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Preface

This volume is a product of friendship and several years of close collaboration. In a 
way,	it	is	a	‘sequel’	to	the	first	volume	we	edited	together	some	years	ago,	entitled	
Radical Democracy and Collective Movements Today (Ashgate 2014/Routledge 
2016). Then, we were trying to put our theoretical tools and notions to the test, in a 
bid to understand the novel character of a series of social movements that shook 
the world. From the Spanish indignados to Occupy Wall Street in the United 
States, it was indeed a time that it was ‘kicking off everywhere’, as the journalist 
Paul Mason put it. As usually happens, in historically dense and unpredictable 
times, history is moving so fast that reality might go beyond what you consider an 
innovative	and	thought-	provoking	hypothesis.	In	our	first	volume,	we	tried	to	draw	
bridges between the theoretical and political traditions of hegemony and autonomy, 
verticality and horizontality. By the time that the book was out, we could clearly 
see the multiple links of horizontal movements with vertical political organisations, 
political parties but also political leaders. Podemos grew in the wake of the Spanish 
indignados, Syriza was radically transformed by the Greek aganaktismenoi, the 
Slovenian protests of 2012–2013 gave rise to a new left party, and, a bit later on, 
Occupy Wall Street left its imprint on the campaign of Bernie Sanders for the 
Democratic primaries in 2016.
 The idea for a volume on Europe’s Populist Radical Left came in the after-
math of Syriza’s victory in Greece in 2015, at a time that Podemos was also set 
to do really well in the Spanish election. It was a time that a new populist left 
seemed able to trigger radical change in Europe, or at least in part of it. As we 
started to gauge the prospects of Podemos and Syriza, we realised that even 
though populist left parties have been around in Europe for quite a while, the rel-
evant literature was severely underdeveloped. We discussed the idea of a book 
that	would	include	a	series	of	parties,	movements	and	political	figures	which	are	
often labelled as populist left with colleagues, and we soon ended up with a book 
plan. In Routledge, we were welcomed by a familiar face, the same Editor we 
had worked with for our previous book, Rob Sorsby. Rob and his Editorial 
Assistant, Claire Maloney, were extremely helpful and supportive throughout the 
production process.
 In November 2016, we met with most of the contributors to this volume for a 
much broader discussion on ‘Europe’s new radical Left in times of crisis’ that 
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Introduction
The Populist Radical Left in Europe

Giorgos Katsambekis and Alexandros Kioupkiolis

Populism and the recent crisis
The economic crisis in Europe in recent years has brought renewed intensity to 
the debate over the crisis of democracy and the capacity of representative institu-
tions to effectively empower citizens, upholding the democratic promise for 
‘popular sovereignty’ (Crouch 2016; Mouffe 2013; Tormey 2015). A significant 
part of this debate revolves around what has been described as a ‘populist chal-
lenge’ to democratic and liberal Europe (Kriesi 2014; Kriesi and Pappas 2015; 
Martinelli 2016; Mueller 2016). Indeed, during the recent years of crisis and 
austerity, there has been an unprecedented rise of populist politics throughout 
the continent, mainly through political parties, but also through social move-
ments as well as prominent leaders and media personas. Populists of various 
kinds and orientations have risen to prominence by claiming to better represent 
the marginalised and frustrated people, against political elites that have become 
self- serving and unresponsive, alienating themselves from the popular classes 
and their anxieties.
 However, if the debate over European populism was, until recently, mostly 
targeted at the right end of the political spectrum, the picture has now signifi-
cantly changed with the emergence of prominent populist actors that belong to 
the left or the radical left. In particular, after the European elections of 2014, 
political parties such as Syriza (Coalition of Radical Left) in Greece and 
Podemos (We Can) in Spain have attracted unprecedented attention in both the 
international press and in academic discussion. These parties rapidly expanded 
their electoral appeal and brought about major realignments in their countries, 
thereby challenging the hegemony of established centre- left parties (see 
Kioupkiolis and Katsambekis 2018). Syriza’s success was more impressive, as 
the party was catapulted to power in early 2015 and has managed to stay in 
office, despite severe setbacks and impasses, backed up by a smaller right- wing 
populist party, the Independent Greeks (ANEL) (Aslanidis and Kaltwasser 2016; 
Katsambekis 2017). Podemos, on the other hand, flirted with the possibility of 
entering government after the general election of December 2015. It has since 
established itself as a major player in the Spanish political system (Agustín and 
Briziarelli 2018). Interestingly, the breakthrough of these radical leftist parties 
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would be hard to imagine without their close, indeed organic, links to grassroots 
social movements such as the Indignados in Spain and the Aganaktismenoi in 
Greece. The latter movements have also been depicted by commentators and 
researchers as populist (Gerbaudo 2017; Aslanidis 2016; Della Porta 2015; 
Prentoulis and Thomassen 2014).
 Before Syriza and Podemos, it was Jean- Luc Mélenchon’s candidacy for 
the French presidential election of 2012 and the Left Front (Front de Gauche), 
the electoral alliance built to support him, that had acted as a point of refer-
ence for the European Populist Radical Left and its ability to take on both its 
radical right counterpart and the established forces of the centre (Marlière 
2013). In other words, populist actors of the left have been increasingly suc-
cessful in recent years not only in Europe’s periphery, but also at its very core. 
This is what the case of Mélenchon and his new electoral alliance, France 
Insoumise (Unbowed France), further illustrates (Marlière 2017; also Marlière, 
Chapter 4, this volume).
 Indeed, the picture seems to confirm Luke March, who concluded his analysis 
back in 2007 with the assertion that ‘[l]eft populism is here to stay’ (March 
2007: 75). However, a decade later, it seems that we have entered a wholly new 
phase. Then, the success of Populist Radical Left parties consisted mostly of 
establishing themselves as viable opposition ‘players’ with parliamentary repres-
entation, as institutional expressions of anti- globalisation and anti- neoliberal 
sentiments. Today, such parties seem able to channel broader popular frustra-
tions over the management of the economic crisis by mainstream political forces 
and they are effectively contending for or even seizing power.1
 Undoubtedly, then, the conditions of emergence and the novel characteristics 
of these new populist parties and social movements of the left, their differences 
with their counterparts on the right and their relation to political power constitute 
a timely focus for political research and, indeed, for any scholar interested in the 
puzzling issue of populism and its relation to democratic institutions.
 In this endeavour, we need to keep in mind that left and radical left populism 
did not suddenly burst forth in Europe’s political scene with parties such as 
Syriza and Podemos or politicians such as Mélenchon. March, in his seminal 
study of the radical left, which covers the period between 1990 and 2011, had 
listed over twenty parties which qualify as either ‘populist socialist’ or ‘social 
populist’ (March 2011: 140, 146). Most of these parties fell short of the promi-
nence achieved by their right- wing contenders at the beginning of the twenty- 
first century. The Front National (FN) in France, the archetype of radical right 
populism, had its breakthrough in the 1980s. The Freedom Party of Austria 
(FPÖ) under Jörg Haider came second in the 1999 legislative election and made 
it into government. And Pim Fortuyn’s personalist party (List Pim Fortuyn/LPF ) 
shook the Dutch political scene in 2002 and also made it into a short- lived coali-
tion government after the assassination of its leader. Although the Populist 
Radical Right seemed like a somewhat coherent political block on the rise, the 
Populist Radical Left had only scarce successes, which did not seem to relate to 
each other.
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 The recent economic crisis and the ensuing Great Recession impacted heavily 
on party politics throughout Europe, especially so in the countries of the Euro-
pean periphery which were most severely hit by unemployment and austerity 
(Kriesi and Pappas 2015). It is within this context that certain populist actors of 
the left gained unprecedented momentum. Quite interestingly, some of the 
already established parties of the Populist Radical Left, most notably the Left 
(Die Linke) in Germany, and the Socialist Party (Socialistische Partij/SP) in the 
Netherlands (see March 2011), did not manage to capitalise on the crisis and 
growing social discontent. This means that we are not dealing with a general 
success story for the populist left in Europe during the years of crisis (see also 
March and Keith 2016). However, there is definitely a renewed interest in the 
particular character and the prospects of a distinct populist group within the 
radical left party family (March 2011), or at least in key populist elements of 
their discourse and strategy (March and Keith 2016: 2–3).
 That said, we are not treating the Populist Radical Left as a party family in 
itself. Rather, given the recent developments and the lack of research into spe-
cific characteristics of this perceived subgroup, we pursue a comparative 
mapping and portrayal of the parties, leaders and movements that have been per-
ceived as populist. Our aspiration is to furnish a point of reference for scholars 
interested in left- wing populism, or populism in general, and to spur further 
empirical and comparative studies in this field. To put it in other words, we start 
out from the assumption that there are certain significant affinities among those 
actors, in terms of discourse, ideology and strategy. Hence, we delve into the 
specific attributes of each of them with a view to better understanding the 
importance of populism for their politics and dynamic. We hold, indeed, that 
some of the parties, movements and political figures studied here will fit better 
into most definitions of populism, whereas others might only manifest some of 
the relevant criteria. Some might exhibit populist characteristics more consist-
ently, whereas others might be closer to mainstream social democracy, only stra-
tegically and occasionally making populist appeals.

Rationale, scope and themes
In this context, this volume stages a comprehensive yet flexible theoretical frame-
work for elucidating populism, and offers a thorough empirical assessment of key 
actors of the Populist Radical Left in contemporary Europe, both as a movement 
and as parties, filling a gap in the relevant literature. We zoom in on contemporary 
developments. Our main objective is to flesh out the novel discursive, political, 
strategic and organisational features, as well as the conditions of emergence and 
success of several political forces that have been subsumed under the ‘populist- 
radical left’ rubric. We also seek to account for their impact on democratic and rep-
resentative institutions. The chapters of the volume feature case studies of the 
Greek Syriza, the Spanish Podemos, the German Left, Jean- Luc Mélenchon and 
France Insoumise, the Dutch SP and the Slovenian Left (Levica). We have also 
included a chapter on what we hold to be a borderline case: Jeremy Corbyn’s 
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leadership of the Labour Party in the UK and ‘Momentum’, the movement that has 
supported his campaign, in one word: corbynism.2 The rationale behind the selec-
tion of these cases is spelt out towards the end of this introduction. The volume 
also devotes a separate chapter to recent grassroots social movements that can be 
seen as instances of progressive or left- wing populism, such as the ‘squares move-
ment’ in Spain and Greece. Our intent is to shed light on a rarely investigated 
aspect of populist politics: populist social movements, protests and different con-
figurations of the collective subject of populist politics (see Aslanidis 2016).
 We considered this inclusion quite apt and pertinent, not only in analytical 
but also in political terms. A close interaction or even organic relationship with 
such movements seems to be one of the key characteristics that singles out newer 
parties of the populist left. Equally crucially, populist movements seem to stretch 
the practical and theoretical imagination of populist politics. They bring out 
possibilities of empowering democratic populism, which may challenge and 
remedy the standard flaws of populism in both its left- wing and its right- wing 
versions, that is authoritarianism, centralisation, homogenisation and the adula-
tion of the Leader. Indeed, a ‘people’s populism’ seems to resurrect inaugural 
forms of progressive populism in the nineteenth century, such as the Russian 
Narodniki and the US ‘People’s Party’. At any rate, such a ‘return to the origins’ 
could only be mythical and could not help being a betrayal. What matters for us 
is that such movements seem to enact a popular politics that fosters a radical 
egalitarian empowerment for our times (Gerbaudo 2017; Grattan 2016). And 
contemporary ‘people’s populism’, with its embrace of horizontality, participa-
tion, equality and diversity, embodies the search for such an empowerment in 
inspiring ways.
 However, the present volume explores mainly how a variety of parties related 
to the populist left or radical left have managed to capitalise on the crisis and 
popular mobilisations to consolidate their power, whereas others have not per-
formed equally well. Τhe varying trajectories and degrees of ‘radicalisation’ or 
‘moderation’ of these parties, their relation to representative institutions, their 
programmatic positions on socio- economic and cultural issues, as well as their 
stances towards the European Union and international or transnational collabora-
tion are explored in detail, taking into account the peculiarities of the political 
systems in which they are situated. The public discourse of keynote political 
actors receives particular attention in all these case studies.
 Moreover, the contributors to this volume engage with the relationship of popu-
lism to government (see Kaltwasser and Taggart 2016; Albertazzi and McDonnell 
2015), and enquire into the electoral dynamics of those parties and their varying 
strategies against mainstream political forces. The authors also probe the transfor-
mations that populist parties undergo when they are confronted with the possibility 
or the reality of government participation. Another issue that we tackle, in cases 
where such parties have exercised power or entered negotiations with a view to 
participating in a coalition government, is the way in which their populist message 
is, or is not, translated into government practice and concrete policies as well as 
whether this results in further moderation of their populism.
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 Gaining power or even simply entering power games in the formal political 
system raises sharp challenges for populist formations, straining them occasion-
ally to breaking point. These challenges lie at the heart of our research questions 
in the present volume. First, (tendentially) empty signifiers, such as ‘hope’, 
‘change’, ‘real democracy’ and ‘justice’, are a catalyst of populist mobilisation 
and unity, welding together heterogeneous social sectors and actors by appealing 
to all of them through their generality and their amenability to different interpre-
tations by different people. However, once in power, a populist leadership must 
implement somewhat more specific policies, which will impute particular mean-
ings to the ‘empty signifiers’ of the populist discourse. This reduces the 
generality and the vagueness of populist signifiers, and, thus, threatens to 
diminish their appeal to certain sectors of the population. To avoid this loss of 
popularity, populist leaders and policy- makers need, among other things, to 
come up with a diverse array of policies addressed to a variety of constituencies 
at the same time.
 Second, incorporation in the political system entails most often the institu-
tionalisation or bureaucratisation of populist actors. Such institutionalisation 
seems to aggravate tendencies towards top- down direction, centralisation or even 
authoritarianism, and severs the links with social movements and grassroots 
participation. The consequences can be adverse for those populist politics that 
evince an aspiration to radical democratisation, to promoting egalitarianism, 
emancipation and popular participation. As Ernesto Laclau (2014: 9) argued, 
populist

hegemony not accompanied by mass action at the level of civil society leads 
to a bureaucratism that will be easily colonized by the corporative power of 
the forces of the status quo. To advance both in the directions of autonomy 
and hegemony is the real challenge to those who aim for a democratic 
future […].

Overall, our ambition is to fill a gap in the literature on radical left politics in 
Europe, and to contribute thus to the rapidly burgeoning field of populism 
studies. Although there is much excellent research in the role of right- wing 
populism in Europe, existing publications scarcely scrutinise the particular char-
acter, the role, the importance and the prospects of its radical left counterpart. 
The present inquiry sets out, thus, to study leftist populism in present- day 
Europe, and it does so from the angle of discursive practices and ideas. Two 
dimensions of left- leaning populism stand out in the different studies of the 
volume: the internal organisation of left- wing populist parties and movements, 
and the often fatal tensions which beset progressive populism, notably the 
conflict between its egalitarian, horizontalist discourses, aspirations and mobili-
sations, on the one hand, and its vertical leadership and representation, on the 
other.
 Heightened attention to these dimensions and intense engagement with them 
make distinct our critical take on populist politics from the broader paradigm of 
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discourse theory in which we are schooled. It is not that Laclau and Mouffe were 
unaware of the clashes between ‘hegemony’ and ‘autonomy’, which should be 
combined in radical democratic politics, or that they did not call for different 
forms of party organisation and democratic practice (see, e.g. Laclau and Mouffe 
1985: 149–193). It is rather that they tend to underestimate the force and the 
depth of these conflicts, which stem from contending (horizontal vs. vertical) 
logics of political association and praxis. Hence, Laclau and Mouffe cherish 
progressive figures of individual leadership on the grounds that leaders can 
provide a glue that ties together heterogeneous people and can yield a surface of 
collective investment that mobilises the multitude. The well- attested ways in 
which such leadership impedes the ‘self- emancipation’ of the masses and erodes 
the soul of democratic egalitarianism, that is decision- making by each citizen on 
a footing of equality, are often eclipsed from view (see, e.g. Mouffe 2018: 70; 
Laclau 2005a: 100).
 Before getting into the case studies of the volume, we first need to outline our 
common ground and to spell out some key notions. The reminder of this intro-
duction is devoted to briefly unpacking the notion of populism. We locate the 
radical left in contemporary European politics. We explain where populism and 
the radical left meet, and, finally, we lay out the structure of the volume and the 
pivot of every chapter.

Defining populism
It has become a near compulsion of scholarly works on populism to acknowledge 
the essential contestability of the term as well as the potential contradictions and 
impasses in defining it (Mudde 2017: 27; Moffitt 2016: 11; Panizza 2005: 1). 
Rather than sharing the pessimism of many of our colleagues, we think that the 
time has come to display a more optimistic attitude vis- à-vis the definitional status 
of populism. Indeed, we submit that there is an emerging consensus on a common 
understanding of populism, especially if we consider approaches that prioritise the 
discursive, performative or ideational levels of analysis (Mudde and Kaltwasser 
2017; Stavrakakis 2017; Moffitt 2016; de la Torre 2015; Panizza 2005). Setting 
aside their technical differences, which derive from distinctive conceptual toolkits, 
at their core lies an idea of populism as a distinct form of politics, in terms of dis-
course, thin- centred ideology or communicative style, which calls on ‘the people’ 
and pits them against an unresponsive and alienated ‘elite’ or ‘establishment’. This 
emerging consensus was captured in a now classic article by Margaret Canovan, 
written around twenty years ago. She suggested that ‘[p]opulism in modern demo-
cratic societies is best seen as an appeal to “the people” against both the established 
structure of power and the dominant ideas and values of the society’ (Canovan 
1999: 3). In the same article, Canovan further noted that ‘[populist movements] 
involve some kind of revolt against the established structure of power in the name 
of the people’ (ibid.). To date, this has been the gist of most definitions of populism 
that have been advanced in both theoretically oriented and empirical studies of the 
phenomenon.
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 Contributors to this volume share Canovan’s key intuition. They take their 
bearings mostly from the definitions of Cas Mudde and Ernesto Laclau (or vari-
ations of them, i.e. Albertazzi and McDonnell 2008) to broach their cases, grasp-
ing populism as a predominantly discursive or ideological phenomenon. It is not 
the aim of this introduction to offer a detailed exegesis of either definition or to 
venture into a critique of the respective analytical frameworks. Rather, we will 
highlight their core elements and point to some possible ‘blind spots’ to help the 
reader better understand the underlying conceptual foundations of each analysis, 
but also to decide for themselves which framework reflects better their sense of 
populism. After all, we are confident that the rigorous analyses in each chapter 
furnish adequate information and detail, allowing thus for alternative readings 
which follow different theoretical- methodological tacks. Indeed, we intention-
ally gave our contributors the freedom to adopt whichever framework they pre-
ferred and even to put forth their criticisms (see, e.g. Maiguashca and Dean’s 
chapter), in a bid to embrace theoretical and methodological pluralism and to 
keep the door open for future discussions.

Ernesto Laclau and the discursive approach to populism

One of the most consistent endeavours to theoretically define and empirically 
assess populism comes from the Argentinian political theorist Ernesto Laclau. 
Along with Canovan, they are arguably the two ‘heavy- weights’ of populism 
theory. More than forty years ago, in the last chapter of his book, Politics and 
Ideology in Marxist Theory, Laclau set forth his critique of sociological the-
ories of modernisation, which were hegemonic at the time. These narratives 
construed populism as a result of the transition of Latin American societies 
from a traditional model to an industrial one. Following a different path, he 
held populism to be a discursive political phenomenon that is not bound to a 
specific sociological structure, particular social classes, a concrete ideology or 
a given programmatic agenda. What Laclau emphasised was that populism 
was a specific logic of the political, one way of doing politics among other 
possibilities. Indeed, he stressed that ‘reference to “the people” occupies a 
central place in populism’ (Laclau 1977: 165), and that such reference is 
always informed by an antagonistic view of society. This is his first stab at a 
definition of populism: ‘Populism starts at the point where popular democratic 
elements are presented as an antagonistic option against the ideology of the 
dominant bloc’ (Laclau 1977: 173).
 This early work was still heavy with Marxist jargon and debatable normative 
assumptions, such as the claim that the ‘highest forms of populism can only be 
socialist’ (Laclau 1977: 196–197). But its theoretical innovations have proved 
remarkably lasting in time. Laclau further refined his theorisation around thirty 
years later, in his book On populist reason. Advancing a formal- structural con-
ception of populism, he stressed that ‘[…] a movement is not populist because in 
its politics or ideology it presents actual contents identifiable as populistic, but 
because it shows a particular logic of articulation of those contents – whatever 
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those contents are’ (Laclau 2005a: 33). This logic can be summarised in the 
following steps: (1) ‘the formation of an internal antagonistic frontier separating 
“the people” from power’ (Laclau 2005a: 74); (2) the creation of a chain of 
equivalence among popular demands that are left unsatisfied by those in power 
(an unresponsive ‘elite’ or ‘establishment’); and (3) the representation of ‘the 
people’ of populism as excluded and underprivileged plebs, which claim to be 
the legitimate community of the people and the democratic sovereign (Laclau 
2005a: 81, 94, 98).
 The merits of operationalising Laclau’s theory for empirical and comparative 
research in populist parties and movements have already been appreciated in 
depth, particularly by members of the POPULISMUS project (Stavrakakis et al. 
2017; Stavrakakis 2017; Katsambekis 2016; Kioupkiolis 2016; Stavrakakis and 
Katsambekis 2014). Scholars inspired by Laclau’s frame have construed popu-
lism on the basis of two ‘minimal discursive criteria’: (1) people- centrism, and 
(2) anti- elitism (Stavrakakis 2017). This rendition of populism helps to make 
Laclau’s often abstract and complex theory more applicable to empirical 
analysis, but it also enables us to amend some of Laclau’s problematic normative 
choices, namely the effective elision of populism with politics, which we find in 
his late work.
 People- centrism refers to the primacy given to ‘the people’, who are con-
structed by way of linking a series of different subjects, groups and demands 
(‘chains of equivalence’ in the Laclauian jargon). The signifier ‘the people’ is 
most often deployed as the nodal point of populist discourse. But a popular sense 
of unity and collectivity can be also nurtured through use of equivalent signi-
fiers, such as the ‘99 per cent’, ‘the many’, etc. In this sense, people- centrism 
implies privileging a collective subject that is perceived as the democratic sover-
eign, and foregrounding the name of this subject. Anti- elitism implies the con-
struction of a fundamental division within society between an ‘us’ and a ‘them’, 
which generates the conditions for antagonistic identification of ‘the people’ 
through their opposition to the named opponents. These are depicted as the 
‘elite’, the ‘establishment’ or the ‘oligarchy’, which act against the people’s 
interests and well- being.
 One of the merits of the ‘formal’ discursive reading of populism is that it 
helps us avoid a priori assumptions about the specific contents and the ideo-
logical or programmatic features of populist actors. The way in which ‘the 
people’ of populism is construed, as well as the meaning that is imputed to the 
antagonistic divide between peoples and elites are central questions to investi-
gate in our research in populist politics. Our answers to those questions will dis-
close the specific character of a populist project, its orientation and its possible 
effects on democratic and representative institutions. For example, if ‘the people’ 
are represented as an exclusive collective subject, united through references to a 
common ethnic origin, language, heritage and religion, and they are opposed not 
only to an ‘establishment’ but also to alien ‘others’ (such as immigrants, ethnic 
or religious minorities), then this is most probably a case of exclusivist, radical 
right populism, which will tend to undermine minority rights, nourish nativism 
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and promote intolerant attitudes (see Stavrakakis et al. 2017; Mudde 2007). On 
the contrary, if ‘the people’ are cast in terms of an open, inclusive and pluralist 
subject, confronting an unresponsive and repressive elite, then we are probably 
dealing with a progressive brand of populism. This may embody a force of 
democratic inclusion and participation, effectively enhancing democracy (see 
Mouffe 2018).

Populism and ‘crisis’

The formal take on populism laid out above dwells primarily on discursive prac-
tices, which comprise the performative dimension highlighted by Benjamin 
Moffitt (2016) and Pierre Ostiguy (2017). But the formal approach also accentu-
ates the socio- political preconditions for successful populist projects: the 
moment of ‘crisis’ or ‘dislocation’, in the Laclauian jargon, which facilitates the 
formation of horizontal links between different groups and individuals 
(Stavrakakis et al. 2018). ‘[T]he emergence of populism’, Laclau noted back in 
the 1970s, ‘is historically linked to a crisis of the dominant ideological discourse 
which is in turn part of a more general social crisis’ (Laclau 1977: 175). Scholars 
have shown that the notion of crisis bears two distinct dimensions: an objective 
one, which refers to an external ‘shock’ or some sort of systemic failure that 
destabilises a given system; and a subjective one, which elevates such failures to 
‘crisis’ through the discursive practices of specific political actors (Hay 1999; 
Stavrakakis et al. 2018). Hence, as Moffitt argues, crisis can be an integral 
element of populism. Populist actors produce their own narrative versions of the 
crisis, which serve to justify the diagnosis that mobilisation and immediate 
action are needed to ‘save the people’, and also lay the blame at the door of their 
opponents (Moffitt 2016: Chapter 7).
 Again, the construction of the crisis is what may put apart right- wing from 
left- wing, or exclusionary from inclusionary variants of populism. The former 
usually portray it as a migration or security crisis, in which the cultural identity 
and security of natives is threatened by invading ‘others’ (e.g. ‘Islam’, refugees, 
etc.). Left- wing populisms most often locate the crisis in the socio- economic 
order (e.g. ‘neoliberalism’, globalised capitalism) and attribute it to the excessive 
power of intertwined political and economic elite groups, which profit at the 
expense of the majority of society. Kenneth Roberts’ work on ‘political crises of 
representation’ affords useful insights. Among the three scenarios that he 
describes, the one that bears on contemporary democracies mobilises the ‘cartel 
party’ hypothesis (Katz and Mair 2009) to suggest that populism – left and right 
– rises in response to a situation in which citizens do not feel adequately repres-
ented. In such circumstances, established mainstream parties have become too 
domineering and self- serving, too closely attached to the workings of the state 
and less sensitive to the people’s needs and aspirations (Roberts 2015). This 
fuels popular frustration and discontent, motivating social subjects to seek 
representation elsewhere.
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Cas Mudde and the ideational approach to populism

Cas Mudde’s ‘ideational’ approach was first introduced around fifteen years ago 
(Mudde 2004) and has been further elaborated through his collaboration with 
Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017). It has also been 
enriched through an ongoing dialogue with scholars who operate within the same 
paradigm but add different theoretical and methodological nuances (see Hawkins 
2009; Hawkins and Kaltwasser 2017). This frame of thought bears commonali-
ties but also important differences from Laclau- inspired discursive frames. To be 
sure, his rendition of populism as a ‘thin- centred ideology’ has now become the 
most popular and widely used among comparativists. It has been combined with 
both qualitative and quantitative methods of analysis, and it has gained increased 
visibility among media pundits, journalists and think tanks. The broadly used 
definition reads as follows:

I define populism as an ideology that considers society to be ultimately sep-
arated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ 
versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be an 
expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people.

(Mudde 2004: 543; italics in the original) 

Mudde has introduced Giovanni Sartori’s logic of the ‘minimal definition’ in 
the study of populism (Mudde 2007: 15–20), thus making a major contribu-
tion that has widely resonated in the field. This has facilitated, moreover, the 
proliferation of empirical and comparative studies that have moved beyond 
mere cases, paving the way for cross- regional comparative research (Mudde 
and Kaltwasser 2012). The key task of minimal definitions lies in finding the 
lowest common denominator between all manifestations of a given phenom-
enon (Rooduijn 2014). In our case, this means identifying the common core 
of every empirical manifestation of populism throughout history and across 
different regions. Hence, the aim is not to capture every possible character-
istic that a populist actor exhibits, but to grasp the ones that are always there 
and can help to pin down the phenomenon in all possible contexts. Indeed, 
discursive scholars have embraced this logic of the minimal definition, 
acknowledging the importance of such an orientation (Stavrakakis and 
Katsambekis 2014).
 Researchers who follow Mudde’s lead and work within the ideational para-
digm agree on the centrality of three elements in the articulation of any populist 
movement or party: the people, the elite and the invocation of a common will. In 
this sense, what sets the ideational school apart from the discursive, but also the 
‘strategic’ approach (Weyland 2017) is: (1) the construal of populism as an ideo-
logy (and thus as a belief system); (2) the thesis that what defines this ideology 
is a predominantly moral view of socio- political divisions; and (3) the argument 
that ‘the people’ and the ‘elite’ are constructed by populists as essentially homo-
geneous collective subjects.


