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Welcome to the second issue of Populism the
electronic newsletter of the Populist Specialist
Group of the Political Studies Association (PSA).
Since we aim to provide richer and more diverse
content to our members and readers, and establish
a more direct and engaging relationship with them,
we have transformed our format and we are likely to
continue to do so.
The second issue was initially meant to be dedicated
to showcasing our 4th Annual Workshop that was
going to be held in Brighton in April 2020, as well as
the PSA’s Annual Conference that was to be held
in Edinburgh, during which we planned to hold
several panels covering a variety of topics related
to the study of populism. However, due to the
unprecedented developments resulting from the
COVID-19 pandemic, our events were unfortunately
cancelled or postponed. This time round we had
received even more high-quality abstracts and we
want to thank all of the applicants for their interest
and hard work. We did not want to miss the chance
to discuss all these great papers with you so we
have decided to hold our workshop online instead
in the coming autumn .
This issue is dedicated to left-wing populism, a topic
that received increasing academic and political
interest over the last years. In it you will find two
interviews with prominent scholars whose work
has been highly influential in the field of populism
research: one with the Argentinian political theorist
Paula Biglieri and another one with the British
political scientist Luke March. You will also find timely
commentaries and analyses, and four book reviews
of fresh publications related to left populism. This
issue could not ignore the global developments
related to the ongoing pandemic and it thus includes
relevant material too.
We hope that you will enjoy reading this issue. If
you have any comments, suggestions or would be
interested in contributing to the future issues, please
get in touch.

© 2020. This work is licensed under a
CC BY-NC-ND licence

The editor,
Giorgos Venizelos
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Announcements

Collaborative report on Populism and the
Pandemic

Populism Specialist Group 4th annual
Workshop to be held online

Giorgos Katsambekis and Yannis Stavrakakis have
co-edited a report on Populism and the Pandemic,
published as a special edition of the POPULISMUS
Interventions series, in collaboration with the
Populism Research Group at Loughborough
University. The report comprises sixteen brief
case studies, covering countries across the world,
bringing together a sum of seventeen scholars.

Our 4th annual workshop, themed ‘The “Populist
Moment”: Temporality, Transformations, Crises,’ that
was initially scheduled to take place in Brighton on 2-3
April will now be held as a virtual event in September
2020. The panels and keynotes will be spread
throughout five days, beginning on 14th September
and concluding on the 18th. We chose this more
flexible format in order to be able to accommodate
everyone, but also to avoid overburdening our
presenters and attendees at a time when everyone
seems to be spending much more time in virtual
environments than usually. Our participants and
members have already been contacted about initial
information through email. For people interested to
attend, please watch our webpage and social media
accounts for updates.

The key questions addressed throughout the report
are summarised in the introduction of the co-editors
as follows:
‘How have populist actors reacted to the COVID-19
pandemic when in government or opposition?
Has their ideological position on the left or right, or
indeed somewhere in-between, played a role to that
reaction?
How have the rates of approval and vote intensions
for populist actors developed during that period?
More generally, how have discussions around
‘populism’ and the role of ‘experts’ and ‘science’
developed in each country during this time? Have
they reproduced standard anti-populist stereotypes?’

Call for Papers
Beyond the Populist Hype
Workshop, 14-15 January 2021
Deadline for abstracts: 12 July 2020
This workshop seeks to bring together scholars
working on populism or related themes to reflect
on their own work and its relation to populist hype.
Following Glynos and Mondon (2016), the term
refers to an inflationary use of the label populism,
across scholarly, mass media and political arenas,
simplifying and homogenizing an array of politicans,
parties, and movements, whether as populist or
anti-populist. In light of the recent populist hype
surrounding the surprise elections of Trump, Duterte,
and Brexit to name but a few, we invite critical
reflections on the way populism is utilized in politics,
media, and academia.
More info here.
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The report is free to read online or download at the
POPULISMUS website.

Populism and the Pandemic
A Collaborative Report

Edited by Giorgos Katsambekis & Yannis Stavrakakis

POPULISMUS Interventions No. 7 (special edition)
In collaboration with the Populism Research Group at
Loughborough University

Thessaloniki
June 2020

Commentary
and Analysis
Populism and the Pandemic
‘The end of the populist moment?’, ‘Pandemic
Populism’, ‘Are populist leaders a liability during
COVID-19?’. These titles are indicative examples of
the headlines that have recently attempted to link
populism with the ongoing pandemic.
Well known scholars of populism took part in this
debate. ‘Populism is antiscience’, claimed Pippa
Norris on Twitter. Catherine Fieschi wrote in The
Guardian that “[i]f the coronavirus pandemic is
fuelling any political hope, it is that this crisis is a robust
nail in the coffin of populist politics”. In a blog post
that went viral, Takis Pappas explicitly connected
the management of the pandemic in Spain to
populism, arguing that ‘a well-integrated and liberal
government (i.e. the Greek government) performs
significantly better than one which is disunited and,
moreover, diluted with populists (i.e. the Spanish
government)’.
But what exactly makes the handling of the
COVID-19 pandemic by politicians like Donald
Trump or Boris Johnson a populist one? Have they
adopted a populist discourse? Have they drawn a
frontier dividing society in two antagonistic camps?
Have they mobilised the empty signifier of ‘the
people’, pitting ‘the people’ against ‘the elites’? Have
they attempted to justify their political decisions
invoking the idea of ‘popular sovereignty’? These
criteria set here are informed by the formal approach
on populism developed by Ernesto Laclau and the
‘Essex School’ which today constitutes one of the
main approaches in the field of populism studies.
Despite significant differences regarding the genus
of the populist phenomenon (discourse, ideology,
strategy or style), most approaches converge in
acknowledging the centrality of people-centrism
and anti-elitism in populism.
But what happens when the notion of populism
escapes the realm of academia and is introduced
into heated public and political debates? The
hundreds of opinion articles on COVID-19 published
in major international journals, brought – once again
and not unexpectedly of course – ‘populism’ at the

centre of the debate. Donald Trump’s loose strategy
in the USA as well as the British government’s initial
‘herd immunity’ approach in the UK, were framed as
typical examples of populist reactions. In general, the
speed of governmental responses and the degree
of severity of measures taken to prevent the spread
of the virus, were the two main criteria set by pundits
in order to classify a political leader on a spectrum
ranging from fully responsible to fully populist. This
move cannot but remind us of the ‘good old’ antipopulist divide which separates responsible politics
from … populist politics.
Some of the above arguments have already been
addressed. Cas Mudde, one of the most influential
scholars of populism today, argued recently that
‘there is not one single “populist response” to the
coronavirus pandemic. There is not even a single
‘‘rightwing populist response’. Populist parties and
politicians have responded very differently, in part
depending upon whether they are in government
or opposition’. Not only do populist governments
across the world not adopt the same strategies but
approaches that have been classified by the media
as ‘populist’ were also adopted by ‘mainstream’
political actors. For example, the European country
that has carved a completely different strategy with
significantly relaxed measures compared to the
European canon is Sweden which is governed by
the non-populist Swedish Social Democratic Party.
Does populism reject science? Even Jan-Werner
Müller, a renowned critic of populism, stated that
‘populism is not primarily characterised by hostility
to scientists’. Similarly, the controversial suggestion
that chloroquine, a malaria drug, can be a successful
treatment for COVID-19 that was suggested and
promoted by Donald Trump himself, was initially
supported by an influential scientist, professor Didier
Raoult, who has more than 150.000 citations Google
Scholar.
But, if such arguments are already invalidated,
why is populism still associated with the handling
of the pandemic? There are two main reasons:
the first one is related to a widespread theoretical
confusion and the second one has to do with the
pejorative meaning that populism has in the public
discourse. The discursive approach highlights
the fact that populism is concerned with form
and not with content. This absence of particular
content implies that there are no inherently populist
policies. Therefore, even if a populist politician is in
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government, this does not mean that every decision
that he/she takes can be characterised as populist.
On the other hand, the crystallisation of the pejorative
connotations of populism in the public sphere
leads various columnists and analysts to discover
populism in any case where something goes wrong.
To conclude, what the current wave of publications
on the connection of populism and COVID-19
pandemic show us is the extent to which the term has
been abused in public discourse. This conceptual
stretching and political instrumentalisation put at risk
the analytical power of the term. In order for populism
to continue to have an explanatory value, it must be
used in a rigorous way, following clear concepts and
definitions. Every scholar of populism has an ethical
responsibility to avoid fuelling the populism media
hype. Let’s resist the temptation to put the P-word
in every presentation, in every paper or irrelevant
article.

Antonis Galanopoulos,
PhD Candidate, School of Political Sciences,
Aristotle University of Thessaloniki

Is the populist moment over for the left?
Following Syriza’s capitulation and its July 2019
electoral defeat in Greece, Podemos’s compromises
in Spain, then the defeat of Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour
Party in December 2019 and, finally, Bernie Sanders’
second failure to secure the Democratic nomination,
scepticism seems to be spreading within leftwing circles as to the viability of populism as a
political strategy for the left. This scepticism is often
accompanied by the argument that the populist
moment for the left is now over.
Without ignoring populism’s limitations, we would
like to scrutinise the claim that it has completely
failed as a strategy. Declarations of such end points
often betray a linear and determinist logic — and
thus seem to ignore the fluidity and contingency of
the political and the continually reactivated cycles
of political antagonism. Consider, for example,
Argentina, where the populist left returned to
power in 2019 after a four-year break — or Latin
America more broadly, a continent that seems to be
experiencing another ‘populist moment’. We would
argue that these cycles of decline and reactivation
are embedded in the political struggle itself — and
thus demand a more open-ended perspective.
Much of the reductionism entailed in the proposition
that left populist projects necessarily fail in the
institutions or in society is very much rooted in
the uncritical and pejoratively conditioned use
of the term ‘populism’. We define populism as a
collective identification that is organised around
the empty signifier ‘the people’ and is constructed
in opposition to an ‘elite’. The constitution of identity
as transversal requires the mobilisation of passions
too. Consequently, for ‘the people’ to function as
a universal identity, the political task of extending
politics beyond narrow class interests and translating
it into a project relevant at the national-popular plane
is required. Additionally, in left populism, left politics
do not necessarily come second. They are rather
framed as a ‘common sense’ and are articulated
as ‘the politics of the people’. With such an
understanding of (left) populism, ‘failure’ should be
understood as the inability to maintain an affective
popular hegemony, either political or cultural,
inside and outside the institutions, that cross-cuts
different sections of society. Whether a left populist
agent fails to implement economic and political
transformations that are canonically ascribed to a
‘leftist narrative’, this should be understood as a failure
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of the left component of the populist project and not
necessarily of its populist strategy. Analytically at
least, the two components seem distinct.
No doubt, populism is not a panacea. Empirical
examples indicate a number of limitations they
may face. For example, even when a populist
strategy proves to be electorally victorious, a deep
and lengthy — obviously not, in any sense, eternal
— hegemony would require additional tools and
resources. This would include some sort of technical
expertise and creative spirit regarding institutional
design, combined with a firm (not to be confused
with idealistic) democratic ethos. Perhaps the most
common danger any populist force faces, is the cooptation of its democratic radicalism. This happens
if it succumbs to established (elitist) values and the
pre-existing post-democratic institutions of a society
— to ‘business as usual’. Even in cases where left
populist projects (e.g. in Latin America) manage
to bring about redistribution of wealth, and lower
the degree of poverty and marginalisation, they
may still fail to impact considerably on the mode
of production or even the psychosocial framing
of consumption, which conditions the majority of
social identities.
Did left populism face major limitations in its most
recent attempt to claim power? Is left populism
currently on the decline? The answers are undeniably
affirmative. Most of the limitations with respect to the
implementation of the ‘populist program’ however,
seem to follow from the difficulties that emerge in
government and in institutional politics. They seem
to be exogenous and not endogenous to populism.
To be sure, it is not easy to combine populist priorities
with a governmental rationale. Some populists were
confronted with their inability to break with a preexisting political culture or socioeconomic frame or
to handle anti-populist attacks in a way that protected
or extended popular empowerment.

blackmail that Lega’s Salvini recently posed against
the EU, not only did he not succeed, but eventually –
due to his own strategic mistakes of course - he got
‘thrown out’ of government.
Finally, and keeping an ethos of contingency at the
forefront, one needs to remember that history is not
static. Just as the left populist moment of the early
2010s emerged ‘out of nothing’, so to speak, it can
also re-emerge unexpectedly. Similarly, the populist
Right which is currently surging can be understood
as a renewed wave of the populist right we observed
in the 1980s. Political antagonism is inherently
unpredictable and, besides, can one point to an
alternative class-based strategy on the left, able
to replace left populism as a hegemonic strategy?
Perhaps, what should be discussed more widely
are the ways in which a victorious left-wing populist
agent can effectively implement a left-wing project
in the present conjuncture, because even a winning
populist strategy is never enough.

Giorgos Venizelos,
PhD candidate, Faculty of Political and Social
Sciences, Scuola Normale Superiore, Florence
Yannis Stavrakakis,
Professor, School of Political Sciences,
Aristotle University Thessaloniki

These issues, however, do not seem to be inherent
to populist strategy itself. Such over-determination
and co-optation by outside forces can affect more
or less all political movements when they come up
against similar challenges within particular historical
contexts. In fact, they may point to a broader limitation
affecting left-wing commitments in the twenty-first
century and the difficult passage to post-capitalist
alternatives. This was perhaps the case with Syriza.
But taking a look on the Right of the spectrum
confirms this hypothesis too. Despite the political
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Conversations
‘The people’ is not an undifferentiated
mass of individuals
Interview with Paula Biglieri

Despite the consensus in the field of populist
studies that see in populism two core features,
people-centrism and anti-elitism, there are obvious
disagreements with respect to the phenomenon’s
genus: is it an ideology? a strategy? a discourse?
What do you think these approaches get right and
what might they miss in their attempt to define
populism?
Instead of asking for the attempts to define populism,
I prefer to look into its ontological dimension. To
what extent is populism a logic constitutive of the
political itself – and not a deviation from it? I pose
this question from the perspective of the Essex
School of discourse analysis founded by Ernesto
Laclau. For instance, in his excellent book Thinking
Antagonism: Political Ontology after Laclau,
published in 2018, Oliver Marchart − one of the wellknown scholars of the Essex School − developed an
answer. He underlined that Laclau’s finest argument
was precisely that populism is not simply a political
expression among others that can be put in the large
list of different types of political grouping. Marchart
asserts that populism encapsulates political
rationality tout court because it directly responds to
the ‘logic of antagonism’, which is the very name of
the political itself.
I follow this thread and consider that populism has
to do with the logic of the political itself, but from
another angle. I think that politics and populism
‘contaminate’ each other. If politics is the practice of
hegemony and populism is a form of the practice of
hegemony, as Laclau said, I conclude that what you
have is their mutual contamination. The remarkable
aspect is that every populist articulation implies a
hegemonic articulation and, as such, it is crossed by
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the logic of equivalence and the logic of difference.
These two logics cannot be coherently united and
both are constitutive of politics and populism, that
is the reason why they contaminate each other.
Once the notion of contamination is introduced, the
possibility to delimit conceptual areas (or to delimit
any kind of sphere) as absolutely pure and pristine
is excluded.
Having said this, it is possible to detect specific
populist characteristics: the experience of a lack;
the inscription of that lack as a demand; the primacy
of the logic of equivalence – without erasing the
differences among the elements articulated − that
gives rise to the subjectivity called ‘the people’;
the antagonistic dichotomisation of social space
into two overdetermined places of enunciation
− the people versus the enemies of the people;
and the emergence of a leader. Now, it is possible
to say that a particular political articulation can be
disarticulated, a specific people and its leader can
be defeated politically, but if we grasped the idea
that populism draws upon those elements that are
the very condition of politics, we can understand that
populism is ineradicable. In other words, in an ontic
sense, and as an articulation linked to a specific form
of political expression in a specific context, populism
can come to an end, but in a fundamental sense,
linked to the very ontology of politics, populism is
simply ineliminable.
Many critics associate populism with nationalism,
as well as other phenomena such as xenophobia,
demagoguery and authoritarianism. This conflation
seems to be rooted in the prominent position that
the notions of ‘the people’, ‘the nation’ or ‘homeland’
often assume in populist discourses. But can there
be any politics without ‘a people’ and outside the
nation-state?
As I have said, populism contaminates politics, it
is inscribed in politics itself, and thereby also in the
people and its leaders. However, we can either
have non-populist hegemonic articulations that are
established on the basis of a variety of antagonisms
in the absence of a decisive leader naming ‘a people’;
or we can have political formations that privilege the
logic of difference and an institutionalised absorption
of demands. But we should not lose sight of the fact
that there is always the possibility that the multiplicity
of antagonisms, at some point, become simplified
around two chains of equivalence (‘the people’
versus ‘their enemies’) dichotomously dividing the

social space. Therefore, politics is always related
to the people: either to constructing it through the
formation of a chain of equivalence or to prevent its
construction through a differentiated absorption of
social demands.

populism can be
perfectly compatible
with a transnational
project
Another aspect that we often find is that populism
is presented as the other face of internationalism.
However, this is not necessarily this way. If we look at
the Latin American experience and take into account
that the idea of ‘national and popular’ is historically
linked to the notion of ‘a nation built from below’ in
opposition to ‘the oligarchic nation built from above’,
we find that national-popular projects never exclude
the possibility of constituting internationalist solidarity
among oppressed subjects. That is the reason why
I think that populism, with its leaders and its peoples,
can be perfectly compatible with a transnational
project. Once populist movements are aware that
there is no possibility of successfully emerging
from their antagonism with local oligarchies if they
don’t embrace the international context as their
framework for their struggle, there is no impediment
for an international openness.
Discursive
dichotomisation
through
the
establishment of an antagonistic frontier between
“those on the bottom” and “those on the top” can
slide beyond national boundaries, giving rise to an
equivalence between peoples, an international
populism. The example of the Union of South
American Nations (UNASUR) during the last populist
tide in Latin America is a good case. UNASUR was
an alternative international space in the region, and
given its importance was therefore one of the first
targets attacked and dismantled by the neoliberal
governments of Mauricio Macri in Argentina, Jair
Bolsonaro in Brazil, and Lenin Moreno in Ecuador
that followed the populist tide.
What can psychoanalysis offer to the understanding
and analysis of populism?
As Laclau used

to

say, when a theoretical

intervention makes a difference, that intervention is
never restricted to its own initial field of formulation.
Rather, it produces a readjustment of the whole
ontological horizon within which knowledge
had moved until then. The contributions of
psychoanalysis have not remained restricted
within the very field of psychoanalysis, rather, they
have reached other fields of knowledge too. This
is why psychoanalysis has much to offer to the
understanding of politics and, as a consequence, to
populism too.
I think that the most interesting contributions, those
which ‘have something to say’ in politics in one way
or another, have tried to think about the effects of the
Freudian discovery of the unconscious. For instance,
Laclau and Mouffe took this Freudian discovery to
arrive at the idea of the existence of another logic
which is not controlled by the principle of noncontradiction, that is, the logic of articulation, which
is a key concept for the theory of hegemony. They
also took the Freudian notion of overdetermination
to argue that the social order which corresponds to
the symbolic order in the psychoanalytic vocabulary
does not have any essential foundational principle.
And of course, in this sequence we have to add the
notion of antagonism. There would not be politics
without antagonism. Antagonism is the ‘heart’ of
politics. It is what puts politics to work because it is the
traumatic core around which the social is structured.
Politics has to do with ‘dealing’ with antagonism, that
is to say, with the ‘limit of all objectivity’. It is problematic
to deny that antagonism is a constitutive dimension
of the social. If we deny this, we are at risk of falling
into the authoritarian fantasy that all order can arrive
at a completely harmonious arrangement and then
function under a pure logic of administration.
Another main aspect is the affective dimension,
which is of course not solely restricted to populism
as it is relevant for any political formation. Any political
formation is transversed by affect; the social/political
bond is a libidinal bond.
In the specific case of populism, we have to keep
in mind how the libidinal bond operates in the
collective phenomena. However, I want to underline
that ‘the people’ of populism is not the same as the
Freudian mass. Populism does not merely imply
the formation of ‘the people’ through the imaginary
identification among the members of a mass by
putting the same leader in the place of the ideal,
because – following Laclau - ‘the people’ also
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implies organisation. Populism is not a political
articulation composed of merely libidinal ties, but it is
also made up of organisations. ‘The people’ contains
unions, political parties, and the most diverse forms
of social movements (social clubs, neighbourhood
associations, human rights organisations, student
centres, groups chaired by village priests, LGBT+
and feminist groupings, etc.). Therefore, ‘the people’
cannot be understood as an undifferentiated mass
of individuals held together purely by the libidinal tie.
‘The people’ is never the same as soccer fans, an
angry mob, or a sum of individuals who have fallen
under the hypnotic influence of a captivating leader.

anti-populists hate
the way in which ‘the
people’ enjoy
Through the psychoanalytic lens, we can also explore
anti-populist phenomena. For instance, by studying
anti-populism in Latin America we could decipher
how hatred has a structural function. This is actually
what I am currently working on with my colleague
Gloria Perelló. Lacan’s work, and especially what he
calls the ‘hate of the other’s being’ and specifically
the way in which the other enjoys, is very decisive
in our study of Latin American anti-populism. Antipopulists hate the way in which ‘the people’ enjoy.
As subjects constituted by ‘lack’, there is a structural
impossibility to have a direct access to jouissance,
and that ‘lack’ is experienced as being the product of
‘the Other’s’ subtraction. Then the unbearableness
of the enjoyment of ‘the Other’ has two aspects:
on the one hand, ‘the Other’ has stolen my own
jouissance, and on the other hand, ‘the Other’ have
access to full enjoyment (thanks to what has been
stolen from me). This is exactly what we find in the
anti-populist discourse: ‘the people’ enjoy what they
do not deserve, thanks to having access to things
that they do not legitimately own. This is what is at
the base of the rise of Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil and the
government of Mauricio Macri in Argentina. They
display hatred against the advances that the popular
sectors achieved under the populist governments of
Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, Dilma Rousseff and Cristina
Kirchner. Anyway, this is a long story.
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For a long time, European literature has stressed a
supposed incompatibility between populism and
power. However, this is no longer true, as populists
have assumed positions of power in several
European countries during the past decade. If
someone turns to the Latin American experience,
populist governments have been historically the
norm rather than the exception. What does populism
in power look like in your region? What are the limits
of populism outside and inside the institutions?
Populisms are not just an anti-status quo impulse
that threaten the institutions. Populisms incarnate a
counter-hegemonic will and, as such, they attempt
to construct new institutions. For instance, Luciana
Cadahia and Valeria Coronel have developed
excellent work regarding this, through studying the
relation between populism and republicanism. The
task of any populism is to build a new hegemonic
bloc, to institutionalise the changes they attempt to
produce. We cannot forget that institutions are the
product of the crystallisation of the correlation of
forces between groups. Consequently, if one wants
to institutionalise changes, different institutions
have to be created. So, that is what you find when
populisms are in power: the attempt to produce new
institutions that match the demands that took them
to power.
Regarding the limits of populism, the experience
of 12 years of Kirchnerism in Argentina have left, at
least, three aspects to be mentioned.

Demands are never
completely absorbed.
They slide. They always
remain available for
future articulations
in different signifying
chains
First, there is an incessant slipping or sliding
of demands. Demands are never completely
absorbed. They slide. They always remain available

for future articulations in different signifying chains.
Once a demand has been met by a populist
government, nothing guarantees that this demand
will not reactivate with renewed meanings. The
consequence is that any populist hegemonic
articulation is always open to dispute because there
is no hegemonic articulation capable of completely
exhausting an element (as it will always be overdetermined). There is always a tension between
the populist articulation that is constructed upon a
chain of equivalence of demands and the incessant
sliding of those same demands.
This ‘tension’, for instance, in the case of the last
‘populist tide’ in Latin America expressed itself in
the impossibility of these populisms to absorb
the demands generated within their own political
contexts; particularly – but not exclusively - those
which are not linked to the element of ‘equality’, that
is, their nodal point, the element that structured their
own identity. If the crisis of the neoliberal hegemony,
at the turn of the century, had left a lot of demands
that were later associated to equality, once that
many of them were successfully absorbed by the
populist governments, new ones emerged which
were not linked to that empty signifier and therefore
started functioning as a limit.
Second, there is an ineradicable gap between the
moment of the populist rupture and the moment of
its institutionalisation. We could say that the second
moment attempts to absorb the first one. However,
the moment of the populist rupture cannot be
completely resolved through a passage to the
moment of institutionalisation. In this passage there
is always a loss or a remainder. That is to say, the
moment of the institution can never exhaustively
absorb the constituent moment. In other words, there
is a gap between the moment of the promise and the
moment of fulfilling it. And the loss or remainder may
take the form of discontent, a malaise or even hate.
This is quite an issue because, on the one hand,
the moment of the irruption of populism implies an
anti-status quo or anti-institutional impulse that has
to deal with a set of sedimented institutions and
practices; on the other hand, populisms incarnate,
as I just mentioned, a counter-hegemonic will that
attempts to create a new set of institutions. That is
what ‘absorbing the constitutive moment’ means.
But this task will always fail as it can never avoid the
gap and absorb the constitutive rupture without
leaving any remainder.

politics is not
restricted within
the representative
institutions alone.
It is precisely here
that a very important
weakness of populism
becomes evident
Third, the loss of enthusiasm. Populism, once in
power, requires to be backed by demonstrations,
that is to say, to have ‘the people’ on the streets,
to legitimise the government’s actions pursing
modifications in the status quo. The last Latin
American populisms were successful in appealing to
popular demonstrations to back the change against
the state of things. Massive public expressions
supporting the populist governments asserted their
political strength and tipped the balance of political
forces. As we know, politics is not restricted within
the representative institutions alone. It is precisely
here that a very important weakness of populism
becomes evident. This need of an almost permanent
public demonstration sooner or later erodes the
potency of popular and mass participation. The
satisfaction of demands together with the decaying
of the government after years of being in power,
which in a way also implies frustrations, provokes a
tendency toward demobilisation. The enthusiasm
of being part of the ‘antagonistic camp’, where ‘the
people’ play the main role, tends to decay. The
obvious consequence is that populisms find their
political capacity to lead a change in the status quo
erased and their support weakened.
*This interview was conducted by
Giorgos Venizelos

Paula Biglieri, holds a Political and Social Science Ph.D.
degree from the National Autonomous University of Mexico
(UNAM). She is a researcher at the National Scientific and
Technical Research Board (CONICET) in Argentina and she
is also the head of the Cátedra Libre Ernesto Laclau of the
Faculty of Philosophy and Letters at the National University
of Buenos Aires. Her book Seven Essays on Populism, coauthored with Luciana Cadahia, will be published in the
Critical South Series (Polity, 2021)
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Left-wing populism: past and present,
in research and politics
Interview with Luke March

European scholarship on populism has
predominantly focused on the populist radical right.
Recently however, and following the rise of the
square movements in the aftermath of the 2008
economic crisis, there is an increasing interest on
radical left populism too. Is there such a thing as a
left populism and perhaps a European variation of it,
as there is, for example a populist radical right one? If
yes, how would you define it?
Most definitely. It’s always been acknowledged
that there is a left populism in Latin America, and
most historical accounts would indicate that there
were strong trends of ‘left populism’ in some of the
‘classics’, i.e. the US People’s Party and the Russian
Narodniki.
Left populism is left in two senses – one, the ‘left’
element is borne out in a focus on traditional leftwing issues, such as social justice, welfarism,
internationalism and, above all, equality (e.g. on such
issues the Spanish Podemos isn’t very different from
the more traditionalist radical left Izquierda Unida)
– second, the ‘people’ and ‘elite’ have a left-wing
content (a focus on inclusion of the economically
disadvantaged, defence of minorities and
immigrants versus attacks on financial-economic
elites).
It’s a feature of many populisms that they try to elide
the most stark left vs. right divisions in the name of
appealing to the people as a whole (vox populi
rather than vanguard of the proletariat). Hence
some of the newer left populists like Podemos and
La France Insoumise have dropped some of the
names and symbols of the traditional radical left
(unlike Syriza – literally ‘Coalition of the Radical Left’).
This can make positioning a populist party on the
right or left sometimes difficult, particularly as some
of the right-wing populists also adopt welfarist and
social justice issues and some of the newer left
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populists also adopt political critiques of the elite
and a focus on nationalism and/or sovereignty.
However, the attitudes to exclusion/inclusion and
equality/hierarchy are still distinct. Put simply, the
right is exclusionary and hierarchical (anti-immigrant,
nativist, traditionalist) and the left inclusionary
and egalitarian (pro-immigrant, internationalist,
progressive).
Many left critics, academics or activists, have argued
that left wing populism is a type of ‘reformist’ or
social democratic politics. These voices became
more prominent especially after the trajectory that
SYRIZA followed in government, and perhaps
also PODEMOS. How would you differentiate left
populism from social democracy or Reformism?
What do you think are the points, if any, in which they
converge or diverge?
This criticism has some validity but doesn’t compare
like with like. In principle, populism as a ‘thin-centred
ideology’ (if you come from the ideational tradition
like I do) is compatible with a wide range of ideologies
of left and right. So there are some left-centrist
parties which are by no means radical that have
had populist elements (e.g. the Slovak Smer-SD)
and some more traditionalist parties of the left (such
as communist parties in the Czech Republic and
Russia) have had populist elements. Some analysts
even say Stalin had populist policies, and you don’t
get much less reformist and social democratic than
that! Many of the Latin American left populists are
more genuinely populist and more radical (in terms
of renationalisations, wealth redistribution etc.) than
their European brethren, and show that left populism
isn’t simply reformism or social democracy. So
there’s nothing intrinsically social democratic or
reformist about left populism.

some analysts even
say Stalin had populist
policies, and you don’t
get much less reformist
and social democratic
than that!

The main issue is that the European Radical Left,
which is the natural vessel for left populism in
Europe, is itself a compromised force. Indeed, many
left critics have long argued that this ‘radical left’
(populist or not) is reformist and social democratic.
It’s a particular penchant of (ex-)Trotskyist critics to
state that the radical left is social democratic or even
‘centrist’.

there’s nothing
intrinsically social
democratic or reformist
about left populism
That it is reformist isn’t particularly contentious –
if we exclude the extra-parliamentary radical left,
most parties support the parliamentary road to
socialism, work through capitalist institutions, talk
about revolution only in the abstract, and eschew
insurrection and political violence. That they are
social democratic is more debateable. Clearly, the
more that social democrats have become neoliberal, Blairite etc. (although this development is now
much in retreat), the more space for the radical left to
occupy the former niche, appeal to disaffected social
democrats etc. However, I’d still distinguish most of
the radical left from the social democratic tradition
on the basis of an emphasis on extra-parliamentary
politics (social movements and the global justice
movement), and a ‘radical’ critique of the capitalist
system (particularly international manifestations
such as NATO). This admittedly tends to manifest
itself as anti-neoliberalism rather than genuine anticapitalism.
So these critiques aren’t new, but are levelled
at much of the radical left, and not just the more
populist parties and movements. However, it’s true
that the European left populists haven’t managed to
contradict this critique, and have to a considerable
degree reinforced it, principally by performance in
government as you state, but also by their aspiration
towards catch-all politics and further hollowing out
of traditional radical left symbols and class-based
ideology. It’s not clear yet whether the newer left
populists have replaced the traditional radical left
with anything more durable or viable.

If we consider the experience of leftist populism in
government and the different institutions, and more
specifically the concessions and setbacks they
brought about, many critics think that the populist
moment is over for the left. What is your view? In
what phase are left populist politics today?
As with my previous answer, I think it’s relevant not
just to see left populists as populists pure and simple,
but also (in the European context) as a subset of the
radical left. So the general radical left is (as it has
been since the 1990s) in a phase of decline and
mutation, with more an accent on the former, since,
with a few exceptions (Portugal, Iceland etc.) the
boost given by the Great Recession has proved to
be rather temporary. Left populism seemed to be
a kind of magical elixir for the mid-2010s, offering
new strategies, organisational forms and support
bases. Indeed, the newer ‘left populist’ parties were
able to reach unprecedented support levels and
created a buzz within intellectual and activist circles.
But they haven’t ultimately been able to provide
an answer for the fundamental strategic problems
the radical left faces; above all, how to provide a
coherent and distinct radical left governing offer
which might prove reproducible and lead towards a
new hegemonic project. Conversely, the radical left
is generally a minor and (in policy terms) niche actor
in most European countries. In some, of course,
it’s microscopic. Indeed, the left populists have
made this issue worse, by promising something
substantively new, and (so far) failing to deliver. In
this sense, left populism, with its simplistic peopleelite bipolarities, is a better ideology of opposition
than of government.

Whether left populism
is a durable part of the
European radical left
remains to be seen.
Given the prevalence of
exploitable issues, there’s
no reason to think that the
left populists won’t rise
and fall cyclically
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Whether left populism is a durable part of the
European radical left remains to be seen. Given the
prevalence of exploitable issues, there’s no reason
to think that the left populists won’t rise and fall
cyclically. Ultimately, there won’t be a major upsurge
until a left populist governs a (major) European state
effectively and with a demonstrative effect.
Two of the most recent and prominent figures
on the left, that literature has often discussed as
populist, are the former leader of the Labour party in
the U.K., Jeremy Corbyn, and the former Democratic
candidate for the presidential nomination in the U.S.,
Bernie Sanders. The former advocated a program
‘for the many, not the few’. The latter launched a
campaign against the interests of the 1%, for universal
healthcare under the slogan ‘not me, US’. Do you
think they fit into the definition of left populism? What
does their political style and popular appeal tell us
about the face of leftist in the 21st century?
They have strong populist elements for sure, but
it’s largely at the rhetorical and not ideological level,
where they can be understood as more traditional
democratic socialists. Clearly they’ve drawn some
slogans, style and strategy from each other, as well
as from the European left populists, and they have
many supporters who translate their messages
into a pure populist idiom (especially via social
media, when ‘us-them’ dichotomies and anti-elite
conspirology are rife).
I find it difficult to see them as purely populist, and
that’s partly because they were both to a large
degree constrained by more moderate/centrist party
machines (Sanders as an unsuccessful nominee,
and Corbyn as someone who never presided over
a united party, especially in parliament). So perhaps
their populism never ‘took wing’ as it might if they
weren’t having to tailor their message to the diverse
elements of their party coalition and could speak
more confidently to the ‘people’ as a whole.
Corbyn in particular was/is a very compromised
populist. There were multiple attacks on the ‘rigged
system’ to be sure, but he was often (rightly) accused
of speaking more to particularist issues than to the
concerns of the general populace (and this was,
ultimately, reflected in his very divisive image – lauded
amongst party members and deeply unpopular in
the wider electorate). Some of this is the product of
a fundamentally biased media environment, but to
some degree that has always confronted Labour

12

leaders in the UK. So he had party appeal, not popular
appeal, and of course Sanders’ popular appeal was
never tested in a presidential election.

it does show that even
the traditional left needs
to adopt elements of a
populist idiom
In terms of general lessons for the left, it does
show that even the traditional left needs to adopt
elements of a populist idiom (speaking to people,
not class, critiquing elites, adopting new campaign
styles and forms of organisation beyond traditional
parties). It indicates that the mainstream centre-left
needs to take such issues into account or face nearinsurrection in its ranks. However, such populist
approaches, are, by themselves, not enough to gain
popular appeal.
Contemporary literature on populism has grown
exponentially in the last ten or fifteen years. Many
scholars claim that with the so-called ‘minimal
definition’ (and its variations developed by now), the
field has reached a consensus over the definition of
populism. Do you think that this is indeed the case or
could it be that the consensus hides other, perhaps
bigger disagreements?
There is relative consensus, but not absolute,
and that could never be achieved. Indeed, even
if possible it would be unhealthy and would stifle
debate. Equally, we could only wish to attain such
a degree of consensus that academic definitions
of populism were more widely shared in the media
and practitioner realm (where populism is still far
too often used indiscriminately as a synonym for
‘unscrupulous demagogue’). Moreover, endless
discussions on taxonomy can be futile and don’t
help bringing the subject to a wider audience.
Starting articles with yet another exploration of what
populism is can begin to be tedious.
Many scholars do agree on the fundamental planks
of the populist appeal, and whether they think it is
better conceptualised as ideology, discourse, style,
form of organisation etc., there is still a large overlap in
the essence of the concept and the cases they look

Endless discussions
on taxonomy can be
futile and don’t help
bringing the subject to a
wider audience. Starting
articles with yet another
exploration of what
populism is can begin to
be tedious
at (with room for some disagreements, as above with
Corbyn and Sanders). There is still disagreement over
whether populism is positive, negative, or neutral, and
whereas such discord is more apparent in the media
realm, such disagreements are located in different
approaches to populism as a political phenomenon,
as well as different underlying theoretical positions
(e.g. scholars from the Laclauian tradition are more
likely to regard left populists as positive entities,
those from the ideational tradition are more likely to
view both left and right populism as value-neutral in
themselves). Moreover, the burgeoning literatures
on causes and effects of populism is very rich and
diverse and there are many emerging subjects of
enquiry that have as yet to be fully explored (e.g.
populism and gender, populism and social media
and much, much, more). The topic will keep us all
busy for a while yet!
*This interview was conducted by
Giorgos Venizelos

Luke March is Professor of Post-Soviet and Comparative
Politics at Politics and International Relations, University of
Edinburgh. His main research interests include the politics
of the European (radical) Left, nationalism, populism,
radicalism and extremism in Europe and the former
Soviet Union. His books include: Radical Left Parties in
Europe (Routledge, 2011) and Europe’s Radical Left. From
Marginality to the Mainstream? (edited with Daniel Keith,
Rowman and Littlefield 2016).
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Book reviews
The populist road to socialism: time for
theoretical and normative assessments
Book reviewed:
Giorgos Charalambous
and Gregoris Ioannou
(eds), (2019),
Left Radicalism and
Populism in Europe,
Routledge
By Beatrice Carella,
PhD candidate in
Political Science and
Sociology, Scuola
Normlale Superiore
It has been increasingly acknowledged that
populism, as a kind of rhetoric defending the
interests of a universal ‘people’ against those of an
antagonistic ‘other’ and using the notion of ‘crisis’ to
prompt urgent and radical transformation of society,
has been a recurrent temptation for left-wing political
actors. In the aftermath of the global financial crisis of
2008, the success of radical left leaders and parties
across various Western polities offered new evidence
to such claims. Now that these actors are either fully
institutionalised within their party systems, such as
SYRIZA in Greece and Podemos in Spain, or seem
to have lost momentum, like Jean-Luc Mélenchon
in France, Jeremy Corbyn in the UK and Bernie
Sanders in the US, the time is ripe to re-assess the
relationship between left radicalism and populism.
This volume, edited by Giorgos Charalambous and
Gregoris Ioannou, provides a key contribution in this
respect as it enriches significantly the debate and
challenges several widespread views on the topic.
The added value of the book lies in its diachronic
perspective and the variety of political actors that
it considers. ‘Part One’ includes descriptive and
historical analyses of Russian Narodism (chapter 2),
different European social-democratic parties in the
interwar period (chapter 3) and the case of French
and Italian Eurocommunism (chapter 4). In all three
instances, the contributors conclude that there never
was a full blending of populist discourse and socialist
ideology: the populist Narodniks remained distinct
from Russian Marxists, while for social-democratic
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and communist parties the populist rhetoric never
became a central component of their discourse and
politics. The second part of the volume shows how
contemporary instances of left radicalism effectively
embraced populism as part of their electoral
strategy, but ultimately failed to provide a convincing
counter-hegemonic alternative to neoliberalism, as
in the case of Corbyn and Sanders (chapter 5) and
Mélenchon (chapter 6), or experienced moderation,
internal verticalization and cartelization when they
became institutionalized, as in the case of SYRIZA
and Podemos (chapter 7). In chapter 8, the analysis
of Jobbik in Hungary and EKRE in Estonia illustrates
that the adoption of an anti-capitalist stance by
right-wing populist parties is only functional to
their ethnonationalist, exclusionary platforms. By
enlarging the debate beyond party politics to the
realm of social movements (chapter 9) and trade
unions (chapter 10), and advancing a normative
and practical assessment of populist rhetoric as
part of a progressive strategy (chapter 11), Part
Three includes the most original contributions of the
book. In assessing the populist dimension of trade
unionism, the editors introduce crucial questions
that could be extended to left radicalism in general
and deserve further elaboration in future studies
of left populism. For example, how has the labour/
capital dichotomy been linked to the notion of ‘the
people’ (p. 205)? How has the radical left built its
political strategy in a context of welfare capitalism
first, and neoliberalism second?
Through this collection of thorough and detailed
analyses, the book traces the historical tension
between populist rhetoric and socialist traditions.
While providing new theoretical and empirical
elements to deepen our understanding of this
complex relation, the book inevitably entails a number
of crucial intellectual and normative implications.
In his extensive chapter, Seraphim Seferiades
eventually discards populism as part of effective
left-wing political projects, because the discrepancy
between the rhetorical invocation of the ‘collective
will’ and the actual pragmatic choices taken by
populist actors (in the direction of neoliberalism or
reformism) only unveils the inherently deceptive
and inauthentic nature of populism (p. 245-6). In
the editors’ view, these historical patterns would
demonstrate the ultimate ideological and practical
incompatibility of populism and Marxism (p. 263).
However, a reconciliation between the two might
still be possible if we consider populist discourse
and socialist vision as two distinct dimensions of a

strategy to achieve progressive social and political
transformation. Evidence shows that in the preelectoral phase, populist discourse can significantly
enhance the radical left’s mobilization potential.
The common fate of different socialist projects that
ended up surrendering to class collaborationism
and cartelisation should not be dismissed as a matter
of context (p. 264), but the institutional, economic,
cultural factors behind such capitulations still need
to be investigated in detail.
By combining historical and comparative
assessments, the book has the merit of having raised
new important theoretical and normative questions,
laying a solid ground for new academic and political
reflections on the future of populism and the left.

A spectre is haunting Europe – the spectre
of radical left populism
Book reviewed:
Giorgos Katsambekis
and Alexandros
Kioupkiolis (2019), The
Populist Radical Left in
Europe, Routledge
By Thomás Zicman
de Barros
Sciences Po, Center
for Political Research
(CEVIPOF), CNRS,
Paris, France
There is a tendency in mainstream literature on
populism to conflate various phenomena under the
same label. Populism is often presented as the root
of all evil, as a quintessentially pejorative term that
is used to foreclose any challenge to the political
mainstream. However, even an author who rejects
the pejorative definitions of populism, such as
Ernesto Laclau, incurred in this conflating problem.
His formalistic approach was not always clear in
differentiating between right-wing and left-wing,
nor between authoritarian and democratic forms
of populism. One of the merits of the volume edited
by Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis is that it allows for
an analysis of a particular expression of populism:
the populist radical left in Europe. The book’s wellfounded empirical studies indicate that radical
left populism itself is not monolithic, as it assumes

different shapes and dynamics in different countries.
The different configurations point to different answers
for two major tensions that traverse the populist
radical left. The first tension is constitutive of what
could be called “Populism 2.0” (Kioupkiolis, chapter
8). It refers to the innovative but also tense relation
between political parties and autonomous protest
movements that frequently lead to the creation of
profound transformations. This tension is present in
cases such as Syriza in Greece (Katsambekis, chapter
1) and Podemos in Spain (Kioupkiolis, chapter 2). To
a large extent, their challenge is to find a compromise
between their embedded horizontality (of the base)
and their verticality (of a party). From the opposite
angle, this challenge is also latent in leader-centred
movements such as Jean-Luc Mélenchon’s France
Insoumise (Marlière, chapter 4), in which the bottomup processes are inverted by a charismatic figure.
The Levica party in Slovenia (Toplišek, chapter
3) also emerged from protest movements, but it
may serve as a transition from the first tensions to
a second kind: the tension between populist and
socialist traditions within radical left parties. Other
borderline cases such as the Socialistische Partij
in the Netherlands (Lucardie & Voerman, chapter
5), Die Linke in Germany (Hough & Keith, chapter
6) and even Corbyn(ism) in the UK (Maiguashca
& Dean, chapter 7), show how left-wing politics
interact with populist ones in inconsistent ways,
often for strategic purposes, in various degrees and
throughout the time.
Because it makes these tensions explicit, this
volume is especially useful in the context of a crisis.
I am not only referring to the economic, social and
health crisis that defines our world today, but also to
the crisis of the populist radical left itself. Since the
publication of the volume a few months ago, many
things had happened to the populist radical left in
Europe. If populism may be a by-product of crisis,
and itself an element that brings crisis to the political
arena, it now seems to face its own identity crisis.
Despite its merits and the challenges of government,
Syriza ended up losing the elections in July 2019.
The experience in power undoubtedly transformed
party and alienated part of its base. In January
2020, Podemos took part in a coalition government
with their previous rivals from the centre-left PSOE.
Paradoxically as it may seem, this was a bittersweet
triumph, a concession after a series of deceiving
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electoral results and an internal split along populist
and socialist lines. In France, Jean-Luc Mélenchon
portrayed himself as a victim of lawfare and
instrumentalised political justice. The accusations
against him jeopardized his movement, heavily
depended on its leader’s charisma. In the UK, Jeremy
Corbyn – a frontier case of populism – suffered a
major defeat in the 2019 general election and was
forced to step down from the Labour leadership.
As Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis suggest in their
introduction, their previous volume on the square
movements (Radical democracy and collective
movements today, 2014) indicated the potentialities
and limits of the respective experiences. For them,
the populist radical left appeared as a possible
answer to these and other tensions. In the same
vein, in his postscript Yannis Stavrakakis (chapter 9),
suggests that the populist radical left was an answer
to the crisis of the left. Following them, one can
assume that the dislocation in populist radical left
caused by the current crisis will be an impulse for its
reinvention.
Here, it is worth indicating a topic that is not well
developed in the volume. Although the book
discusses the populist radical left, it says very
little about these movements’ relation with a very
particular kind of radicality: the politics of radical
democracy. It seems that, through institutionalisation
and hierarchy, the populist radical left may have
lost part of its transformative and disruptive power.
Maybe, instead of fixing its own identity as a normal
political player, the populist radical left – in Europe,
but also abroad – should once again construct ‘the
people’ as a destitutive symbol in a paradoxical
counter-hegemonic hegemony.

Left-populism: one name, different
interpretations.
Book reviewed:
Óscar García Agustín
(2020), Left-wing
Populism. The Politics of
the People, Emerald
By Samuele
Mazzolini, Political
Theorist, PhD
in Ideology and
Discourse Analysis
from the University of
Essex
‘Left-wing Populism. The Politics of the People’ is
one of the first systematic endeavours analysing
what remains an undeservingly understudied
political practice: populism in its leftist variant. In
this sense, the book has several merits, as the
theoretical and empirical dimensions that compose
the phenomenon are savvily interwoven in the text.
The latter is particularly well developed: the path
of a variety of progressive political subjects across
Europe is meticulously reconstructed in the light of
their choice to undertake, more or less decidedly,
the populist route, with special but by no means
exclusive mention of the paradigmatic cases of
Syriza, Podemos and France Insoumise. The book
thus well recounts the salient moments of left
populism progression in the 2014–2019 period, as
well as the polemics that it has attracted from the
radical left and the thematic cruxes that its concrete
deployment has posed.
By collecting the different stances at stake, ‘Left-wing
Populism’ provides a fair and illustrative cataloguing of
these discussions straddling between the theoretical
and the empirical. This effort arguably constitutes
the major contribution of the book. This does not
mean that the author refrains from putting forward
his own original views on a number of controversial
questions. I will start from those on which I’m in
agreement with. Populism — of any ideological sort
— has shown a high dependence on the figure of
the leader. While relatively unproblematic for the
right, it shouldn’t be so for the left. This tendency has
fostered vertical structures and plebiscitarianism,
while making left populist subjects more vulnerable
in the medium-long run. This doesn’t mean that
leaders are of no value — far from it — as they act
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as catalysts that unhinge political inertia. It simply
means that checks and balances, as well as a more
serene management of internal debates, should be
achieved.
On this and other accounts, García Agustín is
right in highlighting the defective ‘translation’ (or
interpretation) of the Latin American experiences
into the European context. Latin America has in
fact been a crucial source of inspiration insofar as
European left-populism is concerned — maybe
too crucial to dedicate only a few pages to it —, but
its ‘lessons’ have been too hastily applied. Another
such example regards, in my opinion, the spot-on
critique of the author to the excessive focus of left
populism on discursive-communicative struggle to
the detriment of organisational forms and practices.
In many instances, left-populism has implied the
abandonment of the task of rooting in society, in the
belief that the struggle of frames, the paradiastolic
redescription of the situation would suffice. Instead,
much of the political territory gained through what
was, borrowing from Gramsci’s terminology, a ‘war of
manoeuvre’, was not retained because left populists
hardly thought in terms of ‘war of position’. Although
overdetermined, I believe this being the chief cause
behind the evident signs of exhaustion displayed
by left populism in Europe at the end of this 5-year
cycle.
Before proceeding to the disagreements, I would
also like to mention in passing the praiseworthy
proposition of a republican populism, whereby the destructuring impetus of the former is complemented
by the creation of a new institutionality of the latter. In
this regard, I found the highlighting of the similarities
over the differences between Mouffe, Villacañas
and Fernández Liria particularly felicitous.
It is on the issue of the nation-state where our
views diverge. García Agustín is persuaded by the
necessity of a transnational populism. I believe
that it is a contradiction in terms, an oxymoron.
But let’s pay heed to his line of reasoning. While
sympathetic toward calls for popular sovereignty,
the author is sceptical of the possibility of relocating
it at the national level, because globalisation has
de-nationalised the economy. As a result, national
efforts to fight against neoliberalism are doomed to
backfire unless supplemented by a transnational
practice capable of facing up to global challenges.

problem is that we lack a concrete political ambit
where such a cosmopolitan progressive élan could
be effectively deployed. The only force capable
of acting efficiently at that level is capital. While
municipal spaces are important, the State remains
the most potent tool available for the left. Buying
the argument of its obsolescence is a surrender
to the neoliberals, who remain instead very much
interested in its control. Of course, at times this may
not be enough, as in the Greek case, but structural
changes always happen when a number of
countries, whose political temporalities inevitably
differ, undergo change. While internationalism here is
badly needed, transnationalism amounts to building
a house from the roof down. Moreover, we shouldn’t
forget asymmetries in the European Union. The
fiscal dumping of the Netherlands, the mercantilist
policy of Germany and the depressive effects of the
Euro have all too real effects on the welfare of the
peoples of the South of the continent. We shouldn’t
be afraid of denouncing this clearly and opting out
of neoliberal institutional devices. Mutatis mutandis,
anti-imperialism has never entailed racism.
The second question is of an aesthetic character. It
is my intimate conviction that we should be wary of
experiments that overwhelmingly attract the interest
of left-wing intellectuals. Conditions of possibility
for political subjectivation should be considered:
that a Greek candidate organising fancy gatherings
at city-centre theatres might be liked by German
minijobbers is beyond belief. ‘Creating a people’
will be possible only to the extent that such an effort
resonates with the downtrodden by globalisation.
But the real, not the projected ones: this is why
cultural, historical national elements of belonging
cannot be left out in the political construction and
treated as an unacceptable and inherently rightwing atavism. It will be the left populists’ duty to rework these elements in a progressive direction.

My quarrel with this argument is twofold. The first
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What’s left of the populist radical left?
Book Reviewed:
Damiani Marco (2020),
Populist Radical Left
Parties in Western Europe,
Routledge
By Lazaros Karavasilis,
PhD candidate in
Political Science,
University of
Loughborough
The study of the phenomenon of populism in
Europe has extensively focused on its right-wing
variant, as the predominant expression of populism
in contemporary European politics. However,
during the past decade, European left-wing populist
parties have gradually caught the academic interest,
especially since the cases of SYRIZA in Greece,
Podemos in Spain and Jeremy Corbyn in the UK
rose to prominence. As a result, the relevant literature
has been bolstered with analyses on the different
manifestations of European left-wing populism,
including the discourse and communication style
of the respective actors, their electoral performance
and, in the case of SYRIZA and Podemos, their
governmental performance.
Indeed, as left-wing populist actors started to
influence the political landscape on the national
and European level, respective research grew
exponentially to examine as many aspects as
possible. The latest endeavour to provide a more
comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon
is Marco Damiani’s analysis on the populist radical
left parties (from now on PRL parties) in western
European countries. Emanating from a sociological
background, Damiani’s study attempts to offer
conceptual and empirical insights on left-wing
populism combined with a categorisation of the
different parties portrayed in the book, thus consisting
the primary aim of Damiani’s research. Specifically,
the goals are clearly set from the very first page,
including a) the exploration of the radical left-wing
populism concept, b) mapping the respective parties
in western Europe and c) highlighting their similarities
and differences. To this end, the book is divided into
three sections: the theoretical examination of the
term ‘radical left-wing populism’, the presentation of
the various contemporary PRL parties, and lastly, the
comparison of them through the examination of their
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internal (organisation) and external (communication,
government performance) aspects.
In exploring the concept of ‘radical left-wing
populism’, Damiani does not restrict his scope into
the contemporary developments. Instead, he delves
into the transformations of left-wing class-based
politics from the late 19th century to the 21st in order
to present the importance of ‘the people’ as a political
subject of today’s radical left parties. However,
he does not employ the notion of ‘the people’
uncritically but, he discusses both its ambiguity (who
are ‘the people?) as well as its centrality in radical
left-wing populism. That serves as a starting point for
Damiani to explore the limitations of the concept, but
also to establish the further categorizations of the
different types of PRL parties. The latter are explored
in detail, as the author presents cases from Belgium,
France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Netherlands
and Spain in the following six chapters of the book,
a task that appears to be quite demanding at first
sight. Nevertheless, Damiani manages to offer each
case’s most significant points almost effortlessly, and
proceeds into bringing forth the comparison among
them on the organizational and the communication
level, while also exploring the governmental aspect
for some of the cases (Die Linke, Podemos and
SYRIZA).
The author’s aspiration to meet his set goals is only
obstructed by his intention to provide a broader
picture that is not exclusively focused on the
contemporary populist radical left alone. As a result,
Damiani acknowledges that each approach to
populism (ideational approach, discursive approach
etc.) is distinct from each other without providing
a more critical examination of their differences.
At the same time, he attempts to combine often
contradictory elements from the various approaches,
leading to a confusing understanding of populism
and more specifically left-wing populism. To
illustrate this point, the author’s understanding of
‘the people’ appears to rely on both the ideational
and the discursive approach, meaning that ‘the
people’ are perceived as homogenous according
to the former and as the amalgamation of different
demands, social groups and identities according to
the latter. A similar comment can be made on the
author’s intention to provide an extensive account
on Marxist politics as shaped from 19th century until
1989, creating doubts, from a reader’s perspective,
regarding its actual usefulness in examining the
contemporary populist radical left.

That said, Damiani’s research should not be
disregarded. On the contrary, the book offers a muchneeded mapping of western European PRL parties,
in an attempt to better grasp the intricacies of the
relevant actors. To this end, the study engages with
thought-provoking questions on the connection
between left-wing populism and the radical left. It is
also in this sense that despite the minor issues that
the book features, Damiani’s research is a noteworthy
addition on the study of PRL parties and an essential
companion for anyone who wants to understand
the connection between left-wing populism and the
radical left.
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