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So, what is populism?

‘Bread and Circuses’?

Italian Populism

from Garibaldi to Grillo
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What is Populism?

• The first historical example I know to call 

themselves populist: The People’s Party, or the 

Populists, USA, 1890s

• Mostly poor cotton and wheat farmers, against 

capitalist elites, cities, banks, railroads, and gold 

• In short, the ‘real, genuine people’, in battle 

against ‘corrupt elites’



Another feature

• An apparently direct and unmediated 

relationship between the leader and the people –

uncluttered by mechanisms of  democratic 

process – the leader is supposed to embody ‘the 

people’s will’

• It’s been a while since the ‘people’s will’ could be 

expressed in the singular 



Bread and circuses: distracting ‘the 

people’ from its multiple wills?

• As ‘a people’ becomes more variegated and/or 

the electorate expands towards universal 

suffrage, keeping the people’s will singular 

becomes impossible.

• Ancient Rome, both republican and imperial, 

used sustenance and emotional gratification as 

political pacifiers – bread and circuses



A final, general feature of  populism

• An emphasis on a radical departure, or sense of  

renewal, a result of  the purging of  a society’s 

corruptive elements – even if  it’s only getting it 

back to what it ‘ought’ to be



Garibaldi

• Modern Italy’s first populist?

• Glamorous figurehead of  the 
campaign to unify Italy, the 
Risorgimento – and remove 
absolutism

• Key moment: voyage with The 
Thousand (soldiers) to Sicily, 
May 1860

• People vs. elites?  Yes

• Direct relationship with ‘the 
people’? Yes

• Sense of  new beginning? Yes



Garibaldi arrives to liberate Sicily



Adulation in London, 1864



A proto-populist?

• Modern scholarship (e.g. 

Riall, 2007) has shown how 

carefully Garibaldi stage-

managed his own image 

during the Risorgimento

• On the other hand, once 

unity was achieved he was 

content with a low-key 

position as a deputy (MP) 



New ideas about society:

Vilfredo Pareto (1848-1923)

• Human motivation: emotional, 
unconscious, not rational - leaders 
must understand this

• Society consists of elites and masses

• Elite must manipulate the masses to 
govern effectively

• For Pareto, democracy was deluded 
- it presumed that the masses are 
influenced by rational argument

• What mattered, he claimed, was 
sentiment, even if it was fear. . .



Gabriele D’Annunzio



A populist prototype?

• Italy did not receive the Eastern 
Adriatic territories it hoped for post 
WWI

• The failure fed a bitterness that 
eventually fuelled the rise of  fascism

• Gabriele D’Annunzio, with a few 
thousand soldiers, created a short-
lived (1919-1920) populist state in 
FIUME, now Rijeka, Croatia

• Historians have long seen the seeds 
of  Fascism in D’Annunzio’s short  
‘regency’



D’Annunzio governs Fiume, 1919-1920



Benito Mussolini



1922: King Victor Emanuel 

III invites Mussolini to 

become Prime Minister 

, 

By 1926, Mussolini had subverted 

all democratic mechanisms & 

proclaimed himself  ‘Il Duce’



One heart

One desire

One decision

Mussolini as 

interpreter of  

‘the people’s will’



Mussolini’s relationship with the people





And now for something 

completely different

• 1946 – By popular referendum Italy becomes a 

republic

• A highly democratic republic – with a perfectly 

bicameral system and proportional 

representation

• From the 1940s to the 1970s politics are 

dominated by the Christian Democrats, with the 

Socialists and Communists also strong

• Not much room for populism?

• The 1970s a decade of  shifts . . .





Berlusconi and Forza Italia

Berlusconi was PM of  Italy

1994-1995

2001-2006

2008-2011

Longest serving Ital PM with

A total of  3340 days in office



Beppe Grillo and the M5S

Movimento Cinque Stelle



M5S

• Public water

• Sustainable transport

• Sustainable development

• Internet access

• Environmentalism

• 2013 elections – highest number of  votes, but 
unwillingness to coalesce with ‘the corrupt elites’ of  
italian politics has reduced power

• V days, ‘clean parliament’






