
Preface

Truth be told, I have lived most of my life under populist rule. In the late
1970s, as a young student of law in Greece, I experienced the irresistible ascent
of the (deceivingly labeled) Panhellenic Socialist Movement, PASOK, which in
1981, under the leadership of maverick Andreas Papandreou, became postwar
Europe’s first populist party to win office by a landslide. I witnessed the mass
rallies, the speeches from balconies, the enthusiasm of the crowds, the seduc-
tive slogans, the accumulated social resentment and the polarization it bred,
the political slanders, the disrespect for institutional legality, the exuberance of
promises, the irresistible promise of unfounded hope above all, which left me
with an indelible impression of how liberal politics can go awry. When I first
left my country in the early 1980s, populism was firmly established in power
and already hard at work on producing the immense political and social
changes that would later cause social misery, national political havoc, and
lots of international drama.
Meanwhile, I found myself a graduate student at liberal Yale, studying party

politics under the supervision of Juan Linz, but at the time also being fascin-
ated by the work of such scholars as Gino Germani, Guillermo O’Donnell and
Torcuato Di Tella on Latin American politics, especially Juan Perón’s mobi-
lizationist populism. Little did I know back then that postwar Argentina and
post-authoritarian Greece would be the two cases best approximating the
“ideal type” of populism when, several years later, populism became the
major topic of my academic research. Nor could I have ever imagined during
my earlier decades that I would happen to live and work in several countries
where populism developed politically and electorally strong, including
(besides of course Greece and the United States), Italy, France, and Hungary.
It is perhaps because populism became such an unwelcome happenstance in
my personal and professional life that I decided to summon the demon. This
volume is my testimony to that effort.
I dealt with populism as a research topic for the first time in 2010 at an

ECPR conference at Münster, Germany, organized by Ann-Cathrine Jungar
and Kevin Deegan-Krausse. Already unhappy with the conceptual confusion
surrounding the topic, I presented in that meeting a paper that re-
conceptualized populism as “democratic illiberalism”* and proposed studying

* At the time, there were only two notable previous uses of the term “democratic illiberalism.”
The first was made by Collier and Levitsky (1997: 438) for describing a “diminished subtype of
democracy” without civil liberties, for which the authors offered Guatemala as their sole
example. The second use of the term belongs to Fareed Zakaria, who, rather than dealing with
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it dynamically as “the flipside of [postwar] political liberalism.” Alas, such
heterodox novelties anything but satisfied the reviewers of the journals to
which I subsequently submitted the paper, which, after a couple of rejections,
eventually appeared, rather unceremoniously, in one of the Working Paper
series of the European University Institute in Florence (Pappas 2012; the
quotations above are from this work, p. 2). Next time around I was, however,
luckier. A new paper I wrote comparing the growth of populism in post-
authoritarian Greece and post-communist Hungary—in which I not only used
my then novel definition but also floated the idea of populism causing party
systemic contagion that could potentially lead to “populist democracy”—was
published in a respectable journal (Pappas 2014b; first online publication in
July 2013). Not long thereafter, in the summer of 2014, I was astonished to
hear the since-famous speech by Hungary’s populist Prime Minister Viktor
Orbán in which he openly proclaimed his intention to turn his country into an
“illiberal democracy.” And then, as populism grew stronger in several nations
and became more widespread geographically, the term “democratic illiberal-
ism” gained rapid traction among academics, politicians and, of course, the
press. But scholarship on the topic, albeit tremendously expansive, remained
hopelessly stuck with old concepts and fuzzy case classifications. I believed
then, and still believe today, that the problem has been our neglect of solid
empirical research at country-level for producing book-length studies on
particular populisms.

By reason of my country’s continuing misfortunes, that could not be my
case. Already by the early 2010s, what was soon to become known as the
“Greek crisis” was in full and dramatic swing, and the reason for it was the
inability of the old populist parties to make a transition to liberalism, espe-
cially as new populist parties grew in the meantime strong and power-hungry.
For a second time in her post-authoritarian history, Greece had become a
“crucial case” (in Harry Eckstein’s (1975) sense) for studying old and new, left
and right populisms hard at work. Fascinated by the evolving events in my
country, I took a break frommy more theoretical ruminations about populism
in general, and wrote a relatively short monograph focused on the Greek case
with the purpose of empirically testing my up-and-coming theory. For, as
noted in that book’s introductory pages, Greece “offers near laboratory con-
ditions for studying all possible facets and successive phases of populist
development, including initial emergence, subsequent development, ascent
to power, and polity contamination” (Pappas 2014a: 6). There was something

or even specifically referring to populism, pointed to an assortment of regimes around the globe
“that lie between confirmed dictatorship and consolidated democracy,” those including Ethiopia,
Sierra Leone, Pakistan, Belarus, Bangladesh, the Philippines, and Haiti among others (Zakaria
1997). None of those states falls within the scope of this book. For a further discussion of
Zakaria’s notion of illiberal democracy, see Pappas (2018b).
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even more important to that. Post-authoritarian Greece offered itself as a clear
case of a political system in which liberalism and populism clashed violently,
with populism being the ultimate winner—with fateful consequences. But
Greece was not the only case of rising populism and, when looking at such
cases comparatively, a pattern began to emerge. It was early autumn of 2015
when I decided to take the challenge to write a theoretical book on compara-
tive populism.
While working on the present volume, I often thought of it as the closest

one can get to an academic startup. It has been a largely self-financed and
externally unassisted enterprise, which set about to solve a major political
problem developing contemporaneously with my research and writing, trying
a solution that at times seemed off-beat and rather outlandish, and with
success anything but guaranteed. As with any other startup, it has had its
bad times and its good times. Thankfully, there were many more good times
than bad ones, and they were immensely fulfilling. While working on this
project, I enjoyed the pleasures of family life in Strasbourg, France, digressed
for some time to write a book in Greek on a different topic, and held various
teaching and research posts in a number of fantastic academic and research
institutions across Europe. I had two great advantages. The first was time—
plenty of time, my only difficulty being how to manage it cleverly. Often
enough, I went through several periods of “slow hunch” (Johnson 2010)
during which many early insights became clearer and clearer. In some of
those periods, which coincided with long stays in Greece and Hungary, I had
the opportunity once again to witness populist politics in real action, and
experience its deleterious effects upon social life and political culture in both
places. My second advantage was the great opportunities I have had in recent
years to give lectures or participate in many a workshop in various places
around the world thanks to excellent colleagues and precious friends who were
generous enough to offer institutional hospitality and intellectual stimulation.
For the most part, I wrote standing on the shoulders of giants. I readily

acknowledge the transformational inspiration on a number of key topics in
this volume that, over years, I have received from the following books, cited in
their authors’ alphabetical order: Robert Dahl’s Polyarchy; Albert Hirschman’s
The Passions and the Interests; Eric Hobsbawm’s, Primitive Rebels; Daniel
Kahneman’s Thinking Fast and Slow (with his early articles co-authored
with Amos Trevsky as an extra bonus); David Laitin’s Hegemony and Culture;
William H. Riker’s Liberalism Against Populism; Giovanni Sartori’s Parties
and Party Systems; and Max Weber’s The Sociology of Religion. At a critical
turn during this work, John Rawls’ notion of “overlapping consensus” became
the golden key to open quite a few rusty doors. My understanding of liberal
democracy is quite similar to Dahl’s “polyarchy.” From Weber, I took inspir-
ation from his distinction between “communal” and “associative” social rela-
tionships, and—for a long time—grappled with the notion of charisma.
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Another distinction that made an early impression on me was Michel
Oakeshott’s “politics of skepticism” against his “politics of faith.” I found
very useful Max Scheler’s notion of ressentiment, which also fondly reminded
me of a time long past at Yale, when Juan Linz had first brought this concept to
my attention and insisted on its explanatory value. As usual, he was spot on!
Richard Thaler’s “endowment effect” was valuable for me in making better
sense of theories of relative deprivation and thinking about mass mobilization
thresholds. I took very seriously Bryan Caplan’s recommendation to his fellow
economists whose ideas are not quite in accord with conventional wisdom:
write more books, he urged, otherwise “you seem confusing at best, and crazy
at worst” (Caplan 2007: xii). It was a precious piece of advice, which I sincerely
want to extend to my fellow political scientists. Only in a book do you have the
time, space, and opportunity to explain your whole position lengthily, can-
didly and, if you are lucky enough, convincingly.

I profited enormously from a workshop on my early draft chapters that Paul
Kenny was kind enough to organize for me in Canberra, Australia. Hanspeter
Kriesi organized a similar workshop in Florence, Italy. Thanks to all partici-
pants in both workshops for precious comments and ideas. In January 2017,
while at the Central European University in Budapest, I was lucky to attend a
public talk by Michael Ignatieff entitled “Open Society and its New Enemies”
and get great inspiration from the lively Q&A session that followed. I spent
most of January and February 2018 at the University of Helsinki, Finland, as a
visiting scholar, where I reworked most of the book chapters. It was a
particularly cold winter, which made my appreciation for their hospitality
and general support from Niilo Kauppi, Juri Mykkänen, and Emilia Palonen
even warmer. Kiitos! Also, thanks go to Bruno de Paula Castanho e Silva, Will
Freeman, Kostas Gemenis, Daphne Halikiopoulou, Bálint Madlovics, Andreas
Schedler, and Aris Trantidis for comments and support at various stages of
this work. I am indebted to Roberto Foa, Michael Freeden, and Ivan Krastev
for their important insights and encouragement at the final stages. Paul Kenny
read and graciously commented on several manuscript versions, while my
good old friend Houchang Chehabi read and edited the entire manuscript
during a sojourn in Turkey. I was both lucky and privileged to have the
constant support and assistance of Dominic Byatt, my editor at Oxford
University Press, and his team who looked after the typescript through to
publication. Brian North took care of the final styling and copyediting. Thanks
to all. There are, to be sure, several errors remaining. These are all mine.
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Four other Oysters followed them,
And yet another four;
And thick and fast they came at last,
And more, and more, and more—
All hopping through the frothy waves,
And scrambling to the shore.

The Walrus and the Carpenter
Walked on a mile or so,
And then they rested on a rock
Conveniently low:
And all the little Oysters stood
And waited in a row.

“The time has come,” the Walrus said,
“To talk of many things:
Of shoes—and ships—and sealing-wax—
Of cabbages—and kings—
And why the sea is boiling hot—
And whether pigs have wings.”

Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass
and What Alice Found There
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Introduction

Although “populism” has become the buzz word in almost any discussion
about, or analysis of, contemporary politics, and was even announced as the
Cambridge Dictionary 2017 Word of the Year, it is still, as one of its students
has flatly put it, “far from obvious that we know what we are talking about. We
simply do not have anything like a theory of populism, and we seem to lack
coherent criteria for deciding when political actors turn populist in some
meaningful sense” (Müller 2016a: 2). Faced with such a theoretical void, it is
perhaps worth beginning by asking the obvious: Why, despite the massive
growth in the field of studies on populism, is there still no general theory of
populism? The reason, I submit, is simply that our research endeavors are
defeated by conceptual muddiness and lack of comparative sophistication. The
conceptual morass has helped create masses of empirical and pseudo-
theoretical studies which add up to very little, if anything at all. Ideology,
discourse, style, symbolic politics, inclusion, exclusion, mobilization, cha-
risma, anti-politics, anti-liberalism, the people, the masses, the elites, political
polarization, social resentment, symbolic framing, voters’ irrationality—these
are all concepts that are surely central to the study of populism. But unless we
are able to clarify these concepts and incorporate them into a unified and
internally consistent theoretical framework, we are bound to produce more
wasteful research and perpetuate fuzziness and incomprehension.
Since the rest is still to come, I should briefly state here where I stand with

respect to populism and its theory. At the simplest level of analysis, I see
contemporary populism as an emerging historical phenomenon of late demo-
cratic modernity that opposes political liberalism. It seeks to institute a novel—
indeed, innovative—form of modern democratic politics that is antagonistic
towards established liberal democracy. Taking it for granted that each of these
forms of democracy puts forward its own set of ideas, political programs, and
policy agendas of how to constitute society, my analysis of populism—whether
explicitly or, at times, less so—is in constant juxtaposition to the problems
faced by contemporary liberal democracy and, conceivably, its present-day
decay. Evidently, I assume populism and liberalism to be dependent variables,
which already suggests my concern for exploring the factors that cause
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populism to rise and, occasionally, solidify in power. I therefore intend a
theory that specifies the causal factors—including context, agency, and
micro-mechanisms—that may propel populism to power, as well as account
for the impact of populism on contemporary, and future, democratic politics.

Without doubt, current interest in populism is driven, first and foremost, by
growing disquiet about democracy and liberalism, their delicate interplays and
possible failures. Therefore, and since these terms will be in constant use
throughout the book, let me clarify their meaning and usage right from the
outset. (A helpful glossary is provided at the end of the book, listing all key
terms used in the text.)

“Democracy,” first, will be used in a minimalist, empirical, and non-
normative fashion as simply “a system in which incumbents lose elections
and leave office when the rules so dictate” (Przeworski et al. 2000: 54). This
conception is similar to Joseph Schumpeter’s (1942) notion of democracy seen
as a mechanism, or instrument, of selecting one’s rulers in competitive
elections, as well as Karl Popper’s idea (1945) of democracy as the only system
in which citizens can overthrow their rulers by peaceful electoral means (see,
for further insights, Przeworski 1999). Moreover, since in this respect we
dispense with normativity, we also grant that democracies may occasionally
give rise to parties or governments that are “inefficient, corrupt, shortsighted,
irresponsible, dominated by special interests, and incapable of adopting pol-
icies demanded by the public good” (Huntington 1991: 9). It is, however,
important to underline, as Huntington goes on to explain, that although such
negative qualities make those parties or governments “undesirable, they do not
make them undemocratic.” Poor-quality democracies are still democratic.

Despite its simplicity and straightforwardness, such an understanding of
democracy still leaves unanswered the following question: What happens if
elections fail to change governments? In other words: How democratic are
“democracies” in which an elected government stays in power for lengthy
periods as, for instance, is the case in contemporary Hungary in which the
same party has enjoyed since 2010 three consecutive electoral victories? Here,
obviously, we are dealing with so-called predominant-party systems (not to be
confused with single-party nondemocratic systems), in which one party is able
to command, alone and over time, the absolute majority of seats in parliament
(Sartori 1976: 192–201). Barring the existence of violence and open voter
intimidation, both subject to empirical investigation, those systems will still be
considered to belong in the class of pluralist competitive democracy to the
extent that they allow for an open party market with enough opportunities for
dissent, as well as the option of having the predominant party toppled by ballot.

In contrast to the foregoing instrumental definition of democracy,
I understand the second key analytical concept, “liberalism,” in a distinctly
normative fashion. It revolves around the idea of individual liberty being
supreme, as well as the need to institutionally protect it within complex
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political societies. Accordingly, when it comes to democratically run nations, a
liberal democracy is the polity that acknowledges, and is built upon, the
following principles: Society comprises a plurality of conflicting interests
which, lest the polity regress to a Hobbesian nightmare of polarization and
generalized social strife, must be subject to overarching commonly agreed
institutions, the rule of law, and the protection of minority rights. Given the
interdependency of such conditions, the polity ceases to qualify as a liberal
democracy even if only one of them is violated.
Although a more detailed discussion of political liberalism along the fore-

going lines will follow in a more appropriate place, we have already switched
to what will be the sum and substance of the book, namely, populism qua
democratic illiberalism. Its central proposition is that, while postwar political
liberalism can only be conceived as democratic, the opposite is not true. That
is to say, not all democracies are liberal; some of them, and increasingly so, are
illiberal.¹ As summarized by one prominent populist leader, “just because
something is not liberal, it still can be a democracy” (Orbán 2014). This, in
turn, raises the very questions that this volume addresses and will try to
answer: How can liberal democracies drift to illiberalism? What happens
when illiberal democrats win state power? Can the populist wave be reversed?
To provide answers to these questions, we need to develop a general theory

of populism couched in what is broadly known as “democratic studies” and
guided by a simple insight, namely, that modern populism—whether seen as a
set of ideas, a political leader acting on such ideas, a particular party cham-
pioning them, or even an entire political system in which significant parties
promote its essence—is fundamentally democratic but in opposition to the
liberal canon. Hence, democratic illiberalism becomes a synonym for populism
and as such it will be treated in the chapters to follow. The implication for
democratic studies is now quite straightforward. No matter what the level or
unit of analysis one may want to examine it at, populism as a modern
historical phenomenon pertains to a type of democracy that stands midway
between liberalism and autocracy. It is important that we become aware of this
fundamental contradiction, for, since populism can never find a point of
political equilibrium and stability, it tends to tilt at either side of the spectrum,
at times towards repairing liberalism, at other times towards experimenting
with autocracy. This should serve as a clear warning for politicians and
policymakers alike: Remove its democratic ethos and populism will turn
into authoritarianism, but reverse its illiberal disposition and whims, and

¹ The distinction between democraticness and liberalism is encapsulated eloquently, albeit
slightly paraphrased, in this quotation: “A democracy is democratic insofar as it involves
government by popular, competitive election, thereby providing legitimation to the
polity. . . . A democracy is liberal in that it limits governmental authority and protects individual
rights, constructing dikes, as it were, against the supposedly sovereign people” (Peeler 2009: 1).
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liberal democratic order is likely to be reinstituted. We shall return to these
points later on in the book.

For the time being, as is the case with all theory-guided research, it is
necessary that we set the scope conditions that specify the temporal, geo-
graphical, and political contexts within which causal processes play out, thus
making the theory relevant (Cohen 1989: 83). Scope conditions not only
define the circumstances under which theoretical claims may become applic-
able; they also recommend the empirical cases to be selected and used for
comparative analysis.

Given that this volume is not about populism in general but about modern
populism more particularly, it excludes from its scope three groups of parties
or other political forces. First, it excludes any pre-modern (that is to say, pre-
capitalist and pre-democratic) “organizations, movements and ideologies of
all kinds in which the notion of ‘the will of the people’ . . . [is] stressed”
(Worsley 1969: 219–20), all of which rightfully belong in the realm of histor-
ians. It also leaves out parties in democratic states where geography, age-old
social stratification patterns, and ancient political traditions have thwarted the
development of political liberalism. In such places, including most promin-
ently India, the Philippines, Indonesia, and several African states, political
liberalism never put down roots. At best, as has been put succinctly, liberalism
in those cases may be characterized by just three words—“pseudo, exclusive,
and misinterpreted” (Manchanda 2016: 124). As shown by many others (e.g.,
Laitin 1986, Kenny 2017, Mietzner 2018), party politics in those states are
mostly determined by traditional political patronage, personalized leadership,
and ethnic and religious tribalism in their many and various combinations.
The concept of populism as used in this book does not fit such cases; but
neither, I believe, can the woolly “populism” that is often used as a generic
political explanation grapple with the historical and political complexity of
those states. Finally, on account of modern populism’s democratic nature, the
book is not concerned in depth with autocracies and other non-democratic
states, including, for instance, Vladimir Putin’s Russia (Sakwa 2004, Rose et al.
2006), Turkey, especially under Recep Tayyip Erdoğan (Karaveli 2018), or
Iran (Abrahamian 1993), which, although often classified as populist states, do
not meet our criteria of either democracy or liberalism.

Since the book centers specifically on populism viewed as a neoteric polit-
ical phenomenon that opposes, and seeks to supersede, modern political
liberalism, our focus of analysis will be on postwar Europe and the Americas.
Under this lens, the conditions of geography, historical period, and political
significance that must be satisfied for selecting our cases in such a way that will
make theory relevant become quite specific and fairly unproblematic.

First, spatiotemporally, the countries examined in this book are postwar or,
in the case of Eastern Europe, post-communist democracies with a common
legal and constitutional liberal tradition of some consequence. Even within
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this context, since it is practically impossible, let alone theoretically impractical,
to include all instances of modern populism, how are we to choose our cases
avoiding selection bias?
To this purpose, I introduce a second criterion: political significance. By this,

I bring into comparative analysis any postwar democracy with a liberal
tradition that has experienced populism in office for at least two consecutive
elections. This criterion helps exclude a host of countries (such as Australia,
New Zealand, or Japan) where liberalism is strong while populism is quite
feeble. It also warns against the temptation to study populism globally, with no
respect to the relative significance of individual cases.
What do the aforementioned criteria of inclusion into the populist category

leave us with? Actually, with quite a lot. The countries with important populist
parties and a long-lasting practice of populist politics, which will provide the
empirical heart and matter of the book, are (in chronological order of populist
rise to power) the following: Argentina, 1946; Greece, 1981; Peru, 1990; Italy,
1994; Venezuela, 1998; Ecuador, 2007; Hungary, 2010; Greece, 2015. To these
I have added for reasons of country importance and political magnitude the
United States of America, 2016, which, being the most recent case of populist
emergence, is the only exception to our “two-consecutive-elections” criterion.
It can be confidently asserted, then, that, with the possible exception of the

recent (since 2015 and 2018 respectively) Polish and Mexican populisms, our
sample includes all significant episodes of populist rule in the postwar liberal
democratic world. Their significance apart, our universe of cases offers max-
imum variation in terms of geographical and politico-cultural dispersion
(Western and Eastern Europe, North and South America), time of occurrence
(the entire postwar era from the mid-1940s to the late 2010s), and ideological
variance (since it includes a mix of left and right populisms—which, more-
over, in one of the cases, Greece, have ruled in tandem while in another case,
Argentina, the same populist party has shifted from right to left and vice
versa). Finally, to achieve contrast with successful populism, we are also going
to examine the negative cases of Brazil and Spain in which populism was either
of relatively minor importance or, when emergent, became frustrated.
Evidently, this volume is of an explicitly comparative nature. It aims at a

study of populism that will be nomothetic, i.e., one that creatively combines
theory and case studies in order to reveal causal explanations and arrive at
general propositions (Lichbach and Zuckerman 1997: ix). The analysis to
follow draws from three major traditions in comparative politics, each with
its own ontological concerns: macro-institutionalism, micro-structuralism,
and individual choice—be that of political leaders or voters.
Macro-institutionalism begins with acknowledging the existence of long-

standing formal political organizations and institutional norms that both
regulate and constrain political developments and social change. Micro-
structuralism engages with the study of the particular mechanisms—the
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