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Structure

 What is populism?

 The politics of labelling

 Examples:

 Venezuela

 Poland and Hungary

 Russia

 A Populist International?



Definitions

“A political view that does not have a consistent 
ideological foundation, but that emphasises
hostility towards elites and established state and 
economic interests and favours greater power in 
the hands of the public.”

O’Neil, Foundations of Comparative Politics 

“A political strategy in which a charismatic leader 
appeals to the masses while sweeping aside 
institutions.”

The Economist

“A thin ideology with a framework of the ‘pure 
people’ versus a corrupt elite.”

Cas Mudde



A style of politics?

 Attack on elites

 Nationalism

 Strong leader

 Enemies of the nation within and without

 Grand promises

 Politics of opposition?

 Challenging the rule of law

 Rewriting constitutions

 Appeal to the people (e.g. referenda)





The politics of labelling

 Pejorative term, or one to be embraced?

 Accusations of populism a political strategy to 

delegitimise and close debate?

 Appealing to the masses with irresponsible 

promises that can’t be fulfilled?

 But who defines what is possible and 

responsible?

 Greece example: Syriza and the 2015 

referendum

 The UK referendum



• Ensures price stability

• Controls money supply and decides 

interest rates

• Supervises that banks are safe

• Works independently from governments

The European Central Bank: managing the euro

Mario Draghi
President of the Central Bank









Ohi Day
 Ohi Day (Anniversary of the "No") is celebrated throughout Greece, Cyprus

and the Greek communities around the world on October 28 each year, to 

commemorate the rejection by Greek dictator Ioannis Metaxas (in power 

from August 4, 1936, until January 29, 1941) of the ultimatum made by 

Italian dictator Benito Musolini on October 28, 1940.



http://www.theguardian.com/world/ng-interactive/2015/jul/05/live-results-greek-

referendum

http://www.theguardian.com/world/ng-interactive/2015/jul/05/live-results-greek-referendum




http://www.bbc.com/news/politics/eu_referendum/results

http://www.bbc.com/news/politics/eu_referendum/results






Labels

Politicians [on the left] should reject the label 

“where this is meant to imply irresponsible 

policies – many neoliberal and conservative 

commentators try to pin this on anyone 

deviating from a certain economic orthodoxy”.

Jan-Werner Müller

“While most writers deplore populism, the 

upside lies in forcing elites to discuss issues 

they prefer to ignore.”

Cas Mudde



Representing the ‘real people’

Müller: key point isn’t that populists criticise the 

existing elite, but that they claim to represent the 

‘real’/’true’ people, to be the only real ‘voice of the 

people’. They therefore reject any idea of pluralism.

‘Syriza, when it came to power, was not “populist” 

because of its economic policies, but it did veer into 

populism when, before the referendum, some of its 

leaders started to talk darkly of Greece’s internal 

and external enemies and made it sound as if only 

the “No” vote represented the authentic Greek 

people’.



Venezuela

 Hugo Chavez:

 Initial coup attempt

 Electoral success in 1999

 Foiled CIA-backed coup?

 Oil-backed socialism (PSUV – United 

Socialist Party): ‘Bolivarian Revolution’

 Internal and external enemies (and friends)



Venezuela (cont.)

 ‘Chavismo’ continued under Nicolas Maduro 

(2013)

 Economic crisis:

 Falling oil prices

 High inflation

 Cut-back on social programmes

 Rise in crime and poverty

 →  Low popularity



Venezuela (cont.)

 ‘Constitutional crisis:

 30 March 2017, Supreme Court: taking over 

powers of the National Assembly (majority 

Democratic Unity Roundtable)

 Opposition protests

 30 July, Constitutional Assembly elections 

(boycotted by opposition)

 Divided international reactions



Hungary

 Viktor Orbán (Fidesz):

 Involvement in 1989 revolution (speech at reburial 

of Imre Nagy)

 Free market liberal

 Shift to right-wing conservativism

 First term 1998-2002

 Increasing nationalism and social conservatism 

and ‘illiberal democracy’



Hungary (cont.)

 Second term (2010-):
 Large majority

 Constitutional reforms:
 Change to parliament

 ‘Traditional values’ (marriage and family)

 Changes to Constitutional Court

 Refugee crisis:
 Fence

 Refusal to accept quotas

 Nationalism and irredentism?

 Recent attacks on Soros and Central European 
University (and ‘foreign’ NGOs)

 Crisis with EU

 Alignment with Poland











Yeltsin’s Russia: Democratisation?

 Catastrophic economic reforms

 Establishment of presidential system
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZjBu5JSnfuU

 Chechen war, 1994-1996

 Power struggles (‘clans’/‘circles’)

 1996 presidential election:
 ‘Shares for votes’

 Media and the oligarchs (e.g. Boris Berezovsky)

 Declining authority 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R-z9wfueMAw

 1998 financial crisis

 Turnover of Prime Ministers, 1998-99, until 
Vladimir Putin appointed

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZjBu5JSnfuU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R-z9wfueMAw




Putin’s Russia: semi-authoritarian?

 Features of representative

democracy:
 Elections

 Some independent media

 Political parties

 But:
 Limitations on dissent

 Politicisation of legal process

 Co-option of political parties (no real ‘opposition’)

 Gradual clampdown on independent media, inc. social 
media, and state media as propaganda

 Corruption

 Foreign policy assertiveness/aggression

 Suspicious assassinations (Litvinenko, Politkovskaya, 
Nemtsov…)



What is Putinism?

 Mixed economic system or crony capitalism?

 Low corporate taxation

 Oligarchs

 State control of energy industries

 Populism?

 Putin as strong leader

 Appeals to the people
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-36048392

 Aggressive foreign policy

 Conservative values

 Foreign and internal enemies?

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-36048392






What is Putinism? (cont.)

 Ideology?

 ‘Sovereign democracy’

 Eurasianism

 ‘Orthodoxy, Autocracy and Nationality’ (Nicholas I)?

 Is it a model for elsewhere… to be exported?

 Is Russia exporting Putinism?

 Russian propaganda (e.g. RT)  

 Interference in elections?

 Support for populists abroad?





A Populist International?

 Is Russia exporting Putinism?

 Russian propaganda (e.g. RT)  

 Interference in elections?

 Support for populists abroad?

 Is a ‘Populist International’ a contradiction in 

terms?

 19th century international nationalism was liberal

 Links among populists:

 Similar methods

 Mutual support

 Social conservatism

 Defence of sovereignty

 But potential clashes (e.g. Russia/Poland!)








