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In this paper I discuss, critically, the literature on populism and the extent to
which it applies to the contemporary radical right-wing parties in Europe. These
parties are often — and increasingly - referred to as populist parties. I argue that

it is misleading to label these parties ‘populist parties, since populism is not the
most pertinent feature of this party family. These parties are mainly defined

by ethnic nationalism, and not a populist ideology. In their discourse they are
primarily preoccupied with questions pertaining to national identity and national
security — and their ‘negative’ doubles immigration, multiculturalism, Islamist
threat — and they consistently pit ‘the people’ mainly against elites that they view
as responsible for a cultural and political threat against their idealized image of
their nation state. The ethnic nationalism of European radical right-wing parties is
more important for their discourse and tends to influence the populist elements.
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Introduction

Since the 1980s radical right-wing parties have emerged and become established
in a large number of European countries, where parties such as the Front National
(France), the FPO (Austria), and the Danish People’s Party (Denmark), among
many others, have received large and enduring electoral support. These parties are
united by their ethnic nationalism. Their overall policy objective is to safeguard
the nation’s majority culture and to keep the nation as ethnically homogenous as
possible (Rydgren 2007). Their ethnic nationalism is followed by an exclusion-
ary attitude towards immigrants and - to varying degrees — towards other ethnic
or racial minorities, often manifested in xenophobia and sometimes racism. The
radical right-wing parties’ political messages have been heavily dominated by the
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immigration and refugee issue, especially in Western Europe but in recent years
increasingly in Eastern Europe as well (Rydgren 2017; Bustikova 2017). It is also
the refugee and immigration issue that primarily attracts voters to these parties:
the most distinguishing feature of the radical right-wing parties’ voters is that they
want to restrict immigration to their country (Arzheimer 2017). If we look more
specifically at the message that attracts voters to radical right-wing parties, we
see that the link between immigration and supposed crime and other types of
social unrest has played a particularly significant role (Rydgren 2008). In addition,
immigrants from Muslim countries in the Middle East and Africa are identified
as especially problematic and unwelcome by the radical right-wing parties, even
though they aim to exclude other groups too (Kallis 2017).

The European radical right-wing parties are often - and increasingly - re-
ferred to as populist parties. For example, in a recent volume edited by Kriesi and
Pappas (2015) on “European populism,” almost all parties discussed throughout
the 16 case-based chapters belong to the family of radical right-wing parties. I
am critical of this practice for various reasons. As mentioned above, these parties
are mainly defined by ethnic nationalism, and not a populist ideology. Ethnic na-
tionalism also largely influences the radical right-wing parties’ populist message:
these parties’ anti-elitist message — directed against an alleged political-correct-
ness elite — emanates primarily from the idea that an elite of established parties,
media, and intellectuals have betrayed their country by embracing multicultural
and internationalist ideas — and, often, for selling out their country’s sovereignty to
the EU. This is also reflected at the voter level, where we generally see that politi-
cal distrust is a less important factor than attitudes toward immigration to explain
why voters vote for these parties (e.g., Arzheimer 2017).

Hence, in my view it is misleading to label these parties ‘populist parties’ —
since populism is not the most pertinent feature of this party family. A good defi-
nition should be both inclusive and exclusive, and it should be based on pertinent
qualities of the category being defined. While I see the value of studying and theo-
rizing populism as a phenomenon in its own right, that is, as a feature or dimen-
sion of politics that may be more or less manifest in the practices and programs
of various political parties — across the ideological spectrum - I am critical of
making a priori claims that populism is a befitting label for radical right-wing
parties. Moreover, as we will see below, the various definitions of populism being
offered by previous literature tend to have problems with demarcation. Some are
too general and inclusive, encompassing all parties that make political claims in
the name of the people, and that put themselves in opposition to elites; others are
too detailed and tailored to fit radical right-wing parties (implying that they are
less useful for understanding populism outside of radical right-wing parties).



What’s populism got to do with it? 487

The purpose of this paper is to discuss, critically, the literature on populism
and the extent to which it applies to the contemporary radical right-wing parties
in Europe. My main arguments are, first, that there is a considerable overlap be-
tween what is presented as defining features of populism and features of other ide-
ologies such as nationalism and conservatism; and, second, that it may be relevant
to use the terms populism or populist in a more restrictive way, as a conditional
qualifier (e.g., the ethnic nationalism of European radical right-wing parties tends
to be populist in contrast to elitist), while emphasizing that other features of the
radical right-wing parties are more relevant and important.

2. Defining populism: Populism as thick ideology

In previous literature researchers have used - broadly speaking - three different
approaches when defining what populism is: populism as a broad (thick) ideology;
populism as a thin ideology; and populism as discourse (or style). While these ap-
proaches are not mutually exclusive, they provide a useful way of structuring the
literature on the concept of populism.

Let us start with the first. In this tradition, researchers have tried to capture
the multi-featured complexity of populism, resulting in a rather long list of de-
fining properties (see Rydgren 2003 for further discussion). Although this may
be better described as a description rather than a definition, it helps us close in
on the phenomenon.

According to this literature, populist ideology stresses the idea of a harmoni-
ous and homogenous people, which also implies nostalgia and reliance on the con-
ception of a ‘sacred heartland. Populist ideology is fundamentally nostalgic and
directed toward the past (Berlin et al. 1968, 173-178; Taggart 2000, 16-17; Wiles
1969, 170). Populist movements generally dislike the present world in which, they
argue, people are uprooted and alienated, and they long for a return to the ‘root-
edness’ of an integrated and coherent ‘community of the people’ (Gemeinschaft)
(Berlin et al. 1968, 173-178; MacRae 1969, 156; Taggart 2000, 16-17; Wiles
1969, 170). Every ideology has utopian aspects, that is, an image of the ideal soci-
ety, and for the populists this utopia is an idealized past (MacRae 1969, 162).

This trait is inherently bound up with populists’ urge to speak in the name of
‘the people’ Simultaneously, they present a dualism by pitting ‘the people’ against
‘the elite They argue that the political elite, including established political parties,
is corrupt and out of tune with the wishes of the people, and that a new movement,
which springs directly from the people, and which “will set aside both doctrine
and selfish interest and put the people first” (Canovan 1981, 262), is needed.
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As a result, populists distrust most formal social institutions: political par-
ties, bureaucratic institutions of the state, the universities, the media, and the fi-
nancial institutions. This attitude is a result of their opposition to elites and elite
values (Canovan 1999, 3). In populist ideology and rhetoric, the elites, especially
those peopling political and cultural institutions, are seen as not only corrupt but
also lacking in wisdom, which resides only in ‘the people’ (Shils 1956, 101-103;
Taggart 2000, 11).

In populist ideology and rhetoric ‘the people’ is presented as monolithic, as a
unitary entity without internal divisions (Taggart 2000, 92). Still, in order to treat
‘the people’ as monolithic, populists exclude whole groups of individuals. Exactly
what groups are excluded varies from one movement to another. However, they
often involve the ‘elites, immigrants, and other ethnic minorities, and sometimes
internationalists and supranationalists (Canovan 1999, 5). As will be further dis-
cussed below, populism thus often overlaps with ethnic nationalism. Populists
have a tendency to equate ‘the people’ with ‘the nation’ and, in a manner similar to
ethnic nationalists, stress the eternal value of ‘organic community’ (e.g., Mény and
Surel 2000, 217-218; Stewart 1969, 183).

Taggart (2000) has used the term ‘heartland” as a way of conceptualizing the
populists’ lines of inclusion. According to Taggart (2000, 3, 95), populist ideology
tends to build on an idealized image of a chosen people that is located in a similarly
idealized landscape, that is, a ‘heartland’ For some populist movements, the heart-
land coincides with a nation, for others with a region. However, both these vari-
ants are constructed by looking inward and backward; what is imagined is the ho-
mogeneous and genuine way of life of an idealized past (MacRae 1969, 155-156).
The people inhabiting this imagined heartland constitute ‘the people’ of populist
ideology and rhetoric; those who did not belong to the people of the heartland of
the past do not belong to ‘the people’ of today, either.

Another aspect of the monolithic conception of ‘the people, propagated by
populists, is the effort to present it as above class, as classless. Since ‘the people’ is
unitary and undifferentiated by class cleavage, the populists’ claim to be ‘the voice
of the people’ must be, as well (Taggart 2000, 96). Hence, we seldom hear populists
appeal to the ‘working man’ or the ‘middle classes, but rather to the ‘little man, the
‘ordinary man, or, mostly, simply to ‘the people’ (see Worsley 1969, 241).

Populism opposes centralization, division of labor, classes, large-scale produc-
tion, and politics that stress the supremacy of economic growth (see Fryklund and
Peterson 1981). It furthermore opposes the internationalization of the economy,
which they set against the ‘real economy’ (Mény and Surel 2000, 217-218). There
are several reasons for this rejection: because they ruin the community of the peo-
ple and thus alienate people from their integrated lives and personalities; because
they are associated with the ‘elites; which by definition are against the ‘little people’
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of the ‘heartland’ Instead, populism seeks economic policy based on a traditional
economy that emphasizes small-scale production, an economy based on family
capitalism and craft and trade guilds (Fryklund and Peterson 1981; Mény and
Surel 2000, 199). Populist ideology is not against economic inequality per se; only
against inequality caused by institutions it does not like. On the other hand, in-
equality produced by the ‘traditional’ institutions of the Gemeinschaft is accepted
and seen as ‘natural’ (Wiles 1969, 170).

In extolling the straightforwardness, simplicity, clarity, and common sense of
‘the common man, populism aims at a politics of simplicity. Politics should be as
simple and direct as the spirit of ‘the people, and solutions to political problems
should be formulated in a way that is commonly understood (Taggart 2000, 97,
112). In fact, populists maintain that most political issues actually are much sim-
pler than the political elite pretends. If ‘the political class’ argues that politics is a
complex and difficult task, it is because they want, as Canovan (1981, 208) puts it,
to “protect the mysteries of their trade from the public gaze” By wrapping up their
language in “a fog of complexities and technicalities” (Canovan 1981, 208), they
hope to keep the people at a distance, so that they can keep the power by themselves.

By contrast, populists claim that they are in favor of transparent decision mak-
ing procedures, such as referenda, as well as of simplistically formulated policy
proposals. All nontransparent aspects of the political process, such as compro-
mises, coalition building, secret treaties, the technical language of specialists, and
so on, are denounced by populist ideology and rhetoric (see Canovan 1999, 6).
In addition, populists use the existence of nontransparent political procedures to
verify the plausibility of their conspiracy theories.

Conspiracy theories in their modern forms are described by Popper (1971, 95)
as “a typical result of the secularization of a religious superstition.” Such a theory
declares, according to Popper (1971, 95), that “whatever happens in society — es-
pecially events such as war, unemployment, poverty, shortages - is the result of di-
rect design by some powerful individuals and groups.” Furthermore, as Lipset and
Raab (1970, 15) have argued, it “is an essential element of the conspiracy theory
that such conspiracy is the decisive factor in turning history” Conspiracy consists
of “the manipulation of the many by the few” (Lipset and Raab 1970, 15). Because
‘the people’ is seen as inherently good — a thought that constitutes the backbone of
populist ideology - ‘ordinary people’ cannot be blamed for the evil and decadence
of contemporary society. Instead, this blame is put on ‘the elites, and in particular
on the secret elites that are working behind the scenes (see, e.g., Miiller 2016, 32).

Many of the traits outlined here as defining features of populism also charac-
terize the contemporary radical right-wing parties in Europe. They invoke a ‘heart-
land” consisting of an idealized past of ethnically homogenous nation states. This,
however, is because they are ethnic nationalists and, in addition, it is also a feature
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of their reactionary conservatism (which may potentially be turned into reaction-
ary radicalism), which in turn is part of what defines these parties as radical right-
wing. Moreover, these parties present ‘the people’ in a monolithic way, and they
tend to dislike cleavages and division lines within the people. This is presented as a
key feature of populism; however, it is also a common feature of traditional conser-
vatism (Rydgren 2003). In order to construct the inherently good ‘people’ radical
right-wing parties tend to exclude large segments of society. This is done on ethnic
nationalist grounds, by excluding immigrants and - to varying degrees — other
ethnic minorities from ‘the people, but also in a populist way by excluding ‘the
political-correctness elite, that is, political and cultural elites that not agree with
the program of the radical right. In addition, ‘traitors’ may be excluded, that is,
those popular segments that embrace multiculturalist or internationalist attitudes,
these people being viewed as having been duped by the political-correctness elite.
As noted by Bar-On (2017), to “advance a liberal multicultural perspective is to
be [seen as] a ‘traitor’ to one’s people” Hence, although radical right-wing parties
put themselves in opposition to elites in general, comprising not only political but
also cultural and educational elites, its main enemy is cosmopolitan liberalism and
the sociocultural left, which are seen as betraying the nation and corrupting the
‘natural’ organic order and values within a society (Rydgren 2017). In that way, the
radical right-wing parties are anti-pluralists: they treat cleavages as well as opposi-
tion to their own political program as illegitimate. This, however, is what defines
them as radical right-wing parties. These parties thus mobilize against the elites, a
feature of a populist ideology discussed above. And they may be populists in that
way. However, we should remember that most new political contenders mobilize,
at least in their rhetoric, against the established political elite. That is the natural
way to claim that a new contender is needed. Conspiracy theories, in the meaning
given to them by Popper and Lipset and Raab above, are often part of radical right-
wing parties’ discourse. This, however, is mainly because these parties build on a
monist or anti-pluralist ideology (Lipset and Raab 1970, 13). Finally, the radical
right-wing parties often present their political program in a simplistic and popular
way, but so do - to be fair - most political parties in our medialized world, and
this does not in itself distinguish radical right-wing parties from other parties. Yet,
radical right-wing parties tend to plunge deeper into ‘post-truth politics.?

1. From the discussion above we also find some traits that do not generally characterize the
contemporary radical right-wing parties in Europe. For example, they tend to mobilize primar-
ily against political and cultural elites, and not so much against economic elites (unless these are
bound up with political-economic institutions).
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3. Populism as thin ideology

According to Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017, 6), populism does not qualify as a full
ideology, because unlike “’thick-centered’ or ‘full’ ideologies (e.g., fascism, liberal-
ism, socialism), thin-centered ideologies such as populism have a restricted mor-
phology, which necessarily appears attached to — and sometimes is even assimilat-
ed into — other ideologies.” More specifically, populism is defined “as a thin-centred
ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and
antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite, and which argues that
politics should be an expression of the volonté genérale (general will) of the people”
(Mudde and Kaltwasser 2012, 8).

This view, that populism is always mixed up with a ‘host ideology’ (such as
nationalism) makes intuitive sense when trying to understand contemporary radi-
cal right-wing parties in Europe. At the same time, however, it begs the question
why we should then focus on populism, being a minor part of these parties’ ideol-
ogy, rather than on the ‘host’ ideologies. There is a risk that researchers, in their
more concrete empirical work, end up mistaking features of the host ideology for
features of populism (Moffitt 2016, 19). One may also ask whether Mudde and
Kaltwasser’s definition may not be too minimal and, more importantly, too gen-
eral and inclusive.

In his recent book on populism, Miiller (2016) provides a less inclusive defini-
tion. For Miiller, populism is not defined foremost by appealing to ‘the people’ The
reason is that it is too inclusive a criterion: “After all, every politician - especially
in poll-driven democracies — wants to appeal to ‘the people;” all want to tell a story
that can be understood by as many citizens as possible, all want to be sensitive to
how ‘ordinary folks” think and, in particular, feel” (Miiller 2016, 2). Neither is it a
sufficient condition to be “critical of elites in order to count as a populist” (Miiller
2016, 2). In addition, we must add anti-pluralism: “Populists claim that they, and
they alone, represent the people” (Miiller 2016, 3).

Hence, for Miiller populism consists of two key features, anti-elitism and an-
ti-pluralism. First, Miiller (2016, 19) views populism as “a particular moralistic
imagination of politics, a way of perceiving the political world that sets a morally
pure and fully unified - but ... ultimately fictional — people against elites who are
deemed corrupt or in some other way morally inferior” Yet, populists are not in-
herently anti-elitists, since they “have no problem with representation as long as
they are the representatives; similarly, they are fine with elites as long as they are
the elites leading the people” (Miiller 2016, 29). Second, Miiller (2016, 20) argues
that populists always claim “that they, and only they, represent the people” All po-
litical competitors are seen by the populists as being part of “the immoral, corrupt
elite” In a related way, populists tend to view all opposition as illegitimate and,
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indeed, to exclude those who disagree with them from “the proper people,” which
is always “defined as righteous and morally pure,” by branding them as “enemies of
the people” (Miiller 2016, 20; 3).

This is the reason why populism, according to Miiller (2016, 3), tends to “pose
a danger to democracy;” which “requires pluralism.” Based on a pars pro toto argu-
ment, populists claim that they, and they alone, represent the people as a whole
(Miiller 2016, 20), making political debates and parliamentary deliberations in-
herently meaningless. Hence, for “a political actor or movement to be populist, it
must claim that a part of the people is the people - and that only the populist au-
thentically identifies and represents this real or true people” (Miiller 2016, 22-23).
The people is constructed as inherently good, and populists depend on different
criteria for distinguishing those that belong to the ‘real’ morally pure people. Such
criteria can be based on conceptions of corruption, on productivity, and often on
ethnic and racial markers (Miiller 2016, 24-25).

Miiller’s description of populism captures well the features of the radical right-
wing parties in Europe. They are clearly anti-pluralist (but again, so is all political
extremism,? not the least the right-wing varieties), tend to view ‘the people’ as
morally good, and to exclude oppositional segments of the people, often by brand-
ing them traitors. Yet, maybe it fits too well; it reads more like a (partial) definition
of radical right-wing parties than of populism generally.

4. Populism as discourse or style

Finally, one increasingly prominent strand in the literature has viewed populism
as discourse or style — as a particular mode of political expression — rather than an
ideology (Moffitt 2016, 21). The key feature of a populist discourse is that a politi-
cal actor pits ‘the people against ‘the elite’ (Hawkins 2009). As a result, populism is
seen as a variable - a political actor can be more or less populist — rather than a bi-
nary opposition between populist and non-populist ideologies (Moffitt 2016, 21).

This perspective has several advantages, not the least being that it is dynamic
and open to changes over time. Do the contemporary radical right-wing parties
in Europe employ a populist discourse, in this sense? I will say that they do, but -
again — so do most new political contenders, and not so few of the old ones that
have been in opposition for some time. So the relevant question is whether the

2. The “operational heart of extremism,” to follow Lipset and Raab’s argument (1970, 6), “is
the repression of difference and dissent, the closing down of the marketplace of ideas. More
precisely, the operational essence of extremism, or monism, is the tendency to treat cleavage and
ambivalence as illegitimate”



What’s populism got to do with it? 493

radical right-wing parties are particularly populist in their discourse? This is an
empirical question that requires systematic research to be answered properly, but
I would say that they are, but only in a specific way. In their discourse they are
primarily preoccupied with questions pertaining to national identity and national
security — and their ‘negative’ doubles immigration, multiculturalism, Islamist
threat — and they consistently pit ‘the people’ mainly against elites that they view as
responsible for a cultural and political threat against their idealized image of their
nation state. Again, the ethnic nationalism of European radical right-wing parties
is more important for their discourse and tends to influence the populist elements.

5. Conclusions

All three definitional approaches to populism, as reviewed above, have problems
with demarcation. Populist parties are said (1) to appeal to the general will of the
people, that is, to be popular — but so do most contemporary political parties (they
are ‘catch-all parties;’ see Kirchheimer 1966); (2) to mobilize against elites — but
so do most new political contenders; and (3) to be anti-pluralists — but so are all
extremist parties. It thus remains unclear why radical right-wing parties should be
labelled populists parties. We may add a fourth point: that populists are selective
when constructing their conception of ‘the people; by excluding important seg-
ments of society. But so are (ethnically) nationalist parties. In my view, therefore,
we should stop calling the contemporary radical right-wing parties ‘populist par-
ties;’ not because these parties lack populist elements, but because these are not
the most pertinent features of these parties. Still, when describing these parties,
populism or populist may be used in a more restrictive way, as a conditional quali-
fier, in clarifying, for example, that the ethnic nationalism of European radical
right-wing parties tend to be populist in contrast to elitist (Cf. Mudde [2007], who
distinguishes between populist and non-populist radical right-wing parties).
Why does it matter how we label radical right-wing parties? What would the
consequences be, if any, of labelling these parties ‘populist parties’? First, there is
a correspondence between the concepts and labels used by social scientists and
the language used by journalists when reporting and analyzing politics — and this
in turn influence the general public. Second, labels are cognitive devises that in-
fluence our understanding of the world. Labels are frames that emphasize cer-
tain features of a phenomenon and deemphasize others (Benford and Snow 2000;
Rydgren 2009) and which, by doing that, guide our diagnostic and prognostic un-
derstanding. In this case, the label ‘populist parties’ may lead many people to focus
on factors such as general anti-elitist attitudes and political protest when, diagnos-
tically, trying to understand the electoral support these parties receive — and to
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defocus factors such as nationalist sentiments and anti-immigrant attitudes. The
result will be suboptimal understanding of these parties and the electoral systems
they are part of.
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