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PREFACE

Populism poses a threat to liberty, free markets, and the open society on
all continents. How can this development be explained and what can be
done about it? These are puzzles that have given rise to many discussions
with colleagues and friends in recent years. I thank them all for helping
me to write this book.

To my knowledge this book is the first to analyze populism from the
perspective of classical liberalism; in presenting a synthesized explanatory
model for how both left-wing and right-wing populists promote autoc-
ratization; in tracing the ideational roots of the core populist ideas; to
show that these ideas form a collectivistic identity politics; and to present
distinctive strategies of how liberals can fight back against the populist
threat. I argue that this requires the revival of liberalism itself by defending
and developing the liberal institutions, the liberal spirit, liberal narra-
tives, and liberal statecraft. An extensive list of counterstrategies against
populism is presented and discussed.

I am highly grateful for the valuable comments on earlier versions of
the full manuscript by Mark Pennington, Paul Lewis, John Meadowcroft,
Pavel Kuchar, Samuel De Canio, and Bryan Cheang at the Department
of Political Economy, King’s College, London, and by Andreas Bergh,
Niclas Elert, and Andreas Johansson Heind in Stockholm, Sweden. In
addition, I have also benefitted from comments by participants at public
lectures and presentations about the theme of the book in Bretton
Woods, London, Oslo, Lund, and Stockholm.
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The major parts of this book were written during my time as a visiting
fellow at the Hoover Institution, Stanford University, during the winter
and spring of 2022. It is an outstanding research environment, with excel-
lent facilities, libraries, seminars, and colleagues. Without these resources
the book could not have been written. I am highly grateful to Director
Condoleezza Rice and Professor John Taylor for inviting me. I am equally
grateful to the Ratio Institute in Stockholm, and its Chair Marie Rudberg
and Director Charlotta Stern, for the liberty to pursue the research behind
the book for an extended period.

Lastly, I want to thank Magnus Bergvalls Stiftelse and Helge Ax:son
Johnsons stiftelse for the financial support during my visit to Stanford.

Stockholm, Sweden Nils Karlson
August 2023



PRAISE FOR REVIVING CLASSICAL
LIBERALISM AGAINST POPULISM

“George Orwell famously warned that the future of humanity was one of
the giant boot of the state stamping on its face. It doesn’t matter if the
boot is on the left or right foot when it does the stamping. Nils Karl-
son’s important and timely book, Reviving Classical Liberalism Against
Populism lays bare the consequences for peace and prosperity of the ‘us
vs them’ mentality of both left-wing and right-wing populism that has
seemingly swept the globe in the past decade. Karlson gives us plausible
reasons for this rise, as well as suggestions on how to reverse this trend in
our political life through the revival of a full-throated classical liberalism.
But liberals, he insists, must learn the hard lesson — a lesson I would add
that James Buchanan also stressed — that rational policy deliberation over
economic growth and development is not enough. We must, as Buchanan
put it, put the soul back into classical liberalism. Karlson stresses that
modern adherents of a true liberal society must understand that indi-
viduals seek belonging, community, meaning, and emancipation, and in
that recognition than craft a liberal order that promotes self-development
and human flourishing. Read this book, absorb its lessons, and get busy
crafting a radical liberalism fit for our age.”

—DPeter Boettke, Professor of Economics and Philosophy, George Mason
University, USA

vii
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“Authoritarian populism has emerged as the most dangerous political
virus to attack the values and institutions of liberty over the past genera-
tion. Across the world—from the United States to Turkey, from India to
Israel—the virus has spread, with devastating consequences for the func-
tionality and prestige of liberal democracies. It has weakened the free
world and empowered the agents of oppression and brutality in China,
Iran, and Russia. How has authoritarian populism managed to gnaw its
way into the soft tissue of democratic societies? Why has it proven to
be so pernicious? And how can classical liberal ideas and institutions fight
back and defeat the populist virus? In Reviving Classical Liberalism against
Populism Nils Karlson tackles these questions with expertise and aplomb.
A must read for anyone concerned to defend liberal democracies from the
menace of authoritarian populism.”

—Amichai Magen, Lauder School of Government, Diplomacy, and
Strategy, Reichman University, Herzliya, Israel, and Freeman-Spogli
Institute for International Studies, Stanford University, USA

“One of today’s most pressing issues for classical liberals—and for centrists
more generally—is the threat of populism. Nils Karlson’s book clarifies
this oftentimes elusive concept and provides crucial inspirations for the
embattled political center how to deal with populists from the left and
the right.”

—Stetan Kolev, Ludwig Erbavd Forum for Economy and Society, Berlin,
and professor of political economy at the University of Applied Sciences
Zwickau, Germany

“This book is an appeal to classical liberals to defend democracy and
freedom against the populist pandemic which had been spreading every-
where in the last twenty years. The author, Nils Karlson, an outstanding
classical liberal scholar, provides a breathtaking analysis of the autocratic
direction of populism coming from both left and right that challenges
democratic institutions through its rhetorical style.

Karlson explains how today’s classical liberals may fight back against
the threat of populism. He proposes counterstrategies able to develop
new policies and to build up a new liberal narrative aimed to reinforce
the spirit of a liberal society: no longer simply based on the principle of
no-harm, rather focused on the “liberal spirit”. Moral pluralism, mutual
respect, the promotion of federalism, decentralization, and social mobility
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are the pillars of classical liberalism: they shaped a civil and open society
and we need them back. We need to read this book.”

—Giandomenica Becchio, Professor of history of economic thought,
methodology of economics, and theory of entreprencurship at the University
of Torino (ESOMAS Department), Italy

“After his great book Statecraft and liberal reform in advanced democra-
cies, Professor Karlson is back with a new essay. A book devoted to the
defense of liberal democracy and an open society. A work that attacks the
greatest threat facing free systems today: Populism in its different forms.
His analysis faces a definition of the phenomenon, a description of its
perverse way of working, and a potential response to protect our freedom.
The easy, superficial, demagogic, and authoritarian politics that define
populism profoundly threaten liberal democratic systems. But above all,
populism threatens the structure of rights and freedoms of people, who,
immersed in everyday life, do not clearly perceive how populists erode
the institutions that serve as a protection barrier. The answer offered
by Professor Karlson is freedom, the Rule of Law, decentralization, and
deconcentration of power. In short, the need to recover and promote clas-
sical liberal politics by generating new narratives that permeate society. His
work values the liberal ideas that have sustained a large number of nations
during the nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first centuries. A work that
is worth reading and that shows, once again, the commitment that Nils
Karlson has with the defense of freedom and open societies.”

—Eduardo Fernindez Luina, Associate Professor Universidad Francisco
Marroquin, Guatemaln

“One cannot fight the collectivistic identity politics of populism with cost-
benefit studies and policy analysis alone. As Nils Karlson argues in his
riveting, essential book, the arts, and the humanities, “emotions... ethos

... narratives,” are necessary to save us from 1984 in 2024.”
—Deirdre McCloskey, Professor Emerita of Economics, History, English,
and Communication, University of Illinois at Chicago, USA

“Classical liberalism is better than populism, flat out. Nils Karlson will tell
you why, both for the US and Sweden, and for the broader world.”

—Tyler Cowen, Professor of Economics, George Mason University, USA
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CHAPTER 1

Classical Liberalism Against Populism

Abstract This chapter introduces and summarizes the major themes,
arguments, and contributions of this book. How can liberals and clas-
sical liberals fight back against the populist threat to liberty, free markets,
and the open society? I explore the defining characteristics of populism,
to make populism intelligible, recognizable, and contestable. I explain
the ideational background of the populist ideas and strategies and show
how populists promote their non-liberal institutional changes through
the deliberate polarization of society and a collectivistic identity politics.
Based on this analysis several counterstrategies are developed that require
a revival of classical liberalism.

Keywords Populism - Autocracy - Threats to liberty - Polarization -
Liberalism - Classical liberalism

After the fall of the Soviet Union and the Berlin wall waves of liber-
alization spread worldwide. Markets were opened, taxes lowered, and
regulations cut. Liberalism was winning and the number of democracies
increased.

But in the last decade, the trend turned. According to one assessment,
the level of democracy enjoyed by the average global citizen is down to
1986 levels. Liberty and the rule of law are threatened in many countries.
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2 N. KARLSON

72 percent of the world population—or 5,7 billion people—today lives
in different sorts of autocracies. Just ten years ago it was only 46 percent
(V-Dem Institute, 2022). How could this happen?

A major reason behind this development, I shall argue, is the emer-
gence of populism as a threat to free markets, democracy, and liberal,
open societies. A populist, authoritarian pandemic has been spreading in
Europe and the US, in Latin America, Asia, and Africa. This threat to
liberty is different from those of the twentieth century. Socialism and
communism in the traditional sense of state ownership of the means of
production and central planning of the whole economy have only survived
in marginalized countries like North Korea and Cuba. The same is largely
true for fascism, interpreted as ultra-nationalistic, totalitarian regimes with
dictatorial power that forcibly suppress opposition, and regiment society
and the economy hierarchically, arguably with the exceptions of today’s
autocratic Russia and China.

Populism is more deceptive. It emerges within democracies. It is not
an ideology in the standard sense, even though it has distinct character-
istics. In fact, it is compatible with most traditional ideologies, except
liberalism I shall argue, and represents a political dimension that goes in
another direction than the traditional scale that we are accustomed to.
Rather, populism is based on divisive, activist ideas that form the basis for
a specific set of political strategies, which use a rhetorical style and discur-
sive frame to gain power and change the institutional structure of society
in a non-liberal, autocratic direction. In essence, populism is a kind of
collectivistic identity politics that comes from both left and right.

How can we explain this development? What can be done about it?
How can liberals and classical liberals fight back against this threat to the
free world? These are the main themes in this book.

I set out to explore the defining characteristics of populism, to make
populism intelligible, recognizable, and contestable. I shall explain the
ideational background of the populist ideas and strategies and show how
populists promote their non-liberal institutional changes through the
deliberate polarization of society and a collectivistic identity politics.

The purpose is also to discuss how liberals and liberalism can fight
back against this threat to the free world. Such counterstrategies involve
a reviving of the ideas of liberalism itself, including the defense of liberal
institutions and the development of new and better policies to batter some
of the most important shortcomings that our societies are facing. A major
argument will be that rational arguments and institutional improvements
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will not be enough. Liberals also need to be better at using arguments
based on emotions and character, about the ethos or spirit of a liberal
society, as well as improved narratives to succeed. A liberal politics of
identity need to be advanced as part of a developed liberal statecraft.

By “liberal” and “liberalism” I mean classical liberal. The terms
liberal and classical liberal will be used interchangeably. Occasionally I
shall nevertheless also refer to social liberalism, sometimes for appraisal,
sometimes for criticism. For a discussion of different interpretations of
liberalism, see e.g., Gray (1986), Fawcett (2018).

Classical liberalism is usually presented as an ideological position that
favors individual liberty and dignity, limited government, the rule of law,
property rights, civil rights, freedom of association, pluralism, constitu-
tional democracy, minority rights, a private sphere, and sound money.
Classical liberals believe that the only good reason to restrict people’s
freedom is to prevent them from doing harm to others. But liberalism
also favors free markets and civil society, with competition, entreprencur-
ship, voluntary organizations, clubs, and families — the consequences of
liberal principles and institutions. Just as important, but often forgotten
or disregarded, is what I shall call the “liberal spirit”. Classical liberals
rejoice in individual development and self-authorship, entrepreneurship,
diversity and tolerance, moral pluralism, mutual respect, free speech and
rational discourse, science, in different virtues, and human flourishing.
Together these dimensions of liberalism reinforce each other.

The book is written within the tradition of political theory and institu-
tional economics, but I will use a wide variety of sources, including results
and analyses from social psychology, ethics, law, and history. It is an idea
analysis and offers a kind of analytical narrative (Bates et al., 1998).

In Chapter 2 the defining characteristics of populism in previous are
discussed and synthesized. It is argued that populism has three modes:
unserious and ill-founded policies; a rhetorical style and discursive frame;
and an autocratic institutional orientation. Varieties of populism are
discussed, and the major populist strategies are presented. This is followed
by a short Chapter 3 where the actual support for populist parties and
regimes, and their threats to democracy, liberty, and the open society are
summarized. Next, in Chapter 4, the most popular, but partial, expla-
nations that have been proposed for why and how populists succeed in
promoting autocratic institutional change are discussed and synthesized
into “a populist model of autocratization”. My conclusion is that populist
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ideas, beliefs, and values that form populist strategies play the central role
in this process of institutional autocratization.

In the following Chapter 5, the ideational roots of these divisive,
activist ideas are traced back to thinkers like Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, and Carl Schmitt, later to be
developed within post-modernism and critical theory, to form the basis
for both left- and right-wing populism. It is argued that populism offers
meaning and a sense of belonging to its followers, a kind of collectivistic
identity politics.

In Chapter 6 classical liberalism, its three dimensions, and different
liberal predicaments and potentials to fight back against populism are
explored. In the following chapters, 7 to 10, different liberal counter-
strategies against the populist threats are presented and discussed under
four broad headings:

Expose the populist strategies and their consequences.
Defend and develop the liberal institutions

Embrace and promote the liberal spirit

Develop liberal statecraft

Liberal statecraft should promote not only a liberal economy but just
as important a civil and open society, and perhaps most importantly the
liberal spirit. This requires the conquering of the idea arena, the promo-
tion of liberal policy entrepreneurs, and the investment in power resources
that can change institutions and policies. It is a polycentric effort where
many different actors and policy entrepreneurs need to be involved.

The last Chapter 11 summarizes my conclusions by asking for a revival
of liberalism itself.

REFERENCES

Bates, R. H., Greif, A., Levi, M., Rosenthal, J.-L., & Weingast, B. R. (1998).
Analytic narratives. Princeton University Press.

Fawcett, E. (2018). Liberalism: The life of an idea (2nd edition). Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Gray, J. (1986). Liberalism. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

V-Dem Institute. (2022). Defiance in the face of autocratization. Democracy
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CHAPTER 2

Populism: Defining Characteristics

Abstract This chapter explores and synthesizes the defining characteris-
tics of left- and right-wing populism in previous research. In conclusion,
populism has three modes. A first that emphasizes the use of unserious
and ill-founded policy solutions to complex social and economic prob-
lems, and a second that focuses on a specific set of political strategies
which use a distinct rhetorical style and discursive frame to deliberately
polarize society, and a third that stresses the autocratic institutional orien-
tation that follows. The three modes often go together and form the
political strategies that populists use.

Keywords Populism - Defining characteristics - Populist strategies -
Unserious policies - Polarization - Autocratic orientation - Left- and
rightwing populism

There is today a huge, expanding literature in the social sciences about
populism. After having surveyed the major empirical and theoretical
contributions, an obvious conclusion is that it is hard to define populism.
It comes in many shades, some to the left and some to the right, but
also in the center. As pointed out by Taggart (2000), populism is like a
chameleon, adapting to the colors of the environment, local and ideolog-
ical. Hence, as noted above, populism is not an ideology in the traditional
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sense like liberalism, conservatism, or socialism. It does not have a distinct
set of core values and beliefs about how the world works or a particular
view of human nature. Moreover, there are degrees of populism. Conse-
quently, I shall instead of attempting to give a strict definition provide
some defining characteristics of populism and populists.

Simplifying, populism may be said to have three modes. In popular
discourse and among economists’ populism is often seen as a politics that
appeals to the people by advocating unserious and ill-founded policies.
However, in the broader social science literature populism has increasingly
become identified with a distinct set of political strategies that deliberately
cultivate the polarization of society. As we shall see, these first two modes
often go together, resulting in the third, a process of creeping autocrati-
zation. This is when populism becomes a real threat to liberal democracy,
markets, and the open society.

UNSERIOUS AND ILL-FOUNDED POLICIES

Populists are thus often, especially by economists, considered to offer
unserious and ill-founded policy solutions to complex social and economic
problems, often some sort of economic or social crises, to get elected. Or
more generally, offering simplistic answers to complex questions. Typical
examples of this mode are major increases in public spending and redis-
tribution at the same time as advocating tax cuts or favoring severe
punishments as the sole measure to battle crime or juvenile pregnancies.

For example, Williamson (1992: 347) defined populism as “the
phenomenon where a politician tries to win power ... with sweeping
promises of benefits and concessions ... to the lower classes”. Dorn-
busch and Edwards (1991) defined it as a set of economic policies
aimed at redistributing income by implementing policies that violate
‘good economics’, including budget constraints and efficiency principles.
Similarly, Rodrik (2018: 196) sees populism as a set of “irresponsible,
unsustainable policies that often end in disaster and hurt most ordi-
nary people they purportedly aim to help”. These kinds of policies are a
major factor contributing to the often-observed economic decline under
populist rule (Dornbusch & Edwards, 1991; Dovis et al., 2016).

In an analysis of more than 20 experiences or episodes of populism
in Latin America from 1946 to 2019—including the regimes of Juan
Peron in Argentine, Salvador Allende in Chile, Rafael Correa in Ecuador,
Hugo Chavez and Nicolds Maduro in Venezuela, and Jair Bolsonaro in
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Brazil—Edwards (2010) distinguishes between five phases that may be
summarized as follows:

1. The election or rise of a charismatic leader who advocates
heterodox economic policies to redistribute income, explicitly
ignoring constraints on public expenditures and monetary expan-
sion.

2. The economy reacts strongly to aggregate demand shock; and
growth, real wages, and employment are high.

3. The economy runs into bottlenecks due to expansionary demand,
lack of foreign currency, and capital flight; inflation increases signif-
icantly, wages are indexed, and budget deficits continue to worsen.

4. Pervasive shortages, increased capital flights, and an extreme accel-
eration of inflation; price controls are intensified, and the currency
is devalued.

5. Collapse, and cleanup by a new government, often through the
enactment of an International Monetary Fund program.

In the more recent examples of populism that he documents, infla-
tion did not soar to the same extent, while public debt instead exploded,
and protectionist policies, mandatory minimum wages increase, and
constitutional reforms were implemented. Nevertheless, in all cases, as
a result of the populist policies, the real incomes—and in particular the
incomes of the poor—declined to levels significantly lower than when the
populist episodes started. Moreover, the institutions of democracy and the
open society were undermined. Significantly, 13 of these 20 experiences
involved left-wing governments (see also Cachanosky & Padilla, 2021).

In an extensive historical study by Funke et al. (2020) a quantita-
tive evaluation of 50 populist regimes from 1900 to 2018 was carried
out, showing that the populists underperform significantly: 15 years after
the populist takeover, GDP per capita was 10% below the non-populist
counterfactual, and income inequality did not fall. Rising economic
nationalism and protectionism, unsustainable macroeconomic policies,
and institutional decay under populist rule did lasting damage to the
economies.
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A RHETORICAL STYLE AND DISCOURSE FRAME

In sociology and political science, populism is instead often character-
ized as a specific political style, discourse frame or strategy, designed to
mobilize the deserving majority (the ‘people’) against, allegedly, corrupt,
conspiring elites and the institutions they occupy. From this mode or
perspective, populism may be presented as a seemingly democratic device.
Miiller (2016) among others, however, argues that it often hides danger-
ously anti-democratic impulses which can stray into authoritarianism.

The deliberate polarization of politics and society is at the core of
this strategy, using emotional arguments and framing to create anger
and moral outrage toward opponents and their supporters (Prior & van
Hoef, 2018). On this interpretation, the active promotion of political
conflict is central to populism. The polarization of politics and society
into an’us versus them’ antagonism is the deliberate means used to mobi-
lize support. Often a real or imagined economic or social crisis of some
kind, increasing uncertainty, is used to trigger such sentiments. The two
modes of populism may thus develop together.

It has been argued that it is possible to distinguish between ideational,
political-strategical, and socio-cultural approaches to the concept of
populism (Kaltwasser et al., 2017), but in my view, they can all be viewed
as characterizing populism as a specific kind of political strategy with a
specific institutional orientation, namely, to seek polarization to promote
autocratization. By political strategy is here simply meant a plan for how
to gain power and stay in power.

The populists thus portray or frame themselves as the true democrats
and the representatives of the people against the elites (Mudde 2004;
Miiller, 2016), whether political, economic, or cultural, often called “the
establishment”. Populists also most often identify, or create, external
enemies, ‘others’, whom they blame for the shortcomings of their own
societies. It could be immigrants, Romani, or Jews, or even foreign or
supranational powers like the World Bank, the European Union, inter-
national corporations, or the globalized economy itself. According to
Galston (2017), this means that a kind of tribalism is typical for populist
movements.

According to Mudde (2007), populism moreover claims that poli-
tics should be an expression of the volonté gemeral (general will) of
the people, based on the ideas of Rousseau. Consequently, populists do
not believe in constitutional constraints on democratic processes or the
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rights of minorities against the will of the majority. Populists dislike the
check-and-balances of liberal democracy (Urbinati, 2019) and are anti-
pluralists (Galston, 2017). Populists are ultra-majoritarian. The ‘people’
that populist appeal to are at most a majority of the voters, as Urbinati
(2019) has pointed out. According to Diamond (2019), populism thus
has four core features: anti-elitist; anti-institutional; plebiscitary, and ultra-
majoritarian. Populists in this way aim to create a direct connection with
their supporters, unmediated by political parties, civil society groups, or
the media, using mass meetings, television shows, and digital channels.

Populist leaders are often seen as charismatic demagogues who have
an intuitive sense for using this’us versus them’ logic in media and in
speeches (Eichengreen, 2018). As the ‘true’ representatives of the people,
they prefer to communicate directly to people on television, mass meet-
ings, press conferences, and, nowadays, social media platforms, without
interfering filters or commentators. Kenny (2017) explicitly understands
populism as a distinctively personalistic type of political movement or
organization in which charismatic leaders look to directly mobilize mass
constituencies through the media and other means.

Typically, populists also deliberately show crude, ruthless, unrestrained,
“bad boy” manners (Moffitt, 2016). Ostiguy (2017) has called this
“flaunting of the ‘low’” in politics, to show that the populist leaders
themselves come from the people. This is in contrast with the ‘high’
style of the established elites, in which public self-presentation is well-
mannered, proper, and composed. For example, Rodrigo Duterte, the
former, popular president of the Philippines, not only pioneered a brutal
tough-on-crime policy involving extrajudicial killings of alleged criminals,
but also bragged about extramarital affairs and, on separate occasions,
referred to both the US President and the Pope as a “Son of a Whore”
(Beauchamp, 2022). Donald Trump in the US arguably showed the same
kind of “bad boy” manors in his attacks on opponents, media, and the
courts, just as Hugo Chavez in Venezuela and many others (Ostiguy &
Roberts, 2016).

At the same time, populist leaders also need to signal that they
somehow are above and better than the people and therefore deserve
to rule and represent them (Moffitt, 2016). Various techniques are
used to show such extraordinariness, including showing off wealth, and
masculinity, and presenting themselves as the singular figure who can
fix the economy and the law and order, etc. Ultimately, populist leaders
see themselves as symbols, embodying the true people. As put by Hugo
Chavez: “I am the people” (Zaquete, 2008).
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Apart from promises of policies of the kinds described in the previous
section, populists usually have strong opinions about how their societies
should be, depending on their ideological leanings. For conservatives, it
may concern the promotion of traditional values, for socialists it may be
the equality of resources. They are willing to use the state to promote
the “good” or the values they favor through taxes, regulations, and inter-
ventions in markets and civil society. Individual rights are subordinated
to the “common good”, or general will, as interpreted by the populist
leadership.

The rhetorical styles or discourse frames of populists involve the use
of narratives that “construct” the people and their different enemies.
Emotions of belonging and identity, rather than rational arguments about
facts and empirical evidence, are central to these populist strategies. The
narratives typically involve a demand for respect and recognition of the
lives of ordinary, hard-working people, who are said to be left behind and
ignored by the elites and established institutions.’Facts’ and ‘news’ are
constructed and contrasted to the ‘lies’ of opponents, or the ‘fake news’
of the media.

To some extent, all politics in democratic societies have some of
these elements of populism in it, a fact that often can be observed in
heated election campaigns and the like when opponents attack each other.
However, populists are willing to use the kind of strategies and narratives
described above to the extreme. While not in any sense democratic, the
same is true of autocratic regimes like Putin’s Russia and Xi Jinping’s
China.

As we shall see in a coming chapter, these populist strategies are based
on several divisive, activist ideas and the deliberate denial of rational
discourse, objectivity, and truth. These ideas originate from Friedrich
Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, and Carl Schmitt, later to be developed
by thinkers within post-modernism and critical theory, to form the basis
for both left- and right-wing populism.

LEFT- AND RIGHT-WING POPULISM

There are both left- and right-wing versions of how populists frame the
‘us-versus-them’ logic. Those on the left commonly argue that” neolib-
eralism” is to blame for all kinds of economic and social problems.
According to this rhetorical framing, it was the deregulations, privatiza-
tions, and tax cuts starting in the 1980s that are the causes of all kinds
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of problems within education and healthcare systems, with consequences
like inequality, a precariat, etc. An overall theme in this construct is that
neoliberalism has enabled huge transnational corporations to use the state
(especially in the US) to promote their own interests (see e.g., Cayla,
2021; Elliott, 2021; Harvey, 2007; Mirowski & Plehwe, 2009). I shall
return to the question of neoliberalism in Chapter 6.

Those on the right instead blame liberalism more generally for causing
threats to traditional family values, religion, and communities. In their
narrative, it is untrammeled markets, competition, choice, “identity poli-
tics”, LGBTQ rights, abortion rights, etc., but also immigrants, Islam,
etc., that cause the threats to national culture and to social and economic
stability (see e.g., Deneen 2018; Hazony, 2018). Table 2.1 summarizes
how left-wing and right-wing populists frame the ‘us-versus-them’ logic
(partly inspired by Kyle & Gultchin, 2018).

Right-wing populist strategies thus differ to some extent from those
on the left, even though they use the same kind of strategy. As shown in
the table they differ in how they construct the people, the elite, and the
‘others’, and in the key themes they emphasize. But the structure of how
they go about creating polarization is largely similar.

The left-wing populist parties and politicians, like the Podemos in
Spain, Syriza in Greece, and all their Latin American counterparts, all

Table 2.1 Ways that populists frame the ‘us-versus-them’ logic

Left-wing populism

Right-wing populism

The The working class, ordinary, decent ~ “‘Native’ citizens, patriots, often rural

‘people’  people, welfare recipients, the and religious, ordinary, hardworking
“precariat” people, taxpayers

The Neoliberals, right-wing media, right Academics, experts, left-wing media,

‘elite’ of center political parties, experts, established parties, international
capitalists, IMF, World Bank organizations, EU, cosmopolitan

clites

The Big business, capital owners, foreign Migrants, non-natives, ethnic and

‘others’ companies, actors on the global religious minorities, Muslims, Jews
markets, US, EU

Key Anti-capitalism, anti-globalization, Nationalism, cultural identity,

themes neoliberalism, exploitation, anti-immigration, traditionalism, law

protectionism, anti-Americanism,
inequality, redistribution, restoring
welfare systems

and order, anti-globalization, national
sovereignty, protectionism, restoring
welfare systems
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use classical Marxist and socialist ways of framing capitalists, big busi-
ness, capitalist institutions, globalization, and the like as the enemies of
the ‘people’, the working class, with common themes around inequality,
redistribution, and welfare. Bernie Sanders in the US and Jeremy Corbyn
in the UK are two well-known examples. This is the kind of rhetorical
style that socialists and many social democratic parties have used for the
last 100 years or more.

The right-wing populist parties and politicians, on the other hand,
as the Lega in Italy, Fidesz in Hungary, the National Rally (National
Front before 2018) in France, United Kingdom Independence Party,
UKIP in the UK, Alternative fir Deutschland, AFD, in Germany, Law
and Justice party, PiS, in Poland, Freiheitliche Partei Osterreichs, FPO,
in Austria, and the Swedish Democrats in Sweden, but also Trump in the
US, Bolsonaro in Brazil, Erdogan in Turkey, and many others, are nativist
or nationalists that frame experts, established parties, left-wing media,
international organizations, cosmopolitan elites, immigrants, ethnic and
religious minorities as enemies of the people. Common themes among
these are nationalism, protectionism, anti-pluralism, cultural identity, law
and order, traditional values, and the restoration of welfare systems.

In a slightly similar way, Kyle and Gultchin (2018) have distinguished
between three types of populism: (1) “cultural populists” that claim
that the true people are the native members of the nation-state and
with outsiders such as immigrants, criminals, ethnic and religious minori-
ties, and cosmopolitan elites; (2) “socio-economic populists” that claim
that the true people are honest, hard-working members of the working
class, and outsiders that include big business, capital owners and actors
perceived as propping up an international capitalist system; and (3)
“anti-establishment populists” that paint the true people as hard-working
victims of a state run by special interests and outsiders as political elites.
In all cases, including those in the center, the populist parties adapt to
the local conditions.

Norris (2020), based on a global expert survey, differentiates between
the economic and social values of different types of populist parties,
which gives a more nuanced view than the simple left-right dimension.
In Table 2.2 some examples are given:
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Table 2.2 Varieties of populism

Left-wing economic values Right-wing economic values

Conservative social values Hungary’s Fidesz, Polish Swiss People’s Party, Israel’s
Law and Justice party, Likud, India’s Bharatiya
Danish People’s Party Janata Party, B]P, Greek
Golden Dawn, US
Republicans
Liberal social values Spain’s Podemos, Greece’s  Bangladesh Jatiya Party,
Syrzia, Italy’s Five Star Norway Progress Party
Movement

For example, Poland’s Law and Justice party (in common with many
Eastern European populist parties) is leftwing towards the economy and
welfare state but highly traditional in its social values, regarding Chris-
tianity, homosexuality, and immigrants. By contrast, fewer populist parties
are seen by experts as free market economically and socially liberal, but
there are some, such as the Norwegian Progress party. The position of
several of the parties mentioned can of course be discussed. It is worth
noting as well that some populist parties or movements are hard to clas-
sify as either left or right. They may be at the very center of politics, both
economically and socially, but they may also be formed from a completely
different standpoint, e.g., as Islamist parties, that use exactly the same
kind of strategies as those described above.

AN AUTOCRATIC INSTITUTIONAL ORIENTATION

When populists get into power the rhetorical style and discourse frames
tend to be used to implement successive autocratic measures, like limiting
the opposition through manipulating elections, thwarting the free press,
changing the constitution in their own favor, and circumscribing minority,
civil, political, and economic rights.

This should come as no surprise, given the populists’ anti-pluralism,
their belief that established elites or the opposition per definition are
treasonous, and their conviction that they represent the general will of
the people. Since they represent the true people, other people’s votes
do not count as legitimate. This autocratic orientation is what makes
populism a real threat to liberal democracy and an open society. This
is also why populist tendencies and the use of populist strategies by estab-
lished democratic parties and actors may have long-run dangerous effects
on our societies.
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As argued by Krygier et al. (2022), it is common for populists to
weaken or dismantle legal and constitutional checks upon executive and/
or legislative powers, thus distorting and typically seeking to subvert
democratic and constitutional rules of the game, but not by abolishing
them wholesale. The public institutions, just like the public radio and
television services, are filled with loyal supporters, while their private
counterparts become controlled by various clients of the populist regimes.

This autocratic institutional orientation is prevalent on both the left
and the right, as examples from Latin America and Eastern Europe
show (V-Dem Institute, 2022). For example, as Weyland (2013) has
shown, in Latin America democracy has been on the defensive under the
cover of progressive rhetoric with leaders like Hugo Chévez who eroded
institutional checks and balances, marginalized the opposition through
discriminatory legalism, and severely skewed political competition. The
same is true of more right-wing leaders like Victor Orban in Hungary
and Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey.

Populists are thus usually not against electoral democracy per se, but
rather at odds with liberal democracy (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2012,2017).
They are hostile to the underlying values and principles of constitution-
alism, and to institutional practices that have been developed to serve
those values and principles, while elections are still held, and repeatedly
so, to boost the legitimacy of the regime (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018).
Usually, these authoritarian ambitions are not proclaimed openly, but,
as many know, in 2014 Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orban openly
declared his vision for an “illiberal democracy”, based on a strong state, a
weak opposition, and emaciated checks and balances (Belov, 2021). This
means the end of liberty and an open society.

Diamond (2019) has described this process as “the autocrats’ twelve-
step program”:

. Begin to demonize the opposition as illegitimate and unpatriotic.
. Undermine the independence of the courts.

. Attack the independence of the media.

. Gain control of any public broadcasting.

Impose strict control of the internet.

. Subdue other elements of civil society.

. Intimidate the business community.

. Enrich a new class of crony capitalists.

. Assert political control over the civil service and the security
apparatus.
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10. Gerrymander districts and rig the electoral rules.
12. Gain control of the body that runs the elections.
13. Repeat steps 1- 1.

THE POPULIST STRATEGIES

To summarize, in my interpretation populism has three modes: a first
that emphasizes the use of unserious and ill-founded policy solutions to
complex social and economic problems, and a second that focuses on a
specific set of political strategies which use a distinct rhetorical style and
discursive frame to deliberately polarize society, and a third that stresses
the autocratic institutional orientation that follows. The three modes
often go together forming the political strategies that populists use.

Table 2.3 summarizes the main characteristics of the major populist
strategies under two headings: rhetorical style and discursive frame, and
autocratic orientation.

Table 2.3 The major populist strategies

A. Rhetorical style and discursive framing

1. Use any kind of crisis or major economic and social changes to delegitimize
established parties and elites

2. Promote unserious and ill-founded policy solutions

3. Portray yourself and your movement as the symbolic representative of the’true
people’

4. Foster polarization, use the ‘us-versus-them’ logic, attack the establishment and

different elites

Identify ‘others’ that threatens the existential identity of the ‘true people’

Demonize opponents, attack media and science for producing lies and fake news

Flaunt the ‘low’, be intolerant and ruthless

Use narratives and emotional arguments about identity, rather than rational

arguments and evidence, and call for the respect for and recognition of ordinary

people

Autocratic institutional orientation

Create a direct relationship with the ‘people’ through charismatic leadership and

by circumventing representative government

2. Take control of the courts, the public service, media companies, and restrict
media freedom

3. Manipulate elections, abolish minority rights, constitutional constraints, and the
rule of law to establish an illiberal democracy

4. Use the power of the state to promote your own ideas of the good

5. Favor creeping autocratization, the gradual decline of the democratic, open
society, rather than open coups

® N>

= =
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CHAPTER 3

A Threat to Liberty, Free Markets,
and the Open Society

Abstract In this chapter the support for populist parties and regimes, and
their threats to democracy, liberty, and the open society are summarized.
It is shown how, over the last decades, populist voter support and the
use of populist rhetoric have increased continuously, while democracy has
been backsliding, and liberty, free markets, and the open society have been
curtailed.

Keywords Threats to liberty and the open society - Populist voter
support - Populist parties - Democratic backsliding - Illiberalism -
Decline of economic freedom

It should be clear that populism, as I and most other scholars under-
stand it, is a threat to liberty, free markets, and the open society. Even
though it is not easy to measure the influence of populist parties and
leaders due to the simple fact that populism, as shown above, is hard to
strictly define and delimit, there can be no doubt about its popularity
and consequences. During the last decades, populist voter support and
the use of populist rhetoric have increased continuously, while democracy
has been backsliding, and liberty, free markets, and the open society have
been curtailed.
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PoruLrisT VOTER SUPPORT

According to e.g., the Timbro Authoritarian Populism Index from 2019
which primarily uses scholarly literature to categorize parties, the average
voter support of populist parties with authoritarian tendencies in 2018
in European democracies was 22.2%. Populist parties were part of every
third European government. The combined support for left- and right-
wing populist parties equaled the support for social democratic parties
and was twice the size of support for liberal parties (Heino, 2019). The
same is true in many other parts of the world (Freedom House, 2019).

Kyle and Gultchin (2018) identified 46 populist leaders or polit-
ical parties globally that have held executive office across 33 countries
between 1990 and 2018. They found that the number of populists in
power around the world had increased fivefold, from four to 20. This
included countries not only in Latin America and in Eastern and Central
Europe—where populism has traditionally been most prevalent—but also
in Asia and Western Europe. Whereas populism was once found primarily
in emerging democracies, populists are increasingly gaining power in
developed democracies.

Lihrmann et al. (2020), based on an extensive expert survey, created
a data set examining the policy positions and organizational structures of
political parties between 1970 and 2019 across 169 countries around the
world, generating a dataset on 1,955 political parties across 1,560 elec-
tions. The results show that the median governing party in democracies
has become more illiberal in recent decades. This means that more parties
show lower commitment to political pluralism, to problems with the
demonization of political opponents, to respect for fundamental minority
rights, and to problems with the encouragement of political violence.
Some of these parties are new entrants, but a kind of populist drift also
within established parties lies behind the result.

Based on a global expert survey covering 1052 parliamentary parties in
163 countries, Norris (2020) classified parties by their use of populist or
pluralist rhetoric, including their use of the abovementioned ‘us-versus-
them’ logic and whether they respect or undermine liberal democratic
principles. 288 parties were classified as strongly populist. Almost half
of these parties (104,288 or 46%) were estimated to be economically
right-wing and socially conservative, but almost as many (95 /288 or 42%)
were socially conservative but located on the left toward the economy. Of
the rest, only a few (20,/288 or 9%) expressed socialist and social liberal
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values. Even fewer (9,/288 or 4%) favored free markets and social liberal
values.

DEMOCRATIC BACKSLIDING

While the studies referred to above are primarily based on the populist
rhetorical style and discourse frames used, another indication of the
success of populist policies can be traced through the backsliding of
democracy and liberty that has occurred in recent years. As argued above,
changing the institutional orientation of democracy towards authoritar-
ianism is a core characteristic of populism, a logical consequence of
populist strategies. Leading democracy scholar Larry Diamond (2020:
1) concludes that “a global democratic recession began in 2006 and has
persisted — and deepened — over the past 14 years. Not only have average
levels of freedom (or democratic quality) been declining globally and in
most parts of the world, but the pace of democratic breakdown acceler-
ated, and the number of democratic transitions declined, particularly in
the past five years.”

According to V-Dem Institute (2022), the level of democracy enjoyed
by the average global citizen in 2022 is down to 1986 levels. Liberal
democracies, with general elections and guaranteed civil and political
rights, peaked in 2012 with 42 countries and are now down to the lowest
levels in over 25 years—34 nations home to only 13% of the world’s
population (V-Dem Institute, 2021). The democratic decline is especially
evident in Asia-Pacific, Eastern Europe, and Central Asia, as well as in
parts of Latin America and the Caribbean. 72% of the world population—
or 5.7 billion people—today lives in different sorts of autocracies. Just ten
years ago it was only 46% (V-Dem Institute, 2022).

These results are confirmed by the latest edition of the Democracy
Index from The Economist. It rates the state of democracy across 167
countries on the basis of five measures—electoral process and pluralism,
the functioning of government, political participation, democratic polit-
ical culture, and civil liberties—and finds that the global score fell from
5.37 to a new low of 5.28 out of ten in 2021. This means that more
than a third of the world’s population live under authoritarian rule while
just 6.4% enjoy a full democracy (Economist, 2022). Also, an index like
Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index (2021) shows
that the global average remains unchanged for the tenth year in a row, at
just 43 out of a possible 100 points.
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A WORLDWIDE ILLIBERAL TURN

All this does not mean that general elections have disappeared or that
markets have been substituted by planned economies. Instead, what has
happened is that liberal institutions fundamental to both markets and
democracies, as well as civil society—the rule of law, independent courts,
freedom of expression, and other civic and political liberties—have been
weakened or started to crumble.

A free and open society requires, as Karl Popper, Friedrich Hayek,
Milton Friedman, Robert Dahl and many others have argued, that indi-
vidual economic, civil, and political liberties are upheld, private property
rights are safe, the press and media are free, the courts are independent,
minorities have rights, and the democracy is constitutionally bound. A
free society is a pluralistic society, not a plebiscitarian, clan society where
a self-proclaimed majority has authoritarian powers.

However, according to the Human Freedom Index (2021) 83% of the
global population lives in jurisdictions that have seen a fall in human
freedom since 2008. That includes decreases in overall freedom in the
10 most populous countries in the world. Only 17% of the global popu-
lation lives in countries that have seen increases in freedom over the same
time.

Also, the pace of economic liberalization has slowed in the 2000s,
compared to advances in the 1980s and 1990s, even though it continues
in most countries. According to the index of economic freedom, which
measures economic freedom in five dimensions (Fraser, 2021), the
average economic freedom rating increased to 7.04 from 6.61 points
between 2000 and 2019. However, since historic improvements in the
legal structure and property rights have been the main force behind long-
term gains in economic liberty (Prados de la Escosura, 2016), there are
reasons to believe that the rise of populism in the coming years will have
negative consequences in this regard too. In fact, according to the most
recent index, which includes the Covid-19 pandemic, there was a sharp
decrease in economic freedom in 2021 (Fraser, 2022).

All these threats to liberty and the open society cannot, of course, be
blamed on populism alone—there are other kinds of authoritarian regimes
such as China, Russia, North Korea, Cuba, Vietnam, and Myanmar as
well. But at least in the developed Western democracies of the world,
populism is arguably a major reason.
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CHAPTER 4

Explaining Populism and Autocratization

Abstract In this chapter the most popular explanations that have been
proposed for why and how populists succeed are discussed and synthe-
sized into “a populist model of autocratization”. Explanations dealing
with (1) globalization, immigration, and policy failures; (2) culture and
identity; (3) psychology and human nature; (4) social media and echo
chambers; and (5) charismatic leaders and policy entrepreneurs, are
included in the analysis. My conclusion is that the populist ideas, beliefs,
and values, related to identity and shaped by the populist rhetorical style
and discourse frames, play the central role.

Keywords Explaining populism - Autocratic change - Autocratization -
Globalization - Immigration - Culture - Identity - Psychology - Human
nature - Social media - Charismatic leaders

How can we understand the rise of populism? Why do so many people
support the rhetorical style and institutional orientation that populists
employ? How do populists promote their autocratic ambitions? These
are of course the questions to answer for those who favor liberty, liberal
democracy, and the open society.

One answer could be the populist political strategies themselves,
presented in Chapter 2 above. That the populist rhetoric and framing
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to achieve polarization and the creeping autocratization in themselves are
sufficient to explain the rise of populism described in the last chapter.
There is truth to this, but as we shall see it is not what previous research
emphasizes. Also, there is a need to understand why populist rhetoric and
framing tend to be so effective. In this chapter, some of the most popular
explanations in existing research will therefore be presented. These expla-
nations are highly interdisciplinary, drawing on theories and results from
many disciplines.

ANALYZING POPULISM AS AUTOCRATIC
INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE

In a previous book, Statecraft and Libeval Reforms in Advanced Democ-
racies (Karlson, 2018), I developed a general theory for how institutional
change can be explained and promoted. The theory was based on a
synthesis of previous research about institutional change and an extended
comparative case study of liberal reforms in Sweden and Australia over
the last 30 years. The democratic backsliding and weakening of the open
society described in the last chapter are all examples of institutional or
policy changes and could thus be analyzed by a similar framework, albeit
with changes in a non-liberal direction. This is the approach taken here
to structure the analysis.

According to this theory, the process of institutional change starts with
changing economic and social conditions that affect voters and other
economic and social actors. It could be changes in technologies or trade
patterns that affect the jobs and income prospects of different groups in
society, or failures of welfare or educational policies, just to mention a few
possibilities. These in turn create a demand for new policy ideas for how
to handle the consequences of the changing conditions. Such ideas need
to be articulated and acted upon by different policy entrepreneurs that
interact with and activate power resources and interests, which influence
changes in institutions and policies. Next, these changes affect the social
and economic conditions of voters, and the cycle of institutional changes
continues. I called this “the reform circle”.

Ideas, or in other words beliefs and values, play a key role in the theory.
The ability of different policy entrepreneurs to use idea-based strategies
to frame or condition how different interests interpret or understand the
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changing economic and social conditions, as well as the existing institu-
tions and policies, is decisive for how and in what direction institutions
change.

More generally, ideas in terms of beliefs and values matter for how
economic and social changes are interpreted. Ideas condition how people
and different interests interpret or understand the economic and social
conditions, as well as the existing institutions and policies, of their society
(Karlson, 2018). As argued by Blyth (2002), ideas serve to reduce uncer-
tainty, facilitate collective action, coalition building, and coordination, and
are used as weapons for transforming existing institutions. McCloskey
(1985) and Majone (1992), among others, point out the importance
of rhetoric in arguing for institutional change. Ideas thus can explain
why people-facing the same economic circumstances—still make different
choices. Interests and power resources are so to speak ideationally bound.

Notice also that party politics or tactics in the narrower sense has
a more limited role in the model. While even different Machiavellian
strategies may be decisive to build coalitions and push reforms through
parliament, the overall direction of the process of institutional change has
other explanations.

In the coming sections, some of the most popular, but partial, expla-
nations of populism in previous research will be synthesized in a similar
model to the one presented above. In Fig. 4.1 this populist model of
autocratization is presented.

Starting from the left, existing institutions and policies in period 1
cause policy failures or are insufficient to handle changing economic and
social conditions, perhaps even creating a crisis of some sort. Or the
existing conditions may just become interpreted differently through the
framing of populist ideas, beliefs, and values. These economic and social
conditions in turn influence not only the interests of different groups or
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Institutions Autocratizating

Economic and Interest and identity
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and policies
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Fig. 4.1 The populist model of autocratization
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the population at large, but also their cultural and social identities, which
affect the ‘people’ or voter majority, and thus the power resources neces-
sary to change the institutions and policies in period 2 in an autocratic
direction. How the voters interpret how such changes in economic and
social conditions influence their interests and identities is largely shaped
by their ideas, beliefs, and values.

The institutions and policies in period 2, perhaps initially with just
small autocratic tendencies, will in turn affect the economic and social
conditions, which will affect the interest and identity of the ‘people’,
interpreted through the populist ideas, beliefs, and values, that change the
institutions in period 3. By this time the populist leaders and their policy
entrepreneurs may also have a direct influence on the institutions and
policies. And so on, the process continues into something that perhaps
may be called a cycle of autocratization, quite like the twelve-step program
presented in Chapter 2.

GLOBALIZATION, IMMIGRATION, AND PoLiCY FAILURES

The most popular explanation for the rise of populism is that different
policy failures have caused a deterioration of the economic and social
conditions for important groups and voters in our societies. The argu-
ment is that these failures and the austerity policy measures taken to
handle them have then been exploited by populist parties and policy
entrepreneurs.

To argue that changing economic conditions is a cause behind institu-
tional change is a standard way of thinking among economists that goes
back to Marx (1867), later followed by prominent scholars of institu-
tional change like North (1981, 1990), Buchanan (1986) and Acemoglu
et al. (2005). The common argument used in the case of populism is
that globalization, automation, and neoliberal policies have deteriorated
the economic and social conditions causing unemployment, insecurity,
austerity, inequality, and different crises.

One example is Rodrik (2018, 2021), who argues that the rise of
populism is rooted in a desire to reclaim popular democracy and national
autonomy, against economic problems caused by international trade,
in particular imports from China, and financial globalization. Similarly,
Mounk (2018) and Eichengreen (2018) argue that a major factor behind
the rise of populism is various economic problems affecting ordinary
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voters, and consequently see “fixing the economy” as a primary remedy
against populism.

Over the last two or three decades the welfare states of the Western
world have indeed started to crumble due to internal contradictions,
rent seeking, and deficits (Karlson, 2019). Due to Baumol’s law, the low
productivity of many tax-funded services has led to a structural increase
in the costs of public welfare that probably is not long-run sustainable
(Baumol, 1993; Mahon, 2007). Therefore, in many Western democra-
cies, there is growing discontent with the quality of the publicly provided
welfare services, but also with the quality of core state activities such as
public order and defense. Even though many voters still are favorably
disposed to the welfare state’s goals and ambitions, they simultaneously
are critical of its policy outcomes (Lindell & Pelling, 2021; Roosma et al.,
2013).

For example, socio-economic groups that earlier voted for the social
democratic parties form the basis of the support of some far-right parties
(Mudde, 2017). These voters may well long for the return of the
traditional welfare state and believe that its benefits are threatened by
globalization and immigration.

Similarly rising inequality is often blamed for causing populism. Several
scholars (e. g. Milanovic, 2016; Norris & Inglehart, 2019; O’Connor,
2017) have argued that economic inequality is a core factor behind the
rise of populism. The arguments are similar to those of Piketty (2014),
arguing that financial capitalism causes recurring crises and a higher rate
of return on capital than on labor.

Sometimes these kinds of arguments are put in ideational or ideo-
logical terms, mirroring the left-wing populist rhetoric style presented
in Chapter 2, blaming “neoliberalism”. Hence, deregulations, privatiza-
tions, cuts in welfare programs, and free markets are accused of creating
imbalances that are said to explain why populism emerges (Cayla, 2021;
Kelly & Pike, 2017). It is interesting to note how also leading political
scientists like Sheri Berman (2021) and Francis Fukuyama (2022) have
adopted this style of argumentation. Especially, Latin American populism
is often said to have been caused by “neoliberalism” (Roberts, 1995;
Edwards, 2022; Weyland, 1996). On the right, similar kinds of arguments
are echoed by Patrick Deneen (2018), Yoram Hazony (2018), and others
who claim that liberalism and free markets have depleted the moral and
social foundations of our societies.
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Nevertheless, it is true that international trade and automation always
have both winners and losers—perhaps especially low-skilled workers in
manufacturing industries in developed countries (Lakner & Milanovic,
2013). For example, Colantone and Stanig (2018) showed that Chinese
import shocks strengthened the support for nationalist and isolationist
parties in some Western European countries. Dippel et al. (2015) found
that voting for extreme-right parties respond significantly to trade inte-
gration with China and Eastern Europe in Germany from 1987 to 2009.
Other country-level and subnational European studies give similar results
(Guriev & Papaioannou, 2022). Similarly, Autor et al. (2021) showed
that US congressional districts exposed to increases in import penetration
removed moderate representatives from office and replaced them with
more extreme candidates.

But structural and technological changes and economic restructuring
caused by free trade, capitalism, and market processes are not something
new. The same things have happened again and again during the last
decades and even centuries. And as Schumpeter (1942 [1994]), Baumol
(2002), and many others have shown these processes are at the same time
the perhaps most important factors behind economic growth, increasing
real wages, welfare, and prosperity for the majority of voters. The same
processes have simultaneously contributed to improved health, increased
life spans, lower child death rates, etc. for everyone. This is the overall
experience of the last centuries in both East and West. There is substan-
tial empirical evidence supporting this (see e.g. Friedman, 2017; North,
1981, 1990, 1994; McCloskey 2006; Rosenberg & Birdzell, 1987).
Hence, while this cannot be the major explanation behind the rise of
populism, it may well be a decisive factor for groups that are negatively
affected.

A problem with these kinds of explanations is also why countries like
Austria and France, or the Scandinavian countries with low and almost
stable levels of income inequality, massive redistribution, and extensive
welfare programs still are affected by populism. It is also puzzling that
changes like these would cause rightwing (and not left-wing) populism,
which as we have seen is the typical kind of populism in developed coun-
tries. Moreover, in many countries like India, Israel, and Poland the large
majority of the population has benefitted substantially from globalization,
and yet they have all recently elected populist governments.

The same is true concerning the effects of economic or financial
crises, causing rising unemployment and usually fiscal austerity. While
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the recession in 2008-2009, just like the Euro crisis that followed in
several southern European countries, provided fertile ground for populist
rhetoric and leaders, it was rightwing populist parties that gained the
most, not their leftwing adversaries (Guriev & Papaioannou, 2022).

Bergh and Kirni (2021), based on the vote shares for 267 right-
wing and left-wing populist parties in 33 European countries during
1980-2017, and globalization data from the KOF institute, found no
evidence of a positive association between (economic or other types of)
globalization and populism. Most controls were insignificant, including
the Gini index in inequality of disposal income. Interestingly, the share
of immigrants was significantly negatively related to the vote shares of
populists.

Immigration is otherwise another popular argument behind the rise
of populism (e.g., Borjas, 2014; Dustmann et al., 2005). Some argue
that immigrants take away jobs from native workers and suppress their
wages. Others say that immigrants do not work and rely on the host coun-
try’s generous welfare system. Many claims that immigrants’ values and
social norms are incompatible with those of the host country, posing an
existential threat to its identity and culture.

However, according to Guriev and Papaioannou (2022), the actual
evidence is mixed. A first problem is that the public perceptions of the size
of immigration differ considerably from the reality—according to Alesina
et al. (2018) the perceived levels of immigrant stocks are two to three
times higher than actual levels in countries like France, Germany, Italy,
Sweden, and the US. Moreover, both in the UK and Austria local levels
of EU immigration and refugee assignment, respectively, actually lowered
the leave vote in the EU referendum and the support for the Austrian
populist party FPO (Colantone & Stanig, 2018; Steinmayr, 2021). It is
also important to observe that the number of immigrants and refugees is
very low in countries like Hungary and Poland, which still have populist
governments.

So, while failing policies may indeed have contributed to different
social and economic problems, especially for some groups, it is hard to see
that this is the major explanation. In general, there seems to be a strong
bias in large parts of the populist literature to take the economic and social
developments in the US, and perhaps the UK, where median wages have
stagnated and income distribution worsened over the last three decades,
as a being representative to all countries (Velasco, 2020). Margalit (2019),
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after surveying the relevant literature, concludes that the overall explana-
tory evidence of the kind of economic arguments presented above for the
support of populism is modest: at the most, they can explain the outcome
on the margin. Perhaps we may say that changing economic and social
conditions sometimes may serve as enabling conditions for populism.

But let us also briefly mention a seemingly different set of institu-
tional failures concerning democracy itself. For example, Grzymala-Busse
(2019) argues that populism is arising from the failures of elite competi-
tion in democracies. The mainstream parties are said to fail to respond to
popular grievances, demonstrate accountability, and offer credible polit-
ical alternatives, and instead collude on economic issues, conceding both
rents and sovereignty to governing elites and supra-national organizations
such as the European Union.

However, this is almost identical to the arguments discussed above
about economic policy failures and the purported “neoliberal” policy
responses. It may well be that many democracies have underperformed
compared to some indicators and that some policies have contributed to
different social and economic problems, but as argued above it is hard
to see this as the major cause behind populism. Most democracies have
experienced problems with misguided policies before, as in the 1970s,
without having these kinds of consequences.

A more important democratic problem and institutional failure,
however, may be the connection between corruption and populism. As
we saw in Chapter 2, populists often accuse elites and established parties
of being corrupt. In many cases, populists also use this as an excuse
to dismantle democratic institutions (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2012). If
corruption really is prevalent, as it turned out to be in Italy in the early
1990s for example, then this will benefit populist parties. There seems
to be substantial empirical evidence for this in Eastern Europe (Kossow,
2019). What is questionable, however, is how effective populist leaders
are in actually fighting corruption. I shall return to the question of the
rule of law in Chapter 6.

This brings us over to non-economic explanations. Structural changes
like those presented above need to be interpreted and understood as good
or bad, as just or unjust, as beneficial, or not, to have a causal effect. And
there is a need for some kind of agency to make this happen.
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CULTURE AND IDENTITY

Non-economic arguments are often put under the heading of a cultural
backlash. For example, based om extensive survey data, Norris and Ingle-
hart (2019) argue that populism is the result of a conservative backlash
and authoritarian reflex due to, basically, increasing social divisions, rising
inequality, worsening economic conditions for large groups of voters,
especially of an older generation in rural areas. Similarly, Rodrik (2021),
argues that “culture, racial attitudes, and social identity” provide a causal
pathway through which globalization shocks and economic dislocation
influence support for populist parties and candidates.

The causal relationship may, however, just as well run in the opposite
direction: namely, in the sense that cultural concerns and grievances shape
people’s beliefs about economic change and its adverse impact on their
standing (Margalit, 2019). People who worry about cultural homogeneity
or changing cultural aspects of identity and community may be more
likely to adopt the views that, for example, immigration and multicultur-
alism are having negative economic consequences. Immigration may thus
cause both economic and cultural anxiety. There is considerable evidence
consistent with this view (Brader et al., 2008; Sniderman & Hagendoorn,
2007).

An illustrative example is the book What’s the Matter with Kansas?
How Conservatives Won the Heart of America by journalist and historian
Frank (2004), who explores the support for anti-elitist conservative poli-
cies in Kansas, which he argues were against the economic interests of
the majority of the voters in the state. By shifting the political discourse
from social and economic equality to cultural issues, such as abortion
and gay marriage, voters’ interest was redirected to fuel anger toward
the “liberal elites”. Similarly, referred to by Rodrik (2021), Hacker and
Pierson (2020) argue that this is exactly the strategy the Republican
Party has pursued to advance a right-wing policy agenda—tax reduc-
tion, deregulation, weakening of labor market protections, and cuts in
social insurance—that benefited the wealthy. While all this, of course, can
be debated, it nevertheless shows that culture in terms of ideas, beliefs,
and values often matters more than economic interests. Identity trumps
interests, a fact that may be hard to accept for some economists.

There is some empirical support for these views. In a study, combining
surveys and experiments, in Poland, the UK, and the US, Marchlewska
et al. (2018) found that perceived ingroup disadvantage and collective
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narcissism—the conviction that they have a superior vision of what it
means to be a true citizen of their nation—led to support for populism.
Noury and Roland (2020) in a review of the literature on the rise of iden-
tity politics and populism in Europe found a complex interaction between
economic and cultural factors. They argue that economic anxiety among
large groups of voters related to the financial crises in 2008-2009 and the
austerity policies that followed triggered a heightened receptivity to the
messages of cultural backlash from populist parties.

Still, culture is a loose concept that can mean many different things.
From an ethnographic point of view (LeVine, 1984), culture represents a
shared consensus on meanings among members of an interacting commu-
nity, similar to the consensus on language, grammar, and pronunciation
among members of a speech community. It is collective but is learned,
consciously or unconsciously, through individual interaction with others.
Similarly, D’Andrade (1984: 116) sees “culture as consisting of learned
systems of meaning, communicated by means of natural language and
other symbol systems, having representational, directive, and affective
functions, and capable of creating cultural entities and particular senses
of reality. Through these systems of meaning, groups of people adapt to
their environment and structure interpersonal activities.”

Importantly, culture can change. For example, Putnam (2020), using
numerous data sources and surveys shows that in the US the overall
culture has become more individualistic and self-centered since the 1960s,
moving from “We to 1”7, as he says, with lower social trust, bipartisan-
ship, civic do-gooding, and community, in their view resulting in populist
policies and uncompromising” hyper-partisanship”.

But again, it is hard to see that culture itself can be the major expla-
nation behind populism. Culture, in terms of norms, traditions, and
customs, only changes slowly, much more slowly than the economy and
most formal institutions (Williamson, 2000). Hence, it is hard to see that
the rise of populism over the last couple of decades can be explained
by culture alone. At the same time, it should be obvious that at least
right-wing populists often advance threats to cultural identity as a way
to promote their institutional objectives. How changes in economic and
social changes affect the cultural identity of people may be just as impor-
tant as the effects on their economic interests. And as we shall see in the
next chapter, this is also largely true for left-wing populists.
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PsycHOLOGY AND HUMAN NATURE

Another type of non-economic, non-rational explanation behind the rise
of populism has to do with psychology and human nature. Already in the
classic book Escape from Freedom (1941), Erich Fromm argued that it
was psychological conditions that could provide the explanation for the
rise of authoritarianism in the 1930s. Modern research in social and moral
psychology largely confirms such a view.

To start, there is broad support for the view that humans have a
“duplex mind” (Baumeister, 2005), that the mind operates on at least
two levels, where one is more intuitive and automatic, while the other
is rational and conscious. Kahneman (2011) called these System 1 and
System 2 respectively, arguing that intuitive decisions are fast, automatic,
and effortless, while rational decisions are slower and are taken in a serial,
effortful, and more controlled fashion. Often the former, more intuitive
systems take over, making us use different simplifying heuristics, instead of
rational reasoning, which causes different kinds of biases in our decisions.
This is where the lure of populism may come in.

According to Feldman and Stenner (1997) human nature is char-
acterized by an authoritarian predisposition, a deep-seated, relatively
enduring psychological predisposition to prefer—indeed, to demand—
obedience and conformity, over tolerance, freedom, and diversity. This
predisposition, she argues, is latent, but may be triggered.

Moral psychologist Jonathan Haidt, in The Righteous Mind: Why Good
People Are Divided by Politics and Religion (2012), similarly argues that
our minds are designed for the populist, groupish righteousness, that our
behavior and ways of thinking are largely based on neurological intuitions
that drive our strategic, rationalistic reasoning. Hence, we are intrinsically
moralistic, critical, and judgmental fostering polarization between groups
and society at large. In other words, humans have a 7ibal mind that
can be activated by populist rhetoric and leaders. In a somewhat similar
way Anne Applebaum argues in her best-selling book Twilight of Democ-
racy: The Seductive Luve of Authovitarianism (2020) that political systems
with simple, populistic beliefs are inherently appealing, that there is a
“seductive lure of authoritarianism”.

Boudry and Hothuis (2018) even argue that cultural evolution, under
certain circumstances, may develop “parasites of mind”, systems of
misbelief that subvert the interests of their human hosts. An example
could be the historical belief in witchcraft, but the argument may be
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equally applicable to populist ideas and modern conspiracy theories like
QAnon. Such systems of belief may become self-validating and exhibit a
surprising degree of resilience in the face of adverse evidence and criticism
(Boudry & Braeckman, 2012).

SociarL MEDIA AND EcHO CHAMBERS

Such parasites or lures may have become particularly important due to
the growth of digital social media in recent decades. There is a growing
amount of research that shows that social media is a key factor behind the
rise of populism.

Initially, this new technology was seen as creating new sources of infor-
mation that would strengthen democracy and participation. As Gurri
(2018), argued, social media mobilized millions of ordinary people
around the world, clearing the ground for the Arab Spring and viable
critiques of institutional failures in many countries. The new information
technologies enabled the public to break the power of the political hier-
archies and experts. Traditional gatekeepers were weakened, and once
marginal movements and politicians became empowered. In this way,
digital media was a force of freedom and democracy.

However, over time digitalization and social media seem to have
led to polarization and the denigration of independent journalists, to
the expense of open, evidence-based public debate (Mounk, 2018). In
an impressive survey of the current literature Tumber and Waisbord
(2021) show that recent transformations in digital social media are highly
conducive to the kind of polarized, anti-rational, post-fact, post-truth
communication championed by populism. Digital platform tools have,
using algorithms, making it possible, as part of their successful business
models, to amplify content to segments of the population, often for polit-
ical purposes, creating a powerful, unaccountable, and often untraceable
method of targeting misinformation and conspiracy theories.

Hence, deliberate polarization and misinformation by populist activists
and leaders have created filter bubbles and echo chambers where algo-
rithms dictate what we encounter online, where users are exposed to views
and opinions they already agree with while being sheltered from opposing
perspectives (Sumpter, 2018). These echo chambers hamper balanced
decision-making and undermine public discourse, and thus the founda-
tions of democracy itself. Moreover, populist political leaders increasing,
as was argued in Chapter 2, deliberately try to control both public and
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private media to create polarization and boost support (Shayegh et al.,
2021). As shown by Tumber and Waisbord (2021), the control of social
media for such purposes has become prevalent on all continents. Using
the tower of Babel as a metaphor, Haidt (2022) argues that social media
has led to stupidity and the fragmentation of everything;:

Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and a few other large platforms unwittingly
dissolved the mortar of trust, and belief in institutions, and shared stories
that had held a large and diverse secular democracy together.

CHARISMATIC LEADERS AND PoLIiCcY ENTREPRENEURS

An additional important explanation behind the rise of populism that
has been proposed concerns the role of the leaders, or in terms of the
explanatory model above: the policy entreprencurs. They are the main
actors that develop, articulate, and communicate new ideas, facts, perspec-
tives, values, and worldviews to activate power resources and interests, and
to Influence public opinion and other decision-makers (Baumgartner &
Jones, 1993; Karlson, 2018; Kingdon, 1984; Lopez & Leighton, 2013;
Mintrom, 1997). Without agency, no change.

According to Weyland (2017, 2022), personalistic charismatic leader-
ship, usually sustained by direct connections to an unorganized mass of
followers, is central to populism. Typical examples are Alberto Fujimori
and Hugo Chdvez in Latin America, Viktor Orbdan and Recep Tayyip
Erdogan in Europe, Rodrigo Duterte and Narendra Modi in Asia, and
Donald Trump in the US.

Such leaders, as we have seen in Chapter 2, seek to establish a direct
relationship with the people, circumventing parliaments, and often party
structures, through mass meetings, television performances, or social
media. They are experts in using the populist rhetorical style and discur-
sive framing to gain power and promote institutional change in their
desired direction. The ‘us-versus-them’ logic, calling for the recogni-
tion of ordinary people, and narratives about corrupt elites, ‘others’ that
threatens the identity of true people, and emotional arguments about
meaning and community are used systematically.

Populist leaders often see themselves as symbols, embodying the true
people. For example., Alberto Fujimori in Peru in 1990 crafted his
campaign with the nonelite slogan “A President Like You” (Levitsky &
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Loxton, 2013: 167). Similarly, former Venezuelan President Hugo
Chavez, used “Chavez is the people!” as a slogan. But, as pointed out in
Chapter 2, a special challenge is to balance such ordinariness with extraor-
dinariness (Moffitt, 2016). How can you both be just like the people and
at the same time be so talented and special as to rise above the people and
be their leader and representative? Various techniques are used to show
such extraordinariness, including showing off wealth, and masculinity, and
presenting themselves as the singular figure who can fix the economy,
law and order, etc. Just think of leaders like Rodrigo Duterte in the
Philippines, Silvio Berlusconi in Italy, or Donald Trump in the US.

Surprisingly little, however, has been done about how other policy
entrepreneurs support or interact with populist leaders. It is likely that
different special interests groups form themselves into “policy coali-
tions” to influence the specific policies promoted by the populist regime
(Sabatier & Weible, 2007; Sabatier & Zafonte, 2001). It is not hard
to think of different groups, even if they may not fully support the
populist ideas, that have an interest in tax cuts, redistribution, limiting
immigration, supporting protectionist measures or in extending welfare
benefits, or getting subsidies or protection for certain industries, not to
say of becoming plutocrats themselves. In Latin America, an obvious
example of such “policy entrepreneurs” are groups within the military
(Scharpf, 2020), while in Eastern Europe oligarchs are the likely candi-
dates (Carpenter, 2020). In all democracies, as Mancur Olson (1965,
1982) and many others have shown, there are special interests will free
ride on the common good.

EXPLAINING POPULIST INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE

All the above-mentioned factors clearly have a role in explaining why
populism is popular and how populist institutional change comes about.

Changing economic and social conditions, such as globalization,
failing welfare programs, crises, inequality, and immigration may certainly
provide fertile ground for populists to promote their ideas. And espe-
cially so if they are framed in ideological terms. But by themselves, these
kinds of changing conditions are insufficient to explain populism. Instead,
cultural factors about identity need to be taken into account. Also,
humans seem to have a latent authoritarian predisposition, that our minds
are psychologically designed for populist tribalism and righteousness,
fostering polarization between groups and in society at large. Moreover,
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digital social media is highly conducive to the kind of polarized, anti-
rational, post-fact, post-truth communication championed by populists.
Algorithms and platform tools have created methods for targeting misin-
formation and conspiracy theories to large audiences creating echo
chambers where populist beliefs are sustained.

This is where the real importance of populism comes in: populist
leaders deliberately use ideas, beliefs, and values—the populist rhetoric
and discursive framing—to shape or condition these interpretations.
Human nature and the active use of social media help in this endeavor.
The populist leaders also directly influence the voter majority and other
interests that hold the power resources needed to promote their populist
institutional orientation of autocratization. Left- and right-wing populists,
as presented in Chapter 2, may even form a symbiotic relationship in this
process, each promoting the polarization of society, in a self-enforcing
process.

Populist ideas, beliefs, and values, and in particular those relating to
identity, shaped by the distinct rhetorical style and discourse frames, play
the central role in this process of autocratization as presented in Fig. 4.1.
While ideological and cultural factors about identity and the like can be
seen as ideas in terms of values and beliefs, the same is hardly true for
humans’ latent authoritarian predispositions or tribal minds. Neither are
the digital social media that are used to promote populist polarization.
But fake news certainly can. What we may say, however, is that all these
factors may enhance the effects of populist ideas in certain circumstances.

In the next chapter, we shall further explore the populist ideas, values,
and beliefs, what I shall call, populist collectivistic identity politics.
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CHAPTER 5

The Populist Divisive, Activist Ideas

Abstract In this chapter the ideational roots of the populist ideas are
traced back to thinkers like Rousseau, Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Carl
Schmitt, later to be developed within post-modernism and critical theory.
Identity politics, as a politics of resentment and recognition, and as a
function of meaning, community, and virtue are discussed and analyzed.
I argue that populism, on both the left and the right, is a kind of
collectivistic identity politics that appeals to the ‘people’ by constructing
narratives that give a sense of belonging and by offering a purpose and
meaning.

Keyword Populism - Populist ideas - Identity politics - Collectivistic
identity politics - Post-modernism - Critical theory

Populism can be thus characterized as a specific set of political strategies
which use a distinct rhetorical style or discursive frame to gain power
and change the institutional orientation of society in a non-liberal, auto-
cratic direction. To frame political issues in such a way that they affect the
identity of people is at the core of the political strategies that populists
use.

This involves the use of narratives that discoursively “construct” the
people and their different enemies. The narratives typically involve a
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demand for respect and recognition of the lives of ordinary, hard-working
people, who are said to be left behind and ignored by different elites and
experts. These strategies are based on several divisive, activist ideas and
the deliberate denial of rational discourse, objectivity, and truth. These
ideas originate, as we shall see, from thinkers like Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, and Carl Schmitt, later to be
developed within post-modernism and critical theory, to form the basis
for both left- and right-wing populism. It is a kind of collectivistic identity
politics that is hard to reconcile with classical liberalism.

A Poritics OF RESENTMENT AND RECOGNITION

Identity politics is a loose concept. It emerged in the US to describe the
civil rights movements in the 1960s with leaders like Martin Luther King.
According to Kenny (2004 ), identity politics later typically became used
to highlight new kinds of social mobilization based upon various group or
collective identities that were previously hidden, suppressed, or neglected.
Women’s and gay liberation movements are the two most prominent
examples. Just lately has it been connected to populism (Mdiiller, 2016).

However, over time identity politics has more often been associated
with political activism by various groups demanding special recognition
for their unique experience. From having been a politics of equality of
dignity, it developed into a politics of difference, to use the words of
Talyor (1994)—everyone should be recognized for his or her unique
identity. He argued that much of political discourse was driven by the
invocation of recognition, from nationalist movements to demands on
behalf of minority or subaltern groups in feminism and multiculturalism.
Our identity is partly shaped, he argued, by recognition or its absence,
and failures of recognition can cause real harm: misrecognition is not just
a lack of due respect, but a vital human need.

According to his analysis, “the politics of recognition” is a major force
in modern societies, demanding both the equal dignity and treatment of
all citizens and a “politics of difference” which emphasizes that everyone
is owed recognition of the unique identity of each individual or group.
Populism can be said to be driven by both, when large groups feel
resentment because, on the one hand, they are not equally recognized
or respected, or, on the other, if they do not get sufficient recognition
for the unique identity of their group. Critical theory has had a key role
in the shift towards a politics of difference, supporting various LGBTQ
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movements, BlackLivesMatter, and other groups that were considered
(relatively) deprived. Identity politics has also been used to describe
separatist movements in Canada and Spain, or even as a synonym to
multiculturalism (Bernstein, 2005; Izenberg, 2016).

Similarly, Fukuyama (2018) argues that humans do not just want
things that are external to themselves, but also crave positive judgments
about their worth or dignity, recognized by others. This—which he
terms “thymos” building on the classical Greek concept—he believes
is the reason behind today’s identity politics, ranging from movements
like McToo and BlackLivesMatter to nationalism and populism. The
quest for equal recognition from groups that have been marginalized in
their societies, he argues, has been taken over by populist leaders like
Donald Trump by frontally taking on “political correctness” to appeal to
working-class supporters that feel they have been disregarded by national
elites.

Another version of the same type of argument is Sandel’s (2020)
suggestion that today’s societies’ left-liberal consensus on meritocracy,
and especially on the importance of higher education, has generated
resentment among those left behind. Similarly, Goodhart (2017) argues
that society is divided into two camps: ‘anywheres’, with careers and
education, who travel the word, and ‘somewheres’, who get their iden-
tity from their local community and who feel forgotten and unrecognized
due to social changes and globalization.

THE IDEAS BEHIND THE POPULIST STRATEGIES

The ideas behind the populist strategies have their origin in Jean-Jacques
Rousseau who in Du Contrat Social; on Principes du Droit Politique
(1762) gave legitimacy to the populist project of autocratization by
claiming that politics should be an expression of the volonté general
(general will) of the people (Riker, 1982). The collective will of the people
would be subverted and should not be restrained by checks-and-balances,
judicial review, division of powers, minority rights, and the like, and thus
the state had no limits.

However, the distinct rhetorical style or discursive frame originated
with some German philosophers and political thinkers. Friedrich Niet-
zsche and Martin Heidegger cleared the ground by arguing that truth was
a construct that could be changed by will. Rationality and reason should
be replaced by emotions and the will to power. Carl Schmitt explained



50 N. KARLSON

how political polarization and existential threats could be used to mobilize
supporters.

Later post-modernists and critical theorists added additional elements
to the populist rhetoric and strategies. In contrast to the modernism that
originated with enlightenment philosophers and scientists like Descartes,
Bacon, Locke, and Smith, post-modernists do not believe in reason,
experience, and empirical evidence as sources of truth. Instead, post-
modernists hold a social-linguistic, constructivist account of reality
(Butler, 2002; Hicks, 2004). The “truth” and reality are viewed as
constructed and contingent on historical, linguistic, and social contexts.
This provided the basis for identity politics, but also cleared the ground
for accusations of fake news. According to Foucault (Elden, 2021) and
Derrida (Behler, 1991), leading contributors to post-modernism, Niet-
zsche and perhaps, in particular, his The Genealogy of Morals (1887
[1998]), has inspired what has been called “perspectivism”, the idea
that knowledge and truth always are bound to the interpretive perspec-
tives of the observers, i.e., there are no universal truths. Reality can be
“constructed” and “deconstructed” (Koelb, 1990).

Martin Heidegger, the existentialist philosopher, and Nazi, in turn,
was the predecessor to the radical Frankfurter school (Lafont, 2018).
He extended the ideas of Nietzsche in several dimensions, perhaps of
particular relevance here by adding an antagonistic dimension. He argued
that:

An enemy is each and every person who poses an essential threat to the
Dasein of the people and its individual members. ... (The challenge) is to
bring the enemy to the open, to harbor no illusion about the enemy,
to keep oneself ready for attack ...with the goal of total annihilation.
(Heidegger 2010 [1934]: 73)

However, it was Carl Schmitt, the prominent legal scholar, and
member of the Nazi party, deeply influenced by both Nietzsche and
Heidegger, who formulated the populist strategy of polarization. In The
Concept of the Political (Schmitt, 1932 [1996]: 26-27) he argued that
the essence of politics is the creation of a conflict between friends and
enemies:

The specific political distinction to which political actions and motives can
be reduced is that between friend and enemy. ... the political enemy need
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not be morally evil or aesthetically ugly... But he is, nevertheless, the other,
the stranger....

The conflict is existential, the enemy is whoever is “in a specially intense
way, existentially something different and alien”.

As both Schmitt and Rousseau agree, the people cannot be repre-
sented, because they would thereby renounce their sovereignty. In
Schmitt’s view, markets, civil society, and the rights of individuals are
subordinated to the state, and even dictatorship would be legitimate in
times of crisis. And a crisis was an opportunity not to be wasted.

To these activist ideas, Horkheimer, Marcuse, and other members of
the Frankfurter school later added Gramscian Marxism and Freudian
psychology to make their project explicitly radical left-leaning (Wigger-
shaus, 1994). The same is true for today’s two most prominent theorists
of populism, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Moufte, who both work in the
traditions of post-modernism and critical theory.

Critical theory, originating in the Frankfurter school, shares many of
the ideas presented above but also seeks “to liberate human beings from
the circumstances that enslave them”, as Horkheimer (1982: 244) put
it. It is a social theory with the ambition of criticizing and changing
society and existing power structures, not only to understand or explain
things in the way normal social science tries to. To both post-modernism
and critical theory there are grand (or meta) narratives that legitimize
existing power structures that should be replaced by narratives that can
activate the “lived experiences” of underprivileged social groups. These
are the traditions that make up the ideational background of today’s
“woke” culture at numerous university campuses around the world, where
scholars and students who defend alternative views are accused of “hate
speech” and are “canceled”.

Beiner (2018) has shown that the ideas of Nietzsche and Heidegger
also play a crucial role for the populists on the far right. He traces the
roots of such right-wing ideologues as Richard Spencer, Aleksandr Dugin,
and Steve Bannon to the writings of these two philosophers, in particular
to the aspects of their revulsion for modernity and the liberal-democratic
view of life. This is a tradition that goes back to the so-called “conservative
revolution” of the first decades of the twentieth century (Palmer, 2022;
Woods, 1996).
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In several influential contributions, Laclau and Moufte have developed
these ideas into an elaborate theory of populism, explaining how the ‘peo-
ple’ and their adversaries can be deliberately “constructed” by activist
movements; how to use the ‘us-versus-them’ logic to create a polarized
antagonism and a direct relationship with people; and how democracy
should be radicalized and the “neoliberal” narrative abolished to support
a new “hegemonic” view of equality (see Laclau & Moutffe, 1985; Laclau,
2005; Moulfte 2018).

It should be noted that Mouffe explicitly bases her ideas on Carl
Schmitt (Mouffe, 2005), which is also true for some of the right-
wing populists (Abts & Rummens, 2007; Bergem & Bergem, 2019),
possibly through the ideas of Leo Strauss (Meier, 1995). Laclau is also
clearly influenced by Schmitt (Camargo, 2013). Most likely, the ideational
connections between these varieties of populism are stronger than may be
expected.

The connections between post-modernism, critical theory, and
populism are multifaceted. First, post-modernism and critical theory is
closely linked to identity politics and multiculturalism, as pointed out
by Fukuyama (2018, 2022). When different groups and minorities, be
they real or constructed, want their identities, and lived experiences to
be recognized and respected, it is not only a question of equal rights but
also about special rights based on race, sex, gender, or some other charac-
teristic, fostering a culture of perpetual offense and victimhood. Second,
the view that “truth” and reality are constructed opened up opportuni-
ties for populists’ critique and allegations of media’s “fake news”. Third,
if our interpretation of reality is made up of competing narratives, it takes
just a small step to criticize the establishment’s “political correctness” and
support different conspiracy theories and allegations of fraud elections.
Fourth, we have the case of Laclau and Moufte who not only developed
but also actively supported populist political strategies.

A basic problem. however, in the discussion about identity politics is
that “identity” itself seldom is defined. So, what is identity, and how can
it be defined?
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IDENTITY AS A FUNCTION OF MEANING,
COMMUNITY, AND VIRTUE

A need for identity is a fundamental human characteristic. Without iden-
tity, humans are deprived of a sense of belonging, and may also lack a
purpose in life, character, pride, and self-esteem, all with negative conse-
quences for mental well-being, physical health, etc. (Zika & Chamberlain,
1992). Identity is distinct from interests in the instrumental, material,
or economic sense that economists usually use the term. Even though
one could interpret identity as just a preference among others, such an
analysis does not add to our understanding of the importance identity
has for human behavior. In my understanding, humans are just as much
identity-seeking creatures as they are rational in the economic sense.

Identity has many dimensions: individual, social, and collective.
Personal or individual identity, in psychology, concerns our understanding
of who we are, a sense of personal continuity and of uniqueness from
other people. It is both backward and forward-looking, integrating the
experiences, character, and ambitions of the individual. Individual iden-
tity is thus the self-understanding of a person. People also acquire
social identities based on their membership in various communities or
groups—tamilial, ethnic, occupational, and others, that help them define
themselves in the eyes of both others and themselves (Erikson, 1950).
According to Tajfel and Turner (1979) a person can have one personal
but several social identities. For example, a person may hold various iden-
tities such as a teacher, father, or friend, based on different networks
of organized relationships and communities. In this sense, we may thus
have multiple identities. If one such social identity becomes more salient
than the personal identity, people see themselves less as unique individ-
uals and more as the proto-typical representative of their in-group (Van
Stekelenburg, 2013).

Apart from individual and social identities psychologists speak of collec-
tive identities at the collective group level, which concerns the shared
definition of a group that derives from members’ common interests, expe-
riences, and solidarity (Taylor & Whittier, 1992). Cultural identity is
a type of collective identity. According to Klandermans and de Weerd
(2000), group identification forms the link between collective and social
identity, and thus the bridge between the individual and collective level of
identity. To both left- and right-wing populists, collective identities have
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a central role; they form the “we” in the ‘us-versus-them’ logic. At the
extreme, the collective identity may dominate other identities of a person.

Collective identities are important for social and political movements
(Bernstein, 1997). Such identities can be based on ideas about anything
from ideology, religion, nationalism, gender, or some other worldview
(Van Stekelenburg, 2013). To raise consciousness and mobilize group
members, boundaries are drawn up between different “challenging”
groups. As we have seen this is a theme picked up by the populists.

More generally, the quest for identity—individual, social, and collec-
tive—seems to be closely related to the basic human need for recognition
and respect. If these are absent the identity of the individual or the group
is threatened, with potentially negative consequences as pointed out by
Taylor (1994) and Fukuyama (2018) referred to above. Consequently, as
argued in the last chapter, identity, and culture may sometimes be an even
more important explanatory variable than different interests.

The question is then how identities are formed. I shall argue that
identity is a function of meaning, community, and virtue.

Meaning

According to several empirical studies, identity formation is closely linked
to searching for and acquiring meaning in one’s life (Negru-Subtirica
et al.,, 2016). Traditionally, religion provided the foundation for the
meaning for most 