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Abstract

The term ‘populism’ has undoubtedly occupied a central position in public discussions from
the 2008 crisis onwards. An array of leaderships and political phenomena are labelled as such,
ranging from reactionary Donald Trump and the BREXIT referendum on the right of the
political spectrum to Syriza and Podemos on the progressive left. This research aims to study
the ways politicians, journalists and experts use the term ‘populism’. More often than not, the
term is used pejoratively in order to discredit political enemies and frame them as irresponsible,
authoritarian and above all dangerous for democracy. What are the effects of the wide and
uncritical use of the term ‘populism’ over the last decade? What are the consequences of the
overuse of this term to explain all sorts of phenomena?
This research will also highlight the discourse of anti-populism and demonstrate how it
contributes to further mystifying populism, a phenomenon that appears across the political
spectrum and often in progressive and democratic manifestations. On the one hand, antipopulism functions euphemistically as it masks xenophobic narratives and helps to mainstream
radical right and even neo-Nazi political projects (e.g. Marine Le Pen and Matteo Salvini whose
views are now considered ‘legitimate’ due to the mainstreaming of the far right). On the other
hand, the excessive focus on populism results in the failure to address central socio-economic
issues, upon which radical right actors mobilise – such as increasing inequalities and the
exclusion of ‘lower strata’.
This research will end with some proposals. First, rather than using ‘populism’ as a method to
denounce their opponents, experts, politicians and journalists need to reflect more on the way
they use the term and the impact it has on the understanding of the phenomenon, on its
neglected democratic potentials on the one hand and the dangers of anti-democratic populist
projects on the other. Second, rather than focusing on attacking the ‘populists’, political elites
should instead invest in tackling social, economic and political issues, such as unemployment,
precarity, poverty, and political corruption. Third, political elites, including major parties at the
national and European levels, are urged to reflect on their neglect of popular demands and
overemphasis on populism in contemporary politics, and to consider what role this has played
in the rise of populism.
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1. Introduction
Since the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, the notion of ‘populism’ received a central
position in political, intellectual and public debates. Surprisingly enough the term has proven
salient. The current pandemic conjuncture has rendered evident a revitalised and vigorous
discussion about populists. More often than not, ‘populism’ is used in negatively to discredit
political enemies as irresponsible and authoritarian. Following the COVID-19 outbreak
populists were associated with fake news, mis- and dis-information, conspiracy theories,
vaccine scepticism and anti-science views. In short, it seems that populism has come to
denote anything that is considered bad for contemporary politics and democracy.
Although the potential threats posed to contemporary democracies by certain variants of
populism should not be downplayed, this report invites concerned actors to reflexively review
the way they engage with the term ‘populism’ as this may have broader implications in public
discussions and political decisions. Critical scholarship on populism has highlighted that
beyond xenophobic populisms, commonly found in the European continent, there exist
progressive, inclusionary and democratic populisms – notably in Latin America and the
southern European periphery. Such examples of democratic populism are not new – but they
are certainly neglected due to the increased opposition of experts to populism as a whole. Due
to the overemphasis put on populism, its opposite, anti-populism, is commonly neglected.
This report aims to highlight the political effects of anti-populist discourse. Politicians and
journalists, but also experts and scholars, use the term populism abundantly but above all
uncritically. The effects of anti-populism are not inconsequential. They often generate
unnecessary public moral panic that obscures more crucial social and political issues that
trouble our contemporary democracies – including unprecedented economic inequalities,
social exclusion and challenges posed by elitist technocratic models of democracy. This
report aims to critically reflect on anti-populist discourse. It discusses the political
implications of uncritical and excessive discussions of populism and offers some proposals
that may be relevant to policymakers and journalists.
The report is structured as follows. The first section seeks to clarify the status of populism in
academic – historical, political scientific and sociological – literature, and discusses some of
the key features of anti-populism. The second section outlines the research methods by which
empirical data on political narratives related to populism has been gathered. The third section
provides an empirical analysis and develops an account of the ways populism is defined in
public discourse in various instances during the last decade – namely the economic crisis of
2008 and the pandemic, while it also focuses on the case of Cyprus. The fourth section
discusses the consequences of anti-populism and provides some recommendations to policy
makers, journalists and experts with respect to the use of the term ‘populism’ as well as
potential alternative ways of engaging with the phenomenon.
This report concludes that policymakers, journalists and experts should:




Be more critical and reflexive when they use the term populism
o Avoid using it as a metaphor to denounce their political adversaries, framing
them as irresponsible, demagogic etc.
Reflect on their own role in creating political polarisation
o Populists do not just enact political conflict alone, there is always an antipopulists camp that engages and sustains political polarisation
Seriously reflect on their own responsibility in creating the conditions for populism
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o Policymakers and journalists should reflect? something missing
Put forward radical social policy that favours:
o Economic redistribution and progressive taxation
o Creation of new jobs and sustainable economy
o Socio-political inclusion and participation

2. Defining populism and anti-populism
Despite the presence of the term populism in almost every political or public discussion, the
notion remains highly contested. The challenge to defining populism is partially related to the
fact that the term is used to describe an array of phenomena ranging from political
movements, parties and leaderships, to ideologies, discourses and styles (Gidron &
Bonikowski, 2013). More rarely, the term has been used to describe ‘extra-political’
phenomena – such as religious leaders but also artists (Stavrakakis, 2004; Kompatsiaris,
2017). The wide and uncritical use of ‘populism’ further contributes to the difficulty in
defining the term. As the commentator Peter C Baker (2019) argues, ‘populism sounds like
something from a horror film: an alien bacteria that has somehow slipped through
democracy’s defences […] Tellingly, most writing about populism presumes an audience
unsympathetic to populism’.
Following the financial crisis of 2008, and later the BREXIT referendum campaign and the
election of Donald Trump in 2016, the term ‘populism’ appears with accelerating frequency
in public discourse. Critical scholars highlighted that the huge outpouring of media and
political discussions tend to overemphasise populism and the role it plays in contemporary
politics while they also downplay the role elitist and technocratic politics play (Glynos &
Mondon, 2019). ‘Populist hype’ – the excessive use of the term populism – often results in
moral panic. Another key characteristic of the media hype over the term populism is that it
ignores the advancements achieved by ‘populism studies’ over the last forty years
(Stavrakakis & Jäger, 2017) – advancements that have been critical in bringing us closer to an
understanding of this multifaceted phenomenon:
‘In mainstream public discourse, populism serves as an overarching category that
describes both left and right, authoritarian and progressive (populist) phenomena, and
in so doing, it often disregards important differences among distinct populist
typologies. The language games of our era reveal a salient and reactive discursive
dichotomy between populism and anti-populism’ (Galanopoulos & Venizelos, 2021:5).
For this reason, a group of critical scholars of populism urged researchers and commentators
to expand their focus towards the study of discourses that oppose populism (De Cleen et al.,
2018). Anti-populism, then, can be defined as:
‘a discourse that posits itself in radical opposition to populism, creating a discursive
antagonistic frontier between (pro-)populist and anti-populist forces. Anti-populists
employ the signifier ‘populism’ in their repertoires in order to denounce or discredit
their adversaries. In so doing, anti-populist repertoires create a hierarchical taxonomy
of political styles, political stances and even aesthetics; placing anti-populism at the
‘high end’ and populism at the ‘bottom’ (cf. Ostiguy, 2017) (Galanopoulos &
Venizelos, 2021: 5).
The anti-populist logic implies a sense of moral and political superiority in relation to
populism, which is articulated as an inferior style of politics. It seeks to ‘ostracise populism’,
framing it as a ‘political anomaly’ that does not fit into ‘political normality’ (Galanopoulos &
Stavrakakis, 2019: 186 - 187). Needless to say, anti-populism is not a feature of any
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particular ideological group, but rather a discourse that can be employed by different political
families – and often functions as a unifying discourse that groups together established and
long-standing political forces (Galanopoulos & Venizelos, 2021).
The problem with mainstream anti-populism is that it rarely takes into consideration the four
to five decades-long academic research on the topic of populism (Stavrakakis & Jäger, 2017).
The impressively rich contemporary literature on populism has recently moved towards a
consensus that populism maintains two core and omnipresent characteristics. Regardless of
populism’s ideological orientation (left, right, centre), organisational dynamics (movement,
party, leadership) and geographic location (Europe, Latin America, Asia, USA, etc.),
populism revolves, transhistorically, around two ‘operational criteria’: people-centrism and
anti-elitism (Laclau, 1977; Canovan, 1999; Mudde, 2004; Stavrakakis, 2004).
Despite this consensus, normative disagreements about whether populism has a positive or
negative status still influence the way the phenomenon is talked about in academic
definitions. For example, those who define populism as an ideology frame the phenomenon
as the opposite of pluralism (Mudde, 2004: 543; Müller, 2016:81). Pappas (2019) frames it as
fundamentally ‘illiberal’. Indeed, the view that ‘the people’ are always framed as
‘homogenous’ and ‘pure’ (Mudde, 2004), is rooted in the fact that scholarship on populism
has predominantly focused on its right-wing variant, now thriving in the European context
(see Ignazi, 1992; Betz, 1994; Ivarsflaten, 2005; Caiani & della Porta, 2012). As a
consequence, ‘region-specific manifestations of populism are erroneously promoted to
defining properties of supposedly general applicability’ (Aslanidis, 2017: 268). By neglecting
a multiplicity of pluralistic, inclusionary, democratic and progressive populist phenomena
located on the left of the political spectrum, the geographically-confined understanding of
populism results in its nearly-exclusive association with nationalism, authoritarianism, the
extreme right, racism and so on (van Kessel, 2015).
This report understands populism as a discursive logic. Specifically, the discourse-theoretical
perspective provides a rigorous method for understanding the processes through which
political discourses, such as populism or nationalism, attempt to construct collective identities
(such as ‘the people’ or ‘the nation’) (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985; Howarth & Stavrakakis, 2000;
Glynos et al., 2009). Such a perspective also allows us to examine the anti-populist logics that
oppose notions of popular sovereignty, thereby articulating their own distinct definitions of
‘populism’ (Stavrakakis & Katsambekis, 2019; Galanopoulos & Venizelos, 2021).
This perspective shifts the analytical focus from the ‘essential’ contents of political
discourses (which ideology? which policy? which demands?) to the logic of articulation of
those contents (how are these demands brought together?) (De Cleen et al., 2018). Laclau’s
notion of the ‘chain of equivalence’ is critical for the study of collective identity-formation
(Laclau, 2005a). Collective identities presuppose ‘the establishment of linkages between a
series of initially heterogeneous [particular identities], which enter into relations of
equivalence [. . .] through the opposition towards a common enemy (the power bloc, the
establishment)’ (Stavrakakis and Katsambekis, 2014: 123). Due to the prevalence of the
nation-state, ‘the people’ and ‘the nation’ have been closely articulated throughout history,
and cases of nationalist populism are not rare (Anastasiou, 2019). Political discourses
emanate from a terrain of cultural sediments that mobilise resources such as memory and
historical legacies embedded in the nation-state.
Yet, despite this closeness between populism and nationalism, the logic that interpellates the
subjects of each discourse exhibits significant differences. From a discursive point of view,
‘the people’ functions as the nodal point which organises populist discourse, while ‘the
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nation’ is the nodal point which organises nationalist discourse. In the case of populism, ‘the
people’ takes a privileged role in organising the political imaginary. The subject functions as
the underdog: as politically (and not nationally) subaltern, and in juxtaposition to an
establishment often defined in economic and political terms (De Cleen et al., 2020). Thus,
‘the other’ is extracted from within the ‘we’.
The type of sovereignty whose return populism promises is, therefore, popular, and not
national in character (De Cleen and Stavrakakis, 2017). Hence, in populism, ‘the people’
functions as an empty signifier – a signifier without a signified (Laclau, 2005a) – whose
content is necessarily empty, and whose equivalential chain is fluid (Stavrakakis, 2017). In
the case of nationalism, it is ‘the nation’ that structures the political horizon of the discourse.
‘The people’ functions as a synonym for ethnos. Nationalism envisions a community whose
membership is inscribed with blood-type kinship, and the shared space is defined by borders,
language and culture. Thus, ‘the other’ is external to the subject (‘we’). The content of the
signifier ‘the people’ is closed; it is constructed a priori, and the chain of equivalence can
only include a limited number of subjectivities. In the case of nationalism then, ‘the people’
is nationally subaltern and is understood in opposition to an establishment that ultimately
contributes to the corruption of traditions and values. It promises to return national, not
popular sovereignty (Anastasiou, 2020; Breeze, 2019; De Cleen & Stavrakakis, 2020).
In De Cleen and Stavrakakis’ ‘spatial-orientational’ understanding illustrated above,
nationalism advances an ‘in/out opposition between the nation and its out-groups” while
“populism is structured around a vertical, down/up or high/low axis that refers to power,
status and hierarchical socio-cultural and/or socioeconomic positioning’ (De Cleen and
Stavrakakis, 2017: 8, 11). Typical ‘outgroups’ in nationalism may be ‘the other’, ‘the
foreigner’, ‘other countries’, ‘nations’ or ‘ethnic groups’, while typical ‘outgroups’ in
populism may be ‘the elite’, ‘the establishment’, ‘those at the top’ ‘the power bloc’ and so on.
Needless to say, empirical reality is much more complex: there are often hybrid
manifestations of populism and nationalism in the battle over ‘sovereignty’ and its meaning.
3. Research methods
The main aim of this report is to study the way the term populism is used by politicians,
journalists, experts and scholars at a global level. Strong emphasis is put on European actors,
with additional focus on Cypriot actors. Politicians, journalists, experts and scholars are
considered important actors in shaping public opinion in general, and this is the case with the
term ‘populism’ is conventionally defined in public discourse, the adjectives and qualities
with which it is loaded (e.g. ‘anti-democratic’, ‘illiberal’) as well as the associations it
receives (e.g. with the ‘far right’, ‘demagogy’, ‘authoritarianism’; ‘clientalism’)
For this reason, this study employs a discourse-theoretical methodology which is dedicated to
the investigation of ‘the way in which social practices articulate and contest the discourses
that constitute social reality’ (Howarth & Stavrakakis, 2000). The study identifies
qualitatively common patterns of articulation either demarcating or constructing a link
between ‘populism’ and adjectives and qualities mentioned above. More specifically, the aim
is to identify (i) key polarities (e.g. ‘populism’ versus democracy) and (ii) key associations
(e.g. among ‘populism’ and ‘the far right’).
The study considers a total of 24 discursive units articulated in all academic, journalistic,
expert and political spheres at the global level. Regarding the media sphere, the study draws
from commentaries and opinion articles published in English-speaking online and print
newspapers, journals and blogs that have global reach and are widely read, and with which
academics, journalists, experts and politicians are engaged, both as authors and readers.
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From the sphere of politics, the article considers public statements made by key politicians at
the national level, such as Prime Ministers, Ministers, European Union Officials and so on.
Additional focus is put on international and supra-national organisations, such as think tanks,
EU bodies and so on. The study also pays attention to social media as they are considered key
vehicles for the transmission and reproduction of political meaning while they also highlight
conventional political arguments about contemporary issues such as populism. Thus,
although in some cases, Facebook and Twitter accounts may be considered ‘personal’, they
are, nonetheless, used for the purposes of expressing opinions publically, influencing
audiences and highlighting one’s own personal view. They are, in this respect, important for
the present study as they reveal mainstream positions about populism.
This study considers the period between 2008 and 2022. A proliferation of discourses about
populism followed the global collapse of the financial markets (de Cleen et al., 2018;
Galanopoulos & Venizelos, 2021). The following screenshot for example shows the trends of
Google searches throughout this period. Similarly, Google searches about populism rose in
the period before and during the BREXIT referendum and the 2016 US elections when the
two unexpected results were analysed under the prism of populism.

This period highlighted in several occasions the salience of the populism and anti-populism
divide, as well as the malleability of anti-populist discourse, and its ability to adjust to
emergent political conjunctures. Put simply, anti-populism (or the casual demonisation of
political adversaries ‘populist’) was not a phenomenon of the financial crisis alone; but it was
rather observed almost with every possible occasion of emergence of political events
including the so-called ‘refugee crisis’, the BREXIT referendum, the emergence of Donald
Trump, and well as the COVID-19 pandemic. Such persistence of naming every political
event that appears to be an ‘anomaly’ in political life as ‘populist’ highlights the importance
of studying the way the term is used, by whom and with what performative effects (de Cleen
et al., 2018; Stavrakakis, 2017a).
4. Discourses about populism
This section of the report will look into the way populism has been used by political elites,
journalists and experts in various instances in contemporary history. The first subsection
deals with the period following the financial crisis, the second subsection with the recent
conjuncture of the pandemic and the last one with the case of Cyprus specifically.
4.1. ‘Populism’ and the 2008 financial crisis
The global financial crisis of 2008 constitutes an important conjuncture, not only for the
study of populist movements challenging the political status-quo, but also for the study of the
anti-populist reaction. The deep socio-economic consequences of the crisis are widely
known: debt, austerity, unemployment, poverty. What is often overlooked is the strong
disciplinary discourse that political elites articulated over the course of the financial crisis.
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European political elites (including heads of states and ministers, such as Angela Merkel
Wolfgang Schäuble, and presidents of official and unofficial supranational bodies, such as
Jeroen Dijsselbloem), boldly expressed their views on the ways the financial crisis should be
handled by various nation-states, and what policies should be implemented. International
journals followed a similar path. On many occasions, officials and journalists – mostly of
northern European origins – stigmatised southern European nations, framing them as lazy or
corrupt. A characteristic example can be found in Jeroen Dijsselbloem’s claims that some
nations ‘waste European money on spirits and women’ (Khan & McClean, 2017). During this
period, the acronym PIGS (Portugal, Italy, Greece and Spain – later PIIGS with the inclusion
of Ireland) was popularised, including by the Financial Times, and became a widely known
derogatory moniker representing Southern European countries. Dividing between core and
peripheral countries of Europe, this term was characterised as ‘racist’ and ‘neo-colonial’ by
scholars of social and political sciences in that it reproduced cultural stereotypes about the
nations of the European South and sought to superimpose (economic and political) hegemony
over them (Van Vossole, 2016). The acronym PIIGS had a dehumanising function in that it
stereotypically associated the countries of the European south with the animal (pig) – which
is conventionally considered a ‘dirty’ animal (Stavrakakis, 2013b). This type of discourse is
not innocent. Following our theoretical presuppositions that language constructs the very
political reality within which citizens live, it needs to be highlighted that representations
about crisis-ridden sates had formative effects when reproducing competing identities within
the Eurozone during that period. Beyond rhetorical acts of stigmatisation, fiscal punishments
of ‘undisciplined nations’, such as Greece and Spain, through the imposition of economic
penalties and restrictions in the Eurozone were evident. This ‘pastoral’, or ‘corrective’, role
that ‘core’ sates and supranational bodies ascribed to themselves aiming to ‘assist’ the loosely
disciplined states, betrays the arrogance embedded in ordoliberalism.
Although not directly related to the issue of (anti-)populism, the aforementioned disciplinary
discourse is very relevant for our analysis of anti-populism. Both betray a number of
similarities including a sense of elitism that dismisses the ‘other’ (i.e. political adversaries
framed as populists, lazy, undisciplined etc.). In so doing, both anti-populism and the
disciplinary discourse of crisis presuppose a correct mode of political and economic
governance at the national level but also at the individual level. In fact, anti-populism too is
disciplinary in that it denounces populists as irrational, irresponsible and abnormal (amongst
many other things) which discursively implies that anti-populists can be contrastingly
characterised as rational, responsible and normal. As critical scholars of populism highlight,
the largely overlooked anti-populism embedded in political, scholarly and pundit discourse,
constitute the starting point for most analyses of populism (Stavrakakis et al., 2017; de Cleen
et al., 2018).
Let us examine more closely a few statements about populism that were communicated by
key political figures of the European Union as well as major European newspapers. As the
following statements cover a long period, they capture multiple political conjunctures. What
is notable is the persistent and pejorative use of the term ‘populism’:
 In an interview at the TIME Magazine, former President of the European
Commission, José Manuel Barroso was asked ‘what concerns you most about
Europe today?’. He responded: ‘Probably the rise of some populist movements at
the extremes of the political spectrum’ (Cendrowicz, 2012).
 Talking to Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung former EU president Herman van
Rompuy called populism ‘the greatest danger for Europe’ (Stabenow, 2010).
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 Former President of the European Commission Jean-Claude Juncker warned about
‘galloping populism’ (Ellyatt, 2016).
 Referring to the outcome of the so-called BREXIT referendum, the Spanish
newspaper La Razón maintained that ‘populism is tearing Europe apart’ (La
Razón, 2016)
In 2018, The Guardian launched a series called ‘The New Populism’. This series offers a
prime example of how pundit, academic and political spheres interact. Academics working on
populism were called to provide their insights for The Guardian while politicians were also
invited to write their views – on populism. Politicians included Tony Blair, Hillary Clinton
and former Italian prime minister Matteo Renzi. It is worth noting here that two of these
global political figures have lost elections to populist candidates and parties (Hillary Clinton
lost to Trump and Matteo Renzi to the Five Star Movement and the Lega). Tony Blair on the
other hand, was a proponent of ‘third way’ politics, often criticised as post-political, lacking
ideology and passion, advocating for technocratic solutions, and favouring representation
instead of popular participation – in other words, precisely the ideas that populists campaign
against.
The political figures invited to participate in the Guardian’s series on populism are a perfect
example of what populists call ‘the elite’ – a group whose democratic legitimacy has been
gradually lost over the last three decades, due to factors such as the post-democratic
convergence between the centre-left and centre-right, and the handling of the economic crisis
of 2008.
The Guardian’s column constructs populism as an exclusively right-wing phenomenon,
conspicuously excluding many cases of left-wing populisms which are often thought as
progressive and democratic, in contrast to right-wing populism. Furthermore, The Guardian’s
understanding of the political space was divided between (the bad) populists and the (good)
liberal citizens and politicians. As Ronan Burtenshaw and Anton Jäger put, ‘The Guardian’s
populism series is a case-in-point, seeking not so much to shed light on populism as to define
it as the enemy of decent, liberal politics. It is less a reflection on a phenomenon than a reflex
against it’.
Portraying populism as the opposite of liberal democracy may also point to a deeper divide at
the core of Western-liberal thought – one that that sets ‘reason’ on one side and ‘emotions’ on
the other. On the one hand lies pragmatism, policy, justification and argumentation, and on
the other the irrational mob, the loud and passionate politicians (Venizelos et al., 2019).
However, as many scholars who have put political emotions at the centre of their research
agenda highlight, passions were never really absent from politics (Eklundh, 2019). In fact,
emotions constitute a central part of politics and other collective and community-oriented
activities (Stavrakakis, 1999). As Eklundh (2019) highlights, emotions have been forcefully
framed as something that cannot be part of politics, which is defined as a form of governance
structured by reason. However, even in anti-populist, technocratic and self-portrayed politics
of reason one can identify the ‘use’ of emotions. For example, political elites during the
economic crisis appealed to fear to influence the political behaviour of the electorate, with
French and Italian leadership and other EU officials warning the Greeks that a potential ‘NO’
vote during the bailout referendum could potentially translate into the country’s exit from the
Eurozone (BBC, 2015). In Spain, political elites warned voters that in voting for the
PODEMOS party the country risks becoming Venezuela. European Budget Commissioner
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Günther Oettinger even criticised the Italian electorate for failing to back the established
parties, saying that ‘that financial markets would show Italians how to vote’ (Anderson,
2018).
The case of the left anti-austerity party Syriza, which rose to power from the fringes of the
Greek political system (2012-2015), is another key case in which the term ‘populism’ is
employed by established political forces to dismiss a political actor. Major politico-economic
journals maintained that ‘Alexis Tsipras must be stopped’ (Traynor, 2015). Der Spiegel
(2012) for example labelled Tsipras amongst ‘Europe’s 10 most dangerous politicians’
placing him next to Marine Le Pen, Viktor Orbán and Geert Wilders. Leading EU officials,
such as Eurogroup’s president (2013-2018) Jeroen Dijsselbloem and the German Finance
Minister (2009-2017) Wolfgang Schäuble framed SYRIZA as a threat to Europe and to
democracy – and even warned the Greeks about the potential consequences of their future
choice (BBC 2014; Financial Times 2017).
Main take-away points:





Anti-populism, as punitive and disciplinary discourse, was a key rhetorical strategy of
political and journalistic elites.
Anti-populism aimed to dismiss political enemies as ‘populist’ – regardless of
whether these political enemies could actually be classified as populist, according to
our criteria.
Political enemies, such as parties and movements that challenge political orthodoxy,
were also framed as populist, even when their challenges were issued on progressive
and democratic grounds.
In general, anti-populism framed populism as a homogenous category and failed to
distinguish between democratic and non-democratic forms of populism.

4.2. (Anti-)populism and the COVID-19 pandemic
‘Populism’ also assumed a central role in political debates during the pandemic. A cursory
observation of international journals and personal social media accounts reveals that
numerous international columnists, analysts and scholars felt eager to connect populism with
COVID-19. In the language game of metaphors and ‘journalistic poetry’, populism was
labelled as an ‘epidemic’ or a ‘virus’. This reminds one of the anti-populist repertoires that
became dominant during the financial crisis, in which populism was framed as a menace, a
beast, and a cancer (Stavrakakis, 2013b; Nikisianis et al., 2019). Furthermore, what this
recurrence of anti-populism actually highlights, is that it is anti-populism, rather than
populism itself, that constitutes a salient feature of political discourse. In fact, as critical
scholarship maintains, anti-populism is employed in moments of crisis, when the dominant
structures of power feel threatened by challenger actors.
Research on anti-populism during the pandemic uncovered key patterns in the discourse of
anti-populists patterns (Galanopulos & Venizelos, 2021). The first pattern points to a firm,
rhetorically constructed dichotomy in which ‘populism’ is placed in opposition to ‘science’.
The framing of populism as anti-scientific was especially evident in pundits’ discourse after
the several statements made by (populist) leaders such as Donald Trump (USA) and Jair
Bolsonaro (Brazil) that reduced the novel COVID-19 virus to a simple flu and endorsing the
use of unproven therapies such as Hydroxychloroquine.
It is worth mentioning here that the alleged anti-scientism of populism can be traced back to
the American historian Richard Hofstadter (1955; 1965). Hofstadter, who framed populism as
an anti-intellectual tradition, was criticised for instrumentally distorting the rich and
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progressive history of American populism (Collins, 1989). This assumption travels across
time and continues to influence public discussions about populism in contemporary times
(Stavrakakis, 2017b). However, a quick and critical review of populist leaders’ statements
during the pandemic highlights that not all populists had a similar take on COVID-19 and
how it should be managed politically. Various populist actors – predominantly situated on the
progressive and left of the political spectrum – advocated for universal access to the vaccine
and healthcare in general and stood in favour of pre-emptive action in order to secure public
health. Another issue that challenges the assumption that populism is equated with antiscientific positions is the fact that even populists, populist supporters, groups and citizens
prone to conspiracy theories and fake news, often sought to justify their hesitance to the
vaccine and containment measures by bringing up ‘alternative’ scientific facts (i.e. how the
mask does not work, total contagion and herd immunity is the most effective method of
managing the vaccine etc.).
The second rhetorical pattern observed during the pandemic placed populism in opposition to
responsible and effective governance. Following the disastrous ways that the US president
Donald Trump and the British Prime Minister Boris Johnson handled the health emergency in
their own countries, ‘populism’ became the label that signified the mishandling of the
pandemic. ‘Populism was defined as an irresponsible force that lacked the capacity (for
example the institutional knowledge or leadership skills) to deal with the emergency
situation. These were contrasted with responsible politicians who managed to put forward a
solid and efficient response to the emergency situation created by the global spread of the
virus’ (Galanopoulos & Venizelos, 2021:9). Again, taking a comparative perspective one can
see that the management of the pandemic constituted a challenge to both populists and nonpopulists alike. Especially with the emergence of the ‘Omicron’ variant, pro-active measures
aiming to contain the virus were defeated by the transmissibility of the new variant and
protocols ceased to be effective. Finally, politicians that are conventionally defined as antipopulist, such as Greece’s Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis, have also showed a
profoundly poor performance in that the rates of contagion and death after the first wave
remained extremely high in Greece, even with extremely strict lockdown measures.
Finally, it is true that some state leaders who are often referred to as populist, such as
Hungary’s Victor Orbán and Turkey’s Receep Tayiip Erdoğan, exploited the coronavirus
emergency to strengthen their authoritarian rule and further assault human rights and civil
liberties. However, it is important not to neglect the fact that populist leaders and parties on
the left of the political spectrum – such as SYRIZA in Greece, Podemos in Spain, Jeremy
Corbyn in the UK and Mexico’s President Andrés Manuel López Obrador – became
themselves critics of the assault on freedoms during the pandemic. On the contrary,
politicians who portray themselves as anti-populists such as Greece’s Kyriakos Mitsotakis
and Cyprus’ Nikos Anastasiades (Ioannou, 2020), seem to have taken some of the most
restrictive lockdown measures. Especially regarding the case of Greece, scholarship warns
that Greece’s right-wing government shows increasing authoritarian tendencies (Mylonas,
2021).
Main take-away points:




Anti-populism was very prominent during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Populism was framed as a virus for democracy, and was associated with
irresponsibility, demagogy and anti-science positions.
Pandemic anti-populism overlooked the fact that non-populist actors also failed to
effectively manage the health emergency.
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Pandemic anti-populism failed to recognise that not all populists held anti-science
views, and that left-populists advocated for universal access to vaccination programs.
Pandemic anti-populism can be traced back to ‘historic forms’ of anti-populism
(originally visible in the 1960s) which overlook the fact that the populist tradition also
comprises democratic and progressive movements.

4.3. The case of Cyprus:
Similarly to the European context, in Cyprus too ‘populism’ is talked about in an almost
exclusively pejorative way. In line with discourses articulated by leading EU officials and
journals (Cendrowicz, 2012; European Commission, 2016), the moral opposition between
‘responsible politics’ which is often associated with ‘stability’, ‘democracy’ and ‘rationality’
on the one hand against ‘populism’ which is often associated with ‘chaos’ and ‘the unknown’
on the other hand is also very much dominant in Cyprus.
When the term ‘populism’ is used by politicians, it is usually assigned to political adversaries
in order to reduce their credibility. As the former President George Vassiliou believed,
populism operates against the interest of the nation, the economy and the people (Adilinis &
Telaveris, 2016). In a similar manner, the former Cypriot Minister of Finance Haris
Georgiades claims there to be a divide in local politics: between economic pragmatism
(painful but necessary austerity) on the one hand and irresponsible populism on the other
(Cyprus Weekly, 2016). Furthermore, in an article titled ‘Productive government versus
populist opposition’, Democratic Rally’s1 MEP and former Deputy President Lefteris
Christoforou (2015) articulates a dichotomy which places ‘productivity’ and ‘progress’ on the
one hand, and ‘populism’ on the other.
In the discourse of journalists, the term is most commonly directed towards politicians who
are presented as ‘demagogues’ and ‘inconsistent’ with their promises (Kaskanis, 2014). For
example, an article that appeared in Politis frames political propositions that are not aligned
with the newspaper’s views on the management of public healthcare as ‘grievous populism’
(Politis, 2015). On other occasions populism is defined as a political move, or a set of
policies and actions, aimed at capturing the attention of the citizens due to their alleged
popular nature (such as the reduction of politicians’ benefits) (Michaelides, 2017). When
such policies are put in place, journalists interpret them with suspicion, critiquing their
spectacular rather than substantial effects. For example, an article that appeared in
Kathimerini argues that populism is ‘camouflaged by its alleged ‘leftist’ sensitivity, aiming at
the manipulation [of citizens] through sentimental blackmailing’ (Xenou, 2022, emphasis
added). Xenou’s language is openly suspicious, and she clearly questions the honesty and
authenticity of ‘populist’ politics. Overall, journalists treat populism as a phenomenon that is
‘dangerous’ (Xenou, 2022).
In the realm of expertise, Cyprus-initiated research follows the European trend that associates
populism with the far-right. A report drafted for the Institute of European Democrats,
entitled The Risks of growing Populism and the European elections: Populism and the
European elections in Cyprus, Ioannou (2014) suggests that ‘in contrast with other EU
member states, populism in Cyprus is, at present, a limited force’ (p.7). While the report
suggests that populist parties do exist in Cyprus, Ioannou’s central case-study, ELAM2, is
arguably problematic. As she suggests, ELAM ‘has the features which are attributed to far

1

DISY, ΔΗΣΥ – Δημοκρατικός Συναγερμός, is the main right-wing party in Cyprus. It governs the country since
2013.
2
ΕΛΑΜ – National Popular Front.
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right populism: a strong sense of nationalism, xenophobia, authoritarianism and populism’
(ibid.).
The stereotypical association of the far-right ELAM with populism is also found in scholarly
work with international scope. In a similar vein, Charalambous argues that ‘the more explicit
manifestations of contemporary populist politics in Cyprus that fit well within the wider
European picture are to be found today on the far right of the political spectrum. ELAM, the
extreme right party, which was established in 2008, and won two seats in parliament in 2016,
is today the most representative example of populism in the Republic of Cyprus’
(Charalambous, 2018: 34-35).
Zooming into the exclusionary rhetoric of ELAM however, raises concerns as to its
classification as ‘populist’. ELAM self-describes its ideology as ‘popular and social
nationalism’, aiming ‘to protect and promote Greek nationalism in Cyprus’ (ELAM, 2009).
‘Order’ and ‘family’ are the core values evident in its manifesto which, among other things,
proposes a ‘return to the Greek-Orthodox syllabus’ in schools, while its vision of ‘security’ is
understood in terms of border control. ELAM’s social work includes blood donation, grocery
and clothing provision, but ‘only for the Greeks of Cyprus’(ELAM, 2013).
‘The people’ may be central to ELAM’s discourse, but, following a discourse-theoretical
logic, the collective subject that the party articulates is primarily understand ethnically.
Despite the prominence of ‘the people’ in ELAM’s narrative, the party’s political horizon
seems to be organised around the idea of ‘the nation’. Hence, rather than being invoked as the
organising principle of a populist discourse, ‘the people’ here is an element of a profoundly
nationalist discourse. In other words, ‘the people' functions as a metaphor for ‘the nation’,
making ELAM a nationalist party rather than a populist one. However, zooming a bit more
into ELAM’s practices, one can observe a clear resonance with the Greek neo-Nazi party,
Golden Dawn, which has recently deemed a criminal organisation by a landmark court ruling
and with which ELAM traditionally maintained strong ties. Upon its creation, ELAM
attempted to register as ‘Golden Dawn Cyprus’, while its leader stated that ‘ELAM is
Cyprus’ own Golden Dawn’ (Sigma, 2013). As such, uncritically assigning the label
‘populist’ to ELAM – whose politics bear little resemblance to populism – would not only be
inaccurate, but would also function euphemistically to, disguise the party’s strong nativist,
neo-Nazi, radical-right character.
The University of Central Lancashire Cyprus has hosted a research project entitled ‘European
Union Law and Governance in Populist Times’, within the framework of the prestigious Jean
Monnet Module. When describing its aims and objectives, the Jean Monnet module places
the current political moment in the context of (radical right) ‘populism’, ‘uncertainty’ ‘fake
news’ ‘hate speech’ and ‘aggressive Euroscepticism’ which poses threat to the rule of law.
The module has also launched The Interdisciplinary Journal of Populism whose second issue
featured a prologue by Andreas Kettis (2022), Head of the European Parliament Office in
Cyprus. While the scholarly articles that appear in the special issue do engage with populism
beyond the far right, Kettis’ prologue reproduces the classic narrative, framing populism as a
threat to human rights and associating it with xenophobia:
‘Even though there are cases of populism on both political spectrums, the extreme-right
has proven to have greater strains on the established status quo of the European Union.
Sentiments like anti-human rights, anti-immigration, racism and xenophobic rhetoric,
just to name a few are used, and most times championed by the far-right. This goes
greatly against the pillars of fundamental rights the European Parliament stands by’.
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Later in his text, Kettis associates (far-right) populism with ‘neo-Nazism’ and ‘white
supremacism’. He recognises that populism is not only found in ‘far right’ politics, but also
‘far left’ politics. But, regardless of its ideology, populism is still framed as a danger. Such
assumption cannot be substantiated as it neglects the numerous examples of progressive,
egalitarian, forward-looking and democratic populisms which have been subject to rigorous
historical and sociological studies in the last century (Goodwyn, 1978; Venturi, 1983;
Collins, 1989; McMath, 1993; Padoan, 2021). Importantly, the adjective ‘far’ offers three
crucial points for the analysis of anti-populist discourse. First, by equating far-right (i.e. neoNazi, xenophobic and often violent) movements with the ‘far-left’ (usually understood as
anti-capitalist organisations) such discourse essentially revives the outdated horseshoe
theory.3 Second, in opposing ‘any populism’, whatever its ideological orientation, such
discourses reveal their own position and politics too. Commonly, anti-populism juxtaposes
populism, ‘far left’ or ‘far right’, with the European Parliament, which is framed as a sober
force of reason, stability and pragmatism. At any rate, anti-populist discourse uses its rubric
of populism to reduce any qualitative differences between left and right, or progressive and
reactionary forms of politics (Stavrakakis & Katsambekis, 2014; 2019).
A third aspect is that attaching the adjective ‘far left’ to populism also reduces the multiple
typologies within the left populist ‘family’. Left-wing populism is not a homogenous
category but a category that comprises political movements ranging from revolutionary
peasants (such as the narodnik in tsarist Russia) to anarchists (such as Buenaventura Durruti
in Spain) to radical reformists who play within the liberal democratic framework (such as
SYRIZA in Greece and Bernie Sanders in the USA). This means that populism is not only
located on the ‘far left’ but, following our theoretical assumptions, populism is a discursive
articulation that can presents any programmatic content – Keynesianism, communism or
whatever else – as common sense, in the name of ‘the people’, and against ‘the elite’. Thus,
there is no one type of left populism and it is certainly not always on the ‘far’ end of the
spectrum (Venizelos & Stavrakakis, 2020).
The prologue to the special issue, written in 2021, is aligned with post-2008 narratives
according to which any political discourse that attempted to challenge the political
establishment on any grounds was dismissed as populist. Such a dismissal was (and is) not
only directed to extremist groups of the right but also progressive forces of the left. For
instance, in the period between 2012 – 2015, when the Greek SYRIZA party seemed to
challenge the Greek and European political establishment and its pro-austerity agenda, Alexis
Tsipras was forcefully framed as a ‘populist’. Major international journals, such as Der
Spiegel placed Tsipras among the top 10 most dangerous politicians in Europe, next to Orbán
and Marine Le Pen. Unless minor redistribution of wealth and social provisions is regarded as
dangerous, history has shown that the SYRIZA government (2015 – 2019) was much less
harmful for the Greek polity than the alarmist discourses warned. These alarmist discourses,
which claimed that Alexis Tsipras would lead Greece outside the Eurozone and turn the
country into Venezuela, exemplify that much discourse about populism is based in moral
panic. Above all, it highlights that anti-populism does not reveal who the political elites
oppose (i.e. the populists) so much as the nature of the politics of the political establishment.
Employing the outdated horseshoe paradigm to argue that the far right and the far left are
3

Interestingly the move of equating ‘far left’ and ‘far right’ populism resembles the type of discourse that
emerged after the collapse of the Soviet Union and equated the ‘crimes of Nazism’ with those of
‘communism’. What is important here is not the comparison between Nazism and communism, or whether
they have anything to do with populism, but to understand the discursive pattern that homogenises the two –
commonly evident in the narratives of liberal and centrist elites.
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different sides of the same coin – both dangerous populists, so to speak – only reinforces the
label assigned to the European political establishment as ‘the extreme centre (see Ali, 2018)’.
Main take-away points:




Anti-populism in Cyprus has very similar characteristics with the anti-populism that
followed the 2008 financial crisis in Europe, as well as the anti-populism that
emerged during the pandemic.
Its main features are the association of populism with irresponsibility, demagogy and
the far-right.
Politicians employ the term ‘populism’ to discredit their political adversaries. In this
sense, populism signifies ‘irresponsibility’ and ‘demagogy’. The same applies for
journalists. Scholars, on the other hand, tend to employ the term to connect it with far
right actors. Nevertheless, the pejorative use of the term is consistent.

5. Consequences of anti-populism and practical propositions
This section discusses the broader political implications of the wide and uncritical use of the
term ‘populism’ in public discussions. First, it sheds light on its consequences and then lays
out some propositions for mitigating political extremism.
5.1. Consequences
What are some consequences of anti-populism?
5.1.1. Overlooking (progressive) populism’s democratic qualities and electoral
capabilities
As it has been highlighted in many parts of the report, populism is a complex phenomenon
with a long tradition. A great part of the populist tradition belongs to democratic and
progressive movements that sought to incorporate excluded classes in the social, political and
economic spheres of their countries. This feature of populism is in fact very democratic in
that it proposes to bring the ‘demos’ – the popular sector, those who create a country’s wealth
through their labour – back into the democratic arena.
Populist movements – progressive or reactionary – have the ability to mobilise citizens
towards electoral gains. This is not because of their fake promises or inconsistent positions,
but rather due to the fact that they attempt to move beyond their traditional constituencies.
This is not to be compared with Tony Blair’s ‘third way’ politics that aimed to move beyond
ideology. Rather, following Ernesto Laclau’s logic, populist movements attempt to connect
various sectors of society that in a given conjuncture feel disadvantaged, underprivileged and
excluded from all spheres of participation (economic, social and political). In order to unite
all these different sectors of society in one group – i.e. ‘the people’ – populist narratives
usually claim that these different groups go through very similar hardships. Another very
important element that is evident in populist narratives and functions pivotally in unifying
these heterogeneous groups into one general group, is their antagonistic relation against a
common adversary: the government, the political establishment, the elites, which usually
comprise the major political parties that in most occasions govern interchangeably and are
seen to pursue very similar policies, despite being self-portrayed as ideologically distinct to
one another.
Populist antagonism often results in the re-politicisation of the public sphere as it brings to
the surface political demands that political elites do not address. While antagonism is often
thought of as a negative, polarising feature, it can also be thought of as a natural process in
democratic politics. This is because it helps citizens decide who they should side with.
Populist antagonism must be considered in the context of the absolute absence of political
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conflict defined by the technocratic management of state affairs. In the years preceding the
populist moment of 2008, politics was mostly defined by consensus among political parties.
Many studies have highlighted how the social democrats have converged with the centre
right. In many countries, citizens felt that the two major party families represented a different
side of the same coin. In the case of Greece, social democratic PASOK has even governed
with the right-wing New Democracy. Populist antagonism can re-politicise a public sphere
that has been alienated by the homogeneity of the political establishment.
5.1.2. Masking the real nature of extreme right-wing movements and parties
The reduction of populism to far right, demagogic and authoritarian types of politics has a
number of critical political implications. First, as the preceding analysis has showed, there are
simple issues of accuracy. What politicians, journalists and experts often define as populism
has little to do with what historians, sociologists and political scientists define as such. As
was shown in the analysis, there are populists who cannot be defined as authoritarian,
incapable of implementing policies, etc., while there are non-populists who can certainly be
defined as such. This is not to say that ‘correct’ definitions are the ones constructed by
academics. On the contrary, the way terms are used publicly plays an important role in the
content and connotations they receive. It is for this precise reason that the public use of
concepts such as populism lies at the core of this report.
A major issue that results from this lack of accuracy in the use of the term populism is the
masking of extreme and dangerous political phenomena. As the analysis that preceded
highlighted, the label populism seems not to be appropriate in describing parties that belong
to the extreme-right of the political spectrum – such as Golden Dawn in Greece and ELAM in
Cyprus. ‘The people’ – i.e. the central signifier of populist discourse – seems to be only
peripheral in these parties’ narrative. Rather, it is ‘the nation’ that plays an instrumental role
in the socio-political imaginary of the far-right. But as the analysis has shown, such parties
are much more than nationalist. They do not just love their nation, they also have distinctly
militant components. Parties such as Golden Dawn and ELAM display openly militaristic and
violent behaviours, such as dressing in military uniforms, exercising violence against
immigrants, and even openly embracing Adolf Hitler. To use the term ‘populism’ to describe
neo-Nazis functions as a euphemism and masks the real identity of these movements and
parties, obscuring their real political implications (Stavrakakis, 2013a; Mondon & Winter,
2020). An example of such a ‘laundering’ of neo-Nazism can be found in an interview
Marine Le Pen gave in 2011. When asked whether she was a populist, Le Pen answered ‘the
word does not bother me’. In this interview, Marine Le Pen was effectively offered the
opportunity to rebrand herself, leaving aside the neo-fascist identity of her party (VSD,
2011).
5.1.3 Ignoring key causes of populism, such as structural inequality and increased
exclusions
In identifying ‘populism’ as the ‘number one threat for the European Union’ the structural
preconditions, commonly referred to as causes or drivers, behind the rise of populism remain
unaddressed. Numerous scholars, including the influential economist Thomas Piketty (2017)
in his best seller Capital in the Twenty-First Century, have underscored the dramatic
increases in income and wealth inequality over the last few decades. So-called western
economies are characterised by deep societal divisions between rich and poor that often lead
to increasing sentiments, among citizens, of being neglected, ‘left behind’, abandoned and
forgotten (Kriesi et al., 2006; Bradlee, 2018). It is such sentiments that the rhetoric of right15

wing populists such as Donald Trump and Marine Le Pen tapped into, in order to mobilising
the electorate.
In 2019, inequality in the US reached its highest point in history. The top 1% of the economic
elite controlled more of the nation’s wealth than the combined wealth of the entire middle
class of the country (Berman, 2021). This picture resonates well with the central slogan of the
(populist) Occupy (Wall Street) movement which presented itself as the 99% (i.e. the
majority of common people), naming its enemy as the 1% (those at the top, the elites, the ‘fat
cats’ etc.). Indeed, populists are not a homogenous category. Populists on the right of the
spectrum draw from the symbolic reservoir of their (right-wing) ideology (conservatism,
nationalism etc.), thus the demands they seek to interpellate citizens with concern issues that
are usually referred to as ‘cultural demands,’ such as ‘immigration influx’. Their definition of
political elites comprises intellectuals and progressives, but not necessarily the rich.
Populists on the left of the spectrum articulate demands for economic redistribution and
define political elites in the economic sense of the term.
Nevertheless, what is important to highlight here is that populism – progressive or reactionary
– is often thought as a result of demands that remain unaddressed by political elites:
disillusionment and alienation from the political class, or anger and frustration against the
political class. Perhaps the solution in addressing ‘the issue’ of populism can be found in
tackling economic inequalities and sentiments of being excluded. Yet, it is important to note
that the way European political elites at the national and supranational level have actually
engaged with the issue of (right-wing) populism, was by copying the anti-immigration
rhetoric of right-wing populism itself. When it comes to left-wing populism on the other
hand, political elites have clearly tried to block its rise (see the examples of SYRIZA and
Podemos).
5.1.4 Ignoring the role political elites play in sustaining populism
As Stavrakakis & Katsambekis (2019:39) put it, ‘it is never only one political force that is
engaged in the […] process between populism and anti-populism’. Instead, they argue, ‘for
every populist actor asserting its presence, there are other anti-populist actors antagonising
it’. Populists not only rise as a result of unresponsive elites; they are sustained by the
reactions of those elites. As Stavrakakis and Katsambekis (2019:39) maintain, ‘[h]egemonic
political forces and mainstream media are often the first ones to pursue a (radically antipopulist) construction of the crisis by, for example, shifting the blame on to the ‘populists’
themselves’.
Let us look into a few occasions in which anti-populism fuelled further popular/populist
mobilisation and, as a result, either had the opposite effect than the one desired by political
elites, or was simply met with anger. First, during the 2016 US elections, the vast majority of
international analysts as well as local politicians warned the American electorate about ‘the
madness’ of electing someone like Donald Trump. During the campaigns, Trump’s main
opponent, who was also seen as the most consistent and prepared candidate and likely winner
of the race, dismissed not only the Republican nominee but also his supporters, saying that
‘you could put half of Trump's supporters into what I call the basket of deplorables. Right?
They're racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic, Islamophobic – you name it. And
unfortunately, there are people like that. And he has lifted them up’.
Another example is that of crisis-ridden Greece. Despite the discursive and rhetorical
attempts of political elites within and outside the country to block the rise of Alexis Tsipras
and SYRIZA in 2015, they failed to do so. The same happened during the so-called GREXIT
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referendum. Not only did the moralist alarmism of political elites not work, but citizens
overwhelmingly voted in favour of ‘NO’ (OXI) to the demands of the Eurogroup (61%). The
same pattern can be observed in the BREXIT referendum. Without aiming to assess whether
BREXIT was the right choice, attempts to overturn the final result through institutional paths
were met with highly charged reactions. On the occasion of possible procedural attempt to
overturn or block the result of the BREXIT referendum in 2016, the Daily Mail – the UK’s
highest-circulating newspaper – published the following front page maintaining that any
intervention would be perceived as an intervention to popular sovereignty.

5.2. Propositions
What can politicians and journalists do to mitigate populism, or better right-wing extremism?
5.2.1. Reflexivity
As this report has argued throughout, the term ‘populism’ is most commonly used uncritically
and with imprecision. The result is that the concept is stretched so much that it is commonly
conflated with other terms such as the far right, authoritarianism, irresponsibility, demagogy,
corruption, fake news, conspiracy theories, etc. This way of defining the phenomenon has
little in common with the core characteristics of historical manifestations of populism. It is
recognised that terms and definitions are products of language. Language is a free tool
employed by an array of actors in society that ultimately construct, or even change, the
meaning of these definitions. It is precisely because of this plasticity and the ability to
influence the trajectory ‘words’ take that politicians, journalists and experts should be wary
of the effects of their language.
Possible reflexive actions:






Avoid using the term populism with imprecision, to signify demagogy,
irresponsibility, authoritarianism, lies and the like.
Avoid using the term punitively – to dismiss political enemies.
Use the right term for the right political example – fascism is fascism, populism is
populism.
Recognise the existence of typologies of populism – right vs left populism,
inclusionary vs exclusionary populism
Recognise the distinct implications each of these has for democracy and its
institutions
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Be vocal about these differences

5.2.2. Addressing inequalities
As it was explained earlier, the literature on subjects ranging from populism to the welfarestate, economics and the far right have long-highlighted the role increasing inequalities play
in the rise of populism. Economic exclusion evident in post-industrial towns interwoven with
technological automation have left many workers unemployed. Economic exclusion has led
to social exclusion as people could not afford their participation in social life. This obviously
has political implications. Deprivation and dissatisfaction leaves a gap in political
representation. It was the radical right parties in the 1980s in central Europe that first sought
to fill this gap by directing social anxiety against immigrants. But this does not have to be the
case.
Political parties and journalists can:


Address the issue of deep societal and economic divisions by putting forward
redistributive policies.

5.2.3. Blocking far right arguments
On various occasions, conservative and also social democratic governments and opposition
parties have incorporated into their discourse arguments and demands that were first
deployed by far right actors. In these parties’ perception, such a tactic stops the flow of votes
to the extreme parties by showing that mainstream parties can address, if only in part,
‘cultural demands’ such as curbing immigration and better border control. This may be
‘effective’ in the short-term, but in the long-run it naturalises demands that are racist and
xenophobic. This is one of the factors that has paved the way for the mainstreaming of the
far-right over the last twenty years.
Cordon sanitaire may not necessarily be an appropriate strategy. While this strategy has been
adopted in various occasions within the European Union, it may not be the most effective
long-term strategy. First, because it may generate reactions and further fuel extremist
mobilisation. Second, because the far right may still continue to mobilise outside the
parliament and influence society anyway.
Potential strategies in blocking the rise and normalisation of the far right may include:



Journalists should avoid hosting casually far right actors in their shows, treating
them as normal politicians and ‘ignorantly’ asking their views on immigration
etc., as this triggers the diffusion of far right ideas.
Politicians should put forward counter-proposals on immigration and other
cultural-demands, firmly antagonising them

6.
Summary and concluding remarks
This report highlighted that the use of the term ‘populism’ by politicians, journalists and
experts over the last two decades was excessive. The use of the term was predominantly
pejorative and was employed to dismiss political adversaries, associating them with
irresponsibility, anti-democratic politics, fascism, and so on. Anti-populism was a recurring
feature of public discourse. As of 2008 one could observe at least two or three junctures
which paved the way for anti-populism’s re-emergence. It is worth mentioning here that antipopulism is not a contemporary invention, but rather a classic style of elite politics. This,
therefore, highlights the salience of anti-populism.
Without dismissing the potential consequences that ‘populism’ may have for democracy, this
report argued that politicians and journalists should adopt a more reflexive perspective when
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it comes to this issue. More often than not, the term populism is used to describe an array of
political phenomena that have nothing to do with the way historians, sociologists and political
scientists define the phenomenon. This is not to undermine the malleability and flexibility of
political discourse – highlighting the productive formation of new definitions – but rather to
outline the potential consequences of misreading and mis-defining certain political
phenomena as populist.
This report has discussed the effects and implications of anti-populism with respect to the
broader political and democratic context, and has proposed certain reflexive methods that
politicians, journalists and experts could adopt.
Populism is not only on the right but also on the left of the spectrum. It is not always
reactionary but it can also be progressive and democratic.
Populism is not a monolithic category. It is not only associated with the far right, political
extremism, xenophobia, and authoritarianism, but also progressive and democratic projects
that aim to incorporate excluded sectors of society. In these terms it is more productive to
speak of typologies of populism (for example, left and right) that relate to democracy in
distinct ways.
Using ‘populism’ to describe far right phenomena masks their real nature.
FTo frame all populism as belonging to the extreme right of the spectrum is to overlook
progressive and democratic types of populism. At the same time, it provides a euphemistic
masking of extreme-right phenomena, that should better be defined as neo-nazi, instead of
populist.
Framing populism as the main enemy for contemporary democracies fails to recognise
the root causes behind the rise of populism
Economic inequality, social exclusion, disillusionment towards political parties and a
perceived convergence between the left and right are crucial factors that paved the way for
the rise of contemporary populism. These issues are intrinsically rooted in the neoliberal
model of political and economic governance, which both the mainstream left and right have
ascribed to. Even right wing populists, such as Donald Trump, attacked ideas of globalisation
and free market. Political elites need to address issues of social and economic exclusion by
putting forward redistributive policies targeted at the lower social and economic strata.
The excessive use of ‘populism’ undermines the role political elites play in sustaining
populist mobilisation
In using the term populism in an uncritical and exaggerated way, framing it as the number
one threat for contemporary democracies, political elites, journalists and experts fail to
address the role they themselves play in triggering and fuelling populist mobilisation.
Political elites should thus reflect on the role they play in polarisation.
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