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What’s populism by the way?

• Political strategy?
“Political strategy through which a personalistic leader seeks or exercises government 

power based on direct, unmediated, uninstitutionalized support from large numbers of 
mostly unorganized followers” (Weyland 2001)

“Top-down political mobilization of mass constituencies by personalistic leaders who 
challenge established political or economic elites on behalf of an ill-defined pueblo” 
(Levitsky and Roberts 2011)

• Political ideology?
“Thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two 

homogenous 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 and Rovira Kaltwasser 2017)

• Discursive style?
Attribute of the message not of the speaker: “rhetorical style used by political actors of 

diverse ideological persuasions”; “predicated on the fundamental conflict between the 
corrupt elite and the people” (Bonikowski and Gidron 2016)



Implications

• Areas: US, Europe, Latin America, Asia
• Focus: leadership, mobilization, political speeches and 

platforms, democracy, party system
• Opposite concepts: elitism + pluralism
• Different concept: clientelism
• Ingredients [political ideology]: people + elite + general will
People as sovereign, common people, nation
Difficulty to sustain in power
Promotion of institutions that enable the construction of the 

presumed general will



Is it good or bad?

⁺ Inescapable shadow of representative democracy
Improve responsiveness and accountability

⁺ Emancipatory force (Laclau 2005)
Mobilize excluded sectors of society

- Perversion of democracy with autocratic tendency
Negation of pluralism may lead to circumvent minority rights
As a result: State occupation, mass clientelism, corruption, and 

suppression of civil society
“These practices find an explicit moral justification in the populist 

political imagination and can be avowed openly” (Muller 2016)



Electoral support for populist parties
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Electoral support for populist parties / 2
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Populist parties and political ideology
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Populist votes and trust in EU institutions
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Trust in national institutions
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Immigration concerns in the EU
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Immigration concerns (by country)
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The determinants of populism

1. Demand side of public opinion
2. Supply side of party strategies
3. Constitutional constraints and rules of the game
We focus on the first dimension

Two “main” theses:
1. Economic insecurity
2. Cultural backlash



Is it the economy?
• Multivariate correlations between economic status and 

propensity to vote populist (Dustman et al. 2017)
• No change in ideological or cultural attitudes during Great 

Recession (Foster and Frieden 2017)
• Import shocks from China (Autor et al. 2017)
• Trade origins of nationalism (Colantone and Stanig 2017)
• Immigration and UKIP votes (Becker and Fetzer 2016)
• Globalization shocks (Rodrik 2017)
• Interaction between demand and supply of populism 

(Guiso et al. 2017)



Populist votes and economic climate
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Econometric evidence
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Is it culture?

• Reaction against “silent revolution” of progressive 
cultural change (Inglehart and Norris 2016)
“Populism favors mono-culturalism over multiculturalism, 

national self-interest over international cooperation, closed 
borders over free flow of people, ideas, labor, and capital, 
traditionalism over progressive and liberal social values”

Post-materialist vs traditional values
Enemies: corrupt establishment, incompetent 

politicians, dishonest Wall Street speculators, arrogant 
intellectuals, politically correct liberals
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Economic vs cultural cleavage
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Classification of populist parties
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Decline of class voting
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Subjective social status

• The role of “subjective social status” 
(Gidron and Hall 2017)

• Spatial dimension/sorting
• Clear interaction with economic 

status, but distinct concept
• “Strangers in their own land” 

(Hochschild 2016)
• And don’t forget institutions!
• Possible multiple equilibria based 

on institutional quality



Source: Gidron
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The populist curve (work in progress)

• Close-race RDD to estimate causal effect of “local” populist 
parties on their vote share in national elections
“Opposition” party by narrow margin  increasing trend
“Government” party by narrow margin  decreasing trend

• Populist parties in government like “sorcerer 
who is no longer able to control the powers of 
hell whom he has called up by his spells”?

• Why don’t populist parties stop the decline?



The (worst) response to populism

• Why don’t traditional parties stop the populist surge?
Globalization and lost sovereignty
External and/or constitutional constraints
Responsiveness vs responsibility
Poor institutional quality and low-ability politicians
New cleavages make it harder to collude or to build winning 

coalition
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