
Chapter 6

Causes and responses

Despite the vibrant debate about populism, surprisingly few 
established theories about the success (and failure) of populist 
forces exist. Most explanations of populist success emphasize the 
appearance of a charismatic leader, who is able to attract a readily 
available part of the electorate that is disappointed in or feels 
ignored by the mainstream political parties. This interpretation is 
problematic for at least two reasons. First, not all successful 
populist actors are led by a charismatic leader. Second, populism 
is a moral and Manichean discourse that exists in society 
regardless of the presence of populist actors. Whether one likes it 
or not, many citizens interpret political reality through the lens  
of populism.

To explain the success (and failure) of populist actors one has to 
take into account both the demand side and the supply side of 
populist politics. One of the major advantages of the ideational 
approach is that it accommodates for populism at both the elite 
and the mass level. Societies with strong demand for populism 
represent a fertile soil for success, but they still require the supply 
of credible populist forces. At the same time, a strong supply of 
populism without a comparable demand will often lead to the 
failure of populist actors. In addition, to understand the rise 
of populism it is crucial to consider the ways in which the 
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socioeconomic and sociopolitical context can both hinder and 
facilitate the demand for and supply of populism.

After discussing the main factors for the success and failure of 
populism, we will address another important but elusive issue: how 
to respond to the rise of populism? To answer this question, we 
map di!erent democratic responses that target the demand side 
and the supply side of populist politics. We end this book with some 
suggestions on how best to both strengthen populism’s positive 
e!ects and weaken its negative e!ects on (liberal) democracy.

Explaining success and failure of populism

Let’s begin with a brief clarification. While it is true that the 
success of political actors is normally measured by the number of 
votes they obtain (electoral strength), political success can be 
analyzed in at least two other ways: the ability to put topics on the 
public agenda (agenda-setting) and the capacity to shape public 
policies (policy impact). This distinction is particularly relevant 
when we think about the success and failure of populist actors. 
After all, in many places in the world populists attract a fairly 
limited number of votes, but, nevertheless, they play a notable role 
in terms of agenda-setting and policy impact. There is no better 
example of this than populist radical right parties like the Danish 
People’s Party (DF) and the French National Front (FN) in 
western Europe. Although these parties gain “only” between 10 
and 20 percent of the vote in national elections, they have been 
influential in putting issues like immigration and multiculturalism 
at the center of the public debate. In some cases they have even 
forced mainstream parties to adopt more restrictive asylum and 
immigration policies.

Irrespective of the type of political success, populist actors can 
thrive only when elite and mass populism come together. As a 
consequence, a theory that seeks to explain the success (and 
failure) of populism must consider both the demand side and the 
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supply side of populist politics. While the former alludes to 
occasional and structural changes contributing to the rise of 
populist attitudes and the salience of the populist set of ideas, the 
latter refers to conditions favoring the performance of populist 
forces in the political arena.

The demand side of populist politics

For any political actor to be successful, there has to be a demand 
for her message. Most populist actors combine populism with 
one or more so-called host ideologies, such as some form of 
nationalism or socialism. Although populism is often noted as a 
reason for their success, many electoral studies instead focus 
exclusively on the accompanying features, such as xenophobia in 
western Europe or socioeconomic support for disadvantaged 
groups in Latin America. This is in part a consequence of the lack 
of available data at the mass level. Empirical studies of populist 
attitudes are still in their infancy, but they do show that populist 
attitudes are quite widespread among populations in countries 
with relevant populist parties (e.g., Netherlands) and social 
movements (e.g., the United States) as well as in countries with no 
relevant populist actors (e.g., Chile).

Significant parts of populations around the world support 
important aspects of the populist set of ideas. Most notably, many 
people think that the (political) establishment is dishonest and 
self-serving, makes corrupt deals behind closed doors, and does 
not care about the opinions of the majority. Many believe that “the 
people” should take the most important decisions instead of 
delegating its sovereign power to professional politicians. This 
notwithstanding, populist attitudes are often latent, i.e., lying 
dormant or hidden until circumstances are suitable for their 
development or manifestation. In the words of U.S. populism 
scholar Kirk Hawkins: ‘There is a dormant Hugo Chávez or Sarah 
Palin inside all of us. The question is how does he or she get 
activated?’



Po
pu

lis
m

100

This is where the socioeconomic and sociopolitical context comes 
in. Demand for populism manifests itself under specific (sets of) 
circumstances. It is set in motion when the perception is 
widespread that threats to the very existence of society are present. 
This is why major policy failures, such as dramatic economic 
downturns and, above all, disclosures of cases of systematic 
corruption can work as a catalyst for populist attitudes among the 
population. By way of illustration, without the Great Recession 
and the corrupt behavior of the mainstream parties it is di"cult to 
understand the sharp rise in public support for populist parties 
such as Podemos in Spain and Syriza in Greece, whereas without 
the so-called Tangentopoli corruption scandal in Italy at the 
beginning of the 1990s it is impossible to comprehend the rise of 
Silvio Berlusconi.

Corruption scandals show that individuals and groups of “the 
elite” behave in a dishonest manner. It makes people angry about 

10. Alexis Tsipras (left) and Pablo Iglesias (right) are the leaders of 
two leftist populist parties (Syriza in Greece and Podemos in Spain, 
respectively) who have generated both admiration and anxiety across 
Europe. They are young politicians who have garnered respect for their 
e!orts to combat austerity after the onset of the Great Recession.
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the political situation and susceptible to interpreting political 
reality through the lens of populism. Systemic corruption thrives 
especially in countries with serious problems of “stateness,” i.e., 
the capacity of the state to alter the existing distribution of 
resources, activities, and interpersonal connections. Weak states 
have di"culties collecting taxes from citizens (resources), 
controlling criminal groups (activities), and interfering with 
existing patrimonial networks (interpersonal connections). 
Democratic regimes with serious stateness problems are prone to 
su!er systemic corruption, which can lead to endemic populism 
(e.g., Ecuador and Greece) or continuous struggle between 
populist and nonpopulist forces (e.g., Argentina and Slovakia). 
Importantly, the coming into power of populists does not 
necessarily lead to a stronger state or the ability to tackle the  
roots of the stateness problem.

Another key factor in the activation of populist attitudes is the 
general feeling that the political system is unresponsive. When 
citizens feel that the political parties and governments do not 
listen to them and ignore their demands, the possibility grows that 
populism becomes active, at least within the constituencies that 
feel abandoned by the establishment. Once voters feel orphaned 
by the established political actors, they become inclined to 
interpret political events through the mental map of populism: 
“the elite only cares about themselves and are not interested in 
the concerns of the (real) people.” It is no coincidence that a 
significant part of the electorate of populist radical right parties in 
Europe consists of the “native” working class, which no longer 
feels represented by social democratic parties that have embraced 
economic globalization, European integration, and 
multiculturalism.

One of the key reasons for the growing gap between the elite and 
the people was aptly noted by the late Irish political scientist Peter 
Mair, who argued that mainstream political parties increasingly 
face tension between their roles as suitable representatives and 
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responsible agents. Citizens often want their representatives to do 
one thing, while they have a responsibility to do something else. 
This is particularly true in contemporary Europe, where the 
European Union (EU) has significantly diminished the room for 
maneuver of national governments, sometimes even forcing them 
to implement policies they openly oppose.

For instance, because of the pressures of international markets 
and the EU, the social democratic governments of José Luis 
Rodríguez Zapatero in Spain (2004–2011) and Georgios 
Papandreou in Greece (2009–2011) decided to act as “responsible 
agents” by enacting austerity reforms, generating frustration 
among many voters who felt betrayed and no longer represented 
by their party. This contributed to the activation of populist 
sentiments, which were channeled first through social movements 
like the Indignados and then by left populist parties like Podemos 
and Syriza. Although this is an extreme example, established 
political parties in the EU are compelled to strike an increasingly 
di"cult balance between responsiveness and responsibility. The 
better they are able to deal with this challenge, which includes 
being honest about this tension among the voters, the lesser  
the chances that populism will thrive.

Something similar has occurred in Latin America, where the 
policy options of national governments are heavily constrained by 
international markets and international financial institutions like 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. An 
extreme example of this “perfect storm” is the socioeconomic and 
sociopolitical situation that facilitated the rise of Hugo Chávez in 
Venezuela. Falling oil prices in the last two decades of the previous 
century led to an absence of money and to growing public debt, 
undermining the country’s two-party system that was heavily 
dependent on clientelist networks. When center-left president 
Carlos Andrés Pérez implemented austerity reforms, he faced 
major social revolts as well as a coup d’état by a young lieutenant 
colonel named Hugo Chávez. When Pérez was forced out of o"ce 



Causes and responses

103

by the Supreme Court, due to a corruption scandal, the political 
establishment became increasingly discredited and, once released 
from prison, Chávez mobilized this resentment with a strong 
populist discourse attacking the elite (la oligarquía) and glorifying 
the people (el pueblo). In 1998 Chávez won the presidential 
election with 56 percent of the vote, marking the collapse of the 
traditional two-party system of the country and the beginning of 
the third populist era in Latin American history.

When analyzing the rise of populism, it is worth indicating that 
subtle and long-term changes of contemporary societies can 
facilitate not only the di!usion, but also the activation of populist 
attitudes. U.S. political scientist Ronald Inglehart has argued that 
the social transformation of postwar Western democracies has 
created a process of “cognitive mobilization” among its 
populations, who have become better informed, more 
independent, and more self-conscious. This new emancipated 
citizen no longer accepts the natural dominance of the political 
elites and strongly criticizes any alleged wrongdoings. Moreover, 
the emancipated citizen is much more aware of the alleged 
wrongdoings of the political elites because of the new information 
environment in which she operates.

First of all, the traditional media is less controlled by the political 
elites. In many countries newspapers were initially strongly 
linked, if not fully owned and operated, by established political 
parties or organizations, while radio and television were 
exclusively owned and controlled by the state, which meant that 
they were either pro-governmental parties or pro-mainstream 
parties (including the established opposition parties). Today most 
newspapers are more or less independent from political parties, 
while state radio and television have lost much of their audience 
to commercial competitors. They all have to compete with an 
ever-growing number of online media sources. In this incredibly 
competitive market, media organizations have decreased their 
focus on serious political issues and increased their coverage of 
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issues that sell, such as crime and corruption, staples of the 
populist diet. All this has created a political culture that is not 
necessarily populist as such, but one that is definitely more 
conducive to populist messages.

While the process of cognitive mobilization has been more limited 
in developing countries, often reaching mainly urban middle 
classes, traditional institutions and values are losing power 
around the world. Moreover, the ascendance of social media has 
been profound in developing countries as well, be they democratic 
or authoritarian. The combination of these changes can be seen in 
both the Green Revolution in Iran and the Arab Spring in the 
broader Middle East, which provide powerful examples of the 
ability to mobilize empowered urban middle classes using social 
media. If democratic aspirations and anti-establishment 
sentiments come together, particularly among large discriminated 
social groups, (proto-)populist sentiments will be activated.

The supply side of populist politics

Most populist episodes are linked to the rise (and fall) of a populist 
leader or party. It is this populist actor who is able to exploit the 
existing context to mobilize the amorphous anti-establishment 
sentiments and to appeal to the population by promoting 
“common sense” solutions. Successful populists are able to 
combine a broad range of societal grievances around a populist 
discourse of  “us, the good people” against “them, the corrupt elite.” 
They do this by attaching their populism to host ideologies, which 
address other key aspects of these societal grievances. For 
instance, contemporary populist radical right parties in western 
Europe connect nativism and populism when accusing the corrupt 
(native) elite of favoring the (alien) immigrants and marginalizing 
the (native) people. Similarly, left-wing populists in South 
America combine socialism and populism to accuse the corrupt 
elite of plundering the country’s natural resources at the expense 
of the poor people.
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Independent of the existing socioeconomic and sociopolitical 
context, populist actors try to politicize issues that are not being 
(adequately) addressed by the establishment. When mainstream 
political parties converge, and few significant di!erences remain 
between their programmatic platforms, it becomes easier for 
populist forces to argue that “they” are all the same. The FN was 
the first to successfully develop this discourse in Europe, referring 
to the four mainstream parties as the “Gang of Four,” which, 
through a secret pact, had “confiscated democracy.” Later the party 
began to refer to the two remaining established parties as one, 
merging their abbreviations UMP and PS into “UMPS.” In Italy 
the comedian-turned-politician Beppe Grillo, leader of the 
populist Five Star Movement (M5S), refers to the center left PD as 
‘PdminusL’ (Pdmenoelle), arguing that it is indistinguishable from 
the center right PdL.

Of course, mainstream political parties often provide a response of 
their own to the ideological convergence. Realizing that certain 
issues are relevant to the electorate, they choose to politicize them. 
By doing so, they not only challenge their established competitors, 
but also close the space for new challengers, including populist 
forces. In other words, both the actions and inactions of 
mainstream political parties play a major role in the success 
and failure of populist forces. This can be illustrated with a 
comparison of the electoral performance of populist radical right 
parties in Austria and Spain.

Spain is one of the few western European countries without a 
relevant populist radical right party. In addition to the presence of 
strong regional parties and a very peculiar electoral system, a 
major explanation is that the Popular Party (PP), the mainstream 
right-wing party, has addressed many of the issues that potential 
voters for populist radical right parties in Spain care about: 
Catholicism, law and order, and above all national unity. In sharp 
contrast, the Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ) profited heavily 
from the convergence of the two main parties, which often formed 
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a formal or informal grand coalition to govern the country and 
keep potentially divisive issues, such as European integration and 
immigration, o! the political and public agenda.

But populist actors are not just hapless products of their 
environments. They are actively involved in creating a more fertile 
breeding ground themselves. Most notably, populists spare no 
e!ort in creating a sense of crisis. Often nonintentionally helped 
by sensationalist media, populist radical right parties in Europe 
try to redefine (sometimes relatively modest) increases in refugees 
as an “immigration crisis,” which they contend is caused by the 
incompetent and corrupt mainstream parties. In other words, 
whether populist actors become successful in terms of electoral 
strength, agenda-setting, or policy impact is strongly related to 
their ability to develop a credible narrative of crisis. This is 
important for another reason as well: by creating a sense of crisis, 
populists inject urgency and importance to their message.

A good example is provided by Finland, which experienced an 
important contraction in gross domestic product but only a 
moderate increase in unemployment and sovereign debt in the 
first years of the Great Recession. It would therefore be a strong 
exaggeration to say that the average Finnish voter was hard hit by 
the global economic crisis. This notwithstanding, the populist 
True Finns party obtained an astonishing 19 percent of the vote in 
the 2011 parliamentary elections. While helped by a corruption 
scandal that a!ected all major parties, the sense of crisis created 
by the party, and by parts of the media, played a decisive role in its 
success. Claiming that their generous welfare state was threatened 
by the EU bailout programs and by an “invasion” of immigrants, 
both permitted by the mainstream parties, the True Finns claimed 
that “the innocent” (read: the people) were made to pay for the 
silliness of “the guilty” (read: the elite).

Before moving to the next section, it is important to address an 
oft-forgotten but nevertheless important question: how does 
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political culture influence the potential emergence of populism? 
Populist actors do not operate in a vacuum; rather, they emerge in 
societies with historical legacies that give rise to di!erent political 
cultures. Take, for instance, the case of the western European 
democratization processes, which often took hundreds of years to 
develop and were strongly elite-controlled. It pitted 
nondemocratic elitists, such as the monarchy and landowners, 
against democratic elitists, notably liberals and socialists. Indeed, 
the liberal and socialist elites tended to be deeply distrustful of 
“the common people,” which is why they extended su!rage only 
incrementally and grudgingly (including to women). Moreover, 
the rise of communism and fascism strengthened this distrust of 
the (common) people, leading democratic elites in many countries 
to constrain the choice of political options; for instance, many 
countries prohibited “anti-democratic” parties so that the people 
would not be able to make the “wrong choice” again.

In sharp contrast, the United States has a more popular 
democratic history, which is characterized by a revolutionary 
rhetoric and the very notion of “we, the people.” Ironically, many 
of the Founding Fathers actually had deep reservations towards 
what President Lincoln would famously describe as “government 
of the people, by the people, for the people.” In fact, the extremely 
complex and quite dysfunctional political system created by the 
nation’s founders reflected both their anti-elite and anti-people 
sentiments, as can be seen from the checks and balances they put 
in place and the Electoral College they established, respectively. 
This notwithstanding, American political culture has always been 
strongly populist, pitting the pure people against the elite or, in 
contemporary campaign discourse, Main Street versus Wall 
Street. The idea that the people are virtuous and the elite corrupt 
has been propagated in both high and low culture throughout the 
history of the United States.

Even without the intervention of populist leaders or parties, 
Americans meet with populist discourse in the mainstream media 
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and from mainstream politicians. Moreover, populist sentiments 
play a major role in popular culture as well. From Thomas Paine’s 
famous pamphlet Common Sense (1776) through the epic movie 
Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939), starring James Stewart, to 
John Rich’s more recent anti-bailout country song “Shuttin’ 
Detroit Down” (2009), Americans are told about the eternal 
struggle between the pure people and the corrupt elite.

Given the historical legacies it is not surprising that populism has 
been relatively rare in western European history, limited to 
top-down mobilization by flash parties like the Poujadists. But the 
social transformation of the “silent revolution” has made western 
European cultures more open to populism. The emancipated 
citizens have freed themselves from the control of the traditional 
political and social organizations and have grown increasingly 
critical, not to say cynical, toward the establishment. As the elite is 
increasingly seen in a bad light, the people have transformed from 
predominantly bad to primarily good. Many media have ditched 
the (academic) expert for “the man in the street” in their coverage 
of important political developments. Mainstream politicians are 
badgered in interviews, having to respond to the “concerns of the 
people,” often with the journalist as the voice of the people. 
Related, reality television programs featuring ordinary people, 
like Big Brother, or “low culture” celebrities, like the Kardashians, 
have largely replaced shows about the lives of the “high culture” 
elites.

Responses against populism

Although the electoral successes of populists were initially 
concentrated mainly in Latin America, populist forces have been 
establishing themselves in electoral arenas around the world in 
the past decades. This has led to growing concerns and debates 
about the best way to deal with them. Much of this debate is 
influenced by the concept of militant democracy, a term coined by 
the German philosopher and political scientist Karl Löwenstein, 
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who, in the 1930s, argued that democracies should ban extremist 
political forces to prevent them from coming to power by 
democratic means—as he himself had experienced with the rise of 
Adolf Hitler in Weimar Germany. Although Germany is one of the 
few countries to o"cially define itself as a militant democracy in 
its constitution, most democracies have implemented at least 
some of its features—and even more since the terrorist attacks  
of 9/11 and the subsequent War on Terror.

When it comes to dealing with populist forces, the militant 
democracy approach is particularly problematic though, since 
populism is not against democracy per se but rather at odds with 
the liberal democratic regime. Populist forces are suspicious about 
the very existence of unelected institutions, not always without 
reason, that can run amok and end up protecting the interests of 
powerful minorities rather than upholding the common good. 
This means that populists present a di!erent, more complex, 
challenge to democracies than extremists and, therefore, require  
a di!erent, more complex, response. In fact, overreacting to the 
populist challenge can do more harm than good to liberal 
democracy.

Demand side responses

How to cope with the demand for populist politics is rarely 
addressed in academic or public debates. This is partly because 
many people reduce populism to an elite-driven process, centered 
on charismatic leaders, who have the ability to enchant (or “trick”) 
the masses. In this understanding, populism is explained by the 
rise of “great men” like Jörg Haider or Hugo Chávez. However, 
populist attitudes are relatively widespread in societies, even in 
those without a charismatic populist leader. Their activation 
depends on the presence of specific sets of conditions, under 
which ordinary people might become fervent populists, most 
notably political corruption in general and elite unresponsiveness 
in particular.
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Major corruption scandals and particularly systemic corruption 
create fertile breeding grounds for populism among important 
swaths of the population. Consequently, fighting and preventing 
corruption are crucial strategies for diminishing the demand side 
of populist politics. The first lesson to be drawn from this is that, 
once a major corruption scandal comes to light, the worst thing to 
do is to deny it or avoid a proper transparent investigation. An 
important part of the legitimacy of liberal democracy comes 
precisely from the existence of autonomous institutions, which 
are able to hold state o"cials and elected politicians accountable 
to the citizens. Adequate prosecution and sanctioning of major 
cases of corruption does not only reduce the occurrence of 
corruption among the elites, but also shows to the people that 
“the system” is not fully controlled by one homogeneous 
establishment.

11. Much of the electoral success of the Austrian Freedom Party can be 
attributed to Jörg Haider’s charismatic figure. He was a talented 
speaker who spared no e!ort in using populist ideas to attack the 
establishment and politicize the issue of immigration.
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Dealing with systemic corruption is undoubtedly much more 
challenging than coping with single cases of major corruption. 
After all, systemic corruption often accompanies problems of 
“stateness” and confronting this is anything but easy. E!orts to 
strengthen state capacity in general, and the rule of law in 
particular, should be seen as measures that indirectly contribute 
to weakening populist sentiments. The stronger the capacity of the 
state to alter the existing distribution of resources, activities, and 
interpersonal connections, the higher the odds that the demand 
for populism stays dormant. Therefore, international 
organizations and governmental institutions that are involved in 
“democracy promotion” should use carrot-and-stick measures to 
build state capacity and the rule of law. A common “carrot” 
measure consists of improving the working conditions of state 
employees and encouraging citizens to report wrongdoings 
(e.g., ombudsman), “stick” measures are normally related to 
institutional and legal reforms seeking to enhance the oversight 
and sanction of state agents.

However, most western European countries do not su!er serious 
problems of stateness and yet face widespread populism at the 
mass level. For instance, Denmark and the Netherlands have seen 
the emergence of strong populist parties even though neither 
systemic corruption nor state capacity is a fundamental problem 
in the country. To understand this, it is important to consider the 
second condition that facilitates the activation of populist 
sentiments among the population: elite unresponsiveness. In 
many western European countries the established parties have 
prioritized responsibility over representation and have countered 
the consequent loss of public support by forming political cartels, 
often with the explicit argument to keep populist parties out of 
power. Obviously, this is a dream come true for the populists, as it 
confirms their preferred image of fighting a struggle of “one 
against all, all against one”—an old slogan of the populist radical 
right party Flemish Bloc (now Flemish Interest, VB) in 
Belgium.
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The main problem is not necessarily that established parties form 
cartels with other liberal democratic parties, or that they act 
responsibly, but that they are not clear and honest about it. Most 
politicians claim full agency when things go well and almost full lack 
of agency when things go wrong. For example, economic growth is 
claimed as a success of the government’s economic policies, while 
an economic downturn is externalized as a consequence of 
“globalization” and international institutions like the EU and the 
IMF. Essentially, politicians set themselves up for failure by 
claiming to have more power than they really have. As they cannot 
change the fundamental restrictions to their power, they should be 
more open about them, which includes explaining why they accept 
the restrictions. This would still leave space for populists to present 
a potentially more attractive story, i.e., of full sovereignty, but it 
would at least make the mainstream parties look less deceiving and 
more genuine. In addition, recent experiences in countries like 
Greece, where the left populist Syriza government had to succumb 
to the same economic reality as its “treacherous” opponents before 
it, have taken away some of the allure of the populist alternative.

Before moving to the next section, it is worth indicating that to 
cope with the demand side of populist politics one can also think 
about active strategies targeted at the mass level. One of the most 
important is civic education, which is aimed at socializing the 
citizenry into the main values of liberal democracy and, although 
not always openly, warning about the dangers of extremist 
challengers. Probably the most elaborate civic education program 
exists in Germany, which even has a separate government agency 
charged with carrying it out—the somewhat ominously termed 
Federal O"ce for Civic Education (BpB). Overall, civic education 
can strengthen democratic beliefs and explain the relevance of 
pluralism, which can play an important role in preventing 
populist attitudes. Strong warnings against extremist forces can 
backfire, however, particularly among groups who are already 
more distrustful of the political establishment and more 
sympathetic to populist actors.
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Supply side responses

Because populist forces are prone to attack the establishment, the 
latter often reacts against them. While some democratic responses 
are directed at diminishing the demand for populist politics, most 
actions and actors target exclusively the supply of populist politics, 
i.e., the populist actors. Still, contrary to the populist discourse, 
the establishment is not a monolithic entity and some of its actors 
are more willing to respond to populism and successful in doing 
so. We focus on the following four establishment actors, which 
tend to be the most active and e!ective: (1) mainstream political 
actors, (2) institutions specialized in the protection of 
fundamental rights, (3) the media, and (4) supranational 
institutions.

Mainstream political actors and populist actors are essentially  
in the same business: politics. Consequently, under certain 
circumstances they can decide to cooperate and generate an 
alliance, which can help them increase the visibility of their 
demands and acquire political power. For instance, mainstream 
political parties in European countries such as Austria and 
Finland have formed government coalitions with populist parties, 
while in the United States several leaders of the Republican Party 
have established a formal or informal alliance with populist Tea 
Party groups to win seats in Congress. Most mainstream political 
parties take the opposite direction, however, and openly attack 
populist actors. One way of doing this is by ostracizing populists, 
for example by constructing a so-called cordon sanitaire around 
them that excludes any o"cial collaboration—this has been the 
case, most notably, in Belgium with regard to the VB. A more 
radical approach is to fight populist forces by all available means, 
including a general strike or even a putsch against populists in 
power—as happened in Venezuela at the beginning of the 2000s.

Institutions specialized in the protection of fundamental rights 
can play a crucial role when it comes to dealing with the rise of 
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populists. After all, in liberal democracies, institutions such as the 
German Federal Constitutional Court and the U.S. Supreme Court 
are specifically designed to safeguard the liberal democratic 
system and to protect minority rights against majority rule. In 
central and eastern Europe the judiciary has often been the most 
important counterweight to populist actors, opposing some of the 
more illiberal proposals of populists such as the Kaczyński 
brothers in Poland and Mečiar in Slovakia. However, it does not 
always work. For instance, the judiciary possessed insu"cient 
power to prevent illiberal constitutional reforms under Correa in 
Ecuador and under Orbán in Hungary, which enabled these 
populist leaders to concentrate power and put loyal supporters  
in the legal apparatus.

The media play an important part in the political failure and 
success of populist forces. For instance, without the support of 
high-profile personalities on Fox News and several local radio 
stations, such as Glenn Beck and Sean Hannity, it is di"cult to 
understand the rise of the Tea Party. Something similar occurred 
in Austria, where FPÖ leader Haider profited from very favorable 
coverage of the main tabloid, Die Krone, in the 1990s. More 
recently the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) has 
profited from the open support of the British tabloid Daily 
Express, which had earlier backed Labour and the Conservatives. 
In some cases the populist actor is a (social) media personality, 
launching his or her political career in the media—as was the case 
with Attack leader Volen Sidorov in Bulgaria and M5S leader 
Beppe Grillo in Italy. The quintessential case of this type of media 
populism is Berlusconi, who used his vast media empire to launch 
his Forza Italia party and to support him in o"ce.

Quite di!erent is the situation in Germany, where the media has 
been very hostile to populist parties of the right and left. Even a 
tabloid like Bild, which disseminates a strong populist discourse 
itself, vehemently attacks parties like the left populist The Left (Die 
Linke) and the right populist The Republicans (Die Republikaner). 
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A similar situation exists in the United Kingdom, despite the 
recent switch in support of the Daily Express. For example, all 
tabloids have run negative headlines against the British National 
Party (BNP) on their front page, the most famous in The Sun, 
describing the party as “Bloody Nasty People.” This odd love-hate 
relationship between populist media and politicians, sharing a 
discourse but not a struggle, is quite common around the world 
and is a consequence of the fact that even the tabloid media are 
almost always owned and operated by mainstream forces.

Supranational institutions are also important when it comes to 
dealing with populist forces. One of the key functions of the EU and 
the Organization of American States (OAS) is the promotion and 
protection of (liberal) democracy. In e!ect, both institutions have on 
occasions reacted vehemently to the coming to power of populist 
forces—e.g., the 2000 Austrian coalition government that included 
the FPÖ—or by some actions undertaken by populist actors—e.g., 
Fujimori’s decision to close the Peruvian parliament in 1992. 
Nevertheless, the examples of Chávez and Orbán show that 
supranational institutions have only modest powers vis-à-vis 
populists. Part of the problem stems from the reluctance of national 
governments to allow foreign organizations to assess their 
compliance with liberal democratic standards. Moreover, the 
criteria for being eligible to join supranational organizations like the 
EU are of limited help later: once a country becomes a member of the 
club, it has little capacity to monitor its adherence to democracy and 
the rule of law. Finally, some populists can actually draw upon 
international supporters, both populist and nonpopulist, who can 
shield them from supranational sanctions—as the European 
People’s Party (EPP) does with Orbán—or moderate their impact—
as Chávez has done with populist regimes in Ecuador and Nicaragua.

So what can we learn from this short discussion of the main 
democratic responses to the supply of populist politics? The most 
relevant lesson is di!erent strategies are available to deal with 
populism, which mostly fall between the two poles of opposition 
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and cooperation. On the one hand, one has the option to fight 
back by attacking populist forces and/or ostracizing them. On the 
other hand, one can try to engage with populists by taking into 
account (part of) the issues raised by them and/or by including 
populist forces fully into the political system, for example, by 
forming a coalition government with them. In the end, no 
universally best solution exists to respond to populist challengers. 
All real-life strategies fall somewhere between the two poles of full 
opposition and full cooperation and in most cases a combination 
of di!erent strategies is applied.

Which strategy is more e!ective depends largely on the specific 
characteristics of both the democracy and the populist challenger. 
However, two bad approaches, which are unfortunately often 
suggested, can be identified. First, in many cases establishment 
actors launch a coordinated frontal attack on the populists. By 
collectively portraying “them” as “evil” and “foolish,” the 
establishment actors play into the hands of the populists, who can 
depict their political struggle as “all against one, one against all.” 
Second, some established actors argue that populist actors can be 
defeated only by adopting part of their populist message—as 
several western European social democrats have suggested in an 
attempt to fight o! the populist radical right. Both approaches 
further intensify the moralization and polarization of politics and 
society, which fundamentally undermines the foundations of 
liberal democracy.

Populism’s illiberal response

Populism is part of democracy. Rather than the mirror image of 
democracy, however, populism is the (bad) conscience of liberal 
democracy. In a world that is dominated by democracy and 
liberalism, populism has essentially become an illiberal 
democratic response to undemocratic liberalism. Populists ask 
uncomfortable questions about undemocratic aspects of liberal 
institutions and policies, such as constitutional courts and 
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international financial institutions, and they give illiberal answers 
to them, which are often supported by large parts of the 
population (such as the reintroduction of the death penalty).
Liberal democracy has an inherent (potential) tension between 
the wishes of the majority and the rights of the minority. 
Traditionally this has led to constitutional courts overruling 
governments, such as in the famous U.S. Supreme Court cases of 
Brown v. Board of Education (1954) and Roe v. Wade (1973), 
banning segregation and legalizing abortion, respectively. In the 
past decades unelected bodies and technocratic institutions, such 
as the European Central Bank (ECB) and the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), have established control over important 
policy domains, thereby seriously limiting the power of elected 
politicians. Because of the widespread implementation of 
neoliberal reforms and the adoption of programs such as New 
Public Management, national governments have become heavily 
constrained by private companies, transnational organizations, 
and the (in)visible hand of the market.

Mainstream politicians have willingly implemented these policies 
but they have rarely tried to sell them to their citizens. Instead, 
they often present them as necessary, or even inevitable, forced 
upon the country by powerful foreign organizations (e.g., EU or 
IMF) and processes (e.g., globalization). As a consequence, little 
time is spent debating the extent to which at least some of these 
policies are wrong or can have unintended consequences, which 
might end up producing more harm than good. In fact, elites have 
used the growing influence of unelected bodies and technocratic 
institutions to depoliticize contested political issues, like austerity 
and immigration, and so minimize the risk of electoral defeat. No 
better example of this can be cited than the EU, an organization 
that was consciously constructed to delegate power to institutions 
that are unelected and therefore largely insulated from popular 
pressures. It is no wonder, then, that “democratic deficit” has 
become almost synonymous with the European Union (EU) and 
that populists are increasingly Euroskeptic. They accuse the 
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national and European elites of having created an all-powerful 
supranational organization that promotes (neo)liberalism at the 
expense and against the wishes of the people.

Although populism comes in many di!erent shapes and styles, and 
mobilizes in very di!erent cultural and political contexts, all 
populist actors moralize the political debate and try to (re)politicize 
disregarded issues and groups. While populism often proposes 
simple solutions to complex problems, anti-populism does so too. 
Populists constitute complex challenges to all political regimes, 
including liberal democratic ones. The best way to deal with 
populism is to engage—as di"cult as it is—in an open dialogue 
with populist actors and supporters. The aim of the dialogue 
should be to better understand the claims and grievances of the 
populist elites and masses and to develop liberal democratic 
responses to them. At the same time, practitioners and scholars 
should focus more on the message than the messenger. Instead of 
assuming a priori that populists are wrong, they should seriously 
examine the extent to which the proposed policies have merit 
within a liberal democratic regime.

In trying to win over populist supporters, and perhaps even some 
elites, liberal democrats should avoid both simplistic solutions 
that pander to “the people” and elitist discourses that dismiss the 
moral and intellectual competence of ordinary citizens—both will 
only strengthen the populists. Most importantly, given that 
populism often asks the right questions but provides the wrong 
answers, the ultimate goal should be not just the destruction of 
populist supply, but also the weakening of populist demand. Only 
the latter will actually strengthen liberal democracy.
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