007: 880).

Although the FPÖ and the BZÖ cannot be made directly responsible 
for it, trust in political institutions declined during their years in govern-
ment. According to the European Values Study (EVS), trust in  parliament 
fell from forty per cent in 1999 to twenty-eight per cent in 2008. Only 
sixteen per cent of the respondents trusted government in 2008; political 
parties ranked at the bottom of the list of institutions with only four-
teen per cent. FPÖ sympathizers showed the lowest levels of trust; only 
twenty-three per cent of them trusted parliament, for instance. From 
1999 to 2008 the share of those who were ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ 
with the way ‘democracy functions in Austria’ decreased from seventy-
three per cent to fifty per cent. The decrease was highest among people 
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who considered themselves to be ‘right’ (from eighty-three per cent to 
forty-three per cent) and among FPÖ sympathizers (from sixty-three per 
cent to thirty-six per cent) (Friesl et al. 2009: 216–21).

Of course, one has to be careful when trying to read long-term trends 
out of opinion surveys, which may only measure current attitudes. In 
2008 Austria was again governed by a rather unpopular SPÖ-ÖVP coali-
tion characterized by permanent internal conflicts, so it seems no won-
der that forty-three per cent of the people believed democracy to ‘have 
difficulties in making decisions’ and that ‘there is too much quarrel and 
controversy’ (Friesl et al. 2009: 222–3). It is also clear that the negative 
public attitudes towards institutions and democracy cannot be attributed 
to the behaviour of the FPÖ and the BZÖ alone. On the other hand, their 
behaviour has obviously not contributed to more positive attitudes.

6.5 FPÖ/BZÖ effects on sub-national democracy:  
The case of Carinthia

Haider and his FPÖ (since 2005 BZÖ) did not only influence the pol-
itical discourse, policies, and quality of democracy at the national level, 
but also at the provincial level, notably in Carinthia. There, Haider suc-
cessfully used the issue of immigration and the claims of the Slovene 
minority to bilingual local signs to win the relative majority for his party 
in the 1999 and 2004 general elections. As the provincial constitution 
prescribes that all major parties have a right to take part in government 
according to their strengths in parliament (the so-called proporz system), 
the FPÖ had to share power with the SPÖ and the ÖVP. However, from 
1999 until his death in 2008, Haider occupied the influential position of 
governor. He had inflicted lasting damage on the hitherto dominating 
SPÖ and put himself in the centre of a political system ‘characterized 
by an illiberal milieu, little transparency, and no substantive democratic 
control mechanisms’ (Heinisch 2010: 8). Haider profited from the fact 
that the province lacks independent centres of power; interest groups, 
the media, and civil society posed little challenge to him. By involving 
himself in every aspect of policy making, he also reduced the autonomy 
of the civil service (ibid.: 16). Thus, as hypothesized in Chapter 1, he 
reduced the possibilities of public contestation in ‘his’ province.

Haider was successful in maintaining the FPÖ’s (and the BZÖ’s) grip 
on power in Carinthia by symbolic politics, co-optation of the other par-
ties into complicity, divide-and-conquer strategies, bread and circuses, 
and superior image making and political branding (Heinisch 2010: 
20–6). Only in Carinthia were the right-wing populists ‘able to imple-
ment what we might call populist governance’ (ibid.: 27). By directly 
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subsidizing people of low income and providing for cheaper oil and 
free kindergarten, Haider, in a truly populist manner, implemented his 
‘Carinthian model’ for people feeling excluded. In this sense, his influ-
ence on Carinthian politics and policies can be seen positively.

On the other hand, Haider’s rule also had negative effects on the qual-
ity of Carinthian democracy in that he used the notion of popular sover-
eignty to contravene the checks and balances and separation of powers 
of liberal democracy and in that he used the notion of majority rule to 
circumvent minority rights (see Chapter 1). The most striking example 
in this respect concerns the issue of bilingual (German and Slovenian) 
local signs in the ethnically mixed districts of Carinthia. In 2001, the 
Constitutional Court ruled that the federal law which regulated the set-
ting up of bilingual local signs violated Article 7 of the Treaty of Vienna 
of 1955, in which the rights of the Slovene and Croatian minorities in 
Austria are guaranteed. The court stipulated that bilingual local signs 
had to be put up in all districts where Slovenes make up at least ten per 
cent of the population (the law said twenty-five per cent). As this would 
have increased the number of bilingual local signs from seventy to 394, 
Haider refused to implement the ruling. He accused the court of having 
made a ‘political’ decision that ignored the will of the majority of the 
Carinthian population and threatened to ‘correct’ it by initiating a con-
sultative referendum. In fact, some constitutional lawyers acknowledged 
that the court might have exceeded its authority and that parliament was 
actually responsible for settling the matter. However, they left no doubt 
that the Carinthian state authorities were obliged to implement the rul-
ing. The SPÖ and Greens saw in Haider’s actions a serious danger for 
the constitutional state and called upon Chancellor Schüssel to bring 
the Carinthian governor to reason (Fallend 2003: 896). The fact that the 
FPÖ (and later the BZÖ) was a coalition partner, however, prevented the 
ÖVP and its chancellor from enforcing the ruling.

Over the years, several ‘consensus conferences’ to deal with the issue 
were organized by the federal chancellery. In 2005, Haider called off a 
compromise, which would have included the setting up of 158 additional 
signs, an ‘opening clause’ for further signs, and subsidies for cultural 
activities of the Slovenian minority (Fallend 2006: 1050–1). In 2006, he 
organized a consultative referendum in eighteen south Carinthian muni-
cipalities to back up his position and replaced bilingual signs with mono-
lingual (German) signs supplemented by small Slovenian signs (Fallend 
2007: 889–90). In vain, the opposition parties, constitutional lawyers, 
and media pointed to the fact that the conflict questioned the authority 
of the Constitutional Court and put a shame on Austria in the world at 
a time when national boundaries in Europe were about to disappear. 
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Only in 2011 did the federal chancellery, the Carinthian provincial gov-
ernor, and three Slovenian organizations, after extensive negotiations, 
reach a compromise. The lower chamber of parliament, the Nationalrat, 
almost unanimously (against the votes of only three MPs of the Green 
Party) passed a new law on ethnic groups. By a constitutional provision 
the Nationalrat determined that bilingual signs had to be set up in 164 
localities. Although the baseline for this was a minority share of 17.5 per 
cent of the population (not ten per cent, as the Constitutional Court 
had ruled) and although one of the three Slovenian organizations later 
demanded further improvements, the solution was generally welcomed 
as a major step forward (Die Presse, 6 July 2011).

 Conclusions

Austria is a consolidated democracy, and the two right-wing populist 
parties, the FPÖ and the BZÖ, participated in coalition governments – 
both times at the side of a much more experienced coalition partner; the 
second time also in numeric terms in a clearly subordinated role. Thus, 
the effects of right-wing populism on the quality of democracy were not 
expected to be very significant, neither in a positive nor in a negative dir-
ection (see hypothesis 3).

To begin with the positive effects, the FPÖ (and later the BZÖ) cer-
tainly influenced the political agenda with respect to two issues where 
broad segments of the population have rather negative attitudes, 
European integration and immigration. However, the direct effect of the 
two parties on government policies, even in these two fields, remained 
limited. The ÖVP as the dominant governing party was strongly commit-
ted to European integration (in spite of the ‘sanctions’ against the new 
government in 2000), and immigration was handled by the Ministry of 
the Interior, directed by the ÖVP (which did not prevent a restrictive 
policy, however). The fact that the FPÖ and the BZÖ were able to par-
ticipate in government can be regarded positively, from a non-normative 
perspective, as it showed that after years of ‘grand coalitions,’ political 
change was possible. To what extent the increased conflictive dimension 
of politics, which also led to a high polarization between government and 
opposition, should be viewed positively, is a matter of controversy.

Government participation of the two right-wing populist parties also 
had negative effects on the quality of democracy. The rights of minorities 
were either ignored or reduced during the ÖVP-FPÖ/BZÖ coalitions; 
not only those of the ethnic minority of the Slovenes in the province 
of Carinthia, but also those of immigrants, especially of asylum seek-
ers. Institutions which should guarantee these rights, in particular the 
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Constitutional Court, were harshly attacked and their regulations, with 
reference to the principle of majority rule, ignored. The fact that Jörg 
Haider dominated the political scene in Carinthia and was very popular 
allowed him to get away with his provocations of the court. Although 
these remained exceptional cases, the democratic principles of separation 
of powers and rule of law were damaged. Therefore, one may argue that 
the case of Austria confirms hypothesis 5, which claims that populism in 
government will have moderate negative effects on the quality of democ-
racy. At the same time, the FPÖ and the BZÖ contributed to a political 
climate in which culture wars were fought and compromises exacerbated. 
This, however, did not start with government participation, but charac-
terized Austrian politics already during the FPÖ’s opposition years.

To sum up, the analysis of the case of Austria shows that (right-wing) 
populism in government had both positive and negative effects on the 
quality of democracy. Whether the effects were stronger in government 
than in opposition (as hypothesis 1 suggests) is difficult to say. On the one 
hand, once in government, the FPÖ and the BZÖ had greater possibil-
ities to influence policies and to change the institutional structure of the 
political system. On the other hand, they could not do everything they 
probably wanted as they were only junior coalition partners in a parlia-
mentary system. What is more, the major coalition partner was not only 
more experienced in governing, but in the second phase of  government 
participation (during cabinet Schüssel II) also much stronger. As a con-
sequence, by government participation the (right-wing) populists in 
Austria were not only accepted in the ‘club,’ but certainly ‘tamed’ at 
the same time. That they also demonstrated their inability to govern 
might satisfy critics who had feared the end of democracy when the FPÖ 
entered government in the year 2000.
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7 Populism and democracy in Venezuela  
under Hugo Chávez

Kenneth M. Roberts

 Introduction

The rise of Hugo Chávez to power at the end of the 1990s not only 
marked a watershed in Venezuelan politics, but also transformed the 
scholarly debate about the revival of populism in Latin America’s neo-
liberal era. In the 1980s, populism was widely presumed to have run its 
course, a victim of the debt crisis and austerity measures that under-
mined state-led models of industrialization to which populism was his-
torically attached (Dornbusch and Edwards 1991). As new leaders with 
populist tendencies emerged in the 1990s, however, scholars debated 
whether and how populism could be reconciled with market liberaliza-
tion (see Roberts 1995 and Weyland 1996 and 2001 for an overview 
of these conceptual debates). The meteoric rise of Chávez transcended 
these debates by demonstrating conclusively that more traditional, statist 
forms of populism were not consigned to the dust bins of history; they 
were, instead, making a vigorous comeback in a post-liberalization order 
marked by social dislocation and a crisis of established representative 
institutions.

Indeed, Chávez was arguably the most quintessential populist figure 
Latin America had seen since Juan Perón, the legendary Argentine leader 
who was virtually synonymous with populism in the region. However 
populism was defined, Chávez fit, as he seemingly embodied whatever 
core and ancillary properties were attached to the concept. In accord-
ance with the conceptualization of populism in this volume, the ideology 
and discourse of Chavismo morally constructed an antagonistic duality 
between a virtuous ‘people’ (el pueblo) and an incorrigibly venal and cor-
rupt elite (the oligarchy or, more colourfully, the ‘rancid oligarchy’ in the 
parlance of Chavismo). Although both sides of this duality were socio-
logically heterogeneous, each was ideologically constructed in relatively 
homogeneous and undifferentiated terms in the political arena, with el 
pueblo unified by the leadership of Chávez, and the oligarchy defined by 
its adversarial status.
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The rise of Chavismo transformed the debate over Latin American 
populism in three fundamental (and inter-related) ways. First, it largely 
eclipsed the 1990s debate over the compatibility of populism with neo-
liberalism. The election of Chávez, from the outset a strident oppon-
ent of ‘savage neoliberalism,’ was the first in a series of unprecedented 
electoral victories by populist and leftist leaders in the region. By 2011, 
eleven countries representing two-thirds of the regional population were 
governed by left-of-centre presidents. Most of these leaders were more 
cautious than Chávez in challenging neoliberal orthodoxy; none of them, 
after all, had the luxury of Venezuela’s windfall oil rents and the polit-
ical latitude this bounty provided. Nevertheless, the ‘Left turn’ clearly 
reflected an erosion of the technocratic consensus for market liberal-
ization that had prevailed in Latin America since the late 1980s, and 
it placed the search for alternatives to neoliberalism front and centre 
on the region’s political agenda (Levitsky and Roberts 2011; Weyland 
et al. 2010). Following the rise of Chávez, then, the issue was no longer 
whether populism could co-exist with neoliberalism, but rather whether 
it could construct meaningful and viable alternatives to it.

Second, this search for alternative models of development re- politicized 
social and economic inequalities in Venezuela and other Latin American 
countries. In the aftermath to the 1980s debt crisis, the demands of eco-
nomic stabilization and the weakening of historic labour movements 
had marginalized political actors committed to redistributive policies. 
Chávez’s brand of populism, however, was explicit in promoting the 
social and economic inclusion of subaltern groups by invigorating the 
state’s developmental, social welfare, and redistributive roles. In contrast 
to other populist figures in the 1990s, like Alberto Fujimori in Peru, 
Chávez did not merely pose an outsider challenge to the political estab-
lishment; he confronted much (though not all) of the business commu-
nity with his redistributive policies and his vigorous reassertion of state 
control over the economy. Therefore, while el pueblo, for Chávez, was 
not defined strictly in class terms – indeed, it notably excluded much of 
Venezuela’s organized labour movement, which remained tied to trad-
itional parties like Democratic Action (AD) – it nevertheless had a pro-
nounced popular and lower-class bias.

Third, and most important for the themes of this volume, Chavismo 
expressed in unusually stark terms the varied tensions between populism 
and liberal democracy in Latin America. Similar to populist predecessors 
like Fujimori, Chávez is notorious for concentrating power in the execu-
tive branch, undermining institutional checks and balances, and mar-
ginalizing opposition forces from governing institutions. Indeed, Chávez 
has repeatedly mobilized popular majorities in a plebiscitarian manner to 
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bypass established representative institutions and refound the constitu-
tional order. In contrast to leaders like Fujimori, however, who made lit-
tle effort to create new channels for popular participation in the political 
process, Chávez has set out to construct a more radical or ‘protagonistic’ 
form of democracy based on plebiscitarian expressions of popular sov-
ereignty and grassroots participation in community organizations and 
self-governing structures. For Chávez, then, popular inclusion does not 
rest solely on the formation of new electoral alternatives or the delivery 
of social benefits to marginalized sectors of the population. It includes, 
as well, the construction of multiple channels for popular protagonism in 
the design and implementation of public services.

Clearly, efforts to construct radical democracy from below in Venezuela 
clashed with the reality of highly concentrated executive authority. 
Indeed, the rhythms and institutional expressions of popular mobiliza-
tion were heavily conditioned by Chávez, whose shifting preferences and 
strategic priorities led to very high levels of improvisation and organiza-
tional fluidity at the base of his movement. Grassroots expressions of 
Chavismo were often launched with great fanfare, only to be displaced by 
new initiatives down the road, leaving multiple and overlapping commu-
nal organizations that operated on the margins of a weakly institutional-
ized official party (itself in a state of constant flux). But despite this lack 
of institutionalization – or, quite possibly, because of it – popular protag-
onism in Chávez’s self-proclaimed ‘Bolivarian Revolution’ was authentic, 
and it provided a textbook illustration of the ways in which populism’s 
inclusionary dynamic can expand opportunities for democratic partici-
pation at the same time that its majoritarianian logic restricts institu-
tional spaces for effective democratic contestation. The Venezuelan case, 
therefore, is highly instructive for understanding the tensions between 
the participatory and competitive dimensions of democracy, as discussed 
by Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser in the introduction to this volume (see 
also Dahl 1971). These tensions – which ultimately reflect differences 
between democracy understood as popular sovereignty and democracy 
conceived as institutionalized pluralism – are the central focus of the 
analysis that follows.

7.1 The crisis of Venezuelan democracy and  
the rise of Chavismo

The contradictory relationship between Chavismo and democracy can 
only be understood if the populist phenomenon is analyzed in the con-
text in which it was spawned – namely, a profound crisis of Venezuela’s 
democratic regime, a collapse of the party system that undergirded it, 
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and a popular backlash against several aborted and ineffectual attempts 
to liberalize an economy based on state-controlled oil rents. Whereas 
most Latin American countries experienced democratic transitions in 
the 1980s, Venezuela’s democratic regime had been in place since 1958, 
and until the early 1990s it was widely regarded as one of the most stable 
and consolidated democracies in the region (Peeler 1992). The progres-
sive unravelling of this regime after 1989 is one of Latin America’s great 
political enigmas, and it heavily conditioned the character of Venezuela’s 
anti-system, leftist variant of populism under Chávez.

This experience makes it difficult to categorize the Venezuelan case. 
Venezuela is clearly an example of populism in power, so the potential 
exists for more profound effects on democracy than in a country where 
populism is merely an opposition force (see hypotheses 1 and 2 in the 
introduction). Likewise, this is not a case of populism arising under a 
new, unconsolidated democracy (hypothesis 3), as the democratic regime 
was long standing and seemingly consolidated through the late 1980s. 
By the early 1990s, however, the regime was in crisis, and patterns of 
decay were clearly at work. Consequently, although it would probably 
be misleading to characterize the regime as unconsolidated in the 1990s 
(hypothesis 7), the deepening crisis made Venezuelan democracy more 
susceptible to the effects of populism than hypothesis 6 would predict for 
a case with a fully consolidated democratic regime. Indeed, the rise of 
Chavismo caused Venezuela’s post-1958 democratic regime to be swept 
aside and replaced by a new regime that was more ‘popular,’ but also 
more illiberal.

In contrast to countries like Chile, Brazil, and Uruguay, where estab-
lished centre left parties in the 2000s elected presidents in contexts of 
increasingly consolidated democratic regimes and competitive party sys-
tems that narrowed their room for manoeuvre, Venezuela’s turn to the left 
occurred under a populist outsider who capitalized on the crisis of repre-
sentative institutions to mobilize opposition to the political establishment. 
As eloquently stated by Panizza (2005: 9), populism ‘is the language of 
politics when there can be no politics as usual: a mode of identification 
characteristic of times of unsettlement and de-alignment, involving the 
radical redrawing of social borders along lines other than those that had 
previously structured society.’ Not surprising, then, Venezuela’s populist 
alternative was committed, from the outset, to a refounding of the consti-
tutional order and a reconstruction of democratic institutions – options 
that simply did not exist for leftist parties where democratic regimes and 
broader party systems were not in crisis.

Likewise, the leftist character of Venezuela’s populist alternative 
reflected the failure of the country’s crumbling party system to offer 
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viable programmatic alternatives to market liberalization (Morgan 
2007), despite widespread opposition to neoliberal reforms and their 
marginal success at alleviating a deepening economic crisis. Indeed, mar-
ket reforms were erratically implemented in a bait-and-switch fashion by 
elected leaders who had campaigned against them – a pattern of crisis 
management tailor made for a populist movement that outflanked and 
attacked the political establishment from the left.

Like all populist movements, however, Chavismo was eclectic and 
rather ill-defined ideologically, blending strong currents of Venezuelan 
and more regional ‘Bolivarian’ nationalism with Marxist influences that 
became more pronounced over the course of Chávez’s government. The 
origins of the movement are found in a small clandestine group known 
as the Bolivarian Revolutionary Movement 200 (MBR 200), formed by 
Chávez and other junior officers within the Venezuelan armed forces in 
1983 as a deepening debt-fuelled economic crisis dashed the illusions of 
permanent prosperity created by the oil boom of the 1970s. The MBR 
200 embraced the symbols of Simon Bolívar and other nineteenth-
century nationalist figures while adopting a critical stance towards the 
country’s increasingly corrupt two-party system and the socio-economic 
inequalities tolerated under democracy. The military conspirators devel-
oped contacts with several small radical left parties and hardened their 
opposition to the regime as Venezuelan democracy entered into crisis in 
the late 1980s.

In particular, Chávez and his allies were deeply disillusioned when the 
military was called on to repress a massive outbreak of urban riots known 
as the Caracazo, which followed the adoption of austerity measures and 
neoliberal reforms by President Carlos Andrés Pérez of the traditionally 
centre left AD, shortly after he took office in February 1999 (Hawkins 
2010a: 16–17; López Maya 2003: 74–8). These market reforms, imple-
mented in collaboration with the IMF, were a classic case of bait-and-
switch liberalization (see Stokes 2001). Pérez had been president during 
the free-spending oil boom in the 1970s, and his election campaign 
promised a return to prosperity and was replete with criticisms of neo-
liberalism and international financial institutions. As such, the election 
campaign gave little indication that Pérez and his party were about to 
embark on a radical change of direction.

Sensing a growing delegitimation of the political establishment – 
Pérez’s public approval rating had fallen to a dismal six per cent by 1992 
(Romero 1997: 15) – Chávez and the MBR 200 organized a military 
coup in February 1992. The coup attempt failed, landing Chávez and 
his co-conspirators in prison, but not before the charismatic young offi-
cer was given an opportunity to address the public on television. Chávez 
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assumed responsibility for the coup and conceded defeat, but he prom-
ised to continue the struggle for political and economic change, convert-
ing himself into a symbol of steadfast opposition to the status quo.

The political institutions that upheld that status quo, meanwhile, were 
gradually breaking down. Although Pérez survived a second military 
uprising in November 1992, he was impeached on corruption charges, 
found guilty by the Supreme Court, and removed from office by the con-
gress in May 1993. National elections later that year provided graphic 
evidence of alienation from the political process, as well as an erosion of 
the traditional two-party system, which had allowed AD or its conserva-
tive rival COPEI to win every presidential election in Venezuela’s post-
1958 democratic regime. Rates of electoral abstention increased sharply 
(Hellinger 2003: 45; Maingón and Patruyo 1996: 101), while party iden-
tification plummeted, with the percentage of Venezuelans who claimed to 
be members or supporters of a party falling from 48.7 per cent in 1973 
to 32.4 per cent in 1990 and a mere 22.8 per cent in 1994 (Molina Vega 
and Pérez Baralt 1996: 224). By the mid 1990s, an astonishing ninety-
one per cent of Venezuelans expressed a lack of confidence in political 
parties (Luengo D. and Ponce Z. 1996: 70), while only thirty per cent 
expressed satisfaction with the performance of the country’s democratic 
regime (Latinobarómetro 1998: 6).

This dissatisfaction was rooted, in part, in the characteristics of the 
party system and its two dominant parties. AD and COPEI were hier-
archical and disciplined party organizations with a track record of col-
lusion that had allowed them to monopolize the political arena. While 
dominating labour unions, business associations, and other organized 
groups within civil society (Coppedge 1994), they possessed relatively 
weak ties among the growing urban poor and informal sectors of society. 
Furthermore, despite their origins on the political left and right, respect-
ively, AD and COPEI largely ceased to offer programmatic alterna-
tives to the electorate, especially after AD shifted towards the right with 
Pérez’s embrace of neoliberal reforms in 1989. Although these reforms 
were staunchly resisted within AD (Corrales 2002), most of the party 
leadership continued to support market liberalization in the 1990s, cre-
ating vacant political space to the left of centre that would eventually be 
filled by new contenders (Morgan 2007).

Clearly, however, dissatisfaction was also attributable to the abysmal 
performance record of the dominant parties in managing Venezuela’s oil-
based economy. The spending binge, structural distortions, and rampant 
inefficiencies associated with the mid 1970s oil boom quickly degener-
ated into a debt crisis when oil prices declined, leading to two decades 
of chronic economic hardship. By the late 1990s, GDP per capita had 
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declined by twenty per cent, returning to levels last seen in the 1960s 
(Crisp 2000: 175).

The political effects of this economic decline were magnified by two 
critical factors conducive to the rise of a populist challenger, especially 
one with a leftist orientation. First, Venezuelans overwhelmingly per-
ceived their country as wealthy because of its oil resources; as such, they 
blamed the political establishment and its corruption and mismanage-
ment of the economy for any hardships they endured. Surveys found, 
for example, that ninety-four per cent of Venezuelans agreed with the 
statement that ‘If Venezuela were honestly administered and corruption 
eliminated, there would be enough money for all and more’ (Romero 
1997: 21).

Second, economic hardships were disproportionately borne by the 
middle and lower classes, allowing new leftist alternatives to politicize the 
country’s gaping inequalities. While per capita income shrank by twenty 
per cent, the real industrial wage and the real minimum wage plunged 
more than sixty per cent between 1980 and the mid 1990s (International 
Labour Organisation 1998: 43). Indeed, the two-thirds decline in the 
purchasing power of the minimum wage left it below the level of the early 
1950s (Evans 1998: 12). Open unemployment increased from 6.6 per 
cent to 15.4 per cent of the urban work force between 1980 and 1999 
(Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 2000: 
744), while underemployment swelled the ranks of the informal sector. 
Consequently, poverty rates more than doubled, reaching two-thirds of 
the population by the mid 1990s, while social inequalities became more 
pronounced. The income share of the bottom forty per cent of the popu-
lation fell from 19.1 per cent in 1981 to 14.7 per cent in 1997, while that 
of the top ten per cent increased from 21.8 to 32.8 per cent (Economic 
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 1999: 63). Indeed, 
all but the wealthiest quintile lost income shares during this two-decade-
long economic slide. The socio-economic terrain was thus highly amen-
able to the mobilization of excluded and underprivileged groups by leftist 
alternatives that promised to support redistributive policies (see Ellner 
and Hellinger 2003).

Such alternatives emerged in the 1990s as AD and COPEI lost their 
capacity to integrate Venezuelan citizens into the democratic order, stead-
ily eroding their historic dominance of the electoral arena. A leftist party 
known as Radical Cause (La Causa R) captured the mayorship of Caracas 
in 1992, then made a serious bid for the presidency in a close four-way 
race in the national elections of 1993, winning twenty-two per cent of the 
vote (compared to 23.6 per cent for AD and 22.7 per cent for COPEI). 
The election was won by aging former president Rafael Caldera, who 
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formed an independent label known as Convergencia (Convergence) 
after breaking with COPEI, condemning Venezuela’s neoliberal reforms, 
and tacitly legitimizing the coup attempt against Pérez (see Table 7.1). In 
office, however, after an initial experiment with macro-economic hetero-
doxy, Caldera reluctantly shifted towards neoliberal policies in response 
to a deepening economic crisis and declining oil export revenues. With 
leaders of AD and the centre left Movement for Socialism (MAS) col-
laborating with this new policy shift, the stage was set for the rise of a 
populist outsider who could channel discontent with both the political 
establishment and the process of market liberalization (however incom-
plete the latter may have been).

Hugo Chávez proved to be that leader. Following a presidential par-
don from Caldera in 1994, Chávez left prison and travelled across the 
country to broaden the base of his movement. Although the MBR 200 
initially advocated electoral abstention, claiming that a national con-
stituent assembly should be chosen to overhaul regime institutions, it 
changed its mind in 1997 and created a new electoral front known as the 
Fifth Republic Movement (MVR, for Movimiento Quinta República) 
to compete in the 1998 national elections (López Maya 2003: 81–3). 
Meanwhile, the two traditional parties sank deeper into crisis: Having 
lost the presidency for the first time in 1993, both AD and COPEI 
eventually withdrew their candidates for the presidency in 1998, opting 
instead to support other independent figures in a desperate bid to block 

Table 7.1. Presidential election results in Venezuela, 1993–2006

Party/Coalition 1993 1998 2000 2006

AD 23.6 – – –
COPEI 22.7 – – –
Convergencia 30.5 – – –
Causa R 22.0 .11 37.5 –
MVR – 56.2 60.3 62.8
Opposition 
coalitions*

– 40.0 – 36.9

Others 1.3 3.7 2.2 .3

*  Multi-party opposition to Chávez coalesced behind the candidacy of 
Henrique Salas Römer of Proyecto Venezuela in 1998, Fernando Arias 
Cárdenas of Causa R in 2000, and Manuel Rosales of Un Nuevo Tiempo 
in 2006.

Source: Political Database of the Americas, Georgetown University, at: 
http://pdba.georgetown.edu.
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Chávez’s ascendance. Chávez, nevertheless, swept to a landside victory 
with 56.2 per cent of the vote, and proceeded with his plan to disman-
tle the constitutional framework of the democratic regime that had gov-
erned Venezuela since 1958.

7.2. Populist ideology and discourse under Chávez

Chávez’s appeal, and the discourse that secured it, are vintage populism 
in the dualistic terms in which Laclau (2005a) has defined it. Certainly, 
Chavismo fits the minimalist ideological conception of populism outlined 
by Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser in the introduction, while combining 
this ‘thin-centred ideology’ with heavier doses of nationalism, socialism, 
and a charismatic style of political mobilization. As stressed by Hawkins, 
Chávez interprets politics in highly moralistic and Manichean terms as 
a ‘cosmic struggle’ between forces of good and evil (2010a: 55). Indeed, 
Zúquete characterizes Chavismo as a form of ‘missionary politics’ in 
which a charismatic figure ‘leads a chosen people gathered into a moral 
community struggling against all-powerful and conspiratorial enemies, 
and engaged in a mission toward redemption and salvation’ (2008: 92). 

Table 7.2. Legislative election results in Venezuela, 1998–2010

Party/Coalition 1998 2000 2005* 2010

AD 30.0 20.0 – –
COPEI 13.5 3.6 – –
Causa R 2.9 1.8 – –
Convergencia 1.9 .6 – –
MVR/PSUV 22.2 55.8 69.5 57.5
Other Pro-Chávez** 8.2 4.2 30.5 1.2
MUD*** – – – 38.3
Others 21.3 14.0 – 1.2

Note: Percentage of seats in Chamber of Deputies/National Assembly.
    *  Most of the parties in opposition to Chávez boycotted the 2005 legis-

lative elections.
  **  Includes the Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS), Patria Para Todos 

(PPT), Podemos, and other small pro-Chávez groups.
***  In 2010, AD, COPEI, and a number of newer opposition groups coa-

lesced in the Mesa de la Unidad Democrática (MUD), which cap-
tured sixty-four seats in the 167-seat national assembly.

Source: Political Database of the Americas, Georgetown University, 
at: http://pdba.georgetown.edu, and Consejo Nacional Electoral (CNE), 
Gobierno de Venezuela, at: http://www.cne.gov.ve/estadisticas.
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Although this dualistic political ideology was highly consistent, the com-
position of its poles – that is, the identity of friends and enemies, or 
el pueblo and the oligarchy – evolved over time. Initially, Chávez defined 
the enemy primarily in terms of the political establishment against which 
he had launched his ill-fated coup attempt in 1992. In particular, he 
condemned the leaders of AD and COPEI as a corrupt, entrenched, and 
self-serving political elite that made a farce of representative democracy. 
Chávez went so far as to claim that Venezuela was ‘advancing toward a 
more authoritarian and repressive state … of a fascist dictatorial type’ 
(Blanco Muñoz 1998: 368).

After coming to power and relegating traditional parties to the side-
lines, however, Chávez became increasingly vocal in challenging other 
elements within Venezuela’s power elite, including corporate-controlled 
media outlets that were vocal opponents of his rule. And while Chávez 
had always been critical of U.S. imperialism and its ties to elite interests in 
Venezuelan society, he intensified his critique in response to Washington’s 
thinly veiled support for the military coup that briefly removed him from 
office in April 2002. Thereafter, alleged U.S. conspiracies played heavily 
into the Chavista discourse about foreign and domestic enemies who 
sought to derail his Bolivarian Revolution.

From the outset, Chávez framed his challenge to the establishment 
in revolutionary terms, in accordance with his cosmic and redemp-
tive conception of political struggle. Initially, however, he eschewed a 
Marxist or class-based definition of this political dualism, in part because 
Venezuela’s AD-controlled labour movement lacked a proletarian or revo-
lutionary consciousness. The central antagonism in the Chavista duality 
was not between labour and capital, but rather between the dominated 
and the dominant, or the exploited and the exploiters. Middle classes, 
for Chávez, were firmly located in the more popular, exploited category. 
In his words, ‘The middle class today is becoming an exploited class. 
Here there are two poles: a minority of exploiters and a great majority 
of exploited. If that is class struggle, then there is an explosive element 
today in Venezuela’ (Blanco Muñoz 1998: 397). Although Chávez did 
not lump all sectors of capital together in the category of exploiters, he 
left little doubt that monopoly sectors bound to the interests of global 
capitalism were part of the rapacious power elite that preyed on the com-
mon people.

This dualistic conception of political struggle was not initially framed in 
terms of socialist objectives. In the early stages of Chavismo, it was nation-
alism – not socialism or Marxism – that provided the primary source 
of ideological inspiration. Chávez repeatedly invoked the symbolism of 
Bolívar and other nineteenth-century national heroes, mythically linking 
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the redemptive character of his populist movement to historic strug-
gles for national independence and regional integration (Zúquete 2008: 
107–9). Virtually by definition, then, political adversaries were framed as 
anti-patriotic forces, typically with ties to the interests of imperial power.

Under this ideological construction, Chavismo could define itself in 
opposition to international capital and globalized neoliberalism, with-
out rejecting capitalism or capitalists per se. Indeed, Chávez came to 
power advocating a ‘humanistic’ mixed economy that borrowed from 
both capitalist and socialist development models, with a market freed 
from monopoly control and a developmentalist state committed to nurt-
uring national producers, both public and private (see Blanco Muñoz 
1998: 611–14). This nuanced stance allowed him to garner early support 
from ‘elite outliers’ within the business community who sought access 
to a resource-rich petro-state (Gates 2010). Although Chávez believed 
the state should promote small- and medium-sized private producers, 
he rejected the privatization of social services and the national oil com-
pany, arguing that strategic sectors of the economy should remain in 
public hands.

Early Chavista discourse, then, did not promise to replace neoliberal-
ism with a futuristic socialist alternative. Instead, it harkened back to 
the ‘third way’ logic, between capitalism and socialism, of historic popu-
list figures like Perón, with their commitments to inward-oriented, 
state-led capitalist development. Indeed, it bore a politically awkward 
and unacknowledged resemblance to the oil-fuelled rentier statism of 
Venezuela’s AD-COPEI duopoly prior to the turn towards neoliberal-
ism at the end of the 1980s. The more radical discourse related to the 
 construction of ‘socialism for the 21st century’ only emerged later, in the 
period after 2004 (see Hawkins 2010a: 83), when the Chávez govern-
ment steadied itself politically and economically after a series of regime-
 threatening confrontations in the early 2000s.1 It isn’t clear whether 
Chávez was radicalized by these confrontations or whether – having 
 survived and defeated the opposition at every step of the way – he simply 
felt secure enough to reveal his true preferences. What is clear is that the 
economic content of Chávez’s ideological discourse shifted after 2004, 
and that public policies moved towards the left as well, with a grow-
ing number of nationalizations, an expansion of social programmes or 
misiones, and the creation of communal self-governing structures parallel 
to the representative institutions of municipal governments.

 1 The confrontations in the early 2000s included a business backlash against the begin-
nings of land reform and other statist measures, mass rallies and protests by opposition 
groups, the 2002 military coup, a devastating two-month management and labour strike 
at the national oil industry, and a presidential recall referendum in 2004.
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If the radical character of Chávez’s economic project only crystallized 
over time, the radical character of his political project was more evident 
from the very outset of his movement. Indeed, it could be seen in the 
constant invocation of revolutionary symbols and objectives, the military 
rebellion with which Chavismo made its public debut, and the insistent 
demand to refound the constitutional order along participatory (and not 
simply representative) democratic principles. It is to these issues, and 
their implications for the relationship between populism and democracy, 
that I now turn.

7.3 Democracy, inclusion, and popular  
participation under Chávez

To understand the implications of Chávez’s left populism for democ-
racy in Venezuela, and how it differed from more conservative variants of 
populism like Fujimorismo, it is vital to recognize that political redemp-
tion in the ideology of Chavismo did not rest solely in sweeping aside 
the partisan-based political establishment and electing a new leader who 
embodied the aspirations of el pueblo. Neither was it simply a matter of 
providing new social or economic programmes to respond to their claims 
for material improvements.

For Chávez, the political inclusion of neglected, excluded, and 
exploited sectors of society – that is, the construction of popular sover-
eignty – required their active participation in a new, more ‘protagonistic’ 
form of democracy that was conceived as an alternative to the liberal 
or representative democracy of the post-1958 regime. This vision of 
protagonistic democracy spawned novel forms of popular mobilization 
and grassroots organization that facilitated the inclusion of new societal 
actors in the political process, albeit at considerable cost to the quality of 
democratic contestation.

For Chávez, popular participation was not simply a normative or ideo-
logical commitment that differentiated his mode of democratic govern-
ance from what came before it. It was also, more instrumentally, a political 
resource that provided greater leverage to overcome the constraints of 
existing regime institutions. In short, popular participation helped Chávez 
refound the constitutional order, sideline the political establishment, and 
deliver social and economic benefits to a broad range of potential sup-
porters. Participation, then, was both an end and a means for Chavismo – 
an integral component of democracy conceived as popular sovereignty, as 
well as a mechanism for constructing new forms of popular power.

Under Venezuela’s post-1958 democratic regime, popular partici-
pation occurred primarily through electoral mobilization – which, as 
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described earlier, declined sharply by the 1990s – and semi-corporatist 
forms of interest group representation, which linked relatively privileged 
and well-organized business and labour associations to the dominant 
parties and a wide array of state consultative and policy-making boards 
(see Crisp 2000). The relative closure of these formal institutional chan-
nels to community-based groups that were not tied to traditional parties, 
especially among the urban poor, contributed to increased levels of social 
protest in the 1990s (López Maya 2005). Simply put, while the existing 
democratic regime formally enfranchised the Venezuelan citizenry, it left 
large swaths of the population on the margins of the political system, dis-
illusioned with the available options for partisan and electoral represen-
tation, and largely devoid of opportunities for meaningful participation 
in the policy-making process.

Chavismo adopted a two-pronged strategy to overcome this de facto 
exclusion. First, it relied heavily on plebiscitary measures to mobilize a 
new popular majority behind an agenda for radical institutional change, 
effectively giving citizens a direct voice in the refounding of the consti-
tutional order. A central plank in Chávez’s 1998 election campaign had 
been a promise to convene a constituent assembly to redesign Venezuela’s 
democratic institutions, and the new president moved quickly to uphold 
this pledge after taking office. In his inaugural address on 2 February 
1999, Chávez issued his first decree, which ordered a consultative popu-
lar referendum on whether a constituent assembly should be convened. 
Although only 37.8 per cent of eligible voters participated in the April 
referendum, Chávez obtained a strong mandate to proceed with his 
plans, with 86.4 per cent of voters supporting the election of a constitu-
ent assembly (see Table 7.3). These elections were held in July 1999 
under a plurality electoral formula that allowed Chávez’s supporters to 
claim 121 of the 131 seats in the assembly.2 In a rebuke to the political 
establishment, and a symbol of the desire to incorporate new voices in 
the political arena, public office holders were not allowed to stand as 
candidates for the constituent assembly.

This convocation of a constituent assembly to ‘refound’ the republic 
was a classic exercise in popular sovereignty, as it largely bypassed and 
eventually dissolved the inherited constitutional rules and procedures. 
Venezuela’s 1961 constitution contained no provision for electing a new 
constituent assembly; when asked to rule on the matter shortly before 
Chávez took office, the Supreme Court declined to state whether a con-
stitutional amendment would be necessary to elect such an assembly, 

 2 This information is from http://www.constitutionnet.org/en/country/venezuela (accessed 
22 July 2010).
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although it recognized the legality of holding a popular referendum to 
gauge public opinion on the matter.3 The opposition-controlled con-
gress bitterly opposed the election of a constituent assembly, knowing 
that such an assembly would assume its legislative powers. Nevertheless, 
Chávez imposed his will, armed by his plebiscitary mandate and sev-
enty per cent approval ratings in public opinion surveys. Upon conven-
ing, the new constituent assembly claimed ‘supra-constitutional power,’ 
a claim subsequently upheld by the Supreme Court, and moved quickly 
to dissolve both houses of the national congress as well as state legisla-
tive assemblies, effectively eliminating institutional checks on executive 
power that were located in other elected bodies. By December 1999, a 
new constitution had been drafted and approved in yet another popular 
referendum by a crushing majority of 71.4 per cent of voters, and a com-
mittee was formed out of the constituent assembly to exercise legislative 
powers in place of the disbanded national congress.

The new constitution made no mention of political parties, instead 
emphasizing the direct, participatory, and protagonistic role of citizens 
and civil society in the democratic process (see Álvarez 2003: 151–5). 
While strengthening the powers of the presidency, the constitution also 
recognized the role of referendums in the exercise of popular sovereignty, 
including recall elections that would allow citizens to remove public offi-
cials and judges after the midpoint of their terms in office. Ironically, the 
opposition to Chávez employed this mechanism in an attempt to remove 
him from office in 2004, but after a lengthy and contentious petition 
drive to gather the signatures needed to convoke the referendum, Chávez 

Table 7.3. Popular referendums and presidential recall election in Venezuela, 
1999–2009

  
  
  
Vote

Convoke 
Constituent 
Assembly  
(1999)

Approve  
New 
Constitution 
(1999)

  
Presidential 
Recall  
(2004)

Approve 
Constitutional 
Reforms  
(2007)

Approve 
Constitutional 
Amendment  
(2009)

Yes* 86.4 71.4 41.7 49.3 54.9
No 13.6 28.6 58.3 50.7 45.1

*  In all of these referendums, with the exception of the presidential recall, the ‘Yes’ vote 
represented the pro-Chávez position.

Source: Political Database of the Americas, Georgetown University, at: http://pdba. 
georgetown.edu.

 3 Ibid.
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defeated the recall bid with a comfortable 58.3 per cent majority vote in 
the referendum. He fared less well in a December 2007 referendum on 
a package of constitutional reforms that, among other measures, would 
have eliminated term limits on the presidency. For the first time, Chávez 
was defeated in a referendum by a narrow margin of 50.7 per cent to 
49.3 per cent of the vote. Although he accepted this defeat and acknowl-
edged shortcomings in his administration that undermined its popular 
support, Chávez quickly regrouped and implemented some of the reform 
measures by presidential decree. A new referendum on a streamlined 
constitutional amendment eliminating term limits on the presidency and 
other elected offices was then held in 2009, and this time the amendment 
was ratified with 54.9 per cent of the vote (see Table 7.3).

The Chavista conception of protagonistic democracy, however, was 
not limited to referendums and plebiscitary measures that allowed for 
the direct expression of mass sentiments on major issues of constitutional 
order. Even more fundamentally, perhaps, it nurtured community-based 
forms of popular participation in local governance, the provision of social 
services, and productive activities. Indeed, the Bolivarian Constitution 
of 1999 proclaimed that ‘assemblies of citizens’ could make binding 
decisions, even overriding those of elected local, regional, or national 
governments (Álvarez 2003: 154). Although this proved difficult to 
implement in practice, the Chávez government did experiment with an 
evolving mix of grassroots organizations dedicated to a variety of social, 
economic, and political purposes. Some of these were informed by the 
innovative experiences of Causa R governments at the local level, as a 
faction of the leftist party had broken off and joined the coalition led by  
Chávez’s MVR.

Although Chávez was initially averse to creating a mass party organ-
ization, he began to organize grassroots ‘Bolivarian committees’ after 
his release from prison in 1994. These were coordinated at the muni-
cipal level and vertically linked to regional and national organs of his 
movement, as well as local and regional assemblies. After 1997, when 
the MBR 200 shifted its stance from electoral abstention to electoral 
participation, grassroots organizational efforts became closely tied to the 
tasks of electoral mobilization in the 1998 presidential campaign, along 
with the sequence of popular referendums associated with the consti-
tutional overhaul. Many civic groups with links to Chavismo were also 
actively engaged in the debates over constitutional reform, ultimately 
developing 624 proposals for consideration by the constituent assembly, 
over half of which were incorporated in some form in the final draft of 
the constitution (García-Guadilla 2003: 186). Nevertheless, upon taking 
office, Chávez initially relied heavily on military personnel rather than 
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civic groups to coordinate public works projects and the delivery of social 
services (Norden 2003: 104–6).

After completing his constitutional overhaul, however, and winning 
new national elections in 2000, Chávez shifted his attention increasingly 
to social and economic reform, progressively radicalizing his ‘Bolivarian 
Revolution’ and, in the process, intensifying elite opposition. This 
dynamic provided a new stimulus to grassroots organization and popular 
mobilization, in part to help carry out social and economic reforms, and 
in part to provide a counterweight to the de facto power of elite groups 
in the business community and mass media (see Roberts 2006). Initially, 
the centrepiece of community-based popular organization were the so-
called Bolivarian circles, which formed in low-income districts begin-
ning in 2001 and ultimately collaborated with the government in a broad 
range of education, health care, nutrition, and other social programmes. 
These Bolivarian circles played an important role in the popular protests 
that helped reverse the April 2002 business-backed military coup, which 
briefly removed Chávez from office. By 2003 the government claimed, 
probably with some exaggeration, to have registered 2.2 million mem-
bers in two hundred thousand local circles (Hawkins 2010a: 177).

After this initial burst of energy, the Bolivarian circles became less 
active and were largely displaced by a plethora of more specialized com-
munity-based organizations, including dozens of community water coun-
cils, local planning councils in each municipality, and over six thousand 
urban land committees with an estimated membership at 1.6  million 
to assess land claims and deliver titles (Hawkins 2010b: 43). Many of 
the social ‘missions’ of the Chávez government – programmes related to 
health, education, nutrition, and other social needs – also had a strong 
participatory character, with local committees formed to assess commu-
nity needs and administer government assistance, which amounted to 
as much as 3.5 per cent of GDP by the middle of the decade. Hawkins 
(2010b: 36–43) estimates that some sixty-five hundred local health com-
mittees with close to three million participants were formed as part of the 
Barrio Adentro health care mission, whose benefits reached nearly half 
the adult population, according to public opinion surveys. The subsi-
dized food mission known as Mercal reached an even higher percentage 
of the adult population, with 71.6 per cent of survey respondents claim-
ing to have used its services, while over two million students participated 
in new educational missions at the primary, secondary, and university 
levels. As part of its strategy to build ‘socialism for the 21st century,’ the 
government also encouraged the formation of over sixty thousand local 
cooperatives to engage in productive activities and the service sector of 
the economy (Goldfrank 2011).
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Finally, starting in 2005, the government made a major push to pro-
mote the formation of participatory Communal Councils (CC), which 
function parallel to and independent of elected municipal governments. 
The CCs make planning decisions through local assemblies of citizens, 
form sub-committees to oversee the implementation of programmes in 
different areas, and obtain funding directly from the central government 
for local infrastructure, housing, and development projects. By 2008 
some eighteen thousand CCs had been formed (Handlin and Collier 
2011), and surveys indicated that 35.5 per cent of the adult population 
had participated in their activities. As Hawkins (2010b: 42) states, this 
level of participation far surpasses that of the highly touted participa-
tory budgeting initiatives launched by the Workers’ Party (PT) in Brazil, 
which typically engage ‘2 to 8 per cent of the population in municipalities 
with the programme’ and reach ‘as high as 10 per cent only in the most 
successful areas.’ With independent authority to plan public works and 
secure government funding, the CCs clearly go beyond a mere consulta-
tive role in the process of community development.

Given their dependence on state initiative and resources, CCs (and 
other community-based organizations) were often criticized by the 
opposition for being clientelistic and partisan instruments of Chavista 
control. Although more rigorous scholarly research has found little evi-
dence of overt clientelistic manipulation of government programmes at 
the level of individual recipients, there is evidence to suggest that  political 
loyalties influence the allocation of resources at the district level, and cer-
tainly there is a pro-Chávez partisan bias in the profile of programme 
participants (Hawkins 2010a: ch. 7). Nevertheless, public opinion sur-
veys suggested that state-sponsored community organizations provided 
channels of participation for citizens whether or not they supported 
Chávez, even if his partisans were more likely to take advantage of par-
ticipatory opportunities. Thirty-nine per cent of Chávez supporters, for 
example, reported that they participated monthly in meetings of CCs 
or other community-based associations – but so did twenty-eight per 
cent of the supporters of other parties and twenty-one per cent of non-
partisans. These figures all dwarf those recorded in Chile, Brazil, and 
Uruguay, where more institutionalized leftist parties governed, but pro-
vided weaker stimulus for participation from below (see Handlin and 
Collier 2011). Furthermore, survey evidence indicates that ‘Bolivarian 
associations are mobilizing new Venezuelans, particularly sectors of the 
population, such as women and the poor, that have traditionally been 
excluded from politics’ (Hawkins 2010b: 54).

Undoubtedly, the CCs and other grassroots forms of popular organ-
ization were plagued by a number of problems. The constantly evolving 
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maze of communal groups suggested that they remained highly depend-
ent on state (and particularly executive) priorities, initiatives, and 
resources, and they were undoubtedly poorly institutionalized and thus 
prone to deactivation (as seen with the Bolivarian circles). Their status 
relative to elected municipal governments remained an ongoing source 
of political contention, and in a context of state-allocated oil rents, there 
is an ever-present danger of being transformed into mere vehicles for 
clientelistic political manipulation. Nevertheless, state-sponsored com-
munity associations under Chávez clearly offered mechanisms for social 
and political inclusion and grassroots participation that exceeded those 
created by other leftist governments in Latin America and far exceeded 
what had existed previously in Venezuela. This activation at the grass-
roots level, moreover, carried over into more explicitly partisan affairs. As 
Handlin and Collier (2011) show, Venezuelan citizens were four times as 
likely to attend meetings of Chávez’s political party than all other parties 
combined, and nearly three times as likely to participate in campaign 
activities of Chávez’s party or to identify with his party.

To summarize, on the basic Dahlian dimension of democratic par-
ticipation or inclusion, Chávez’s brand of leftist populism clearly led to 
significant advances. Chávez attracted sectors of Venezuelan society that 
felt alienated or excluded from the existing democratic regime, directed 
appeals specifically to subaltern groups within a broader conception of 
‘the people,’ mobilized a new popular majority through electoral and 
plebiscitary means to refound the constitutional order, and opened 
new channels for grassroots participation in the political process. What 
remains to be seen, then, is what this new expression of popular sover-
eignty, with its heavy reliance on charismatic authority, implied for the 
other core dimension of democracy – that of contestation.

7.4 The Chávez regime and democratic contestation

As Rovira Kaltwasser and Mudde suggest in Chapter 1, the construc-
tion of new forms of popular sovereignty by populist movements may 
well enhance democratic inclusiveness and participation at the expense 
of democratic contestation. These tradeoffs are not inevitable, however. 
Popular majorities can be built without violating the rights of political 
minorities or undermining political pluralism, while plebiscitary and 
participatory mechanisms can be developed to supplement rather than 
displace or circumvent representative institutions.

Nevertheless, in the Venezuelan case tensions and tradeoffs between 
the two primary dimensions of democracy have clearly been present (see 
Coppedge 2008). These tradeoffs can be seen in two principal areas. 
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First, Chavismo used plebiscitary measures to concentrate power in the 
executive branch, in particular in the hands of a charismatic leader, in 
the process weakening the institutional checks and balances associated 
with liberal democracy. Second, this erosion of institutional checks and 
balances has undermined the protection of civil and political liberties for 
opposition groups and thus weakened democratic contestation. Although 
Venezuela remains politically competitive and pluralistic – Chavismo has 
not created a single-party regime and suppressed all political opposition 
the way another populist-turned-Marxist did in Cuba fifty years ago – it 
is today probably closer to Levitsky and Way’s (2002) model of ‘competi-
tive authoritarianism’ than it is to liberal democracy.

Clearly, power is highly concentrated, both within Chavismo as a polit-
ical movement and within the broader political regime. Within Chavismo, 
Chávez’s charismatic authority is essentially unchecked by rival polit-
ical leaders or institutionalized mechanisms of accountability. Secondary 
leaders have come and gone, and sometimes returned, at a dizzying pace, 
but none have been allowed to consolidate a personal base of power to 
rival that of Chávez. Chávez has the power to make or break the political 
careers of subordinates, and this dependency accentuates the autocratic 
tendencies within his leadership. Furthermore, Chávez, like Perón, ini-
tially took only half-hearted measures to institutionalize his movement 
as a party organization, and when he did finally adopt a more ambi-
tious party-building strategy after 2006, with the formation of the United 
Socialist Party of Venezuela (PSUV), it remained very much an instru-
ment of his personal authority.

There is, of course, nothing very novel about political parties serving 
as instruments of personal authority in Latin America, or in Venezuela 
for that matter. What is more problematic for democratic contestation is 
the extent to which political authority in the larger regime is also highly 
concentrated in the presidency, and the ways in which this concentration 
has steadily eroded the horizontal checks and balances provided by other 
regime institutions. As previously mentioned, Chávez used his plebiscit-
ary power to first bypass, and then dissolve, the opposition-controlled 
legislature in the process of rewriting the constitution, and he crafted 
new electoral rules that ensured his movement an overwhelming major-
ity in the constituent assembly.

The new constitution strengthened executive powers in a number of 
significant ways: The presidential term was lengthened and re-election 
was allowed, and the president was given the power to dissolve con-
gress, control military promotions, and convoke popular referendums or 
constituent assemblies. The refounding of the constitutional order also 
allowed for new elections in 2000, giving Chávez’s MVR an opportunity 
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to capture a majority of seats (see Table 7.2), which it then used to grant 
Chávez expanded decree powers. These decree powers were instrumen-
tal in the turn towards more statist and nationalistic economic policies 
in the early 2000s. Additionally, the constituent assembly dissolved pro-
vincial legislatures and declared a judicial emergency, leading to the dis-
missal of some 200 judges. A judicial reform bill passed in 2004 allowed 
the government to appoint twelve new Supreme Court justices, helping 
Chavismo to consolidate its control over the judiciary as well.

Largely relegated to the margins of formal regime institutions, oppos-
ition forces turned increasingly to extra-institutional measures to contest 
Chávez’s rule. A series of civic protests in early 2002 culminated in the 
short-lived military coup in April of that year. When the coup was reversed, 
the opposition tried a new tactic: a damaging two-month strike in the 
national oil company in late 2002 and early 2003, which Chávez finally 
broke by firing some eighteen thousand managers and staff and placing 
trusted allies in charge of the company. The oil strike triggered a severe 
recession in 2003, but as oil prices started a steady climb and the econ-
omy began to recover, the government used its newly enhanced control 
over the oil windfall to redirect revenues to the missions and other social 
programmes (Corrales and Penfold 2010). Chávez’s public approval rat-
ings increased sharply following a decline in the early 2000s, and he 
was able to comfortably defeat the opposition’s attempt at a presidential 
recall in the referendum of 2004.

An increasingly demoralized opposition ‘barely contested’ sub-na-
tional elections in October 2004 (Corrales and Penfold 2007), allowing 
Chávez supporters to capture twenty-one out of twenty-three state gov-
ernments and more than ninety per cent of municipalities. The follow-
ing year, the opposition made a last-minute decision to boycott national 
legislative elections entirely, in part as a response to concerns that the 
government could trace voter identities through the automated voting 
system.4 This boycott allowed the MVR and other parties sympathetic 
to Chávez to capture all the seats in the national assembly. By 2005, 
then, Chavismo effectively controlled the national executive, legislative, 
and judicial branches of government, as well as other regime institutions 
like the National Electoral Council (CNE).

 4 For example, the names of Venezuelan citizens who signed the petition for a recall elec-
tion against Chávez in 2004 were subsequently revealed by electoral officials and pub-
lished on the Internet, in blatant violation of the norm of voter anonymity. In response 
to opposition concerns, Venezuelan electoral authorities reached an agreement with the 
Organization of American States to withdraw controversial digital fingerprint scanners 
prior to the 2005 legislative elections, but this did not induce the leading opposition par-
ties to participate in the electoral process.
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Clearly, the closing of institutional space for opposition forces was not 
unrelated to their own political weakness and ineffectiveness. AD and 
COPEI retreated into political insignificance after 1998, and fragmented 
opposition forces repeatedly failed to coalesce behind a new party organ-
ization or political movement capable of challenging Chavismo in the 
electoral arena. Lacking confidence in their ability to compete against a 
charismatic leader on an unlevel playing field, many opposition groups 
abandoned institutional spaces and opted for quasi-insurrectionary 
forms of resistance to try to force Chávez from power, such as the 2002 
coup and the national oil strike. These tactics, however, created political 
instability and economic hardships that made it difficult for the oppos-
ition to win over undecided citizens, and the coup, in particular, cast 
doubt on the democratic credentials of the opposition itself. Indeed, it 
played into the hands of a populist figure who framed political struggle 
in highly confrontational and conspiratorial terms.

The institutional marginalization of opposition forces was also attrib-
utable, however, to Chávez’s manipulation of popular sovereignty – 
mobilized through plebiscitary means – to evade or override institutional 
checks and balances and then alter the rules of the game in ways that tilted 
the playing field. Likewise, it reflected the concentration of resources in 
the hands of the state, as Chávez had control over special funds for social 
programmes independent of central bank oversight, and the CNE was 
lax in enforcing restrictions on the use of state resources, public office, 
and television advertising in electoral campaigns (Corrales and Penfold 
2007 and 2010). The Chávez government was clearly in a position to 
use state contracts, revenues, licensing powers, regulatory authority, and 
legal sanctions (for example, on corruption charges) to reward loyalists 
and exclude or punish opponents in a wide range of economic and social 
activities.

Indeed, concerns mounted over time that these forms of financial 
and legal leverage were being used to hamstring the political opposition 
(Human Rights Watch 2008). Tensions were especially acute with the 
mass media, as the country’s leading private television channels and 
newspapers were strident opponents of Chávez, and in some cases they 
had openly sympathized with civic protests against the regime and the 
2002 military coup. Chávez sought to ‘democratize’ the media by expand-
ing public television and radio outlets and supporting community-based 
radio programming, but he also clamped down on opposition media – for 
example, by denying the renewal of a broadcasting license for one major 
television station and filing charges against the director of another for 
defamation and disseminating false information. Similar charges were 
used to imprison an opposition former state governor in 2010 (Human 
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Rights Watch 2010). As Venezuela moved towards national legislative 
elections in September 2010, at a time of deepening economic crisis and 
social unrest, Chávez decreed the formation of a new public office with 
potentially wide-ranging censorship powers.

Despite these measures to weaken or intimidate the opposition and tilt 
the political playing field, it is important to recognize that voting proced-
ures under Chávez have generally remained free from fraud. As such, 
Chavismo can still be challenged in the electoral arena, as the 2010 legisla-
tive elections clearly demonstrated. After abstaining from legislative elec-
tions in 2005, opposition forces opted to form a new coalition to contest 
Chavismo in 2010, confident that they could garner newfound support 
in a context of soaring crime rates, a severe recession triggered by the 
global financial crisis, and spot shortages of basic goods in the market-
place. Although Chávez’s PSUV narrowly defeated the opposition coali-
tion and captured a majority of seats, it fell short of fifty per cent of the 
vote for the first time in competitive elections, and even gerrymandered 
electoral districts did not provide the official party with the two-thirds 
majority of legislative seats required to pass certain types of organic laws 
or award Chávez executive decree powers. Therefore, as Chávez prepares 
to run for yet another re-election in 2012, he will be forced to compete 
in a political environment with meaningful institutional checks and bal-
ances for the first time since he came to office.

Where, then, does this leave the balance sheet for assessing the quality 
of democracy under Chávez? Assessments that prioritize one of Dahl’s 
dimensions over the other can easily come to radically different conclu-
sions, either lauding democratic advances under Chávez (Wilpert 2006) 
or decrying the descent into authoritarianism (Brewer-Carías 2010). 
Looking at the two dimensions together, however, suggests that the record 
is a mixed one, and that the regime has a hybrid character that combines 
elements of democracy and authoritarianism (see Corrales and Penfold 
2010). In terms of democratic inclusion and participation, the Chávez 
regime made substantial gains in comparison to the crisis-ridden and 
discredited democracy of the 1990s. Indeed, at the height of its popular-
ity in the mid 2000s, the Chávez regime fared strikingly well in compari-
son to other Latin American democracies. In regionwide public opinion 
surveys conducted in 2005, for example, Venezuelan citizens were the 
least likely in all of Latin America to say that politics was too complicated 
to understand, the second most likely (after Uruguayans) to express 
satisfaction with the performance of their democratic regime, and the 
most likely to characterize their regime as democratic (Latinobarómetro 
2005). Clearly, Chavismo made popular sovereignty meaningful for a 
large number of Venezuelans. At the same time, however, it concentrated 
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power, undermined checks and balances, and made opposition rights 
increasingly tenuous. Nevertheless, Chávez did not completely suppress 
opposition forces; he left open channels for electoral contestation that 
the opposition has recently shown it can exploit, even if the playing field 
is tilted to the president’s advantage. Only time will tell whether Chávez 
keeps this space open, and whether the opposition can continue to make 
gains within it.

 Conclusion

The Venezuelan case lends support to many of the propositions about 
populism outlined in the introduction to this volume. Chavismo dem-
onstrates how populism’s moralizing discourse can polarize society into 
antagonistic camps, and how its thin-centred ideology can complement 
and undergird both nationalist and socialist ideological influences. It 
also demonstrates that populism in power can have profound effects 
on democratic institutions and practices, even under relatively long-
 standing democratic regimes. Although fully consolidated democracies 
provide institutional safeguards against populist manipulation, regimes 
in a state of advanced decay may prove surprisingly susceptible to change 
wrought by populist mobilization. Indeed, opposition to an entrenched 
but discredited regime was the primary rallying cry for populist mobil-
ization in Venezuela.

Such mobilization is not inherently anti-institutional, much less anti-
democratic. In a context of acute political crisis, populist figures may 
assault established representative institutions as regime and party system 
outsiders. If given access to state power, however, they may well rebuild 
new and more powerful regime institutions, along with grassroots chan-
nels for popular participation, even if they are loathe to create intermedi-
ary institutions that might restrain their freedom to manoeuvre. And 
while these new regimes may consolidate, their relationship to democ-
racy is likely to be highly contradictory, with gains in inclusion offset by 
limited contestation and opposition rights. Chávez, for example, priori-
tized new and more inclusive expressions of popular sovereignty while 
undermining the checks and balances required for effective democratic 
contestation or institutionalized pluralism.

Chávez’s challenge to liberal democracy in Venezuela had deep roots 
in the crisis of the post-1958 democratic regime and the opportunities 
this provided for anti-system and anti-establishment populist mobiliza-
tion. The collectivist ideologies of nationalism and socialism that were 
attached to populism in Venezuela were neither necessary nor sufficient 
for the vitality of such a challenge; as the chapter on Peru by Levitsky 
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and Loxton shows, populist ideology attached to a pro-market agenda 
may be just as threatening to democracy as that attached to more col-
lectivist goals. The inclusionary and participatory character of Chavismo, 
however, was more clearly rooted in its socialist aspirations to enhance 
the welfare of lower-class groups by strengthening their voice in the pol-
itical process. Although ‘the people,’ for Chávez, potentially included 
anybody outside the disdained political establishment, the poor occu-
pied a privileged space in the populist camp. Consequently, Chavismo in 
power not only polarized Venezuelan society politically – driving a wedge 
between supporters and opponents of Chávez and his regime – but also 
socio-economically, given the class distinctions that underlay the polit-
ical cleavage.

Placed in a larger, comparative perspective, the Venezuelan case 
clearly continues the long tradition of political tension between popu-
lism and democracy in Latin America (de la Torre 2010). More spe-
cifically, it sheds new light on the dual participatory and contestatory 
dimensions of democracy that do not always co-exist in harmony with 
one another. Redemptive to some, and threatening to others, populism 
is likely to remain an integral part of the regional political landscape so 
long as institutions are weak and citizens are excluded from meaningful 
participation.
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8 Populism and competitive authoritarianism: 
the case of Fujimori’s Peru

Steven Levitsky and James Loxton

 Introduction

Populism is a remarkably recurrent phenomenon in Latin America. For 
nearly a century, whenever competitive elections have been permitted in 
the region, populist strategies of political mobilization have been wide-
spread. Given this persistence, the question of populism’s relationship to 
democracy is a crucial one. Is populism a threat to democracy, a correct-
ive to democracy, or, as the editors of this volume contend, both?

This chapter raises questions about the ‘double-edged’ nature of popu-
lism, arguing that in Latin America, the notion that populism is a correct-
ive to democracy works better in theory than in practice. The ‘populism 
as corrective’ hypothesis rests on an abstract definition of democracy as 
the ‘combination of popular sovereignty and majority rule’ (Chapter 1), 
in which liberal rights are not a defining feature. In practice, however, 
democracy without liberalism is always ephemeral. In the absence of 
liberal rights, those empowered by majority rule in round one all too 
frequently use the state to block or distort the formation of alternative 
majorities in subsequent rounds. Thus, although populism has typically 
been inclusionary in Latin America, it has rarely been democratizing in 
the sense of institutionalizing majority rule. Rather, successful populism 
frequently leads to competitive authoritarianism.

We illustrate the argument through an examination of the case of Peru 
under Alberto Fujimori (1990–2000). As a populist outsider, Fujimori 
won the presidency by successfully mobilizing marginalized sectors of 
Peruvian society against the political elite. In power, Fujimori’s anti-
 political establishment discourse led to severe executive-legislative 
conflict and, in 1992, an autogolpe (presidential coup) that closed the 
congress, dissolved the constitution, and purged the judiciary. The 
autogolpe was backed by a solid popular majority, which allowed Fujimori 
to impose a new constitution and win re-election in 1995. However, the 
destruction of institutional checks and balances allowed Fujimori to mas-
sively abuse state institutions and skew the political playing field against 
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opponents. Successful populism thus facilitated a plebiscitarian assault 
on liberal democratic institutions, which pushed Peru into competitive 
authoritarianism.

8.1 Populism, democracy, and competitive  
authoritarianism

Populists mobilize subaltern mass constituencies, in a personalistic man-
ner, against the entire political and/or economic establishment (Di Tella 
1965; Roberts 1995; Weyland 1996, 2001). Central to populism, then, is 
an anti-elite appeal, made by a politician who credibly presents himself 
or herself as an outsider. A central claim of this volume is that populism 
can be both friend and foe of democracy: populism’s inclusionary ten-
dencies often serve as a corrective to existing democratic regimes, but at 
the same time, its illiberal and hegemonic tendencies can pose a threat to 
those regimes. Although we share this view of populism as fundamentally 
double-edged, we offer a slightly different take.

In Latin America, populism tends to be inclusionary but is rarely 
democratizing. It is inclusionary in that it involves the mobilization of 
marginalized groups against the established elite. Successful populists at 
least partially displace the existing elite and open up the political estab-
lishment to new actors. They may appoint representatives of marginal-
ized groups to positions in the state, create new channels of access, and/
or use public authority to advance policies that benefit, materially and 
symbolically, previously excluded groups. In the 1930s and 1940s, many 
Latin American populists extended formal rights, including suffrage and 
basic labour rights, which had long been denied to important sectors 
of the population (Collier and Collier 1991). Contemporary populists 
have introduced constitutional reforms to enhance citizen participation, 
extended new rights to indigenous people and other marginal groups, 
and brought members of these groups into positions of authority.

Yet populism is not necessarily democratic. Populist majorities guar-
antee only a snapshot of democracy – a democratic moment rather than 
a democratic regime. For majority rule to be meaningful, popular major-
ities must be generated over multiple rounds. Democracy – or specifically, 
a democratic regime – can only be said to exist where existing majorities 
can be easily reconfigured and new majorities can freely emerge. In prac-
tice, this has always required the Dahlian (1971) set of liberal rights. In 
the absence of such rights, a government generated by a popular majority 
at T=0 may use state power to limit others’ ability to construct alterna-
tive majorities at T=1 or T=2. In our view, then, what Rovira Kaltwasser 
and Mudde describe as the ‘internal contradiction of liberal democracy, 
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that is, the tension between the democratic promise of majority rule and 
the reality of constitutional protection of minority rights,’ makes sense in 
theory, but breaks down in practice. Liberal rights may limit the scope of 
majority rule, but without them, majority rule is unlikely to persist.

In Latin America, successful populism has frequently pushed fragile 
democracies into competitive authoritarianism. Competitive authoritar-
ianism may be defined as a civilian regime in which democratic institu-
tions exist and are viewed as the primary means of gaining power, but 
in which incumbent abuse of state institutions skews the playing field 
to such a degree that the opposition’s ability to compete is seriously 
compromised (Levitsky and Way 2010). In such regimes, competi-
tion is real but unfair: although opposition parties play, and occasion-
ally even win, the democratic game, they compete on a highly uneven 
playing field. Government critics are often harassed or arrested, access 
to resources and the media is skewed, and incumbents politicize state 
institutions – including the courts, tax authorities, security forces, and 
electoral authorities – and use them as weapons against the opposition. 
To quote Castañeda (1995: 131), competitive authoritarianism is like a 
‘soccer match where the goalposts [are] of different heights and breadths 
and where one team include[s] 11 players plus the umpire and the other 
a mere six or seven players.’

Successful populism tends to lead to competitive authoritarianism for 
several reasons. First, many populists are political outsiders who have 
little experience with, or interest in, the institutions of representative 
democracy. Most career politicians spend years working within parties, 
legislatures, courts, and local governments, during which they acquire 
skills – such as negotiation, compromise, and coalition building – that 
help those institutions work. And because working within the institu-
tions of representative democracy is their livelihood, most professional 
politicians are committed to those institutions. Populists, by contrast, are 
often amateur politicians who emerge from outside the established party 
system.1 Without experience in the day-to-day politics of legislative, judi-
cial, or other democratic institutions, outsiders often lack the skills – or 
patience – to pursue their political objectives through those institutions. 
And many of them lack a serious commitment to the institutions them-
selves. Indeed, every Latin American president who has closed congress 
since 1990 –Fujimori, Hugo Chávez, Rafael Correa, and Jorge Serrano – 
has been an outsider.

 1 For example, Alberto Fujimori (Peru), Jorge Serrano (Guatemala), Hugo Chávez 
(Venezuela), Lucio Gutiérrez (Ecuador), and Rafael Correa (Ecuador) had never held 
elected office before winning the presidency.
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Second, successful populists earn a mandate to bury the political estab-
lishment. The core message of populist campaigns is that the established 
political elite is exclusionary, corrupt, and unrepresentative, and that 
existing regime institutions are therefore not really democratic. Fujimori, 
Chávez, and Correa all claimed that their countries were not democra-
cies but ‘partyarchies’ (i.e. a system of ‘rule by the parties’ rather than by 
‘the people’), and all of them campaigned on a pledge to destroy the old 
elite in the name of ‘true’ or ‘authentic’ democracy. Where such appeals 
succeed, populists win a mandate to sweep away the political elite and 
‘refound’ the political order. The problem is that in contemporary Latin 
America, the system against which populists campaign is usually a dem-
ocracy: thus, the ‘corrupt’ or ‘unrepresentative’ institutions that they 
promise to sweep away are political parties, legislatures, and judiciaries.

Finally, populists’ incentive to assault representative institutions is 
often reinforced by the fact that the political elite that they mobilized 
against and defeated in elections continues to control these institutions. 
Lacking strong parties, populists often fail to translate their electoral suc-
cess into a legislative majority. And as outsiders, they generally have had 
little influence over the appointment of Supreme Court justices, elect-
oral authorities, and other state officials. Indeed, most of these positions 
are held by established party appointees. Of course, populist presidents 
could respond by negotiating and sharing power with the established 
parties (as did Lula, for example, a non-populist leftist in Brazil). Having 
been elected on an anti-establishment appeal, however, such a move 
would constitute a betrayal of their mandate, which could be politically 
costly. Thus, populists have a strong incentive to assault representative 
democratic institutions: to circumvent or close the congress, pack or dis-
solve the Supreme Court, or rewrite the constitution.

For these reasons, the election of a populist to the presidency often 
triggers an institutional crisis in which a newly elected outsider with a 
mandate to sweep away corrupt and unrepresentative institutions is pitted 
against an established political elite who views those institutions as a last 
bastion of defence. In some cases, populists lose these showdowns and 
are removed from office – as in the cases of Jorge Serrano in Guatemala 
in 1993 and Lucio Gutiérrez in Ecuador in 2005. More frequently, how-
ever, the president wins, for several reasons. First, because populists win 
office in a context of widespread societal disaffection with the status quo, 
public opinion generally favours the president – often overwhelmingly.2 

 2 Chávez and Correa, for example, both enjoyed very high public approval ratings when 
they launched their assault on existing constitutional arrangements, and Fujimori’s pub-
lic approval soared to eighty per cent following his 1992 coup.
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At the same time, the ‘traditional’ parties that lead the opposition tend to 
be discredited and lacking in public support. Moreover, the opposition 
tends to suffer from organizational weakness. Populist victories almost 
invariably occur in the context of inchoate or collapsing party systems. 
The electoral success of an outsider often accelerates the deterioration 
of established parties by serving as a signal to other politicians to avoid 
association with ‘traditional parties’ (Levitsky and Cameron 2003). As 
the established parties decompose, the opposition as a whole fragments, 
and with it the capacity to act collectively and mobilize against govern-
mental abuses.

When populist presidents prevail in such institutional showdowns, the 
result is usually a skewed playing field. Presidents may be able to close  
Congress and elect a new one with a pro-government majority; pack the 
judiciary, the electoral authorities, and other key state institutions with 
their supporters; rewrite the electoral laws to weaken opposition parties; 
and impose a new constitution that strengthens the executive branch 
and extends the president’s term in office. In the absence of institutional 
checks and balances or strong opposition parties, little prevents presi-
dents from violating other democratic norms and procedures, including 
basic civil liberties, in an effort to weaken or pre-empt future opposition. 
All of this is a recipe for competitive authoritarianism. In the sections 
that follow, we show how populism contributed to greater inclusion and 
a slide into competitive authoritarianism in Fujimori’s Peru.

8.2 ‘A president like you:’ populism and Fujimori’s  
rise to power, 1990–1992

The presidency of Alberto Fujimori has been described as ‘a prototyp-
ical case of neopopulist leadership’ (Weyland 2006: 13; also Roberts 
1995). Fujimori was a classic political outsider. Described by The 
Economist as ‘the man from nowhere’ (in Conaghan 2005: 16), Fujimori 
was a little known mathematics professor and university rector – of 
Japanese descent – who had never held elected office or belonged to a 
political party. His victory in the 1990 presidential election has been 
described as the ‘biggest electoral surprise in the political history of 
[Peru]’ (Panfichi 1997: 226–7). Unable to secure a nomination from 
a major party, Fujimori created his own party, Change 90, to run for 
senate in 1990 (Roberts 1995: 95). He reportedly tossed his hat into 
the presidential race only as a means to gain publicity for his senate 
bid (Schmidt 1996: 330–1). Six weeks before the election, Fujimori 
stood at less than one per cent in the polls (ibid.: 321); indeed, the 
erstwhile frontrunner, novelist Mario Vargas Llosa (1994: 434), claims 
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to have never given ‘a single thought to him’ until ten days before 
the election.

Fujimori’s rise from obscurity to the presidency was rooted in a  triple 
crisis. First, Peru suffered a spectacular economic collapse in the late 
1980s, marked by a deep recession and hyperinflation. Second, the 
mounting insurgency of the Maoist Shining Path brought the Peruvian 
state to the brink of collapse. In 1989 and 1990 alone, police recorded 
nearly six thousand insurgent attacks and seven thousand deaths due to 
political violence (Tanaka 1998: 108). By decade’s end, the guer rillas 
controlled a quarter of Peru’s municipalities and had penetrated the 
shantytowns surrounding Lima, raising the spectre of a Shining Path 
victory (see Burt 2007; Mauceri 1996). A third, and related, problem 
was a crisis of political representation. In 1990, the four-party system 
that had existed in the 1980s was on the verge of collapse (Cameron 
1994; Tanaka 1998). The two largest parties, Popular Action (AP) and 
the American Revolutionary Popular Alliance (APRA), had governed 
during the 1980s and were widely held responsible for the country’s eco-
nomic and security crises. The United Left (IU), which might have taken 
advantage of the major parties’ failure, suffered a schism in 1989 and 
never recovered. The conservative Popular Christian Party (PPC) was 
an elitist, Lima-centredorganization with little support among the urban 
poor or in the interior (Cameron 1994: 19). The crisis of representa-
tion was exacerbated by the growth of the urban informal sector, which 
encompassed roughly half of Lima’s economically active population in 
1990.3 Informalization eroded the established parties’ already tenuous 
linkages to society, weakened class-based organizations, and inhibited 
collective action among the poor (Grompone 1991; Roberts 1998).

In this context of triple crisis, public disaffection with the established 
parties soared. A 1990 survey found that only ten per cent of respond-
ents identified with one of the four major parties, down from forty-three 
per cent in 1986, whereas eighty per cent identified themselves as inde-
pendents (Kenney 2004: 47). Another survey found that only seven-
teen per cent of respondents in Lima expressed any confidence in the 
country’s political parties (Tanaka 1998: 226). Indeed, hostility towards 
all politicians soared, especially among the poor. According to Aldo 
Panfichi (1997: 230), a survey carried out in ten low-income districts in 
Lima found

almost unanimous negative views toward politicians. Ninety-four per cent of those 
interviewed said they were in agreement that ‘the people are always deceived by 

 3 On the growth of the informal sector and its impact, see Cameron (1994), Grompone 
(1991), and Roberts (1995, 1998). For a dissenting view, see Kenney (2004: 48–59).
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politicians.’ The same percentage said that ‘politicians always end up arranging 
things among themselves,’ and 89 per cent agreed that ‘the politicians and the 
wealthy are always in collusion.’

The crisis also eroded public confidence in Peru’s democratic system 
more generally. A 1990 survey in Lima found that fifty-nine per cent 
of respondents believed that the country was ‘only a little democratic’ 
or ‘not at all democratic’ (Mauceri 2006: 252). In another survey, car-
ried out in low-income neighbourhoods in Lima, only forty-four per cent 
of respondents believed that Peru had a democratic system (Roberts 
1995: 98).

The triple crisis provided fertile ground for political candidates who 
could present themselves as ‘outsiders’ (Roberts 1995). A radio person-
ality, Ricardo Belmont, won the 1989 Lima mayoral election as an out-
sider, and as the 1990 presidential race approached, celebrated novelist 
(and political neophyte) Mario Vargas Llosa emerged as the early front-
runner. However, Vargas Llosa’s free-market platform and open call for 
economic shock measures limited his appeal among the poor (Conaghan 
2000: 264). Moreover, his decision to align himself with two established 
conservative parties, AP and PPC, undermined his ‘independent’ or 
‘outsider’ status in the eyes of many voters (Cameron 1994: 123–4). It 
was ultimately Fujimori, not Vargas Llosa, who tapped most successfully 
into the public disaffection with the political elite.

Fujimori’s presidential campaign was populist in several senses. 
First, it mobilized groups and individuals who felt excluded under the 
 existing  political system. Lacking a party or strong ties to the establish-
ment, Fujimori had little alternative but to build a coalition of  outsiders. 
Thus, he  mobilized constituencies that operated at the  margins of politics, 
 particularly evangelical Christians and the informal  sector (Daeschner 
1993: 170–4; Murakami 2007: 207–8; Roberts 1995: 99–100). These con-
stituencies ‘shared a sense of alienation from a political system that had 
historically accorded special favors to a privileged few’ (Schmidt 1996: 
328). In line with this strategy, Fujimori named as his two vice-presidential 
running mates Máximo San Román, the president of Peru’s most import-
ant small business association, and Carlos García, an influential Baptist 
minister. He also appointed an evangelical Christian as general secretary 
of his party, Change 90 (C90), and awarded fifty of the party’s 240 con-
gressional candidacies to evangelical Christians (Conaghan 2005: 17). 
Several other C90 candidates ‘spoke Quechua and worked in the informal 
economy’ (Daeschner 1993: 261). By contrast, the legislative  candidate 
list presented by Vargas Llosa’s Democratic Front (FREDEMO) coalition 
‘read like a who’s who of the Peruvian political establishment’ (Cameron 
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1997: 43).4 Fujimori’s campaign explicitly targeted the informal sector. 
His platform included promises to legalize street vendors and create a 
new bank to provide credit to the informal sector (Roberts 1995: 100). 
During the second-round debate, he declared:

Those Peruvians who work in the streets … are a labor force that we must respect. 
They have chosen the path of honesty and work instead of vagrancy and crime. 
For that reason, we will recognize their associations and … integrate them into a 
legal and formal framework, as is their aspiration. (In Intercampus 1990: 67)

These alliances were critical to Fujimori’s initial success. Badly outfi-
nanced by FREDEMO and other major parties,5 Change 90 had no 
choice but to adopt a grassroots campaign based on word of mouth 
rather than mass media (Daeschner 1993: 171–2; Murakami 2007: 208). 
Informals and evangelicals served as the campaign’s ‘muscle’ and ‘arms 
and legs’ (Daeschner 1993: 174; also Degregori and Meléndez 2007: 
26–7). Evangelical pastors distributed Fujimori campaign materials 
while conducting door-to-door missionary work; truck drivers provided 
transportation between Lima and rural areas; and businesspeople cam-
paigned for Fujimori among the urban poor (Daeschner 1993: 171–4; 
Murakami 2007: 208).

Second, Fujimori successfully presented himself as an outsider and a 
‘man of the people.’ Surveys showed that Fujimori’s ‘newness’ and lack 
of partisan ties were his greatest electoral assets, while Vargas Llosa was 
hurt by his perceived ties to established parties (Cameron 1994: 140).6 
Yet Fujimori’s outsider status went beyond partisanship. As a (non-
white) child of working-class Japanese immigrants, Fujimori could cred-
ibly present himself as a Peruvian everyman who stood outside (and 
 ultimately, in opposition to) the entire social, economic, and political 
elite (Panfichi 1997). The fact that he was a child of poor immigrants 
who had worked their way out of poverty resonated with Lima’s poor, 
since many had migrated from the countryside to the city in search of a 
better life (Daeschner 1993: 144–5; Panfichi 1997: 228–30).

Fujimori’s campaign made effective use of his non-elite background. 
Adopting the slogan ‘A President Like You,’ Fujimori mixed freely with 
the poor in rural villages, urban slums, and public marketplaces. He drove 

 4 FREDEMO included Vargas Llosa’s Liberty Movement, the PPC, AP, and the smaller 
Solidarity and Democracy (SODE).

 5 According to Schmidt (1996: 321), Vargas Llosa’s advertising spending exceeded 
Fujimori’s by a twenty to one margin.

 6 Alma Guillermoprieto (1995: 81) reports an exchange in which a street vendor is asked 
by a left-wing politician why she intends to vote for Fujimori, and she responds: ‘Because 
he hasn’t done anything yet.’
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a tractor, dubbed the ‘Fuji-mobile,’ in order to illustrate his connected-
ness to the rural poor (Murakami 2007: 207–8). As Conaghan (2005: 
17) put it, ‘Fujimori was at ease in his role as “man of the people” – rid-
ing a bicycle, wearing a poncho, speaking his folksy and ungrammatical 
Spanish.’ By contrast, Vargas Llosa ‘arrived at events in an armor-plated 
Volvo, surrounded by bodyguards, and appeared to suffer through the 
long programs of speeches and folklore,’ all of which made him look ‘like 
an envoy from the upper class.’

Fujimori’s ability to present himself as a ‘man of the people’ was rein-
forced by his ethnic and family background (Degregori and Grompone 
1991). As a Japanese Peruvian, Fujimori belonged to a small ethnic 
minority. However, given widespread disaffection with Peru’s predom-
inantly white political elite, Fujimori’s ethnic background proved to 
be ‘an asset rather than an obstacle,’ as his ‘facial features, migratory 
experience, and modest origins were more reminiscent of Peru’s mes-
tizo and indigenous majority than those of the Europeanized Vargas 
Llosa’ (Roberts 1995: 95). For many Peruvians, Fujimori’s ethnic ori-
gins ‘meant, above all, that he was not white, and was therefore one of 
them’ (Guillermoprieto 1995: 78). Deftly taking advantage of this sta-
tus, Fujimori embraced the nickname ‘El Chino,’ often referring to him-
self as such during campaign events (ibid.: 82). The racial background 
of Fujimori’s vice-presidential candidates, Máximo San Román (a dark-
skinned mestizo) and Carlos García (who was of partially African ances-
try), further differentiated him from the political elite. As San Román 
put it: ‘We were the ticket most representative of Peru: the Chino, the 
Cholo, and the Negro’ (in Daeschner 1993: 122).

Fujimori’s outsider status helped catapult him into a second-round 
runoff against Vargas Llosa. Fujimori’s populist strategy deepened in the 
second round. Vargas Llosa was backed by virtually the entire Peruvian 
elite, including the business community, the Catholic Church, the bulk 
of the media, and most of the cultural and intellectual elite. This ena-
bled Fujimori to run as a David against the Goliath of Peru’s discredited 
political establishment – a strategy facilitated by racist and xenophobic 
attacks against Fujimori carried out by some of  Vargas Llosa’s supporters 
(Guillermoprieto 1995: 82; Vargas Llosa 1993: 472–3, 476).7 Fujimori’s 
discourse grew increasingly Manichean in the second round, dividing 
society into ‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite.’ He defined the 
election as a ‘confrontation between the white elite … and the nonwhite 
common people’ (de la Torre 2000: 124), positioning himself as the rep-
resentative of Peruvian cholos (brown-skinned poor), in opposition to the  

 7 It should be noted that Vargas Llosa himself publicly rejected these racist attacks. 
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blanquitos (whites), the ricos (the rich), and the pitucos (wealthy whites) 
(Carrión 1996: 286–7; Degregori and Grompone 1991: 96–7). Fujimori 
claimed to represent the ‘real Peru, cholo Peru’ (in Intercampus 1990: 
22), declaring at one campaign rally: ‘We may be chinitos and cholitos, but 
we are the real people’ (in Daeschner 1993: 241). If Vargas Llosa won, 
Fujimori declared, Peru would be governed by ‘whites,’ but if he were 
elected, the government would be made up of a ‘chinito and four cholitos’ 
(in Carrión 1996: 287). Fujimori relentlessly portrayed Vargas Llosa as 
out of touch with the common people and scarcely even Peruvian. In 
the second round debate, he attacked Vargas Llosa for having taught at 
foreign rather than Peruvian universities and at one point declared: ‘You 
think we Peruvians are monkeys’ (in Daeschner 1993: 252).8

Fujimori’s strategy was effective. Vargas Llosa was unable to shake 
the image of being a ‘white, privileged member of the Peruvian social 
elite with little understanding of the problems facing las clases populares’ 
(Conaghan 2000: 264). Fujimori won the runoff election overwhelm-
ingly, with 62.5 per cent of the vote. Whereas Vargas Llosa’s vote was 
drawn primarily from the better-off strata of society, Fujimori won over-
whelmingly among the poor (Cameron 1994: 127, 143).

8.3 Populism in power: political conflict and  
democratic breakdown, 1990–1992

The character of Fujimori’s populist appeal changed somewhat after he 
assumed the presidency in 1990. Facing deep economic and security cri-
ses, Fujimori turned programmatically to the right, borrowing much of 
Vargas Llosa’s platform and several of his top advisors (Conaghan 2000: 
256; Murakami 2007: 228–33). Indeed, ‘[t]he most notable characteris-
tic of Fujimori’s first cabinet was that it included no one who had voted 
for him in the April elections’ (Kenney 2004: 126). Fujimori’s shift to the 
right permitted a rapprochement with Peru’s economic and technocratic 
elite. By 1992, he had forged a ‘a tacit alliance’ with the ‘de facto powers 
of Peruvian society – the military, leading  elements of the business com-
munity, major media outlets, and transnationalized technocrats linked 
to international financial institutions’ (Conaghan 2000: 257). This new 
alliance undermined Fujimori’s original coalition of outsiders. Although 
marginal groups were well represented in Change 90’s legislative bloc, 
Fujimori kept the party at a distance, ignoring its legislators, sacking its 

 8 The reference to monkeys was based on a FREDEMO television spot that featured a 
monkey dressed as a civil servant defecating on a desk, apparently in order to illustrate 
the need for state reform (Daeschner 1993: 108–9).
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evangelical general secretary, and closing down its main  headquarters 
(Planas 2000: 347–51). Emblematic of the rupture was the fact that 
Fujimori’s two vice presidents, evangelical leader Carlos García and 
small business leader Máximo San Román, became two of his most tren-
chant public critics.

Notwithstanding these changes, however, Fujimori remained unmis-
takably populist after assuming the presidency. Although he dropped the 
class-based elements of his anti-elite discourse, he stepped up his attacks 
on the political elite: ‘no longer “the people” versus “the  oligarchy,” it 
became instead “the people” – represented by their elected president – 
versus the “political class”’ (Roberts 1995: 98). Indeed, soon after tak-
ing office, Fujimori launched a ‘systematic attack on Peru’s political 
elites and the establishment institutions they controlled – namely, the 
political parties, Congress, and the judiciary’ (Ibid.: 97). He publicly 
attacked legislators as ‘unproductive charlatans’ and judges as ‘jackals’ 
(in Conaghan 2005: 30), and he decried politicians’ ‘irresponsible, ster-
ile, antihistoric, and antipatriotic behavior, which favors the interests of 
small groups and party leaders over the interests of Peru’ (in Gorman 
1997: 325).

Using the presidency as a bully pulpit, Fujimori attacked ‘the party 
system as a whole’ (Conaghan 2000: 265), claiming that the established 
parties were corrupt and unrepresentative – and that they were actively 
blocking his efforts to carry out the public will and resolve Peru’s eco-
nomic and security crises. Indeed, he began to argue that Peru was not 
really a democracy, or rule by the people, but rather a ‘partyarchy,’ or 
rule by the parties (Roberts 1995: 98; Kenney 2004: 220). In a speech to 
business leaders, Fujimori asked:

Are we really a democracy? And the democracy (…) is it a government of the 
people, by the people, and for the people or a government of the majority? I find 
it difficult to say yes. We are a government that in truth has always been governed 
by powerful minorities. (In Conaghan 2005: 30)

Fujimori’s populist strategy contributed to a regime crisis. Change 90 
controlled only thirty-two of 180 seats in the chamber of deputies and 
fourteen of sixty-two seats in the senate. The vast majority of legislative 
seats remained in the hands of the established parties.9 Moreover, the 
judiciary, a key player in Fujimori’s counterinsurgency programme and 
in evolving constitutional battles between the executive and the congress, 
was in the hands of judges appointed by APRA and other established 

 9 In the chamber of deputies, APRA controlled fifty-three seats, AP held twenty-six seats, 
the PPC held twenty-five seats, and the IU held sixteen seats (Kenney 2004: 91).
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parties (Conaghan 2005: 32; Kenney 2004: 196–7). Rather than nego-
tiate with the established parties, however, Fujimori continued to attack 
them, entering into a ‘chicken game’ with both the congress and the 
judiciary (Tanaka 1998: 212–13). Fujimori increasingly circumvented 
Congress via executive decrees (Kenney 2004: 172–7). Calling Fujimori 
‘The Emperor,’ congressional leaders moved to limit his presidential pow-
ers and threatened to impeach him (ibid.: 177–91). As one government 
official put it, the conflict reached a point ‘where either the Congress 
would kill the president, or the president would kill the Congress’ (in 
Cameron 1997: 56).

In April 1992, Fujimori – backed by the military – carried out a presi-
dential coup (autogolpe), closing the congress, dissolving the constitution, 
and purging the judiciary and other state institutions. Most major media 
outlets were occupied by the armed forces, several leading journalists 
and members of congress were arrested, and ex-president Alan García 
was forced into exile (Cotler 1994: 209–10). Fujimori defended the coup 
as a step towards what he called a ‘true’ (in Daeschner 1993: 289) and 
‘sui generis’ democracy (in Conaghan 2005: 7). He claimed that the pre-
existing regime was not a democracy but a ‘dictatorship of partidocracia,’ 
or a ‘government supposedly of the people but in reality by the parties 
and for the parties’ (in Kenney 2004: 220). Thus, Fujimori asserted that 
the coup was ‘not a rupture of democracy but rather a rupture of the 
chain of corruption’ (in Cameron 1997: 63). As he later explained: ‘I had 
two remaining options: to defend a minority of the population or the vast 
majority. Obviously I chose the majority’ (in Daeschner 1993: 294).

Populism was a central cause of the 1992 coup. First, as a political 
outsider, Fujimori lacked partisan allies in other branches of government 
(Kenney 2004: 91, 196–7). Thus, in addition to assuming office in the 
worst possible circumstances, including hyperinflation and a raging insur-
gency, Fujimori faced the challenge of divided government. Scholars have 
argued that opportunities existed for Fujimori to forge the legislative alli-
ances necessary to govern democratically (Cameron 1997 54–5; Cotler 
1994: 206–8; McClintock 1996: 64), much as Presidents Cardoso and 
Lula da Silva would later do in Brazil.10 Many of Fujimori’s programmatic 
initiatives in 1990–2 enjoyed legislative support, particularly on the right 
(Kenney 2004: 129, 136) and within APRA (Daeschner 1993: 276–7). 
However, this legislative support was not automatic, but rather ‘subject 
to renegotiation’ (Conaghan 2000: 257). In other words, the construction 

 10 Indeed, Vargas Llosa (1994: 470–1, 475) even claims to have offered to drop out of the 
second round of the 1990 election and forge a coalition government under Fujimori’s 
leadership. For more pessimistic accounts about the prospects for forging a legislative 
coalition, see Kenney (1996) and Murakami (2007: 272–80).
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of a legislative majority would have required consultation, negotiation, 
and power sharing. Yet as a political amateur, Fujimori lacked experience 
with legislative coalition building, and indeed, he showed little interest 
in such arrangements (McClintock 1996: 64–6). Rather, he viewed the 
congress as ‘worse than a nuisance’ (Cameron 1997: 49). According to 
one of Fujimori’s aides, he simply ‘couldn’t stand the idea of inviting the 
President of the Senate to lunch in the Presidential Palace every time he 
wanted to pass a law’ (in McClintock 1996: 65).11

In part, Fujimori’s lack of interest in legislative coalition building 
was rooted in a different conceptualization of democracy. Fujimori 
viewed democracy in terms of results that benefitted the majority, even 
if that meant circumventing liberal democratic procedure. Thus, his 
attitude ‘was that of responding to the expectations of the people with 
specific results, worrying more about the efficiency of the procedures 
used to obtain these concrete achievements than their democratic or 
anti- democratic character’ (Murakami 2007: 274). Often described 
as ‘the politics of anti-politics’ (Degregori 2000; Panfichi 1997), this 
plebiscitarian, result-oriented approach to democracy had little room 
for what he called ‘palabrería,’ or the ‘excessive, useless talk’ of the 
political parties and political elite (in Conaghan 2005: 4). As Fujimori 
put it:

Democracy now should not include the participation of political parties. The 
people have learned a lot. They have said: Enough of this kind of democracy. We 
want a democracy that is more efficient, that resolves our problems. Democracy 
is the will of the people – good administration, honesty, results. (In Conaghan 
2005: 3)

Efficient problem solving on behalf of the people required a free hand in 
decision making, rather than having to seek out ‘understandings, consen-
suses or broad agreements’ (Murakami 2007: 224).

Whatever his view of democracy, it is clear that a populist strategy 
worked to Fujimori’s political advantage. Fujimori had won the presi-
dency with an anti-elite discourse. Taking advantage of broad public 
disaffection with the political elite, he effectively sought and won a popu-
lar mandate to sweep away that elite. Now, as president, Fujimori con-
fronted a congress dominated by the established political parties he had 
vilified, and defeated, in the 1990 campaign. Although Fujimori could 
have negotiated alliances with those parties, such alliances would have 
betrayed his popular mandate. Given widespread public hostility towards 

 11 As Cameron (1997: 50) writes: ‘Having built his career by attacking major institutions 
in Peruvian society – political parties and politicians, the bureaucracy, the courts, even 
the Catholic Church – Fujimori’s autogolpe was consistent with his anti-political style.’
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the congress, the judiciary, and the established parties,12 a plebiscitarian 
attack on these institutions was more likely to mobilize public support 
than were efforts to negotiate with them (Cameron 1997: 50). Indeed, 
public opinion data suggest that conflict with the political elite worked 
to Fujimori’s advantage: public confidence in the congress, the judiciary, 
and political parties declined further in 1991 and 1992, while support for 
Fujimori increased (Kenney 2004: 234–5; Tanaka 1998: 225–6). Thus, a 
populist strategy not only won Fujimori the presidency but also proved 
essential to his political success in office.

Perhaps the clearest evidence that successful populism contributed to 
the 1992 autogolpe was the public reaction to it. Peruvians overwhelm-
ingly supported the coup. Post-coup surveys found more than eighty per 
cent supported the dissolution of the congress and ninety per cent sup-
ported the reorganization of the judiciary (Conaghan 2005: 33; Kenney 
2004: 228). Likewise, Fujimori’s approval rating soared from fifty-three 
per cent to eighty-one per cent (Carrión 2006: 129). Thus, while the 
president ‘was greeted enthusiastically by crowds’ as he walked through 
the streets of Lima in the aftermath of the coup (Cameron 1997: 50),  
‘[v]eteran politicians were mortified by the jeers that greeted them 
in Lima’s cafes and restaurants’ (Conaghan 2005: 45). Indeed, most 
Peruvians not only endorsed the closure of the congress but accepted 
Fujimori’s interpretation of the events as a ‘popular uprising’ rather than 
a coup (in ibid.: 33). According to an April 1992 poll in Lima, fifty-one 
per cent of respondents characterized the coup as ‘democratic,’ while only 
thirty-three per cent viewed it as ‘dictatorial’ (Kenney 2004: 231).

Opposition parties’ efforts to mobilize resistance to the coup failed 
(Cameron 1997: 62–4). Already discredited, the established opposition 
parties weakened and fragmented after the coup (Tanaka 1998: 229–30). 
As the success of Fujimori’s plebiscitarian strategy became clear, polit-
icians began to abandon the established parties en masse, reinventing 
themselves as ‘independents’ (Planas 2000: 42, 370–4). Consequently, 
the opposition that led the defence of democracy after 1992 was frag-
mented, disorganized, and lacked even a minimal capacity to mobilize 
resistance to the new regime (Levitsky and Cameron 2003).

In sum, Fujimori’s decision to carry out an autogolpe, and his ability 
to get away with it, were rooted in his populist rise to power. Fujimori 
was elected in opposition to the entire political elite, effectively earning 

 12 Polls in late 1990 found public approval of President Fujimori to be nearly triple that 
of the congress (Kenney 2004: 235). In an early 1991 survey, only nineteen per cent of 
respondents expressed confidence in the legislature, sixteen per cent expressed confi-
dence in the judiciary, and thirteen per cent expressed confidence in political parties 
(ibid.: 234).

 



Levitsky and Loxton174

a mandate to bury that elite. Negotiating an alliance with the elite after 
coming to power would have constituted a betrayal of his mandate. 
Moreover, given widespread public disaffection with the old elite, a pleb-
iscitarian strategy clearly worked to Fujimori’s political advantage. Thus, 
the logic of populist mobilization led to a severe institutional crisis and, 
ultimately, the breakdown of Peruvian democracy.

8.4 The rise of competitive authoritarianism, 1992–2000

The regime that emerged after the April 1992 autogolpe was competitive 
authoritarian (Levitsky and Way 2010). Initial plans to govern in a dic-
tatorial manner were abandoned due to international pressure, which 
forced the government to restore an electoral regime (Ferrero 1993: 
34–7; McClintock and Vallas 2003: 136–8).13 Elections for a constituent 
assembly (CCD) were held in late 1992, followed by a referendum on 
the constitution in 1993 and presidential elections in 1995. In addition 
to writing a new constitution, the CCD would serve as an interim con-
gress until legislative elections were held in 1995.

Although these steps satisfied the international community by restor-
ing the outward appearance of democracy, the regime that emerged 
after 1992 was not democratic. For one, Fujimori took advantage of the 
seven-month ‘institutional vacuum’ (Conaghan 2005: 43) to reconfigure 
state power in ways that facilitated authoritarian rule. In the absence of 
checks and balances, the government issued hundreds of decrees ‘recast-
ing government institutions and their operating procedures’ in ways that 
‘concentrated more powers and control in the executive branch’ (ibid.: 
41). The decrees legalized the purge of the judiciary and other public 
agencies that occurred after the coup, dramatically elevated the status of 
the National Intelligence Service (SIN), and  created a new presidential 
‘superministry’ that enhanced the executive’s ability to distribute patron-
age (ibid.: 41–3). In addition, millions of dollars in public money were 
siphoned into slush funds in the SIN to be used for Fujimori’s  re-election 
campaigns and other political purposes (ibid.: 41).

Moreover, between 1992 and 1995, Fujimori used his broad public 
support to consolidate authoritarian rule through plebiscitary means. 
Fujimori’s public approval rating remained steadily above sixty per cent 
throughout the 1992–5 period (Carrión 2006: 128–9), which enabled 
him to win successive electoral majorities. Fujimori’s C90/New Majority 
coalition won an outright majority of seats in the new constituent 

 13 On the initial plans for dictatorial rule developed by the military in the late 1980s, see 
Cotler (1994: 208); Cameron (1997: 51, 57); and Rospigliosi (2000: 74–86, 106).
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assembly, which allowed him to dominate the new body and unilaterally 
impose a new constitution expanding executive authority and  permitting 
presidential re-election (Conaghan 2005: 56–9). In 1995, Fujimori was 
overwhelmingly re-elected, capturing sixty-four per cent of the vote 
(defeating former UN secretary-general Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, a prom-
inent member of the old elite) and an outright majority in the congress. 
These popular majorities allowed Fujimori to describe the post-1992 
regime as a ‘truly representative democracy’ (in Kenney 2004: 220).

Yet if Fujimori enjoyed clear majority support between 1992 and 1995, 
he used those temporary majorities to skew the playing field in ways that 
would distort or prevent the emergence of alternative majorities in the 
future. In the absence of institutional checks and balances, Fujimori and 
his intelligence advisor, Vladimiro Montesinos, were ‘able to monopolize 
a level of power unheard of in Peru in decades’ (Degregori 2003: 220). 
Montesinos used this power to construct a vast illicit network that system-
atically corrupted state institutions and deployed them against opponents 
(Conaghan 2005; Rospigliosi 2000). Montesinos used the SIN to spy on 
opposition and media figures (Bowen and Holligan 2003: 290–1; Rospigliosi 
2000: 157–8, 202), and as videotapes later documented, he bribed and 
blackmailed hundreds of public officials, legislators, judges, military com-
manders, media owners, journalists, and opposition politicians.14

Fujimori and Montesinos used the SIN’s shadow state to skew the 
political playing field in several ways. First, they established a firm grip 
on the judiciary. Not only did the government engage in a massive court-
packing scheme in the aftermath of the 1992 coup,15 but a ‘staggering’ 
number of judges, including several Supreme Court justices, received 
bribes or favours from the SIN in the post-1992 period (Conaghan 
2005: 167). The politicized courts served as a ‘shield for friends of the 
regime and a weapon against its enemies’ (Durand 2003: 459). Judicial 
and tax authorities became ‘instruments of persecution’ (ibid.: 463), 
targeting opposition politicians, businesspeople, journalists, and media 
owners, forcing some of them into exile (Avendaño 2001; Durand 2003: 
459–61).16 The National Elections Board (JNE) was also packed, and as 

 14 At least sixteen hundred people, including four Supreme Court justices, a majority of 
the National Elections Board, two attorneys general, and dozens of legislators, were 
videotaped accepting bribes or favours from Montesinos (Cameron 2006; Conaghan 
2005; Rospigliosi 2000).

 15 Eighty per cent of sitting justices, including thirteen Supreme Court justices, were sacked 
(Pease García 2003: 286–90, 300–1; Rospigliosi 2000: 103–4; Youngers 2000: 26–32).

 16 For example, after the Channel 2 television network ran a series of critical news stories 
in 1997, the government revoked the citizenship of its owner Baruch Ivcher, a natu-
ralized Peruvian citizen, and forced him into exile on tax charges (Conaghan 2005: 
141–53).
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a result, complaints of electoral abuse were routinely buried (Conaghan 
2005: 92–3, 168).

The Fujimori government also skewed access to resources and the 
media. At least $146 million was transferred illicitly from various state 
agencies into Fujimori’s campaign coffers between 1992 and 2000 
(Conaghan 2005: 164). Moreover, the SIN organized and financed 
Fujimori’s electoral campaigns, and the army was mobilized to campaign 
for him (Bowen and Holligan 2003: 344–72; Rospigliosi 2000: 202). The 
government controlled much of the private media through manipula-
tion of debt and judicial favours, strategic use of state advertising, and 
massive bribery (Ames et al. 2001: 229, 232; Bowen and Holligan 2003: 
340–4, 361–2). By the late 1990s, four of Peru’s five private television 
networks were receiving monthly payments from the SIN; likewise, more 
than a dozen tabloid newspapers received up to $2 million a month to 
publish articles faxed from the SIN (Bowen and Holligan 2003: 361–2; 
Fowks 2000: 68–72).

The authoritarian nature of the regime became particularly manifest 
during Fujimori’s second term. Fujimori faced two major challenges after 
1995. First, his public support began to erode, slipping below fifty per 
cent for the first time since 1991 (Carrión 2006: 130). Second, his own 
constitution barred him from seeking a third term in 2000. Unwilling to 
give up power, yet lacking a viable successor, the government adopted a 
strategy of ‘re-election at any cost’ (Cotler 2000: 53). In 1996, Fujimori’s 
majority in congress passed the Law of Authentic Interpretation, which 
declared that because Fujimori’s first term began under the old consti-
tution, it did not count under the new one, therefore leaving him free 
to seek another re-election in 2000 (Conaghan 2005: 121–2). The law 
was ‘considered absurd by most constitutional experts’ (McClintock 
and Vallas 2003: 144). However, when the constitutional tribunal voted 
to declare the law ‘inapplicable,’ the  government ignored the ruling 
and, shortly thereafter, the congress impeached the three members of 
the court who had voted for it (Conaghan 2005: 126–30). Opposition 
groups launched a petition drive to call a referendum on the re- election 
issue. Despite broad public support for the referendum (Carrión 2006: 
143), this, too, was derailed through institutional manipulation.17 
Finally, the government packed the National Elections Board in order to 
ensure that Fujimori’s candidacy would not be disqualified (Avendaño 
2001: 131–3).

 17 In 1996, the congress passed a law requiring that referenda be approved by forty per 
cent of the congress, which ‘ensured that no referendum could pass without the support 
of the government’ (Conaghan 2005: 124). The referendum project ultimately died in 
the congress.
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The 2000 election was unfair. Opposition parties ‘faced a steeply 
tilted playing field – indeed, a virtual cliff ’ (McClintock 2006a: 255). 
Candidates from the opposition were spied on and their campaigns were 
disrupted by SIN-orchestrated mob attacks and power outages (Youngers 
2000: 63–4). Media coverage was biased, and the SIN-controlled media 
launched a ‘dirty war’ against opposition candidates, accusing them of 
everything from terrorism to homosexuality.18 On election night, the 
government appeared to manipulate the results in order to avoid a run-
off against Alejandro Toledo.19 External and domestic pressure forced 
Fujimori to accept a second-round vote (McClintock and Vallas 2003: 
150), but an opposition boycott – in the face of the government’s refusal 
to level the playing field – allowed Fujimori to run uncontested in the 
runoff. Although the regime imploded soon thereafter,20 Fujimori suc-
ceeded in securing an illegal third term.

In sum, although Fujimori’s popular majorities enabled him to declare 
his government ‘truly democratic,’ they also facilitated a slide into com-
petitive authoritarianism. The 1992 coup and electoral victories in 1992 
and 1995 effectively eliminated institutional checks on Fujimori’s power, 
which enabled him to skew the political playing field against opponents. In 
effect, temporary majorities were used to inhibit the emergence of future 
alternative majorities. A majority of Peruvians eventually came to oppose 
Fujimori’s increasingly authoritarian behaviour in the late 1990s; by then, 
however, that majority lacked the institutional mechanisms to stop him.

8.5 How inclusionary was Fujimorismo?

The case of Fujimori’s Peru clearly illustrates the potential of populism 
to weaken the contestation dimension of democracy. But how inclusion-
ary was Fujimorismo? Borrowing from Filc (2010), this section evaluates 
Fujimorismo’s inclusionary effects along three dimensions: material, pol-
itical, and symbolic.

 18 Studies found that Fujimori received more than twice as much coverage as all other 
candidates combined (Boas 2005: 36; García Calderón 2001: 52). Television networks 
generally ignored opposition candidates and often refused to run their ads (Ames et al. 
2001: 78). On the media ‘dirty war,’ see Bowen and Holligan (2003: 377–8), Degregori 
(2000: 151–68) and Fowks (2000: 69–70).

 19 Credible ‘quick counts’ showed Fujimori ahead of Toledo but short of the fifty per cent 
needed to avoid a runoff (Ames et al. 2001: 139). When Fujimori’s official vote share 
began to rise later in the evening, OAS representative Eduardo Stein declared that he 
had ‘no idea where these results [were] coming from,’ and that ‘something sinister [was] 
going on’ (in Bowen and Holligan 2003: 384).

 20 In November 2000, a leaked videotape showing Montesinos bribing an opposition leg-
islator triggered a regime crisis, forcing Fujimori to call new elections and eventually 
abandon the presidency (and the country). See Cameron (2006).
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In terms of material inclusion, that is, an improvement in the ‘material 
conditions of subordinate groups’ (Filc 2010: 13), Fujimorismo brought 
relatively little change. Fujimori had campaigned in opposition to neo-
liberal ‘shock’ policies in 1990, but he reversed course upon taking office 
and ‘administered what is considered one of the most drastic economic 
restructuring programs in Latin America’ (Carrión 2006: 135). The eco-
nomic reforms succeeded in ending hyperinflation and restoring growth, 
thereby earning broad public support (Weyland 1998: 556), and the gov-
ernment used revenue from privatizations to increase public spending, 
mainly in the form of expanded public works and large-scale state clien-
telism (Roberts 1995; Schady 2000). However, Fujimorismo did little to 
redistribute wealth, create jobs, or create enduring social welfare policies. 
Indeed, with respect to employment and average income, ‘Peruvians were 
no better off in 2000 than in 1990’ (Carrión 2006: 126).

In terms of political inclusion, which Filc (2010: 14) defines as pro-
viding marginalized groups with ‘access to political power,’ Fujimori’s 
record was mixed. In his initial presidential bid, Fujimori clearly mobi-
lized previously marginal groups, most notably evangelical Christians and 
the informal sector. As a political outsider without a real party or ties to 
the establishment, Fujimori needed allies in order to mount a presiden-
tial campaign, and the groups available for mobilization were those that 
remained at the margins of the political system. Thus, Fujimori built a 
coalition of outsiders, and his victory in 1990 brought these out siders 
unprecedented access to power. For example, Fujimorismo dramatically 
increased the presence of evangelical Christians in public office: in 1990, 
evangelicals won the second vice presidency, fourteen seats in the chamber 
of deputies and four seats in the senate (López Rodríguez 2008: 134).

Once he was securely in power, however, Fujimori’s need for out-
sider allies diminished. Consequently, Fujimorismo grew less inclusion-
ary after 1992. The number of ‘technocrats, specialists and businessmen’ 
in Fujimori’s cabinet increased over time (Murakami 2007: 251), and 
whereas Fujimori’s first party, Change 90, had recruited numerous polit-
icians from marginal groups, his second party, New Majority (created in 
1992), was an ‘exclusive club’ composed mainly of technocrats drawn 
from the Lima elite (Conaghan 2005: 52–3; Degregori and Meléndez 
2007: 49–61). At the same time, Fujimori’s alliance with evangelicals 
and informal business associations broke down. As early as 1990, the 
president purged Change 90 of many of its evangelical leaders, and a 
number of evangelical deputies resigned from the party (Degregori and 
Meléndez 2007: 37–42; Kenney 2004: 172). By 2000, the number of 
Fujimorista evangelicals in the congress had dwindled to one (López 
Rodríguez 2008: 135).
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Fujimori’s most significant and enduring move towards political inclu-
sion came in the area of women in politics. Prior to 1990, women were 
‘almost invisible in the Peruvian political system’ (Schmidt 2006: 150). 
No women were appointed to cabinet positions between 1980 and 1987, 
and relatively few were elected to the congress. The rise of Fujimorismo 
triggered a ‘feminization of Peruvian politics’ (ibid.: 173). As part as of 
Fujimori’s coalition of outsiders, numerous women gained increased 
access to positions of power after 1990. In 1990, for example, women 
represented 9.4 per cent of Change 90 deputies and 14.3 per cent of its 
senators, compared to 5.4 and 4.5 per cent, respectively, for all other par-
ties (ibid.: 154). Women were also appointed to a variety of key positions 
in the Fujimori government, including attorney general, minister of the 
presidency, minister of industry, and ambassador to the Organization of 
American States (ibid.: 153–5).

Unlike other marginal groups, women continued to make political 
gains throughout the Fujimori period. Three women served as presi-
dent of congress between 1995 and 2000 and, when Fujimori took office 
for his illegal third term in 2000, all four members of the congressional 
leadership were women – unprecedented for Latin America (Blondet 
2002: 51–2). The Fujimori government also created a Ministry for the 
Promotion of Women and Human Development in 1996, and in 1997 
it pushed through a gender quotas law that required that women make 
up at least twenty-five per cent of each party’s legislative candidate list 
(ibid.: 49–51). As a result, women’s overall representation in the con-
gress increased from six per cent in 1990 to twenty-two per cent in 2000 
(Schmidt 2006: 154, 167). Although it is likely that women would have 
made political gains in the 1990s regardless of who was in power (Blondet 
2002), the rise of Fujimori clearly accelerated this process (Schmidt 
2006). The legacy of this advance was evident in the number of women 
holding high-level government positions in the post- Fujimori era.21 Thus, 
the ‘feminization of Peruvian politics’ appears to be an enduring legacy 
of Fujimorismo.

Finally, Fujimori’s most significant and lasting impact was almost cer-
tainly in the area of symbolic inclusion, which Filc (2010: 14) defines 
as a process in which ‘the excluded group becomes part of the com-
mon “we.”’ Fujimorismo clearly opened up Peru’s political class to his-
torically marginalized groups. The visibility and stature of evangelical, 

 21 These included prime minister (Beatriz Merino), finance minister (Mercedes Araoz), 
interior minister (Pilar Mazzetti), president of congress (Mercedes Cabanillas), and 
mayor of Lima (Susana Villarán). Others, including Lourdes Flores and Fujimori’s 
daughter, Keiko, emerged as leading contenders for the presidency.
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female, and mestizo politicians increased markedly under Fujimori. As 
one Fujimorista congressman put it:

The members of the … opposition are the ones who have always held power. 
With Fujimori, people like me are in Congress. The opposition would never have 
allowed me into their ranks because I’m not like them. I’m not white. I’m not 
from Lima. And I don’t have money.22

This symbolic inclusion appears to have had a lasting impact on the face 
of Peruvian politics. Whereas nearly all of the top politicians in Peru were 
white men drawn from a narrow socio-economic elite prior to 1990, this 
ceased to be the case after Fujimori. Indeed, the first president elected 
after Fujimori’s fall from power, Alejandro Toledo, was of indigenous 
descent, and several of the leading contenders for the presidency in the 
2000s were non-white (Ollanta Humala), female (Lourdes Flores), or 
both (Keiko Fujimori).

Overall, then, Fujimorismo’s record in terms of political inclusion was 
mixed. Although Fujimori mobilized the poor electorally, and although 
his initial victory clearly opened up politics to previously marginal groups, 
he did little ‘to construct institutionalized partisan or corporatist chan-
nels’ of access for marginalized groups (Roberts 1995: 100). Like many 
populists, Fujimori was not an institution builder and thus left behind 
few new mechanisms of popular participation.

Perhaps the clearest manifestation of the limited impact of Fujimori’s 
inclusionary politics was the rise of Ollanta Humala, another populist 
who nearly captured the presidency in 2006 by appealing to the poor 
with a promise to bury the political elite in the name of ‘authentic’ dem-
ocracy (McClintock 2006b). Humala subsequently won the presidency 
in 2011, albeit with a less populist appeal. This continued ‘demand’ for 
populist candidates suggests that Fujimorismo brought little permanent 
change in the area of political and socio-economic inclusion.

 Conclusion

The Peruvian case confirms Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser’s hypothesis 
that populism in power weakens unconsolidated democracies. Populism 
in contemporary Latin America is almost always inclusionary, but rarely 
democratizing. Thus, in line with the editors’ introductory propositions, 
Alberto Fujimori mobilized and gave voice to excluded groups, and his 
rise to power helped to revitalize public opinion. However, Fujimorismo 
also exhibited many of the negative effects of populism highlighted in 

 22 Congressional deputy Erland Rodas, interviewed by Liz Mineo, 4 May 1999.
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the introduction, including a ‘plebiscitary transformation of politics’ in 
which popular majorities are used to undermine checks and balances, 
minority rights, and other key elements of liberal democracy. More gen-
erally, this chapter has argued that in fragile democracies, the ascent to 
power of populists frequently triggers institutional crisis and, in many 
cases, a slide into competitive authoritarianism. Although we have 
focused on the case of Fujimori’s Peru, the elective affinity between 
populism and competitive authoritarianism can be seen in other cases 
as well, including Argentina under Juan Perón, Venezuela under Hugo 
Chávez, Ecuador under Lucio Gutiérrez and Rafael Correa, and Bolivia 
under Evo Morales.

The evidence from Latin America thus suggests that populism is more 
of a threat than a corrective to democracy. To function as a corrective, 
Latin American populism would have to emerge in the context of strong 
liberal democratic institutions. In general, however, populists fare poorly 
in countries where liberal democratic institutions are strong (e.g. Chile, 
Costa Rica, Uruguay). Paradoxically, then, democracies strong enough 
to potentially benefit from populism’s corrective effects are unlikely to 
experience populism, whereas the democracies that experience populism 
are unlikely to survive it.
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9 Populism, democracy, and nationalism  
in Slovakia

Kevin Deegan-Krause

 Introduction

Can populism and democracy co-exist? At first glance the case of Slovakia 
answers ‘no!’ Slovakia’s democratic institutions suffered during govern-
ments commonly regarded as populist and recovered during the govern-
ments regarded as anti-populist. This conventional wisdom is not wrong, but 
it is too simple. A closer look at the case of Slovakia suggests a more  subtle 
relationship between populism, democratic consolidation, and nationalism, 
which sheds light on all three concepts. The relationships among these three 
phenomena came into sharpest relief during two governments headed by 
Vladimir Mečiar during the mid 1990s, but for a full understanding of how 
populism affected democracy during this period, it is useful to also analyze 
the governments that came before, between, and since.

The comparisons suggest that the damage to Slovakia’s democracy had 
less to do with the ideological aspects of populism – the discourse of a ‘pure 
people’ against a ‘corrupt elite’ – than with the related (but not identical) 
ideology of nationalism – in this case one ethnically defined people against 
another – and with the rejection of institutional limits, which is often related 
to populism, but is not at the core of the definition used in this volume. To 
the extent that populism did cause damage to democracy during the mid 
1990s, the comparison also suggests – at least in the case of Slovakia – that 
age and institutionalization of a democracy diminish the negative impacts 
of populism and related phenomena, and that in the right circumstances 
the anti-corruption and anti-elite aspects of populism may not produce 
much damage; in fact, they may even prove beneficial. The case of Slovakia 
thereby points to the possibility of employing a non-normative understand-
ing of populism and helps to define more clearly the areas in which popu-
lism might be expected to support or undermine democracy.

9.1 Measuring populism in Mečiar’s Slovakia, 1992–1998

Although Slovakia has often found itself overlooked on the world stage, it 
has not lacked for scholarly attention. A number of full-length scholarly 
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books and numerous articles detail the political developments of the 
country using categories that correspond closely to those defined in 
the first chapter of this volume (Deegan-Krause 2006; Haughton 2005; 
Henderson 2002; Leff 1997; Williams 2000). The task, then, is not to 
re-tell the oft-told story of Slovakia’s political development, but rather 
to offer a brief  recitation and then to translate the conclusions of those 
works and other research into specific indicators of populism. Building 
upon the definition used in this volume, populists will, in particular, (1) 
downplay differences within the category of ‘the people’; (2) downplay 
differences within the category ‘the elite’; (3) emphasize the moral dis-
tinctions between ‘the people’ and ‘the elite.’

Following the regime changes in Poland, Hungary, and the Democratic 
Republic of Germany, Czechoslovakia’s Communist Party relinquished 
its leading role in December 1989, after weeks of street demonstrations 
throughout the country. It ceded power to civic movements, Civic Forum 
(OF) in the Czech lands and Public Against Violence (VPN) in Slovakia, 
which were led by dissidents and experts, as well as some leaders from the 
1968 Prague Spring era of reform. In the elections called for June 1990, the 
OF won a near majority in the Czech lands, with the rest of the votes split 
between former communists, Christian democrats, and Moravian region-
alists, while VPN won about one-third of the Slovak vote, with the remain-
der split between communists, Christian democrats, and the separatist 
Slovak National Party (SNS). The civic movements and Christian demo-
crats from both republics worked together to undertake political and eco-
nomic reforms, but the tripartite structure of parliament proved limiting, 
as did the fragmentation of both civic movements in 1991. In the election 
of 1992, Czech votes gave a significant plurality to the Civic Democratic 
Party (ODS), a free market offspring of OF, while in Slovakia a large plur-
ality of voters opted for the Movement for a Democratic Slovakia (HZDS), 
an offshoot of VPN that emphasized the need for strengthening Slovakia’s 
place within the Czech and Slovak federation. ODS leader Vaclav Klaus 
and HZDS leader Vladimir Mečiar quickly negotiated an agreement to 
sever formal bonds between the two republics on 1 January 1993.

Only one seat short of a parliamentary majority after the 1992 elec-
tion, Mečiar at first led a one-party HZDS government with support 
from the SNS, but defections from HZDS in spring 1993 required him 
to bring SNS into a formal coalition. Further defections from HZDS 
in spring 1994 put the coalition into the minority and a vote of no con-
fidence brought into power a coalition of Christian democrats, former 
communists, and the defectors from HZDS. This coalition called new 
elections in fall 1994, but failed to gain a majority, and Mečiar (again 
with a significant plurality, though not a near majority) returned to 
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government in coalition with the SNS and the Association of Workers of 
Slovakia (ZRS), a new left-wing splinter of the former communist party. 
This coalition governed with Mečiar as prime minister from fall 1994 
until the fall 1998 elections, at which time it was again replaced by a gov-
ernment coalition of Christian democrats, former communists, defectors 
from Mečiar’s party, and representatives of Slovakia’s Hungarian minor-
ity. Elements of that coalition, under Prime Minister Mikulaš Dzurinda, 
governed from 1998 until 2006, but by that time Mečiar’s party had 
dwindled so significantly that it played only a minor role as a junior coali-
tion partner in the government of Robert Fico and his Direction-Social 
Democracy (Smer-SD) party. Fico governed from 2006 until 2010 when 
his coalition lost to a coalition much like Dzurinda’s, under the leader-
ship of Iveta Radicová.

Mečiar’s governments during the 1990s are the most noteworthy for 
those interested in the impact of populism because the parties in power 
were also those that most strongly exhibited the characteristics of populism. 
Just how much, and in what way, is a question for the sections included 
later in this chapter, but two distinct summary measures – an analysis of 
party appeals during each parliamentary term shown in Figure 9.1, and 
an expert survey of the overall degree of populism during the same time 
periods shown in Figure 9.21 – point to high levels of populist appeals 
employed by Mečiar’s party during the 1990s, and above average levels 
for its coalition partners SNS and ZRS during the same period.

For both measures the weighted level of populism was higher in the 
1992 and 1994 Mečiar governments than for any other Slovak govern-
ment before or since (though Fico’s 2006–10 government comes closer 
than the others). Even Mečiar himself accepted the term during a 1991 
interview, though he gave it a strongly positive connotation:

[Zmena reporter] They say that you are a populist.… Is the current identification 
of ‘populist’ with ‘Mečiar’ correct?

[Mečiar] What is said about populism here is not exactly right. As far as I know, 
this political direction was always viewed positively. It is not about something 
pejorative. It is and will be a relationship to the people. (Odbor 1996: 27)

It remains to seen, however, exactly how Mečiar’s party and governments 
exhibited their populism. The following sub-sections therefore examine 

 1 Figure 9.1 presents indicators for a broad range of populism-related appeals – including 
measures related to the discourse and organizational forms commonly associated with 
populism – for each party during each parliamentary term between 1992 and 2006. 
Figure 9.2 aggregates those figures into an average for each government (weighted 
by relative party size) along with the results of an expert survey that asked scholars 
of Slovakia’s politics to provide their own definition of populism and rate each party 
during each parliamentary term according to that definition. The results prove nearly 
identical.
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the performance of this government (and others as well, for the sake of 
comparison) on the specific indicators discussed previously.

9.1.1 Downplaying differences within the category of ‘the people’

It is almost wholly correct to say that during the 1990s Vladimir Mečiar 
and his HZDS aimed their political messages directly at a segment of the 
population it defined as large and homogenous and referred to as ‘the 
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people.’ Mečiar frequently noted that his party pursued its policies ‘solely 
and exclusively in the interest of the people’ (Slovenská republika, 15 June 
1995) and stressed that ‘every member of HZDS must realize that he 
serves the people’ (Slovenská republika, 2 December 1996). Yet focusing 
on Mečiar’s relationship toward ‘the people’ can miss the main under-
lying dynamic: After 1992, statements by Mečiar and his party about ‘the 
people’ referred almost exclusively to ‘the Slovak people,’ a population 
they defined in ethnic terms.

The specification of ‘the people’ in terms of a specific ethnic sub-group 
seems initially to violate the very definition of populism, which depends 
on homogeneity, but in this case, the ‘Slovak people’ is large enough 
to stand in plausibly for the people as a whole. Indeed such ‘surrogate’ 
categories for ‘the people’ are often more useful in populist efforts than 
‘the people’ in generic terms, because the surrogate may also implicitly 
point to who stands outside of ‘the people’ (non-believers, capitalists, 
non-Slovaks). In the case of Slovakia, those who fall outside the defin-
ition of ‘the Slovak people’ can be distinguished from others not only 
by ethnicity, but by the intervention of ‘external forces’ on the behalf of 
non-Slovaks (whereas ‘the Slovak people’ lacked similar protectors). In 
the case of ethnic Hungarians, this meant intervention from Hungary; in 
the case of Roma, this meant intervention by the European Union and 
international human rights groups.

While in the early months of his public life Mečiar appealed to a wide 
spectrum of voters as ‘one of their own,’ an effective, no-nonsense leader 
who cared about their concerns (Učen 1999), over time he began to nar-
row his emphasis. As early as 1991, Mečiar acknowledged his use of the 
national principle as a way of building national unity and diminishing 
internal differences:

In the current complicated socio-political situation there must exist unity of 
the government and the people. On what principle should I have, as premier 
of the Slovak Republic, achieved this unification? I could not distribute social 
resources because none were available. I also could not leave the people with-
out any alternative. The character of the nation, the character of the republic is 
always a unifying element, and I therefore returned to it. I always attempted to 
reach agreement with a wide political spectrum. The unification of this spectrum 
was in the interest of Slovakia, as well as in the interest of the party or movement. 
(Odbor 1996: 26)

The ambiguity here between ‘the nation’ and ‘the republic’ soon gave 
way to an almost exclusive emphasis on the national dimension, one that 
appears in the opening line of the new Slovak constitution, drafted in 
1992 under Mečiar’s leadership: ‘We the Slovak nation’ (Csergő and 
Deegan-Krause 2003).
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Having shifted from ‘the people’ to ‘the Slovak people,’ Mečiar inten-
sified his efforts to downplay internal distinctions within the category, 
appealing across major divides both to communists and to Catholics, to 
workers and to business owners. Particularly telling is Mečiar’s attempt 
to downplay differences between rich Slovaks and poor ones by explain-
ing his government’s insider privatization efforts as an effort to keep 
firms in domestic hands:

Our path was one of creating a domestic entrepreneurial stratum, an attempt 
to make sure that capital remained home, and so that people, owners of cap-
ital, could then by means of the market, advanced technology and investment 
could enter into other international methods of cooperation. (Slovensko do toho!, 
6 May 1998)

In defining even wealthy entrepreneurs as ‘one of us,’ as long as they were 
domestic, Mečiar offered a consistent vision of a unified people and then 
sought to enhance that unity by emphasizing the people’s plight in the 
face of a unified ‘elite’ supported by those outside Slovakia’s borders.

9.1.2 Downplaying differences within the category of ‘the elite’

Defining ‘the elite’ posed a bigger problem for Mečiar than defining ‘the 
people.’ How can a popular prime minister and head of the country’s 
largest party himself avoid the ‘elite’ label and still apply the elite label to 
others? The task was relatively easy during Mečiar’s periods out of power 
in 1991–2 and 1994, but those periods were relatively brief. Mečiar’s 
more notable success lay in his ability to sustain the image of an under-
dog fighting against a unified elite even while he exercised the full power 
of the state.

The first challenge was to portray his opposition as internally uni-
fied. Ironically, Mečiar’s own centralization of power actually made this 
easier by giving his opponents common cause and inspiring previously 
unlikely forms of cooperation across ideological and ethnic divides; 
particularly exemplified by the coalition of HZDS defectors, Christian 
democrats, communists and Hungarians that removed Mečiar from the 
premiership in 1994 and replaced him in power in 1998. HZDS repeat-
edly  re-emphasized the ‘strange bedfellows’ motif and characterized the 
entire opposition as simply ‘anti-Mečiar’ and ‘anti-HZDS’ (Slovensko 
do toho!, 18 June 1998), and not without reason (at least while Mečiar 
remained in power).

The more difficult challenge for Mečiar was to characterize his oppos-
ition – parties which together could not muster an electoral majority and 
lacked access to mass media and privatization-related clientelism – as 
elite. The answer in this case, involved the identification of the opposition 
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parties with external powers. By linking domestic political opponents 
with larger and more powerful international actors, Mečiar could min-
imize his own elite status as head of government and claim that the true 
power – the true elite – was elsewhere.

9.1.3 Emphasize the moral distinctions between ‘the people’  
and ‘the elite’

The very principles that Mečiar and his party used to establish the homo-
geneity of ‘the people’ and the homogeneity of ‘the elite’ helped him to 
draw sharper lines between the groups. Since Mečiar’s party emphasized 
that its opponents, the true ‘elites,’ had gained their power over Slovakia’s 
societies through their ties to foreign powers – Czechoslovakia, Hungary, 
foreign investors, the European Union, and the United States – it was 
easy to identify those elites as disloyal. Mečiar, and especially his allies, 
thus could – and frequently did – characterize Slovakia’s political com-
petition as a fundamental conflict about the future of Slovakia fought 
between the Slovak people and the anti-Slovak elite (Deegan-Krause 
2006: 219–21).

With such a fundamental distinction, it is hard to imagine that the 
antagonists would not characterize each other in moral terms. Mečiar 
himself sought at times to present a neutral face, and at the 1998 national 
assembly of his party, he announced that ‘we do not seek enemies – they 
are only people with other opinions’ (Slovensko do toho!, 6 May 1998). 
But at a party meeting two weeks later, Mečiar’s own interior minister, 
Gustav Krajči, argued that ‘at present Slovakia is grappling with a dif-
ficult test of vital importance. Will it succeed in its fierce struggle for 
survival or succumb and become forever the vassal of foreign interests’ 
(Slovensko do toho!, 21 May 1998), and HZDS officials repeatedly voiced 
even sharper criticisms during the election campaign. While Mečiar 
and his allies did not hesitate to point out policy differences with the 
opposition, their real emphasis remained corruption, less in the financial 
sense – the opposition had not been in power long enough to engage 
in significant personal enrichment – than in the sense of moral decay. 
According to HZDS deputy Dušan Slobodník, chairman of parliament’s 
foreign affairs committee, the opposition’s activities could be character-
ized as a form of spiritual theft:

We have our own historical memory and will not let ourselves be deprived of it by 
advocates of Czechoslovakism and the idea of Great Hungary, by cosmopolitans 
who would like to rob Slovakia of its Christian and national gist. (Slovensko do 
toho!, 22 July 1997)
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And according to HZDS parliamentary deputy Roman Hofbauer, oppos-
ition efforts stemmed from base motives of dishonesty and malice:

Our citizens are justified in their asking why we have established our own state, 
if we do not protect it with a quiet determination as others do. They ask how 
it is possible that laws are being breached in Slovakia by the dissemination of 
irredentist ideas, disinformation, and lies about Slovakia, and why nothing is 
done to defend our truth! They ask what are the Slovak diplomats, both abroad 
and at home, good for if they do not act quickly and decisively on behalf of 
our nation and our state. They ask how it is possible that anyone can come to 
Slovakia at any time and spew his anti-Slovak hate, anti-Slovak lies, and anti-
Slovak racism as much as he likes in the name of a fictitious cosmopolitanism and 
Pan-Europeanism. (Slovenská repubika, May 1996)

The discourse used by Mečiar and his party thus closely resembles the 
behaviour that can be expected of a populist, but with a specific national 
flavour. So strong, in fact, was the emphasis on an ethnically defined 
Slovak people in conflict with rival ethnic groups and de-ethnicized 
cosmopolitans, that its uniquely populist elements are fairly obscure. 
The key difference lay not in Mečiar’s moral tone or his assertion of 
the homogeneity of protagonists and antagonists, elements that many 
variants of nationalism and populism share, but in the identification of 
opponents as elite, rather than equal or inferior. Mečiar demonstrated 
a remarkable capacity to label his national opponents as privileged 
even when they were languishing in opposition, and to transform inter-
national sympathy for his opponents into a potential source of domes-
tic oppression. The populist elements that Mečiar introduced into his 
party’s nationalism thus allowed him to transcend ordinary nationalist 
appeals and magnify the severity of the potential threat. By the same 
token, the element of international threat that he introduced into his 
party’s populism allowed him to identify himself with ‘the people’ even 
at the height of his domestic political power.

In light of this close inter-connection between Mečiar’s nationalism 
and his populism, many analysts of Slovakia – including this author – 
have avoided the ambiguity and pejorative connotations of populism2 
and emphasized Mečiar’s nationalism, but the framework chapter’s pre-
cise and neutral definition makes the choice largely unnecessary. Mečiar’s 
political behaviour followed both nationalist and populist patterns, with 
populism most prominent in the first year of HZDS, before the 1992 

 2 My own 2006 book on the question of Mečiar uses the word populism only twice, both 
times as quoting others (and sceptically so). Haughton (2005) uses populist/ism three 
times, twice in quotations and only once in minor point by the author himself. Henderson 
(2002) uses the word only twice, Leff (1997) only three times, and Nedelsky (2009) only 
four times in minor roles.
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election, and afterwards settling into its mutually dependent relationship 
with nationalism.

The framework chapter and other scholarship on the ‘thin-centred’ 
nature of populism make it clear that this kind of relationship is not 
unexpected and that populism’s narrow range allows it to attach easily to 
other ideologies. The example of Slovakia helps to make it clear why such 
attachment is not only possible, but sometimes necessary. As an ideology 
of moral opposition to those in power, populism is ill-suited for wielding 
power. When populists find themselves in office, they must either find 
a new rationale for their political necessity (‘keeping the old elites from 
returning’ will only work for so long) or find a compelling explanation for 
why elected office does not shape the country’s destiny. As an essentially 
political ideology, populism in office must therefore have a partner ideol-
ogy that points outside the purely political realm towards other factors 
such as economics or ethnicity that prevent those in office from actually 
taking power into their own hands and becoming ‘the elite.’ Only by 
pointing outside the domestic political realm can populists continue to 
occupy political positions without losing their anti-elite appeal.

Mečiar, for his part, was adept at both the discourse of the populist 
underdog and of the defender of the nation, and he used each to shore up 
weaknesses in the other. Slovakia experienced a nationalist populism not 
in the sense of all-encompassing indictment against Mečiar commonly 
used by scholars during the 1990s (see for example Carpenter 1997), 
but in the very specific sense of an ideological appeal to re-take power 
now held by elites outside the boundaries of one’s own ethnic group. 
This clears the way for the deeper question asked in this volume: To the 
extent that populism played a role in Slovakia’s politics, how did it affect 
the development of democracy?

9.2 Assessing populism’s impact in Mečiar’s  
Slovakia, 1992–1998

The framework chapter’s six positive and six negative aspects of populism 
can be conveniently sub-divided into five general categories of behav-
iours. Three of these relate to the nature of populist political competition. 
According to these hypotheses, populists may (a) seek a new basis for 
political competition, related to its distinctive (if thin-centred) ideology 
(Positive #4 and #5; Negative #3); (b) mobilize and represent excluded 
groups (Positive #1, #2, and #3); and (c) introduce a higher degree of 
intensity in political competition (Positive #6; Negative #4). It also poses 
hypotheses about the populist relationship to political institutions. While 
rejecting its definitional aspect, Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser posit ‘a 
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logical connection to certain types of mobilization (e.g. charismatic lead-
ership, direct communication leader to masses, suspicion of strong party 
organizations).’ Accordingly, populists (d) may advocate for popular sov-
ereignty and employ plebiscitarian mechanisms at the expense of institu-
tional restraints (Negative #1 and #5). Finally, the framework chapter’s 
list of harms speculates about another potential impact of populism, 
which goes beyond its definitional rejection of the political elite in favour 
of the people, to include rejection of the preferences of ‘minorities,’ 
which may or may not be identical with the minority constituted by the 
elite. Populists, according to this final potential indicator, (e) may use the 
notion and practice of majority rule to circumvent and ignore minority 
rights (Negative #2).

To understand the role of populism as harm or corrective in Slovakia 
(and thereby perhaps to understand its underlying dynamics), it is use-
ful to consider whether Mečiar’s populism produced any of the specified 
positive or negative behaviours, and whether these in turn had the pre-
dicted effects beneficial or harmful to Slovakia’s democracy.

9.2.1 A new basis for political competition

Mečiar’s creation of HZDS was itself an effort to change the fundamental 
basis of Slovakia’s political competition, and his success shaped Slovakia’s 
subsequent political life (though it also subsequently locked HZDS 
into that basis of competition and diminished its subsequent populist 
potential). HZDS began its political life by explicitly sidestepping the 
ideological and personality conflicts between anti-communists and com-
munist and focusing instead on efficiency and responsiveness to popular 
needs (Učen 1999). The party quickly supplemented this shift with a call 
for a stronger constitutional position of Slovakia within Czechoslovakia, 
in a way that raised the national question without endorsing either inde-
pendence or the status quo (Leff 1997) and allowed Mečiar to label both 
former dissidents and former communists as ‘Czechoslovak.’

The party’s search ability to move on to new bases of competition 
declined significantly after Slovakia achieved independence, however, as 
the party invested its identity building into the ‘pro-Slovak’ pole of the 
national dimension. That pole allowed room for minor shifts – particu-
larly its attempt to link previously disparate ‘Czechoslovak,’ ‘Hungarian,’ 
and ‘European’ attitudes under the ‘anti-Slovak’ or ‘anti-national’ label 
(Deegan-Krause 2004) – but the party made no subsequent efforts at a 
radical shift in the basis of competition after 1992, effectively ceding the 
territory to a series of new parties that tried to shift competition from 
national issues to other dimensions.
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Mečiar’s populist attempt to re-frame political issues along a national 
dimension had a profound effect on Slovakia’s political competition 
and indirectly affected its democracy. He realized the potential of the 
national dimension for drawing support and then mobilized nationally 
oriented voters so effectively that national questions dominated elections 
through the early 2000s (and returned again in the early 2010s). For a 
decade all governing coalitions included parties of the socio-economic 
left, right, and centre and for two decades, Slovakia’s governments alter-
nated between the two ends of the national spectrum, with no instances 
of parties crossing the line separating the two groupings. This in itself 
produced neither threat nor corrective, but simply a change in the kind 
of coalition and the nature of the cleavage that dominated the country’s 
political competition.

The more consequential effect for Slovakia’s democracy can be seen 
in the other ideological characteristics of the coalitions. Whereas a divide 
between socio-economic left and right might have saddled Mečiar with 
coalition partners unwilling to undermine Slovakia’s democracy, the 
national dimension presented him in 1994 with two weak and relatively 
small coalition partners, which cooperated with his nearly successful 
efforts to dismantle horizontal (and eventually vertical) accountability 
in Slovakia (Deegan-Krause 2006, 76–9; Haughton 2005). It is diffi-
cult, however, to attribute this outcome to populism itself. The populist 
impulse that may have led Mečiar in early 1991 to strike out along a new 
dimension did not foreordain the authoritarian coalition of late 1994. It 
is likely that the ability to select among multiple dimensions increased his 
ability to justify authoritarian measures, at least compared to his coun-
terparts in the Czech Republic (Deegan-Krause 2006), but the ability to 
make that choice had as much to do with Slovakia’s underlying demo-
graphic heterogeneity as with Mečiar’s populist entrepreneurship.

9.2.2 Mobilizing and representing excluded groups

The ‘inclusion effect’ of populism is hard to assess in Slovakia. It seems 
relatively minor in impact, but is closely related to the dimensions of 
political competition. During the period of Mečiar’s political emergence, 
Slovakia’s voters went to the polls in extremely large numbers (nearly 
eighty-five per cent), with high levels of participation cutting across eth-
nic, religious, economic, age, and regional lines. Since the demographics 
of Mečiar’s 1992 supporters almost perfectly matched the demographics 
of the voting population as a whole (FOCUS 1990–2000), he does not 
appear at that time to have mobilized any particular demographically 
defined group. In 1994 and 1998 the groups that tended to favour his 
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party were the elderly and rural constituencies that were already slightly 
overrepresented in the electorate as a whole.

A stronger claim can be made that Mečiar and his party did repre-
sent otherwise unvoiced attitudes and unchampioned policy options. In 
1990 those who sought independence could vote comfortably for the 
Slovak National Party (SNS), but there was at the time no major party 
that articulately supported an option ‘between [the status quo] and inde-
pendence,’ a position that consistently corresponded to the preferences 
of a quarter of the Slovak population (FOCUS 1992–2000; Academy of 
Sciences of the Czech Republic 1992–1998). Mečiar filled this gap by 
calling for a loose confederation between Czechs and Slovaks. While he 
worked hard to achieve this middle course, he ultimately found it neces-
sary to choose one of the two extremes and opted for independence. The 
eventual separation of the two republics was welcomed more strongly by 
supporters of SNS than by those of Mečiar’s own party (FOCUS 1992–
2000), and the outcome limited his party’s impact on the representa-
tion of excluded opinions about Slovakia’s status. Furthermore, with the 
resolution of the independence question, the efforts of HZDS to seek out 
new groups or new opinions came more or less to a close, limiting the 
inclusion-related benefits to Slovakia’s democracy from HZDS.

9.2.3 Introducing a higher degree of intensity into political competition

Because Mečiar engaged in intense political competition from his first 
days in public life early in the post-communist period, it is difficult to 
judge the degree to which he contributed to the intensity overall. It is safe 
to say that Mečiar always generated strong feelings. At first, these were 
almost uniformly positive, but within two years they had become widely 
split between active supporters and active opponents. It is likely, though 
difficult to demonstrate statistically, that Mečiar’s polarizing effect helps 
to explain rates of voter turnout in Slovakia, which were significantly 
higher than the regional average (Cześnik 2009). But to the extent that 
turnout rates were already high, and that many voters turned out in 1994 
and 1998 because they feared Mečiar’s return to power, it is difficult to 
see this as an unambiguous positive outcome of his populism.

The polarization linked to Mečiar’s nationally charged populism 
did arguably have a negative effect on democratic decision making in 
terms of consensus building, but for reasons quite different than those 
hypothesized in the framework chapter. In Slovakia’s unicameral par-
liamentary democracy, the problem of gridlock did not emerge, and as 
the following sections indicate, the bigger problem related to the ease of 
decision making by whichever side of the polarized political field held a 
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majority. This consequence, however, related far more closely to ques-
tions of institutional manipulation than to those of electoral competition 
discussed here.

In contrast to Mečiar’s relatively harmless and increasingly infrequent 
use of populist electoral appeals, his attacks on Slovakia’s institutional 
framework had a direct negative impact on Slovakia’s democracy, and 
the severity of that problem increased over time. It is less clear, however, 
that this institutional manipulation can be attributed to populism.

9.2.4 Advocating popular sovereignty and plebiscitarian mechanisms

Mečiar and his HZDS nearly reversed Slovakia’s democratic transi-
tion and consolidation. Numerous studies of Slovakia demonstrate that 
Mečiar pursued the systematic elimination of institutional restraints, par-
ticularly after his return to the premiership in late 1994 (Deegan-Krause 
2006; Haughton 2005; Henderson 2002). He systematically marginal-
ized the role of the opposition within parliament and oversight bodies, 
placed limits on the presidency, and undermined the independence of 
the police, prosecutors, and courts. In the public realm the explanations 
for these institutional encroachments followed the plebiscitarian pattern 
of a leader who ‘embodies the “will of the people”’ and whose decisions 
should not be ‘bogged down in multiple layers of institutions (occupied 
by the political class) that are likely to misconstrue, ignore or delay effect-
ive representation’ (Barr 2009: 40).

Long before Mečiar’s party newspaper published the striking head-
line ‘National Interests into the Hands of the Strongest Man’ (Nový deň, 
18 May 2001), party statements frequently emphasized sentiments like 
those of a group of HZDS-appointed regional officials that ‘The pres-
sure exerted by [the president] and the opposition does not permit full 
concentration on work for the benefit of developing sovereign Slovakia’ 
(Slovensko do toho!, 21 November 1995). Mečiar himself emphasized the 
need for decisive leadership without the ‘sick element’ of the constitu-
tional court (Innes 2001: 266) and criticized the ‘continuing attempts 
by certain opposition parties and movements, and also by the president 
of the Republic, to destroy the political system in Slovakia’ (Slovensko do 
toho!, 21 December 1995).

A nearly identical pattern of focus on Mečiar’s personal leadership, at 
the expense of intermediaries, also emerged within his own party. While 
HZDS initially possessed a fairly wide range of prominent personalities, 
each with their own bases of support, the party saw a steady exodus of 
top-level elites, some departing of their own will and some expelled by 
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the party (Deegan-Krause 2006: 88–97). New personalities emerged to 
fill the gap, but they depended heavily on Mečiar’s favour for their pos-
itions (and even so many eventually left the party). At lower levels, Mečiar 
established direct personal ties to party activists, even to the extent of 
remembering their birthdays and the names of their children (Krause 
2000: 257). And more than any other leader in Slovakia at the time, he 
sought out opportunities to communicate directly with party supporters 
through weekly newsletters and monthly rallies. Mečiar thereby man-
aged the unusual feat of constructing strong and capable party institu-
tions while maintaining plebiscitary leadership’s characteristic ‘absence 
of group autonomy within the movement’ (Rybar ̌ and Deegan-Krause 
2009: 42).

9.2.5 Emphasizing majority rule

In a manner consistent with their rejection of institutional constraints, 
Mečiar and his party adopted an increasingly vehement insistence on 
the absolute right of the majority. This mode of argument applied both 
to arguments about the rights of political majorities and ethnic major-
ities. On political questions Mečiar’s party rejected participation claims 
by opposition parties: In 1994, for example, Mečiar removed oppos-
ition representatives from numerous oversight bodies and parliamentary 
commissions and reacted to opposition complaints by responding ‘The 
elections are over, get used to it’ (Sme 1994). On ethnic questions, the 
party ascribed to the ethnic Slovak population the unique position of the 
‘state-forming’ nation of Slovaks and explicitly rejected the possibility of 
minority rights in favour of ‘individual rights,’ which would function in 
practice as majority Slovak rule (Csergo and Deegan-Krause 2011).

The institutional arguments relating to plebiscitary and majority 
rule appear to offer a strong cautionary tale about the dangers posed 
by populism. However, it is important to remember that although these 
plebiscitary elements appear in a wide variety of definitions of populism 
(e.g. Roberts 2008; Weyland 2001), the definition of this volume sug-
gests a closer look at the causal connections between these manifesta-
tions and the core definition involving mass-elite antagonism. In that 
sense, it is hard to draw a necessary connection between Mečiar’s antag-
onism towards the domestic opposition and its international supporters 
with his systematic encroachments. Of course, a leader who faces a sig-
nificant and disloyal opposition may adopt extreme measures, but it is 
far easier to find evidence of opposition disarray than of opposition plots, 
and the populist anti-elite rhetoric is better understood as rationale than 
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as genuine reason. Evidence points to the resonance of this rationale, at 
least for a particular class of voters (Deegan-Krause 2006: 185–90), and 
its effectiveness provides the strongest argument for the negative institu-
tional effects of populism per se (though it must share that responsibility 
with the nationalism with which it was intertwined).

The weakness of any genuine causal connection between Mečiar’s 
national anti-elitism and his institutional encroachments is fairly appar-
ent in light of the consequences of those encroachments. To centralize 
power in the hands of the prime minister, at the expense of all other 
potential institutional rivals, is certainly a risky move if there was actually 
any chance that the country would soon be run by a government of mer-
cenary anti-Slovaks subservient to foreign interests (Gould and Krause 
1998). It is also worth noting that when confronted with hostile majorities, 
Mečiar and his party found it appropriate to adopt anti-plebiscitarian 
positions. Before the split of Czechoslovakia, Mečiar sought equal stand-
ing for Slovakia, rather than a unitary state that would have favoured 
the majority population of Czechs, and his party likewise rejected a ref-
erendum on the future status of Slovakia, which might – depending on 
the phrasing of the question – have produced a preference for a com-
mon state. In 1997 Mečiar and his party similarly rejected the notion of 
direct popular election of the president (an election the party feared it 
might lose) as well the notion of a referendum to decide on the direct 
presidential election question. In June of that year the party’s efforts to 
stop the change overstepped legal boundaries, as Mečiar’s minister of the 
interior violated election protocols to print and distribute referendum 
ballots that simply omitted the presidential election question altogether 
(Deegan-Krause 2006: 52–7).

These changing stances suggest that Mečiar used plebiscitarian mech-
anisms in a purely instrumental manner, emphasizing them only when 
they served his political needs and rejecting them when they limited his 
power. Underneath Mečiar’s intertwined populism and nationalism was 
a win-at-all-costs reluctance to accept basic political rules and a willing-
ness to use any political discourse that would contribute to a victorious 
outcome. Populist discourse on the problems of institutional intermedi-
ation provided a publicly acceptable rationale for Mečiar’s efforts at 
political control – much as his populist emphasis on the opposition’s 
assistance from international elites allowed him to raise the stakes of his 
national appeals – but it does not appear to have provided the motivation. 
Populism and nationalism together supported the goals of Mečiar’s more 
fundamental impulse (perhaps ideology, perhaps merely mentality): a 
soft authoritarianism that rejected any exertion of accountability over 
the party leader, whether by minority or by majority.



Populism, democracy, and nationalism 197

9.3 Evaluating populism’s impact beyond mečiar

Case studies are invitations not only to think deeply about a single set 
of circumstances, but also to think about the kinds of questions that we 
should ask when we look at other cases. Leaving cross-border compari-
sons for the editors of this volume, it is nevertheless useful to go beyond 
the case of Mečiar to see if the country’s other governments confirm 
populism’s relatively mild and indirect negative impact on democracy. 
Particularly useful in this regard is a comparison between Mečiar’s gov-
ernments and the government of Robert Fico between 2006 and 2010. 
The comparison is an appealing one, not only because Fico’s govern-
ment included Mečiar’s HZDS (as a very junior partner, much reduced 
in size from its earlier days) as well as SNS, but also because observers 
inside Slovakia and abroad freely applied the label ‘populist’ to Fico and 
his government (Krastev 2007; Lewis 2008). Many even accused Fico of 
following directly in Mečiar’s early footsteps (Bútora et al. 2009).

Initial evidence suggests that at least in terms of Fico’s use of popu-
list discourse, the analogy is entirely appropriate. Figure 9.2 shows that 
the Fico government ranked only slightly below the Mečiar governments 
on a broad-based definition of populist appeals (Deegan-Krause and 
Haughton 2009) and in the perceptions of experts on Slovakia’s polit-
ics using a variety of definitions (Deegan-Krause and Haughton 2008).3 
The definition from the framework chapter of this volume describes Fico 
more closely than it does Mečiar. Fico’s government identified a ‘people’ 
that theoretically encompassed virtually the entire population and was 
defined by its lack of access to the spoils of political power, lumping 
together all past elites and judging them sharply for their lack of con-
cern for ordinary citizens (arguing, for example, that Dzurinda’s govern-
ment was as corrupt as Mečiar’s had been). Like Mečiar, Fico eventually 
narrowed his definition of ‘the people’ according to specific qualities; 
though, unlike Mečiar, Fico began with socio-economic criteria and only 
later moved in an ethnic Slovak direction.

Yet despite the similarities, Fico’s populism did not coincide with a 
significant erosion of democracy. It is true that the Fico government 
interfered with the independence of the judiciary, imposed restrictions 
on the use of the Hungarian language, and exhibited significant cor-
ruption. But unlike Mečiar Fico did not pose a fundamental threat to 
Slovakia’s basic democratic institutions. Polity and Freedom House 
scores are hardly perfect indicators, but they do provide an acceptable 

 3 The scores reflect the average of populism scores during the period in question, weighted 
by parties’ share of seats in government.
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baseline for quantifying what we already know. Unlike the populism of 
the early 1990s, which went in tandem with a rise in various indicators 
of non-democracy, similar levels of populism under Fico produced no 
similar decline in democracy (see Figure 9.3).4

A broader look at all of Slovakia’s governments during its independ-
ence suggests a similar pattern. Table 9.1 sorts Slovakia’s post-communist 
governments on the axes used in the framework chapter for the whole 
volume. The table shows that Slovakia itself experienced the full array 
of combinations of populist governing status and democratic consoli-
dation addressed by the volume as a whole, and appends to percentage 
point changes in an index of five quantitative indicators of democracy, 
two from Freedom House (political liberties and civil liberties) and three 
from Polity (democracy, constitutionalism, and political competition). 
The array shows in an approximate way that declines in Slovakia’s scores 
happened exclusively during Mečiar’s two governments, while all other 
governments saw increases.

In line with the hypotheses of the framework chapter, the table sug-
gests that populism threatened Slovakia’s democracy when populists 
were in government and when democracy was still unconsolidated. In 
the case of Slovakia, declines in the quality of democracy only occurred 
when both conditions were present.

Of course, given the limited number of cases, and especially the small 
number of governments with declining scores, it can be argued that 
Slovakia’s declines were not caused in general terms by governing popu-
lists in an unconsolidated democracy, but rather by the specific efforts 

 4 The 2009 Freedom House report did note problems, but not enough to change the coun-
try’s scores from dual 1s (the best possible score).
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of Mečiar, who combined populism and nationalism in the service of 
 specifically authoritarian goals, which other populists (including, perhaps, 
Fico) did not share. It may also be true that even if Fico’s populism was as 
dangerous to democracy as Mečiar’s, Slovakia had changed in the mean-
time in such a way as to render its democracy more resilient. The country 
that Fico undertook to govern in 2006 was different from the one Mečiar 
began to lead fourteen years earlier, particularly because of eight years of 
government by parties with extremely low levels of populist appeals.

The differences are clearer when one disentangles the various realms 
of democratic competition involved in populist appeals. At least five of 
these can be distinguished:

•	 Majority-Minority Relations. Populists build their appeals around the 
idea that political power has fallen into the hands of a distinct minor-
ity – often an economic or ethnic minority – whereas their opponents 
often raise the spectre of power in the hands of the irresponsible 
masses. As the previous discussion suggests, the key minority empha-
sized by Slovakia’s populists was the ‘foreign population,’ particularly 
the Hungarian ethnic minority. Whereas ‘Hungarians in government’ 
offered Mečiar an easy scare tactic, Fico took office after eight years of 
Hungarian parties in important ministries. Although Dzurinda’s coali-
tion between Slovaks and Hungarians never lacked for internal strug-
gles, it was reasonably successful in achieving its ends and Slovakia had 
not moved appreciably in the direction of Hungarian secession. Most 
Slovaks thus developed a sense that Hungarians did not threaten the 
fundamental project of Slovakia’s independence.

•	 Accountability. Populists frequently seek to create a relationship 
between the people and their elected leader, whose power is shielded 
from the interference of other institutions with a less direct electoral 

Table 9.1. Relationship by strength of populism and democracy in  
Slovakia with average percentage change in democracy-related scores  
during governmental term

Populism Democracy Government Opposition

Consolidated 2006–2010 (Fico): +05 2010– (Radičová): No data
2002–2006 (Dzurinda II): +03

Unconsolidated  1994–1998 (Mečiar III): −03
1993–1994 (Mečiar II): −14

1998–2002 (Dzurinda I): +18
1994 (Moravčik): +06

Sources: Freedom House (2009), Polity (2009).
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mandate, whereas the opponents of populists fear the excesses that 
might be  committed as a result and prefer more indirect, institutional 
 mechanisms. Mečiar significantly weakened the horizontal, institu-
tional  constraints on leadership, but the government that followed 
him, while far from perfect, made few institutional encroachments and 
actually created some rival institutional mechanisms (an ombudsman 
and a directly elected presidency) and accepted the European Union 
as a potential constant. When Fico took office in 2006 he could thus 
make stronger claims than Mečiar that ‘real power’ lay elsewhere, and 
at the same time could act on those claims without as great a risk of 
destabilizing the balance of power within the political system.

•	 Party System Institutionalization. Populists frequently cite the institu-
tionalization of a party system as a restriction on the voice of the  people, 
while the opponents of populism fear the instability that emerges from 
high volatility. Mečiar’s party emerged as part of an enormous wave of 
party reconfigurations that followed the demise of the anti-communist 
umbrella movement VPN. Those waves kept coming in subsequent 
elections, but they were never quite as large, and although Slovakia’s 
party system in 2006 could not be said to have fully stabilized, the elec-
tion that brought Fico into government was also the first in Slovakia’s 
short history in which no new parties gained election to parliament. 
While the tight centralization of Fico’s government raised questions 
about the ebb and flow of his supporters if he should be forced from 
the political scene, the system by 2006 was better able to absorb the 
volatility.

•	 Elite Circulation. Populists warn the public against the rise of an elite 
class that controls political power and uses that control to siphon 
off public resources for partisan or personal gain. The opponents of 
populism, by contrast, fear that new elites will disrupt an effective 
system and may in turn use their newfound positions to feather their 
own nests. Mečiar’s elevation to prime minister in 1994 marked the 
fifth change in that position in four years and he justified the fears of 
the anti-populists with a spectacularly obvious sell-off of state prop-
erty to party supporters and donors. But Mečiar’s removal in 1998 
did not fully solve the problem and justified populist warnings about 
persistent corruption in the form of chronic (and profitable) irregu-
larities in public contracts. Although Fico’s 2002 campaign slogan, 
‘As They Stole under Mečiar, So They Steal under Dzurinda,’ was 
technically incorrect (the scope and scale of corruption was smaller 
under Dzurinda than under Mečiar), Fico’s emphasis on removing 
corrupt elites held at least the promise of improved governance. That 
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Fico’s government did not fix the problem, especially in the area of 
entrenched corruption, relates more to the choices of the Fico gov-
ernment than to populism’s potential corrective role in identifying and 
ameliorating corruption.

•	 Intensity of Competition. Populists point to the problem of voter apathy 
and disenchantment, whereas the opponents of populists raise fears 
about political competition that is too broad and too passionate. Mečiar 
inflamed new passions on top of those that remained from the political 
changes of 1989 and the split of Czechoslovakia, but passions began 
to dwindle during Mečiar’s third term, and voter participation showed 
significant declines. Fico sought to gain office by bringing frustrated 
voters back into the electorate, and for a time the party even used 
the label ‘The Third Way’ as a way of attracting those disillusioned by 
the failures of the Mečiar and Dzurinda governments. These efforts 
did not counter the overall decline in turnout which did not end until 
2010, and in that election the slight uptick in turnout may have been 
driven by opposition to Fico and his coalition’s corruption.

In nearly every one of these categories Slovakia’s conditions between 
1992 and 2006 moved away from the populist norm (the extremes most 
feared by elites and other anti-populists) and towards relationships that 
were more institutionalized but (perhaps as a result) seemingly less 
responsive to the voices of ordinary citizens. Not only did the Fico gov-
ernment have more space to use populist manifestations without caus-
ing problems for Slovakia’s democracy, in several areas the balance had 
actually shifted to the point that populism could serve as a corrective, 
particularly in the areas of corruption, policy responsiveness, and popu-
lar mobilization.

These five aspects suggest that the general ability of populism to 
threaten or correct democratic development depends heavily on the 
context in which those actions take place. By this understanding, popu-
lism does not have an inherently negative or positive impact on democ-
racy, except to the extent that it moves a system towards the extreme. 
Whether a manifestation of populism helps or hinders democracy 
 usually depends on the degree to which democracy is already securely 
in place.

The question of ‘majority-minority relations’ provides a useful 
example. As Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser point out, the ambivalence 
of the relationship is directly related to the internal contradiction of 
liberal democracy, that is, the tension between the democratic promise 
of majority rule and the reality of constitutional protection of minority 
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rights. Since populism is clearly on the side of majority rule, the emer-
gence of populist rule in an already majoritarian polity might threaten 
democracy itself. But, as the graphic in Figure 9.4 suggests, the major-
itarian efforts of populists in a polity on the other end of the spectrum 
might actually help to redress the balance and protect democracy. Nor 
is majoritarianism the only aspect of democracy for which the impact of 
populism depends upon context.

Democracy depends on many balances of competing goods, many 
‘Goldilocks’ variables’ that cause problems if their values are too large 
or too small, and nearly all manifestations of populism affect at least one 
of these. Admittedly, excess in one direction may be less likely or less 
dangerous for some characteristics than for others, but even in seemingly 
obvious cases (such as ‘full suffrage’) there are limits to inclusion in age 
and comprehension beyond which democracies see dangers (and those 
limits were much greater and with much worry only a century ago when 
‘too much suffrage’ was a genuine fear).

With the sole possible exception of Slovak-Czech relationships in 
Czechoslovakia, Mečiar moved the country away from the midpoint 
and towards the populist extreme. When Fico took power Slovakia had 
already pulled back from Mečiar-era extremes and lay closer to the oppos-
ite extreme. As a result, some of Fico’s efforts actually pushed Slovakia 
towards the more democratic midpoint while others pushed beyond 
toward the populist extreme but from a much safer starting point.

Anti-populist extreme
(What populists fear)

Populist extreme
(What anti-populists fear)

Majority-minority
relations 

Tyranny of the minority Democracy's Tyranny of the majority

Accountability Institutional but not electoral zone of Electoral but not institutional

Party system
institutionalization 

Stalemate or domination balance Political instability

Elite
circulation 

Too little, yielding corruption between
Too much, yielding

inexperience

Intensity of
competition Apathy extremes Unrest

Realm of
contestation 

Impact of
populism 

Populism as
corrective 

Populist
impulse

Populism as
threat 

Figure 9.4. Model of contextual influence on populism’s potential for 
threat or correction.
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 Conclusion

With a better understanding of populism’s dynamics and its interaction 
with context, we can finally begin to better understand the complex rela-
tionship between populism and democracy. The framework chapter’s 
hypotheses about the impact of populism derive from two independ-
ent sets of conditions: the impact of populist participation in govern-
ment and the degree of consolidation of democracy. The case of Slovakia 
is quite consistent with the framework chapter’s hypotheses and offers 
some additional useful insights.

While there are probably few who doubt that government status affects 
the impact of populism, Figure 9.2 provides useful experimental evidence 
to compare the effect of populists in and out of government in Slovakia; 
particularly the comparison between the Mečiar governments and their 
immediate predecessors and successors. Since the parties’ levels of pub-
lic support and organization did not vary much across this period, shifts 
in the quality of democracy can be attributed in general to the actions 
of those in government., and in particular to the specific actions taken by 
Mečiar’s second and third governments (though this chapter suggests 
that Mečiar’s ability to harm democracy had relatively little to do with 
the degree of his populism.)

The framework chapter’s hypotheses regarding the relationship 
between populism and democratic consolidation are even more interest-
ing, and evidence from Slovakia suggests that the variable is well chosen. 
Each of the five contextual conditions discussed in this chapter relate 
in some way to the consolidation of democracy. The contexts in which 
populism is most dangerous to democracy are those directly related to 
the creation of stable institutions, which counter the push of populism 
(depicted as left-to-right movement in Figure 9.4). This has two par-
allel effects: The first is to increase the need for populism as a correct-
ive to overly restrictive institutions, and the second is to decrease the 
risks related to a populist correction. The further a country moves to 
the toward full institutionalization of democracy, the more populism it 
may need and the more it can actually afford without risking its dem-
ocracy (though not without personal risk to those outside the category 
of ‘the people’). The experience of Austria and other western European 
countries suggests that voters in overinstitutionalized contexts may opt 
for new parties to break political deadlock and inject new energy into 
the system, even though doing so sometimes means accepting the tar-
geting of particular ethnic or social groups. The experience of Slovakia 
suggests that populism in underinstitutionalized (new) democracies 
may obey a different logic. The anti-elite appeals of populism did attract 
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voters even in the weakly consolidated conditions of Slovakia in the early 
1990s, intensifying Mečiar’s primary appeal as the defender against 
dangers from  outsiders, whether international, ethnic Hungarian, or dis-
loyal Slovaks. But populism-fortified nationalism was not invincible, and 
Slovakia offers the encouraging message that citizens can become aware 
of populism’s limits and that sometimes the voice of the people can recall 
government from the brink of populist-induced collapse.
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10 Populism: corrective and  threat  
to democracy

Cas Mudde and Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser

 Introduction

Populism stands in tension with (liberal) democracy. In the opening 
chapter of this volume, we maintained that in order to understand this 
tension, it is necessary to move from theoretical discussions to empirical 
studies and demonstrate in concrete cases the ways in which populism 
can be a threat and/or a corrective for democracy. The chapters of this 
edited volume offer a rich basis for such analysis. Accordingly, in this 
concluding chapter, we provide a first analysis with the aim of assessing 
and rethinking the ambivalent relationship between populism and dem-
ocracy. Particular emphasis will be given to identifying aspects that, on 
the one hand, might appear only in certain regional contexts, and on the 
other hand, might be present in diverse geographic and socio-political 
settings.

Without a doubt, both populism and democracy are today wide-
spread in different parts of the world. This consequently begs the ques-
tion whether the impact of populism on democracy is determined by 
the regional context or by generic factors. In other words, is populism 
related to specific factors that might be well more pressing in certain 
world regions than in others? At the same time, it can be argued that 
particular aspects of the relationship between populism and democracy 
go beyond regional particularities. For instance, populist forces always 
promote the repoliticization of certain topics, which either intentionally 
or unintentionally are not being addressed by the establishment.

In line with this cross-regional and intra-regional perspective, this con-
cluding chapter draws upon the eight case studies of this edited volume 
and is structured in three sections. In the first section we turn our atten-
tion to the concepts and hypotheses developed in the theoretical frame-
work, developed in Chapter 1, in order to assess their validity. Then, in 
the second section, we proceed from ‘the empirics’ to ‘the theory;’ that 
is, we present new insights on the basis of the eight case studies. Finally, 
in the last section, we propose lines of inquiry for further research on 
populism and democracy.
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10.1 Assessing the concepts and hypotheses developed  
in the framework

The framework developed for this edited volume is based on Sartori’s 
(1970) conceptual approach. We proposed minimal concepts of both 
populism and democracy, since this increases conceptual clarity, avoids 
conceptual stretching, and enables the cross-regional approach of this 
book. Indeed, Europe (both West and East) as well the Americas (both 
North and South) differ at many levels, which makes the comparison of 
the relationship between populism and democracy in these world regions 
a difficult task. In this sense, the use of minimal concepts has proven to 
be very valuable, because it has permitted us to ‘travel’ across different 
cases and even geographical areas.

As is well known, the downside of minimal definitions is that they do 
not provide enough analytical depth to distinguish relevant aspects of a 
common phenomenon (Keman 2009: 77). For instance, in this book it 
has been argued that quite dissimilar leaders, such as Vladimír Mečiar 
in Slovakia and Andrés Manuel López Obrador in Mexico, should be 
regarded as populist. Of course, both leaders are quite different in terms 
of their respective policy agendas and political aims, but they share an 
important commonality, which allows us to analyse them under the same 
conceptual umbrella. This means that the proposed minimal definition 
of populism must be seen as a starting point, based on which it is pos-
sible to (a) determine if particular cases might be considered as examples 
of populism or not; and (b) study to what extent, and in which aspects, 
particular cases of populism differ. Specifically, the proposed minimal 
definition of populism can be used for identifying two types of populism: 
exclusionary populism in Europe and inclusionary populism in Latin 
America (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2011).

In a similar vein, we consider Dahl’s (1971) minimal definition of 
democracy as a crucial benchmark upon which a distinction between 
authoritarian and democratic regimes can be drawn. At the same time, 
this concept is useful for hypothesizing about the ambivalent relation-
ship between populism and democracy. As we stated in the framework, 
populism can be seen as positive for democracy in terms of improving 
‘inclusiveness’ and negative with regard to ‘public contestation.’ Do the 
case studies of the edited volume confirm or reject this thesis? Generally 
speaking, the evidence presented in this volume supports this argument. 
Both in Europe and the Americas populist actors seek to give voice and 
power to marginalized groups, but they also tend to combat the very 
existence of oppositional forces and transgress the rules of political com-
petition (Rovira Kaltwasser 2012).
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The way in which particular expressions of populism define ‘the pure 
people’ and ‘the corrupt elite’ determine the type and degree of inclu-
siveness that is promoted. In the words of Mouffe: ‘What is problematic 
is not the reference to “the people.” (…) The problem lies in the way in 
which this “people” is constructed’ (2005a: 69). For example, in relatively 
affluent and egalitarian societies (such as the cases of Austria, Belgium, 
Canada, the Czech Republic, and Slovakia described in this edited vol-
ume) populist actors are prone to define ‘the people’ in ethnical terms, 
and in consequence, they reserve the notion of political participation to 
the native population. By contrast, in relatively poor societies (such as the 
cases of Mexico, Peru, and Venezuela) populist forces usually define the 
‘the people’ as the socio-economic underdog, and therefore, they seek 
to promote the inclusion of vast groups which are objectively and sub-
jectively excluded from society. Beyond this important difference, it is 
worth stressing a significant similarity that we find in all the chapters 
of the book: Populism’s lack of respect of public contestation derives 
from its monist conception of society. Indeed, populism draws upon a 
Manichean distinction between the ‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt 
elite,’ which leaves little space for pluralism (de la Torre 2000; Hawkins 
2009; Mudde 2004).

According to Dahl’s minimal definition, real existing democracies dif-
fer on many levels. Hence, it is not surprising that scholars normally 
propose, either implicitly or explicitly, an expanded concept of dem-
ocracy in order to differentiate between ‘low quality’ and ‘high quality’ 
democratic regimes. Against this backdrop, we were not only interested 
in studying the impact of populism on democracy as such, but also, 
and mainly, in the negative and positive effects that populism can have 
on the  quality of democracy. This distinction is not trivial. There is an  
important difference between referring to a ‘democracy without adjec-
tives’ and ‘the quality of democracy.’  While the former alludes primarily 
to majority rule and popular sovereignty, the latter indicate achievements 
or failures in relation to the model of liberal democracy.

Based on the case studies examined in this volume, a first general obser-
vation to be made is that populists usually mention and exploit a tension 
between two dimensions of the quality of democracy: They criticize the 
poor results of the democratic regime and, to solve this problem, they cam-
paign for a modification of the democratic procedures. Put in another way, 
populists tend to claim that the rule of law and the ‘checks and balances’ 
anchored in the constitution not only limit the capacity of ‘the people’ 
to exercise their collective power, but also give rise to a growing discon-
tent with the political system. This explains why populist actors normally 
favour, at least in theory, plebiscites and other forms of direct democracy. 



Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser208

The latter is conceived of as an appropriate method to give back power 
to the people and avoid the gap between the governors and the governed 
(Canovan 2005: 107). However, this does not mean that populism is at 
odds with democratic representation per se. It is more accurate to say that 
populism is against the alleged ‘misuse’ of the channels of democratic 
representation and to circumscribe the latter only to periodical elections. 
From this angle, populism can be seen as a sort of democratic extremism, 
in the sense that it is particularly suspicious of all kinds of unelected bod-
ies, which are becoming increasingly powerful today (Vibert 2007).

It is not a coincidence that populist actors refer to and exploit a ten-
sion between these two dimensions (procedure and result) of the quality 
of democracy. By doing so, they appeal to the notion of popular sover-
eignty, arguing that ‘the people’ is the only authority that has the right to 
evaluate and legitimize the political system. This poses a real challenge to 
the theory of liberal democracy, which takes the existence of ‘the  people’ 
for granted and, because of that, proceeds with the discussion of the 
legitimacy of the political regime. As Näsström (2007) has pointed out, 
liberal (as well as deliberative) democratic theory explains the process 
of people building by referring to the ‘contingent forces of history,’ that 
is, peoples are formed by accident, tradition, and, more often than not, 
wars. This means that ‘the people’ is conceived of as a constituted power, 
which normally is crystallized in a formal constitution that defines how 
political power should be exercised. By contrast, populist actors see ‘the 
people’ as an active entity, or what Kalvyas (2005) calls the constituent 
power, that is, the main actor of a democratic regime when it comes to 
(re)founding and updating the higher legal norms and rules that regulate 
the exercise of power.

In addition to this general observation, it is important to analyse 
whether populism does have a positive and/or a negative effect on the 
quality of democracy. To answer this question, we selected our cases on 
the basis of two criteria: (1) if the main populist actors are in opposition 
or in government, and (2) if the democratic regime is consolidated or 
unconsolidated. The first criterion indicates that the most relevant factor 
should be the actual power of the populist forces; that is to say, if popu-
lism is confined to the opposition, it has little room to manoeuvre and 
thus has a minor impact on the quality of democracy. The second criter-
ion refers to the ‘maturity’ of the democratic regime and is based on the 
idea that when a democratic regime is consolidated, even governmental 
populism should have little impact on the quality of the democracy, since 
the latter is sufficiently robust to deal with the ‘populist challenge.’

What do the eight case studies tell us about these two assumptions? 
The evidence of the book supports the first assumption. In fact, the four 
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cases of ‘populism in opposition’ (Flemish Block/Interest in Belgium, 
Reform Party in Canada, ‘Republicans’ in the Czech Republic, and 
Andrés Manuel López Obrador in Mexico) all show that when populist 
actors are in opposition, they do not have great influence on the quality 
of the democratic regime. Nevertheless, this does not mean that popu-
lism in opposition should be considered irrelevant. This might be the 
case in the Czech Republic, where the Republicans flourished for a short 
period of time but did not challenge the established parties in a profound 
way.  Yet in the other cases of ‘populism in opposition’ the situation seems 
quite different. By advancing certain topics that normally receive little 
attention in the public agenda and are considered improper by the estab-
lishment, populist forces challenge the mainstream parties and obligate 
them to adapt their programmes. For instance, Bruhn shows in her chap-
ter on Mexico that López Obrador lost the presidential elections, but the 
winner (Felipe Calderón) was compelled to redefine the priorities of his 
government, and thus placed much more emphasis on the fight against 
poverty. In a similar vein, the cases of Belgium and Canada demonstrate 
that due to the emergence of a right-wing populist party, the mainstream 
right parties are prone to strengthen their conservative stance in order to 
avoid a loss of votes.

To sum up, populism in opposition can have a positive effect on the 
quality of democracy since it helps to give voice to groups that do not 
feel represented by the political establishment. Under these circum-
stances, the latter has to deal with issues raised by the populist forces. 
Interestingly, these issues are normally seen by most elites as disgusting 
and vulgar. Hence, and to paraphrase Arditi (2005: 90–1), populism acts 
like a drunken guest at a dinner party: While usually it does not respect 
the rules of public contestation, it spells out painful but real problems of 
the existing political order. From this point of view, populism per se can-
not be considered as anti-democratic, but rather as an expression of the 
will of a neglected part of the people that might be at odds with certain 
procedures and results of liberal democracy.

With regards to the second assumption (the ‘maturity’ of the demo-
cratic regime), the evidence of the case studies reveals a mixed picture. 
While consolidated democracies are more resilient, and hence better 
suited than unconsolidated democracies to cope with the ‘populist chal-
lenge,’ they can also suffer a process of democratic erosion. As Roberts 
shows in his chapter on Venezuela, Hugo Chávez has built a new regime 
which has little respect for the ‘checks and balances’ that are inherent to 
the model of liberal democracy and, in turn, promotes a radical shift in 
terms of fostering political participation. But, as Roberts also indicates, 
the deterioration of the quality of Venezuelan democracy started before 
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Chávez came to power, and is closely related to the poor management 
of the country’s oil economy by the established ‘democratic’ political 
actors, that is, AD and COPEI. In other words, if Roberts is right in indi-
cating that contemporary Venezuela may well be closer to Levitsky and 
Way’s (2002) model of ‘competitive authoritarianism’ than it is to liberal 
democracy, then it is relevant to stress that this process of democratic 
deconsolidation – or what O’Donnell (1992) has called the ‘slow death 
of democracy’ – started before Hugo Chávez came on the scene. This 
implies, in turn, that populism is not the only factor, and possibly not the 
most decisive, when it comes to explaining the erosion of the quality of 
democracy in current Venezuela.

This finding is very relevant, since the academic scholarship has tended 
to affirm that elite settlements – such as the one that Venezuela experi-
enced in 1958 through the so-called Punto Fijo pact – have a positive 
impact on the consolidation of democracy (e.g. Higley and Burton 2006; 
Peeler 1992). In short, the case of Venezuela illustrates that a process of 
elite settlement might well lead to the formation of a political establish-
ment, which in the long run is much more interested in preserving its 
own interests and wealth than in improving the quality of the democratic 
regime. In this sense, populist actors might be correct when they main-
tain that elite pact making is not only an anti-democratic form of inter-
est representation, but can also have a negative impact on the quality of 
democracy.

However, the three other cases of consolidated democracies analysed 
in this edited volume confirm our thesis. Austria, Belgium, and Canada 
are countries in which the rise of right-wing populist parties has not 
provoked a process of democratic erosion. In all these cases the demo-
cratic ‘checks and balances’ are entrenched and, in consequence, popu-
list actors have limited room of manoeuvre. While they have the capacity 
to put their concerns on the public agenda, they do not have the force 
to trigger a wide reform of the political system. Moreover, in all these 
countries several institutional protections can be enacted by the par-
liament and/or the constitutional court in order to ‘defend democracy’ 
from populist forces. Accordingly, the limited impact that populism has 
had on the quality of democracy in the cases of Austria, Belgium, and 
Canada derives not only from the relatively weak electoral performance 
of the respective populist parties, but also from the existence of a con-
solidated democracy that has several formal and informal mechanisms 
which seek to tame – or in extreme cases ban – the parties in question. 
As Capoccia (2005) has noted, while there must be legal limits to the 
 ‘tolerance for the intolerant,’ it is also crucial to have inclusive strategies 
in the toolbox of democratic defence, that is, strategies that aim to social-
ize the populist forces into the rules of public contestation.
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Finally, it is necessary to refer to the impact of ‘populism in power’ 
on unconsolidated democracies, the most threatening scenario. The two 
cases that we selected for this scenario leave us with a mixed picture. 
On the one hand, Mečiar in Slovakia can neither be portrayed as a ‘pure 
democrat’ nor as an ‘authentic dictator.’ Deegan-Krause’s chapter shows 
that if the government of Mečiar did have any impact on the quality of 
democracy, it was rather positive and, in consequence, it contributed to 
the completion of Slovakia’s democracy, that is, the movement from an 
unconsolidated to a consolidated democracy. In spite of this, the chap-
ter also demonstrates that Mečiar was not only a populist, but also, and 
mainly, a nationalist who ethnicized Slovak politics and the Slovak state. 
On the other hand, as Levitsky and Loxton explain in their chapter on 
Peru, Fujimori represents a case in which the rise of a populist leader did 
lead to a process of democratic breakdown.

The answer might be, in part, provided by the difference in political 
system. In presidential systems, political outsiders can gain the presi-
dency without having political support within the broader political sys-
tem. This was the case with Fujimori, who was elected democratically, 
but had neither a majority in parliament nor any kind of party or grass-
root organization supporting him (Tanaka 2005: 278). This situation 
provoked a deadlock, which Fujimori solved by undertaking a presiden-
tial coup (autogolpe). After closing the parliament in 1992, he formed a 
constituent assembly that drafted a new constitution and served as an 
interim congress until legislative elections were held in 1995. In a parlia-
mentary system, the executive always needs the backing of the majority 
of the legislative. Hence, while Mečiar was not the single executive, and 
even had to share executive power with other parties, he did have broad 
support in the parliament and the best organized political party in the 
country. Perhaps this gave him less incentive to leave the democratic 
arena, despite some minor infringements, as he was less frustrated in his 
legislative attempts.

10.2 From ‘empirics’ to ‘theory’: Unexpected findings

The eight case studies discussed in this edited volume are extremely 
valuable not only due to the answers that they give to the questions raised 
in the introductory framework, but also because they offer new insights 
into several aspects that we did not consider or anticipate beforehand. 
Without the aim of developing a detailed list of unexpected findings, 
we will proceed to focus on the following four aspects: (1) populism 
at the sub-national level; (2) reactions to populism; (3) the relationship 
between populism and competitive authoritarianism; and (4) populism 
and the international arena.
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10.2.1 Populism at the sub-national level

In her chapter on Mexico Bruhn shows that we can assess the impact of 
populism on the quality of democracy not only at the national, but also 
at the local level. In fact, Andrés Manuel López Obrador is a populist 
leader who was the mayor of Mexico City between 2000 and 2005, one 
of the most populated metropolitan areas of the world. The chapter con-
vincingly demonstrates that López Obrador’s trajectory as mayor was 
rather positive, since he implemented several policies in favour of poor 
and marginalized groups. In addition, his economic management was 
responsible and did not cause any major criticisms. His negative impact 
on the quality of democracy came to the fore during his presidential cam-
paign, particularly when he lost the elections in 2006. López Obrador 
claimed fraud, did not accept the official results, and mobilized his sup-
porters in order to block important streets and places of Mexico City. 
In addition, he proclaimed himself ‘the Legitimate President of Mexico’ 
and attacked anyone who accepted that Felipe Calderón was in fact the 
real president of the country. In clear populist fashion, he maintained 
that the existing institutions were corrupted and appealed to the power 
of ‘the people’ as the only source capable of restoring democracy.

In his chapter on Austria Franz Fallend analyses the province of 
Carinthia under Governor Jörg Haider in the period 1999–2008. His 
analysis shows that Haider tried to circumvent the rights of certain 
minorities, particularly the Slovenian population. For instance, he criti-
cized the existence of bilingual (German and Slovenian) local signs in 
the ethnically mixed districts of Carinthia. Nevertheless, the constitu-
tional court of Austria forced Haider to respect the law. This means that 
the coming to power of the FPÖ at the local level did not represent a real 
challenge to the quality of Austrian democracy, since institutions like the 
constitutional court acted as ‘checks and balances’ against the popular 
sovereignty endorsed by Haider.

What can we learn from these cases of populism in government at the 
local level? As these examples illustrate, populism is much less threaten-
ing to the quality of democracy at the sub-national than at the national 
level. The reasons for this are at least two. On the one hand, while being 
mayor of a capital city or governor of a province does represent a powerful 
position, it is a position that is inevitably under control of certain institu-
tions at the national level (e.g. parliament or constitutional court). On 
the other hand, populist actors – as almost all political leaders – usually 
aspire to obtain increasing quotas of power and, in consequence, they see 
the sub-national level only as a step towards achieving a more powerful 
position. Accordingly, populist leaders might show more respect to the 
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rules of public contestation at the sub-national level, since this would 
permit them to demonstrate their ‘democratic credentials’ and hence 
improve their chances of obtaining a political position at the national 
level in the near future.

10.2.2 Reactions to populism

Although we did not explicitly raise the question about how to deal 
with ‘the populist challenge’ in the introductory framework, almost all 
chapters refer to this issue. Since there is little research to determine 
whether certain strategies are more successful and/or more democratic 
than others when it comes to coping with populism, it is worth look-
ing into the findings of the case studies. In this regard, it is possible to 
identify four general strategies: isolation, confrontation, adaptation, and 
socialization. Of course, these different strategies rarely appear in pure 
form, as in most cases populists are confronted with a combination of 
strategies.

Those who adhere to the logic of isolation simply deny the legitimacy 
of the claims of the populist actors. The latter are seen as pathological 
expressions of the democratic order (Rosanvallon 2008; Taggart 2002). 
Accordingly, the established political parties construct a discourse, which 
makes a clear distinction between us and them: While the establishment 
is (self) proclaimed as ‘good democrats,’ the populists are drawn as ‘evil 
forces.’ It is worth noting that this reaction is quite similar to the popu-
list language, since it assumes that the political world should be seen as 
a moral battle, which is (almost) impossible to solve through democratic 
channels. Not surprisingly, one of the main policies of the strategy of 
isolation is the formation of a cordon sanitaire, which, as de Lange and 
Akkerman demonstrate for the case of Belgium, has mixed effects on the 
quality of democracy.

Another option is confrontation, in which case the established political 
actors not only deny the legitimacy of the claims of the populist actors, 
but also decide to attack them. Arguing that there must be limits to the 
‘tolerance for the intolerant,’ segments of the establishment might be 
tempted to transgress the rules of public contestation in order to extir-
pate the ‘populist syndrome.’ For instance, Roberts illustrates in his 
chapter that large parts of the Venezuelan (former) elites tried to boycott 
Chávez’s government via extra-institutional mechanisms in at least two 
occasions: first, by supporting a military coup in 2002, and second, by 
backing a general strike in the national oil company in 2002–3.

In contrast to the strategy of isolation and confrontation, the strategy 
of adaptation does not rely on a moralization of politics. By contrast, it 
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is based on the assumption that the claims made by the populist forces 
have a certain degree of legitimacy. Accordingly, those who adhere to the 
logic of adaption either implicitly or explicitly accept that populism can 
function as a democratic corrective, since it may well direct the atten-
tion of the establishment to certain topics that they have left aside of 
the political agenda. Consequently, as paradoxical as it might appear, 
populism can trigger a sort of learning process by which established pol-
itical parties renew their programmes and policies in order to reduce the 
gap between governed and governors. This is to a large extent what the 
Austrian Christian Democratic ÖVP did in Austria before and during 
its coalition with the FPÖ. And, as Fallend shows, they did it with great 
success, largely marginalizing the populists and regaining the initiative in 
Austrian politics.

Finally, the strategy of socialization can be seen as complementary to 
adaptation. Whereas adaptation relates to the mainstream actors, social-
ization refers to short-term and long-term tactics that aim to include 
the populist forces in the political establishment. This implies a sort of 
pacification by de-radicalization of the populist actors, particularly in 
terms of accepting the rules of public contestation inherent to liberal 
democracy. The analysis by Fallend offers a possible example of this, as 
the coalition government triggered a division within the populist forces: 
While the more radical sector withdrew from the government, the more 
pragmatic sector formed a new party and stayed in government. Another 
possible example of the strategy of socialization is the involvement of the 
Organization of American States (OAS) in Venezuela after the 2002 coup 
against Chávez. By using a multi-lateral approach called ‘intervention 
without intervening’ (Cooper and Legler 2005), the OAS paved the way 
for the establishment of a dialogue between government and opposition, 
whereby an agreement on the realization of a presidential recall referen-
dum was reached.

The findings beg a broad variety of questions of how best to deal 
with populists from a liberal democratic perspective. This is a hot issue 
particularly in Western Europe, where the best way to deal with rad-
ical right parties and extreme right groups is debated fiercely (e.g. De 
Witte 1997; Eatwell and Mudde 2004; Van Donselaar 1995; for a histor-
ical perspective see Capoccia 2005). While the populist radical right, let 
alone the extreme right, threat is not identical to that of populism per se, 
much can be learned from that debate. At the same time, while much of 
the European debate is purely normative, that is, determining one best 
approach, academics should (also) look into the conditions that foster or 
inhibit the success of the different approaches.
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10.2.3 The Levitsky-Loxton thesis: Populism leads to  
competitive authoritarianism

Levitsky and Loxton’s chapter is not just interesting because of their 
insightful analysis of the case of Fujimori. The authors also present a 
more general thesis, namely that populism leads to ‘competitive authori-
tarianism.’ They argue that this is a logical process because: (a) populists 
are political outsiders; (b) populists earn a mandate to bury the political 
establishment; and (c) the political elite that they mobilized against, and 
defeated in the election, continues to control these institutions after the 
populist leader comes to power. Without a doubt, this argument is valid 
for the case of Fujimori in Peru, but the evidence of the other cases in 
this edited volume challenges the general validity of their thesis.

First of all, not all populists are political outsiders. While this might 
often be the case, there are several examples of populist leaders who 
are part of the political establishment. For instance, Bruhn shows in 
her chapter on Mexico that leaders such as Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas and 
Andrés Manuel López Obrador cannot be labelled as ‘political out siders.’ 
Indeed, both are well-trained politicians socialized into the functioning 
of political parties and who had been in power at the local or regional 
level before their national bid. A similar argument could be made for 
Haider in Austria, even though he was at times confronted with political 
ostracism, and certainly Silvio Berlusconi in Italy and Pim Fortuyn in 
the Netherlands.

According to Barr, the populist leader is usually a ‘maverick,’ ‘a polit-
ician who rises to prominence within an established, competitive party 
but then either abandons his affiliation to compete as an independent or 
in association with an outsider party, or radically reshapes his own party’ 
(2009: 34). Alternatively, populists like López Obrador and Haider can 
be seen as ‘outsider-elites, connected to the elites, but not part of them’ 
(Mudde 2004: 560). In any case, many populists are not true political 
outsiders; they might be outside the political establishment, but they are 
inside the political game. Hence, many populists do have some kind of 
allegiance to the political game, even if they tend to oppose some rules 
and compete with most key players.

Second, Levitsky and Loxton rightly note that populist leaders aim to 
get rid of the establishment (i.e. the key players). In effect, it is not an 
exaggeration to say that populism, particularly in Latin America, can be 
seen as an important driver of processes of elite circulation and renewal 
(Rovira Kaltwasser 2009: 299–303). However, the interaction between 
populist leaders and different segments of the establishment can show a 
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great level of variance, going from important degrees of cooperation (e.g. 
Fujimori in Peru or the FPÖ/BZÖ in Austria) to radical conflict (e.g. 
Chávez in Venezuela or VB in Belgium).

To understand this variance, particularly within the Latin American 
context of presidential systems, it is important to stress that populism 
can take divergent organizational forms in different national settings. 
Accordingly, populist leaders invest energy in forming a solid mass organ-
ization only when the reforms that they aim to embark on are fervently 
resisted by the establishment, since then they can effectively mobilize the 
masses in order to undertake the reforms in question (Roberts 2006). 
This implies that populism does not always intend to get rid of the whole 
establishment. By contrast, populists in power and in opposition try to 
maintain relations of cooperation with segments of the establishment 
that are more proximate in ideological terms (or strategic aims). It is not 
a coincidence that several European countries have seen the formation 
of coalition governments with and minority governments tolerated by 
populist radical right parties (De Lange 2008).

10.2.4. Populism and the international arena

The chapters of this edited volume have shown that the ambivalent rela-
tionship between populism and democracy can also be studied from an 
international perspective. Transnational actors and supranational institu-
tions are aware of the ‘populist challenge.’ For instance, the agreements 
of the European Union (EU) and the Organization of American States 
(OAS) contain a democratic clause, which has been invoked to denounce 
the alleged anti-democratic character of certain populist actors (e.g. the 
coalition between the FPÖ and ÖVP in Austria, Fujimori’s decision to 
close Congress, or Mečiar’s increasingly authoritarian and nationalist 
third government).

Nevertheless, ‘defending democracy’ at the international level has 
proven to be anything but a straightforward task. Supranational institu-
tions usually apply double standards when it comes to establishing sanc-
tions based on democratic principles. For instance, the European Union 
reacted vigorously to the formation of a government that included a popu-
list radical party in Austria, but it said nothing when Silvio Berlusconi 
formed a coalition with Gianfranco Fini’s National Alliance and Umberto 
Bossi’s Northern League. At the same time, the Organization of American 
States (OAS) has tried to deal with certain anti-democratic practices of 
Fujimori in Peru and Chávez in Venezuela, but did not complain about 
G. W. Bush’s anti-terrorist measures. In fact, the OAS doctrine is focused 
on addressing interruptions and alternations of democracy, not of the 
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quality of democracy (Boniface 2007: 53). This means that democracy 
promotion implies a reactive rather than a proactive endeavour for the 
OAS. Indeed, the OAS tends to intervene only when a major crisis comes 
to the fore; it does not have clear criteria and tools for action when it 
comes to dealing with a process of ‘slow death of democracy’ (O’Donnell 
1992: 19), such as the ones that Peru and Venezuela have experienced 
with the rise of Fujimori and Chávez, respectively.

Put simply, there are good reasons to believe that when supranational 
institutions try to take sanctions based on democratic principles, they 
are not capable of overcoming the existent power asymmetries at the glo-
bal level. This, in turn, gives more visibility and to a certain extent more 
legitimacy to the populist forces, since they can portray themselves as 
David fighting against Goliath (Mouffe 2005b: 64). This happened, for 
example, in Austria, where many right-wing people rallied behind the 
government mainly to protest the perceived illegitimate and hypocritical 
EU interference. In Latin America, on the other hand, many populists 
have made their struggle against the clearly self-serving U.S. interfer-
ence in the region a key part of their populist struggle of Americanismo. 
The problem is that democracy promotion is based on the idea of non-
 partisanship. Consequently, the involvement of outside actors in demo-
cratically elected governments inevitably raises suspicion of the existence 
of a partisan agenda (Carothers 2010: 69). In other words, dealing with 
populism is a complicated task because it usually implies the defence of 
a particular model of democracy, which is not necessarily shared by the 
governed all over the world. Certainly, this opens the question about the 
normative and historical underpinnings of the very concept of liberal 
democracy (Koelble and Lipuma 2008).

Finally, it would be erroneous to think that populist forces operate 
only at the sub-national and national levels. While Jean-Marie Le Pen’s 
efforts to build a strong EU-wide populist radical right bloc, which could 
play an important role in the European Parliament, have failed miser-
ably, Venezuelan president Chávez has become a serious regional player 
within Latin America. Backed by the highest oil prices in history, he 
has used his (relative) wealth to reward allies in other countries in the 
region, such as Bolivian president Evo Morales and Ecuadorian presi-
dent Rafael Correa, and to undermine U.S. influence in Latin America 
(Ellner 2008). Moreover, the current wave of Latin American radical 
left-wing populism is characterized by the attempt to redefine both dem-
ocracy and democracy promotion along lines that are more meaningful 
for ‘the people’ (Legler, Lean, and Boniface 2007: 11). Although it is 
too early to evaluate the impact of this attempt, there is little doubt that 
contemporary populism is not only changing the meaning of the very 
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concept of democracy in the Latin American region, but it is also spark-
ing a public and academic debate on the shortcomings of the neoliberal 
policies that the U.S. and the International Financial Institutions have 
promoted in Latin America in the last decades.

10.3 Future paths of inquiry on populism and democracy

Although this volume is the first to study the relationship between popu-
lism and democracy cross-regionally and according to an integrated 
theoretical framework and has produced significant new findings, there 
remains much to be done. In this last section we suggest a few avenues 
of further study which we believe are particularly relevant to the better 
understanding of the nature of populism in general and of the complex 
relationship between populism and democracy in particular.

First, a topic that several chapters in this volume touched upon, but 
few truly studied in detail: the diffusion of populism. In other words, in 
what way, and under which circumstances, can populism spread from 
one society to another? Not by coincidence, scholars working on Latin 
America have identified the existence of different ‘waves of populism,’ 
such as the rise of neopopulist leaders in the 1990s and the formation of 
radical left-wing populist forces since the first decade of the new millen-
nium (Freidenberg 2007; Gratius 2007). Similarly, the rise of populist 
radical right parties in Europe has often been described as a ‘wave’ (e.g. 
Von Beyme 1988) or a ‘contagious’ phenomenon (e.g. Rydgren 2005). 
As these examples suggest, there are good reasons to think that the emer-
gence of populism in one country is partly related to similar develop-
ments in neighbouring countries. This would mean that populism, as 
well as democracy, is affected by the regional and international context.

Although we do not intend to develop a detailed argument about the 
diffusion of populism here, it is worthwhile indicating a possible starting 
point for further studies. Following the terminology of Simmons and 
her collaborators (2008), there are at least three mechanisms of diffu-
sion which can influence the (re)appearance of populism: competition, 
learning, and emulation. The mechanism of competition came indirectly 
to the fore in various chapters of this book, where it was shown that the 
rise of populist forces challenges the mainstream parties, which, under 
certain conditions, are tempted to copy the populist discourse. At the 
same time, mainstream parties can adapt their agendas in order to pre-
vent the formation of populist competitors (Mudde 2007: 281–2). In 
contrast to competition, the mechanism of learning refers to a change 
in beliefs, resulting either from observation and interpretation or from 
acquisition of new frames or theories. This process of social learning 
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is normally facilitated by the exchange of information via networks in 
which both technocrats and ‘organic intellectuals’ are operating, devel-
oping new ideas and policies that can be raised by populist leaders and 
parties. Finally, the mechanism of emulation alludes not so much to the 
supply side, but rather to the demand side of the populist phenomenon. 
From this angle, the electorate of one country is aware of the political 
development of neighbouring countries, and in consequence, the emer-
gence of a populist actor in one place can trigger a ‘demonstration effect’ 
in other places.

A second research agenda refers to the relationship between the type 
of organization promoted by the populist forces and the model of dem-
ocracy that they (aim to) construct. Much Latin American literature 
assumes that populism includes the lack of strong party organizations 
and direct communication between leader and followers (e.g. Weyland 
2001, 1996; Roberts 1995). At the same time, some North American 
scholars consider grassroots mobilization a key feature of populism (e.g. 
Formisano 2007). Finally, European populism entails both highly per-
sonalized parties (e.g. Forza Italia or List Pim Fortuyn) and some of the 
best organized parties in their respective countries (e.g. Flemish Interest, 
Movement for a Democratic Slovakia, or Swiss People’s Party). The 
advantage of using our ideological minimal definition is that it  enables 
us to use this definition across regions and also allows us to study the 
effect of party organization on the relationship between populism and 
democracy. Do non-organized populists indeed inflict more harm on 
democracy, as Levitsky and Loxton argue in this book, or do better insti-
tutionalized populist parties form a larger threat?

In addition, the relationship between the populist ideology and the 
kind of institutional setting that populist actors prefer is closely related to 
a topic raised by many scholars, namely, the transformation of the organ-
ization of political parties and the possible impact of this transformation 
on the democratic regime (e.g. Katz and Mair 1995; Von Beyme 1993). 
For instance, Mair (2002, 2006) has argued that the erosion of ‘party 
democracy’ paves the way for the rise of a sort of ‘populist democracy’ in 
which political parties are replaced by strong leaders who develop a dir-
ect and unmediated linkage with ‘the people.’ Seen in this light, the rise of 
populist forces goes hand in hand with the constitution of a new political 
scenario marked by the formation of ‘cartel parties’ and the increasing 
influence of the mass media, particularly television. However, while the 
previously mentioned new political scenario has been gaining momentum 
in many countries, we have not seen the emergence of populist forces in 
all of them (important exceptions are, for example, Spain in Europe and 
Chile in Latin America). At the same time, it is an exaggeration to say 
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that all populist forces are at odds with the creation and maintenance of 
institutional apparatuses (Hawkins 2010a: 169–75). Accordingly, further 
studies on populism and democracy should devote more attention to the 
type of organization promoted by populist leaders and the impact that 
these organizations do have on the quality of democracy.

Although it seems that populism tends to foster a kind of ‘Macho’ 
politics, little has been written about the relationship between populism 
and gender. This is a third research agenda. After all, there are good rea-
sons to think that specific regional or historical manifestations of popu-
lism develop different approaches towards gender. Indeed, Kampwirth’s 
(2011) recent edited volume shows that in Latin America there has been 
a variety of populist projects defending particular models of masculinity 
and femininity. For instance, Evo Morales represents a case of popu-
lism from below, in which several grassroots organizations – including 
 women’s rights associations – play an important role in terms of the 
policy agenda of the government (Rousseau 2011). By contrast, Hugo 
Chávez comes closer to a case of populism from above, in which the 
government has developed several policies in favour of women, such as 
the introduction of a college-level work-study programme that aims to 
improve the qualification of women, and the creation of soup kitchens 
run by women, where needy children and single mothers from the shanty 
towns receive one free meal a day (Fernandes 2007: 108–12). As these 
examples reveal, the government of Chávez does promote policies for 
poor women rather than for women as such, and in consequence, it does 
not defend a feminist agenda.

Fourth, there is little in-depth research on the complex links between 
populism and the media. Particularly within the European context, 
many authors have argued that the increasing importance and commer-
cialization of the mass media is one of the main drivers of the growing 
rise of populism (e.g. Mazzoleni 2003; Meyer 2006; Peri 2004; Puhle 
2003). However, there are no comparative studies that empirically and/
or theoretically explicate the ways in which different media landscapes 
favour or hinder the emergence of populism. There are some interesting 
country studies though, that develop new insights into the relationship 
between populism and the media, and which contribute to the gener-
ation of hypotheses that can be tested in future studies. For instance, Art 
(2006) explains the different levels of success of populist radical right 
parties in Austria and Germany in part by the collective memory of each 
of these countries and their impact on the public debate and the media. 
Another interesting example is a recent article written by Bale, Taggart, 
and Van Kessel (2011), which examines the vernacular understandings 
of populism. Based on an empirical analysis of the main print media 
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in the United Kingdom the authors demonstrate that populism tends 
to receive a negative connotation in the media and that the adjective 
 ‘populist’ is often used as a synonym for ‘popular.’

Within the Latin American context, populists in power do not only 
attack the media for its defence of the status quo and the interests of 
the elites, but they also push for political reforms that aim to create new 
media companies in tune with the populist ideology. In essence, populism 
does not believe in the existence of independent media, but rather per-
ceives the media landscape through the Manichean distinction between 
‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite’: On the hand, there is the honest 
and legitimate media that expresses the ‘will of the people,’ and on the 
other hand, there is a fraudulent and anti-democratic media that defends 
the interests of the elite (Waisbord 2011: 100). Not by coincidence, as 
Kitzberger (2010) has analysed in detail, the level of media activism of 
the current leftist administrations in Latin America seems to be related 
to their proximity to the populist ideology: The more the leftist govern-
ment adheres to populism, the greater its critique of the media and the 
greater the state’s intervention to ensure the ‘democratization’ of access 
and voice in the media sphere.

A fifth topic for future analysis is the development of a genuine com-
parative approach to populism in general and to the ambivalent rela-
tionship between populism and democracy in particular. While we have 
focused on contemporary populism in this volume, further studies 
can provide new insights by undertaking cross-temporal comparisons 
either within regions (e.g. Latin America) or across regions (e.g. South 
America and North America). From a historical point of view, it would 
be interesting to analyse whether populist forces, such as Peronism in 
Argentina and/or the Populist Party in the United States, have trig-
gered episodes of institutional change that promoted democratization or 
 de- democratization. This implies, as Capoccia and Ziblatt (2010) have 
suggested, that the institutional building blocks of democracy usually 
emerge  asynchronically. Consequently, it is relevant to examine if, and 
in which ways, the emergence of populism has affected the historical 
development of single democratic institutions (e.g. the extension of suf-
frage, anti-electoral fraud rules, the approval of a new constitution, etc.). 
Furthermore, it would be interesting to reconsider the  ‘transitology’ 
 literature in order to study the impact of populism on the three stages 
of democratization: liberalization, transition, and consolidation (e.g. 
Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2010).

With regard to contemporary cross-regional comparisons, future 
research could study different types or sub-families of populism or com-
pare them explicitly. We think particularly about the more inclusionary 
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populism in Latin America and the more exclusionary populism in 
Europe (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2011). Moreover, although there 
is little doubt that the Tea Party in the United States can be seen as a 
populist movement, no academic studies have so far tried to compare 
this movement to populist movements outside of the United States. Does 
the use of different definitions of ‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite’ 
have an effect on the relationship between populism and democracy? Do 
neoliberal populists affect the relationship between populism and dem-
ocracy in similar ways in Europe and in Latin America? Does the Tea 
Party in the United States have a similar agenda, for instance in terms of 
anti-immigration, as the populist radical right parties in Europe?

Since populism represents a challenge for (liberal) democracy, future 
studies should focus on the factors that might hinder the  (re)appearance 
of populism and thus take into account negative cases. For instance, 
some scholars have contended that the way national elites dealt with the 
Nazi past had a profound effect on the electoral success of the populist 
radical right in Europe (e.g. Art 2006; Decker 2008). In a similar vein, in 
those countries of Latin America where the left has experienced a learn-
ing process due to the authoritarian past and has adapted its programme 
in accordance with liberal democracy (e.g. Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay), 
the ‘specter of (left-wing) populism’ has not come to the fore (Lanzaro 
2006). Finally, it has been argued that Latin American countries with 
a strong party system and solid political institutions can avoid populist 
reactions, since in these cases the proper functioning of the institutions 
of democratic representation leave little space for the (re)emergence of 
populism (e.g. Mainwaring and Scully 1995; Navia and Walker 2009). 
At the same time, in Europe various scholars have linked the rise of 
populist actors to the strength (or better: inertia) of party systems and 
political institutions, arguing that populist parties do particularly well 
in consensus democracies (e.g. Hakhverdian and Koop 2007; Kitschelt 
2002), implying that more majoritarian and pluralist societies, like the 
United Kingdom, would be better protected against populists. As these 
illustrations suggest, when it comes to studying the factors that impede 
the (re)appearance of populism, many arguments have been put forward, 
and most can only be assessed on the basis of cross-regional and cross-
temporal analyses.
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