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This conclusion summarizes the findings of the special issue and offers some
comparative conclusions about what we can discover by examining the
reactions to populists in government in Austria, Ecuador, Hungary, Italy,
Poland, and Venezuela. Looking across this set of cases, we show that there
is a diverse range of reactions to populists in power in terms of the actors
involved, the strategies followed and their effectiveness. We start by
summarizing the main ideas advanced in the framework for analysis of the
special issue. After this, an overall assessment of the effectiveness of the
opposition to populists in power is presented and here we offer an overview
of each case study. Finally, the article concludes by proposing some
comparative points, which not only seek to capture the main findings of this
special issue but also to highlight the role of populists in actively
developing strategies that curtail opposition.
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Introduction

The current state of populism in the world allows us to move on from the
established practice of debating definitions, identifying populists, and discussing
categorizations. Looking broadly at populism in Eastern Europe, Latin America,
and Western Europe permits us to see what happens when populists attain
power. This gives us an unprecedented opportunity to compare populists in govern-
ment and the reactions to them. To take full advantage of that, this special issue has
included in-depth analyses of six case studies, which have worked with a frame-
work for analysis that was built with the aim of facilitating the development of
cross-regional comparisons. This conclusion attempts to bring these six cases
together to offer some comparative conclusions about how we can understand
reactions to populists and their effectiveness in very different settings.
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The focus on comparing reactions to populists in power is driven by two
considerations. The first is that we can now offer some new comparative work,
given the different reactions to the electoral success of populism in some
Eastern European, Western European, and Latin American countries. The
second consideration is that the question of what sort of response to populism is
effective is something which is often raised and which has important normative
implications. We hope this special issue and this conclusion can offer something
of value to both the academic and practical debate on how to cope with populism.
As editors of the special issue, we are of the opinion that populism maintains an
ambivalent relationship with liberal democracy, but this does not mean we have
to consider populist forces a “disease” or “pathology”.1 In fact, we have the
impression that scholars have too often dealt with populism as if it were necessarily
an evil. We do not share this view.

On the one hand, the very rise of populist forces is more often than not related
to real problems with the functioning of politics and the fact that “real existing
democracies” are not perfect regimes.2 Seen in this light:

the dilemmas raised by those who oppose [liberal] democracy will be more tractable if
we treat defensive policies as efforts to augment the democratic character of flawed
regimes, instead of as attempts to preserve a perfect moral community or any other
idealized status quo.3

On the other hand, while populism very often works as a democratic threat, there
are instances in which populism also works as a democratic corrective, particularly
when populist forces are able to give voice to sectors that do not feel represented by
the establishment.4 Either way, it is important for both scholarly and political
reasons to understand the motives of voters and constituencies who adhere to
the populist set of ideas.

This conclusion is structured in three sections. We begin by presenting a brief
overview of the framework developed in the introductory article to this special
issue. After this, we discuss the cases categorized in terms of a continuum, consid-
ering which cases have seen the most effective reactions and those which have seen
the least effective reactions. Finally, we offer some comparative points that cut
across the cases and which could help scholars and practitioners to think about
future research avenues on the question of how to deal with populist forces in
power.

Overview of the framework for analysis

The framework that we laid out in the introduction to this special issue was some-
thing that contributors were asked to use to structure the analyses of their case
studies.5 Although the framework drew from the considerable work on reacting
to the phenomenon of political extremism, our perspective is distinct in that we
are focusing on the moment that populists attain power and move from being out-
siders to being insiders – and often insiders with real power. This certainly changes
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the game fundamentally. Nevertheless, most studies centred on the question of how
to deal with populist and radical political forces – particularly those focused on
Europe – tend to assume that these forces are in opposition. It is not a coincidence
that a great part of the European debate is about the effectiveness of banning popu-
list forces or erecting a cordon sanitaire around them. However, these strategies are
not available once populists are in government.

The first thing that we asked contributors to do was to consider who reacted. We
were conscious that there would be a range of different domestic actors, from
political parties to civil society, the media, and independent institutions. But
what was innovative, we felt, was the opportunity to consider not only domestic
actors but to consider the “external” reactions from other actors, be they foreign
governments, transnational advocacy networks, international federations of politi-
cal parties, or (independent) supranational institutions. By including this dimen-
sion, we are establishing a dialogue with the growing body of literature that
underlines the relevance of external actors to understanding the success and
failure of democratization processes across the world.6 Following the work of
Levitsky and Way, we maintain that leverage and linkage are key factors for
analysing the ways in which the external dimension can play a role in dealing
with populists in government.7

The second aspect we asked contributors to consider was what sorts of strat-
egies were used by the different actors in responding to populism. This taps into
a long-standing debate amongst practitioners about how best to stem the electoral
growth of populist and radical political forces. It also taps into the work of scholars
like Capoccia, Rummens and Abts, and Downs in considering different responses
to extremism.8 The question we hoped to explore is not only which strategies are
used most frequently in different settings, but also what sorts of strategies seem to
be most effective in opposing populists in government.

Finally, we asked the contributors to consider the issue of timing and what
difference it made as to when reactions occurred. The hope was that we could
consider, across the cases, whether there was a difference in the scale and type
of reaction that occurs when “insurgent” populist forces initially gain power
compared to what sort of reaction is elicited by a more established populist
regime. By the same token, we were interested in assessing whether initial
actions against populists in government are decisive, since they can set the tone
of the opposition they will confront once in power. Moreover, if populist forces
stay in power for a long period of time, it is worth analysing whether the strategies
against them change over time.

Evaluating the effectiveness of opposition in each case

Looking across six cases of populists in government allows us to see the ways in
which opposition operates in different contexts. All too often, the study of popu-
lism has focused on national analyses (for example, Peronism in Argentina) or
regional comparisons (for example, populist radical right parties in Western
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Europe) with global or cross-regional comparison being rare exceptions.9 These
narrower analyses allow useful findings in terms of the country or the region
under scrutiny, but normally fail to reflect on populism per se. The cases we
have in this special issue permit us to make some comparisons of the effectiveness
of opposition in very different settings. Based on the findings of each of the six case
studies, we have developed Figure 1, which illustrates the range of effectiveness of
the opposition to populists in power. We move, at one extreme, from opposition
mainly notable for its absence and failure, to cases where opposition has signifi-
cantly affected the capacity of populists in power to undertake the reforms they
proposed. Although we cannot offer quantitative measure of effectiveness, for
each case we present three Freedom House measures: civil liberties, political
rights, and freedom rating.10

At one pole is Ecuador, a country with a rich tradition of populist leaders and
with an inchoate party system. Rafael Correa took office in 2006 and continues to
the present. He came to power on the heels of a period of political instability and
democratic difficulties in Ecuador. Carlos de la Torre and Andrés Ortiz11 portray
Correa’s rise to power as the emergence of a populist figure, with a strong anti-
establishment and leftist discourse and who has been able to provide stability for
almost a decade to a troubled country. However, his administration has undertaken
wholesale constitutional reform in a way that has left very little scope for realizing
opposition to his rule. It is clear that opposition in this case has been ineffective in
constraining or influencing the populism of Correa. As the Freedom House indi-
cators for Ecuador reveal (Figure 2), Ecuador has intermediate levels of political
rights and civil rights, which nevertheless have not varied in a positive or negative
way since Rafael Correa came to power in 2006.

The contribution on Ecuador reveals that reforms undertaken by populist actors
in government can set in motion gradual changes leading to a deterioration of the
democratic system. In effect, the main lesson from this case study seems to be that
populists can act strategically and consistently to both head off and undermine
possible opposition. On the one hand, Correa has been able to co-opt political
actors by bringing them into the regime and by establishing an informal alliance
with a great part of the business community, which is keen on working within
the confines of the existing rules.12 On the other hand, Correa has spared no
effort in confronting those who are against him. As de la Torre and Ortiz13 show
in their article, the Correa administration has not only attacked social movement
organizations and political activists, but also has been at war against privately
owned media and created state owned media outlets that are sympathetic to the
government and its populist discourse.

Figure 1 . Effectiveness of the opposition to populists in power.
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The case of Hugo Chávez in Venezuela appears to be another example where
opposition has been ineffective. Hawkins14 shows that overwhelming executive
power combined with very high levels of support for Chávez rendered all strategies
of opposition relatively impotent, particularly after the coup against Chávez in
2002 and the 2002–2003 general strike. Given that these two events were orche-
strated by certain sectors of the opposition, political polarization increased after
this and the government decided to undertake key reforms to concentrate power.
Moreover, new parties and candidates emerged but were effectively neutralized
by Chávez. Businesses and trade unions offered resistance but the government
was capable of winning the support of people who became rich and powerful
during the new administration – the so-called “Boliburguesı́a”. Figure 3 shows
the Freedom House indicators for Venezuela since Chávez came to power and
these data confirm that the country has been experiencing clear democratic
deterioration.

Where opposition in Venezuela has been a bit more effective, according to
Hawkins,15 is where it took the long-term perspective and the electoral path.
However, not all the opposition to Chavismo is in favour of adopting the electoral
path and this has certainly generated internal divisions, making it particularly
difficult to predict the evolution of the opposition after the death of Chávez.16

Before moving to the next cases, it is worth indicating that in both, Venezuela
and Ecuador, the existence of independent resources, namely oil, has significantly
empowered populists and enabled them to be relatively insulated from both dom-
estic and external influences. Indeed, Chávez and Correa benefited from an extra-
ordinary rise in oil prices through which they launched a variety of diplomatic

Figure 2 . Freedom House Indicators for Ecuador between 2005 and 2014.

Figure 3 . Freedom House Indicators for Venezuela between 1997 and 2014.
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crusades to defend the populist set of ideas across the region.17 To use the language
of Levitsky and Way,18 these two cases demonstrate that external pressure for
democratization (leverage) is limited when populists have enough economic
resources to co-opt potential enemies and gain public support by distributing
benefits.

Unlike Chávez in Venezuela and Correa in Ecuador, Viktor Orbán came to
power in 2010 in the middle of the economic crisis affecting the Eurozone and
Hungary is not a commodity-rich country. What the Hungarian case shows with
the reaction to the government of Fidesz between 2010 and 2014, is that the
attainment of a “supermajority” in the 2010 election allowed the party to undertake
fundamental transformations that both attempted to neutralize opposition and also
played a key role in ensuring re-election in 2014 through electoral reform. This
supermajority played a vital role in limiting the effectiveness of reactions to
Fidesz, making this case similar to the Latin American examples discussed
above. In fact, according to the Freedom House indicators presented in Figure 4,
Hungary has experienced slight democratic erosion since Orbán came to power
in 2010.

As Batory19 suggests, in Hungary domestic actors were limited in effectiveness
and were even forced, at times, to resort to use international arenas like the Euro-
pean parliament as an alternative venue in which to oppose Fidesz. It is not a
coincidence that Fidesz built up the European Union (EU) as an enemy, although
it has not had much power to tame Orbán’s administration, particularly when it
comes to respecting the rule of law and defending liberal democracy.20 This is
due to the fact that Hungary is already part of the EU and, consequently, the
capacity of the latter to exercise leverage by, for instance, monitoring and addres-
sing violations of the common values of the Union is relatively weak.

In addition, Batory argues that international pressure in the Hungarian case was
limited by the fact that Fidesz was an established and recognized party, previously
part of the mainstream. She stresses that there is a contrast with the Western Euro-
pean cases where the populist forces in question were insurgent forces, whereas the
reaction to Fidesz needs to be understood in the context of an established main-
stream party turning populist. However, the case does illustrate the use of the inter-
national arena as the Socialists “uploaded” opposition to Fidesz on the issue of
media reform to the European parliament, where a symbolic resolution was

Figure 4 . Freedom House Indicators for Hungary between 2009 and 2014.

350 P. Taggart and C. Rovira Kaltwasser



adopted by the parliament arguing for a reversal of the media law change. In this
case, what we were seeing was the resort to international venues as a result of the
failure of the mainstream opposition to mobilize domestically due to the scale of
their electoral defeat. This is not a surprise. Given that Hungary is a country that
has a high density of ties and cross-border flows with European states (linkage),
the domestic opposition is trying to heighten the international salience of the
abuses committed by Orbán’s regime.

In the case of Italy, we have a long period of time to consider and a number of
populist actors to respond to. The combination of Berlusconi’s People for
Freedom/Forza Italia with Umberto Bossi’s Northern League proved a remarkably
durable government formation after a difficult initial period. Domestic opposition
from the other parties needs to be considered in the shifting sands of Italian party
politics. Moreover, it is worth emphasizing that Italy experienced a collapse of its
party system after the 1994 election and this certainly primed the emergence of
political outsiders and new political forces.21 Verbeek and Zaslove22 argue that
the reaction to the Berlusconi-led governments had the effect of cohering the left
parties and of contributing to the emergent bipolarity of the party system. Opposi-
tion also came from the presidency of Ciampi, who used the office to refuse to sign
government legislation into law and make his opposition to the government clear.
The judiciary, one of Berlusconi’s major targets, was also active against him, but
Verbeek and Zaslove suggest that the overall ability of the judiciary to control
the government was weak and to a certain extent shored up populist support for
Berlusconi among his voters by feeding his narrative of being an unwarranted
victim of a politicized judiciary.

Nevertheless, if we look at Figure 5, the Freedom House indicators show that
the governments of Berlusconi (1994–1995; 2001–2005–2006; 2008–2011)
apparently did not have a major impact on Italian democracy. We can see how
in Italy the combined long-term effect of the response of the judiciary, international
markets, and other political parties seemed to play a role in constraining Berlusconi
more than the other cases examined. Jan-Werner Müller attributes this to the role of
the EU, the nature of the Italian judiciary, and domestic party opposition being rela-
tively effective.23

One of the interesting aspects of the Italian case is the recent emergence of
Beppe Grillo’s Five Star Movement, which represents a new populist force,

Figure 5 . Freedom House Indicators for Italy between 1993 and 2012.
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albeit different from the populism of Berlusconi and Bossi. Here the opposition of
Grillo to the establishment represented an attack not only on Berlusconi and the
Northern League but also on mainstream centre-left forces as well as the EU.
The Five Star Movement is characterized by a strong leader and fluid organiz-
ational model.24 In this sense, Grillo’s rise looks more similar to the rise of
figures such as Chávez in Venezuela and Correa in Ecuador, although Grillo has
publicly said that he is not interested in becoming a member of the Italian
parliament and thus prime minister of the country. All in all, there is little doubt
that contemporary Italy is not short of the sort of demands that can lead to
support for populism as well as supply of populism. As Verbeek and Zaslove25

maintain in their article, more than 50% of the electorate voted for a populist
party in the last general elections, due to the dissatisfaction of citizens with the
way in which democracy is working in Italy as well as their hope that populist
forces can help to bring more contestation and thus revitalize the political system.

Poland offers a case of populism having a short time in government but it offers
an unusual range of populist actors. The focus here is on the 2006–2007 coalition
that came to power with the party of Law and Justice headed by the twin brothers of
Lech and Jaroslaw Kacyński as the lead party. The other 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. While it is true that this coalition of populist
forces intended to undertake major institutional reforms, Stanley26 shows in his
article that the constitutional court and independent institutions were very success-
ful in stopping these reform endeavours. What is clear is that the ability of the
Kacyńskis to implement their agenda for government was constrained by the
nature of opposition towards them. As Stanley argues, the mainstream opposition
was able to fracture the coalition, frustrate their agenda and would eventually go on
to oust them from power at the subsequent election. On issues like lustration and
abortion, it is clear that the domestic configuration of opposition through main-
stream political actors, combined with civil society and independent institutions
in the body of the Constitutional Tribunal added up to a significant check on the
populists in government. And this goes perhaps some way to accounting for
why Figure 6 reveals that the populist coalition led by the Kacyński brothers did
not have any major impact on Polish democracy.

Figure 6 . Freedom House Indicators for Poland between 2005 and 2008.
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In contrast to the Latin American cases, the Polish example should be seen as a
particular moment of populism which is not followed by sustained populist
electoral success (or indeed, preceded by it). We need to be sensitive to the very
short timeframe of this case. In a sense, then, we might expect the limitations of
a short-term impact of reaction to populism to be mitigated by the intensity of
the response. What we see in practice in Poland, according to Stanley,27 is
where the reaction to populism has an important impact on limiting the capacity
of the newly elected government to undertake far-reaching reforms that eventually
could have led to a deterioration of the rule of law, as in the case of Orbán in
Hungary.

Finally, the Austrian case and the reaction particularly to the initial FPÖ
coalition government is a case where we can see the clearest impact of reactions
to populists. Similar to what happened in Poland, populists in government in
Austria did not have absolute leeway to undertake reforms. This is related to the
fact that populist forces were the junior partner of the coalition and the power of
both domestic and external actors. It is not a coincidence that according to the
data provided by Freedom House, the coming into power of a populist radical
right party did not have a negative impact on Austrian democracy (Figure 7). As
Fallend and Heinisch28 emphasize, the domestic response incorporated the reaction
of other political parties with most hostility coming from the Greens through to
civil society with effective trade union opposition and rather ineffective opposition
from the media. Without doubt though, the international response to the populists
here caused substantial constraints on the part of the coalition and led to the most
effective opposition. The diplomatic response of the EU member governments was
unprecedented in the measures it applied and pressure they were able to bring to
bear. And the response of the United States and Israel was not insignificant in
creating an environment of heighted international focus on the populists in
power. However, Fallend and Heinisch suggest that these sanctions backfired to
some extent by reinforcing a sense of national unity.

What is interesting in Fallend and Heinisch’s account is how the European par-
liament allowed the Christian Democrats to play the role of critics of their own
populist coalition partners. So in effect, international pressure from foreign govern-
ments had the domestic effect of pushing together populist and mainstream actors,
while international institutions as arenas rather than as actors allowed the same

Figure 7 . Freedom House Indicators for Austria between 1999 and 2008.
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mainstream actors to adopt a very different position towards the FPÖ. In the termi-
nology of Levitsky and Way, the case of Austria shows an environment of high
linkage and high leverage, where domestic and international actors work together
to put pressure on a government that opted to include a populist radical right party.
As a consequence, the Austrian Christian Democratic Party was forced to tame the
FPÖ and the latter had little room of manoeuvre to implement policies. This in turn
had an impact on the FPÖ itself, since part of its leadership and constituencies
became disappointed and decided to a create a new populist radical right party,
which allegedly would remain faithful to the populist set of ideas.

Comparative findings and future research agenda

One of the attempts in this special issue has been to make broad comparisons and in
this final section we want to analyse how the inclusion of cases coming from very
different contexts helps us to discover regional variations as well as cross-regional
trends. Given that we are working with a small number of cases, our findings
should be tested further in future studies.29 Accordingly, the findings that we
point out in this final section of the conclusion also delineate future avenues of
research for scholars and practitioners interested in the reactions to populism
gaining power. Without the intention of offering a detailed list of findings across
the case studies, there are at least six comparative findings that we want to
emphasize.

(1) The structure of government

The first comparative finding is that in the two Latin American case studies, the
power of the presidency, combined with the greater degree of institutional
flexibility in the political system as a whole, restricted the scope for action by
the opposition. Looking at the articles on Correa and Chávez, it is evident that
both actors worked hard to pre-emptively head off opposition where possible.
Correa reshaped the political environment, not only through creating a new
constituent assembly and weakening the existing congress, but also by turning
the presidency into a plebiscitary institution and employing the strategy of perma-
nent campaign.30 A similar situation occurred in the case of Venezuela under
Chávez, who, once in power, undertook major institutional reforms through a con-
stituent assembly and the extension of the powers of the presidency. While it is true
that democratic institutions were not flawless before Chávez came to power, there
is little doubt that his administration weakened mechanisms of accountability and
seriously limited the autonomy of the judiciary.31

Nevertheless, the distinction between the Latin American and the European
cases is not simply a regional distinction. The classic debate between presidential
and parliamentary systems is of course relevant here. Since the publication of the
seminal book The Failure of Presidential Democracy, a lively scholarly discussion
has emerged on the relationship between system of government and failure or
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success of democracy.32 The “standard view” assumes that parliamentary systems
show a higher survival rate than presidential systems because the former give birth
to governments that have a majority in congress and thus are able to produce highly
centralized decision-making processes. By contrast, presidential systems are sup-
posedly bound to experience deadlocks between the executive and legislative
power, since they normally produce a president who does not have a majority in
the parliament. However, several scholars33 argue against the “standard view”
and maintain that the time has come to advance a research agenda that is not
centred on the “perils of presidentialism”, but rather on the tools of coalition for-
mation, because these can help us understand the stability of presidential
systems as well as their tendency to enhance governability at the expense of
accountability.34

In terms of governmental structures, the Latin American cases provide person-
alized and powerful individual scope for populist presidents, who were able to
concentrate power to secure governability. Yet, it is important to consider that
both Chávez and Correa were in power during a period of rising commodity
prices and this helped them to avoid the necessity of building broader coalitions.
However, global oil prices have recently fallen and this might have an impact on
the Ecuadorean and Venezuelan populist regimes, which may consequently be com-
pelled to enact unpopular economic reforms. If we look at the European cases, par-
liamentarianism and the nature of coalition government amount to a different
situation for populist governments – even where, as in the case of the Polish or Ita-
lians coalitions, all elements of those coalitions have some populist credentials. The
same can be said about Austria, where the tools of coalition formation contributed to
constraining the behaviour and policy approach of the FPÖ in government. Hungary
represents a partial exception to this trend, as Orbán’s attainment of a “supermajor-
ity” allowed him to govern without the necessity of reaching agreements with other
political forces. Whether he will be able to maintain this overwhelming electoral
majority in the near future is an open question, which certainly will have an influ-
ence on the politics of coalition making in Hungary and thus on the evolution of
democracy in the country in the coming years.

(2) The limited range of strategies for opposition available to international
actors

Another interesting finding comes from looking at the responses of external
actors: there seems to have been a very limited repertoire of actions available.
While external players may breast-beat and complain, there are few instances
where there is substantial influence. Moreover, there is almost no possibility of
a collaborative approach, unless populist actors themselves are interested in over-
coming a critical situation with the help of international institutions and leaders.
An example of this is the mediation efforts of the Carter Center, the Organization
of American States, and the United Nations Development Programme to establish
a constructive dialogue between government and opposition in Venezuela
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between 2002 and 2004, which ended with the realization of a referendum to
determine whether Chávez should be recalled from office or not.35 This referen-
dum took place in August 2004 and a majority voted that Chávez should stay in
power. After this, the regime shunned other international offers to mediate in the
internal situation of the country, reinforcing the general idea that without the
support of the populists themselves, it is extremely difficult for external forces
to act in a collaborative way.

Therefore, in practice, external responses to populists in power are restricted to
“voice” or “no-voice”. The nature of populism itself reinforces this as it inherently
sees external actors as being distant from their own constituencies (real or
imagined) and therefore actions and rhetoric of opposition from outside are
useful to reinforce the loyalty of domestic constituencies. This effectively
appears to undermine the capacity of international actors in terms of expressing
or acting on hostility towards populist regimes. After all, populist actors who are
in government need to present themselves as outsiders and one way of doing
this is by denouncing the existence of an alliance between domestic and foreign
elites seeking to subvert the will of the people. For instance, the coming into
power of the Austrian Freedom Party was followed by the vehement rhetoric
response of various European governments and institutions. As a result, some
actors of the Austrian Freedom Party denounced that external elites were
working against national sovereignty.

All in all, it seems that international actors do have a difficult time when it
comes to dealing with populists in power. This is related to the fact that inter-
national institutions such as the EU and the Organization of American States
have a limited toolkit for defending democracy. While it is true that the Organiz-
ation of American States has a Democratic Charter, the document has been
designed to fight against coups rather than to deal with an executive power under-
taking extensive reforms that undermine the autonomy of the legislative and judi-
cial powers. Therefore, some policymakers and scholars argue about the necessity
of developing new proposals to strengthen the region’s democracy-defence
arrangement by, for instance, establishing preventive mechanisms and conducting
periodic assessments of compliance with the Democratic Charter.36 However,
these kinds of proposals inevitably raise the question of how to define transgres-
sions of the rule of law and who is entitled to determine this.

Although the EU has a much stronger system of supranational institutions than
the Organization of American States, it also faces similar challenges when it comes
to reacting to the coming into power of populist forces. Membership of the EU
hinges upon meeting several democratic conditions, including respect for the
rule of law and fundamental freedoms.37 Nevertheless, once a country is a
member of the EU, the latter has a limited capacity to monitor compliance with
democratic conditionality. As Agnes Batory38 maintains in her article on Viktor
Orbán’s Hungary, the EU’s options before and after a country’s accession differ
greatly. As a consequence, a few practitioners and scholars are of the opinion
that it is necessary to rethink the strategies that the EU should advance to protect
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liberal democracy from anti-democratic populists in power, whose actions could
eventually lead to de-democratization.39

Whether the EU will be able to develop a more advanced toolkit to protect
liberal democracy and monitor compliance with the rule of law seems to depend
as much on the nature of the European integration project in general as on the insti-
tutions it develops. The euro crisis has undermined the scope for EU intervention in
its member states as it has led to an institutional defensiveness and a fatigue with
the sort of grand reform that characterized earlier moments of integration. The
absence of a wider political consensus and the reluctance of member states to com-
promise sovereignty at a time of potential domestic upheaval further precludes the
EU presently enabling itself to intervene internally. Seen in this light, the response
of the EU to Austria as analysed in this special issue is probably the exception
rather than the rule, as there is little ground to expect that the EU could try
today to apply strong pressure on a government coalition that includes or is
headed by a populist radical right party or leader. As Cas Mudde40 has indicated,
this party family should be seen as a “pathological normalcy”, since it constitutes a
radicalization of mainstream values of European societies.

(3) Factors affecting the room of manoeuvre of domestic actors

In practice, the six cases analysed in this special issue demonstrate that the possi-
bility of collaboration with populists in government is an option mainly open to
mainstream, non-populist political actors. This is the third comparative finding
we think it is relevant to stress. The strategy of collaboration or cooperation is,
of course, open to all types of actors. However, the reality is that only mainstream
actors are really able to engage in cooperation and this usually means inclusion in
coalition politics. In the Latin American cases, this can partially be seen as a con-
sequence of the effective cooptation and marginalization of opposition forces by
Correa and Chávez. There have been mobilizations against the populist regimes
in both Ecuador and Venezuela, but so far they have been largely ineffective. In
the European cases, we can see that only the parties that can form coalitions
with populist forces have real options for collaboration. While we do see civil
society mobilizing in almost all the cases here, it is hard to see this mobilization
as possible in a non-oppositional form. In practice, all civil society mobilization
is visible as opposition in the form or marches or protests. However, it is also
important to note that some civil society organizations have supported populist
forces in power, for instance, by rallying in favour of specific policies such as
anti-immigration and the implementation of institutional reforms. As a conse-
quence, practitioners and scholars should avoid assuming that civil society as a
whole is against populism, but rather explore whether certain sectors of civil
society support populist parties and leaders.

To understand the possibilities and forms of cooperation at the domestic level,
it is worth noting that there is a vital difference in the nature of the reaction to popu-
lists in power depending on whether those populists are in an ascendant position
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and whether they are entering government as junior partners. This can be seen by
the difference between the Austrian vis-à-vis the Hungarian, Italian, and Polish
cases. The influence of opposition parties, both internal and external, was signifi-
cantly stronger in the case of Austria, where the Freedom Party was a junior partner
with the Christian Democrats. The situation has been quite different in Hungary,
where Fidesz is the main party and thus has little interest in collaborating with
other actors. The same applies to Poland and Italy, where not only the major
party of the coalition (Law and Justice and People for Freedom/Forza Italia,
respectively) but also the other members of the coalition shared the populist
worldview. Therefore, the Hungarian, Italian, and Polish cases reveal that the
possibility of cooperation at the domestic level diminishes when populist actors
have the strongest electoral position within the government coalition; under
these circumstances, polarization tends to increase and this also weakens
cooperation possibilities between populist and non-populist forces.

In addition, it is notable that constitutional courts and independent institutions
such as the judiciary have played an important role in reacting to populists in
power. The actions of these two bodies probably represent the clearest example
of the strategy of “militancy”. However, the cases considered here reveal that
there is an important degree of variation in the effectiveness of constitutional
courts and independent institutions in dealing with populists in government. In
countries where populist forces have been able to undertake major institutional
reforms (Ecuador, Hungary, and Venezuela), the judiciary and the constitutional
tribunal had limited room of manoeuvre to respond to populism. By contrast, in
countries where populists in power did not have the capacity to initiate far-reaching
institutional reforms (Austria, Italy, and Poland), courts often played an important
role in taming populist actors and striking down some of their policy changes. This
certainly reinforces the idea that populists tend to have a fundamental ambivalence
towards non-elected institutions such as some of the key aspects of judicial politics
– as they tend to be distrustful of legal processes and infrequently use a discourse
of rights. The fact that two of the most consistent sites of opposition to populism
across the six case studies are constitutional courts and the judiciary may represent
something more fundamental than simple institutional opportunism.

(4) Timing of reactions

As we anticipated in the framework for analysis, there are important differences in
the timing of the reactions to populists in government. In the case of Chávez, we
can see that there are distinct phases. With the establishment and embedding of
a populist government that is supported by an important part of the population,
the opposition was forced to move from a more confrontational strategy to a
more electoral path as this regime progressed. Nevertheless, the opposition is
still divided and it is not clear how it will evolve. In the case of Correa, we can
observe that his early actions were crucial in undermining the opposition, although
the latter has been able to gain a foothold at the local level. What is interesting is
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that both cases reveal a similar pattern: if a populist government is able to maintain
high levels of public support across time (something that in Ecuador and Venezuela
has been possible due to a great extent to an extraordinary rise of oil prices), it has
substantial leeway to adopt a radical approach against its adversaries. Under these
circumstances, domestic actors do not have much space or many opportunities to
deal with the populist government and thus they will try to involve international
actors.

In the Austrian case, the strongest reaction was in the early period of the
government. Influence over the coming into power of a coalition that included a
populist radical right party was at its highest when the opposition was able to
utilize both the national and international arenas to undermine the legitimacy of
the administration before it “normalized” itself into legitimacy. This example illus-
trates that early actions against a populist government can be significant as they
contribute not only to generating an alliance between different players at the
domestic and external level, but also to monitoring the behaviour of the populist
government across time. By contrast, in the case of Hungary we can observe
that the lack of novelty of Fidesz meant that there was no unified domestic mobil-
ization that we might expect in the first flush of populist insurgent success. After
all, Fidesz and Orbán had been in power before and thus it is not surprising that
external actors were divided about how to approach his re-election and whether
this represented a threat to Hungary’s democracy.

Finally, the Italian case is notable for illustrating that when populists in power
become “normalized” and the opposition is relatively weak, there is fertile soil for
the formation of a populist alternative that will attack the establishment as whole,
that is, populist and non-populist forces. As Verbeek and Zaslove41 argue, the
emergence of Beppe Grillo and the Five Star Movement as a significant force in
Italian politics represented a populist counter-reaction to the nature of Italian
politics in general but also specifically to the difficulties for Italian politics
created by the period of Berlusconi. It is difficult to categorize Grillo’s politics,
but what is clear is that it is a very different variant of populism to that of Berlusconi
and the Northern League. This means that one has to consider that a possible reac-
tion over time resides in the adoption of the populist language by new political
actors, who condemn the elite for its false promises.

(5) Dealing with the populist demand

Academics and pundits alike are prone to take for granted that populism is always
about the rise of strong and charismatic leaders, who are able to enchant the masses.
While it is true that the populist set of ideas is frequently articulated by this sort of
leader, we have to be aware of the fact that populism can also be formulated not
only by political parties that are well structured, but also by social movements
that have enough organizational resources to foster collective action. The Austrian
and Venezuelan case studies included in this special issue have considered strong
and charismatic populist leaders (Haider and Chávez respectively), who have died
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yet nevertheless the populist parties where they have worked persist. As a conse-
quence, strong and charismatic leadership should not be considered a defining attri-
bute of the populist phenomenon.42

Instead of putting too much emphasis on the leader as an explanatory variable,
populism scholarship should better understand the reasons and motives of voters
and constituencies for adopting the populist set of ideas. In other words, we
have to study both the supply of and the demand for populism. In our opinion,
this is one of the most important comparative findings of this special issue. All
contributions of this special issue reveal that regardless of how successfully dom-
estic and external actors deal with populists in government, these leaders and
parties have the capacity to represent the ideas and interests of a significant part
of the electorate – sometimes even the majority. Even when these leaders and
parties are not in power anymore, they continue to give voice to groups who do
not feel represented by the establishment. Therefore, it is not far-fetched to
suggest that the very rise of populist actors is a sign that something is not
working well with the process of the democratic representation.

Why is it that people adhere to the populist ideology? This is a question that so
far has received little attention, in part because many scholars and practitioners are
inclined to assume that populism is a top-down phenomenon. However, recent
research has shown that the populist set of ideas is relatively widespread in
society and, under certain circumstances, can be activated to mobilize voters
who are angry about the current state of affairs.43 Seen in this light, to deal with
populists in government one has not only to look at the interaction between popu-
list and non-populist actors, but also take seriously the concerns of populist voters
and constituencies. In this regard, two of the strategies identified in the framework
for analysis can be useful. On the one hand, the strategy of incorporation can
contribute to socializing into the liberal democratic system some populist activists
and constituencies. This can be done, for instance, by taking into account problems
raised by populist actors, but in a way through which the policy responses offered
are compatible with the liberal democratic model. On the other hand, the strategy of
education can also be useful here, particularly when it comes to funding organiz-
ations seeking to promote pluralist values and the core ideas of a liberal democratic
regime.

(6) The toolkit of populist forces to fight back

The final overall comparative finding we would like to stress is, perhaps, the
most important for those who are interested in the impact of populists in
power on the democratic system. It was also something that we as editors
only partially anticipated in the construction of the framework. This is the obser-
vation that in a number of the cases the populists’ own response to their assump-
tion of power was to develop strategies that seemed either overtly or explicitly to
target possible reactions and to minimize their effects. Put in other words, once
populist forces are in power, they can try to employ the “militant democracy”
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approach to cope with actors and institutions confronting them. After all, democratic
regimes normally have a set of instruments to fight against extremism and these
instruments can be employed by populist actors in power to defend themselves
and carry on institutional reforms rather than to defend the democratic order as such.

We see this most clearly in the case of Correa in Ecuador with his wholesale
reform of the legislature and judiciary in an overt attempt to neutralize opposition
by taking away potential power bases and arenas for contestation. As de la Torre
and Ortı́z44 show, the language used by Correa to promote these reforms empha-
sizes the importance of replacing “old and corrupt” institutions with “new and
reliable” ones to construct a democratic model, in which the people control the
establishment and not the other way round. We also observe a similar pattern in
the Hungarian case, as Batory clearly shows.45 The two-thirds majority that
Orbán’s party secured in 2010 clearly offered great latitude and was used to
circumvent the possibility of effective opposition. This enabled the party to
engage in electoral reform that significantly advantaged it in the 2014 election.
The government also engaged in judicial reform that clipped the wings of the Con-
stitutional Court and not only attempted to remove a large number of judges but
also aimed to rewrite the history of the country. With Berlusconi, his in-built advan-
tage as owner of considerable amounts of the Italian media also meant that,
although media opposition did exist, it was very much muted in its effects. Never-
theless, the judiciary and the president had more success in stopping Berlusconi in
his attempts to undertake major institutional reforms.

Last but not least, the case of Chávez offers us a particularly rich example of a popu-
list in government turning the strategies of opposition to extremism against his enemies.
Hawkins46 shows how Chávez consistently used the tools of office to head off opposi-
tion, particularly through constitutional reform and by purging the judiciary. This contri-
bution also shows how Chávez, after the 2002 coup against him, attempted a
conciliatory strategy against those that had attempted to unseat him, but later developed
a more radical approach and advanced new forms of “civic education” to promote his
reforms. It is also no coincidence that Orbán, Berlusconi, Chávez and Correa all
focused efforts on media control, ownership or reform to limit the scope for opposition
coverage in the media becoming a focus for more substantive opposition. In summary,
with different degrees of intensity and success, almost all populist forces in power have
employed the four strategies – militancy, incorporation, purge, and education – ident-
ified by Capoccia.47 Therefore, we think that future research should try to explore how
the very mechanisms of democratic protection against extremism can be used by popu-
lists in power to try to defend themselves.
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Rovira Kaltwasser, Cristóbal. “The Ambivalence of Populism: Threat and Corrective for

Democracy.” Democratization 19, no. 2 (2012): 184–208.
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