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There is growing research on populist actors and their impact on the
democratic system, but little has been written on how to deal with populist
actors in government. To respond to this question, in this article we develop
a theoretical framework that distinguishes three levels of analysis. First, we
identify the set of domestic and external actors that can try to cope with the
coming into power of populist forces. Second, we offer an overview of the
different strategies that can be employed to react against populist actors in
government. Third, we argue that it is important to consider the timing of
the reactions. In addition, we also present a brief summary of the articles
that are part of this special issue.
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Introduction

Without doubt, populism is one of the challenges to contemporary democracy that
has captured increasing academic and media attention in the last two decades. Up
to now the discussion has been centred on the ambivalent relationship between
populism and (liberal) democracy, but little has been said about the way in
which actors and institutions cope with the coming into power of populist
forces. Much of the academic attention has been on describing the cases of popu-
lism and in dealing with discussions of definitions and more recently also
measurement.

The populist set of ideas is employed by an array of different political forces
across the contemporary world. From the rise of the Tea Party movement in the
United States through the left-wing populism of governments like in Venezuela,
Ecuador and Bolivia through to the ubiquity of populist radical right parties in
Europe, populism has a purchase in different settings. Populism has had a signifi-
cant electoral presence in North America, Latin America, Europe and beyond. But
beyond an interest in the populist actors themselves and the forces behind them,
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there has been no systematic analysis of responses to them by domestic and exter-
nal actors.

The purpose of this special issue is two-fold. On the one hand, it aims to map
and compare the different sorts of responses that there have been to populists in
government in three regions: Western Europe, Eastern Europe, and Latin
America. A few years ago any sort of comparison such as this would have been
about comparing populist administrations in Latin America with populist parties
in opposition in Eastern and Western Europe. But recent developments in
Eastern and Western Europe have seen populists gaining power and becoming
part of government.1 This makes for a more equal comparison between the three
regions. On the other hand, we aim to assess the effectiveness of these different
strategies as other actors respond to the electoral success of populist forces. The
special issue therefore has both an explanatory and a potentially normative
agenda. For those interested in the effects of populism, we hope that the
mapping of what has occurred in the case studies will be of use. But for those
who are in the business of democracy promotion, we also aspire for the special
issue to offer some guidance.

Before continuing, it is worth clarifying the normative and empirical agenda
behind this project. Without doubt, academics and pundits alike celebrated prema-
turely the universal victory of democracy after the fall of the Berlin Wall. There are
a number of reasons to worry about the current state of democracy in the West and
beyond. A detailed analysis of worrying signs is beyond the scope of this article,2

but suffice to say here that we share the impression of several scholars who have
pointed out that populism not only maintains a problematic relationship with
democracy but also is becoming one of the main challenges to the liberal demo-
cratic regime.3

Because democracy is now seen as “the only game in town” (at least in the
Western world), non-democratic leaders, movements and parties are normally dis-
qualified by default. Accordingly, political actors are constrained to achieve at best
a semblance of democracy. One way of doing this consists in adopting the language
of populism since it has a clear democratic impetus. As we explain below, populism
is a set of ideas characterized by the Manichean distinction between “the people”
and “the elite” as well as the very notion that politics should be about acting in con-
cordance with popular sovereignty at any cost. Seen in this light, populism has a
democratic thrust as it is inclined to be at odds with any type of independent and
unelected institution that puts limits on the will of the people. Yet, liberal democ-
racy is a complex political regime that with the help of different institutions and
procedures tries to find a difficult balance between respecting majority rule on
the one hand and protecting fundamental rights such as the right to express
one’s view freely and form political organizations, on the other hand.4

This does not mean, however, that populist actors and constituencies should
be seen automatically as authoritarian forces. Many of the issues raised by
populists are legitimate, although the solutions they propose are frequently quite
controversial.5 Therefore, the relationship between populism and democracy
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should be studied not only from a normative and theoretical outlook, but also from
an empirical perspective.6 This is particularly true for populists in government
who, in contrast to populists in opposition, have the chance to put many of their
ideas into practice. Following this line of reasoning, this special issue aims at
answering the following questions: how have mainstream political parties
reacted to the electoral rise of populist leaders, and to what extent have foreign
influences affected the path adopted by populists in government? Is it possible
to distinguish different strategies to deal with the coming into power of populist
actors and parties, which can be seen as more or less successful from a democratic
point of view?

This special issue seeks to address these questions. In this introductory article,
we develop a framework for analysis that offers a brief review of the relevant lit-
erature and describes the different dimensions that have to be considered to under-
stand the responses to populists in government by different actors. We begin by
presenting a short overview of the concept of populism and the ideational concep-
tual approach to which we adhere. After this, we outline the different reactions to
populism by identifying three levels of analysis: actors (who reacts?), strategies
(which strategies are available?), and timing (when are the reactions
implemented?). Finally, we discuss the case selection and briefly introduce the
remaining articles in this special issue.

The concept of populism

Given that populist leaders, movements and parties have been making headlines in
the recent years, it is not surprising that there is a growing amount of academic pub-
lication on this subject. In fact, we have today a significant body of literature on
populist forces and their ambivalent relationship with democracy.7 However, scho-
lars have made little effort to advance a cross-regional perspective that can contrib-
ute to generating cumulative knowledge, particularly when it comes to the question
of how to deal with populists in government. Part of the explanation for this is
undoubtedly related to the contested nature of the very concept of populism.
Because scholars work with different definitions of populism and this term is nor-
mally used by pundits in an impressionistic fashion, not many authors have tried to
develop a clear conceptual framework that can be employed for undertaking com-
parative research across regions. This tendency is also exacerbated by different
academic traditions in different regions.

Despite the scarcity of cross-regional research on populism, looking at the
increasing amount of publications on this topic it does seem to be something of
a consensus emerging that populism is most usefully defined in ideational
terms. A growing number of authors are indeed of the opinion that populism
should be conceived first and foremost as a specific set of ideas, which is charac-
terized by the moral and Manichean distinction between “the people” and “the
elite”.8 Although it is true that some discrepancy between the concepts elaborated
by these authors exists, all of them advance an ideational approach and thus we are
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of the opinion that it is not very significant whether populism is defined as a “dis-
course”, “(thin-centred) ideology”, “outlook” or “worldview” – all of these con-
cepts highlight that populism is first and foremost a specific set of ideas.

In line with this growing academic consensus, in this special issue populism is
defined as:

thin-centred ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two hom-
ogenous and antagonistic 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.9

To better understand this minimal concept of populism, it is worth considering
that some commentators highlight its two direct opposites as elitism and plural-
ism.10 Populism and elitism share the Manichean distinction between the people
and the elite, but they adopt opposite views regarding the morality of each of
these entities. In contrast to populism, elitism assumes that the people should be
conceived of as a dangerous mob, while depicting the elite as a reduced group
of actors who, due to their intellectual and moral superiority, should be in charge
of the government. Unlike populism and elitism, pluralism rejects the Manichean
distinction between the people and the elite. It adopts a more universalistic view of
human nature: one that takes for granted the diversity of ideas and interests in
society and therefore sees the very process of politics in very different terms.11

For example, those who adhere to pluralism are normally inclined to think of
popular sovereignty as a dynamic and open-ended process rather than a fixed
and unified will of the people.12

Reactions to populism in power

One of the advantages of the ideational approach is that it allows us to analyse the
demand for and the supply of populism. Populism is not only about leaders and
parties using a particular discourse that is appealing to certain constituencies, but
is also about sectors of society that do not feel represented by the establishment
and thus have rational as well as emotional motives for adhering to the Manichean
worldview inherent in populism. Too often the inherent tension between populism
and commentators on populism, who must be both elite and intellectual and there-
fore at odds with the common wisdom of the people, has meant that the “demand”
side of populism has not been taken seriously. We suggest that this is a mistake.
Taking both supply and demand seriously, Kirk Hawkins has shown, in the case
of Venezuela, that the electoral success of Hugo Chávez was related to two
factors: first, his capacity to organize a political movement that integrated an
array of different groups and, second, the discontent of the population with the col-
lusive two-party system that dominated Venezuelan politics for decades.13 Follow-
ing this line of argument, the study of how to deal with populists in government that
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we propose in this article differentiates between strategies that target the demand
for and the supply of populism.

A second strand of literature can usefully be incorporated into this analysis of
populism. The vast scholarship on democratization has revealed that the transition
to and survival of democracy is linked to the behaviour of both domestic and exter-
nal influences. While the literature focused on the so-called third wave of democra-
tization emphasized the relevance of the interaction between national elites and the
degree to which they reached agreements,14 more recent research highlights the
crucial role that regional and international forces can play for the breakdown of
authoritarian regimes and the endurance of democracy.15 For example, Steven
Levitsky and Lucan A. Way argue that linkage (i.e. the density of ties and cross-
border flows between countries and the Western world) and leverage (i.e. states’
vulnerability to Western democratizing pressure) are the two main factors that
explain why the process of democratization succeeds in certain countries and
fails in others.16 Therefore, in line with the literature on democratization, we
argue that the study of how to deal with populists in government should differen-
tiate between the strategies adopted by domestic and external forces.

There is also one additional reason for integrating the external dimension into
the analysis of populism that has as much to do with the nature of populism as with
the academic literature. Much of the appeal of populism, and many of the appeals
of populists, rests on the invocation of an “other” – a hostile enemy. The constitu-
ency of populism, as imagined by both leaders and led, is usually based more on the
construction of enemies than on the commonality of the populist constituency.
Populists are often clearer on who they oppose than on who they are. The invoca-
tion of the US as a hostile force and as the source of both external threat and of
internal dissent has been central to the ideology promoted by leftist populist
forces in current Latin America.17 In contemporary Europe, the hostility, albeit
at varied levels, of populist forces to immigration and immigrants is a clear illus-
tration of the invocation of an “other” to unify their constituencies. And the emer-
ging specifically anti-Islamic hostility of populist forces refines and clarifies the
other as external.18 Similarly, the fact that all populist forces in Europe are becom-
ing increasingly Eurosceptic reflects the need to mobilize in relation to an external
force. The coincidence of populism and Euroscepticism is, in fact, no coincidence,
but is illustrative of the crucial importance of the invocation of external enemies as
a mobilizing force.

At this stage, it should be clear that studying the responses to the coming into
power of populist forces is not something straightforward, as actors and institutions
operating at the national and international level are involved. However, to make
things even more complicated, it is important to highlight that a set of strategies
are at hand, which range from anti-extremist legislation (e.g. banning of parties)
to cooperation agreements between mainstream political and populist forces
(e.g. formation of a government coalition including populists). Furthermore,
Charles Tilly’s famous dictum concerning the relevance of timing seems to hold
true for examining the reactions to populism: “when things happen within a
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sequence affects how they happen”.19 It matters a great deal if those who are
against populism behave in a consistent way over time and whether they adopt a
tolerant or punitive reaction at the outset. As Bonnie Meguid has analysed in
detail, the electoral fortune of so-called “niche parties” is strongly related to the
timing of the actions of mainstream political and social actors.20 A similar argu-
ment has been advanced by David Art, who argues that the electoral success of
populist radical right parties in Western Europe can be explained in large part by
the extent to which mainstream political and social actors promptly develop a per-
missive or repressive strategy.21 In summary, we think that it is crucial to dis-
tinguish the following three levels of analysis: (1) actors (who reacts?), (2)
strategies (which strategies are available?) and (3) timing (when are the reactions
implemented?).

Actors

There is something often very “national” about populism. Both the discourse of
populist actors and the motivations of populist supporters often lie in the sense
that something “close to home” is under threat. Taggart has elsewhere referred
to implicit or explicit notions of the “heartland” being central to populism.22

This draws on the idea that there is something almost “primal” in the appeal of
populism that makes it concerned with what is close at hand and with what is
strongly felt. This is why populist concerns are usually national rather than inter-
national and also goes some way to accounting for why populists are normally very
limited with their attempts at international cooperation as a rule. The main response
to populism will therefore come from domestic actors, who we expect to be of the
following type:

(1) Mainstream political parties. These are the electorally dominant players in
the political arena and which normally are relatively well institutionalized
in the country. We do not assume that these parties behave always and
mainly in a programmatic manner – they can also maintain a linkage
with the population by promoting interest incorporation as well as cliente-
lism.23 In fact, populist forces usually advance an anti-political discourse
to criticize mainstream political parties because of their alleged unrespon-
siveness and corruption.24

(2) Civil society organizations and social movements. Although parties are the
primary agents of representation in a democratic system, civil society
organizations and social movements are also very relevant when it
comes to articulating grievances and mobilizing society. Accordingly,
they can back, tolerate or confront populist forces. For instance, recent
research on Latin America reveals not only that civil society organizations
and social movements can support populist leaders, but also that populist
leaders can succeed in co-opting and capturing civil society organizations
and social movements.25
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(3) Constitutional courts/independent institutions. Modern democracy relies
not only on the principle of popular sovereignty but also on a set of inde-
pendent institutions, which are neither directly elected nor controlled by
“we, the people”.26 These unelected institutions are crucial because they
enhance horizontal accountability and can oppose decisions taken by
majority rule if these go against the liberal democratic pillar. Therefore,
we should expect that these institutions will play a crucial role when it
comes to striking down policies adopted by populists in power.

(4) The media. In a democratic system, media outlets play an important
role as they are key players in the generation and guidance of public
debate. They can give voice to as well as ostracize political actors.
Because different media outlets within a country are often inclined to
support competing ideas and interests, we can expect diverse reactions
to populism from the media. By way of illustration, while Skocpol and
Williamson argue that a conservative media complex composed of Fox
News and a nationwide network of radio programmes is one of the
main interacting forces that make up the populist Tea Party in the
US,27 Art maintains that the failure of populist radical right parties in
Germany is related to the media’s attack on the these parties.28 Our
expectation is that there may be cases where the media can collectively
be seen as an actor in its own right and others where, while there is a
range of media reaction, it does not cohere enough to be effectively
classified as an actor.

As stated before, the “external” response to populism is less common than
domestic responses but it is not insignificant. There are two reasons why we can
expect external responses to populism. The first is that sometimes, as we note
above, populism can target external enemies as a mobilizing strategy. So we can
expect, in these cases, external “enemies” to react by attempting to combat those
who demonize them. The second reason why we can expect external actors to
mobilize is that the domestic success of populist actors is perceived to have an
impact on international organizations in which other governments have an interest.
This means that the external actors that we expect to mobilize in response to popu-
lism are of four main types:

(1) Transnational civil society actors. Usually the concern with populism has
come from transnational think tanks, NGOs and advocacy networks. As
the path-breaking work of Keck and Sikkink on transnational advocacy
has shown, political change can often be generated by actors operating
at the global level.29 By way of illustration, organizations such as
Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch have from time to time
criticized contemporary populist leftist governments in Latin America
for some their actions, which put at risk the rights to assemble and form
political organizations.
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(2) International federations of political parties. There are important avenues
for international party mobilization that can either come from international
party federations and in some cases from the party groups that organize
around international party-based institutions such as the European Parlia-
ment. It is likely that key actors in such arenas may well be national parties
opposing populist parties in their own countries and therefore using inter-
national structures to mobilize opposition by other means, but this does not
mean that there is not a genuinely international dimension to their actions,
even if their motivations may be primarily national.

(3) Foreign governments. The relations between states can be affected by the
coming into power of populist actors. On the one hand, populists in office
are prone to developing a confrontational discourse whereby they
condemn actions and positions of external countries affecting national
sovereignty. On the other hand, if populists in office adopt measures that
are against the ideas and interests of foreign governments, the latter will
probably react with hostility. Indeed, there is little doubt that the rise of
the populist administrations of Chávez in Venezuela, Correa in Ecuador
and Morales in Bolivia has triggered a deterioration of the relationship
with the US.

(4) Supranational institutions. National states do not act in a political vacuum.
Many of their activities are affected and regulated by supranational insti-
tutions, such as the European Union and the Organizations of American
States. Given that both institutions do have a “democratic clause”, they
should be particularly sensitive to the coming into power of populist
actors who can enact reforms that allegedly threaten liberal democracy.
For instance, while the European Union has been monitoring the consti-
tutional transformations undertaken by Orban’s government in
Hungary,30 the Organization of American States tried to develop a specific
mode of multilateral intervention to cope with the regimes of Fujimori in
Peru and Chávez in Venezuela.31

Strategies

So far we have outlined the types of actors involved in responding to populism, but
we now need to lay out the different types of response that these actors can employ.
Much of the literature focused on how to deal with the coming into power of popu-
list forces is influenced by the term “militant democracy”. This concept was coined
by Karl Löwenstein, a German political scientist who went into exile to the United
States to escape the Nazi regime.32 Worried about the state of democracy in the
1930s because of the emergence of radical political forces across Europe,
Löwenstein argued that a democratic regime should be able to adopt pre-
emptive measures to avoid the election of actors who once in power might end
up constructing an authoritarian system. According to him, the solution lies in
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the establishment of a strong constitutional order which, if necessary, should ban
political parties that do not respect liberal democratic principles.33 This is what
we will term the “militant democracy” strategy. Although there are strong
reasons to be in favour of this solution, it is also true that it brings to the forefront
a significant democratic paradox, namely the possibility of a democracy destroying
itself in the process of defending itself.34 This paradox is particularly evident when
it comes to dealing with populist forces since they are not against democracy per se
but rather at odds with liberal democracy. Moreover, we should be aware of the fact
that populist actors offer (often over-simple) responses to two democratic dilem-
mas that do not have clear democratic solutions: the boundary problem (how to
define the people) and the limits of self-government (how to control the
controllers).35

We have looked for characterizations of responses to political extremism in
general and we can identify three main contributions that help us to think about
the types of reactions to populists in government. The first contribution is the
work of Capoccia, which is focused on inter-war Europe and explores the empirical
rather than the ethical aspects of the dilemma of tolerating the intolerant.36 Seen in
this light, the strategies aimed at dealing with extremists political forces need to
strike a delicate balance between two opposing threats to democracy. On the one
hand, if the discrimination against actors for ideological reasons goes too far, the
democratic system might turn increasingly illiberal and move towards authoritar-
ianism. On the other hand, too much toleration of extremist forces might lead the
democratic system to collapse. To better understand the toolkit that democracies
have for finding a striking balance between these two poles, Capoccia develops
a typology of reactions on the basis of their nature and time range. This allows
him to identify four general types of strategy: militancy (implementation of legal
measures to limit the civil and political rights of extremist actors), incorporation
(convert semi-loyal into loyal political actors), purge (prosecute the architects
and administrators of anti-democratic activities), and education (strengthen demo-
cratic beliefs by, for instance, developing forms of civic education and designing
programmes aimed at integrating activists who want to abandon extremist parties).

We think that the types of strategy identified by Capoccia are interesting not
only because they offer a good overview of the toolkit that democracies have for
dealing with extremism in general, but also because it could be the case that popu-
lists in power can employ some of these strategies to respond to their opponents’
reactions. In fact, there are examples of populist leaders who, once in office, have
tried to purge unsupportive state officials and adopt new pieces of legislation to
make the life of their political enemies more difficult. This is the case with
Hugo Chávez in Venezuela or Viktor Orbán in Hungary. The more populists in
power succeed in using these strategies to defend themselves, the greater the
chance that the regime will move toward a type of illiberal democracy or might
end in a competitive authoritarian regime.

A second contribution is the approach of Rummens and Abts, who are focused
on responses to political extremism in contemporary Europe and put special
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emphasis on the question of how to deal with populist radical right parties.37 They
argue that the best formula consists in a “concentric model of containment”, i.e.,
the employment of a dual strategy whereby actors take an inclusive stance to
take into account concerns of extremist voters in devising policies, on the one
hand, and where they, on other hand, prepare to adopt an exclusive line in pressur-
ing extremist parties to push out pernicious radical elements from the process of
decision-making.38 This neatly accords with our proposal to deal with supply
and demand with a concern with voters’ issues and populist actors respectively.
Within this approach they maintain that there are three key strategies: anti-extre-
mist legislation (banning parties), the use of public funding to bind in extremist
parties by making it conditional on accepting certain norms, and isolating extremist
forces through principled non-cooperation.39

A third approach is the work of William Downs, who, after an extensive review
of the literature, argues that responses to extremism work along two dimensions –
the first being the pole between engagement and disengagement and the second
being the pole between militancy and accommodation.40 This produces a four-
fold typology of ban/isolate, co-opt, ignore, or collaborate.41 The main advantage
of this typology over the one developed by Capoccia lies in its up-to-date nature as
it is employed to examine contemporary cases. In fact, Downs offers a detailed
comparative analysis of how different European countries have been dealing
with the rise of extremist parties over the two last decades. Interestingly, he
comes to the conclusion that although there is no “one size fits all” solution, pol-
icies “of isolation, ostracism and demonization prove surprisingly ineffective at
rolling back or even containing threats to the democratic order from party-based
extremism”.42 According to him a much better approach consists in advancing
strategies of regulated inclusion.43

When it comes to studying populists in power there are two main difficulties
with the approaches elaborated by Cappocia, Rummens and Abts, and Downs.
First, the frameworks of all these authors are mainly about dealing with extremists
who are not in power. Once in government, the range of responses is transformed.
Ignoring or isolating the forces becomes a non-option. Secondly, and related to the
previous point, as soon as populist actors are in office, domestic actors probably
have less leverage and external influences become more relevant. The more popu-
list forces adopt problematic measures from a liberal democratic point of view, the
higher the chance that the international community will try to intercede with the
aim of avoiding a slide into authoritarianism – this is why we are of the opinion
that it is so relevant to analyse the reactions of not only domestic but also external
actors. However, to address these two difficulties, we also think that it is necessary
to introduce a third and last level of analysis related to the issue of timing.

Timing

The very coming into power of populist forces generally occurs because of two differ-
ent scenarios: either the “militant democracy” approach has failed/is non-existent or
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populist forces are not seen as a (serious) challenge to the democratic regime and thus
they are allowed to take office. Nevertheless, distinguishing these two different scen-
arios is not as straightforward as it seems since national context plays a key role not
only in the adoption and design of “militant democracy”, but also in its judicial
interpretation and public legitimation.44 Just to give an example, it could be the
case that in one country the entrance into parliament of a populist radical right
party is perceived as major democratic threat (e.g. contemporary Germany) while
in another one is not seen as a worrying sign and the party in question is even
invited to be part of the government coalition (e.g. contemporary Italy).

Besides these national differences, what is true is that if populist forces in office
take reforms that noticeably lead to a process of de-democratization, external influ-
ences will exercise pressure. Thus, strong reactions from abroad might occur only
after domestic forces have not been able to tame populists who, troublingly, are in
government now. A good illustration of this sequence is what happened during the
administration of Alberto Fujimori in Peru, an icon of the type of populist leader-
ship that some Latin American countries experienced during the 1990s. Fujimori
became president of Peru in 1990 and, due to a situation of political deadlock,
he decided to close the congress in 1992, suspend the constitution, and govern
by decree.45 These measures were condemned by the international community
and the Organization of American States forced him to develop a schedule to
move the country back towards democracy. Although relatively free and fair elec-
tions took place in 1995, Fujimori was able to stay in power until the year 2000 and
there is little doubt that his government was closer to a competitive authoritarian
regime than to a minimal democracy.46

Despite the ongoing debate about the effectiveness of the Organization of
American States’ policies on democracy promotion,47 the case of Fujimori is inter-
esting because it shows us a possible pattern of reactions. As soon as domestic
forces do not have the capacity to foster a constructive engagement with populist
actors and the more the latter are inclined to endorse reforms leading to a “slow
death of democracy”, external influences will become preponderant.48 Of
course, this incapacity of domestic forces may well be related to their own failures
in the past, particularly regarding the construction of an unresponsive democratic
system. It is not a coincidence that the rise of populist leaders such as Hugo Chávez
in Venezuela and Silvio Berlusconi in Italy is directly related to the fact that the
systematic misbehaviour of the mainstream political parties paved the way for
the collapse of the party system in those countries.49

In summary, in this section we have explained the three main levels of analysis
that guide this special issue: actors (who reacts?), strategies (which strategies are
available?), and timing (when are the reactions implemented?). The main aim of
this framework of analysis is to describe the three dimensions one has to consider
when it comes to studying how to deal with populists in government. In the con-
clusion to this special issue we come back to these three dimensions and assess
their explanatory power. But before we move to the case studies it is relevant to
explain the case selection and summarize the main findings of each contribution.

Democratization 211



Case selection and contributions

As stated above, the bulk of scholarship is centred on the comparison of populist
actors and parties within one region. Thus, we have accumulative knowledge about
specific subtypes of populism, such as contemporary leftist populist forces in Latin
America50 and contemporary rightist populist forces in Europe,51 but, as men-
tioned above, there is a dearth of cross-regional research on this subject. Advancing
a cross-regional perspective, we are interested in including six cases of populists in
government from three different regions: Eastern Europe, Latin America and
Western Europe.

While we agree that for many other reasons, not the least of which being Euro-
pean integration, it increasingly makes sense to treat Europe as one region, there
are two reasons – one substantive and one methodological – that this special
issue is differentiating between Eastern Europe and Western Europe as two distinct
regions. The first reason is that there are some important differences between the
agendas of and context against which populists are reacting to between countries
with longstanding, stable histories of democracy in the West and post-communist
countries in Eastern Europe.52 The second methodological reason is that by differ-
entiating within our units by, in this case, examining sub-regions, we can increase
the variance in our research design.53

This cross-regional research approach has at least four advantages. First, this
type of comparison will permit us to analyse left-wing and right-wing manifes-
tations of populism. Second, by taking into consideration cases from different
regions, we can examine the role played by different supranational institutions
(i.e. EU vis-à-vis OAS). Third, this case selection will allow us to examine
countries with different levels of economic development and varying party
system trajectories. Fourth, by bringing together European and Latin American
cases we are attempting to integrate what have been very distinct and often too dis-
crete literatures on populism.54

Across the regions we have selected six cases where populism has made a sig-
nificant impact on the political system by getting into government, and this has
therefore allowed us to consider the response that has been evoked. We are, of
course, aware that categorizing six governments as populist is both contentious
and incomplete. Nevertheless, we suggest that the six cases are normally categor-
ized as examples of populism by a significant number of scholars, and each of the
contributions offers an account of why the cases should be considered populist. At
the same time, we are arguing that populism is an important element of each of
these governments but we are aware that this is by no means the whole story;
each contribution offers a detailed account of the country in question and
employs the conceptualization of populism presented above. The following table
presents the case studies selected from the three different regions mentioned
(Table 1).

Poland offers a case of a short-lived government but it offers an unusual range
of populism: an electoral coalition of three political parties employing the populist
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set of ideas. Ben Stanley focuses on the 2006–2007 government, which was
headed by the party of Law and Justice led by the twin brothers of Lech and Jar-
os!aw Kaczyński.55 The other two parties in the coalition were Self-Defence, an
agrarian populist party, and the League of Polish Families, a party advocating
the defence of Polish Catholicism from the onslaught of moral decline and
foreign intervention. Although short in span, the government was in power for
enough time to provoke reactions and to attempt to pursue an agenda that empha-
sized a break from the previous direction of Polish government. The main lesson
that can be drawn from this contribution is that populists in government have
not absolute leeway to implement reforms if there is a strong constitutional
court. Stanley’s article demonstrates that the “militancy approach” has been
quite successful in the case of Poland.

The second contribution on Eastern Europe considers the case of Hungary and
the reactions to Fidesz, focusing on the period 2010–2014. As Agnes Batory says
there is contestation over whether Fidesz is populist but she shows, with an exam-
ination of the discourse of Viktor Orbán, that the ideology was rooted in glorifying
the people, identifying the elite as corrupt, singling out enemies and portraying the
party as reconnecting the people’s will to power.56 During this period the party had
a majority and used this to undertake fundamental change in terms of consti-
tutional, electoral, judicial and media reform. Different institutions within the
European Union have been trying to monitor these reforms and there is an open
debate about the success of these monitoring efforts. In fact, this article reveals
that external actors have a limited capacity to tame populists in government, par-
ticularly if they have strong popular support.

The election of Chávez in 1998 marked the beginning of sustained period of
populist government in Venezuela. It was not until his death in 2013 that
Chávez’s hold on Venezuelan politics was broken. Chávez portrayed himself not
only as a saviour of Venezuela but also as champion of regional interests and
more broadly as the embodiment of the global underdog kicking back at inter-
national (mainly US) interests. Kirk Hawkins offers a detailed account of how
domestic and external opposition played out during his period as president, in
which democracy was eroded systemically in the country.57 Moreover, Hawkins
maintains that now that Chávez is dead and that the country is facing a difficult

Table 1. Cases of populists in power in the special issue.

Eastern Europe Latin America Western Europe

FIDESZ in Hungary (2010–
2014)

Law and Justice/Self-
Defence/League of Polish
Families in Poland
(2006–2007)

Hugo Chávez in
Venezuela (1998–2013)

Rafael Correa in Ecuador
(since 2007)

Austrian Freedom Party/
Alliance for the Future of
Austria (2002–2007)

Berlusconi’s and Northern
League governments in Italy
(from 1994 to 2011)
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economic scenario, the most viable strategy for the opposition consists in taking
the electoral path by constructing a programmatic and pluralist platform.

Carlos de la Torre and Andrés Ortiz analyse the regime of Rafael Correa in
Ecuador.58 Correa’s period in office came on the heels of a phase of turmoil and
crisis in the country. His government has been characterized by bringing political
stability, but also by undertaking major institutional reforms that have concentrated
power in the executive branch. His continuous electoral success is in part related to
the fact that Ecuador has experienced an oil boom as the price of petroleum
increased in recent years. This positive economic situation helped Correa to estab-
lish a tacit alliance with the business sector and co-opt political actors, but it is also
generating tensions with indigenous communities due to the extraction of minerals
in the territories they inhabit. One of the main lessons of this article is that when
populists in government are supported by the population and are able to co-opt
important sectors of the establishment, they have great room of manoeuvre to
use in their own favour the toolkit that democracies have to deal with extremism
and this can lead to a process of democratic erosion.

The creation of the coalition in 2002 between the Christian Democrats and the
Freedom Party of Austria led by Jörg Haider was not only a significant moment for
Austria but it also evoked a strong “European” reaction. The inclusion into govern-
ment of a populist radical party opposed to immigration and the EU represented a
break from the centrist coalitions that have characterized post-war Austrian poli-
tics. The backlash from other European states leading to the imposition of sanctions
represents perhaps one of the most vehement cases of an anti-populist international
backlash. And it was one that, as Franz Fallend and Reinhard Heinisch show, had
important implications for the Freedom Party and for the coalition as a whole.59 An
interesting finding of this contribution is that strategies of exclusion and incorpor-
ation can under certain circumstances help to tame populist actors in power, but
these strategies do not necessarily contribute to limit their electoral appeal. In
fact, although populist parties are not in power in Austria anymore, they continue
to be attractive for a large part of the population.

In Italy we have a case of more than one populist actor in government. Bertjan
Verbeek and Andrej Zaslove focus on the period of 1994–2011.60 During this time
there were four governments including Silvio Berlusconi’s People for Freedom/
Forza Italia and the Northern Leagues (1994–1995, 2001–2005, 2005–2006
and 2008–2011). These parties had different identities, with Berlusconi offering
a position that was anti-establishment but market oriented while the Northern
League championed a regionalist identity and hostility to the established national
politics. In their article, Verbeek and Zaslove analyse how domestic and external
actors have tried to deal with the governments headed by Berlusconi. Moreover,
they also report an unexpected finding: the rise of the so-called Five Star Move-
ment, led by the comedian Beppe Grillo, shows that a new populist party can
emerge to criticize an old populist formation. This means that, at least in the
case of Italy, one has to consider the struggle between different populist forces
as well as between populist and non-populist forces.
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Finally, we close the special issue with a concluding article, which summarizes
the main findings of each contribution and compares the different reactions to
populists in power. In this final article we assess the framework for analysis devel-
oped for this special issue and we discuss how different contexts provide opportu-
nities and restrictions when it comes to dealing with populists in government. At
the same time, we delineate future avenues of research for scholars and prac-
titioners interested in the reactions to populism gaining power.
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Rovira Kaltwasser, Cristóbal. “Latin American Populism: Some Conceptual and Normative

Lessons.” Constellations 21, no. 4 (2014b): 494–504.
Rummens, Stefan, and Koen Abts. “Defending Democracy: The Concentric Containment of

Political Extremism.” Political Studies 58, no. 4 (2010): 649–665.
Rydgren, Jens, ed. Class Politics and the Radical Right. Abingdon: Routledge, 2012.
Schedler, Andreas. “What is Democratic Consolidation?” Journal of Democracy 9, no. 2

(1998): 91–107.
Skocpol, Theda, and Vanessa Williamson. The Tea Party and the Remaking of Republican

Conservatism. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012.
Stanley, Ben. “The Thin Ideology of Populism.” Journal of Political Ideologies 13, no. 1

(2008): 95–110.
Stanley, Ben. “Confrontation by Default and Confrontation by Design. Strategic and

Institutional Responses to Poland’s Populist Coalitional Government.”
Democratization, 2015. doi:10.1080/13510347.2015.1058782.

Stoner, Kathryn, and Michael McFaul, eds. Transitions to Democracy: A Comparative
Perspective. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013.

Taggart, Paul. Populism. Buckingham: Open University Press, 2000.
Taggart, Paul. “Populism and Representative Politics in Contemporary Europe.” Journal of

Political Ideologies 9, no. 3 (2004): 269–288.
Tilly, Charles. Big Structures, Large Processes, Huge Comparisons. New York: Russell

Sage Foundation, 1984.
de la Torre, Carlos. Populist Seduction in Latin America. 2nd ed. Athens: Ohio University

Press, 2010.
de la Torre, Carlos, and Andrés Ortiz. “Populist Polarization and the Slow Death of

Democracy in Ecuador.” Democratization, 2015. doi:10.1080/13510347.2015.
1058784.

de la Torre, Carlos, and Cynthia Arnson, eds. Latin American Populism in the Twenty-first
Century. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013.

Van Cott, Donna Lee. From Movements to Parties in Latin America: The Evolution of Ethnic
Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005.

Verbeek, Bertjan, and Andrej Zaslove. “Italy: A Case of Mutating Populism?”
Democratization, this issue.

Vibert, Frank. The Rise of the Unelected: Democracy and the New Separation of Powers.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007.

Weyland, Kurt. “Neoliberal Populism in Latin America and Eastern Europe.” Comparative
Politics 31, no. 4 (1999): 379–401.
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