
Chapter 2
Populism around the world

Scholars of populism share the idea that it is a modern 
phenomenon. Conventional wisdom holds that populism emerged 
in the late 19th century in Russia and the United States and is 
closely related to the spread of democracy as both an idea and a 
regime. Today populism a!ects almost all continents and political 
regimes, even if it is most prevalent in the democracies of Europe 
and the Americas. While all populists share a common discourse, 
populism is an extremely heterogeneous political phenomenon. 
Individual populist actors can be left or right, conservative or 
progressive, religious or secular.

Some observers see this extreme diversity as a reason to reject the 
term populism altogether, arguing that anything so diverse lacks 
substance. But rather than reflecting a lack of core attributes, the 
diversity of populist actors is a consequence of the fact that populism 
rarely exists in isolation. Given that populism is a thin-centered 
ideology, addressing only a limited set of issues, almost all populist 
actors combine populism with one or more other ideologies, 
so-called host ideologies. Broadly speaking, most left-wing populists 
combine populism with some form of socialism, while right-wing 
populists tend to combine it with some type of nationalism.

Each populist actor emerges because of a particular set of social 
grievances, which influences its choice of host ideology, which  
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in turn a!ects how the actor defines “the people” and “the elite.” 
As national political contexts are often strongly shaped by regional 
or even global developments, populist actors in specific regions  
or periods can be very similar. For example, in the current European 
context the overarching political context of the European Union 
(EU) shapes much of the national politics, including populist 
politics—virtually all populist actors within the EU are 
Euroskeptic, even if the specific character and intensity of the 
skepticism di!ers.

In this chapter we provide a concise overview of the main populist 
actors of the past 150 years. We focus, in particular, on the three 
geographical areas in which populism has been most relevant: 
North America, Latin America, and Europe. We shortly describe 
the political context, the characteristics and host ideology, and the 
specific interpretation of the people and the elite of the populists 
in these regions in key moments. We end by noting several recent 
populist actors outside these traditional areas, most notably in 
Asia, the Middle East, and sub-Saharan Africa.

North America

North America, and particularly the United States, has a long 
history of populist mobilization, going back to the late 19th 
century. Although the continent has had its share of populist 
leaders, often at the state level—such as Governor Huey Long in 
Louisiana or Premier Preston Manning in Alberta—almost all 
significant populist forces have been characterized by movements 
with relatively weak central leadership and organization. From the 
agrarian revolt of the late 19th century to the Occupy Wall Street 
and Tea Party movements of the early 21st century, populism  
in North America has often emerged spontaneously and been 
characterized by regional mobilization and weak organization.

At the end of the 19th century the frontier states of North America 
went through important economic and social transitions. 
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Infrastructural developments, such as the extension of the railway 
system, and economic changes, such as the coining of silver, 
a!ected the rural areas particularly hard. A mix of agrarianism 
and populism gave way to the so-called prairie populism of the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries. While strongest in the western 
provinces of Canada and in the Southwest and Great Plains 
regions in the United States, populist sentiments were widespread 
throughout North America during this period.

The prairie populists of that time understood “the people” to be 
farmers, more specifically yeomen, free and independent farmers 
of European descent. In line with producerism, which has always 
informed populism in North America, farmers were depicted as 
the pure people, those who tilted the land and produced all the 
goods of society (notably clothing and food). The elite were the 
bankers and politicians in the Northeast, who produced nothing 
yet extorted goods from the farmers through high credits on 
loans. While the original populists manifested some anti-Semitic 
and racist streaks, the distinction between the people and the 
elite was not primarily of an ethnic or religious nature. Rather, 
the basis was moral, geographical, and occupational, i.e., between 
the good, rural farmers and the corrupt, urban bankers and 
politicians.

Within the federal systems of Canada and the United States 
populist parties and politicians were able to gain significant local 
and regional influence and success, but they lacked a national 
political presence. The People’s Party, publicly known as the 
Populists, had representatives in the legislatures of several states 
in the 1890s. Still, lacking a single leader with cross-regional 
appeal, the People’s Party decided to support the o"cial candidate 
of the Democratic Party, William Jennings Bryan, for the 
presidential election of 1896. Populism lost most of its momentum 
after Bryan lost the election, but it would reappear periodically 
within the broader Progressive movement in the early 20th 
century. In Canada several regional Social Credit parties gained 
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significant electoral successes and political o"ces from Alberta  
to Quebec from the 1930s until the 1960s, but the federal Social 
Credit Party of Canada (the Socreds) was plagued by regional 
divisions and never grew into a dominant national force.

Populism returned with a vengeance in the anti-communist 
movement of the early Cold War period. Influenced by the 
insecurities of the times, and by the longstanding fear and 
rejection of left-wing ideas within American conservatism, an 
amorphous right-wing mass movement transformed U.S. 
populism from a primarily progressive into a predominantly 
reactionary phenomenon. For the anti-communist populists “the 
people” were the common and patriotic (“real”) Americans from 
the heartland, whereas “the elite” lived in the coastal areas, 
notably the Northeast, and covertly or overtly supported 
“un-American” socialist ideas. Linking populism to producerism, 
in which the pure people are squeezed between a corrupt elite 
above them and a racialized underclass below them, they accused 
the elite of mooching o! the hard work of the people and of 
“redistributing” their wealth to the non-white underclass to stay 
in power.

The anti-communist movement largely disappeared from 
public view in the 1970s, as the excesses of the anti-communist 
witch-hunts of McCarthyism—named after Senator Joseph 
McCarthy (R-WI)—became broadly known and the rise of a policy 
of détente and increasing U.S. superiority vis-à-vis the Soviet 
Union weakened the paranoid fear of a communist takeover. 
Populism’s broad popular appeal was not lost on some mainstream 
Republican politicians, however, who tried to tap into the 
right-wing rage among average Americans. One of the most 
skillful was Richard Nixon, the later disgraced 37th president 
of the United States. While not a populist at heart, Nixon 
popularized the term “silent majority” as a reference to the 
majority of the (real) American people figuratively and literally 
silenced by the (liberal) elite.
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Right-wing populism was also at the heart of the two most 
successful third-party presidential campaigns of the late 20th 
century. In 1968 former Democratic governor George C. Wallace 
of Alabama ran as the candidate of the American Independent 
Party (AIP), winning almost 10 million votes, or 13.5 percent of 
those cast. Running essentially a single-issue campaign in defense 
of segregation, in which his producerist populism targeted both 
the African American poor below and the anti-segregationist 
white elites above, Wallace carried five states in the South. In 1992 
Texas billionaire Ross Perot would do even better, winning almost 
20 million votes, 18.9 percent of the ballots cast. His “United We 
Stand, America” campaign combined a broad range of right-wing 
concerns and issues, such as the budget deficit and gun control, 
with moderate producerism and strong populism. Using folksy 
language to pit the pure heartland against the corrupt East Coast, 
Perot promised the (real) American people that he would “clean 
out the barn” in Washington. His 1996 campaign, as leader of the 
newly founded Reform Party, was much less successful; still, he 
attracted 8 million voters, 8.4 percent of the ballots cast.

While the main “enemy within” of right-wing populists has 
changed somewhat through time—for instance, the communists 
in the 1950s were replaced by the civil rights movement in 
the 1960s and the “activist judges” in the 1970s—the main 
socioeconomic and, even more important, sociocultural grievances 
have remained remarkably constant: “our way of life” is attacked 
by the “liberal elite” who use an oppressive (federal) state and a far 
too expensive and expansive welfare state to stifle the initiative 
and values of the people while providing “special privileges” to 
non-deserving minorities. This discourse has informed all major 
right-wing populist campaigns in North America, from the more 
racist AIP of Wallace of the 1960s to the more neoliberal Reform 
Parties of Perot and Manning of the 1990s.

Although populism has moved from more progressive in the 
19th century to more conservative in the 20th century, the 
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self-definition of  “the people” has changed little. They are still 
mostly the common people from the heartland, with perhaps a 
more inclusive interpretation in terms of occupation (middle 
class rather than peasantry) and religion (Christian rather than 
Protestant). In contrast, the depiction of  “the elite” has changed 
somewhat. While big business and politicians from the Northeast 
are still central to the populist discourse, an alleged cultural elite 
has become more prominent. In essence, this cultural “liberal 
elite” works through (higher) education, particularly the Ivy 
League universities, where they “pervert” the bureaucrats, 
judges, and politicians of the future with “un-American” ideas.

The first decade of the 21st century has seen the emergence of two 
new populist movements, both propelled into action by social 
grievances related to the Great Recession. While they span the 
political spectrum, the two movements have a lot in common. 
They strongly oppose the government bailouts of the bank sector, 
initiated under Republican president George W. Bush and 
continued under his Democratic successor Barack Obama. In 
long-standing U.S. fashion they claim to defend a pure “Main 
Street” against a corrupt “Wall Street.” However, they are divided 
by their host ideology, which makes Occupy Wall Street more 
inclusionary and the Tea Party more exclusionary in terms of 
both the people and the elite.

Claiming to speak for “the 99%” who lost out as a consequence 
of the economic crisis, i.e., “the” American people, the Occupy 
movement emerged as a left-wing protest to the Bush/Obama 
bailout and the close ties between Wall Street and Washington, 
the corrupt 1 percent elite. While Occupy Wall Street attracted 
most media attention, physically occupying Zuccotti Park in the 
Manhattan Financial District, similar groups occupied locations 
throughout North America (and beyond). Occupy merged a 
progressive social justice agenda with populism, which led to 
an inclusive interpretation of “the people” and only weak 
producerism. It considered the economic and political elite as  
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one homogeneous block, of which the mainstream media elite also 
constituted a part. While aspects of its rhetoric have survived, 
such as the populist division of the 99 percent versus the 1 percent 
in the rhetoric of Democratic senator and presidential candidate 
Bernie Sanders, the Occupy movement itself has faltered as a 
consequence of a lack of central leadership, forceful removals, 
and the cold winter of 2011.

The Tea Party movement mainly mobilized conservatives and 
libertarians against the bailouts. It has a very strong producerist 
message, which leads to an often implicit, racialized interpretation 
of the people. While the Tea Party shares with the Occupy 
movement an aversion to Wall Street, its definition of “the elite” 
is more selective. Many Tea Party groups and supporters reserve 
the term for bankers, Democrats, and Hollywood. However, the 
movement has been weakened by fundamental tensions between 
the so-called Astroturf and grassroots sections. The former 
includes well-financed and organized lobby groups like 
FreedomWorks, which are close to the Republican establishment, 
while the latter entails the thousands of small local and regional 
Patriot and Tea Party groups throughout the country, which 
consider the Republican establishment to be RINOs (Republicans 
In Name Only). Both groups claim to express the voice of  “we the 
people,” but the populist sentiments of the grassroots groups are 
much more pronounced than those of the Astroturf, which mainly 
targets President Obama and the Democratic Party. Also, while 
the grassroots express mostly sociocultural grievances (“taking our 
country back”), the Astroturf focuses almost exclusively on 
socioeconomic grievances (such as “Obamacare” and tax hikes).

Latin America

Latin America is the region with the most enduring and 
prevalent populist tradition. The combination of high levels of 
socioeconomic inequality and relatively long periods of democratic 
rule explain to a great extent why populism is such a triumphant 



Po
pu

lis
m

28

ideology in many Latin American countries. On the one hand, the 
concentration of economic and political power in a small minority 
makes the populist discourse particularly appealing, since it helps 
to identify the existence of a fraudulent oligarchy (oligarquía) that 
acts against the wishes of the people (el pueblo). On the other 
hand, the periodic realization of relatively free and fair elections 
provides a mechanism whereby voters can channel their 
dissatisfaction with the state of a!airs. Consequently, we shouldn’t 
be surprised that many Latin American citizens support populist 
parties and leaders who promise to establish a government in 
which the people rule themselves instead of being ruled by an 
oligarchy.

Although populism’s electoral success across Latin America is 
related to the combination of democratic politics and extreme 
inequality, it is important to bear in mind that the region has seen 
the rise and fall of di!erent versions of populism. Throughout the 
history of Latin America we can identify three waves of populism. 
Each of these di!erent waves not only advanced a particular 
understanding of who is part of  “the pure people” and “the corrupt 
elite,” but also adopted specific ideological features that facilitated 
the construction of a narrative around the perceived social 
grievances.

The first wave of Latin American populism started with the onset 
of the Great Depression in 1929 and lasted until the rise of the 
so-called bureaucratic authoritarian regimes at the end of the 
1960s. During this period of time, Latin American countries 
experienced a crisis of incorporation: the increasing migration of 
rural people to urban areas and the implementation of economic 
reforms leading to industrialization paved the way for the rise of 
demands for political and social rights. Throughout the region, 
di!erent leaders and parties advanced political programs 
concerned with social issues. Socialism and communism gained 
ground in most Latin American countries, but in some of them 
populism turned out to be much more successful. This was the 
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case in countries such as Argentina, Brazil, and Ecuador, where 
Getúlio Vargas, Juan Domingo Perón, and José María Velasco 
Ibarra, respectively, became presidents by developing a political 
language centered on “the people” rather than on the “working 
class.” At the same time, they relied on the ideology of 
Americanismo, which claims that all Latin American inhabitants 
have a common identity and denounces the interference of 
imperial powers.

One important commonality of the di!erent national expressions 
of the first wave of populism lies in the way in which “the pure 
people” and “the corrupt elite” were framed. All these populist 
experiments had clear corporatist tendencies, according to which 
the pure people was defined as a virtuous mestizo community 
composed of peasants and workers, neglecting the citizens of 
indigenous and African descent. Thanks to this image of the pure 
people, populist leaders were able to foster the mobilization and 
integration of excluded sectors as long as they expressed loyalty 
to the leader in question. With regard to the corrupt elite, all  
first wave populists spoke about a national oligarchy in alliance 
with imperialist forces that was against the economic import 
substitution industrialization model. In practice, this meant  
that not the whole establishment was depicted as the corrupt  
elite, but rather those elite sectors that were at odds with the 
governance model promoted by populist leaders.

The second wave of populism was much shorter and less prolific 
than the first. It emerged in the early 1990s and the most 
paradigmatic cases could be found in Argentina (Carlos Menem), 
Brazil (Fernando Collor de Mello), and Peru (Alberto Fujimori). 
Because these countries were su!ering profound economic crises 
at the end of the 1980s, populist leaders were able to win elections 
by blaming the elite for the dramatic situation of the country and 
by proclaiming that the people had been robbed of their rightful 
sovereignty. Most of these leaders did not develop clear 
programmatic stances on how to confront the economic situation, 
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and, once in power, they opted to cooperate with the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) to implement harsh neoliberal reforms. 
Although these measures were not popular, they helped to 
stabilize the economy and eliminate hyperinflation. This explains 
in part why populist leaders such as Menem and Fujimori were 
reelected.

2. Eva Perón and her husband General Juan Domingo Perón were a 
glamorous power couple in Argentina in the 1940s and 1950s. He 
served as president of Argentina three times from the 1940s to the 
1970s. By employing populist ideas, they gave voice to excluded sectors 
of Argentine society and are still venerated by many in Argentina 
today.
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By adopting a neoliberal set of ideas, the second wave of populism 
articulated a particular understanding of who belongs to “the pure 
people” versus “the corrupt elite.” In contrast to the first wave, the 
struggle was framed as against the “political class” and the state. 
The alleged corrupt elite was depicted as those political actors 
who favored the existence of a strong state and opposed the 
development of a free market. The ideology of Americanismo 
and its emphasis on anti-imperialism did not play a role. In 
consonance with the neoliberal approach, the people were 
portrayed as a passive mass of individuals, whose ideas could be 
deduced from opinion polls. In practice, the second wave of 
populism was characterized by the implementation of anti-poverty 
programs targeted at the informal sectors and the extreme poor.

The third and current wave of Latin American populism was 
initiated by the electoral triumph of Hugo Chávez in Venezuela in 
1998, one that subsequently spread to countries such as Bolivia 
(Evo Morales), Ecuador (Rafael Correa), and Nicaragua (Daniel 
Ortega). Because these leaders made use of Americanismo and 
anti-imperialist rhetoric, these cases have some similarity to the 
ones of the first wave. However, those active in the third wave of 
populism have shown a propensity to employ socialist ideas, to the 
point that the party founded by Evo Morales is called Movement 
toward Socialism (MAS) and the party established by Hugo 
Chávez is named the United Socialist Party of Venezuela (PSUV). 
This di!ers clearly from the first wave of populism, which tried  
to position itself beyond the left-right divide. All populist leaders 
in the third wave present themselves as radical leftists, who  
claim to fight the free market and who aim to construct a new 
development model that will bring real progress to the poor.

The appeal of this populist leftist discourse is related to the social 
grievances stemming from the neoliberal reforms that were 
implemented in Latin America during the last two decades of the 
20th century. While generating macroeconomic stability, they did 
nothing to help reduce the high levels of socioeconomic inequality 
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in almost all countries of the region. By politicizing the issue of 
inequality and condemning the elites in power, third wave populist 
actors have been able to become salient. Moreover, by combining 
socialist and populist ideas, these leaders have developed an 
inclusionary concept of the pure people: all those who are 
excluded and discriminated against. This is particularly evident  
in the case of Morales in Bolivia, who has advanced an 
“ethnopopulist” discourse that acknowledges the multiethnic 
character of the country but stresses the necessity of implementing 
policies in favor of the discriminated indigenous groups.

With regard to the corrupt elite, all third wave populists 
maintain that their countries have been governed by a fraudulent 
establishment that implemented the rules of the game in their 
own favor. As a consequence, they argue that the time has come 
to give sovereignty “back to the people” through the formation  
of a “constituent assembly” in charge of drawing up a new 
constitution, which has to be ratified via a referendum. All three 
leaders—Chávez, Correa, and Morales—have implemented this 
type of constitutional change as soon as they came to power. 
Recent developments have shown that the new constitutions not 
only diminished the power of the old elites, but also seriously 
constrained the capacity of the opposition to compete in a free 
and fair manner against the populist governments.

Europe

Populism has lived a relatively marginal existence in Europe in 
the 20th century, even though one of the two original agrarian 
populist movements emerged in Russia at the end of the 19th 
century. Russian populism (narodnichestvo) appeared in response 
to the hardship of the peasantry in feudal tsarist Russia. It called 
for democratic reforms to protect peasants from both landlordism 
and the commercialization of agriculture. But whereas U.S. 
populists were able to create a political mass movement, the 
Russian narodniki never grew beyond a small cultural movement 
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of mainly urban intelligentsia. Between 1874 and 1877, the “Go to 
the People” movement dispersed to the countryside to mobilize 
“the people” against “the elite,” but the peasantry largely rejected 
them. Their two main organizations, People’s Will and Black 
Repartition, faltered after a young member of the first group 
assassinated Tsar Alexander II in 1881.

While the narodniki failed in Russia, they inspired many of the 
agrarian movements that existed in eastern Europe in the early 
20th century. These movements shared an agrarian populism 
quite similar to the Populists in North America, in which the 
peasant was considered to be the main source of morality and 
agricultural life, the foundation of society. They vehemently 
opposed the urban elite and the centralizing tendencies and 
materialist basis of capitalism, arguing instead for the 
preservation of small family farms and for self-governance. The 
agrarian populists were popular in the rural areas of eastern 
Europe but remained largely excluded from political power in  
the authoritarian states that were run by an elite of landowners 
and the military.

Communism and fascism flirted with populism, particularly 
during their movement phases, in an attempt to generate mass 
support. In essence, however, both should be seen as ideologies 
and regimes that were elitist rather than populist. This is most 
evident in the case of fascism, which in its di!erent varieties exalts 
the leader (Führer) and the race (National Socialism) or state 
(fascism) rather than the people. While communism has a more 
popular focus, Marxism-Leninism in particular has a strong elitist 
core, declaring the Communist Party the vanguard of the people 
(i.e., the working class), which leads rather than follows them. 
Moreover the fundamental ideas of  “class struggle” and, 
particularly, “false conscienceless” are antithetical to populism.

Scholars agree that populism was almost totally absent from 
European politics during the first decades of the post–World  
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War II era. Eastern Europe was under the control of communist 
regimes, which exchanged a strong leader (Stalin) for a strong, if 
ine"cient, bureaucracy, while western Europe was rebuilding its 
democracies on the basis of ideological moderation, frightened by 
both fascism and communism. Some isolated populist movements 
appeared, which mainly expressed a conservative rural backlash 
against centralization and politicization of the agricultural sector. 
Among the few successful populist parties was the Union for the 
Defense of Traders and Artisans (UDCA) of Pierre Poujade in 
France. While contesting only one national election successfully, 
in 1956, the so-called Poujadists have had a lasting e!ect on 
French politics. In fact, the term poujadism has become 
synonymous for populism well beyond France.

It was only in the late 1990s that populism became a relevant 
political force in Europe. Responding to frustrations over the 
e!ects of both older and newer transformations of European 
politics and society, such as European integration and 
immigration, populist radical right parties emerged across the 
continent, though with di!erent levels of electoral and political 
success. These parties combine populism with two other 
ideologies: authoritarianism and nativism. Whereas the former 
refers to the belief in a strictly ordered society, and is expressed in 
an emphasis on “law and order” issues, the latter alludes to the 
notion that states should be inhabited exclusively by members 
of the native group (“the nation”) and that non-native (“alien”) 
elements are fundamentally threatening to the homogenous 
nation-state. Hence, the xenophobic nature of current European 
populism derives from a very specific conception of the nation, 
which relies on an ethnic and chauvinistic definition of the people. 
This means that populism, authoritarianism, and nativism are 
experiencing a kind of marriage of convenience in Europe 
nowadays.

The prototypical populist radical right party is the National Front 
(FN) in France, founded in 1972 by Jean-Marie Le Pen, a former 
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UDCA parliamentarian. Le Pen transformed the unorganized and 
elitist French far right into a well-organized populist radical right 
party, which inspired parties and politicians across Europe. Le 
Pen claimed to “say what you think” and pitted the FN against 
“the Gang of Four,” i.e., the four established parties at that time. 
Populist radical right parties also combine nativism and populism 
in their economic agenda of welfare chauvinism and their foreign 
policy agenda of Euroskepticism. They accuse the elite of 
destroying the welfare state to incorporate the immigrants, their 
alleged new electorate, and call for a welfare state for their “own 
people” first. With regard to foreign policy, they attack their 
national elite for allegedly “selling out” their country and people 
to the EU, a “bureaucratic, socialist, undemocratic Moloch” that 
serves only a cosmopolitan elite.

In addition to the nativist populist radical right, which tends to 
emerge from nationalist subcultures, several neoliberal populist 
parties, such as Forza Italia (FI) and the United Kingdom 
Independence Party (UKIP), emerged from the political 
mainstream. Frustrated by high taxes and rising costs of the 
welfare state, and the complicity of the mainstream right-wing 
parties, they advocate neoliberal policies of lower taxes and free 
trade with strong populist critiques of the political system and 
elites. Like their brethren in North America, they subscribe to 
producerism, albeit a more moderate interpretation, accusing 
the elite (i.e., mainstream parties and trade unions) of 
frustrating the hard-working common people with unnecessary 
laws and high taxes while rewarding their undeserving and 
unproductive electorate of public-sector workers and 
immigrants.

The end of communism unleashed populist sentiments 
throughout central and eastern Europe. In the few countries in 
which civil society played an important role in the overthrow  
of the communist regimes, such as East Germany and Poland, 
populist slogans like “we are the people” were prominent in the 
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“revolution.” Populist sentiments were particularly strong in  
the founding elections, i.e., the first free and fair elections in 
post-communist eastern Europe, in which broad umbrella parties 
represented “the people” against “the elite” of the Communist 
Party. For example, the o"cial slogan of the Czech umbrella party 
Civic Forum (OF) was “Parties are for party members, Civic 
Forum is for everybody.” Most umbrella parties fell apart soon 
after the founding elections, which opened up space for smaller 
populist parties of the left, right, and center. Many were so-called 
flash parties—here today, gone tomorrow—linked to a specific 
personality. A prime example of an early post-communist populist 
flash party was Party X of the shady Canadian-Polish businessman 
Stanislaw Tyminski, who surprised everyone by coming in second 
in the 1990 presidential elections, losing out to the legendary 
leader of the anti-communist trade union Solidarity, Lech Walesa, 
in the second round.

3. Nigel Farage poses for the media with a pint of beer in a British pub. 
As the main leader in favor of the UK-EU membership referendum 
(Brexit), he aims to present himself as a British “common man” who is 
in tune with the ideas and interests of  “the people.”
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As post-communist societies wrestled through the changes of the 
double (i.e., economic and political) transition—and in some 
cases even a third national transition, as new states were 
formed—new populist actors tried to tap into the growing 
political dissatisfaction with a discourse of “the stolen revolution.” 
They accused the new democratic elites of being either part of 
the old communist elite or in cahoots with them. Consequently, 
they called for a new “real” revolution to oust the corrupt 
post-communist elite and finally give power to the people. Not 
surprisingly, this discourse has been particularly popular in 
countries that underwent a transition by pact, i.e., where 
democracy was the result of a pact between representatives of the 
communist regime and the democratic opposition. For example, 
both Hungarian Civic Alliance-Fidesz in Hungary and Law and 
Justice (PiS) in Poland have long claimed that the real revolution 
still has to take place. In fact, when Fidesz won a supermajority  
in 2010, it changed the constitution, arguing that “what we 
wanted to do in 1989, we were never able to do.”

As populism remains mostly right-wing within Europe, the Great 
Recession has given a new momentum to left-wing populism. In 
Greece the economic devastation convinced a plethora of radical 
left groups to come together in the new left-wing populist 
Coalition of the Radical Left (Syriza), while in Spain the protests 
of the Outraged (Indignados) gave way to the birth of a new 
party, We Can (Podemos). This left-wing populism is fairly similar 
to that of the Occupy movement in North America, although 
each actor has its own specific enemies and terminology—for 
Syriza the EU is an important part of the elite, while Podemos 
mainly opposes “la casta,” its derogative term for the national 
political elite. European left-wing populist forces tend to be 
Euroskeptic too, but more for social(ist) rather than national(ist) 
reasons. For instance, they strongly oppose the austerity 
measures imposed by the so-called Troika—i.e., the European 
Commission, the European Central Bank (ECB), and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF).
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Beyond the three main regions

Populism is growing in developing democracies in other parts of 
the world, most notably in Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and 
sub-Saharan Africa. Within these mostly electoral democracies, 
populism can be found both among ruling and among opposition 
forces. Given the even larger economic, social, and political 
diversity of these regions, it is harder to distinguish clear trends, 
although certain shared characteristics of populist actors can  
be determined.

The region with the clearest populist tradition is Australasia, more 
specifically Australia and New Zealand. Both countries have seen 
the rise of right-wing populist parties in the 1990s, very similar to 
the parties of that period in western Europe. New Zealand First 
(NZF) and One Nation (ONP) emerged out of growing frustration 
with increased immigration and with neoliberal welfare state 
reforms. Both parties claim to speak for the “native” population, 
but ONP defends the interests of the descendent of the white 
settlers of Australia, and it is critical of the indigenous Aboriginals, 
while NZF presents itself primarily as the voice of the indigenous 
Maori people of New Zealand.

In Southeast Asia populism appeared in the wake of the Asian 
economic crisis of 1997, which brought an abrupt end to the 
spectacular rise of the so-called Asian Tigers. Particularly in the 
developing democracies of the region, populist actors gave voice to 
widespread dissatisfaction with the now discredited old leaders 
and policies. Blending nationalism and populism, the populists 
attacked neoliberal “globalization” and the national elites who had 
implemented these policies. Populist “outsiders” like Joseph 
Estrada in the Philippines and Roh Moo-hyun in South Korea 
even managed to get elected to the presidency, though their tenure 
was relatively short and unsuccessful. The most extreme example 
of a “flash populist” was probably Chen Shui-bian, the “president 
of the people” in Taiwan, whose “government of the people” 
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collapsed after just five months. The most prominent populist of 
Southeast Asia is undoubtedly Thaksin Shinawatra, who was 
ousted as prime minister of Thailand after large public protests 
and a military coup, but whose sister Yingluck has been able to 
continue his project.

Populism is fairly rare in Africa, where many countries are either 
still authoritarian or at best highly flawed electoral democracies. 
In contrast to most other regions, populism is mostly associated 
with authoritarian strongmen like Ugandan president Yoweri 
Museveni and Zambian president Michael Sata, whose populism 
was part of an intra-elite struggle for power. Museveni introduced 
a “no-party system,” based on plebiscitarian instruments like 
referendums, and strongly opposed liberal democratic institutions 
like independent courts. When the Supreme Court declared one 
such referendum null and void, he responded in perfect populist 
fashion: “The government will not allow any authority, including 
the courts, to usurp the powers of the people.” Even in the 
exceptional case of South Africa, one of the few liberal 
democracies on the continent, populism has emerged mostly from 
within the establishment. Julius Malema was a populist voice of 
opposition within the dominant African National Congress (ANC) 
who served as president of its Youth Organization from 2008 to 
2012. However, because of his fiery rhetoric, problematic behavior, 
and polemical policy proposals, he was expelled from the ANC in 
2012 and has since created a new party called the Economic 
Freedom Fighters (EFF).

Finally, while populism has been associated with some previous 
regimes in the Middle East, most notably those of Gamal Abdel 
Nasser in Egypt (1956–1970) and Muammar al-Gaddafi in Libya 
(1969–2011), it has become a more integral part of politics in 
the region only in the 21st century. In the more established 
democracies like Israel and Turkey populism is a characteristic 
of ruling and opposition parties and politicians alike, including 
long-term leaders Benjamin Netanyahu in Israel and Recep 
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Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey. And although the various “revolutions” 
that constituted what is now broadly known as the Arab Spring 
were not populist per se, populist rhetoric was central to the 
mobilization of many of its participants. The one slogan most 
associated with the Arab Spring, shouted at demonstrations from 
Tunisia to Egypt to Yemen, was “The people want to bring down 
the regime!”

Populism across time and space

In roughly 150 years populism has spread from a small elitist 
group in tsarist Russia and a broad but unorganized group in 
parts of the United States to a diverse political phenomenon that 
covers the globe. Its rise is closely linked to the rise of democracy 
in the world. While populism and democracy were relatively 
rare phenomena at the end of the 19th century, they are both 
widespread today. This is not to suggest that the two are 
necessarily connected; populism can exist within authoritarian 
regimes and many democracies do not have relevant populist 
actors. But as an ideology that exalts the general will of the  
people, populism profits from the growing global hegemony of the 
democratic ideal as well as from both the possibilities of electoral 
democracy and the frustrations with liberal democracy.

All political phenomena are products of a more or less specific 
cultural, political, and social context, and populism is no 
exception. This is why populism comes in a broad variety of forms. 
Which specific form populism ends up adopting is related to the 
social grievances that are dominant in the context in which it 
operates. Populist actors are experts in detecting and politicizing 
social grievances that, intentionally or not, are not being 
addressed adequately by the dominant political forces. But 
because populism is a very basic set of ideas, it necessarily appears 
in combination with a host ideology, which is crucial to o!ering a 
broader interpretation of the political context in order to attract 
the interests of large groups. It is the combination of populism 
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and its host ideology that creates the specific interpretation of 
“the people” and “the elite.” While this interpretation is typically 
related to the national context, particular regional phenomena can 
create waves of fairly similar populist actors, such as the populist 
radical right parties in contemporary Europe or the current 
variant of radical left populists in Latin America.
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