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Populism


A Beginner’s Guide


‘The world is changing. Democracy is under threat. Simon Tormey’s Populism: A Beginner’s Guide provides a wonderfully sophisticated yet beautifully accessible guide to these changing times.’


Matthew Flinders, Professor of Politics, University of Sheffield


‘While we all think we know what populism means, if we dig a little deeper we find ourselves lost in definitional problems and ambiguities… Tormey navigates through these questions with admirable clarity and perception.’


Saul Newman, Professor of Political Philosophy, Flinders University


‘In this provocative, well-written new book, Tormey argues that populism can be both a threat to democratic values and process, but equally a means for the expansion of democracy… Tormey contends that we are misframing the problem by asking “what is to be done about populism?” when we should be asking “what has gone wrong with democracy?”’


Duncan McDonnell, Professor of Politics, Griffith University




ONEWORLD BEGINNER’S GUIDES combine an original, inventive, and engaging approach with expert analysis on subjects ranging from art and history to religion and politics, and everything in-between. Innovative and affordable, books in the series are perfect for anyone curious about the way the world works and the big ideas of our time.
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Introduction – why populism?


‘A spectre is haunting the world – populism.’ So begins one of the classic texts on the subject, echoing the dramatic opening of The Communist Manifesto: ‘A spectre is haunting Europe – communism.’ The warning, issued in the 1960s, referred to anti-colonial movements in the developing world, the farmers’ parties of the US and assorted authoritarian movements.


Fear of new and powerful movements originating from the resentments of the people is far from as novel as a glance at many of the headlines since the election of Trump and the Brexit referendum in 2016 might suggest. On the contrary, it’s a more or less permanent feature of commentary on the state of politics, whether at the national or the international level. Nevertheless, the events of 2016 were startling even for seasoned political commentators who might have seen it all before. It is these events that underpinned the latest wave of interest in populism and led to the suggestion that 2016 be regarded as the year populism ‘exploded’.


2016 – the populism ‘explosion’


Arguably, the first glimmer that something was afoot was neither Brexit nor the emergence of Trump but the election of Rodrigo (‘Rody’) Duterte as President of the Philippines in May 2016. There seemed to be something quite novel in this result. Here was a politician who made no effort to hide his disdain for the rule of law and his support for the extrajudicial killing of drug dealers and petty criminals. Having campaigned on the promise to ‘kill all’ the country’s criminals, in an interview with Al Jazeera he described the children killed in the course of his drug war as ‘collateral damage’. ‘In my country, there is no law that says I cannot threaten criminals,’ he went on to explain. ‘I do not care what the human rights guys say. I have a duty to preserve the generation. If it involves human rights, I don’t give a shit. I have to strike fear.’ He also threatened to turn his back on the United Nations and the USA in the search for new allies and an independent foreign policy, all the while promising to rid the Philippines of alien influences.


Duterte’s election was closely followed by the UK’s Brexit referendum in June 2016. Much to the surprise of the political class and most media commentary, the UK electorate voted, by a narrow margin, to leave the European Union (EU) after forty or so years of more-or-less unhappy membership of one of the largest, most powerful supra-national associations in the world. This was despite the campaigns of the major political parties that membership of the EU had bestowed enormous benefits, that economic catastrophe would follow from leaving, and that the UK would be left without friends in the event of a ‘leave’ vote. Fifty-two percent of those who voted turned their backs on ‘Project Fear’, as the Remain campaign was dubbed, opting for a leap into the political and economic unknown.


In the meantime, the American presidential campaign was in full flow. For much of the year it seemed that the Democrat candidate, Hillary Clinton, would win by a comfortable margin against Donald Trump, property developer, television celebrity and thorn in the side of various progressive causes, not least due to allegations of ‘pussy grabbing’ and disdain for a long list of minorities. ‘They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists,’ Trump famously said of Mexican immigrants in the June 2015 speech announcing his candidacy.







RODRIGO DUTERTE







Rodrigo ‘Rody’ Duterte was elected President of the Philippines in 2016. He is a controversial figure, due to his uncompromising posture on drug dealers and petty criminals. According to ‘You Can Die Any Time’: Death Squad Killings in Mindanao, a 2009 report from Human Rights Watch, as mayor of Davao, a major city in the south of the Philippines, Duterte presided over a policy of using execution squads to wipe out drug lords, resulting in hundreds, possibly thousands, of extrajudicial murders:




Local activists say death squad killings of alleged drug dealers, petty criminals and street children in Davao City started sometime in the mid-1990s, during Duterte’s second term as mayor. The group that claimed to be responsible for the killings was called Suluguon sa Katawhan (‘Servants of the People’) among other names but soon the media began referring to it as the Davao Death Squad (DDS). By mid-1997, local media had already attributed more than 60 unsolved murders to the group.





Duterte has admitted on more than one occasion to taking part in extrajudicial murders himself whilst an official in the region, on one occasion even telling the BBC that he had ‘killed three men’. More generally, he is known for his rough and ready demeanour and frank views on matters of popular interest. He has also expressed a keenness to distance the Philippines from the US in order to pursue an independent foreign policy and permit the development of closer ties with China and other developing countries in the region.








Trump had seemed barely to register as a viable candidate to the Republican Party, let alone to the wider electorate. His campaign was notable for its brutal, no-holds-barred approach. Supporters were urged to chant along to such memorable ditties as ‘Lock Her Up!’ and ‘Build the Wall’. He promised to ‘Make America Great Again’ by bringing back lost manufacturing jobs, cutting corporation taxes, building the military and withdrawing from international agreements that didn’t seem to serve narrow national interests. His campaign also threw away the rule book on democratic civility, with its bullying tone and barely-concealed threats of violence replacing the respectful discourse we usually associate with a democratic politics. Trump frequently said ‘stupid people’ were running the country, declared Senator John McCain was ‘not a war hero’, explaining at a July 2015 rally that he liked ‘people who weren’t captured’ and, famously, at a rally in February 2016 encouraged his supporters to assault any protestors they spotted in the crowd: ‘knock the crap out of them, would you? Seriously… I promise you, I will pay for the legal fees.’


As if the Brexit and Trump triumphs were not enough, the world braced itself for a further populist onslaught in Europe in 2017. Commentators were already wary of the direction the continent seemed to be taking, given the continued advance not only of far-right movements and parties, but the growing attractiveness of far-left parties such as Syriza in Greece and Podemos in Spain. Beppe Grillo’s Movimento 5 Stelle (‘Five Star Movement’ (M5S)), though less easy to categorise as either left or right, promised a break from the pro-EU, pro-market policies of the Italian mainstream, themes associated with populist parties elsewhere in Europe.


There was much more to come, with a trio of elections due in key European countries: Holland, France and Germany. Whilst populist movements and parties had been on the rise across Europe for over a decade, with several notable successes, commentators nevertheless worried about both the scale of the advance and the prospects for the EU if one or more of the larger economies, such as France, Germany or Italy, succumbed to an anti-EU party. Surely the European mainstream would not go the way of the UK and the USA?


The Dutch general election was closely watched internationally, to see how Geert Wilders, leader of the main far-right party, the Partij voor de Vrijheid (‘Party for Freedom’ (PVV)) would fare. An easily recognisable figure, sporting a flamboyant platinum quiff, Wilders promised to ‘de-Islamicise’ Holland through reversing refugee- and immigrant-friendly policies that had seen an influx of new citizens from former colonies as well as the Middle East. In France, the presidential election scheduled for mid-year threatened to become a race between Marine Le Pen of the Front National (FN) and whichever candidate of the left or the centre-right could get their act together in time to oppose a party that, for all Le Pen’s efforts at rebranding, is still widely seen as harbouring racists. Indeed, Steve Bannon, at an FN convention in March 2018, advised Le Pen and her followers to wear the label ‘racist’ as a badge of honour.


General elections scheduled for later in the year in Germany also promised to destabilise the established order. Angela Merkel, of the centre-right Christian Democrat Party (CDU), had attracted criticism as well as plaudits from the international community for allowing more than one million refugees from the war-torn Middle East into Germany. The path was open for a breakthrough by the far-right Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) party which, like its equivalents in Holland and France, promised to wind back refugee-friendly policies in favour of a strongly ‘nativist’ stance seeking stronger borders and a greater sense of national identity.






MARINE LE PEN







Marine Le Pen is a lawyer, and latterly leader of the French Front National, a far-right party created in 1972 and led for most of its existence by her father, Jean-Marie Le Pen. Marine Le Pen’s niece (and Jean-Marie’s granddaughter), Marion Maréchal-Le Pen, was also a national FN figurehead until she decided to take time out from politics in 2017. Marine Le Pen reached the second round of the 2017 French presidential election before being defeated by Emmanuel Macron. The main elements of the Front National’s programme included seeking withdrawal from the euro, and eventually the European Union. It also sought to reassert France’s Christian heritage through a reduction of state support for multi-cultural initiatives, mosques and Islamic teaching. Le Pen also controversially aligns herself with Putin and Russia on issues of European security. Her long-term strategy, in order to find favour with the middle ground of the electorate, is to rid the FN of racism and anti-Semitism, a project that led her to rebrand the party as Rassemblement National (‘National Rally’) in the summer of 2018.








Populism panic


Early 2017 seemed to be a moment of ‘populist revolution’. Newspapers were full of alarmed commentary on the causes of the crisis and what could be done to turn the tide back. It seemed that the elite had failed, and an epoch of liberal cosmopolitanism was coming to an end. Populism was no longer ‘spectral’. It was a viscerally real political crisis that threatened to dramatically alter the shape and nature of our societies, and not for the better.


As it turned out, the anticipated overturning of establishment and mainstream political forces in Europe did not take place. Wilders was defeated by Mark Rutte, who pragmatically adapted to the rightward shift in Holland by acknowledging the concerns of Wilders’ supporters in relation to the ‘Islamic threat’. In France, the centre-left and centre-right predictably collapsed, the first through division and splits, the latter through corruption and scandal. Into the vacuum stepped Emmanuel Macron, a former merchant banker and economic adviser to the previous centre-left president, François Hollande. Macron created his own political movement, La République en Marche! (literally ‘the Republic on the Move!’), in 2017. In a matter of months it had gained just enough traction with the electorate to propel him into the second-round contest with Le Pen and eventually to a dramatic victory. Somewhat ironically, this was achieved not by rejecting populism but by emphasising his own outsider status, the exhaustion of mainstream solutions and the need for a fresh start. In Germany the Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) made, as hotly anticipated, a breakthrough in the parliamentary elections but did not gain sufficient weight of numbers to topple the incumbent Chancellor, Angela Merkel. Merkel survived the scare but with her authority considerably diminished.


The European political class breathed a sigh of relief. A barely justified sigh, given other results around the continent. In the Austrian federal elections of 2017, the far-right Freedom Party (FPÖ) gained 26% of the vote and formed a governing coalition with the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP). The electorate continued to shift right, away from the centre and centre-left towards parties with strong anti-immigrant, anti-refugee and anti-Islam policies. A similar trend was witnessed in the Slovenian elections in 2018, when nationalist, anti-immigrant parties captured 29 of 90 seats in parliament. In the Italian general election of 2018, the two anti-establishment parties, Matteo Salvini’s Lega and Grillo’s M5S, emerged as the winners, leading to a ruling coalition of different populist tendencies. In the 2018 Hungarian election, Viktor Orbán, a rabble-rousing ‘illiberal’ nationalist, maintained his dominance over national politics with a third victory in a row. In the Swedish elections, the Swedish Democrats, with origins in neo-Nazi movements, enjoyed a 5% swing and an increase in their parliamentary presence to 62 seats. It is but the most prominent of several anti-immigrant parties making headway in the country, including the more militant Alternative for Sweden and the neo-Nazi Nordic Resistance Movement. Elsewhere, Jair Bolsonaro rose from relative obscurity to win the Brazilian presidential elections, notwithstanding his admiration for military dictatorship, deep social conservatism, openly expressed contempt for women (‘I wouldn’t rape you, you wouldn’t deserve it,’ he said to congresswoman Maria do Rosario), minorities (he told Playboy that he would be ‘incapable of loving a homosexual son’) and migrants (according to Open Democracy, he has called black activists ‘animals’ and called on them to ‘go back to the zoo’).






GEERT WILDERS (PVV)







Geert Wilders is the leader of the PVV (People’s Freedom Party) in Holland. A controversial figure with – as one memorable description puts it – the appearance of a ‘Bond villain’, he took up the baton for the critique of multiculturalism, immigration and the growing influence of Islam associated with Pim Fortuyn, leader of the Pim Fortuyn List (LPF), in 2002. Shortly after the LPF’s creation Fortuyn was assassinated, leaving the way open for Wilders to become the leading figure on the Dutch far right. Like Fortuyn, Wilders argues that Holland is threatened by Islamisation due to its tolerance of minorities and how it has embraced multiculturalism. He has called for the Dutch state to reassert its liberal Christian heritage and to protect the culture and values of the West against Islam. ‘Dutch values are based on Christianity, on Judaism, on humanism,’ he told USA Today. ‘Islam and freedom are not compatible.’ Notwithstanding his defeat in the 2017 general election, Wilders maintains a high public profile both in Holland and abroad – when he is permitted entry. For example, in 2018 he spoke at a rally in support of Tommy Robinson, a spokesman for the far-right English Defence League (EDL) who had been imprisoned for contempt of court.








Support for outsider parties, anti-establishment parties, extreme or radical parties continues to grow, remorselessly, relentlessly. Hence the interest in populism, a concept that the media latched on to in 2016 to explain events. But what is populism? Why is it on the rise now? And what should we do about it?
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What is populism? (and why does it seem so difficult to define?)


Populism seems to be very much on the rise. Indeed, as far as some commentators are concerned, populism ‘exploded’ in 2016, sparking the fear that we are entering new and uncharted political waters, an era of populist ‘contagion’ no less.


This presumes that we know what populism is. But do we? There seems to be little consensus as far as the academic literature is concerned. Margaret Canovan argues in her classic study that populism is a kind of political movement or ideology that places the idea of a unified people at the core of its vision. Cas Mudde influentially adjusted that view to argue that populism is not really a fully-fledged ideology, like socialism or liberalism, but a ‘weak’ ideology that augments other ideologies, such as authoritarianism or nationalism. Jan-Werner Müller identifies populism with an ‘inner logic’ that drives out pluralism and presages the onset of an intolerant regime injurious to liberal democracy. Ben Moffitt describes populism as more of a performative style, a politics associated with ‘bad manners’ and a brusque confrontational approach at odds with mainstream democratic approaches. By contrast Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe assert that since populism equates to a discourse of the people, it is fundamental to a properly democratic politics. Finally, media commentators such as Robert Peston and Steve Richards see populism as simply a proxy for ‘outsider’ forms of politics that challenge the elites.


Populism lends itself to a wide variety of definitions and uses. At one level there’s nothing very unusual in political concepts being used in different ways in different contexts and for meanings to be contested. Indeed, there are concepts that are so debated that we have come to see them as ‘essentially contested’. These are concepts such as liberty and equality, where how we define the concept reflects our own ethical and political commitments. As long as there is disagreement about how we should organise ourselves, there will be disagreement about how we frame and define the key concepts we use to describe the world as it is and as it ought to be.


This is not, however, applicable to the concept of populism. Populism doesn’t lack conceptual clarity because it is essentially contested in the way terms such as liberty and equality are. With populism the nub of the issue is that historically very few movements or parties have described themselves as populist. Why?


What is clear in the various attempts at defining populism is the centrality of the idea of ‘the people’. For populists ‘the people’ is the subject of politics, as opposed to any particular social class, ethnic grouping or nation. What motivates populists is some sense that the needs or interests of the people are at odds with the needs and interests of those who govern, whom commentators usually term ‘the elites’. On the one hand, the elites are harming the people and it is this sense of injury that prompts populists to frame politics in confrontational or antagonistic terms. So far so good. On the other hand, this falls rather short of the kind of position we associate with ideologies. It’s not telling us much about why we should prefer to speak about the people as opposed to some narrower group, or what is to be gained by confronting the elites. What we have is the description of a relationship: the people versus the elites. What’s lacking are the basic co-ordinates we associate with political ideologies such as socialism, liberalism and conservatism; an account of how, ideally, we should live and what society should look like. This is because populism never blossomed into an intellectual credo or doctrine. There are some minor essays associated with the Russian peasant movements of the nineteenth century but there are few, if any, great texts or works of populism. There’s nowhere to go if we want to find out more about what a ‘populist society’ would look like and why we should join a populist movement or party. There are no philosophers or great thinkers who espoused populism, or who made it into a consistent body of thought in the manner of Karl Marx (communism), John Stuart Mill (liberalism) or Edmund Burke (conservatism). There is very little to promote, to mobilise behind, or get excited about.


What this means is that populism has hardly ever been used as a self-ascriptive label, something one calls oneself. There are lots of parties that call themselves Marxist, liberal or socialist but as yet very few parties that call themselves ‘populist’. Popular, yes but populist, no. Rather, it is a term that over the years has been applied to parties, movements and regimes that seem to share certain characteristics. Disputes over how we should define the concept, and how it should be applied, reflect differences of opinion concerning what these characteristics are and what weight we should give to certain features over others. These characteristics have been extracted from the small number of historical cases where either a movement or party did call itself populist or where the appellation ‘populist’ seemed for some reason to stick.


This is quite different to the situation that applies to other kinds of political movements and parties. Generally, we don’t ascribe a term such as ‘conservative’ to parties or movements. We don’t need to, because conservative parties and movements call themselves conservative. Since there aren’t any self-proclaimed populist parties and movements, it’s a term we use about others, sometimes with the aim of exposing the true intents and purposes lying behind an official designation: ‘they may say they’re nationalists but really they’re populists’.
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