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1. Introduction: Populist Parties: Democratic Systems and Populist 
Challenges in Europe  

Ben Crum, Alvaro Oleart and Patrick Overeem* 

1.1 Introduction 

Following the Brexit referendum, the election of Donald Trump and the rise of populist parties 
across western democracies in general, many observers suggested that democracy is in serious 
trouble (Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018; Mounk 2018; Runciman 2018). Indeed, in Hungary the 
populist government led by Viktor Orbán has effectively suspended the democratic system. In 
other countries – most notably the US (Weinberg, 2018) – the verdict is still out whether 
populist politics will inflict lasting damage. However, in most of Europe, democracies are 
proving remarkably resilient. While populist parties are there to stay, they have failed to gain 
majority support. Notably, in countries like Italy, Austria and Greece, populists that attained 
government power have been successfully, and peacefully, ousted again. In the case of the 
Spanish Podemos, a populist party has even turned into one of the most loyal defenders of the 
constitutional democratic order. 

These observations raise three major challenges to the literature. First, they question the 
simple equation of populism with anti-pluralism (Müller 2017; Rummens 2017; Urbinati 2019). 
While populism – as ‘an appeal to ‘the people’ against both the established structure of power 
and the dominant ideas and values of the society’ (Canovan 1999: 3) – tends to come with an 
anti-pluralist inclination, the extent to which populist parties actually turn against pluralist 
democracy varies (Huber and Schimpf 2017). Secondly, they suggest the relation between 
populism and democracy to be more complex in general. In a basic sense, populist parties 
contribute to democracy in that they point to ingrained biases in political systems and give 
voice to social groups that were formerly marginalised by the dominant parties. Even if it may 
be self-serving for populist parties to (rhetorically) embrace such claims, it generally inserts a 
level of ambiguity to their stance on democratic pluralism. Typically, populist parties are found 
to fervently campaign for the political inclusion of some constituencies while such 
commitments are easily abandoned when it comes to other parts of society (like ethnic 
minorities). Thirdly, they suggest that research may have been focussing too much on the 
populist actors and their supporters and too little on the democratic system and its ability to 
accommodate and respond to them (Capoccia 2005). 

In a way, the rise of populist parties can be seen as an indicator of the vibrancy of democracy 
and as democratic enrichment, as they raise new voices, challenge cartel practices, and 
reanimate the political debate. Indeed, in Europe we have seen the rise of new parties before, 
like the ascent of Green parties in the 1970s and 1980s. What is different this time is that the 
new challengers may not only challenge established parties within the democratic party 
system, but also the democratic system itself. Changes to the democratic party system need 
not be bad since all systems are bound to be imperfect and are likely to benefit from an update 
in view of changing times. However, it does become problematic once (new) parties challenge 

                                                           
* The argument in this introductory chapter abbreviates and, in some respects, revisits the more extensive 
framework developed in RECONNECT Deliverable 5.2 (Crum, Oleart and Overeem 2020). 
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the very foundations of party competition that undergird the inherently pluralistic character of 
modern European societies. 

This report seeks to re-assess the relation between populism and democracy by analysing them 
in the context of the democratic systems in which they emerge. Thus, the report undertakes a 
comparative analysis of populist parties in different European countries to examine the 
following question: 

When do populist parties turn anti-democratic and when do they remain loyal to the 
democratic system? 

This question leads us from the analysis of populist parties back to the democratic context in 
which they emerge and develop. In formulating our question like this, we turn against much of 
the established populist literature that posits that populism is inherently anti-pluralist and 
undemocratic. We do not deny that the way in which populist parties appeal to a ‘people’ that 
is opposed to an ‘elite’ can lead towards an anti-pluralist understanding of a homogeneous 
‘people’, and that their anti-establishment sentiments may spill over into anti-democratic 
sentiments. We suggest, however, that, both conceptually and empirically, the relationship 
between populist actors and democracy allows for more nuance and contingency. Certain 
populists, like Fidesz in Hungary, clearly undermine democracy. But in the case of Podemos 
(also a certified populist party according to The PopuList; Rooduijn et al. 2019) it can well be 
said that it makes a positive contribution to democratic pluralism in Spain. Many populist 
parties remain markedly ambiguous about their commitment to democratic pluralism, 
especially as long as their positions are not tested by the responsibility of governmental power. 
Hence, we suggest that their relationship with democracy is a matter of degree: in some cases 
the threat to democracy is imminent; in other cases populist parties may allow themselves to 
be accommodated in the democratic system. If that is indeed the case, it is critical to identify 
that difference and to identify the conditions that may be conducive to either outcome. 

The hypothesis we test and develop in the volume is that well-calibrated institutional responses 
can serve to socialize populist parties in the democratic party system. We specify our main 
(dependent) variable of interest as populist parties’ respect for democratic pluralism, 
specifically as it is expressed in their views on the political rights of minority groups and on the 
key institutions that serve to protect the societal and political pluralism, like courts, the press 
and free civil society. As regards the relevant conditioning factors, we look at the strategies of 
bordering parties, as well as the role of electoral institutions (electoral law and the use of direct 
democracy). Our hypothesis suggests that populist parties are most likely to be accommodated 
in the democratic party system if they are neither ostracized nor welcomed all too eagerly 
(Herman & Muldoon 2018). In other words, we expect the most successful responses to be 
pluralist themselves as they take populist parties, and the underlying sentiments on which they 
mobilise, seriously but remain very much alert on any signs of political intolerance or 
oppression of minorities. 

In this introduction we first elaborate our dependent variable, the impact of populist parties on 
democracy, before we zoom in on two critical conditioning factors, the way other parties in the 
party system respond to the populist challengers and the institutional conditions that these 
populist parties face. We conclude by summarizing the main features of the common analytical 
framework and introducing the subsequent case studies. 
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1.2 Identifying populists’ impact on pluralist democracy 

The meaning of populism has been widely contested, partly because in everyday parlance 
‘populism’ is generally used and considered as a pejorative term. In this report, we adopt a 
rather conventional approach by departing from Margaret Canovan’s (1999: 3) definition of 
populism as 

an appeal to ‘the people’ against both the established structure of power and the 
dominant ideas and values of the society. […] They involve some kind of revolt against 
the established structure of power in the name of the people. 

Critical to this definition is that it disentangles populism from any specific ideological position – 
left or right, at the fringes or in the ideological centre – as it emphasizes as the distinctive mark 
of populists that they mobilize against the political establishment for failing ‘to provide 
adequate representation for some key portions of the population’ (Urbinati 2019: 113, 
referring to Norris 1997). The same feature is underlined by the definition employed by the 
authoritative PopuList-website (Rooduijn et al. 2019), which, following Mudde (2004), defines 
populist parties as 

parties that endorse the set of ideas that society is ultimately separated into two 
homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite,’ and 
which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale general will) 
of the people. 

On the basis of this definition, the international research team of the PopuList identifies 121 
populist parties in Europe in the period 1989-2020, ranging from SMER in Slovakia to the Front 
National in France and from Podemos in Spain to EKRE in Estonia.1 

Turning to the notion of democracy, we rely in this report on a substantial conception that does 
not merely think of it in terms of a specific set of institutions or a respect of majority rule but 
on the idea of pluralism; an idea that is indeed also central in the work on populism by Müller 
(2015; 2017) and Rummens (2017) but which they combine with a rather restrictive 
understanding of populism in which every populist party is inherently anti-pluralist. The 
centrality of pluralism to democracy is based on the recognition of the ‘fact of pluralism’ (Rawls 
1993), that is, the recognition that the individuals who make up modern societies hold interests 
and values that do not naturally align. Respecting this condition and the exercise of individual 
autonomy from which it arises, the key normative task of modern politics is to allow these 
different interests and values to live together and to arbitrate between them whenever they 
collide. The pluralistic nature of European democracy is enshrined by the openness of the 
political system and of civil society, from which political movements spring, and by the 
protection of the rule of law and the political rights of all societal groups, including minorities, 
that ensure that their voices and interests can be heard in society and in the process of political 
decision-making. From this perspective, the principle of pluralism is the defining feature of a 
democratic system that is open to a plurality of voices and allows itself to be transformed over 

                                                           
1 These 121 parties include as good as all parties that are analysed in this report: FvD, PVV, Podemos (‘borderline 
case’ by 2019), AfD, M5S, Front National, PiS (since 2005), Vlaams Belang, and ANO (‘borderline case’). The only 
party that they do not consider populist is the Romanian PSD, presumably because it has long since held 
governmental power. 
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time. This principle is threatened once political parties use the political resources and powers 
they command to silence alternative voices. 

The focus of our analysis is exactly on the conditions under which populist parties turn from a 
corrective of democracy to a threat. In this, the value of democratic pluralism plays a critical 
role; the ideas, proposals, and reforms advocated by parties are ultimately assessed against 
this principle: do they increase the access of a plurality of voices in the political process or do 
they reduce it instead? To be clear, the mere creation of new political parties does not 
inherently increase pluralism in the political system. New parties can have a negative impact in 
democracy by bringing authoritarian ideas into the political system, and can also have a neutral 
impact if it competes with the existing parties without bringing new voters or democratic ideas 
in the political process, or without increasing the level of satisfaction with the institutions. In 
the latter case, there would be a change in the distribution of votes, but overall the legitimacy 
and participation of the system would remain unchanged. The creation of new parties may be 
a necessary condition in certain contexts (such as in the case of Spain, for instance), but not a 
sufficient condition for a higher level of political representation and pluralism. It is for this 
reason that the way in which we suggest to look at populist parties is in terms of whether they 
increase democratic pluralism in the political system or instead they reduce it. Importantly, 
taking democratic pluralism as our point of departure serves to underline that conflict is 
inherent to and essential for democratic politics. 

The work of Chantal Mouffe (2005; 2013) is instructive in this regard, as she has long held that 
passion and conflict are central to democracy, arguing that the ‘belief in the possibility of a 
universal rational consensus has put democratic thinking on the wrong track’ (2005: 3). Mouffe 
distinguishes two kinds of political conflict, agonism and antagonism, that differ in the ways the 
parties perceive their opponents. The defining feature of agonistic politics is that political 
opponents, while adversaries, recognise each other as legitimate members of the same polity. 
Agonistic politics recognizes that democratic pluralism requires the ability of agreeing to 
disagree; opponents need not be able to converge towards a consensus, but they do need to 
acknowledge each other as legitimate. In contrast, in antagonistic politics, the very presence of 
opponents is disqualified; they are portrayed as ‘enemies’ who should be annihilated or 
expelled from the political community tout court. Typically, antagonism relies on a binary logic 
of inclusion-exclusion between an ‘us’ and a ‘them’ which does not allow for common ground. 

The framework that we propose is emphatically agnostic about the ideological positions of the 
parties under study. There have been suggestions in the literature that left-wing populist 
parties tend to adopt agonistic strategies as they challenge the established structures of power 
and wealth (e.g. Nash 2016; De Cleen et al. 2020), while antagonism comes more naturally to 
right-wing populists whose anti-elitism tends to be mixed with exclusivist nationalist and 
authoritarian tendencies. However, this is certainly no absolute correlation. Antagonism can 
also be found on the left, the Venezuelan regime of Chávez and Maduro being a prime example. 
Hence, at this stage, we leave the correlation between ideology and anti-pluralism as an 
empirical question. Thus, this framework can be applied to a wide range of new parties that 
have emerged, both on the right and on the left, and possibly even in the political centre. 

It is essential to be as clear as possible about the forms that anti-pluralist behavior of parties 
can take, and how we recognize it. Ultimately, once populist parties are in power, there are 
clear and rather uncontroversial indicators of anti-pluralism: do such parties engage in a clamp 
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down of their opponents, restrict civil society, suppress media pluralism, re-engineer electoral 
laws, tinker with the protection of minority rights, and politicize the judiciary (cf. Arato 2019: 
1112)? All such actions are markers of populism raising its ugly, anti-pluralist head. If a populist 
party uses its governmental power to clamp down on its competitors and to prevent itself from 
being forced to leave office, there is no doubt about its anti-pluralist character and whatever 
forces may have been in place to try to accommodate within the pluralist system have then 
obviously failed. Examples are clearly to be found in cases where unrepentant anti-pluralist 
parties have been able to capture the government on their own. The Fidesz government in 
Hungary is the prime case in the EU (Sargentini 2018) with the Polish Law and Justice 
government following closely in its footsteps (Pech and Scheppele 2017). Outside of the EU, 
the cases of Erdogan’s AKP in Turkey and Putin’s United Russia are prime examples. 

Interesting contrasting cases are those populist parties that did attain governmental power, 
but in turn also yielded to their political competitors again. Examples of such parties are SMER 
in Slovakia, PSD in Romania, NVA in Belgium, the FPÖ in Austria, Forza Italia, and even the first 
Orban government (1998-2002) in Hungary. In many of these cases, one can argue that they 
simply fell short to secure the necessary exclusive majority power that would have allowed 
them to curb the opposition, certainly in those case in which they were part of a coalition 
government. Arguably, however, these parties in the end also yielded to the norm of 
democratic pluralism, engaging in agonistic rather than in antagonistic politics. How exactly this 
balance between lack of power and lack of will played out can only be established on the basis 
of a close empirical analysis. 

These cases underline that as long as populist parties remain short of absolute power, we can 
only consider the discourse and texts that parties and their leaders produce, like manifestoes, 
motions, and speeches (albeit that some of such discourses, for instance calls to harassment, 
may have concrete consequences). Here we need to identify a set of concrete empirical 
indicators for antagonistic anti-pluralist discourse. For this, we borrow from the work of Lise 
Herman (2017; cf. Treib, Schäfer and Schlipphak, Chapter 4 below). Herman develops a 
framework for assessing the extent to which partisan discourse displays two main qualities: 
cohesiveness and respect for political pluralism. For our purpose we can zoom in on her 
indicators for political pluralism. The two attributes of pluralism that we can draw upon, 
concern, on the one hand, the way that parties treat concrete opponents and, on the other 
hand, the way they regard the liberal democratic framework that ensures pluralism.2 We 
relabel these two attributes as involving on the one hand ‘political tolerance’ and on the other 
hand ‘respect for pluralist institutions’. In terms of ‘political tolerance’, parties are found to be 
anti-pluralist when they challenge the very legitimacy of their opponents, to the extent that 
they claim that their own positions comprehensively represent the interests in society without 
any need for alternative voices, and to the extent that they discredit the political standing of 
certain (minority) parts of the electorate (such as religious or sexual minorities). 

The attribute of ‘respect for pluralist institutions’ takes pluralism to the more general level of 
the political system. The basic assumption underlying this attribute is that the constitutions of 
well-established democracies are there to guarantee the fair and equal access of the plurality 

                                                           
2 We thus ignore a third indicator of pluralism that Herman (2017) suggests, namely the criterion that parties 
should acknowledge the partial and temporal nature of their political claims. We consider this criterion less central 
to the concept of pluralism per se. Also, it raises particular measurement questions. 
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of societal voices into the political system. They are also there to ensure that politicians remain 
constrained by the rule of law and are unable to take control of the legal system to enhance 
their own power. Hence, there is reason to be wary of any party that challenges established 
constitutional rules (Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018). At the same time, no constitutional system is 
beyond criticism, and changing societal conditions may well require changes in the 
constitutional norms, which established parties are likely to resist since they have served them 
well. For these reasons, any challenges to established constitutional norms eventually have to 
be assessed on whether the proposed change respects the basic principles of constitutional 
democracy (the rule of law, the protection of basic human rights) and pluralism. 

Table 1.1: Attributes and indicators of anti-pluralism 

Attribute Indicator 

Political tolerance • Challenging the very legality and legitimacy of political 
opponents 

• Claims to a monopoly of representation of the people 

• Undermining the political standing of certain (minority) parts 
of the electorate (like religious or sexual minorities) 

Respect for pluralist institutions • Unwillingness to yield to the priority of the constitution over 
political power 

• Attacks on democratic institutions 

• Proposals for institutional reform that reduce the political 
rights of (minority) parts of the electorate 

Compare Herman (2017), Table 1 on p. 749. 
 

The dividing line between agonism and antagonism, and between pluralism and anti-pluralism, 
is unlikely to be clear-cut in practice. Emerging populist parties are likely to oscillate between 
the two registers; at times competing with the established parties on an equal footing and at 
other times calling into question the very principle of democratic pluralism. For this reason, 
rather than assessing populists’ impact on democracy at one point in time, the more interesting 
question concerns the way in which their discourse and actions on pluralism evolves over time. 
Whether they evolve towards a corrective or a threat to democracy will often be an open 
question and much depends on the success of the different strategies and the responses they 
elicit among voters and other parties. The next section offers an overview of what we consider 
the main factors that condition such processes. 

1.3 Explaining variations in populists’ impact on democracy 

1.3.1 Party and party system responses: between isolation and accommodation 

The constellation of the party system is an inherently strategic factor: to what extent does the 
behavior of other parties help to keep a new party within the confines of democratic pluralism 
or to push it over? We build on Capoccia’s (2005) research on how pluralist politics in different 
democratic states (Czechoslovakia, Finland, and Belgium) survived during the interwar period 
in Europe. Capoccia’s research mainly focuses on the behavior of ‘border parties’, that is, those 
parties that are situated ideologically close to the potentially anti-pluralist actors. For instance, 
in the case of the populist Alternative for Germany (AfD), the border party is the centre-right 
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Christian Democratic Union of Germany (CDU). While all political parties have a role to play in 
the defence of a democratic system, border parties are the first frontier for anti-pluralist actors. 

Capoccia (2005) distinguishes three strategies that border parties can adopt towards anti-
pluralist forces: repression, isolation, and accommodation.3 Repression refers to a strategy of 
outright attack from established parties against the rising populist party in question. Repression 
often takes a legal and judicial form, such as banning a political party from competing in an 
election. Isolation refers to the strategy by which established parties do not engage with the 
emerging party. Isolation strategies rarely involve legal measures, but rather take the form of 
political strategies of mainstream parties towards their populist challengers, such as the 
adoption of a ‘cordon sanitaire’. Accommodation, lastly, refers to the strategy by which 
mainstream parties accept the emerging populist party as any other legitimate party. For 
instance, accommodation could involve the inclusion of the party in television debates as well 
as political cooperation in the formation of a government. 

Capoccia’s historical analysis underlines that there is no single superior strategy to defend 
democracy against the threat of anti-pluralist populism. Eventually, he argues: ‘democracy 
involves striking a delicate balance between repression and tolerance, exclusion and inclusion’ 
(Capoccia 2005: 25). Each of the strategies mentioned has its potential risks, either reinforcing 
rather than weakening anti-pluralist tendencies or actually translating into the suppression of 
pluralism itself. Without careful calibration, any action against anti-pluralist forces risks having 
the opposite effect of feeding them and their supporters. A strong emphasis by border parties 
on repressing and isolating the potentially anti-pluralist party might increase the popularity of 
anti-pluralist populism and indeed strengthen the anti-pluralist character of the party in 
question. In turn, accommodating them may pave the way for the party to set the agenda and 
dominate the political dynamics. Thus, Krause et al. (2019) argue that accommodative 
strategies by mainstream parties actually tend to increase support for populist radical right 
parties rather than to reduce it. Note moreover that the different strategies do not necessarily 
exclude each other, since it may be possible to pursue the inclusion of the moderate sectors 
within populist parties, while isolating the more extreme sectors, undertaking a mix of 
accommodation and isolation. As a consequence, analyses need to focus not only on whether 
anti-pluralist actors are integrated or excluded from the political system, but also on the way 
in which these processes take place, capturing the nuances in the combinations of strategies. 

For established parties the rise of populist challengers is a major challenge. Established parties 
have to consider whether or not they may be able to accommodate the populist challengers in 
the democratic process, but also the impact that their positioning may have on the electoral 
fortunes of these parties (Meguid 2008). From the perspective of parties as vote-winning 
machines, the latter concern may actually take priority and it does not necessarily align with 
the former one. In some cases, the strategy that plays to the populist’s anti-pluralist inclinations 
may well be the electorally most attractive one. However, if the established parties play this 

                                                           
3 Note that these strategies are relational in nature and reflect the mode of interaction that (border) parties adopt 
with populist challengers. These strategies are to be distinguished – and may well operate independently – from 
parties’ programmatic responses where they can opt to ‘parrot’ the positions advocated by the populist 
challengers, to ignore them, or indeed to sharpen the differences between them (Van Spanje and De Graaf 2018). 
More generally, it is important to underline that the primary focus of our framework is on the factors that condition 
populist parties’ anti-pluralist tendencies, not on the way that these parties affect other parties, the party system 
at large and its democratic qualities. On the latter, see the analyses in Wolinetz and Zaslove (2018). 
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wrongly, they risk getting the worst of both worlds, that is, they may lose to a populist 
challenger that has no inclination (anymore) to respect democratic pluralism. 

The other risk is that established parties use the accusation of anti-pluralism to silence new 
anti-establishment parties. The disqualification of anti-democrats can well be justified from the 
perspective of militant democracy (Capoccia 2013; Rijpkema 2015; Müller 2016). However, in 
a harshly competitive party landscape, it is tempting for parties to disqualify others as ‘populist’, 
equating them with being anti-pluralist. It is deeply problematic when such disqualifications 
cannot be objectified and are instead wielded as weapons in the normal political competition 
between interests and ideas. Hence, the question must also be faced whether established 
parties treat new parties as (legitimate) rivals or (illegitimate) enemies and what kind of 
responses these different strategies elicit. By disqualifying certain (new) voices as populist or 
anti-pluralist, the established parties themselves risk contributing to the undue reduction of 
political pluralism. 

To prevent concerns about democracy being abused to push back against new anti-pluralist 
political challengers, it is essential to focus on the key principle of democratic pluralism, and 
the extent to which it is demonstrably challenged in words or deeds. This is exactly what is 
proposed by the concentric approach proposed by Rummens and Abts (2010). Their approach 
distinguishes between the strategies at the level of the informal public sphere (most notably, 
the media) and the formal decision-making institutions. This distinction can help to trace the 
strategies at the two levels. As a normative guideline, Rummens and Abts (2010: 653) submit 
that the strategies towards anti-pluralist actors ‘should become increasingly restrictive when 
[these] political actors move closer to the centers of actual decision making’. Applied to the 
threefold distinction made above, this would suggest that as long as anti-pluralism is expressed 
in the public sphere only, the strategy of accommodation may be appropriate, while once they 
actually enter parliament or even government they may need to be met by strategies of 
isolation and repression. Whether such a normative distinction is actually made by the parties 
facing the challengers and whether such strategic choices are not only normatively appropriate 
but also effective in preventing anti-pluralism, are questions that are to be explored empirically. 

1.3.2 Institutional conditions: access strategies into the political systems 

The chances of new, anti-establishment parties to enter the political system as well as their 
inclination to adopt anti-pluralist strategies, are heavily conditioned not only by the behavior 
of other parties, but also by the formal institutions in place. At the most fundamental, 
constitutional level, the presence of legal controls may affect the permissibility of non-pluralist 
parties. A prominent example of such provisions is Article 21(2) of the German Basic Law, which 
provides that: 

Parties that, by reason of their aims or the behaviour of their adherents, seek to undermine or 
abolish the free democratic basic order or to threaten the existence of the Federal Republic of 
Germany shall be unconstitutional. 

Some other constitutions, such as the Greek, contain similar clauses, protecting democracy and 
human rights. Such provisions are often regarded as part of a wider paradigm called ‘militant 
democracy’, which essentially involves the power to revoke the basic rights of assembly and 
speech of those actors that are regarded to threaten the democratic system itself (Capoccia 
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2013; Kirshner 2014; Rijpkema 2015; Müller 2016). Originally conceived in response to the 
hijacking of the Weimar Republic by the Nazi’s (Loewenstein 1937a; 1937b), measures of 
militant democracy may involve the direct banning of political parties, as has happened in 
Germany and Spain, among others (Bourne 2018). There is a long-standing normative and 
practical debate about the desirability of party bans (Bale 2007). Indeed, the very concept of 
militant democracy has been criticized as open to arbitrariness and authoritarian abuse 
(Invernizzi Accetti and Zuckerman 2017). Instruments such as party bans can easily be abused 
by anti-pluralist parties once they gain power.4 

At the level of electoral laws, the key concern for new parties is the accessibility of the political 
system. In general, the threshold to enter the political system is lower in electoral systems that 
are organized on the basis of proportional representation (like the Netherlands) than in first-
past-the-post systems (like the UK). In such open systems, the experience of entering 
parliament can have a significant socializing effect, especially when ‘playing by the (pluralist) 
rules’ increases the chances for new parties to partake in the exercise of power (e.g., being 
allocated influential positions in parliament or even qualifying as a coalition partner). The very 
practice of participating in parliament is bound to have a moderating effect (Searing 1986; Rush 
and Giddings 2011). As mentioned above, this process may even involve Elster’s (1998) 
‘civilizing force of hypocrisy’. Obviously, however, how new parties experience the involvement 
in parliaments very much depends on the attitude that other parties adopt (see preceding 
section). 

The situation is different in systems that maintain an electoral threshold (such as the German 
threshold of 5% of the vote share) or use electoral districts. These conditions invite different 
party strategies. Smaller prospects to enter parliament may discourage new anti-establishment 
parties, but it can also divert them to build up as a social movement and to rely on extra-
parliamentary channels of public mobilization. To the extent that the electoral thresholds into 
the national system are prohibitive, new anti-establishment parties may be successful in finding 
institutional work-arounds via second-order elections, such as the European elections. In 
electoral systems with a strong local or regional component, a strong regional concentration 
may well offer a stepping-stone for anti-establishment parties to emerge (e.g., Vox in Spain 
during the 2019 Andalusian and national elections). This suggests that federalism is another 
institutional characteristic that can work in opposite directions. On the one hand, it can give 
populist parties a base on which to exploit the centre-periphery cleavage (‘we’ in the region 
versus ‘them’ in the dominating centre), as has happened in Belgium (Van Haute, Pauwels, and 
Sinardet 2018). It also creates multiple by-elections and representative fora in which populist 
parties can present themselves. On the other hand, federalism can (and is meant to) lead to 
the division of state power which not only undermines the credibility of any narrative about a 
monolithic popular will, but also impedes all attempts to implement it. Likewise, federalism 
makes criticisms of a single ruling elite less plausible. 

                                                           
4 This is also why in the contemporary debate – while party bans and speech restrictions are not completely off 
the table – the focus has shifted to a broader conception of ‘constitutional resilience’ which highlights the role 
that the reinforcement of the checks and balances and pluralist features already inscribed in the constitution and 
the embedding of democracy in an appropriate constitutional culture have in protecting the democratic 
constitution against potential adversaries (e.g. Grabenwarter 2018). We thank Petra Bárd for pointing us to this 
literature. 
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In addition to subnational elections, European elections may also provide populist parties with 
a first institutional base, as European law requires these to be contested on a (relatively) 
proportional basis. Gaining access is relatively easy and populist parties have indeed actively 
participated in the elections for the European Parliament. This is somewhat ironic, as the 
nationalist and anti-establishment character of many of these parties tends to come with rather 
Eurosceptic inclinations (Rooduijn et al. 2019). Nonetheless, prominent populist parties such as 
Front National and UKIP gained a platform for political visibility – as well as material resources 
and international contacts – via their members (even party leaders) in the European Parliament 
(cf. Shemer-Kunz 2013). 

Another institutional access point into the political system may be offered by referendums 
(Topaloff 2017). Notably, many anti-establishment parties consider direct democracy as an 
important instrument to break the mould of the established parties (hence their fondness of 
new social media and aversion to the mainstream media, as it is in the case of Italy’s Movimento 
Cinque Stelle). Indeed, many anti-establishment parties have successfully mobilized and grown 
upon referendum campaigns. A case in point is the 2016 Brexit referendum, which became a 
political opportunity for the populist UKIP. Likewise, the 2016 Dutch referendum on the 
Association agreement between the EU and Ukraine served the transformation of Forum voor 
Democratie from a think-tank into a political party and put its leader, Thierry Baudet, in the 
national spotlights. Thus referendums might offer fertile ground for populists to mobilize the 
new transnational cleavage (Hooghe and Marks 2018), both in countries where the thresholds 
for entering parliament are high (such as the UK) and where they are low (such as The 
Netherlands). 

In the end, the institutional mechanisms by which anti-establishment parties come to play a 
role in the political arena vary. For example, proportional representation may allow populist 
parties to act as regular players in the political arena, referendums may facilitate their appeal 
to the will of the people against the elite, electoral thresholds tend to isolate these parties to 
the political fringes, making it difficult for them to gain real power, and party bans plainly 
repress them. Thus, the threefold framework we derived from the work of Capoccia (2005) can 
be applied here as well. 

Note, however, that institutional arrangements may also operate in contradictory directions. 
On the one hand, stringent constitutional controls and high electoral thresholds may well be 
successful in nipping anti-establishment mobilization in the bud. On the other hand, an open 
and accessible political system may be the quickest and most secure route to socialize anti-
establishment parties into the mores of pluralist politics. To the extent that empirical support 
can be found for both sides, the challenge is one of calibration, that is, finding the right balance 
between openness and institutional thresholds. What the calibration exactly should be is bound 
to depend on the particular context, the social composition of the potential constituency for 
anti-establishment parties, and the nature of their main contenders. 

1.4 Implications for the case studies 

The framework we have laid out in this introduction informs the case studies in the rest of this 
report by providing a systematic structure and shared vocabulary. To this purpose, this section 
summarizes the main variables and seeks to specify the key hypotheses suggested and the kind 
of indicators and data that would be needed to review them. Taken together, the framework is 
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meant to help identifying the critical conditions under which populist parties are more likely to 
turn anti-pluralist. 

At the same time, while we certainly hope to be able to identify some cross-country patterns, 
we recognize that political dynamics are generally very much conditioned by the particular 
historical and cultural contexts in which they emerge. Thus, the culminated evidence of the 
case studies may well suggest that anti-pluralist tendencies are more a function of the overall 
political culture in a country than of the responses of other parties and the institutional context. 
For that reason, it is essential that every populist party is analyzed in the specific historical and 
country-specific conditions in which it has emerged. The consociational tradition of Dutch 
politics matters, as does the wipe-out of traditional parties in Italy after the mani pulite-
investigations in the mid-1990s, and the conditions under which the party systems in Central 
and Eastern Europe were (re-)established after the demise of communism. Other elements, 
such as the political culture or the media approach to populist parties, are also relevant for the 
question that drives this report, but in this report we narrow down the conditioning factors in 
order to maintain a coherence across the different cases. 

Table 1.2 below summarizes the main clusters of variables, their empirical focus, the kind of 
data that are expected to be relevant, and the methodology these foci and data are expected 
to invite. A final row highlights the potential interactions between the three pillars. Indeed, we 
think that capturing the emergence of anti-pluralist politics eventually requires a holistic 
approach that highlights the way the different conditions are intertwined within a particular 
national context. After first dissembling the different factors within national case studies, such 
systematic differences can be brought to light by a cross-country comparative analysis between 
them.  
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Table 1.2: Overview of variables 

EMPIRICAL FOCUS (SUB)RESEARCH 
QUESTION 

DATA METHOD(S) 

IDENTIFY ANTI-PLURALIST 
POPULISM (AND TYPE) 

Does party x display 
anti-pluralist 
inclinations? 

Speeches, debates, 
policy proposals, press 
releases of parties 

Discourse analysis, 
disentangle anti-elitism 
from anti-pluralism, 
analyse how ‘the 
people’ is constructed 
discursively (e.g. as a 
homogeneous group or 
inclusive?) 

PARTY SYSTEM RESPONSE 
TO POPULISM 

How do established 
parties respond to the 
new populist party? And 
does this response help 
to keep the new party 
within the confines of 
democratic pluralism or 
to push it over it? 

Study the behaviour of 
border parties: 
repression, isolation, 
and accommodation 
(Capoccia 2005). 

Process-tracing 

INSTITUTIONAL 
CONDITIONS THAT 
ENCOURAGE POPULISM 

What institutional 
thresholds do populist 
parties face in seeking to 
enter the party-political 
system and how does 
this affect their strategy 
and platform? 

Correlate institutional 
conditions (electoral 
law) with success/failure 
of populist party 

Formal analysis of 
prevailing laws and 
institutions, 
complemented by 
behavioural analysis of 
their effects on the fate 
of parties and party 
systems 

 

The purpose of this framework is not merely to facilitate the collection of generalizable 
evidence, but also to offer a shared vocabulary and structure to capture the distinctive 
capacities of different national democratic systems by focusing on the trajectory of new 
populist parties. Depending on the case studies and the evidence encountered, some factors 
may need further elaboration and specification, while others can perhaps be ignored 
altogether. Furthermore, the framework is emphatically agnostic about the ideological 
positions adopted by the party under study. In fact, we hope it will be applied to a wide range 
of new parties that have emerged, both on the right and on the left and possibly even in the 
political centre. 

Critical in our framework is the temporal dimension. The central assumption of the framework 
is that populist actors are ambiguous and may change over time. Their trajectories of change 
are subject to external conditions that may be critical in determining whether these parties end 
up respecting the democratic framework or rather seek to curb democratic pluralism. In 
consequence, we need to trace the sequence of events that leads to a particular outcome as 
well as the causal mechanisms at play that explain such evolution. This focus on mechanisms 
and trajectories is not only justified by the complexity of the specific contexts, but also by the 
fact that the expected effects of the factors are often ambivalent. Far from there being 
universal silver-bullet strategies, it seems that for every cluster of factors the best conditions 
are not to be found entirely on one side or the other but rather require careful calibration. 

 



 
 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 20 of 175 
 

1.5 Narrative and design of the report 

In this report, we explore the cases of nine populist parties in eight countries. The approaches 
adopted in the different chapters vary, but each addresses at least one of the two dimensions 
outlined above. By doing so, the report offers an extensive analysis of the relationship between 
populism and democratic pluralism by analysing the evolution of populist parties in different 
EU member states. The focus on EU member states allows for a systematic comparison 
between the different cases, as important conditions can be held constant and we can zoom in 
on critical differences. It also allows us to approach the question from a pan-European 
perspective; recognizing the interdependencies between the cases, the broader transnational 
trends that may be at play, and the potential for supranational (EU) and international (between 
states) interventions. 

Table 1.3: Overview of the empirical cases examined and the approach taken in each case in this report 

AUTHOR(S) COUNTRY PARTY EMPIRICAL APPROACH 

Paul Blokker Czech Republic and 
Romania 

ANO & PSD Party system response 
and institutional 
conditions 

Oliver Treib, Constantin 
Schäfer, and Bernd 
Schlipphak 

Germany AfD Party system response 
and institutional 
conditions 

Camille Kelbel, Julien 
Navarro and Marie 
Neihouser 

France Front National Party manifestoes 

Jens Meijen, Kolja Raube 
and Jan Wouters 

Belgium Vlaams Belang Party system response 
and institutional 
conditions 

Patrick Overeem and Ben 
Crum 

Netherlands PVV and FvD Party system response 
and institutional 
conditions 

Simone Neri and Giovanni 
Piccirilli 

Italy Movimento 5 Stelle Analysis of the inner 
working of M5S and its 
evolution over time 

Alvaro Oleart Spain Podemos Party system response 

 

After this introductory chapter, the report continues with a wide range of case studies of 
populist parties across EU member states, which vary both geographically and ideologically. 
These cases and the cross-national comparison that they allow is to contribute to a better 
understanding of how various conditions shape the anti-pluralist evolution of populist parties 
and whether they renew or undermine democratic pluralism. Departing from Central and 
Eastern Europe, Paul Blokker addresses the cases of SMER in Slovakia and PSD in Romania. The 
report then moves to founding members of the European project with chapters on the AfD in 
Germany (by Oliver Treib, Constantin Schäfer, and Bernd Schlipphak), the Front National in 
France (by Camille Kelbel, Julien Navarro and Marie Neihouser), Vlaams Belang in Belgium, (by 
Jens Meijen, Kolja Raube and Jan Wouters), and the PVV and the FvD in the Netherlands (by 
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Patrick Overeem and Ben Crum). The last two empirical chapters focus on Italy’s Movimento 5 
Stelle (by Simone Neri and Giovanni Piccirilli) and Spain’s Podemos (by Alvaro Oleart). The 
report concludes with a chapter by the editors, Ben Crum and Alvaro Oleart, that adopts a 
comparative perspective to identify the causal mechanisms at play and to lay out the more 
general implications of the identified relationships between populism and democracy. 
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2. Populism in East-Central Europe: A Revolt against Western Liberalism?  

Paul Blokker* 

2.1 Introduction 

While the populist phenomenon is present in the political arena of almost any European 
country, it is fair to ask whether there is a specific dimension to populism in East and Central 
European countries, which have embarked on democratization trajectories only in the last 
three decades. This chapter argues that a crucial part of understanding current manifestations 
of populism in the region needs to be related to how (and how profoundly) constitutional 
democracy was institutionalized in the years after 1989. In addition, enduring forms of 
contestation over the institutionalization of democracy need to be taken into account in order 
grasp the current conflicts. Many populist parties in the region, in various moments in time, 
have criticized the political and economic establishment as well as the ‘liberal consensus’, that 
is, the idea that the transformations of the communist societies were exclusively about 
constructing liberal-democratic systems and neoliberal markets. This liberal consensus was 
clearly predominant amongst political forces in the 1990s, but has been questioned at various 
points in time in all of the post-communist societies. 

The chapter, first, discusses the broader backlash against the ‘liberal consensus’ in the region 
and asks the question of how solid and well-embedded the liberal consensus was in the first 
place (cf. Bucholc 2020). Second, the chapter will link the contestation of the ‘liberal consensus’ 
with populist forces and the issue of anti-pluralism. In distinctive ways populists question the 
hegemony of liberalism as a blue-print for transformation. In the most radical cases, this 
involves propositions for ‘monistic’ solutions, a hegemony of the populist party and the denial 
of meaningful opposition. It is argued that such stark anti-pluralism is not visible in every East-
Central European society, as will also become evident in the two cases discussed. Third, the 
chapter analyzes two less frequently discussed cases of populist parties in East-Central Europe, 
related to the cases of Czechia (ANO and Dawn of Direct Democracy) and Romania (PSD, PD). 
The focus in the case-studies is on the emergence of populist parties, the core populist claims 
of such parties (by, inter alia, analysing party manifestos and other materials, such as 
interviews), and the populists’ relation to anti-pluralism and behaviour towards other parties 
in the same domestic political arena. 

2.2 The liberal consensus 

From the perspective of democratization studies, the region of East-Central Europe has 
predominantly been approached as characterized by a movement away from communism and 
authoritarianism towards a liberal democratic system of representative democracy. In this 
regard, most countries, at least those that came to join the European Union during the 2000s, 
were understood as having reached relatively mature or ‘consolidated’ versions of such 
systems by the time of their entry into the EU (cf. Merkel 2011). The transformation of these 
societies was supposedly taking place in a context of a ‘liberal consensus’ amongst various 
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political forces. As argued by Marta Bucholc, ‘[l]iberalism was highly successful in the 1990s’ 
and in countries like Poland enjoyed an ‘extraordinary popularity’ (2019: 8, 14): 

Liberalism became a collective form for everything that mattered in a post-
transformation society and a dominating factor in Polish political ingenuity, thus 
pushing all other concepts into obscurity for a long time (Bucholc 2019: 15).  

In other words, the political trajectories were understood as characterized by a widespread 
adherence to and consensus around ideas of liberalism, membership of the European Union, 
and integration into international structures (such as the Council of Europe) (Bucholc 2020). In 
this context, countries that were moving less steadily towards the end goal of liberal democracy 
were defined as ‘laggards’, but were believed to ultimately be progressing towards the same 
goal. 

It appears increasingly clear that this narrative or myth of a ‘liberal consensus’ has (deliberately 
or not) downplayed dimensions of the democratization processes that indicated a more 
complex reality, not least in terms of dissenting forces or manifestations of conflict over the 
trajectory of political and societal transformation. As observed by Dawson and Hanley, 

illiberalism, represented both by entrenched economic elites and latent forces of 
national and social conservatism, had never actually gone away during the period of 
‘liberal consensus’ and was thus already established in the mainstream (Dawson and 
Hanley 2016: 21; emphasis in original). 

In the view of Karolina Wigura, while it is ‘true that the year 1989 marked a fundamental turning 
point in the history of Poland and East-Central Europe as a whole’, ‘[w]e should harbour no 
illusions, however, that this turning point somehow removed persistent collective habits that 
existed much earlier’ (Wigura 2019: 12). And as I argued elsewhere, 

some of the current misgivings with constitutional democracy are related to the fact 
that the liberal-constitutional project did not find widespread adherence. As such, 
intractable conflicts with regard to the post-communist societal project—in particular 
between civic-liberal and nationalist-communitarian views—have remained crucial 
political dimensions of many East-Central European societies. I emphasize that, in this 
sense, the post-1989 transformations have not ended, and continue to be characterized 
by enduring contestation over constitutionalism, (foundational) norms, and human 
rights, as well as diverging interpretations of the finalité of the post-communist project 
of democratic society (Blokker 2020: 2). 

Admittedly, the illiberal forces that are now so prominent in countries such as Hungary and 
Poland were not as strong in the earlier transformation years. What is significant, however, is 
the fact that the liberal project was contested from the start (cf. Greskovits 2020; Buzogany 
and Varga 2018). A revisiting of the transformational years and its major political conflicts 
demonstrates that manifestations of populism and anti-pluralism have been present – to 
various extents and in distinctive moments – in all transformation countries.  

As Karolina Wigura argues aptly, the idea that ‘illiberal populism literally ‘fell out of the sky’, like 
a black swan that unexpectedly appeared on the waters of world politics and proceeded to lay 
waste all that had developed after 1989’ is ‘useless’ and ‘unhelpful’ (Wigura 2019: 7). In other 
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words, in order to assess the nature of the current populist threat, it is necessary to revisit and 
re-assess the transformational years and in particular the myths of ‘democratic consolidation’ 
and ‘liberal consensus’. 

2.3 Anti-liberal Populism in Transformational Societies 

The conservative, populist forces that are currently in government in Hungary and Poland are 
part of a larger regional tradition with right-wing populist forces (cf. Blokker 2005). Populism 
has functioned mostly as a critical force vis-a’-vis liberalism and Europeanization, but has done 
so largely from a nationalist, sovereigntist perspective. In this, left populism is less prominent 
(although not fully absent, as we will also see below). East-Central European right-wing 
populism has to be understood in direct relation to the ‘liberal consensus’ of the transformation 
years (or to its absence), and the construction of the liberal-democratic and constitutional 
societies of the 1990s. Populist parties frequently act against what is seen as the domination of 
liberalism and liberal/Europeanist forces in the post-1989 political landscape (cf. Krastev 2007). 
A significant dimension of the manifestation of populism is hence its conservative, right-wing 
nature,1 even if not all countries in the region have seen strong political forces endorsing 
conservative views.  

The contemporary populist argument is that the post-1989 transformations have seen an 
unbalanced emphasis on formal-legal institutions -such as fundamental rights, and 
independent (constitutional) courts, as well as the embedment of domestic orders in wider 
European and international regimes. The populist backlash consists in a rejection of the liberal 
view of pluralist democracy and the rule of law and in practice in a comprehensive attempt to 
substantially change the existing legal-constitutional order. 

The right-wing populist attitude is critical and skeptical towards the status quo of liberal 
institutions. Populist resentment appeals to anti-elitism as well as anti-pluralism, and tends to 
equate the political opposition with the enemy of the people. It displays the post-1989 political 
project of the liberal forces (now in opposition) – a robust rule of law, independent institutions, 
and a pluralistic (civil) society) – as detrimental to the will of the ‘real’ people or nation and as 
corroding community norms and traditions. And thus, in constitutional terms, populists 
critically claim that liberal constitutionalism leads to an excessive power of judicial institutions, 
in that strong constitutional courts and an emphasis on (international) legal norms undermine 
‘authentic’ popular rule in the name of the nation and national values. Populists decry 
depoliticization or the loss of political power, as they see an unjustified weakening of the 
executive and parliament in the post-1989 liberal design of constitutional democracy, and an 
unjustified political ‘meddling’ of unaccountable constitutional courts. The populist 
constitutional ‘crusade’ inspired by resentment and an unshakeable mission of ‘good change’ 
in the name of the true people is set out to undo the injustices resulting from liberal-democratic 
politics. 

The conservative populism in government described above is, however, not the only 
manifestation of populism in the region. As we will see below, both the Czech Republic and 

                                                           
1 In Poland, for instance, the media often refer to PiS’s political project as a ‘conservative revolution’, ‘affirmative 
conservatism’, or the ‘new Right’, in this, echoing labels used by German conservative forces in the 1920s, and 
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Romania display experiences with populism that show, however, significant variety. Bickerton 
and Invernizzi-Accetti’s distinction between anti-systemic, anti-establishment and populist 
forces is useful here (Bickerton and Invernizzi-Accetti 2018).2 In distinctive ways, conservative 
populist parties such as PiS and Fidesz portray anti-systemic tendencies, in that they strongly 
act against the main legitimatory values of the regimes in which they operate (such as the rule 
of law, judicial independence, political and societal pluralism, and European, integrationist 
approach). In these two cases, ordinary and constitutional politics collapse, and constituent 
power becomes re-appropriated by populist forces. This equally means that these parties are 
unwilling to interact in a meaningful manner with other, competing political parties (other than 
like-minded conservative parties, such as in the case of the Polish PiS). Other populist parties, 
though, show much less or none of the anti-systemic position, and rather criticize the 
establishment (the corrupt elites, the former communist nomenklatura), while claiming to be 
able to purify the system from corruption. 

This argument overlaps with some of the insights of Lise Herman on pluralism and anti-
pluralism (Herman 2017). Herman diversifies between anti-pluralism as about ‘not treating 
opponents as moral agents’, engaging in ‘motive-cynicism’ when criticizing political opponents, 
the non-acceptance of the ‘partial and temporary nature of political claims’, engaging in 
‘holistic political appeals’, and not ‘respecting the boundaries of the liberal democratic 
framework’ (Herman 2017: 749). The region’s most radical forces, with authoritarian 
tendencies, such as PiS and Fidesz, clearly engage with all these dimensions.3 In their cases, the 
anti-systemic dimension – the undoing of the liberal project – is becoming ever more evident. 
We will see below that in the much less frequently discussed cases of the Czech Republic and 
Romania, these dimensions of anti-pluralism are not absent. For now, however, such 
dimensions have not resulted in comprehensive political projects, nor in the appropriation of 
constituent power by populist forces. 

2.4 Case-studies 

A predominant focus in this analysis is on major political players/governmental parties as 
populist and potential anti-systemic forces (as is arguably the case in Hungary and Poland), and 
less so on radical fringe parties or movements. As the cases of Hungary and Poland are widely 
discussed, but other countries in the region much less so, one of the rationales for the chapter 
is to understand whether similar examples of populism-in-government, in combination with 
‘populist constitutional’ projects and authoritarian tendencies are visible in other post-
communist countries too. In this, the emphasis of the chapter is different from the overall 
framework indicated by Crum, Oleart, and Overeem. One of their questions regards whether 
populist anti-pluralist discourse and action might be reined in by other (mainstream) political 
parties. One of the difficulties with this observation is that when mainstream, governing parties 
themselves are populist (one of the cases, Romania, populism has been part and parcel of the 
party system from 1990 onwards), both the ‘liberal consensus’ or mainstream adherence to 

                                                           
2 Clearly, these categories are somewhat imprecise and overlapping. What they do indicate though is a continuum 
from radically anti-liberal and anti-pluralist positions (based on ‘friend-enemy’ distinctions and ideological 
monism) to ‘milder’, less comprehensive forms of populism, which may contain some dimensions (endorsement 
of the ‘good people’), but do not necessarily deny political and societal pluralism, liberal institutions, or ideological 
differences. 
3 It should be recognized, though that both Fidesz and PiS have radicalized over time. 
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liberal-democratic standards and the ‘counter-democratic’ functions of supposedly ‘normal’, 
non-populist parties are absent to begin with. Hence, one factor that is to be discussed is 
whether populism is per se a phenomenon of ‘new parties’ challenging the party system in the 
context of a major political and/or economic crisis, or whether some political systems have 
been dealing with populism from the initial building of democracy onwards. 

2.4.1 Czech Republic4 

With regard to the case of the Czech Republic, it has often been argued that it has been a 
country relatively less prone to populist forces (Hanley and Vachudova 2018). As Císař and 
Štětka state, ‘[e]xisting scholarship on populism in the Czech Republic is limited, since the 
phenomenon of populism has not been a prominent feature of the Czech political system’ (Císař 
and Štětka 2016: 285). The Czech Republic did not experience any ‘hybrid regime’ in the 1990s 
(as in Slovakia under Vladimír Mečiar or in Romania under Ion Iliescu), nor saw the emergence 
of strong populist, conservative forces in the 2000s, as in Poland and Hungary (Havlik 2019). In 
addition, it is frequently argued that the ‘Czech Republic has a stronger system of checks and 
balances that is an impediment to any quick slide toward illiberal democracy’ (Pehe 2018). In 
the view of, for instance, Katarína Šipulová, the Czech Constitutional Court is the ‘most isolated 
from various external political factors within the region’ (Šipulová 2019: 1891). Also in the view 
of the legal scholar Zdeněk Kühn, the Czech ‘Constitution created a strong Constitutional Court 
[…] which soon became its most powerful protector’ (Kühn 2018). As a strong and relatively 
independent apex court, the Czech Court has so far been able to withstand pressure from 
populist forces. In addition, Hanley and Vachudova claim that ‘[t]he Czech Republic still appears 
in 2017 as a robust democracy in terms of its formal institutions’ (Hanley and Vachudova 2018: 
280). 

While some parties in the 1990s5 could be understood as having prepared some of the terrain 
for populism (Císař and Štětka 2016: 285), it is not until the second decade of the 21st century 
that populism becomes a clearly prominent phenomenon in Czech politics. In confirmation of 
the notion of a ‘liberal consensus’, in the 1990s, politics evolved around what Seongcheol Kim 
has called the ‘post-November transformation’ (Kim 2020a: 621). This concept designates, in 
Kim’s view, a ‘hegemonic formation with which party discourses, such as those of the Civic 
Democrats (ODS; a centre-right formation) and the Social Democrats (ČSSD), presented 
different constructions of […] signifiers [such as economy, citizen, state, society and Europe] 
while situating themselves within a common horizon of transition’ (Kim 2020a: 622; emphasis 
added). As Kim continues, a ‘key feature of this hegemonic formation, then, was that such 
competing constructions could be articulated in largely differential and non-antagonistic terms’ 
(2020a: 622): 

It becomes possible to speak of a hegemonic formation precisely in this sense of an 
ensemble of institutionalized practices (such as the formalized toleration of minority 
governments) capable of reproducing itself across a certain timeframe by stabilizing 
antagonisms into differences – the ODS and ČSSD as representing simply differential, 
rather than mutually exclusive, paths ‘to Europe’ and a ‘market economy’ within a 

                                                           
4 The author would like to thank the colleagues from the RECONNECT research team at Charles University in Prague 
for excellent comments and suggestions. 
5 Notably, Vaclav Klaus’ Civic Democratic Forum (ODS). 
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common post-1989 horizon – and thus overriding left/right divisions in defining the two 
main parties’ positionings at key post-electoral junctures in the 1990s. This system of 
differences, in turn, was constituted by a founding exclusion in the form of the cordon 
sanitaire placed on the Communist Party (KSČM) and the far-right Republicans (SPR-
RSČ) by all other parliamentary parties (Kim 2020a: 622; emphasis in original). 

It is this ‘hegemonic formation’, or in other words, the ‘liberal consensus’ around specific 
trajectory of political and economic transformation, and the party formations reproducing it 
(ODS and ČSSD) that unravels in the 2000s. As Kim states, the ‘May 2010 elections thus took 
place in a context of protracted breakdowns in the hegemonic stability that had been a 
recurring promise of the ‘post-November’ order’ (Kim 2020a: 625). 

In recent years, then, and in particular since the elections of 2010, also in the case of the Czech 
Republic important challenges of a populist nature can be identified. As Jiří Přibáň has argued, 
the Czech system is challenged by a dual threat of excessive instrumentalism and/or political 
realism: 

taking politics as merely a tool for trade (whether legal or criminal) and the conviction 
that politics is nothing more than the recycling among the powerful, while the powerless 
citizens can only look on (Přibáň 2018: 116). 

The first party that was to adopt a more explicit and successful populist approach is Public 
Affairs (Věci veřejné, VV).6 It emerged rapidly as a new national player in 2010, winning 11 
percent of the votes (Kim 2020a: 625). Public Affairs combined anti-establishment and anti-
corruption arguments with strong calls for direct democracy, and the responsibilization of 
citizens, for instance through recall procedures (VV 2010; Dvorak and Merklova 2018). Public 
Affairs promoted mechanisms such as referendums in order to ‘change the current political 
(non-)culture by means of greater involvement of citizens in decision-making’ as well as the 
direct election of public officials, as Public Affairs states in the opening of its 2010 programme 
(VV 2010; see also Kim 2020b: 105; Kim 2020a). While its political program was only very 
moderately populist (criticizing establishment forces for corruption and intransparent, elitist 
behaviour), in its political campaign, Public Affairs criticized establishment parties strongly. 
Mainstream parties, that is, the Civic Democratic Party (ODS) on the right and the social-
democrats (CSSD) on the left, were depicted as ‘political dinosaurs’ (Dvorak and Merklova 2018: 
5-6). According to Radek John, Public Affairs’ leader, the ‘two corrupt parties, [the] Social 
Democratics and [the] Civic Democratic Party, are taking advantage of their positions’ (cited in: 
Dvorak and Merklova 2018: 9). As noted, the establishment parties were defined (and, in a 
political campaign video, actually drawn7) as ‘dinosaurs’, and Public Affairs’ political strategy 
was to ‘bring the end of the T-Rexes’ (Kim 2020b: 106): 

They are everywhere. They encroach into the space of all of us: the corruption, the 
public debt, the parasitism, the low-quality education, the scandalous pensions – the 

                                                           
6 VV was established on the local level in 2001, but emerged prominently on a national level only in 2010 (to be 
dissolved in 2015). 
7 Volební spot s kandidáty Věcí veřejných, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w8pHuO4WXMY (visited on 14 
December, 2020). 
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dinosaurs of the past years. The end of the dinosaurs is here (VV campaign video, cited 
in Kim 2020b: 106). 

In addition, Public Affairs referred to a notion of ‘producerism’, an economic position often 
related to populism, reacting to the political programmes of the established parties, in 
particular ODS, while utilizing ODS’ neoliberally inspired notions of ‘responsibility’ and ‘honesty’ 
to articulate Public Affair’s own social policies in favour of the honest and hard-working 
ordinary people (Kim 2020b: 109). 

Due to a collapse of the government and a scandal erupting in Public Affairs, the latter faded 
into irrelevance. The early elections in 2013 saw, however, two new, more explicitly populist 
formations emerging. One new party, Tomio Okamura’s Dawn of Direct Democracy, was of a 
conservative, nativist, radical-right kind. In the 2013 elections, Okamura radicalized an 
opposition between ‘citizens’ and the ‘godfather party mafias’, and strongly endorsed direct 
democratic instruments, including recall, as well as anti-corruption methods, to ‘purify’ politics 
(Úsvit přímé demokracie 2013; cf. Kim 2020a: 627). Also Dawn strongly endorsed direct 
democracy by means of referendum as the ‘highest expression of the will of the citizens’ (Úsvit 
přímé demokracie 2013). But while Public Affairs explicitly professed to be a pro-EU party, 
Dawn was much more Eurosceptical, in particular with regard to European migration policy 
(Úsvit přímé demokracie 2013). Dawn promoted a nativist message, which came through in a 
combination of ‘hyper-neoliberal welfare chauvinism and anti-minorities illiberalism’ (Kim 
2020a: 627), and its slogans such as ‘Support for families, NOT unadaptables. Work for [our] 
people, NOT immigrants’ (Kim 2020b: 109). More generally, Dawn decried a ‘lack of national 
self-confidence’ (Úsvit přímé demokracie 2013). In the preface to its program for the 2013 
parliamentary elections, Dawn demanded an: 

end to the demo-democracy … in which godfather party mafias rule. The misguided 
game of the political parties of [the] left and right has led our republic into a vicious 
circle of economic crisis, deep debts, and high taxes. We must push through changes 
that return trust in democracy to the citizens (Úsvit přímé demokracie 2013; cf. Kim 
2020b: 107). 

The real populist breakthrough came however with a second new party, Action of the 
Dissatisfied Citizens (ANO), in 2011. ANO, created by the businessman Andrej Babiš, equally 
took on the establishment parties and elites, criticizing the ‘political class’ tout court, and 
presenting himself and his movement as outsiders. In many ways, ANO competed with 
Okamura’s Dawn with regard to the positioning of the populist message in the Czech context 
(cf. Kim 2020b). In many ways, Babiš’ political movement and programme followed the anti-
establishment logic as also found, for instance, in Public Affairs’ campaigns. In one of the first 
ANO statements of 2011, Babiš claims that while the Czech Republic was without public debt 
in 1989, in the meantime its economic situation has deteriorated as a result of rampant 
corruption for which the main responsibility lies with the mainstream parties (ANO 2011a). In 
the electoral programme for 2017, Babiš reflected on his experience in government (he served 
as finance minister between 2014-17), and criticized the establishment parties, in particular the 
social-democrats and christian-democrats, in whose coalition government ANO participated. 
Babiš accused the establishment parties of obstructing anti-corruption policies and favouring 
intransparent politics in which lobbies play a significant role (ANO 2017). In the 2017 
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programme, the protection of national identity is also mentioned, in the context of the 
migration and terrorist crises (ANO 2017). 

Babiš’ claim to be different and unique was grounded in his form of entrepreneurial or 
managerial populism, in which he approached the state as an outsider and promised to run it 
like a firm. In ANO’s 2011 programme, the Czech Republic is to be promoted as a ‘quality brand’, 
and Babiš pays significant homage to Czech enterprises and entrepreneurs such as Baťa and 
Škoda, established in the economically prosperous interwar period (ANO 2011b). Babiš‘ 
message is one of ‘entrepreneurial populism’ or ‘producerism’, in favour of the hardworking 
Czech people and against the idle classes and corruption in politics (ANO 2011b). In 2011, he 
claimed: 

The main thing is that I say the truth and communicate what I feel. And that’s not the 
norm in our country. With all this I want to show that there is an initiative here that is 
for the benefit of the people [lidé]. And it is absurd to a certain extent that I, of all 
people, came up with it. On the other hand, I am not capable of speaking like politicians. 
They speak like they are not even listening to the people, these politicians just put them 
to sleep (cited in: Kim 2020b: 113). 

Babiš constructed this discourse of ‘entrepreneurial populism’, not unlike the one of Berlusconi 
in Italy, around his business capacities, which were portrayed as the best way of approaching 
political problems. ANO has been defined as a case of a ‘populist-technocratic anti-party’ 
(Havlik 2019: 6). In this, ANO is prominently different from the manifestations of conservative 
populism elsewhere in the region, such as in the Hungarian Fidesz and Polish PiS parties. ANO’s 
technopopulism does not so much promote Czech ethno-nationalism as it promotes a myth of 
Czech efficiency, resilience, and a tradition of craftmanship (Havlik 2019: 7). In terms of party 
interaction, ANO was not perceived as an ‘outlier’ to be ostracized, but entered into coalitions, 
the first time with the Social Democrats and Christian Democrats, while nevertheless stressing 
ANO’s opposition to ‘traditional politicians’ and ‘traditional parties’ (Kim 2020a: 628). In the 
wake of the 2017 elections, this changed, however, and ANO ‘fell well short of a parliamentary 
majority and struggled to find coalition partners as smaller parties feared that they would be 
dominated in government by ANO, or objected to Babiš as a potential prime minister because 
he faced an unresolved criminal indictment for EU subsidy fraud’ (Hanley and Vachudova 2018: 
277). ANO itself has refused to govern with Okamura and his party, more recently called 
Freedom and Direct Democracy (SPD), and Babiš has tried to discursively demarcate ANO’s 
difference from the SPD’s nativism (Kim 2020a: 629). 

Despite its relative salonfähige nature, there is, however, a less visible dimension in Babiš’ 
politics and his ANO ‘electoral party’, in which a more significant threat to liberal democracy 
may be detected. ANO’s anti-political and anti-establishment ideas point to a reform of the 
constitutional democratic system which would lead to a strengthening of executivist and 
plebiscitarian dimensions. The comprehensive distrust towards traditional political parties 
translates into a distrust towards parliamentary institutions, deliberation, and checks and 
balances. Babiš hence endorses ‘simpler’ and ‘faster decision-making’ (Havlik 2019: 11). He 
criticizes the slowness of the existing institutions and hence ‘pointless and ultimately 
unnecessary discussions’. Indeed, the ‘ideal situation’ for Babiš would be the ‘existence of one-
party majority governments with very few restraints on the implementation of cabinet policies’ 
(Havlik 2019: 11). Babiš’ ‘managerial narrative’ stresses the executive over legislative powers, 
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endorses less parliamentary control over the executive, and criticizes the Senate (an institution 
with important constitutional prerogatives), but according to Babiš of no interest to ordinary 
citizens (Babiš 2017: 131). According to Babiš, abolishing the Senate would not be a wild 
experiment (Babiš 2017: 131). In Babiš’ What I Dream About When I Happen to Be Sleeping, he 
indeed phantasizes about the abolishment of the Senate, and the shift of its powers towards 
the President: 

Of course, the Senate has some powers, too, for instance how to prevent anarchy 
[bezvladi], or violent constitutional changes. So these powers should be delegated to 
the president when is elected directly. The most important changes, the constitutional 
changes or international treaties, should be decided in referenda by everyone (Babiš 
2017: 131; cf. Havlik 2019: 12). 

To sum up, the centre-populist challenge in the Czech Republic of ANO is generally less of an 
acute threat for liberal-democratic institutions and the principle of pluralism, and the 
emergence of populism has very much added a dimension of ‘competing populisms’ to Czech 
politics. The core of the populist challenge regards anti-establishment rhetoric, and much less 
so constituent or anti-systemic dimensions. At the same time, the technocratic/managerial 
populist discourse of in particular Babiš is not entirely ‘innocent’, in its requalification and 
critique on institutions such as parliament. Such dimensions are enhanced by the fact that 
President Milos Zeman, currently in his second mandate (and close to Babiš), has demonstrated 
to be a more explicitly national-populist threat to the liberal-democratic system. In 2013, as 
referred to by Jiří Přibáň, Zeman attempted to ‘do away with the parliamentarian regime and 
all its constitutional conventions, which he went so far as to proclaim ‘idiotic’, and impose a 
semi-presidentialist regime’ (Přibáň 2018: 118; cf. Hanley and Vachudova 2018: 280). It was 
only at the last minute that parliament prevented Zeman from doing so. The position Zeman as 
a directly elected president destabilizes the liberal-democratic system: 

Alongside the rise of ANO, the directly elected presidency has posed perhaps the most 
serious challenge to Czech democracy since 1989. Although a former leader of the 
mainstream Czech Social Democratic Party (1992–2000) and an ex-prime minster 
(1998–2002), Zeman metamorphosed into an illiberal national-populist after returning 
from retirement to win the presidential election in 2013. He desires to remake the 
Czech political system along more presidential lines, following in the footsteps of his 
predecessor, Václav Klaus. Zeman has aligned himself with the illiberal governments of 
Poland and Hungary, publicly praised Vladimir Putin, and sought to expand trade and 
diplomatic links with China, Russia, and the former Soviet region. He has expressed 
stridently anti- Islamic and anti-refugee views that have intentionally spread fear and 
hatred of refugees coming to Europe (Hanley and Vachudova 2018: 28). 

In general, then, the relative stability of Czech liberal-democratic institutions is currently not 
threatened by a comprehensive, conservative-populist political project, but it does face a 
number of significant criticalities. As also argued by Hanley and Vachudova, 

Although ANO’s 2017 election victory falls short of the absolute parliamentary 
majorities won by Fidesz in Hungary in 2010 and Law and Justice (Prawo i 
Sprawiedliwość, PiS) in Poland in 2015, some parallels are already impossible to miss: 
the rise of a dominant party with a populist ideology; the decline of the traditional left; 
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and the rise of minor parties and movements positioned at opposite (radical right and 
social-liberal) wings of the cultural (gal-tan) divide (Hanley and Vachudova 2018: 277). 

Hanley and Vachudova indeed indicate that ‘the concentration of power by Babiš in the name 
of efficiency may represent a quieter politics of backsliding that is just as consequential in the 
longer term’ (Hanley and Vachudova 2018: 278; emphasis added). 

2.4.2 Romania 

The Romanian case has in recent years often been cited as a major concern in the EU, next to 
Hungary and Poland, in terms of democratic backsliding and populist politics undermining the 
rule of law (Iancu 2019: 201). Indeed, parallels have been drawn between the Hungarian and 
Romanian situations. This comparison is partially problematic, not least since, as yet, a full-
blown illiberal, conservative project has not emerged in the Romanian case, nor has any 
political party structurally promoted a conservative-populist constitutional narrative). The 
Romanian case does warrant, however, and as we will see below, specific attention. 

The Romanian transformation in the 1990s, in a way not dissimilar to the Slovakian case, was 
dominated by national-populist forces (Smrčková 2012: 199; Taranu and Nicolescu 2017: 61). 
It is significant to realize that the ‘liberal consensus’ that emerged elsewhere did not emerge in 
Romania before 1996, when centre-right, liberal-democratic forces allied in the Convenția 
Democrată din România won the elections. The Romanian transition involved only very limited 
systemic change in the first half of the 1990s. The paradox is that the most violent, ostensibly 
revolutionary process resulted in the greatest amount of continuity. The hegemonic political 
force, the National Salvation Front (NSF), was overwhelmingly composed of former members 
of the communist nomenklatura. The NSF’s political programme was not one of radical systemic 
change, towards and open, pluralistic, liberal party-system, but rather to set up a unified, 
singular mass party representing all Romanians. The NSF blamed other political formations for 
spreading unrealistic utopias, whereas the NSF was to give voice the ‘everyday ideology of the 
masses’ (NSF 1990). A significant dimension was the non-recognition or demonization of the 
opposition, also regarding reformist, democratic forces within the NSF itself, and an emphasis 
on a prominent, paternalist political leader (institutionalized in the position of the president) 
(Blokker 2004). The NSF presented itself as a 'mass movement', which was perceived as a 
superior organisation to that of a normal political party, as it embodied a national consensus 
(Tudor and Gavrilescu 2002: 96). In various party manifestos of the Social Democratic Party in 
Romania (PDSR) – which emerged from the NSF in 1993 – there is a strong emphasis on the 
fact that the PDSR is the strongest political force in the country, and the only one with governing 
experience (PDSR 1996). The PDSR endorsed a ‘national consensus’, a unitary form of 
government, and repeatedly referred to ‘the common interests of all Romanian citizens’ and 
the need ‘to avoid division and polarisation of society’ (Voicu and Voicu 1999: 590-602; see also 
PDSR 1996, 1997). In its 1996 program, the PDSR stated that it had tried to form a government 
of ‘national unity’ in 1992, but other (allegedly ‘petty’ and ‘demagogic’) political forces had not 
been cooperative so that the PDSR had had to assume responsibility on its own (PDSR 1996). 

The populist dimensions of the early post-communist government included frequent 
references to a unitary people, the endorsement of the anti-pluralist idea of ‘original 
democracy’, and a clear distinction between the ‘true people’ and its enemies (initially, 
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indicated as loyalists to Nicolae Ceaușescu, cf. Adamson and Florean 2015).8 Hence, in contrast 
to the Czech Republic, but also to the Hungarian and Polish cases, the early years of 
transformation in Romania were dominated by a singular, hegemonic nationalist-populist 
force. As Smrčková argues, 

Populism is therefore not new in Romanian politics. Indeed, it is closely connected with 
the country’s party system, as populist rhetoric has been intertwined with its 
development since the beginning of the 1990s, even if its character and importance 
have varied over time (Smrčková 2012: 201). 

 
The post-communist NSF emerged as the main political actor after the December Revolution 
of 1989. In later years, this political force turned into the Social Democratic Party in Romania 
(PDSR). Its successor, the Social-Democratic Party (PSD), is until today one of the major political 
parties in Romania, and has dominated the post-communist transformation. The NSF claimed 
to be the embodiment of ‘national unity’ and of the Romanian ‘people’ (Adamson 2000: 123). 
For Silvia Marton, the ‘FSN’s vision was the organizational vigor of a majoritarian governmental 
party’; its ‘vision was (and mostly still is) of a society devoid of legitimate political cleavages and 
able to be represented by a dominant political party that successfully administers and 
integrates its various actors and constituencies’ (Marton 2019: 358-9). As Sorina Soare argues, 
the NSF ‘exalted the virtuous and unified people’, while the usurpation of the December 
revolution by the NSF and its leader Ion Iliescu became the ‘motor of the new elite and the 
foundation of a direct relation between the leader Iliescu and the people’ (Soare 2010: 99). It 
depicted as enemies those not part of its definition of the people and made a strong distinction 
between ‘good Romanians’ and ‘bad Romanians’. The latter included ‘the new parties and the 
student demonstrators […] defined as counter-revolutionaries, hooligans, foreign spies and 
agents provocateurs (Adamson 2000: 123-4). The NSF in the early years of the transformation 
did not shy away from instigating violence against opponents. Soare identifies this as one of the 
populist dimensions of the post-communist NSF: ‘promoting violence as a means of resolving 
both internal and external conflicts’ (Soare 2010: 102). Violence was testified in the repeated 
mobilization of miners’ marches on Bucharest, where the miners from the Jiu Valley engaged 
in so-called ‘mineriadă’. These events in the early 1990s consisted in the mobilization of miners 
in violent marches on Bucharest, using violence against protesting students, intellectuals and 
the headquarters of opposition parties. 

The leader of the National Salvation Front, Ion Iliescu, promoted a particular vision of an 
‘original democracy’, based on the idea of a national consensus and a single-party system: 

Ion Iliescu introduced his concept of ‘original democracy’ for the case of Romania, 
arguing that the ‘multi-party system is an obsolete model.’ According to him, the Front 
should rule society, because it was the ‘emanation’ of the revolution. Due to this quality, 
the Front could bring all creative and democratic forces together. The increasingly 
distant image of the revolution was used for the political benefit of the N.S.F., but no 
rebellious attitudes were tolerated anymore. Some authoritarian elements were 
brought into consideration when the Front proposed its own image of the state that 

                                                           
8 It has also to be stressed that the specific Romanian experience of ‘national communism’ put strong emphasis 
on a unitary Romanian people (cf. Verdery 1991; Blokker 2004).  
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would make the transition: the elitist party, the charismatic leader, strong mobilization, 
demonization of the opposition (Pietraru 1996: 126). 

The vision of the NSF was that of the ‘one-party pluralism of reform communism (rather than 
the Western-type pluralism)’; the NSF promoted the ‘ideology of consensus‘ (Marton 2019: 
366). The post-communist NSF defended a vision of the national unitary state, which was 
informed by a ‘discourse of limited change’ (Blokker 2004) and built on traditions of Romanian 
particularism as well as the national communism of the second half of the communist period. 
This nationalist discourse served in a strategic sense to defeat the voices of more radical change 
that emerged from the side of the Hungarian minority (which had played an important role in 
the anti-communist protests of the late 1980s) as well as from that of the democratic 
opposition in formation, both of which endorsed a Western-oriented, civic and rights-based 
discourse. 

The first seven years of Romanian transformation were characterized by the predominance of 
this anti-pluralist, centralist political formation (turning from the NSF into PDSR). The left-wing 
PDSR’s populist dimensions were heightened when it entered into an informal coalition with 
radical right-wing populist forces, not least Vadim Tudor’s Greater Romania Party (PRM), in the 
so-called ‘red quadrangle’ between 1994 and 1996 (Smrčková 2012: 202). In general, the 
Romanian democratic transformation has moved much closer towards a liberal democratic 
system based on the rule of law from 1997 onwards,9 which also meant a more genuine 
adherence of political parties to principles of pluralism (the ruling coalition that won the 
elections in 1996 was itself a gathering of rather different political formations), and the gradual 
transformation of the PDSR into a ‘normalized’ social-democratic party. The nationalist 
populism of Iliescu and the post-communist, with initially strong anti-pluralist and monistic 
positions, mutated into a more moderate, social-democratic project, also under influence of 
the pending EU enlargement. From the end of 1996 onwards, when the PDSR went into 
opposition, the populist dimension of Romanian politics became hence less outspoken, even if 
right-wing populism emerged importantly with the presidential elections in 2000, when the 
radical-right extremist Vadim Tudor managed to compete with Ion Iliescu in the second round 
of the elections, obtaining 33 percent of the votes. Many observers interpreted the results of 
these presidential elections as a defeat of the radical right-wing, and heavily nationalist and 
anti-semitic populism of Tudor (cf. Dragoman and Ungureanu 2017). 

In 2004, however, in what was by then a competitive party system, a new form of populism 
emerged, championed by the new president Traian Băsescu. Băsescu was a politician originally 
related to the NSF, which had however split in the early 1990s, with Băsescu forming the 
Democratic Party (PD) in due course. Băsescu’s populism was unlike the anti-liberal populism 
of the 1990s, which had contained strong systemic dimensions (in terms of conservation and 
resistance to Western institutions and designs). Băsescu’s populism was of the anti-
establishment kind, expressing an ‘opposition to the governing political class in particular’ 
(Bickerton and Invernizzi-Accetti 2018: 135). In this, Băsescu’s populist position was rather 
similar to the anti-establishment and anti-corruption positions also seen in the Czech case. This 
impression is reinforced by Băsescu’s claim to be an ‘outsider’, a pragmatist (he was the mayor 
of Bucharest), and his usage of marketing techniques in political campaigning. In his campaigns, 
Băsescu used a combination of anti-communist, pro-European and strongly anti-elitist and anti-

                                                           
9 In a way surprisingly so, see Mungiu-Pippidi 2018. 
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establishment discourse (cf. Clapp 2017). He pressed for a ‘focused state, as he often referred 
to the metaphor of the ship commander [he was a former captain] and the ‘active president’ 
(președinte jucător)’. In fact, ‘Băsescu envisioned his presidential role as a supra-head of 
government’ (Marton 2019: 367). Băsescu followed a political strategy grounded in the ’(moral-
political) values of the brand that was created for him: primarily justice (punishing the corrupt 
political system), honesty, an anti-elitism and radicalism directed at the entire political class, a 
feeling of solidarity with the population along a clearly defined ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ dividing line’ 
(Ieţcu-Fairclough 2008: 374). 

Băsescu’s main opponent was the PSD, which was depicted by him as a continuation of 
communism and former communist elites. As Dragoman and Ungureanu have argued, the ‘PSD 
was depicted as a cartel of old political and economic elites, cheating ordinary people and 
protected by a corrupt judicial system’ (Dragoman and Ungureanu 2017: 65). Băsescu labelled 
the PSD leaders in anti-establishment terms as ‘moguls’ (Shafir 2013: 343), and presented 
himself as the champion of the ‘little man’ against the ‘corrupt system’, calling for the removal 
of oligarchs from politics (Shafir 2013: 329, fn 43). As Shafir has argued,  

Băsescu was slowly but surely posing as ‘Mr. Clean’, sometimes blundering by 
announcing the opening of judicial procedure he should not have even known about 
had division of powers functioned properly. He seemed to fully fit into what Mudde 
described as a type of politician who ‘reluctantly’ sacrifices himself for the sake of 
political ‘purification’ (Shafir 2008: 445).  

As Băsescu stated in an interview with Radio Free Europe in 2007: 

What I want is a rupture of the oligarch from politics. Oligarchs should not be confused 
with the business community. They are the few who have made fortunes thanks to 
facilities from government, people who have become very rich and now give orders to 
politicians, those who are supported financially by the oligarchs and who have turned 
into puppets of certain businessmen like [Conservative Party leader Dan] Voiculescu, 
[Rompetrol owner Dinu] Patriciu, and many others. Some people like Mr. Voiculescu 
have founded political parties, in order to protect their business interests. Dinu Patriciu 
controls fully the leadership of the National Liberal Party, to which the prime minister 
of this country belongs. This is what I demand: the people who have made fortunes 
thanks to the laws serving the interests of certain men, rather than the general public 
interest. These very rich people have to understand that they are not in control of 
political power, too. At this moment, the risk Romania runs consists in the fact that the 
decision is made by people who are not elected and politicians act as monkeys reacting 
to orders of very rich individuals.10 

In 2016, when Băsescu was not anymore president, but headed the Popular Movement Party 
(founded in 2014), he claimed that after ten years of presidency he had brought the system, 
which was characterized by ‘extremely well-rooted gang-type of actors in all institutions’ ‘to its 
knees’ (PMP 2016). 

                                                           
10 See https://www.rferl.org/a/1076457.html. Cf. Shafir 2013. 
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In the view of the renowned Romanian expert of populism, Michael Shafir, Băsescu’s leadership 
was in some ways similar to that of Viktor Orbán in Hungary (according to Shafir, not least due 
an absence of ‘any consistent ideological creed’, and his move to the conservative right, Shafir 
2013: 329, 331). According to another observer, Băsescu’s ‘ten years in Cotroceni [presidential] 
Palace have done more to shape contemporary Romania than the tenure of any other ruler’ 
(Clapp 2017: 31).  

In 2005, Băsescu created the new Democratic Liberal Party (PDL), which became part of the 
European People’s Party in the EU Parliament and claimed to be the ‘sole ‘genuine 
representative of the Right’ in Romania’ (Shafir 2013: 329). Băsescu, and his various 
conservative party formations, including the PDL and later the Popular Movement Party (PMP), 
clashed in particular with the National Liberal Party (Băsescu’s earlier partner) (Naumescu 
2014). Much of the dynamics of politics under Băsescu regarded his anti-establishment 
approach against incumbent political classes, which played out in heightened presidential 
activism and frequent inter-institutional conflicts, in particular clashes with the government. In 
2007, a crisis emerged due to a direct confrontation between president Băsescu and the 
incumbent Liberal government, which resulted in the start of an impeachment procedure of 
the president, which according to the Romanian Constitution is to be confirmed by a 
referendum. The popular referendum, held in the summer of 2007, however reconfirmed 
popular support for Băsescu, who stayed on as president.  

While a more comprehensive populist project – with a significant constituent, constitutional 
dimension – as in Hungary is not present in the Romanian context, some steps towards reform 
and political change became visible in Băsescu’s politics. In 2009, he initiated a (non-binding) 
referendum on the Romanian parliamentarian system, proposing a reduction of the number of 
parliamentarians and the abolishment of the Senate. It further envisaged a strengthening of 
presidential powers vis-a-vis the legislature (Shafir 2013: 332-3). Intellectual supporters of 
Băsescu additionally developed an idea of a ‘New Republic’ which was supposed to further 
presidentialize the Romanian system and ideated a republic for the true interests of the 
Romanians, against those of the caste of professional politicians (Shafir 2013: 337).  

A second major inter-institutional conflict happened in the summer of 2012, when a renewed 
attempt to impeach president Băsescu was undertaken by the government of Victor Ponta, a 
left-wing, social-democratic (PSD) government. The Ponta government did not merely repeat 
the impeachment procedure claiming the unconstitutionality of Băsescu’s actions (as in the 
2007 attempt to impeachment), but engaged in actions that themselves went into a clearly 
unconstitutional direction by dismissing the speakers of both chambers of parliament (who 
were replaced by allies), as well as the Ombudsman, by restricting the powers of the 
Constitutional Court and threatening its judges with impeachment, and by issuing a decree (as 
well as a draft law) on the Law on Referendum in order to drastically increase the probability 
of a successful impeachment referendum.  

The Romanian inter-institutional and constitutional crisis of 2012 can be interpreted as part of 
a more structural conflict, which involves the usage of populist discourse and practice from 
various actors. The first core conflict regards the friction between the presidential position and 
the government, which is a structural dimension in Romanian politics, grounded in a semi-
presidential system with an unclear division of power. The second core conflict, which has 
emerged since Băsescu’s presidency, regards corruption – anticorruption positions. A by now 
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consolidated division has emerged between political forces that are (or claim to be) in favour 
strong anticorruption policies (in particular Băsescu and currently his successor, Klaus Iohannis) 
and those that are against (in particular the PSD) (Marton 2019: 369). This political divide 
appears to overlap with the pro-European, rule-of-law positions of the centre-right and 
majoritarian, populist positions on the centre-left (Mungiu-Pippidi 2015). The struggle between 
those forces that claim that existing judicial and anti-corruption institutions are over-politicized 
(in particular, the PSD) and those that defend existing judicial independence in the name of the 
rule of law has (since 2014, most visibly represented by the current President Iohannis) have 
continued ever since. As argued by Bogdan Iancu, on the one hand, ‘[a]nticorruption discourses 
have become over the years a clear centre-right shibboleth’, and, in Romania, ‘anticorruption 
is fused to the hip with rule of law ideologies and latter-day anticommunism’ (Iancu 2019: 201). 
The (post-communist) centre-left (PSD), on the other hand, has increasingly attempted to 
become the sole defender of traditional, Orthodox values and nationalist-conservative 
messages, even if not necessarily in an anti-EU manner (Momoc 2019).11 Moreover, the PSD 
and its allies counter criticism of corruption with ‘allegations of collusion between the heads of 
state, prosecutorial and judicial elites, and the secret services, which they call, ominously ‘the 
parallel state’ ‘ (Iancu 2019: 202). 

The events since early 2017, when the governing PSD attempted to introduce a decree law that 
importantly ‘relaxed’ or diminished anti-corruption measures (Ursu 2017), have seen a strong 
reaction in the form of popular protest (Ștefănel 2017) against the government and in the name 
of the anti-corruption agency DNA and the protection of an independent judiciary. In 2017, the 
PSD embarked on a judicial reform process that was allegedly to level the Romanian judicial 
institutions with EU standards. By the opposition and international observers, the process was, 
in contrast, perceived as a threat for the rule of law (as the reform would have inter alia touched 
upon the independence of courts and led to the relaxation of anticorruption rules, see Pech, 
Perju and Platon 2019). Indeed, the European Commission threatened with legal steps against 
the Romanian government. The matter subsided due to a popular referendum, initiated by 
President Iohannis, in which citizens were asked to express their agreement with the 
prohibition of amnesties and pardons for corruption offences as well as on the usage of 
emergency ordinances by the government. On 26 May 2019, a majority of Romanian citizens 
voted against the judicial reforms in the referendum.12 

To sum up, current developments in Romanian politics are significantly different from the 
authoritarian trends in cases such as Hungary. Silvia Marton states that this is at least in part 
due to the fact that anti-corruption discourses and nationalist discourses have so far remained 

                                                           
11 In Matiuța’s analysis of campaign manifestos for the European Parliamentary elections in 2019, she finds that 
‘[t]he analysis revealed the nationalist and anti-European rhetoric of the ruling parties. The Social Democratic Party 
(PSD) campaign, guided by the slogan Romania deserves more!, has been a succession of criticisms to the EU, 
carried out in parallel with intensifying pressure of European officials on psd to comply with European standards 
on the rule of law and the independence of the judiciary, threatening with the activation of Art. 7 of the EU Treaty, 
respectively suspension of Romania’s voting rights’ (2020: 226).  
12 While the judicial reforms of the PSD government have been frequently labelled as populist, in their intent to 
enhance intervention by the political majority into the judicial process, the referendum initiated by President 
Iohannis has by some observers been depicted as a strategic usage of the referendum tool for mobilizational 
(populist?) purposes, tapping into the strength of the civic protests of recent years. This protest is stimulated by 
the opposition against the PSD government, but at the same time, observers claim the opposition instrumentalizes 
the rule of law and a pro-EU position as well as a mobilized public for electoral gain, see Mungiu-Pippidi 2018; 
Iancu 2019. 
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distinct (2019: 369). Indeed, Iohannis’ presidential platform in 2014 was grounded in anti-
corruption, while Viktor Ponta attempted to play the nationalist card (Ponta’s slogan in the 
presidential campaign was mândri că suntem români, ‘proud to be Romanians’, Marton 2019: 
371). At the same time, as Marton and other observers indicate, the PSD has been invoking 
nationalist language more frequently since 2014, in some ways incorporating significant 
elements of the FIDESZ discourse, such as references to George Soros, a ‘Soros sponsored 
globalist civil society’ (Marton 2019: 371), and, in general, an anti-pluralist and anti-political set 
of attitudes. As Marton argues, both FIDESZ and the PSD 

view political opposition as radically illegitimate. According to their current practices, 
solely FIDESZ or PSD can represent the nation, and conflict with the party is described 
as conflict with the nation. But a technocratic mirage is a frequent narrative of the 
newer parties such as the Union for Romania’s Salvation (USR). In this sense, all these 
parties converge on the idea that ‘real’ problems need rapid and clear solutions, 
preferably dealt with by loyal party members in the case of PSD or FIDESZ (for party 
loyalty equates with national loyalty as the party is the nation itself) or dealt with by 
experts and ‘technocrats’ in the case of their opposition. Public debate on major policies 
thus is seen as futile by most actors involved (Marton 2019: 370). 

As argued, the most evident cleavage in the Romanian case currently is that between pro-rule 
of law, anti-corruption political forces (in particular the President) and anti-legalist, majoritarian 
forces, most prominently the PSD. Clear anti-pluralist tendencies are visible, in particular in 
PSD’s populist discourse and practices, but one distinctive dimension, which has not been 
amply discussed here, should be factored in, that is, the role of civil society mobilization and 
bottom-up protest. The latter has become a highly prominent dimension of Romanian politics 
since the late 2000s, using as its main slogan Vrem o ţară ca afară! (‘We want a country like 
abroad!’) (Gubernat and Rammelt 2020), and constitutes a significant counter-democratic 
element in pro-rule of law struggle. In particular the PSD, as arguably the most significant 
populist force in Romania today, is importantly constrained by such protests. 

2.5 Concluding remarks 

Populism in East-Central Europe is clearly a phenomenon with multiple manifestations. While 
there is much attention for the ‘radical’ cases of Hungary and Poland, other countries in the 
region do not necessarily demonstrate similar trajectories in terms of authoritarian tendencies 
and one-party type of states with strong emphases on political anti-pluralism. In the cases of 
Hungary and Poland, the conservative-populist projects consist in comprehensive, constituent 
political projects, to a significant extent stimulated by forms of resentment against the post-
1989 liberal-democratic trajectories. Such comprehensive political projects are not visible in 
the two cases – the Czech Republic and Romania – discussed here, nor is the deep resentment 
and polarization manifest in Hungary and Poland. What is evident, though, is the fragility, or 
even absence, of a wide support for liberal democratic institutions amongst political forces. In 
other words, the so-called liberal consensus either never became prominently institutionalized, 
as in Romania, or has significantly unravelled, as in the Czech Republic. 

With regard to the Czech case, populism is a recent phenomenon in that country, and for the 
time being, populism has not shown strong forms of anti-pluralism, nor attempts at a systemic 
populist attack on institutions. The main manifestations are an anti-establishment and anti-
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corruption rhetoric, which are by now a structural ingredient of the political landscape. What 
is absent is a wholesale critique of the post-1989 democratic system. While there are some 
indications of a political intentions to more structurally change democratic institutions, so far, 
the lack of political opportunity has prevented this from happening.13 

In the case of Romania, the argument here has been that the ‘liberal consensus’ never really 
strongly developed, and that the social-democratic party, still the most significant mainstream 
party in Romania, originated from a strongly populist, monistic or anti-pluralist approach to 
politics. The Romanian case is importantly, because it demonstrates that populism is not 
necessarily an external, protest-based phenomenon to mainstream parties and institutions, but 
can be part and parcel of the institutionalization of democracy as such. The early years of 
Romanian democratic transformation clearly show this in the hegemonic position of the post-
communist social-democrats, who followed a programme of limited change, of anti-pluralism, 
and strong majoritarianism, but who, not least in the prospective of European integration, 
became increasingly moderate. In this, while initially the Romanian democratization process 
was marked by the absence of a clear liberal consensus, the later transformational trajectory 
has shown surprisingly strong moves towards liberal democracy. Nonetheless, Romania 
democratic transformation has been deeply affected by populist forces. From the early 2000s 
onwards, the Democratic Party (PD) and its main protagonist Traian Băsescu, articulated a 
relatively strong populist discourse (without being, though, anti-pluralistic in any strong sense), 
and has attempted to engage in some reforms of the system, posing a threat to liberal-
democratic institutions, such as parliament. In recent years, the main populist player is once 
again the social-democratic PSD, with an anti-rule of law political program and portraying 
increasingly nationalist articulations. 

Both the Czech and the Romanian cases show a highly significant presence of populist political 
forces in government, but for now without the formation of comprehensive, anti-systemic, and 
illiberal political projects, rooted in deep resentment against the post-1989 liberal democratic 
trajectory.  
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3. Anti-pluralist Reactions to an Anti-pluralist Party? The ‘Alternative for 
Germany’ and the German Party System  

Oliver Treib, Constantin Schäfer, Bernd Schlipphak* 

Abstract 

Does the rise of populism in Europe reinvigorate democratic politics or does it pose a threat to 
liberal democracy? While populist parties can increase democratic representation and electoral 
participation, they often violate a fundamental principle of the liberal democratic order: 
pluralism. Hence, if anti-pluralism represented a major characteristic of a populist party, this 
party would need to be seen as a threat to liberal democracy – and other parties would be well 
advised to safeguard democracy by isolating this party or employing repressive measures. In 
this paper, we analyse the case of the German populist radical right party ‘Alternative for 
Germany’ (AfD) and the reactions of the other German parties and public security authorities 
towards it. Based on a conceptualisation of anti-pluralism that encompasses four sub-
dimensions, we conduct a systematic content analysis of the AfD’s 2017 federal election 
manifesto and AfD MP speeches in the 2019 budget debate in the Bundestag. This analysis 
shows that the AfD displays a noticeable amount of anti-pluralism in its political 
communication. The party’s anti-pluralist rhetoric predominantly targets the institutions of 
pluralist democracy, in particular with a view to calling into question fundamental rights of 
religious and other minorities. The rest of the German party system reacted to the rise of the 
AfD with a strategy of isolation. In addition, security authorities targeted the most extremist 
branches of the party with a strategy of repression. At the time of writing, it is too early to tell 
whether these strategies can be defended normatively. It all depends on how the internal 
struggle within the party between more moderate forces in the Western German branches and 
more radical forces in the Eastern branches will play out.  

3.1 Introduction 

Populist parties are on the rise across Europe. The so-called ‘PopuList’, a systematic overview 
of populist, far-right, far-left and Eurosceptic parties in Europe, includes no less than 82 parties 
in 31 countries that the involved experts consider to be populist – at least during a certain 
period over the past two decades (Rooduijn et al., 2020). A related article in the Guardian shows 
that the combined vote share of populist parties in the same 31 European countries has risen 
from 7 per cent in 1998 to around 27 per cent in 2018 (Lewis et al., 2018). About two-thirds of 
this combined vote share go down to radical right populist parties. Hence, many researchers 
are increasingly interested in the impact that populism has on Western democracies (Mudde 
and Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012; Galston, 2018). Most importantly, they often ask whether populist 
actors are ‘friends or foes’ (Huber and Schimpf, 2016; Roch, 2020) of democracy or whether 
they pose ‘cure, poison or placebo’ (Giebler and Werner, 2020) for representative democracy. 

In other words, do populist parties reinvigorate democratic politics, or do they pose a threat to 
liberal democracy? 
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In fact, both effects seem plausible. On the one hand, populist parties often give voice to 
disenchanted groups in society who have turned their backs on mainstream politics, which is 
increasingly marked by programmatic convergence and depoliticization through technocratic 
delegation (Crum et al., 2020, in this report). Many populist parties draw an important part of 
their electorate from the group of former non-voters. Therefore, the rise of populist parties has 
regularly gone hand in hand with rising levels of voter turnout. Moreover, voters of populist 
parties can experience great increases in satisfaction with democracy when their parties do 
well in elections (Reinl and Schäfer, 2020). From this perspective, the emergence of populist 
parties bears positive effects on democratic participation and representation. Populist criticism 
of the established elites, moreover, may point to problematic practices of corruption, cronyism, 
and collusion (Katz and Mair, 1995; Kopecký et al., 2012). Populists could thus have a cathartic 
effect on democratic systems fraught with such problems.  

On the other hand, populist parties often pursue a deeply adversarial form of politics, which 
draws a sharp distinction between the ‘virtuous’ people and the corrupt, self-centred elite. 
Populists also tend to criticise and attack the institutions of representative democracies for 
thwarting the unfettered realisation of the will of the people. And especially radical right 
populist parties often denounce immigrants, Muslims, and other minorities and call for 
sweeping measures to protect the native population from these alleged threats to the common 
good.  

Tendencies such as these violate fundamental principles of pluralism – a cornerstone of the 
liberal democratic order. Pluralism means that a plurality of political interests and political 
actors, such as parties and interest groups, have a right to take part in the political process. 
Pluralism presupposes that these actors accept each other as legitimate participants in the 
democratic game. It implies that political actors refrain from using their power to gain unfair 
advantages over their opponents or disregard outcomes of the democratic process that are not 
to their liking. Anti-pluralists do not accept these principles of free and fair democratic 
exchange (Herman, 2017; Crum et al., 2020, in this report).  

If anti-pluralism was the major characteristic of a populist party, then this party would need to 
be seen as a threat to liberal democracy. As a consequence, analysing whether and to what 
extent populist parties engage in anti-pluralism decides on the normative assessment of how 
other parties react to the rise of populist parties. If anti-pluralist tendencies dominate the 
politics of a populist party, the other parties are well advised to use the tools championed by 
theories of ‘militant democracy’ (Loewenstein, 1937; Capoccia, 2005, 2013; Müller, 2016; see 
also Crum et al., 2020, in this report), in order to isolate this party or even employ repressive 
measures against it. If a populist party turns out to adhere to the principles of pluralism, or if it 
merely displays an insignificant amount of anti-pluralist tendencies, however, such exclusionary 
strategies would themselves be a form of illegitimate anti-pluralism. 

This chapter zooms in on the German case. It analyses the Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), 
the only unequivocally populist party in the German (parliamentary) party system.14 In 2013, 
the AfD was founded in opposition to the German government’s support of EU rescue packages 

                                                           
14 The ‘PopuList’ also classifies the German Left Party as a populist party. This classification may have been 
deserved in the light of the party’s past populist tendencies. In our view, however, today’s Left Party does not 
display strong traits of populism anymore.  
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for Greece and other countries that had been hit by the Eurozone crisis. After several changes 
of leadership, the party has decisively moved to the right, adding anti-immigrant and anti-
Muslim elements to its increasingly radical, Eurosceptic programme (Arzheimer and Berning, 
2019). From the beginning, the party has criticised the ‘cartel of old parties’ and presented itself 
as the only alternative to the old politics of the established parties (hence the party’s name, 
suggesting that it offers an ‘alternative for Germany’). With this radical right programme, the 
party entered all state parliaments in Germany and also made its breakthrough at the federal 
level, when it gained more than 12 per cent of the vote in the 2017 Bundestag election, finishing 
as third largest party. 

Based on a systematic content analysis of the AfD’s 2017 federal election manifesto and of AfD 
MPs’ speeches and interjections in the 2019 budget debate in the Bundestag, we show that the 
AfD displays a noticeable amount of anti-pluralism in its political communication, in particular 
with a view to calling into question fundamental rights for religious and other minorities. On 
the basis of more qualitative, process-tracing evidence, we show that the other parties have 
reacted to the AfD with a decisive, yet increasingly contested strategy of isolation. Public 
security authorities, in turn, have left the party itself untouched but have reacted with a 
repressive strategy to extremist branches within the party. We conclude by discussing the 
normative implications of these reactions. Given the considerable amount of anti-pluralism we 
discover in the party’s communication, the reactions so far can be defended under the tenets 
of militant democracy. But this normative assessment could change depending on whether the 
party develops into a more moderate right-wing party or into a decisively right-wing extremist 
direction. 

3.2 Conceptualising anti-pluralism 

Efforts to conceptualise anti-pluralism are well-advised to start from the notion of pluralism. 
Pluralism is one of the key principles of democracy. It assumes that modern societies consist of 
a wide variety of individuals and groups, each with their own interests, values, and worldviews. 
It is imperative for a fair democratic decision-making process that all members of the polity are 
able to express their views openly, freely, and equally. Whatever the outcome of this exchange 
of individual particularistic views might be must be considered the best approximation of the 
common good. 

Based on the work by Herman (2017) and Crum et al. (2020, in this report), we distinguish 
between two main dimensions of anti-pluralism: (1) political intolerance and (2) disrespect for 
pluralist institutions. These dimensions can be divided into two sub-dimensions each, resulting 
in the following conceptual scheme: 

(1) Political intolerance 

(1.a) Anti-pluralist parties engage in ‘motive-cynicism’ (Herman, 2017: 747). This 
criterion refers to how a political actor criticises their opponents. Instead of 
criticising the actions or proposals of opponents on the basis of their failure to 
realise the common good, motive-cynicism means that a political actor criticises 
their opponents for 

− merely pursuing their narrow political interests; 

− merely pursuing their own personal interests; or 
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− being ‘fundamentally immoral or uncommitted to the common good’  
(Herman, 2017: 747). 

(1.b) Anti-pluralists make ‘monistic political appeals’ (Herman, 2017: 748) by 

− claiming ‘that their party alone can truly represent the political community’ 
(Herman, 2017: 748), for example, by arguing that only they can advance the 
nation’s interest; or 

− claiming that there is only one solution to a certain societal problem, typically 
the one favoured by the politician or party. 

(2) Disrespect for pluralist institutions 

(2.a) Anti-pluralists call into question fundamental rights and principles of the 
established political order, for example, by 

− seeking to curb religious freedom; or  

− seeking to curtail the rights of certain (minority) groups.15 

(2.b) Anti-pluralists attack ‘the legitimacy of democratic institutions’ (Herman, 2017: 
748), for example, by 

− challenging the independence of the court system; or  

− questioning the outcomes of elections. 

This conceptualisation of anti-pluralism as a two-dimensional construct with altogether four 
sub-dimensions forms the basis of our empirical analysis of the extent to which the AfD makes 
anti-pluralist claims in their election manifestos, parliamentary speeches, or other forms of 
political communication. 

3.3 Conceptualising the political reactions to the rise of populism 

When it comes to conceptualising the reactions of established parties and public authorities to 
the rise of populism, Crum et al. (2020, in this report) draw on Capoccia (2005) and distinguish 
three strategies: (1) accommodation, (2) isolation, and (3) repression. Accommodation implies 
that established parties and public authorities accept the populist challenger party as a 
legitimate actor and treat it like any other party. Isolation means that the other parties form a 
cordon sanitaire against populist challengers, refusing to collaborate politically with them on all 
levels. An even tougher reaction is repression, meaning that established parties and/or public 
authorities employ legal or judicial means in order to fight a populist challenger party. 

Regarding the normative assessment of these reactions, we can use the norm of democratic 
pluralism as a first yardstick. On the face of it, established parties and public authorities should 
stick to the same principles of pluralist democracy that we use to assess whether populist 
parties pose a threat to democracy. Among the three strategies, only accommodation appears 

                                                           
15 Statements against certain groups in society could also be seen as a form of political intolerance, which would 
belong to the first dimension of anti-pluralism. We subsume such statements under the institutional dimension 
since we consider the rights of women or minorities to be part of the catalogue of fundamental rights that is 
protected by constitutional provisions. 
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to be in line with the principles of pluralism. The other two strategies can hardly be brought in 
line with pluralist principles of democracy. In fact, they are fundamentally anti-pluralist.  

In order to legitimise such reactions, we need to go beyond pluralism and turn to normative 
theories of democracy that have come to be known as ‘militant democracy’. Proponents of this 
line of thought argue that democracy needs to defend itself against actors, movements or 
parties that reject fundamental principles of democracy and, thus, threaten the very basis of 
democracy (Loewenstein, 1937; Capoccia, 2005, 2013; Müller, 2016; see also Crum et al., 2020, 
in this report). Developed against the backdrop of the systematic dismantling of democratic 
principles by the Nazi party in Germany, this approach offers many potential mechanisms of 
protecting the democratic order, and it depends on the legal and, more specifically, 
constitutional prerequisites in a given country to decide which of these mechanisms can be 
used to combat enemies of democracy.  

In Germany, three constitutional provisions are often considered to be the most important 
pillars of militant democracy: First, the so-called ‘eternity clause’ (Ewigkeitsklausel) guarantees 
that a number of constitutional cornerstones cannot be subject to change. Second, parties and 
societal groups whose actions and goals are directed against the German constitution face a 
range of repressions. Members of such organisations cannot become, or remain, civil servants; 
parties officially declared extremist can lose their access to public party funding; and extremist 
organisations can, ultimately, be banned. Third, there is the possibility that actors can be denied 
their fundamental rights if they use these rights to fight the German constitution.  

When it comes to the actual implementation of this legal framework, the so far most relevant 
and most often applied weapon to protect democracy in Germany is the second constitutional 
provision, which allows the Federal Constitutional Court to ban parties and other societal 
groups or individuals seeking to undermine the democratic order or to endanger the existence 
of the German democratic system (see articles 9 and 21 of the German constitution). To ensure 
that this weapon is applied following objective criteria independent from party politics, there 
is a special federal agency that is in charge of collecting evidence on potential cases of anti-
democratic individuals or organisations: The Federal Office for the Protection of the 
Constitution. All German states also have a state-level agency in charge of protecting the 
constitution. 

3.4 Data and methods 

In order to empirically analyse the degree of anti-pluralism of the AfD and the reactions to the 
rise of the AfD by the other parties as well as by public authorities, we use a two-step design. 
First, we measure the anti-pluralism of the AfD in its political communication by a content 
analysis of the AfD’s most comprehensive election manifesto and the parliamentary speeches 
of their representatives in the German parliament. Second, we measure the reactions of the 
other parties and of public authorities by tracing the behaviour of these actors toward the AfD 
on the basis of available documents and media reports.  

3.4.1 Measuring anti-pluralist statements by the AfD 

As a first step, we extracted the AfD’s degree of anti-pluralism from the party’s political 
communication by coding the party’s 2017 federal election manifesto and the speeches of the 
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party’s members of parliament (MP) during the 2019 budget debate in the Bundestag. As 
several scholars of party competition have repeatedly claimed (Budge et al., 2001; Laver et al., 
2003), party manifestos contain the actual policy preference and the positional core of a given 
party. As such, they should provide us with a good insight into the anti-pluralist character of 
the programmatic statements a party wants to attribute to itself publicly. 

There is, of course, a multitude of AfD manifestos we could potentially analyse, ranging from 
European election manifestos to federal or state electoral platforms. We concentrate our 
analysis on the federal level as we are most interested in politics at the federal level, where the 
main political decisions are still made.16 We decided to focus on the most recent federal 
election manifesto from the 2017 Bundestag election.17  

Since only studying party manifestos may miss out on potentially anti-pluralist statements 
made in other contexts, we decided to also code the degree of anti-pluralism in the speeches 
of AfD politicians in the 2019 budget debate in the German Bundestag. Parliamentary debates 
provide individual MPs with a better platform to argue emotionally and more freely compared 
to the more rational process of generating a manifesto. Among all types of debates held in the 
Bundestag, we chose a general budget debate (‘Haushaltsdebatte’), which in Germany is 
traditionally the key debate in which the government defends itself and its policies against 
criticism from opposition parties. Hence, budget debates reach much higher levels of public 
and media attention than most other parliamentary debates. In effect, the sum of anti-pluralist 
statements during these debates should also be an important indicator of a party’s degree of 
anti-pluralism.  

The 2019 budget debate encompassed the first and second readings of the 2020 budget bill 
taking place in the fall of 2019 (September and November). This selection yielded altogether 
eight days of debate, from which we coded all speeches held by AfD MPs and all interjections 
from AfD MPs during the speeches held by MPs of other parties.18  

Our coding procedure involves two steps. First, we coded statements that identify an actor, 
organisation, or societal group and put this actor, organisation, or societal group in a negative 

                                                           
16 Analysing the party’s regional election manifestos instead may provide us with a better insight into the variance 
of anti-pluralism among the regional branches of the party, ranging from the far-right party groups in the Eastern 
parts of Germany to more mainstream groups in the Western part. But this would have gone beyond the scope of 
what we could cover for this paper. 
17 We also started coding the first federal election manifesto (2013), but this did not yield any meaningful results 
as the manifesto is very short (only 4 pages, compared to the 76 pages of the 2017 manifesto) and restricted itself 
to listing the few core policy priorities of the party without much reasoning or context. 
18 In order to validate our coding scheme and to compare the results to another party, we also coded a selection 
of the speeches held by MPs from the ‘Liberal Democratic Party of Germany’ (FDP). On the one hand, the FDP also 
belongs to the parliamentary opposition so that it has comparable incentives to attack the government. On the 
other hand, it has a long-standing record of supporting individual rights, democracy, and the rule of law. Hence, 
although we could expect a certain degree of political intolerance from such a small opposition party, it would be 
very surprising to find a significant amount of anti-pluralist statements made by MPs from the FDP. While we find 
some traces of motive cynicism also among members of the FDP, our comparison makes clear that the AfD 
members are outstanding in the number of anti-pluralist statements. Data and figures can be obtained from the 
authors.  
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context.19 That is, our first step of coding includes the identification of a target object, which is 
put into a negative context. In a second step, we additionally assigned the label ‘anti-pluralist’ 
if the statements conformed to the conceptual criteria of anti-pluralism elaborated above. We 
coded whether the statements fulfilled the criteria of one of the four sub-dimensions of anti-
pluralism: motive-cynicism, monistic political appeals, challenging fundamental rights, and 
attacks on democratic institutions.20 

3.4.2 Measuring the reactions of other parties and of public security authorities to the AfD 

Due to resource constraints, we decided against analysing the reactions of all other parties to 
the AfD in the same way as we did with the AfD. This would have involved not only coding the 
national elections manifestos and speeches of all other parties but also other public statements 
by these parties, e.g., in the form of press releases or speeches on party conventions. Based on 
the available time and financial resources, we opted for analysing these parties’ behaviour vis-
à-vis the AfD by the method of qualitative process-tracing, focusing on a number of selected 
instances in which the question of how to deal with the AfD became a salient topic and moved 
into the spotlight of media attention. Even though this approach is less encompassing than our 
measurement of the AfD’s anti-pluralism, we hold that a process-tracing approach is 
appropriate for studying the reactions of the other parties as these reactions can typically be 
studied best when controversial situations arise that trigger public debates about how to deal 
with the AfD.  

We employed the same qualitative approach to exploring the reactions of the public security 
authorities in charge of protecting democracy in Germany. In addition to media reports, we 
consulted the relevant information on the website of the Federal Office for the Protection of 
the Constitution. These two sources allow for a systematic overview of the reactions of public 
security authorities. The Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution is the main 
German authority in charge of monitoring the activities of political organisations with a view to 
potential threats to the democratic order. And since measures taken by the Federal Office 
against the AfD sparked widespread political debates, the media covered these instances 
heavily.  

Based on our findings on the AfD’s degree of anti-pluralism, we will, in the end, be able to assess 
how legitimate the behaviour of the other parties and of public authorities was against the 
backdrop of the tenets of pluralism and militant democracy. 

3.5 Anti-pluralism and the AfD: quantitative results 

Based on the methodological approach outlined above, we conducted a systematic content 
analysis of the AfD’s 2017 national election manifesto and the speeches made by AfD MPs in 
the 2019 budget debate in the German Bundestag. The goal was to identify anti-pluralism in 
the party’s political communication. We first report the aggregate quantitative results from this 

                                                           
19 This first step was done by two student assistants from the University of Münster’s political science master 
programme. We are greatly indebted to Luisa Kunze and Elena Otto-Erley for their diligent and highly reliable 
coding work. This paper would have been impossible without them. 
20 This second step was done by one of the three authors of this paper, after the student assistants had indicated 
that 387 of all negative statements contained ‘potentially anti-pluralist’ references.  
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analysis before we provide some more flesh to the bones by giving some qualitative examples 
of the type of anti-pluralist statements we uncovered. 

3.5.1 Negative and anti-pluralist statements made by the AfD 

In total, we identified 1,248 negative statements in the two documents (see Table 4.1). The AfD 
manifesto for the 2017 federal election contained 261 negative references (20.9%) to different 
political objects, whereas we found 987 negative statements (79.1%) in the speeches of AfD 
MPs during the 2019 budget debate. This hints first to the length of the budget debate, which 
took place over eight days in total (four days per reading), as well as to the nature of such a 
general debate, which mainly consists of a large oppositional attack on the government’s 
budgetary plans for the following year. 

Table 4.1: Overview over all coded negative and anti-pluralist statements in both documents 

  All negative statements Anti-pluralist statements 

Total 1,248  104  

Election manifesto (2017) 261 (20.9%) 48 (46.2%) 

Budget debate (2019) 987 (79.1%) 56 (53.8%) 

First reading 670  28  

Second reading 317  28  

 

Of all 1,248 negative statements by the AfD, 104 statements contain some element of anti-
pluralism, which is a share of 8.3% (see Figure 4.1 and Table 4.1). These anti-pluralist 
statements are almost equally divided between the election manifesto (46.2%) and the debate 
(53.8%). If we take into account the unequal lengths of both types of documents, these figures 
suggest that the nature of the manifesto is more anti-pluralist than the character of the 
speeches. This conclusion is supported when looking at the anti-pluralist shares of all negative 
statements over the two different documents displayed in Figure 4.1. While the anti-pluralism 
share is only 5.7% in the AfD politicians’ speeches in the Bundestag debate, it rises to 18.4% in 
the election manifesto. This finding implies that although there are fewer negative references 
made in the manifesto compared to the parliamentary speeches, the manifesto statements are 
more anti-pluralist than the statements made in the debate. 
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Figure 4.1: The share of anti-pluralist statements in all negative statements made by the AfD 

 

 

3.5.2 Sub-dimensions of anti-pluralist rhetoric 

As laid out in the conceptual section, we distinguish between four sub-dimensions of anti-
pluralist statements. Table 4.2 demonstrates how the anti-pluralist statements identified in our 
analysis are distributed in general and over the two types of documents. Of the 104 anti-
pluralist statements, 30 statements (28.8%) criticised other political actors for merely 
advancing their own interest and/or acting against the common good (‘motive cynicism’). Only 
seven statements (6.7%) carried claims of representing the will of the people or denying a 
political opponent the ability to do so (‘monistic political appeals’). The largest category of anti-
pluralist statements includes challenges of fundamental rights, namely 49 (47.1%). Finally, 18 
statements (17.3%) consisted of attacks on democratic institutions.  

Table 4.2: The AfD’s anti-pluralist statements according to the four dimensions of anti-pluralism 

  Total Manifesto Debate 

All anti-pluralist statements 104   48   56   

Motive cynicism 30 28.8% 6 12.5% 24 42.9% 

Monistic appeals 7 6.7% 0 0.0% 7 12.5% 

Challenging fundamental rights 49 47.1% 35 72.9% 14 25.0% 

Attack on religious freedom 19   18   1   

Attack on LGBT and gender equality 14   8   6   

Attack on cultural diversity in general 16   9   7   

Attacks on democratic institutions 18 17.3% 7 14.6% 11 19.6% 
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In order to learn more about the third category, statements challenging fundamental rights, we 
identified three broad thematic domains: statements relating to religious freedom, LGBT rights, 
and gender equality, and cultural diversity in general. As this subdivision of the third dimension 
of anti-pluralism is the result of a rather inductive approach, we will go into more detail about 
these categories in the next sub-section.  

As Figure 4.2 visualises, there is a certain relationship between the different dimensions of anti-
pluralist statements and the arena in which they are expressed (see also Table 4.2). First, anti-
pluralist statements containing ‘motive cynicism’ are much more often used in parliamentary 
debates (42.9%) than in the manifesto (12.5%). Second, ‘monistic political appeals’ are only 
expressed in parliamentary speeches (12.5%), whereas we have not found any such statements 
in the 2017 election manifesto. Third, the large majority of anti-pluralist statements in the 
election manifesto (72.9%) can be characterised as ‘challenging fundamental rights’. In 
contrast, this type of statement is much less frequent in the parliamentary arena (25.0%). 
Lastly, ‘attacks on democratic institutions’ can be found both in the budget debate (19.6%) and 
in the election manifesto (14.6%) with roughly equal weight. 

Figure 4.2: The sub-dimensions of anti-pluralist statements in the two analysed documents 
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3.6 Anti-pluralism and the AfD: qualitative results 

In the following, we aim to engage in a more qualitative assessment of the different kinds of 
motives mentioned and actors targeted within the four sub-dimensions of anti-pluralism. 
Moreover, we also show how the nature of the AfD’s anti-pluralism varies between the 
electoral manifesto and the parliamentary speeches of their representatives. 

3.6.1 Motive cynicism 

As mentioned above, ‘motive cynicism’ is the first sub-dimension of anti-pluralist political 
intolerance. It is more often used in the AfD’s oral communication than in written manifestos 
and even represents the most common form of anti-pluralist statements in parliamentary 
debates. When used in the electoral platform, it usually takes the form of rather general claims 
that concern the mean-spirited motives of those politicians and parties who are currently in 
power. 

‘A political class has emerged whose primary interest is its power, status, and material 
well-being.’ (2017 National Election Manifesto, p.8) 

At times, this denunciation of the political elite also comes along with a classical element of 
populist ideology, namely a clear antagonism between the ‘corrupt elite’ and the ‘pure people’ 
(see Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2017). 

‘The unbroken tendency towards professional politics has encouraged the 
monopolisation of power and has steadily widened the obvious gap between voters and 
elected officials. Nepotism, felt, corruption-promoting structures and lobbying were 
and are the result.’ (2017 National Election Manifesto, p.10) 

In contrast to the more general framing in the party’s manifesto, references to the dastard 
motives of political actors are usually phrased as more direct attacks against political opponents 
in the parliamentary arena. 

‘Your cultural and media policy is the clear and visible manifestation of a left-green juste 
milieu full of contemporary opportunists greedy of state money.’ (Martin Erwin Renner, 
Bundestag plenary session 19-130, p.16301) 

While the attacks often address the government and the mainstream parties more generally, 
they are sometimes also targeted at particular governmental institutions, such as particular 
ministries or agencies. 

‘No other ministry [than the foreign office] is so representative of the fatal mixture of 
left-wing ideology and state self-service mentality.’ (Markus Frohnmaier, Bundestag 
plenary session 19-130, p.16297) 

Equally important, ‘motive cynicism’ statements are often targeted at the political parties on 
the left side of the political spectrum, such as the Greens and the Social Democrats. AfD 
politicians often insinuate that these parties engage in clientelist and ideological policy-making. 
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‘Your extreme left-wing clientele policy is the worst!’ (Interjection by Martin Reichardt, 
Bundestag plenary session 19-130, p.16297) 

Besides the allegation of serving an ideological clientele, left parties and their representatives 
are equally often accused of merely advancing their own interests while ignoring the common 
good. 

‘The SPD is now only a shadow of its former self, which is only logical in view of its 
programme and its political staff – I'm looking at the front row – which consists mainly 
of slick careerists and other hard-to-place people.’ (Stephan Brandner, Bundestag 
plenary session 19-131, p.16419) 

Taken together, we conclude that ‘motive cynicism’ is an important weapon in the anti-pluralist 
arsenal of the AfD. It is not only closely connected to the populist idea of a strong antagonism 
between a ‘corrupt elite’ and a ‘pure people’, but also serves as a frequently used means of 
direct attack against political opponents in parliamentary speeches. 

3.6.2 Monistic political appeals 

As laid out above, statements that involve claims about a sole right of representation are hard 
to find in the AfD’s rhetoric. However, we found several examples in the budget debate, where 
AfD representatives claimed that there is a common volonté générale (will of the people) that 
the incumbent government and other parties are not advocating. 

‘In contrast to most governments on this earth, you put the weal and woe of your own 
people right at the bottom of the list.’ (Karsten Hilse, Bundestag plenary session 19-129, 
p.16200) 

More importantly, political opponents are sometimes even accused of acting deliberately 
against the common good with their actions, whereas the AfD represents the true will of the 
German people. 

‘The AfD Group rejects this cultural budget and above all this cultural policy, which is 
directed against Germany.’ (Dr. Marc Jongen, Bundestag plenary session 19-111, 
p.13648) 

Taken together, we do not see ‘monistic political appeals’ as the most central instrument in the 
AfD’s rhetorical tool kit. This might be a result of the rather small size of the party, which does 
not really allow for claiming a sole right of representation, or even a result of our coding 
procedure.21 However, as it is related to the ‘thin ideology’ of populism in a similar way as 
‘motive cynicism’, we believe claiming that only the own party represents the nation and its 
people could become a more frequently used device in the future. 

 

                                                           
21 As mentioned, we only coded negative statements during the first step of the coding, which might have led to 
a situation in which we missed monistic political appeals in which there was no (negative) reference to another 
target. 
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3.6.3 Challenging fundamental rights 

As mentioned before, the third sub-dimension of anti-pluralism is challenging fundamental 
rights. It thus represents a key feature of the AfD’s anti-pluralist political communication. 
Statements of this type were found more often in the manifesto than in the parliamentary 
debates. In an inductive approach, we identified three thematic areas these statements 
address. 

First, the principle of religious freedom is strongly questioned by the AfD, especially when it 
comes to Islam and the rights of Muslims in Germany. Interestingly, out of the 19 anti-pluralist 
statements that involve religious freedom, there is only one used in the 2019 general budget 
debate (which is – in the same words – also found in the election manifesto of 2017). 

‘This Islam – the AfD is the only party to say so – does not belong to Germany.’ (Martin 
Hohmann, Bundestag plenary session 19-112, p.13750) 

In the 2017 federal election manifesto, the negative and anti-pluralist positions regarding this 
central policy issue are laid out at length and justified with both security concerns and 
references to cultural and national identity. 

‘In the spread of Islam and the presence of over 5 million Muslims, whose number is 
constantly growing, the AfD sees a great danger for our state, our society, and our 
values.’ (2017 National Election Manifesto, p.34) 

From this general view, the AfD derives a wide variety of policy proposals, such as inspections 
of mosque associations, the abolition of Islamic theology chairs at German universities, a ban 
of Islamic religious instruction at German state schools, and a ban on headscarves in public 
institutions. 

‘No headscarf is to be worn in the public service, in educational institutions neither by 
female teachers nor by female pupils, following the French model.’ (2017 National 
Election Manifesto, p.35) 

The second area in which the AfD challenges fundamental rights relates to the equality of 
women and LGBT people. This is expressed almost equally often in the 2017 election manifesto 
(eight statements) and the 2019 general budget debate (six statements). A central justification 
for any demands of curtailing these rights usually is the reference to the traditional family 
model. 

‘We, therefore, reject efforts at the national and international level to implement this 
ideology through instruments such as gender studies, quota regulations, e.g., for 
women, propaganda campaigns such as the ‘Equal Pay Day’ or the ‘gender-neutral 
language’.’ (2017 National Election Manifesto, p.41) 

The rejection of policies that promote gender equality and the aim of equal rights and 
opportunities for all those with non-traditional sexual orientations regularly results in the 
demand to promote traditional lifestyles in educational institutions. 
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‘The AfD clearly opposes all attempts to eliminate the proven, traditional family image 
through state-sponsored re-education programmes in kindergartens and schools.’ 
(2017 National Election Manifesto, p.41) 

In parliamentary speeches, these culturally traditional views are often expressed in a more 
blunt and colourful language, which underlines the AfD’s disdain for progressive policies 
promoting gender equality. 

‘How many studied porn specialists can a business location like Germany afford, how 
many more than 230 chairs for gender and hullabaloo studies?’ (Nicole Höchst, 
Bundestag plenary session 19-112, p.13813) 

Such attacks are often intertwined with a clear reference to the left-of-centre ideological nature 
of any policies that aim at promoting gender equality and alternative lifestyles. 

‘Unfortunately, in the past, you have allowed your ministry to become a left-wing, 
green-dominated ideological circus that deals with the gender-just re-education of 
women and men, discriminatory quotas for women, and all kinds of feminist heresies.’ 
(Martin Reichard, Bundestag plenary session 19-131, p.16459) 

The third type of attacks on fundamental rights consists of challenges to cultural diversity more 
generally. Statements of this type form a prominent feature of the party’s rhetoric both in its 
2017 federal election manifesto (nine statements) and the 2019 budget debate (seven 
statements). 

‘The ideology of ‘multiculturalism’ endangers all these cultural achievements.’ (2017 
National Election Manifesto, p.47) 

The negative, anti-pluralist statements in this area are often connected to foreigners living in 
Germany or German citizens with migration background. Most prominently, they are told to 
adapt to the ‘German Leitkultur’ (‘guiding culture’). 

‘Every migrant or immigrant to whom we grant a permanent right of residence has a 
responsibility to adapt to his or her new home country and the German Leitkultur, not 
the other way around.’ (2017 National Election Manifesto, p.32) 

Several statements also refer to the German language as a key feature of this Leitkultur and as 
the central obstacle to foreign-born persons for integration into the labour market. 

‘No basis for trust can be established with doctors, therapists, or nursing staff who have 
language deficits.’ (2017 National Election Manifesto, p.61) 

In the parliamentary arena, the issue of cultural diversity is used several times for direct attacks 
against political opponents, especially in reference to the federal government in Berlin. 

‘In Berlin, it is the left-green political vault itself that wants to rob us of our national 
culture and identity, led by a chancellor in black and red-coloured clothes, but with bile-
green lining – and her bots-like, multi-coloured helpers.’ (Martin Erwin Renner, 
Bundestag plenary session 19-130, p.16301) 
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3.6.4 Attacks on democratic institutions 

The fourth and final sub-dimension of anti-pluralism consists of attacks on democratic 
institutions. Statements of this type are found more often in speeches (eleven statements) than 
in the manifesto (seven statements). The most popular target is political parties. 

‘The omnipotence of the parties and their exploitation of the state endanger our 
democracy.’ (2017 National Election Manifesto, p.9) 

However, similar statements are also made with reference to mainstream media, the judiciary, 
the electoral system, federalist structures, and supranational institutions. 

‘The arrogance of supranational courts must be ended.’ (2017 National Election 
Manifesto, p.20) 

As usual, the tone and the rhetorical style in the German Bundestag are even harsher. At times, 
AfD politicians even suggest a banning political opponents. 

‘But, dear SPD, if you want to use short-sighted socialist policies to turn Germany, once 
a flourishing business location, into a country of farmers and Hartz IV recipients, then 
you should be banned as a governing party.’ (Uwe Witt, Bundestag plenary session 19-
113, p.13830) 

These severe attacks on democratic institutions are not only evoked by the party’s 
backbenchers but also by their most prominent members – even though the targets are not 
only the parties in government. 

‘They allow themselves to be led by questionable lobbyists such as Deutsche 
Umwelthilfe – in my view, this lobby organisation should be banned […].’ (Dr. Alice 
Weidel, Bundestag plenary session 19-111, p.13616) 

In sum, our analysis suggests that the AfD is a party with many anti-pluralist characteristics. 
Among the two main dimensions of anti-pluralism, the AfD is predominantly marked by the 
disrespect of pluralist institutions. And within this category, most statements of the AfD consist 
of challenges to fundamental rights. Anti-pluralism is deeply rooted in the ideological profile of 
the party, as expressed in their election manifesto, and also becomes very manifest in their 
parliamentary speeches. Interestingly, some aspects appear predominantly in the party’s 
manifesto (e.g., challenges of religious freedom), while others are more often addressed in 
debates (e.g., attacks on democratic institutions). This could imply that different facets of anti-
pluralist rhetoric are not used at random but strategically with regards to the opportunity 
structure of the specific arena. 

3.7 Reactions of other parties: from ignorance to increasingly contested isolation  

How have the other German parties reacted to the rise of the AfD? When the party entered 
the scene in 2013, the other parties sought to ignore the newcomers. The AfD started out 
almost as a single-issue party, focusing heavily on its criticism of the German government’s 
policy in the Eurozone crisis, which the party leadership around Bernd Lucke deemed to be too 
risky for the German taxpayer and at the same time in contravention of the European treaties. 
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The remainder of the party’s platform consisted of mainstream centre-right positions on 
economic or family policy. It was thus easy to try to ignore the party. This strategy seemed to 
work initially, as the AfD did not make it into the Bundestag in 2013, narrowly falling short of 
the 5 per cent threshold required for winning seats in federal parliamentary elections. 

It soon transpired, though, that things would not be that easy. In May 2014, the AfD made its 
first electoral breakthrough, winning seven per cent of the vote in the European Parliament 
election. Later the same year, it also entered the parliaments of three Eastern German states. 
The more successful the party became, the more it moved towards far-right positions, 
especially on immigration. After an internal row over the political strategy of the party, the 
moderate founders around Lucke left the party, and the new leader Frauke Petry moved the 
party further to the right. The new anti-immigration positions of the party fell on fertile ground 
during the so-called refugee crisis of 2015-2016 when the issue of immigration took centre 
stage in the German public discourse. As a result, the party gained more and more support, and 
with every regional election, it also increased its representation in state parliaments. In the fall 
of 2017, the AfD finally made it into the Bundestag, winning 12.6 per cent of the vote. By the 
end of 2018, it had also made its way into all sixteen state parliaments.  

With the growing parliamentary presence of the AfD, ignoring the party became a virtually 
impossible strategy. The question of how to deal with the newly elected AfD MPs at all political 
levels became increasingly pressing, especially since the party’s strength in many parliaments 
became highly visible. In all Eastern German parliaments, the AfD is now the second-largest 
party, taking around a quarter of all seats. In the Bundestag, the AfD is the third-largest party 
and has the position of the leading opposition party. As a reaction to the AfD’s growing electoral 
support and the party’s move to the far right, the other parties abandoned their initial 
response, namely to ignore the new challenger, in favour of a clear strategy of political isolation.  

Ideologically and electorally, the three right-of-centre parties, the two Christian Democratic 
parties CDU and CSU and the liberal FDP, could be most tempted to cooperate with the AfD. 
The AfD combines culturally right-wing positions on immigration and religious minorities with 
economically right-wing positions on fiscal policy and market regulation. Likewise, its anti-EU 
stance springs from both economic concerns over the stability of the Euro and from cultural 
grievances over the loss of sovereignty and national identity. This programmatic positioning has 
most overlaps with the CDU/CSU and to some extent also the Liberals, and the party also draws 
an important share of its support base from voters who had formerly voted for the CDU, the 
CSU, or, to a lesser extent, the FDP (Tagesschau.de, 2019c).  

In this sense, the three right-of-centre parties can be considered ‘border parties’ (Crum et al., 
2020, in this report) vis-à-vis the AfD, which implies that we should focus our attention on these 
three parties.22 All main parties have adopted strict policies of non-cooperation with the AfD. 
For example, the 2018 federal party convention of the CDU adopted a formal resolution in 
which the party pledged to refrain from coalitions or similar forms of cooperation with the AfD 
(Tagesschau.de, 2019b). This strategy was confirmed by the party leadership in 2019, and the 

                                                           
22 The behaviour of the three left-of-centre parties, the Social Democratic SPD, the Greens, and the Left Party, in 
contrast, is less interesting here since coalitions or common voting alliances between these and the AfD are hard 
to imagine. 
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chairman of the CSU, Markus Söder, declared that his party pursues the same policy of non-
cooperation (Reuters, 2019). Similar policies exist for the FDP. 

Moreover, the other parties have sought to limit the parliamentary influence of the AfD. After 
the federal election of 2017, they grudgingly accepted that the AfD, based on the number of 
seats the party had gained in the Bundestag, was entitled to nominate three committee chairs. 
Even though several delegations abstained or voted against these candidates, the three AfD 
chairpersons were narrowly approved by the members of their respective committees (SZ.de, 
2018). However, when one of these AfD chairpersons, the chairman of the committee on legal 
affairs, Stephan Brandner, published controversial tweets in which he repeated anti-Semitic 
stereotypes, MPs from all other parties reacted with outrage, and the committee subsequently 
voted him out of office. The vote was supported by the committee members of all other parties 
(Tagesschau.de, 2019a). This was the first time in the history of the Bundestag that a committee 
chairperson was removed from office.23 

The other parties’ isolation strategy vis-à-vis the AfD became even more restrictive when it 
came to voting on AfD nominees for the position of a vice-president of the Bundestag. 
According to the Bundestag’s rules of procedure, every parliamentary party is entitled to a vice-
president. But the nominated MP needs to gain a majority in the plenary. Since the election of 
2017, the AfD has nominated four candidates for this position, but none of them has reached 
the required majority (Zeit.de, 2019b). While some of these candidates belonged to the far-
right wing of the party, the AfD also nominated a relatively moderate MP, Mariana Harder-
Kühnel, but her candidacy did not find a majority either (Zeit.de, 2019a). In contrast, the 
practice regarding AfD vice-presidents in the state parliaments is more mixed. In many Länder, 
AfD candidates were elected into these positions, but there are also examples where 
candidates repeatedly failed to gain majorities (Zeit.de, 2019b). Thus, it can be concluded that 
despite the strict policy of non-cooperation, the other parties have not constructed a complete 
cordon sanitaire around the AfD – neither in the state parliaments nor at the federal level 
(Heinze 2020). 

Yet, the policy of non-cooperation is increasingly contested within the three border parties. The 
controversial election of an FDP candidate to the position of governor of Thuringia in January 
2020 underlines that the Eastern German branches of both CDU and FDP are increasingly 
unhappy about their parties’ non-cooperation strategies. While the election of the FDP’s 
Thomas Kemmerich, with votes from the CDU, FDP, and the AfD, was at least partly an 
unexpected political accident cleverly orchestrated by the AfD, the ensuing debates within the 
CDU and FDP revealed that the Thuringian Christian Democrats were less than happy with the 
policy of non-cooperation pursued by the national party leadership. The federal leaderships of 
both parties insisted that their non-cooperation policies be respected and pressurised their 
Thuringian branches to reverse their decisions. The Thuringian FDP complied grudgingly, which 
meant that the elected governor Kemmerich resigned after just a few days in office. The 
Thuringian CDU, however, was more reluctant and only signalled half-hearted support for the 

                                                           
23 Even though several MPs declared that they would accept another AfD candidate for the post, the AfD 
considered this vote a violation of its parliamentary rights and appealed the vote in the Federal Constitutional 
Court (Legal Tribune Online, 2020). At the time of writing, the Court has not yet taken a decision on this case. 
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federal party’s instructions, which was one of the reasons why Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer, 
the federal party leader of the CDU, declared that she would soon step down. 

Two important insights can be drawn from this episode. On the one hand, the national party 
leaderships of all parties are still firmly committed to their isolation strategies vis-à-vis the AfD. 
On the other hand, the party organisations and members of both CDU and FDP have become 
increasingly split over this strategy. More and more calls to relax the non-cooperation policies 
can be heard from the Eastern German branches of both parties. Especially the leaders of the 
Eastern German CDU organisations have realised that the non-cooperation strategy makes 
office-seeking more and more difficult. Since the AfD is particularly strong in Eastern Germany 
and has attracted an important part of the former CDU electorate, and since the Left Party also 
remains quite strong in the East, gaining governing power in Eastern German states becomes 
increasingly difficult without the AfD. In the absence of cooperation with the right-wing 
populists, the CDU’s options boil down to either seeking highly unusual alliances – with the SPD, 
the Greens, or maybe even the Left Party – or accepting to sit on the opposition benches. 

3.8 Reactions of public security authorities 

The increasing radicalisation of the AfD moved the party into the sight of Germany’s militant 
democratic institutions, which were created in order to protect the democratic order from 
extremist political activities. In January 2019, the Federal Office for the Protection of the 
Constitution classified two branches of the AfD, the party’s youth organisation and ‘the wing’ 
(Der Flügel), as suspected cases of right-wing extremism (Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz, 
2019). A year later, the office classified ‘the wing’ as a right-wing extremist organisation, while 
leaving the status of the youth organisation at the level of a suspected case of extremism 
(Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz, 2020). 

The classification of ‘the wing’ as extremist sent shock waves through the party (Zeit.de 2020a). 
Many Eastern German party members, and several prominent Eastern German figureheads of 
the party, were organised in ‘the wing’. The two leaders of ‘the wing’ were Björn Höcke and 
Andreas Kalbitz, the two chairmen of the party’s regional branches in Thuringia and 
Brandenburg, two of the AfD’s electoral strongholds, with a vote share in the 2019 state 
elections of more than 23%. Both had become notorious for propagating extremely far-right 
political positions, and both acted as mouthpieces of the far-right movement within the AfD, 
which sought to move the party decisively into a far-right direction. 

The national party leadership reacted promptly. Within days after ‘the wing’ had been classified 
as extremist organisation, the party’s executive committee declared that ‘the wing’ was to be 
dissolved by the end of April 2020 (Zeit.de 2020b). Given the power of ‘the wing’s’ leadership 
and the fact that about 20 per cent of the party members were estimated by security 
authorities as belonging to the organisation, this decision was highly controversial. However, 
the party leadership was under immense pressure since members of ‘the wing’ who were civil 
servants had to fear being sacked since only persons with a clear commitment to the principles 
of democracy can work as civil servants in Germany. There were widespread expectations that 
the whole party might be declared a suspected case of right-wing extremism had it not clearly 
distanced itself from ‘the wing’. 
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In sum, the strategy of the German security authorities vis-à-vis the AfD was differentiated. The 
Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution targeted the most extremist branches of 
the party, especially the radical Eastern German ‘the wing’, but it has left the party as a whole 
untouched as yet.  

3.9 Conclusions 

Our empirical analysis demonstrated that the AfD indeed displays a noticeable amount of anti-
pluralism in its political communication. The main focus is on statements that disrespect 
pluralist political institutions. The party attacks fundamental rights, in particular religious 
freedom of Muslims, LGBT rights and gender equality, and cultural diversity in general. The 
party also attacks democratic institutions such as courts, political parties in general, or civil 
society organisations that pursue the wrong kind of goals. A lesser focus of AfD anti-pluralism 
is political intolerance, mostly surfacing in the form of ‘motive cynicism’, where the party 
denounces the ruling political elite as being corrupt and self-serving and suggests that its 
political opponents are driven by egoistic motives rather than the common good.  

Our analysis of the reactions of the other parties shows that they first ignored the new 
challenger party, but the increasing electoral support of the AfD and its growing radicalisation 
towards far-right anti-immigration positions made it impossible to sustain this tactic. Hence, 
the other parties turned to a decisive strategy of isolation. These efforts at avoiding any form 
of cooperation and at keeping the AfD from the corridors of power sometimes even meant that 
the AfD was denied access to parliamentary positions that other parties would be granted 
almost automatically. It is also noticeable that the strategy of isolation has become increasingly 
contested within two of the three main border parties, the CDU and the FDP. This is mostly 
related to calls by Eastern German branches of both parties to relax the policy of non-
cooperation because adhering to it severely curtails both parties’ options of gaining office in 
Eastern Germany. Yet, the dominance of the Western German branches in both parties has so 
far made sure that the strategy of isolation is continued, even though there has never been a 
complete cordon sanitaire built around the AfD.24 

Public security authorities reacted with a differentiated strategy to the rise of the AfD. While 
the party as a whole has not been targeted by security authorities, the Federal Office for the 
Protection of the Constitutions stated observing two branches of the AfD, and it classified the 
larger and more prominent of these branches, the predominantly Eastern German radical right 
‘wing’, as an extremist organisation that violates major principles of the democratic order. The 
strong legal framework in Germany of protecting the constitutional order thus led to a targeted 
strategy of repression against the most far-right branch of the party and a less far-reaching 
repressive strategy of observation against the youth wing of the party.  

Let us finally turn to a normative assessment of these reactions. In principle, the exclusionary 
approach of all other parties towards the AfD, and even more so the repressive strategy of 
security authorities against branches of the AfD, violate key tenets of pluralist democracy. 
However, ‘militant democracy’ argues that such violations are allowed, or even imperative, in 
the case of a party that seeks to destroy the democratic order. But does the level of anti-

                                                           
24 Being based in Bavaria, the CSU does not have this internal struggle between Eastern and Western branches, 
which is why non-cooperation with the AfD is, for now, an uncontroversial policy within the CSU. 
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pluralism we observe in the AfD’s political communication really indicate that the party is a 
major threat to democracy?  

For the moment, the repressive actions against the far-right ‘wing’ of the party seem to be well-
founded. The authorities collected clear evidence of anti-Semitic and racist statements, and 
they even documented several examples of open sympathy to the Nazi ideology among 
representatives of the ‘wing’. Since the national party leadership declared that ‘the wing’ must 
be dissolved, however, one could argue that the party as a whole has distanced itself from these 
far-right tendencies. However, our analysis revealed that anti-pluralist tendencies are not just 
a problem of some Eastern German radicals within the party. Also, the statements of the federal 
mainstream of the party display a worrying degree of anti-pluralism. The number of statements 
that seek to curb religious rights and the protection of the rights of sexual or other minorities 
is a cause for concern. But whether they are enough to call the party an outright threat to 
democracy remains doubtful.  

So, how should we assess the German reactions to the AfD? At the time of writing, it is too early 
to provide a definite answer. It all depends on the future development of the party. Should the 
more moderate forces within the party assert themselves, there is a possibility that the AfD 
could develop into a relatively moderate, only slightly anti-pluralist centre-right party. In this 
scenario, the party would not pose a major threat to democracy, even though its anti-
immigrant and anti-establishment credentials would still represent a liability to pluralist 
democratic politics. Strategies of isolation by the other parties may continue in such a scenario, 
but they would become increasingly hard to defend from a normative perspective, and 
provided that centre-right government coalitions may turn out to be feasible only by 
incorporating the AfD, we would expect mounting pressure within the centre-right border 
parties to abandon the cordon sanitaire strategy and form alliances with the party.  

However, it is very well possible that the party faces a second, much less benevolent, 
development. While ‘the wing’ was officially dissolved, its former members, both leaders, and 
rank-and-file members are still part of the party. In other words, there are still major forces 
within the party, especially in the strong Eastern German branches, which seek to push the AfD 
further into the direction of far-right extremism. In this case, employing instruments of militant 
democracy against the AfD would seem a legitimate answer, both in terms of ostracising them 
from the political game and in terms of employing the legal means of protecting the German 
constitution. 
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4. Making a wor(l)d of difference? The National Front anti-pluralist 
stands and their evolution overtime 

Camille Kelbel, Julien Navarro, Marie Neihouser† 

4.1 Introduction 

The electoral progress made by radical right political parties across Europe (and beyond) over 
the last decade has been accompanied with a surge of studies analysing their alleged ‘populist 
trend’ (for an overview, see e.g. Froio, 2017, as well as Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017). But 
while the radical right was becoming a relevant and sometimes even significant factor of party 
politics, it has in the meantime become increasingly difficult to trace the socio-political 
exclusion of migrants, violence against ethnic or sexual minorities, the spread of xenophobic 
ideas or even the calling into question of the current institutional framework to the words or 
actions of these political forces. It is perhaps precisely as radical right parties have transformed 
into ‘mainstream’ parties which are increasingly successful at attracting large parts of the 
electorate that their ‘original sins’ have vanished (Bastow, 2018; Mayer, 2018). 

The inclusion of populist parties in the political game and their increasingly strong position at 
the crux of electoral competition has significant consequences for their development and 
identity – be it from an organizational or an ideological standpoint. At least, these trends 
generate conflicting assessments as to the positioning of these parties. The National Front (FN; 
now, National Rally, RN), which has been characterised as ‘quintessential of radical right 
populism’ (Mudde, 2004), is a good case in point. Over the years, a number of mainstream 
parties treated the FN as an ‘adversary’, asserting that it was illegitimate, both historically and 
ideologically (Villalba, 1998). Indeed, the FN has commonly been perceived as a danger for 
democracy (Collovald, 2004), when it is not simply described as ‘fascist’ or ‘neo-fascist’ (Fysh & 
Wolfreys, 1992; Seiler, 2003: 92-95). According to the most recent studies of its discourses, no 
ideological shift toward the centre has taken place at the FN, suggesting instead that, while the 
party doctrine has been refined, it remains on the whole unchanged as to its foundations 
(Alduy, 2016; Dezé, 2007: 274). This prevailing view among political scientists and experts 
contrasts sharply with the idea of a ‘normalization’ of the party in French political life, as 
suggested by a recent opinion poll showing that 56 percent of the respondents (that is, much 
more than its core supporters) saw the RN as a party like any other (Le Point, 2019). 

The softer public image of the FN/RN can in fact be related to the party’s deliberate strategy to 
break out of its isolation and to increase its respectability with the declared goal of improving 
its electoral prospects and eventually reaching power. Even though attempts to soften the 
profile of the party are not recent (Dézé, 2015) – not least since the FN started off as the 
electoral face of a movement often qualified as neo-fascist, Ordre nouveau –, it has of course 
been noted that this ‘new’ strategy coincides with a change of party leadership. In 2011, Marine 
Le Pen replaced her father Jean-Marie as president of the party. To what extent has this 
changed the nature of the National Front? Our main working hypothesis is developed around 
the basic idea of leadership changes affecting party organisation (Harmel & Janda, 1994) – a 
common view of the FN/RN over the last two decades being that of a shift brought about by 
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Marine Le Pen (Crepon, 2012; Bastow, 2018; Mondon, 2016). The aim of this paper is thus to 
evaluate the shift that has allegedly occurred since Marine Le Pen seized hold of the party 
(Shields, 2011; 2013). 

One major premise that guides this work is that there are notable variations in the threat that 
populist parties constitute and that these can be explored empirically, as a matter of severity. 
For this reason, we use an approach which evaluates populists’ impact on democracy as a 
variable. Few if any parties in Europe nowadays directly object to or call into question 
democracy as such, the question being thus rather how they attempt to use to their advantage 
the existing democratic political process. In the case of the FN/RN, some authors introduced 
the idea of a discursive rather than genuine ideological shift (Alduy & Wahnich, 2015, Biard 
2019). In its simplest form, the question raised by this contribution is thus whether such shift 
can be observed in empirical terms. Since the party under investigation is almost unanimously 
considered in the literature as a far-right party, the focus is on analysing whether it challenges 
basic democratic principles and poses a threat to the liberal democratic order, as a typical case 
of such anticipated attitude. 

As such, this paper contributes to the general understanding of when (under what conditions) 
populist parties tend to conform more to democracy and when do they drift towards more anti-
democratic positions. More specifically, however, the question raised is that of the evolution 
of the anti-pluralist stands of the party over recent times. Hence, we assess the ideas, 
proposals, and reforms advocated by parties are against the principles of (anti-)pluralism: How 
far do such parties engage in curbing and delegitimising their opponents, hampering civil 
society, deterring media pluralism, or questioning the standing of minorities and their rights, 
or encroaching upon other powers? 

This paper aspires to answer these questions by analysing the anti-pluralist inclination of the 
FN/RN in the medium run through discourse analysis (conducted through its presidential party 
programmes), examining the presence of anti-elitist and anti-pluralist positions. The paper 
proceeds as follows. It starts by situating our approach in the debate on democratic 
partisanship. The major political developments undergone by the FN/RN, justifying why it 
makes a relevant case for analysis, are then presented, before we account for the methodology 
chosen in this study, and provide detailed empirical analyses. The actual empirical analysis then 
proceeds in two steps: we first inductively look at the content of the programmes to find out 
whether their predominant themes set up an agenda of (anti-)democratic related issues, we 
then use a more deductive approach to detect specific types of stands identified by the 
analytical framework (see: Crum, Oleart & Overeem, 2020). The article concludes with a 
discussion of how our findings match major characteristics of French politics. 

4.2 Populist parties and the problem of democracy 

Much of the focus of the current debate on party-induced democratic backsliding concentrates 
on governing or mainstream political parties. Admittedly, the use of procedures, often 
themselves democratic, by political majorities to undermine democratic institutions – as 
witnessed in a series of contemporary cases (Hungary, Poland, but also the UK or the United 
States) – poses a normative and most immediate challenge (Herman & Muirhead, 2020). At the 
same time, focus on political parties in general is in itself unsurprising as parties are the political 
actors which aggregate interests and needs in society and translate them into policies. Beyond 



 
 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 71 of 175 
 

governing or mainstream parties, all parties – as long as they enjoy a certain degree of support 
and visibility – exert integration functions and act as agents of socialisation (Gunther & 
Diamond 2001). Hence, given their role in spreading broad conceptions of the ‘common good’, 
including ideas about legitimate political orders, parties can contribute greatly to the vitality of 
democracy, or undermine it. 

The ways in which political parties maintain – or not – the democratic model has recently 
become the object of much scholarly attention. It has indeed been acknowledged that parties’ 
routinized practices and discourses contribute to disseminating shared conceptions about 
democratic principles and institutions, what Herman (2017) calls ‘democratic partisanship’. 
Democratic partisanship can be conveyed and observed at different party levels – be it the 
supporters, members or leaders of a particular party. It can refer to parties’ policy platform, 
internal organisation or advocacy style. In democratic societies, parties are indeed supposed to 
fight for their ideas while abiding by the principles of pluralism. In other words, they should 
‘renounce imposing their own viewpoint on society at large, and acknowledge the legitimacy 
of other, rival claims to representation in their own party system’ (Herman, 2017: 740); as such, 
democratic partisanship represents more than the mere respect of the rules of the game, it 
should be conceived as ‘a moral disposition’ (Herman, 2017: 741). 

Where do far-right populists stand as regards democratic partisanship? For sure, current anti-
pluralist positions in parties that have accepted to play the ‘electoral game’ have little to do in 
general with subversive practices such as the use of illegal – and sometimes violent – means. 
The normalization and mainstreaming of radical-right parties – as distinct from extreme-right 
parties – has led them to adopt more indirect strategies to supersede the democratic regimes 
(Halikiopoulou & Vlandas, 2019). According to many authors, there is nevertheless a profound 
antagonism between far-right populist parties and the democratic ideal broadly defined. In fact, 
the attitude of far-right populist parties toward democracy – their supposed ‘anti-democratism’ 
(Mudde, 1996: 229 ; Billig, 1989: 147) – has often been taken as a defining feature of these 
parties, to the extent that it has been proposed as the one-single criterion to identify them 
(Stöss, 1991: 15-16, quoted in Dézé, 2007). A more nuanced judgement has been advanced by 
Canovan (1999), according to whom populism thrives on the tension between two faces of 
democracy, the ‘redemptive’ one and the ‘pragmatic’ one. Within the former, politics is taken 
as ‘a matter of achieving perfection or salvation in this world’ – which ‘entails mobilization of 
popular enthusiasm behind this enterprise, a quest for increased power to accomplish it, and 
confidence that such power can be safely entrusted to human beings’ (Canovan, 1999: 8). In 
contrast, from a pragmatic standpoint, democratic politics is simply a form of government 
embodied in a contingent institutional arrangement which aims at accommodating peacefully 
the conflicting interests inherent to modern society while keeping power within strict limits 
(Canovan, 1999: 10). According to Canovan, there is a complementarity, but also a tension, 
between these two faces of democracy, which are responsible for populist mobilization. 

Where does this leave us for our analysis of the democratic partisanship of far-right populist 
parties? First, following Canovan (1999), we take the view that there is no incompatibility 
between the populist parties’ claim to be true democrats defending ‘the people’ against the 
established structure of power and the perception that these parties may represent a threat to 
democratic foundations. In fact, by providing novel political options on the supply-side of 
politics, populism can be ‘both a threat and a corrective for democracy’ (Mudde & Rovira 
Kaltwasser, 2017: 167). Another, second, consequence as far as our analysis is concerned is 
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that not all populist radical right parties are the same nor that their position is immutable. The 
assessment of the democratic/anti-democratic stances of political parties is an open question 
requiring specific empirical investigation. Indeed, the concept of democratic partisanship 
leaves partially open the definition of democracy even though Herman (2017) equates it with 
‘liberal democracy, understood as a system of limited representative government that ensures 
both popular self-rule and respect for minority rights’ (Herman, 2017: 738). 

In this paper, following a similar approach, we rely on an encompassing conception of 
democracy that does not merely think of it in terms of a particular institutional arrangement or 
a respect of majority rule, but on the idea of pluralism (Crum et al., 2020). For sure, 
contemporary democracy relies on a specific set of institutions providing and channelling 
representation of citizens’ preferences into decision-making, while guaranteeing respect for 
the rule of law. Additional to this first dimension, which we label ‘respect for pluralist 
institutions’, democracy also assumes the existence of conflicting social interests and a plurality 
of legitimate interpretations of what constitutes the common good, which calls for a minimal 
‘political tolerance’. Transposing these two attributes to the opposite concept of anti-
democratism yields the following criteria, which we borrow from Crum et al. (2020). 

First, we shall identify the non-respect for pluralist institutions in the form of: 

• The unwillingness to yield to the priority of the constitution over political power; 

• Attacks on democratic institutions; 

• Proposals for institutional reform that reduce the political rights of (minority) parts of 
the electorate 

As to the populist lack of political tolerance, it manifests itself by: 

• Challenging the very legality and legitimacy of political opponents; 

• Claims to a monopoly of representation of the people; 

• Undermining the political standing of certain (minority) parts of the electorate (like 
religious or sexual minorities). 

Our work starts from the premise that notable variations exist in the risk that populist parties 
pose to democratic principles, since not all of them construct ‘the people’ in a similar fashion 
(Canovan, 1999). These can be explored empirically by treating populist parties’ attitude 
toward democracy as our dependent variable. Given that most political actors in the Western 
hemisphere now accept democracy as ‘the only game in town’ (Linz & Stepan, 1996: 15), we 
do not generally expect populist parties to reject it altogether. On the contrary, as noted before, 
populists often claim to be the true democrats, while lamenting what they regard as constraints 
for the proper functioning of democracy, i.e. the unmediated expression of the popular will. 
Tensions surrounding democracy are thus less likely to arise from the majoritarian component 
of contemporary democracy, to which the populists can subscribe, than from its liberal and 
pluralist components that require efficient constitutional checks and balances and the 
protection of minority rights (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017: chapter 1). 
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In what follows, the ideas, proposals, and reforms advocated by far-right populist parties, and 
more specifically the FN/RN, are ultimately assessed against the six normative principles 
described above. We see this endeavour as a crucial task for two complementary reasons. A 
first reason is to envisage the scenario where radical right populist parties exercise power; how 
party anti-pluralism will then hinder future electoral competition, reform democratic pluralist 
institutions, and ultimately hang on to that power. Assuming that populist parties would suit 
their actions to their words, a focus on their current observable democratic partisanship 
enables us to anticipate the potential consequences of their so-far hypothetical access to 
power. As far right parties are on the rise across Europe, the possibility that they may come to 
hold executive responsibilities – where they have not yet –, is indeed highly plausible. 

Second, even where they do not exert power or have a reasonable chance to do so in a 
foreseeable future, parties have an influence on political systems. The endurance and stability 
of democratic institutions is dependent on the fact that citizens and elites have internalised 
pluralist principles and are committed to democratic institutions. Parties have a role in defusing 
and modelling a certain idea of democracy. Parties ‘enable citizens to participate effectively in 
the political process and, if successful in that task, to feel that they have a vested interest in its 
perpetuation’ (Gunther & Diamond 2001: 8). In contrast, anti-pluralism is precisely about 
delineating which social interests and needs deserve consideration and who has the legitimacy 
to do so. This is all the more true since the adoption by mainstream parties of anti-pluralists 
stands is seen to be intrinsically linked to the presence and echo of more extreme parties in the 
political arena (van Spanje, 2010; Peace & Paxton, 2020). Therefore, at the party level it is 
important to shed light on those specific behaviours that violate the premises of democratic 
pluralism (Crum, 2019). 

4.3 Case study: the National Front 

The National Front (FN) – renamed National Rally (RN) as of 2018 – is the epitome of far-right 
populism in Western Europe (Mudde, 2007: 41; Ivaldi et al., 2017). Its genealogy, which 
unambiguously places it on the far (if not extreme) right of the political spectrum, justifies the 
suspicions about its democratic credentials. Created in 1972, the party was first meant to act 
as the electoral cover of the Centre de recherche et de documentation pour l'avènement d'un 
ordre nouveau dans les domaines social, économique et culturel (often shortened in Ordre 
nouveau), a nationalist movement which was then acting using violent means, targeting 
especially the communists in France. Jean-Marie Le Pen, who was chosen to head the party, 
was a former MP of the ‘Poujade movement’ – which was claiming to defend traders and 
craftsmen – and a fierce defender of ‘French Algeria’. He had also previously worked as 
campaign manager of the extreme-right candidate Jean-Louis Tixier-Vignancour in the 1965 
Presidential election. The party is rooted in the tradition of the most extreme right (Delwit et 
al., 2012; Goodliffe, 2012) and of some French figures as controversial as Pétain, Maurras or 
even de Maistre (Shields, 2007; d'Appollonia, 1998; Davies, 2002). According to Dézé (2015), 
throughout its history, ‘the uniqueness of the Frontist identity lies in its radicalism, and in 
particular its anti-systemism’; the latter is defined as ‘the rejection of the foundations and 
values of the political system in which the FN operates’ (Dézé, 2015: 45, 46). 

For long, the FN was ostracised, seen essentially as a xenophobic and anti-Semitic party (De 
Lange, 2007). However, after the FN first managed to obtain good electoral results at the local 
level through electoral alliances, anchoring itself in the Southeast, North and Paris region during 
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the 1980s and 1990s, it then gained ground at the national level. In the last years, the party has 
finished first in the polls in a number of elections: the departmental and regional contests of 
2015, and the European elections of 2014 and 2019. While in 2002, Jean-Marie Le Pen’s access 
to the second round of the Presidential election stirred much emotion, Marine Le Pen’s repeat 
of this exploit 15 years later (in 2017) came as no surprise. In many ways, political competition 
in France is now organised around and, as a reaction to, the FN ascension. The novel status of 
the FN, which is now fully installed at the heart of the French political landscape, raises new 
questions about its attitude toward the current institutional framework and foundational 
democratic principles. 

Despite the exceptional stability of its leadership (the FN/RN can be coined as a dynastic party 
with just two Presidents over the almost 50-year period of its existence), the question of the 
gradual ‘normalisation’ of this party has gained prominence. A vast amount of literature has 
discussed the ‘de-demonization’ thesis (in French: ‘dédiabolisation’) of the FN (Shields, 2013; 
Dézé, 2015), following the replacement of Jean-Marie Le Pen (at the age of 83) by his daughter 
Marine Le Pen in 2011. She changed the name of the party in 2018 to rub out the negative 
image associated with her father’s party in public opinion. In this context, de-demonization is 
the term most commonly used to designate the process of change initiated since the change 
of leadership in 2011. One widespread view is that the succession of Marine Le Pen to her 
father has marked a shift from opponent to strong supporter of democracy. However, the 
nature and extent of the shift in the discourses and practices of the party remain an unsettled 
and controversial issue. 

Some argue that change is just the discursive standard of her strategy of power conquest (Alduy 
& Wahnich, 2015; Dézé, 2015). It can however hardly be considered as a brand new strategy 
as the FN was precisely created as a party in order to present a more acceptable public face of 
a far-right movement. It shows, however, how the change of leadership was accompanied by a 
much-advertised change of discourse, that in fact mostly consisted in a change of priorities. The 
party’s discourse is now mostly about multiculturalism and uprooting, meaning that the FN 
redirected the focus on promoting ethno-differentialism (Biard, 2019). Such discursive change 
seems to make the party less unbearable. 

Thus, for many authors, the FN has not really changed with the arrival of Marine Le Pen at its 
head and de-demonization is just a word (Crépon et al., 2015). The ‘new’ FN would be an 
illusion, fostered by the media that are fascinated by it. Authors who compare the electorate, 
activists, networks, programmes and the rhetoric of the father and his daughter contend that 
if the new president has altered her discourse, especially on anti-Semitism, and if her 
programme includes elements borrowed from the left (economic issues, secularism, etc.), the 
party’s main business remains immigration (Stockemer & Barisione, 2017). While it has started 
to win votes in categories that had been reluctant (women, Jews, etc.), the main features of 
the Frontist electorate and its geographical location have not changed (Mayer, 2013). The 
FN/RN remains deeply rooted in the far-right ideological tradition, as argued by Alduy and 
Wahnich (2015) who have found that, beyond semantic changes, the deep structures 
underlying the party discourse continue to draw on the same ideological corpus and references. 
As to its internal organisation, it remains dominated by a military culture that keeps it away 
from democratic standards (Faury & Letourneur, 2020). 
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Yet other authors seem more assertive. Reynié (2011) thus argues that over the past 40 years, 
the FN has indeed undergone important changes, and that it has embarked on a profound 
transformation since Marine Le Pen seized hold of it in 2011. Its programmatic work is more 
systematic and ambitious. Served by a context of a major financial crisis and by the erosion of 
governmental parties, especially on the right of the political spectrum, the FN hoped to absorb 
a decisive part of the French right. It is therefore its position within this political spectrum that 
has evolved. For others, it is the very attitude of its political opponents that has changed. 
Mondon (2016) argues that the new status acquired by the FN in 2012 was dramatically 
facilitated by the right-leaning campaign of the Union for a Popular Movement party (UMP), 
which contributed to the legitimization of Le Pens’ party rhetoric and allowed it to enter the 
selective category of respectable, ‘democratic’ and ‘republican’ parties. Such a trend is 
apparent in public opinion polls, where the FN is increasingly perceived as a normal party. A 
partial mainstreaming of the FN has also been observed at the local level in the municipalities 
where the party holds executive responsibilities and strategically seeks to project a more 
moderate face and an image of competence (Peace & Paxton, 2020). 

Thus, the debate on the normalization of the FN seems far from being closed. Furthermore, the 
literature has remained rather ambiguous as to the question of the party's current anti-
democratism (especially in comparison with the situation that prevailed under Jean-Marie Le 
Pen) and the issue has been the object of few empirical studies. It is the whole purpose of this 
contribution to try to take a stand in the debate on the evolution of the FN/RN over time, 
focusing more specifically on the question of its anti-pluralism. 

4.4 Data 

The exercise of power is definitely the litmus test for party anti-democratism. In most instances, 
though, we do not have this test available for radical right-wing parties and we are forced to 
use their words as a proxy. As regards in particular the FN/RN, it has had a few MPs in the 
National Assembly in the last three decades as well as a number of municipal, departmental 
and regional councillors and mayors, but these experiences are too limited and disparate to 
infer much about the party’s potential impact on democracy if it would succeed in reaching 
national executive positions. In the French semi-presidential system, the presidency is quite 
clearly the single most important power position (Kesselman, 2007), resulting in the whole 
political life – including the legislative elections – being conditioned by the presidential 
elections (Evans & Ivaldi, 2017). Our analysis will therefore use the party manifestos of the four 
most recent presidential races as its empirical basis. 

Party manifestos and programmes have become central objects of study in political science. 
They are indeed the most comprehensive document presenting the parties’ positioning on the 
major public policy domains and issues (Budge et al., 1987). They detail their priorities and the 
solutions parties advocate for the country. Empirically, these ‘party bibles’ to use the phrase 
coined by Klingemann, Hofferbert & Budge (1994) have the advantage of allowing an analysis 
of the evolution of parties over the years since they are usually updated at each election (Pilet 
& Dandoy, 2017), which is exactly what our paper aims at. The analysis of party manifestos has 
become a widely employed method in the literature as it is often acknowledged for its high 
degree of impartiality (Marks, 2007). In particular, party programmes are perhaps the most 
widely used source when it comes to mapping party preferences. When trying to identify salient 
policy dimensions, determining the positions of political parties or accounting for a given 
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political space, authors have increasingly and almost invariably relied on electoral manifestos. 
A major assumption often found in the literature is indeed that their programmes reveal the 
ideology and strategy of parties as well as potential changes therein (Budge & Laver, 1986; 
Budge et al., 1987). Besides, electoral platforms deal with many topics and – unlike a speech or 
a media intervention – are not limited by time, space or framed by questions of journalists (Pilet 
& Dandoy, 2017). Consequently, a growing number of studies rely on party manifestos to 
analyse the content of the populist discourse and populist ideology (e.g. Manucci and Weber, 
2017). Somewhat unsurprisingly given the impenetrable nature of the party, it has also been 
widely used to study the FN/RN, be it the evolution of its radicalism over time (Shields, 2011) 
or its Euroscepticism (Ivaldi, 2018). 

Following a similar approach, we analyse the electoral manifestos of Marine Le Pen and her 
father with the objective of assessing whether – and to what extent – the FN/RN displays anti-
democratic or anti-pluralist tendencies. Jean-Marie Le Pen has contested five presidential 
elections, in 1974 (when he received 0.7 percent of votes in the first round), 1988 (14.4 
percent), 1995 (15 percent), 2002 (16.9 percent) and 2007 (10.4 percent). Only in 2002 did he 
manage to reach the second round of the election (he was defeated by the incumbent 
president Jacques Chirac with 17.8 percent of the votes). As to Marine Le Pen, she has been 
the candidate of the FN/RN in the last two presidential elections (2012 and 2017) and received 
respectively 17.9 percent and 21.3 percent of the votes – thus managing to attract a higher 
share of voters than her father. Since our main research question relates to the impact of 
leadership change on democratic partisanship, we limit our empirical focus to the manifestos 
of the four most recent elections (i.e. 2002, 2007, 2012 and 2017), which enables us to compare 
the positioning of the party before and after Marine Le Pen became president of the party. 

At the empirical level, the material we explore in this paper consists of a textual corpus of 
145,809 words. While the mean length of the manifestos amounts to 36,452.25 words, it 
should already be noted that there are great variations in the length of the manifestos and a 
steep decline election after election (Table 5.1). Since 2012, more structured, illustrated and 
shorter programmes have thus replaced what used to be lengthy sentences and texts. Besides, 
Marine Le Pen makes shorter sentences than her father, whose elaborate language in 
comparison with other presidential candidates has already been observed (Labbé & Moniére, 
2008). 

Table 5.1: Major descriptive features of the corpus 

Year Candidate Sentences Number of words Mean number of 

words per sentence 

2002 Jean-Marie Le Pen 3,519 98,994 28.14 

2007 Jean-Marie Le Pen 1,106 28,528 25.80 

2012 Marine Le Pen 332 6,315 19.03 

2017 Marine Le Pen 265 5,513 20.81 

 

In the following empirical analysis, we proceed in two steps. First, we carry out an inductive 
analysis of the discursive universes and lexical specificities of the manifestos with the aim of 
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detecting the topics on which the FN/RN wants to position itself. In a second step, to assess the 
democratic quality of the manifestos, we investigate their content based on the theoretical 
framework and categorization described above. 

4.5 The agenda of populism: anti-pluralism in the FN’s discursive universes and 
specificities 

Electoral manifestoes do not only provide an indication of how parties – including populist 
parties – position themselves on major policy areas; they also reveal their agenda, that is, the 
topics that they view as most important. According to issue-ownership and salience theories, 
political parties indeed have strong incentives to set their preferred topics on the agenda since 
they are expected to provide them with an electoral advantage (Budge, 2015). Regarding the 
FN/RN, our objective is more specifically to identify the most important topics in its rhetoric in 
order to establish whether they point to anti-democratic features beyond the traditional far-
right emphasis on nationalist and law and order themes (Smith, 2010). 

A first empirical exploration conducted on the basis of the corpus is the identification of so-
called discursive universes shared by the different programmes over time. The main merit of 
this approach is to uncover the extent to which the different programmes under scrutiny 
contribute to the establishment of a common agenda, including one focused on (anti-
)democratic related issues. To do so, we use IRaMuTeQ (<http://www.iramuteq.org/>), a 
textual statistics software. Concretely, to delineate these universes, the whole text (collection 
of programmes) is split into quasi sentences of a certain number of words (around 40 by 
default). These cuts are made thanks to formal divisions (punctuation, paragraph or section 
cuts, etc.). Each of the thus identified segments (in our corpus, 4,017 were isolated) are then 
assembled into ‘classes’ that regroup them on the basis of the presence or absence of words 
within the quasi-sentences (for a more detailed description of the method, see: Loubère & 
Ratinaud, 2014: 20-30). For each word within a given class, an analysis of its specificity is then 
performed; the range between the frequency of a word in its designated ‘class’ and what this 
frequency would be according to a normal distribution of this word in the full corpus is 
calculated (Lebart & Salem, 1994: 172-184). It should be noted that the number of classes is 
set by default to six, as the explanatory value of additional classes tend to decrease. 
Nevertheless, the analysis explores individual corpuses allowing to highlight the main categories 
identified. These discursive universes are hence based on the semantic closeness of the textual 
segments. 

Table 5.2 expounds the 20 words most contributing to each class. For each of the words 
reproduced in Table 1, the threshold of significance is <0.0001. Calculated contributions are 
displayed in Appendix. 

The first class (accounting for 17.74 % of the analysed text) regroups 712 textual segments out 
of the 4,014 coded. In terms of its actual content, this class seems to refer to the 
globalist/nationalist cleavage with words such as ‘Europe’ and ‘international’, on the one hand, 
and ‘France’ and ‘sovereignty’, on the other hand. It is most clearly the second class, however, 
that taps into the populist discourse of the FN/RN. Accounting to 17.64 % of the overall corpus, 
it gathers 708 segments. It relates to the party’s populist agenda mostly in terms of Canovan 
(1999)’s second definition: ‘our’ people, often in the sense of the French ethnic community, as 
witnessed by the representation of words such as identity, culture, civilisation, nation, France. 

http://www.iramuteq.org/
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The word ‘peuple’ (‘people’) indeed comes out in this class, suggesting that it is mostly 
associated with this specific – communitarian – understanding of the people. Another 
important element is the negative perception, the threat, that makes an important part of this 
class with the use of words such as ‘disparaître’ (‘disappear’) or ‘mort’ (‘death’). 

The third class (454 segments; 11.31 % of the corpus’ segments) in turn embodies the FN/RN’s 
critiques of the current institutional order. It is perhaps here that the anti-elitist stand is best 
visible. Notably, Jean-Marie Le Pen makes repeated uses of ad hominem attacks targeted at the 
then President of the French Republic, Jacques Chirac. What appears to be encompassed in this 
class is a critique of the established institutional order, including the parliament, the President, 
elections and electoral system, the government, etc. Finally, classes 4 to 6 less clearly rest on a 
populist stand. Instead, they seem to uncover the main policy areas covered by the programme: 
the defence of public services and especially the school system in class 4, the economic order 
in class 5, the judicial system in class 6. Overall, the share of discursive universes demonstrates 
the presence of a common agenda across time in the FN/RN. At first sight, there is no rupture 
in the discourse with identified themes running through text segments throughout the corpus. 
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Table 5.2: Discursive universes of the FN/RN presidential programmes (2002-2017) 

Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 4 Class 5 Class 6 

europe civilisation Amsterdam enseignement entreprise peine 

mondial Homme Maastricht enfant milliard crime 

européen Peuple Article école fiscal délit 

france Identité traiter professionnel emploi pénal 

unir Culture nationalité scolaire impôt délinquance 

international Naturel chirac médical retraite trafic 

monde Valeur république établissement prélèvement criminel 

accord Patrie parlement parent euro délinquant 

bruxelles disparaître élection formation travail police 

outre_mer Nature président public social justice 

puissance france asile université chômage statistique 

pays avenir constitutionnel santé cotisation commettre 

souveraineté humain scrutin soin salarié auteur 

échangisme idéologie gouvernement jeune taux prison 

maritime expression électoral privé pme vol 

océan nation vote enseignant revenir condamner 

concurrence moral proportionnel accès régime violence 

sud sentir mandat professeur pib magistrat 

intérêt tradition jacques sport salaire constater 

paix élément conseil meilleur taxe sanction 

 

Table 5.3 records the most frequently used words in each programme. ‘Français’ (‘French’) is 
the most used active word across all programmes (used respectively 574, 130, 36 et 51 times), 
followed by ‘France’ in three of them (460 in 2002 – 33 in 2012 – 34 in 2017). Once again, this 
tends to suggest that the most common discourse developed by the FN/RN at the eve of 
presidential contests is that which opposes the national community to other communities. 
Besides, the themes of the FN/RN manifestos as uncovered by the semantic analysis are 
remarkably stable over time. Out of the ten most frequently used words, six are similar across 
the four manifestos and another three are common to three manifestos (thus appearing in the 
manifestos of both Jean-Marie and Marine Le Pen). The most recent programme, which is also 
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the shortest, innovates with two verbs (‘permettre’ and ‘créer’) and the noun ‘entreprise’. Taken 
together, these words instil an idea of action and correspond to Marine Le Pen’s objective to 
renew the image of her party by emphasizing economic issues. Nevertheless, the traditional 
nationalist and statist agenda still prevails in the 2017 manifesto. 

In a next step, we identify which text occurrences are more likely or unlikely, in each of the 
programmes, highlighting how they differ from each other (see: Lebart and Salem, 1994: 172-
184). Several remarks stand out. Above all for what concerns the topic of this paper, there does 
not seem to be a differentiation based on populist concepts over time. 

Table 5.3: Most frequent words in each programme (frequency among active forms) 

2002 2007 2012 2017 

français 16.7 français 12.47 français 15.29 Français 23.22 

France 13.39 État 9.97 France 14.02 France 15.48 

national 10.24 public 9.78 politique 11.47 Public 13.66 

État 9.46 national 9.40 public 11.05 Social 10.47 

politique 7.77 social 8.82 national 9.35 National 9.11 

Pays 6.66 Euro 8.15 européen 8.50 créer 8.65 

public 6.58 France 7.96 Social 8.07 permettre 7.29 

social 6.23 politique 7.58 permettre 8.07 mettre 6.38 

européen 5.59 européen 7.29 Pays 7.65 état 6.38 

mettre 5.38 mettre 6.43 mettre 7.22 entreprise 6.38 

 

 

4.6 Similar but different: the FN’s anti-pluralist stances over four presidential 
elections 

While the lexical analysis can shed light on key topics on the presidential candidates’ agendas 
and provide a first assessment of their attitude toward democracy, it is ill-suited to gauge the 
representations and conceptions of the anti-pluralism that pervade the FN/RN ideology. We 
therefore complement the initial inductive analysis by an examination of the four party 
manifestos relying on the theoretical framework described above. In practice, the textual 
corpus was coded ‘manually’, meaning that it was read integrally – but independently – by at 
least two (and sometimes three) of the authors with the aim of spotting the passages falling 
into one of the six categories of anti-democratism.1 Examples of the qualitative coding can be 
found in Table 5.4, except for the ‘unwillingness to yield to the priority of the constitution over 
                                                           
1 The score of the Cohen’s kappa, measuring the inter-coder reliability, reaches 0.694, which can be considered as 
a moderate level of agreement. Where the initial coding was divergent, we tried to reach a consensus by discussing 
the controversial passage together and, if necessary, by taking the opinion of the third coder. 
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political power’ category which did not have any occurrence in our corpus. This endeavour 
resulted in a new, reduced, corpus of sentences or words classified in one or another category. 

Table 5.4: Qualitative coding of the party manifestos 

Categories Examples 

1. Challenging the very legality 
and legitimacy of political 
opponents (Illegitimacy of 
opponents) 

‘We know how a former President of the Republic had used his personal 
health problems, in a sordid manoeuvre, to influence the result of the 1992 
referendum’.2 (2002) 
 
‘An archaic and unrepresentative unionism. [...] French trade unionism, 
misguided and moribund, is for its part one of the causes of the blocking of 
our economy and one of the major obstacles to the necessary reforms of 
French society (pensions, social security, public service, vocational training, 
Labour Code, …)’. (2007) 

2. Claims to a monopoly of 
representation of the people 
(Representation monopoly) 

...’ the National Front, the characteristic of which is precisely not to belong 
to the establishment but to be the spokesperson for the French people…’. 
(2002) 
 
‘We are the allies of the people against the oligarchs. In 2007, no candidate 
for the presidential election can reasonably defend an alternative political 
project other than the National Republic project, based exclusively on the 
popular will, which we are presenting’. (2007) 

3. Undermining the political 
standing of certain (minority) 
parts of 
the electorate (like religious or 
sexual minorities) (Undermining 
of minorities) 

‘Stopping public funding of pressure groups. A considerable number of 
organizations with associative status, whose social purpose is in no way 
useful to the national community, is subsidized both by European funds and 
by the State, the regions, departments, municipalities. This misuse of public 
money must stop’. (2002) 
 
‘Remove ‘the teaching of languages and cultures of origin’ (ELCO)’. (2017) 

4. Unwillingness to yield to the 
priority of the constitution over 
political power (Politics vs 
constitution) 

N/A 

5. Attacks on democratic 
institutions (Attacks on 
institutions) 

‘[Give back to the Council (not only for agricultural spending) the last word 
on budgetary matters] to the detriment of the European Parliament which 
is a spendthrift, demagogue and clientelist’. (2007) 
 
‘In order to break the culture of laxity, abolish the National School of 
Magistracy’. (2017) 

6. Proposals for institutional 
reform that reduce the political 
rights of 
(minority) parts of the electorate 
(Reducing minority rights) 

‘Any propaganda or manifestation of foreign political parties on the national 
territory will be prohibited’. (2002) 
 
‘Combat the politicization of national education, by banning political 
demonstrations by students or teachers organized during class hours’. 
(2007) 
 
‘Demonstrations in support of illegal immigrants will be banned’. (2012) 

                                                           
2 All the sentences extracted from the programmes were translated by the authors. 
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Based on the qualitative coding, it is first possible to assess the level of anti-pluralism across 
the FN/RN presidential manifestos. However, before discussing the observed trends, it should 
be noted that we could rely on four different measures, depending on whether we choose to 
analyse sentences or words, and absolute counts or proportions. Considering the huge 
variations in the length of the four manifestos, the decision was easily taken to focus on the 
proportion of anti-pluralist passages – as the mere counts would make comparison virtually 
impossible. Choosing between words or sentences was less straightforward but, at the same 
time, less consequential. We therefore tested these two approaches both at the aggregate level 
(Figure 5.1) and for each category (the results are not shown), with the reassuring conclusion 
that they produce very similar results. 

Turning now to the substantial findings, we first observe that, overall, anti-pluralist sentences 
make up between 1.9 % and 3.4 % of the total number of sentences present in the presidential 
programs of the FN between 2002 and 2017. Notably, the trend is one of relative decline over 
the period considered; while, according to our coding, 3.4 % of sentences were anti-pluralist in 
2002, they were only 1.9 % in 2017. This drop is even bigger if we look at the absolute terms, 
as the number of anti-pluralist sentences goes from 118 in 2002 to only five in 2017, although 
as already noted the programmes’ length varies considerably. 

Figure 5.1: Share of anti-pluralist stances in the FN/RN manifestos 

 
  

A further note should be made on the fact that, while there was a decrease in 2007 (2.1 % or 
23 sentences) compared to 2002 – with Jean-Marie Le Pen still leading the party in both cases 
– a slight rebound is observed in 2012 when Marine Le Pen first ran as President (2.7 %, or nine 
sentences). Figure 1 displays the overall downward trend while showing that a similar trend is 
observed when looking at the percentage of anti-pluralistic words – not only sentences – in 
programs. 

However, an in-depth analysis of the different anti-pluralist categories identified by the 
analytical framework reveals relatively divergent trends. It is first apparent that all categories 



 
 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 83 of 175 
 

are not equally represented. In particular, the presidential manifestos of the FN/RN do not 
contain any claim or proposal that would demonstrate an unwillingness to yield to the priority 
of the constitution over political power (Category 4). In other words, at least according to their 
official positioning, neither Jean-Marie Le Pen nor his daughter challenge directly the 
fundamental democratic rule of the game. In contrast, proposals for institutional reforms 
reducing the political rights of (minority) parts of the electorate (Category 6) can be found in 
all manifestos and amount to between one fifth and one third of the anti-pluralist stances. 
Category 2 (‘Claims to a monopoly of representation of the people’), which is relatively little 
present in 2002 and 2007 (6.8 % and 8.7 % of the total anti-pluralist sentences respectively), 
completely disappears as of 2012. Category 5 (‘Attacks on democratic institutions’) almost 
returns to its 2002 level in 2017 (20.0 %) after having fully disappeared in 2012. 

Figure 5.2: Anti-pluralist stances by category 

 
 

 

Taking a closer look at each category of the framework, a first striking observation is the decline 
of the ‘illegitimacy of opponents’ category over time. As a reminder, this category includes all 
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category represents 36.4 % of anti-pluralist sentences (i.e. 43 sentences) in 2002, 21.7 % of 
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This decrease, however, seems to be explained mainly by a change in the structure of the 
programmes. Indeed, while the 2002 and 2007 presidential manifestos (under Jean-Marie) 
include long parts in which the leader develops his own observations in relation to the situation 
facing France on different themes (immigration, justice, security, etc.), Marine Le Pen's 
programmes (2012 and 2017) are much more focused on concrete actions, simply presenting 
the candidate's concrete proposals. And precisely, it is mainly when he describes the situation 
in the country in the various fields that Jean-Marie uses elements falling into category 1, much 
more than when elaborating concrete proposals. In 2002 for example, while 16 sentences in 
the program belong to category 1, only one of them came from a concrete proposal from the 
candidate. To a large extent, it thus seems to be more a stylistic difference between the father 
and his daughter, and especially the difference in length and structure of their programmes, 
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which is at the origin of the disappearance of the ‘illegitimacy of opponents’ category (and of 
the ‘Representation monopoly’ category), more than a substantive change. 

Indeed, Jean-Marie is rather fierce towards his opponents: 

‘This is how revolutionary trade unions and liberal capitalists, in a well-regulated duettist 
act, work for the destruction of real French prosperity’. (2002) 

‘In the diabolical square of the destruction of France led by the politicians of the 
Establishment, after biological extinction (French denatality), migratory submersion 
(immigration of settlement), the disappearance of the Nation (Euromondialism), the 
fourth side is that of ‘cultural genocide’’. (2002) 

But Marine Le Pen is also quite vindictive towards her opponents – even if her word choice is 
more polished –, when she assimilates the two major majority parties, the Socialist Party (PS, 
centre-left) and the Union for a Popular Movement (UMP, the main traditional right party then) 
by putting back on track her father’s ‘UMPS’ formula in 2012. By merging the names of the two 
mainstream French parties, the UMP and the PS which rival each other, he aimed to suggest 
that they propose the same perspective for the country. His goal was to appear as the only 
‘different’ solution, against the system of established privileges. Similarly, Marine Le Pen seeks 
thereby not only to delegitimize her political enemies by showing that there is no real 
disagreement on the substance between both governmental parties. Above all, she assimilates 
them to the political ‘system’, which they are embodying – and which she stands up against. 

Turning to the ‘Undermining of minorities’ category, it represents the other category (together 
with the ‘Illegitimacy of opponents’ category) which a priori underwent the most flagrant 
evolution between 2002 and 2017. While it did not represent more than 7.6 % of all anti-
pluralist sentences in 2002 (i.e. nine sentences, it reached 60.0 % in 2017 (i.e. three sentences). 
There are fewer sentences (in absolute terms) that fall into this category in 2017 than in 2002, 
most likely because the programme is much shorter in 2017. Nevertheless, the proportion of 
this category among anti-pluralist sentences increases systematically. 

Taking a more qualitative stand, we notice that certain minorities are more exposed to attacks 
from the FN – whatever the programme under consideration – than others are. For example, 
there is ‘only’ one excerpt that undermines the political standing of homosexuals, and it does 
so rather indirectly: 

‘Repeal the PACS. The law normally provides in the public interest. It does not have to 
legislate for the benefit of organized lobbies (less than thirty thousand people, including 
a quarter in Paris), claiming to impose their deviant behaviour as a normative social 
model. The PACS (civil solidarity pact) will therefore be abrogated’. (2002) 

Islam (beyond its political understanding), by contrast, is repeatedly attacked, perhaps most 
notably in the following example: 

‘Islam is characterized by the permanence of an ethic which models in a unifying sense 
of social norms and behaviours (daily life, status of women, inheritance, social rights) 
which are neither near nor far, compatible with our civilization, our conception of man, 
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our legal traditions. [...] It is in this sense that Islam then becomes a threat to our 
national sovereignty by creating a system of dual allegiance’. (2002) 

Immigrants and foreigners are also particularly targeted in the two programmes of Jean-Marie 
Le Pen, while Marine Le Pen seems rather to point to Islam. 

‘Fight the economic but also social causes of precariousness by supporting well-targeted 
associations, which will provide moral and financial support to our compatriots (it will 
be possible to free up funds by reducing the subsidies of associations dedicated to 
immigration)’. (2007) 

Beyond the increase (in the share of sentences) of this third category, the most important 
element to underline here is undoubtedly the fact that most attacks on the political standing 
of minorities are either indirect or formulated by mobilizing traditional arguments of the French 
political debate (secularism, fight against communitarianism, sovereignty, etc.). For example, it 
is proposed in 2007 to remove the principle of ‘positive action’. The argument evoked is that 
positive action weakens French secularism and its corollary, the fight against 
communitarianism: 

‘Refusal of communitarianism and reaffirmation of the principle of secularism. The 
principle of positive action (amounting to foreign preference in practice) and its 
perverse effects such as certain aspects of the Urban Policy will be removed’. (2007) 

The proposition to write in the Constitution that ‘the Republic recognizes no community’ is also 
present in the 2012 programme. This proposition is followed in the next sentence of the 
programme by considerations about the funding of places of worship. Under the argument of 
the respect for secularism, this proposition is clearly an attack against Muslims – who are the 
ones that need to build new places of worship in France – their number being very low in view 
of the number of worshipers: 

‘In the Constitution, the following principle will be written: ‘The Republic recognizes no 
community’. The believers will have to build their places of worship with their own 
money, regardless of the religion concerned. In order to limit any infiltration of a 
politico-religious ideology, it will also not be possible to call on money from foreign 
countries’. (2012) 

There are, in addition, other examples of attacks against Muslims in the programmes under the 
cover of defending French secularism: 

‘Ostentatious religious symbols will be prohibited for civil servants and users of the 
public service’. (2012)  

This latter proposal is likely to collide with the political standing of religious communities in 
general. But one might think – given the recurrence of attacks – that among religious 
communities, it is indeed Muslims (and even perhaps the ethnic Arabs) that Marine Le Pen is 
targeting here. 

This tendency towards indirect attacks increases from 2012 onwards. The study of the 
recurrence of certain terms clearly demonstrates this trend. For example, Jean-Marie Le Pen 
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only uses once in 2002 and twice in 2007 the root ‘laïc/que’, when Marine Le Pen uses it twice 
in 2012 and even four times in 2017 (while, as a reminder, her programme is much shorter). 

Similarly, while Jean-Marie expressly writes in 2002, that:  

‘The state tolerates the killing, in illegal, barbaric and unhygienic conditions, of 
thousands of sheeps on Muslim holidays’. (2002) 

Marine Le Pen's programme waters down the form of the statement, but the substance 
remains the same. However, since no minority is more directly targeted, it is impossible for us 
to attribute this comment to the ‘Undermining of minorities’ category:  

‘The ban on the slaughter of animals intended for consumption without prior stunning, 
which is already binding on France, will be respected’. (2012) 

It is thus all the strength of the programmes studied and of the formulation of some of their 
sentences that encourage the reader to trace their own interpretations. By playing on the 
equivocality of the subject, these programmes appeal to certain assumptions which the reader-
sympathizer is supposed to support. 

4.7 Concluding remarks 

Over the years, the FN/RN has become a major protagonist of the French political life – and 
even a defining feature of its party system (Gougou & Persico, 2017). The FN/RN, which is 
doubtlessly located at the far right of the political spectrum, has been depicted as a threat to 
democracy, whereas as many other populist parties it itself rather claims to be the true 
representative of the people – and hence, the best defender of democracy. For sure, the 
manifestos of Jean-Marie Le Pen and Marie Le Pen for the most recent presidential elections 
all stress the party’s commitment to strengthening democracy by making it closer to the people 
(‘une démocratie de proximité’, 2017) or ‘concrete’ (‘une démocratie concrete’, 2002). Against 
this backdrop, the objective of our paper has been to assess whether the FN/RN actually meets 
the criteria of democratic partisanship, and more precisely whether we can discern anti-
democratism in the form of anti-pluralist elements in one of its most important political 
statements, namely its presidential manifestos. 

The empirical analysis – based on both qualitative and quantitative methods – reveals some 
contrasted features of the anti-democratism of the FN/RN. On the one hand, the party founded 
by Jean-Marie Le Pen displays a clear lack of political tolerance by challenging the legitimacy of 
its political opponents and by seeking to undermine the political standing of minority parts of 
the electorate, even proposing institutional reforms to reduce the political rights of these 
minorities. On the other hand, however, we found no evidence of an unwillingness to yield to 
the priority of the constitution over political power, very few claims to a monopoly of 
representation of the people and a limited number of attacks on democratic institutions. All in 
all, and perhaps surprisingly, the FN/RN does not call radically into question the constitutional 
status quo of the Fifth Republic. Two tentative explanations come to mind. First, some may 
assume that the official party platform puts forward only proposals acceptable to a broad 
audience that remains committed to democratic principles, with the party leaders having in 
fact a hidden anti-democratic agenda. Second, and more likely, the FN/RN is globally satisfied 
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with the French current institutional architecture, which provides very limited checks-and-
balances on the executive and grants the president with extremely extended powers compared 
to other European democracies (Siaroff, 2003). In this context, reaching responsibilities 
through presidential elections would guarantee extended powers, an argument largely backing 
up our choice of empirical material. 

Another finding when looking at the FN/RN’s presidential manifestos relates to the evolution 
of the party’s ideology over the two last decades. Our initial hypothesis of an ideological change 
resulting from the succession at the helm of the party in 2011 only finds partial support. Indeed, 
the overall decline in the proportion of anti-democratic expressions in the presidential 
manifestos (and for that matter, in the overall length of the manifestos) was already apparent 
in 2007 when Jean-Marie Le Pen was still party leader. Looking at the details of the different 
categories of anti-democratism, we have observed a gradual drop in the proportion of attacks 
on political opponents, which was the first category in 2002, regressed in 2007 with Jean-Marie 
Le Pen, and again in 2012 with his daughter, until it totally disappeared in 2017. However, in 
other cases, the shift seems more directly connected to the change in party leadership. This is 
clearly the case for the increasing lack of political tolerance, which is epitomised by assertions 
undermining the political standing of minority parts of the electorate. While this category came 
fourth in the anti-democratic claims of Jean-Marie Le Pen, it has become the hallmark of Marine 
Le Pen. 

In other words, if some forms of ‘de-demonization’ of the FN/RN has taken place, it equates to 
an attempt to soften the party’s attitude towards political rivals and to play down its most 
excessive pretension to a monopoly of representation of the people. In contrast, if anything, 
Marine Le Pen has exacerbated the party’s hostile attitude toward certain segments of society 
starting with Muslims and immigrants – often assimilated in her manifestos to one single and 
same category. In fact, it may well be that contemporary trends in French politics have provided 
a fertile ground for such ideological shifts. Fears that France’s national identity and unity are 
weakening due to immigration and ethno-cultural diversity have indeed exacerbated existing 
features of French ‘Republicanism’, which relies traditionally on ideas of secularism (laïcité), 
individual independence from tradition and undifferentiated conceptions of citizenship 
(Jennings, 2000). Such an approach has often been described as being at odds with principles 
of pluralism as it tends to promote loyalty to the nation at the expense of all ethnic and religious 
affiliations (Samuels, 2016). Marine Le Pen has been particularly skilled at capitalising on these 
fears and at hiding her xenophobia behind her attachment to ‘laïcité’ in the face of threatening 
Muslim populations. The traditional emphasis on unity – and uniformity – at the heart of French 
‘Republicanism’ may in turn have contributed to the recent electoral successes of the FN/RN. 
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Appendix 

Discursive universes of the FN/RN presidential programmes (2002-2017) (full table) 

Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 4 Class 5 Class 6 

Word
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N Total % Words N Total % Words N Total % Words N Total % Words N Total % Words N Total % 
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tion 
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rdam 
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nt 
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5. Protector of the People or Enemy of Democracy? Vlaams Belang’s 
anti-pluralist discourse and institutional barriers in the Flemish political 
system  

Jens Meijen, Kolja Raube and Jan Wouters* 

Abstract 

This chapter analyzes the characteristics of Vlaams Belang (VB), Belgium’s main populist 
political party and Flanders’ most popular party, and establishment parties’ responses to VB. 
The chapter analyzes VB’s embedding in the overall Flemish political party landscape as well as 
the party’s discourse, focusing on exceptionalist, reformist, and anti-pluralist attitudes. We first 
examine establishment parties’ responses to VB, most importantly poaching or imitation and 
the so-called cordon sanitaire (i.e., the consensus among other political parties that no coalition 
can be formed with VB), which allows VB to distinguish itself from other parties by laying claim 
to an ‘institutionalized exceptionalism’. Moreover, we contend that the cordon sanitaire has 
allowed VB to circumvent what Brubaker (2017) has called ‘the limits of enchantment’: through 
the institutional thresholds imposed by the Belgian and Flemish party system, VB has never 
been called upon to put its claims to exceptionality into practice. Then, we examine the 
enduring appeal of VB’s anti-pluralist attitudes and its claims to exceptionality by analyzing its 
most recent election program, which involves ethnonationalist, nativist, and anti-pluralist 
populist discourses as well as calls for Flemish independence, attacks on minorities, the 
persistent questioning of the ruling government’s democratic legitimacy, and the promotion of 
a Flemish ‘leading culture’ through educational reform. In addition, an analysis of the party’s 
Facebook posts shows how it engages in a self-fashioning image-building strategy by 
positioning itself as a challenger party to the established party system. Since populism feeds off 
political cynicism, it becomes clear that VB’s anti-pluralist, anti-establishment discourse is used 
as a strategic tool to further capitalize on its exceptionality. The paper concludes that VB’s 
discourse takes advantage of Belgium’s institutional thresholds to exploit the impossibility of 
disenchantment – a paradox that would otherwise temper populist sentiments. 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter analyzes the characteristics of Vlaams Belang (VB), Belgium’s main populist 
political party, and establishment political parties’ responses to VB. Populist parties are far 
more active and popular in Flanders than in other Belgian regions1, with VB being one of the 
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most popular parties in the country. A December 2020 poll found that 26.3% of voters would 
vote for VB, outrunning the second-largest party by almost 7% and the third-largest by nearly 
13% (De Morgen 2020). In order to answer this volume’s overarching research question (‘When 
do populist parties turn anti-democratic and when do they remain loyal to the democratic 
system?’), the chapter analyzes the institutional responses against VB, as well as the discursive 
strategies deployed by the party. 

More particularly, we first build a theoretical framework for our analysis by describing 
discursive image-building strategies used by populist parties that differentiate them (whether 
consciously or not) from traditional parties, i.e. anti-pluralism, reformism, and exceptionalism. 
We also consider the consequences of these strategies for populist parties’ attitude towards 
democracy as a form of government. Second, we examine the institutional thresholds faced by 
VB in the Flemish political system, more specifically, we look at poaching or imitation and the 
so-called cordon sanitaire, which is the consensus among other political parties that no 
coalition can be formed with VB. As we will see below, the cordon allows VB a ‘permanent 
opposition’ status, a free ride to be openly hostile towards other parties and to present itself 
as an ‘underdog’ in the political landscape – all without ever having to prove itself in 
government. In short, this section discusses how the intention of creating a limiting factor to 
populism’s appeal (the cordon sanitaire) may effectively have helped the populist VB to become 
more influential over time. Third, we examine VB’s anti-pluralist attitudes and its claims to 
exceptionality by analyzing its election program for the May 2019 elections, in which the party 
was extremely successful. The program involves ethnonationalist, nativist, and anti-pluralist 
populist discourses as well as calls for Flemish independence, attacks on minorities, the 
persistent questioning of the ruling government’s democratic legitimacy, and the promotion of 
a Flemish ‘leading culture’ through educational reform. 

Overall, the chapter argues that Belgium’s political party system and Flemish institutional 
thresholds have, paradoxically, contributed to VB’s remarkable popularity. Since populism 
feeds off political cynicism and claims to exceptionality (among others), it becomes clear that 
VB’s anti-pluralist, anti-establishment discourse is used as a strategic tool to capitalize on the 
institutional barriers it faces by emphasizing the party’s exceptionality. The paper concludes 
that VB discourse takes advantage of Belgium’s institutional thresholds to exploit the 
impossibility of disenchantment – a paradox that would otherwise temper populist sentiments. 

5.2 Theoretical and methodological framework 

To establish a number of basic concepts useful in our analysis of the Belgian (or rather Flemish) 
case, we will first outline the possible attitudes populist parties may hold or actively foster 
towards the established political system and which account for a significant part of their 
electoral appeal (Brubaker 2017). For VB, strategies based on anti-pluralism, reformism, and 
exceptionalism are particularly important. Our analysis will show that these strategies are 
crucial to the party’s image in its electoral program and in its social media discourse. 

First, some populist parties may, at some point, turn against democracy as a notion and form 
of government itself. If democracy is understood as a notion and form of government, 
encompassing not only majority-rule, but also the competition of pluralist interest (Dahl 1989) 
and accommodation of a plurality of citizen views and minority interests beyond political party 
competition (Escobar 2017), such a turn against democracy would imply the establishment of 
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anti-pluralist tendencies within the given populist parties, both in their rhetoric and in their 
political practice. In other words, pluralist parties may support majoritarian politics (in fact, they 
often appeal to the ‘will of the people’ vs. the corrupt elite), but they turn their political agenda 
against some of the core tenets of liberal democracies: human rights and the rule of law, which 
– as normative backbones – guarantee pluralism in democratic societies, equal access to the 
public sphere, as well as checks and balances within democratic government. Anti-pluralist 
populist parties hence aim to ‘restrict civil society, suppress media pluralism, re-engineer 
electoral laws, tinker with the protection of minority rights, and politicize the judiciary’ (Crum, 
Oleart & Overeem 2020: 15). This is not to say that all populist parties are anti-pluralist, as some 
indeed aim ‘to clear the political stage for new voices and issues, without denying the legitimacy 
of their opponents’ (ibid.). 

A second strategy is reformism, in which a populist party preys on shortcomings of established 
parties, especially when it comes to proposals in issue areas that allow for renewal and political 
change within the accepted boundaries of the pluralist democratic system. It is in this context 
that elites are ‘accused of using the growing influence of unelected bodies and technocratic 
institutions to depoliticise contested political issues, like austerity and immigration’ (Mudde 
and Kaltwasser, 2017: 117). In their own right, populist parties may aim to offer alternatives in 
the shape of thorough reforms. In VB’s case, our analysis will show that the party proposes 
reforms that are essentially anti-pluralist. Their suggested policies would, in effect, have a de-
pluralizing effect on the Belgian political system, implying that VB’s reformist attitudes are, in 
fact, grafted on its anti-pluralist foundations.  

A third and final strategy important for VB’s populism, is the claim to exceptionality, or ‘the 
promise to be fundamentally different from politics as usual’ (Brubaker 2017: 380), which is a 
crucial factor in populist popularity. If populist parties present themselves as different from 
established political parties and if populism ‘thrives on the lack of faith in the workings of 
representative politics’ (Brubaker 2017: 380), it is clear that attacking and discrediting those 
parties – thus engaging in anti-pluralist discourse – would comparatively increase the legitimacy 
of non-establishment parties. Again, it seems that exceptionalism may lead to the use of anti-
pluralist discursive strategies, such as personal attacks on incumbent ministers. Additionally, a 
party may also present itself as unique in its calls for reform and as filling a void in the political 
landscape, especially in VB’s case, which is the only party calling explicitly for far-reaching 
reforms such as Flemish secession, defunding the public sector, and omnipresent camera 
supervision.  

This three-pronged and intertwined strategy has important implications for VB’s relationship 
with democracy. First, anti-pluralism suppresses what Chantal Mouffe (2000) would call 
agonism, which can be summarized as the idea that, in order to achieve a properly functioning 
democracy, political parties and opinions must be confronted with one another and come into 
conflict while respecting each other’s differences, disagreements, and claims to legitimacy. As 
will become clear, VB’s anti-pluralist discourse attacks the legitimacy and credibility of other 
parties, while its proposed anti-pluralist policies would restrict the possibility of conflict by 
restricting access to the public debate for people with dissenting opinions. Moreover, it can be 
argued that social media further reduce the agonistic potential of the democratic process: they 
can create so-called ‘filter bubbles’ in which social media users become isolated from divergent 
opinions, rendering them less willing to accept facts that differ from their own views (Molleman 
et al. 2020). In that sense, VB’s social media discourse could be more important than one might 
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initially think: by isolating people into filter bubbles, people who follow VB are only confronted 
with information that fits into their views and hence more inclined to support a party that 
presents itself as strong, as a long-awaited wind of change, and as a unique challenger to the 
status quo. This eliminates any semblance of an arena in which respectful political conflict can 
occur. As such, social media amplify the anti-pluralist, reformist, and exceptionalist image that 
VB aims to uphold.  

Second, VB’s claim to exceptionality leads us toward an important limit on the appeal of 
populist parties that Brubaker (2017) calls ‘the limits of enchantment’ (380). Populist parties 
depend on their voters’ faith that the party is indeed unique in a nation’s political landscape 
because it represents the people and will return the power to that people. Since those parties 
emphasize their exceptionality, they feed off the promise of everything being different as soon 
as the people’s true representative comes to power. In that sense, populist parties present 
themselves as some sort of Trojan horse that will infiltrate the upper echelons of the state and 
defend the people against the elite – who will drain the proverbial swamp. Paradoxically, if the 
party ever actually comes to power and the long-awaited change is not achieved, then the 
people’s ‘willing suspension of disbelief’, to use Samuel Coleridge’s 1817 term, may quickly fall 
apart, exposing the populist narrative of exceptionalism, anti-pluralism, and promised reform 
as just that: a story. Populism is thus rooted in the paradox of working towards power but risks 
being weakened by effectively achieving that power. Nevertheless, as shown in the next section 
of this chapter, VB has long had an easy way out of this paradox of disenchantment. To be more 
precise, it can avoid ever having to prove that it is a true representative of the people, hence 
circumventing a crucial limiting factor to populism.  

The methodology of this study is as follows. To identify institutional conditions and 
establishment party responses that may reinforce anti-pluralist, reformist, or exceptionalist 
tendencies in VB, we will first focus on VB’s isolated role in the Belgian party landscape in the 
next section, taking the cordon sanitaire as a case study. Then, a qualitative content analysis of 
the party’s electoral program and social media posts on Facebook will reveal whether and how 
the party deploys anti-pluralist discourse. In the analysis, we use the following four key markers, 
based on Crum, Oleart and Overeem’s work (2020) in this report, to identify political discourse 
as anti-pluralist in nature: 

• delegitimization and criminalization of opponents; 

• disqualification and exclusion of parts of the polity; 

• attacks on minorities; 

• claims to reregulate the public sphere and civil society in order to reduce pluralism. 

Similarly, an analysis of the party’s Facebook posts along the same lines shows how it engages 
in a self-fashioning image-building strategy by positioning itself as a challenger party to the 
established party system. In all, the analysis will demonstrate that VB is indeed using anti-
pluralist discourse in its electoral program and its social media. 

5.3 Responses to VB: Poaching and the Cordon Sanitaire  

This section examines the responses of other political parties in Belgium to VB. Two reactions 
are central to the argument. Firstly, we address poaching, or a spill-over effect in which political 
issues that take center stage in VB’s program start to crop up in other parties as well. 
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Furthermore, since ‘substantive themes and stylistic devices from the populist repertoire are 
routinely appropriated by ‘mainstream’ political actors,’ (Brubaker 2017: 379), establishment 
parties may be able to siphon off voters from populist parties. One example of poaching in the 
case of VB is the strategy of the Flemish Socialist Party sp.a (‘Socialistische Partij Anders,’ soon 
to be named ‘Vooruit’), which consisted of political isolation yet practically adopting many of 
VB’s themes – migration, identity, islamization – in their policies and even executing quite a few 
parts of the so-called ‘Seventy-Point Plan’ which Vlaams Blok (the original name of VB, before 
its name change at the end of 2004) wrote in 1992. A second example is N-VA – ‘Nieuw-Vlaamse 
Alliantie’, a nationalist and liberal-conservative party that was created in 2001. For some time, 
especially in the years after its peak in popularity during the 1990s, VB was suffering from 
electoral competition with N-VA (Van Haute, Pauwels and Sinardet 2018, 958-959), and it 
seemed that N-VA had succeeded at tapping into disgruntled right-wing voters and avoided a 
shift towards extreme-right politics in Flanders. 

The establishment parties’ second response may be more interesting and more surprising. One 
of the most peculiar features of the Belgian political landscape is the cordon sanitaire. The 
French term was originally used in agriculture, and specifically meant a protective perimeter 
around a farm to prevent a contagious disease from spreading further. The term was used from 
1989 onward to indicate the consensus that no coalition can be formed with VB. The reason 
for the creation of the cordon was, as Jos Geysels, one of its principal proponents indicated, 
‘the fact that VB did not subscribe to the elementary norms and values of civilization’ (De 
Standaard 2019). One example of the discourse deployed by VB in the ‘90s is a phrase by Filip 
Dewinter: ‘Foreigners are born with a knife between their diapers’ (VRT 2019). In 1992, the 
other Flemish parties signed a resolution that effectively rendered governing with VB 
impossible, and in 2000, the heads of VLD (Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten), CVP, Agalev, 
and VU signed a ‘Charter for Democracy’ that would prevent them to cooperate with Vlaams 
Blok in any way, shape, or form. Through the years, establishment politicians’ position on the 
cordon shifted from being based on the principle of not wanting to participate in racism to a 
more strategic positioning, in which cooperation was no longer totally unthinkable (Geysels, De 
Lange & Fennema 2008). In 2004, the Court of Appeal in Ghent convicted three organizations 
of Vlaams Blok for racism, a ruling later upheld by the Belgian Court of Cassation (VRT 2004, De 
Standaard 2004). The Court of Appeal argued that Vlaams Blok was ‘using foreigners irrefutably 
and systematically as scapegoats’ and convicted of ‘knowingly and willingly inciting hatred 
against certain parts of the population. Not only because of their nationality, but also because 
of their ethnic origin, religion, and even their habits and clothing,’ which amounts to ‘inciting 
racial hatred and not practising freedom of speech’ (ct. in Geysels, De Lange & Fennema 2008: 
52-53). After the conviction, the party transformed from Vlaams Blok into VB, shedding some 
of its more extreme standpoints. Now, the cordon exists only as an oral agreement, yet the 
parties agree not to cooperate with VB – including N-VA, which was only founded after the 
Charter for Democracy – though calls for the suspension of the cordon are growing louder as 
VB’s popularity is rising (VRT 2019). 

These two responses have not succeeded at limiting VB’s popularity nor at siphoning off other 
voters through imitation. In fact, they have only served to make VB more popular. In the three 
elections of May 2019, VB was able to become the second largest Flemish – and Belgian – 
political party with 18.5 % in the Flemish regional elections, 11.95 % in the federal elections, 
and 11.68 % in the European elections. First, N-VA’s poaching strategy was initially successful, 
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as it was both the largest party and the party with the most protest votes in 2009 (Het 
Nieuwsblad 2019), but after having been in government and not really making good on its 
promises, the right-wing voter’s disenchantment took effect quite rapidly. N-VA has been part 
of the Flemish regional government ever since 2004 and of the Belgian federal government 
between 2014 and 2018. VB’s election program refers to this directly: nothing will change, as 
evidenced by ‘the failed experiment of 4 years of government participation by N-VA in a 
Swedish federal coalition’ (7). By adopting populist talking points, especially on immigration, 
and subsequently being voted into government, the establishment party N-VA effectively 
‘disenchanted’ its own populist image. After all, populism also relies on an opposition between 
the people as underdog, represented by the party, fighting against the elite. While some 
observers have argued that the cordon created voter fatigue, as people felt like their vote was 
wasted on VB (Van Haute, Pauwels and Sinardet 2018, 958-959), the party is now stronger than 
ever (De Morgen 2020) – which could be explained by N-VA’s strategy of poaching or imitation 
and the subsequent disillusionment. Moreover, VB has been able to blame all government 
failures on other parties without having to take any responsibility itself (Eppink 2000: 10). In 
other words, the Flemish party system may have allowed VB to fully step into the role of an 
underdog by adopting a permanent challenger status, to freely criticize other parties without 
taking any responsibility, and to criticize the democratic legitimacy of the Flemish government 
as well as the Belgian state. As noted before, much of populism’s electoral appeal hinges upon 
a form of enchantment or exceptionalism, or the idea that a populist party represents the 
people in a way that is fundamentally different from other political entities. One could argue 
that exceptionalism is a key part of VB’s success, as many of its voters are so-called ‘protest 
voters’, or people who do not want to vote for the party per se, but simply want to vote against 
the establishment and who have little faith in the political process (Goovaerts et al. 2019). It is 
also essential to the party’s recent growth, considering protest voters’ overwhelming shift from 
N-VA and to a lesser extent CD&V in 2004, 2009, and 2014 toward VB in 2019 (Goovaerts et al. 
2019, Het Nieuwsblad 2019). Nonetheless, for many populist parties, their oft-cultivated sense 
of exceptionalism and political uniqueness – the enchantment – dissipates when the party is in 
government and no substantial changes are achieved. Since the cordon keeps VB out of 
government, it allows VB to lay claim to an institutionalized exceptionalism – moreover, it can 
claim that, being the representative of the people, excluding VB from the democratic process 
equals the exclusion of the Flemish people. Hence, VB’s isolation from the Belgian political party 
system through the cordon sanitaire seems to reinforce and, in fact, corroborate the party’s 
claim to exceptionality: it is effectively excluded from governing – a party can hardly be more 
different from the establishment. Since populist parties also gain from a lack of faith in 
establishment politics and the democratic process, attacking the establishment parties and 
their isolation of VB seems like a useful strategy for the latter. In that sense, the cordon seems 
to be a selling point for VB rather than a limitation, as it allows them to criticize Belgium’s 
political system and Belgian politicians without taking responsibility and to fortify their claim to 
exceptionality. The cordon also prevented VB from being assimilated or ‘domesticated’ into the 
party system, which may have caused it to cling to its extreme position instead of softening its 
points into something more palatable in a coalition government. 

Hence, we contend that the cordon sanitaire has allowed VB to circumvent what Brubaker 
(2017) has called ‘the limits of enchantment’ (380): through the institutional thresholds 
imposed by the Belgian and Flemish party system, VB has never been called upon to put its 
claims to exceptionality into practice. In that sense, the Belgian case is interesting because the 
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typical populist paradox of disenchantment – and a limiting factor to the rise of populism – 
cannot be resolved here, which, ironically, plays into VB’s hands. This is not to say that we aim 
to revive or reformulate the classic ‘burn theory’, which is idea that VB should have been 
allowed in government and ‘burnt’ itself by proving it is not exceptional nor nearly as 
competent as it pretends to be (Geysels, De Lange & Fennema 2008). We do not aim to make 
claims regarding the cordon’s necessity, its democratic aspects, or its effectiveness. We merely 
argue that the cordon allowed the party to increase its popularity using the strategies of 
reformism, exceptionalism, and anti-pluralism. The qualitative content analysis that follows will 
show how VB’s discourse mixes anti-pluralist attitudes with reformism and exceptionalism. 

5.4 Content Analysis: VB’s Anti-pluralist Electoral Program  

As indicated in our methodological framework, key markers that determine the anti-pluralist 
character of VB’s discursive strategy and that reinforce the party’s exceptionalist and reformist 
image are (i) the delegitimization of its political opponents and the Belgian political system, (ii) 
the disqualification and exclusion of particular sections of the Flemish (and Belgian) polity, (iii) 
attacks on minorities, and (iv) promises to re-regulate the public sphere and suppress civil 
society actors. VB’s 2019 election program is interesting in this respect, because it illustrates 
the party’s argument that Flemish establishment politicians do not represent the people, its 
criticism of previous governments and the Belgian-Flemish system as a whole, and its anti-
pluralist and ethnonationalist ideas. It also contains the practical steps it would take to make 
those ideas materialize through policies and institutions, emphasizing its reformist attitude and 
unique position. VB uses its electoral program to reinforce its image as a reformist party as well 
as its claim to exceptionality. 

First of all, VB’s slogan ‘OUR people first’ (‘Eerst ONZE mensen’) immediately sets the tone for 
its election program: the party aims to work towards a ‘Flemish Flanders, where our language, 
our culture, our traditions and our way of life is protected’ and ‘where our identity and way of 
life comes first’ (3). Throughout the program, this promotion of majoritarian monoculturalism 
– symbolized by the consistent use of ‘our’ when referring to anything Flemish – is coupled with 
vehement criticism of the establishment (framed as a ‘multicultural elite’ [14]) and clear 
indicators of anti-pluralist, reformist, and exceptionalist discourse. As will become clear, the 
party’s proposed reforms are essentially anti-pluralist, and it also suggests unique measures 
that no other party would propose – aiming to present itself as a party that will stop the 
‘business as usual’ in Belgian politics.  

5.4.1 Delegitimization of the Belgian state and political opponents  

In line with the first key marker, VB’s election program questions the legitimacy of the Belgian 
and Flemish political system and its political opponents. In its attacks, the party takes an 
explicitly reformist stance, advocating for Flemish secession to ‘make the Flemish people free 
again’ (7) and claiming that the Walloons’ ‘leftist and Marxist’ ideas (7) and ‘hammock 
mentality’ (8) are reinforced by Flemish financial support to Wallonia. Moreover, the party 
claims that ‘a Flemish vote is worth less than a Francophone vote’ (11). VB, in referring to the 
cordon sanitaire, also explicitly states that ‘Belgium is not a democracy, but a partocracy’ (11) 
in which political parties rule the country, as opposed to the Flemish people. The political elite, 
according to VB, only wishes to protect its own interests and has ‘hollowed out the political 
power of the Flemish through limitations on parliamentary majorities’ (11). Presenting itself 
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clearly as a reformist party, VB argues that establishment parties should return power to the 
people via ‘binding referenda and the organization of a single Flemish electoral constituency’ 
(11). Direct democracy would ‘reinforce the legitimacy of government policies’ (12). The party 
also argues that the administratively complex Belgian state should be slimmed down, since its 
‘surplus of officials and civil servants does not even come with good governance’ (12). The 
party’s proposed reform is hence focused on, as it claims, returning power to the people via 
direct democracy and referenda, but also on breaking up the Belgian state into Flanders and 
Wallonia. 

In addition to a more general reformist critique of the Belgian and Flemish political system, VB 
also targets previous or incumbent Belgian or Flemish (prime) ministers by name in order to 
single out specific inefficient or failed policies and to question the competence of Belgian and 
Flemish politicians, hence questioning the legitimacy of establishment parties’ authority. For 
instance, it mentions that the Michel government (i.e. the federal government 2014-2018 led 
by Charles Michel from the Francophone liberal party MR) ‘used tax money to combat so-called 
fake news’ (14), that it continued the ‘lax immigration policies of the Di Rupo government’ (25) 
and increased the legal pension age to ‘maintain the illusion that this government wanted to 
make changes’ (62) – implying that it is the only political actor aiming for true change – while 
spending ‘1.4 billion euros on social security for non-European foreigners. More than twice as 
much as Di Rupo.’ (59) Elsewhere, VB criticizes the then Flemish Minister Liesbeth Homans (N-
VA) for her subsidies to mosques (33) and anti-poverty policy (68), and attacks the then-
Minister of Justice Koen Geens (from the Flemish Christian-democrats, CD&V) for his attempts 
to reform murder trial procedures (49), prison reforms (50), and the handling of a terrorist 
prison escape (55). VB’s election program also frequently criticizes and mocks government 
policies, such as anti-discrimination laws and mystery calls (in which oversight committees 
probe for racial discrimination by calling landlords and employers while pretending to be a 
minority) (14), the N-VA’s federal coalition with the liberal Open-VLD (7), allegedly lax 
immigration (25) and asylum policies (26), an overly welcoming integration policy (30), high tax 
rates (36), an inefficient judicial system (45), ineffective policies in the fields of 
counterterrorism (56), healthcare (66), housing (68), and education (74), the lack of financial 
support for the (ethnically Flemish) poor (61), elderly (65), and disabled (65), disproportionately 
high child support for large families (79), public transport (81), and more. The party also claims 
that left-wing politicians have ‘increased economic inequality through immigration-
liberalism(sic) and globalization, and have betrayed workers and the middle class’ (35). To go 
even further, the party argues that ‘regular Flemish people, once protected by the left, have 
been abandoned’ (35), either to a ‘totalitarian EU’ (18), to ‘imported workers’ (35), or to 
multilateral institutions and international agreements such as the Schengen zone (18). This last 
argument boils down to the argument that international cooperation has taken sovereignty 
away from the national level, which, VB claims, the party aims to return the people. In sum, VB 
paints a paradoxical picture of the federal and Flemish governments (and establishment 
politicians) as ‘impotent’ (66), ‘passive’ (10), and restricted by administrative ‘red tape’ 
(‘rompslomp’ [39]) yet also as ‘over-controlling’ busybodies (13). In trying to discredit and mock 
establishment parties, VB is trying to distinguish itself from other parties through 
exceptionalism and present itself as a more honest and competent alternative to established 
politicians – its claim to exceptionality is based on their self-proclaimed push for more 
democracy, but also on the alleged dishonesty and incompetence of specific establishment 
politicians.  
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5.4.2 Exclusion of particular sections of the polity 

The second key marker concerns VB’s disqualification of all left-wing and multiculturalist 
worldviews by presenting these ideas as ‘politically correct dogma’ (72). VB claims that the 
country is weighed down by ‘an asphyxiating politically correct climate’ and ‘an out-of-control 
equality craze that increasingly tolerates fewer divergent opinions’ (14). The party places the 
responsibility for the creation of such a climate with ‘the multicultural elites’ and argues that 
non-conforming opinions are ‘banished to the margins of society and silenced by the 
government with taxpayer money’ to ‘prosecute and convict people not just for what they do 
wrong, but for what they think and say’ – which, the party claims, amounts to a ‘dictatorship of 
multicultural political correctness’ (14).2 Ironically, to counteract this, the party intends to 
promote a Flemish-European ‘lead culture’ (30) that, the party claims, should be written into 
the constitution, taught in schools, and take priority over all other cultures (31). Schools ‘should 
not be an ideological playground for cultural Marxists’ (74). Immigrants should adapt their way 
of life to the Flemish-European culture, take instructional classes on this culture, and pass 
citizenship tests or leave the country (30). To this end, the funding of institutions that protect 
the rights of minorities, such as the Minority Forum, should be stopped (30), and voting rights 
should be exclusive to Flemish citizens, removing the so-called ‘foreigner’s voting rights’ (12) 
and effectively restricting participation in the Flemish political system to the Flemish. This 
would be a remedy for ‘multicultural indoctrination’ and forced ‘social mixing’ by the 
government and ‘cultural Marxists’ (73). The party aims to erase all ideological disagreement – 
and hence remove all chance of productive agonistic conflict – by excluding minorities and left-
wing people from the democratic process. This form of majoritarian monoculturalism, in which 
the Flemish culture is the only viable and ‘correct’ culture, is a clear case of anti-pluralist 
discourse. The party also calls for reforms that institutionalize this ‘lead culture’, which once 
more shows how its reformist image is explicitly anti-pluralist.  

5.4.3 Attacks on minorities 

As a third key marker, minorities, and specifically Muslim and Eastern European immigrants, 
are attacked directly. The party presents them as ‘free riders’ (59) who lack a basic 
understanding of Flemish norms and values (31), drug-dealing criminals (53), terrorists (56), 
and ‘welfare tourists’ (59) who cheat the Flemish system and ‘disrupt our social fabric’ (25). VB 
also claims that ‘mass migration threatens not just our social security and our safety, but also 
our identity and individuality’ (25), that Muslims want to install sharia law in Flanders, and that 
mosques and Islam schools disseminate fundamentalist ideas (33). The party intends to revoke 
the Islam’s status as an ‘acknowledged religion,’ which would allow to cut all public financing 
of mosques (33). VB also advocates a complete stop to all immigration ‘to avoid becoming a 
foreigner in our own country and safeguard our way of life’ (25), hence clearly presenting 
migrants as a threat to Flemish culture. In a similar vein, the party indicates that it ‘will not 
accept apologies for the high crime figures among foreigners. (…) To maintain an effective 
security policy, we must also chart the origin of criminals. (…) Using criminal profiling, we can 
act more effectively.’ (55) VB also has a clear stance on civil liberties for suspected criminals, 
which would effectively result in starkly different criminal procedures and legal systems for 
Muslim criminals as opposed to Flemish ones: 

                                                           
2 See https://www.vlaamsbelang.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/programma2019.pdf 
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VB advocates declaring a national emergency to lock up registered radicalized Muslims. 
When a national emergency has been declared, following Article 15 of the European 
Convention on Human Rights, suspicious and dangerous people can be locked up pre-
emptively. (56-57) 

Once again, the legal, judicial, and institutional reforms proposed by VB are not simply signs of 
a party aiming to overhaul the Belgian and Flemish political system for the benefit of the 
underdog against the elite, nor of a party who aims to represent the people as a whole: their 
reforms are meant to de-pluralize Flemish society by restricting minorities’ rights to participate 
in the democratic process. VB’s discourse, then, discredits the very legitimacy of their 
participation in the democratic process and therefore legitimizes de-pluralizing policies.  

5.4.4 Re-regulation of the public sphere 

A fourth key marker of anti-pluralism, and specifically of anti-pluralist reformism, is VB’s call to 
re-regulate the public sphere. The party aims to rescind ‘concessions to Islam in our public 
culture’ such as halal food or headscarves in schools, while increasing oversight on ‘Islamic 
initiatives’ such as Quran education (33). In other words, it aims to suppress public 
representation of non-Flemish cultures, and specifically Islamic culture. A key point of VB’s 
program is public safety, in an attempt to capitalize on a general sense of anxiety and insecurity 
among its voter base, especially regarding immigration. Hence, the party calls for ‘zero 
tolerance’ and a ‘pre-emptive security policy’ (45) combined with a more ‘visible presence of 
police officers’ (46) and a sanction-focused justice system that ‘punishes every crime that 
increases insecurity’ (45) without early release mechanisms (46). In addition, VB is a ‘fervent 
proponent of focused camera surveillance but does not want the placement of cameras to 
result in a reduced police presence in that area’ (47), while advocating ‘better legal protection 
for police officers who act correctly and firmly against violent crime, without having to fear legal 
repercussions’ (48). The party promises to crack down on crime – though implying that it will 
crack down especially hard on immigrant crime, as evidenced by an entire section entitled ‘Stop 
foreigner crimes’ (54). This already is clear evidence that the party’s proposed reform, which is 
central to its image, is meant to target minorities that do not belong to the ‘Flemish lead 
culture’ promoted by the party.  

However, the party’s overhaul of regulations in the public sphere do not stop there. It is also 
committed to the re-regulation of civil society actors. VB aims to disband Unia, an anti-racist 
organization for equal opportunities, which is termed an ‘inquisition instrument to silence 
anyone critical of the multicultural society’ (14). The Minority Forum (‘Minderhedenforum’), 
which represents the voice of migrants in Flanders and Brussels, is also criticized for allowing 
migrants to ‘actively resist integration’ while the government invests millions in ‘an integration 
industry controlled by a cast of ‘professional leftists’ that spreads the message that foreigners 
are the permanent victim of discrimination and that our society should adapt to the culture and 
religion of newcomers.’ (30) Civil society actors representing minority rights are framed as 
enemies of Flemish society and as instruments of the multicultural left. In a similar vein, the 
party calls for the suppression of pluralist ideas in the media, and specifically in the 
government-funded public television and radio VRT (Vlaamse Radio en Televisie): 

We must break the dominance of the politically correct conglomerate in our media and 
politics. After all, we need to be informed objectively, independently, and correctly. 
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Otherwise, our society will continue to experience a democratic deficit. We must free 
the media by repealing its subsidies. (15) 

The party claims that the ‘intertwinement of media and politics’ is ‘dangerous for our 
democracy’ and that VRT ‘actively puts on a good news show and often manipulates reality’, 
while calling for the privatization of public media (15). It can be expected that privatizing or 
removing subsidies from public media would result in those media only espousing the opinions 
and ideas of the Flemish majority to draw a consistent audience and stay afloat, hence severely 
reducing media pluralism and playing into the hands of VB’s majoritarian monoculturalism. 
Once more, these reforms, while indeed unique in the Belgian political party landscape, are 
aimed at eliminating dissenting opinions from the public sphere, suppressing minority voices, 
and restricting access to the public debate. Interestingly, if these reforms would go through, VB 
is again actively reducing the agonistic potential of Belgian democracy, as divergent opinions 
would get significantly fewer chances to meet and come into conflict. 

In sum, VB’s election program is explicitly focused on delegitimizing existing democratic 
structures and on reducing pluralism in Flemish society. Rather than serving as a corrective to 
a democracy that has drifted away from the people’s needs, the party’s calls for reform 
advocate for policies that delegitimize existing democratic institutions and political parties, 
reduce pluralism, and regulate access to the public sphere. The party also advocates for a 
system of direct democracy and binding referenda, though its other proposed reforms would 
result in unequal, restricted access to that ‘direct’ democracy for minorities and dissenting 
opinions. VB criticizes and questions the authority of Belgium’s federal structure, party system 
and incumbent politicians, rejecting the viability of other political opinions and interests. The 
party aims to exclude minorities from the Flemish polity and its democratic process by 
restricting voting rights and institutionally promoting a ‘superior’ Flemish-European majority 
culture. It also calls for the elimination of dissenting (immigrant, left-wing, and multiculturalist) 
voices by suppressing civil society actors, specifically those concerned with minority rights, by 
re-regulating the public sphere through police reform and surveillance, and by advocating for 
a majoritarian media policy.  

5.5 VB’s Amplified Anti-pluralism: the Role of Social Media  

VB presents itself in a very similar, though more simplistic, manner on social media. The party 
has over 600.000 likes at the time of writing. N-VA trails by 200.000 likes, meaning that Flemish 
right-wing parties account for a million Facebook likes, which equals roughly 16% of the entire 
Flemish population, while the two main (extreme-)left parties, PVDA and sp.a, only share 
200.000 likes between them. Right-wing parties in Europe have generally been quick to explore 
the possibilities of branding and image-building offered by social media, but they have also 
found new ways to exploit political advertisements and the filter bubble effect created by 
curated content provided on platforms like Facebook (Fielitz & Marcks 2019). Since social 
media allows for its users to filter out unwanted content and to only see posts that align with 
their views, social media users may find themselves in an ‘echo chamber’ of like-minded people 
that causes further polarization of users’ political opinions. Likewise, political advertisements 
and viral content may spread unchecked throughout these bubbles, however detached such 
content may be from reality (Molleman 2020). As argued earlier in this chapter, social media’s 
bubble structure reduces the potential for opinions to clash in the public sphere and therefore 
reduces the agonistic potential of the democratic process – the chance of conflict (and 
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subsequent resolution) is reduced by political communities isolating themselves into self-
confirming echo chambers. For this reason, social media are increasingly considered a cause of 
political polarization (EPRS 2019). Examining right-wing populist discourse on social media 
seems essential to understand the appeal of right-wing populism, and it seems productive to 
also include a brief, exploratory analysis of VB’s social media presence.  

Leading up to the May 2019 elections, which entailed both regional, federal and European 
elections in Belgium, VB accounted for over half of the social media spending of all Flemish 
political parties combined (VRT, 2019). VB spent almost four times as much on social media 
advertisement campaigns as the second-largest spender, N-VA. This might indicate another, 
perhaps more subtle example of poaching: the party has clearly adopted VB’s strategy of 
increasing its social media presence to gain electoral support. Since populism often thrives in 
crisis situations due to its capacity to capitalize on mistakes by establishment politicians and on 
a general lack of faith in the political system, our analysis zooms in on Facebook posts in the 
wake of the first wave of the COVID-19 crisis in Belgium (May-June 2020). The COVID-19 crisis 
seems to have increased VB’s popularity, as polls in December 2020 indicate that over a quarter 
of Flemish voters would vote for VB (De Morgen 2020), so it stands to reason that the image-
building strategy deployed by the party during the COVID crisis has been effective. As indicated, 
our analysis does not aim to provide an exhaustive list of VB’s posts or the topics its page 
addresses – it posts multiple times a day – but rather intends to offer a representative snapshot 
of the type of message disseminated by the page and the anti-pluralist, reformist, and 
exceptionalist image-building strategies deployed in its social media posts. These messages, 
neatly packaged in easily ‘shareable’ pictures with catchphrases, seem to be designed to quickly 
spread throughout right-wing social media circles. Social media, and especially Facebook, 
comes to the fore as VB’s megaphone: it amplifies its delegitimizing critique while leaving no 
room for complex issues or journalistic fact-checking. Our analysis focuses on the key markers 
outlined in the previous section, but also takes into account whether VB also proposes reform 
or presents itself as unique.  

Much like in the first key marker identified in VB’s election program, the party uses Facebook 
to discredit other parties and politicians, especially with regard to the mistakes made during 
the management of the COVID-19 crisis:  

Every day, we discover new facts on the malpractices of this government. One failure 
after another is piling up. This cannot be swept under the rug, high time for a 
commission of inquiry! (2 June 2020, 12:53)  

VB consistently attacks the legitimacy of political opponents: ‘The arrogance of, among others, 
minister Maggie De Block, and her refusal to admit that big mistakes have been made during 
this crisis, is completely misguided (...). The people want answers!’ (28 May 2020, 10:44) Here, 
the party literally claims to speak in the name of an abstract ‘people’, presenting itself as 
stepping up for an oppressed people against an ‘arrogant’ elite that refuses to admit its 
mistakes. In the same vein, the party has even released a ‘Corona Blunder Book’ that 
documents ‘all the blunders made by the government [and] all the initiatives proposed by VB 
during the crisis that were ignored by the media and other parties’ (25 June 2020, 19:15). Here, 
the party both sows doubts on the trustworthiness of so-called mainstream media and presents 
itself as a party that proposes reforms that are ignored by other parties. In the book, the party’s 
anti-pluralist (delegitimizing), reformist, and exceptionalist image comes to the fore. On 
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Facebook, VB also aggressively criticizes the Belgian party system: ‘There is a growing divide 
between the will of the people and government policy (...). There is an enormous democratic 
deficit, in which the opinion of the people is completely ignored.’ (May 31, 2020, 10:43) Once 
more, the party claims to represent the will and opinion of an ignored people. Similarly, the 
party stated earlier: 

The liberals have been in power in this country for over twenty years, and what did we 
get? More taxes, more immigration, lawlessness,… and a bad approach to the corona 
crisis. Liberalism has failed definitively, time for nationalism and to put our people first! 
(21 April 2020)  

The aforementioned attacks on the established political system in Belgium create a false 
dichotomy between the current system (liberalism) and VB’s ideology (nationalism), presenting 
the latter as the only feasible alternative. It groups up all the establishment parties under 
‘liberalism,’ an ideology that VB subsequently discredited through direct criticism. In a similar 
vein, the party presents the financial impact of the Belgian state structure and its immigration 
policy as a main cause of poverty in Belgium:  

Transfers from Flanders to Wallonia? €12 billion per year. Immigration costs? At least € 
2 billion per year. The political system (repealing Senate,...)? Almost €1 billion per year. 
Save [money] on these expenses and not on OUR people! (27 May 2020, 12:46) 

On social media, VB does not propose concrete solutions to the issues it addresses (, and 
creates false oppositions that cannot be fact-checked by independent media. Like in its election 
program, the party’s attacks on established parties’ legitimacy also target Belgium’s federal 
Minister of Justice: ‘How much longer must the people take this? (...) When will Koen Geens 
take his responsibility?’ (4 June 2020, 17:21)  

Concerning the Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests in June 2020, VB combines its rhetoric on 
excluding parts of the Belgian polity and its attacks on minorities with its calls for re-regulating 
the public sphere: ‘Stop importing a foreign conflict and saddle the Flemish with guilt for so-
called ‘structural racism’. We will continue to stand up for OUR people!’ (3 June 2020, 10:38) 
Again, the party claims to speak for the people, but it also emphasizes that it aims to decide for 
itself who ‘OUR’ people are. In the same Facebook post, the party also explicitly excludes parts 
of the Flemish polity: ‘These people do NOT belong in our society!’ (3 June 2020, 10:38) These 
are clear indications of anti-pluralist attitudes. In a similar vein, an earlier post attacks 
minorities: ‘Send criminal foreigners back to their country of origin’ (28 May 2020, 17:09). The 
party calls for the exclusion of non-Flemish people from the Flemish polity and aims to justify 
this policy by consistently presenting immigrants as criminals. Also concerning BLM protests, 
VB posted a video of riots in Brussels with the caption: ‘These riots and lootings are 
UNACCEPTABLE. We must crack down HARD on this scum and clean up the streets. That is the 
only thing that will work. Only VB can restore order!’ (7 June 2020, 19:12) The last phrase has 
become somewhat of a catchphrase for the party, as evidenced by its frequent use by party 
leader Tom van Grieken (e.g. Van Grieken 2020, Facebook, 19 November 2020). Crucially, the 
party attacks minorities directly again, but in doing so, it underscores its exceptional position in 
the Flemish political landscape, claiming that it is the only party that can, through significant 
yet anti-pluralist reform in policing and the justice system, protect ‘the people.’ A very similar 
post about inhabitants of Brussels resisting arrest, in which VB discursively excludes legitimate 
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Belgian citizens from the polity, reads: ‘MADNESS! (…) We MUST CLEAN UP these areas. Those 
who commit such crimes, do NOT belong in our society!’ (21 May 2020, 08:31)  

In a similar vein, the party paints left-wing opinions as illegitimate by framing left-wing views as 
actively working against the principle of free speech. Under a picture of Pim Fortuyn, a Dutch 
right-wing populist politician killed by an environmental activist, the party states:  

Today, we remember Pim Fortuyn. 18 years ago, he was murdered by a fanatical 
environmental activist and multiculturalist. (...) this was an attack on free speech, an 
attack on the politically incorrect opinion and an attack facilitated by the media that 
vilified him. Never forgive, never forget! (6 May 2020) 

VB’s Facebook page attempts to delegitimize the ideas of left-wing people as well as the very 
notion of political correctness by associating them directly with Pim Fortuyn’s murder. Another 
discrediting attack on multiculturalist views is as follows: ‘Be honest and acknowledge the 
problem with multiculturalism. Remove those politically correct blinders and face the harsh 
reality!’ (11 June 2020, 16:32) Soon after, the page posted: ‘Stop politically correct thinking and 
let us be proud of our identity!’ (13 June 2020, 13:17) As this brief exploratory analysis 
indicates, VB’s social media posts echo the anti-pluralist, reformist and exceptionalist tropes of 
its election program, but the platform amplifies the message by simplifying its standpoints, 
bypassing critical fact-checking, and reaching an enormous audience. 

The above makes clear that VB claims the power to decide who can be included or excluded 
from society, or, more precisely, who belongs in its own definition of the people. Additionally, 
the party calls for an aggressive police crackdown on criminals, which it presents as mostly 
ethnic minorities. In this sense, the party uses attacks on minorities (key marker 2) to justify the 
exclusion of minorities and left-wing people from the polity (key marker 3) and the re-
regulation of the public sphere (key marker 4) – part of its reformist image – while claiming that 
other parties do not take effective action in this regard (key marker 1), which, in turn, is part of 
its image as an exceptional party that will end ‘business as usual’. In this sense, all the anti-
pluralist markers fit seamlessly into the party’s broader strategy. In conclusion, The party’s 
presence on social media is unprecedented in Belgian or Flemish politics, and this strategy 
seems to pay dividends in the form of popularity. VB’s Facebook posts aim to reinforce its image 
of being a reformist party, but, like in its election program, its proposed reforms, while indeed 
exceptional in Belgian politics, are essentially anti-pluralist. In essence, Facebook serves as VB’s 
anti-pluralist megaphone. 

5.6 Concluding Remarks: VB as a Permanent Opposition Party  

This chapter has argued, firstly, that the establishment party responses in the Flemish political 
landscape, here considered in the form of poaching or imitation and the cordon sanitaire, have 
not slowed VB’s rise by allowing the party to fully step into the role of underdog by adopting a 
permanent challenger status. To the contrary, this has allowed the party to freely criticize other 
parties without taking any responsibility itself, and to undermine the democratic legitimacy of 
the Flemish government as well as the Belgian state. This has allowed them to circumvent a 
typical limitation to populist appeal: the disenchantment (through governance) of the populist 
narrative that it is fundamentally different from other, established parties. VB has been able to 
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grow its base without ever having to prove its competence or the viability of its ideas, while 
allowing VB to hold other parties to higher standards of transparency and morality.  

Throughout our analysis, three interrelated strategies have proven useful in examining how VB 
presents itself: anti-pluralism, reformism, and exceptionalism. The chapter analyzed the party’s 
electoral program and social media discourse to determine the presence of these three 
strategies in the language it deploys.  

VB presents itself as filling a void in the Flemish political landscape: no other party in Flanders 
is so radically opposed to the establishment or to immigration, and neither is there another 
party advocating so fiercely for Flemish independence. As VB’s unique challenger status or 
exceptional anti-establishment position is a crucial element in its image, the establishment 
parties’ cordon sanitaire has reduced VB’s potential for assimilation or ‘domestication’ into the 
party system. This has, in turn, lead to more extreme anti-establishment views, yet has also 
increased the party’s popularity with protest voters disillusioned with the inert Belgian political 
system. VB also claims that the establishment has lost touch with regular people, and that there 
is a growing democratic deficit between what the people want and what their political 
representatives do, especially on issues of migration. It capitalizes on cleavages between 
progressive and conservative political views, but also on nationalist and cosmopolitan views 
(Koopmans and Zürn 2018), since it claims to represent the people and restore its sovereignty 
in the face of an uncaring, cosmopolitan, pro-immigration, Europhile elite. To keep the party 
out of government, a cordon sanitaire was created, but the cordon has offered the party the 
possibility to distance itself from any government failures, distinguish itself from other parties, 
and evade responsibility, hence opening the way towards harsh, personal criticism on 
governments and individual politicians. On the other hand, the party calls itself the 
representative of the average Fleming, which allows it to claim that the cordon ignores the 
political wishes of an entire section of the Flemish population in favor of the desires of the 
political elite. 

The party’s electoral program and social media posts reinforce this in a very straightforward 
manner. On social media, VB also frequently alludes to its unique status through catchphrases 
like ‘Only VB can restore order’ (Van Grieken, Facebook, 19 November 2020) and harsh 
critiques of government policies and system parties. This chapter aimed to illuminate the 
party’s electoral and online popularity, but also pointed towards the party’s objective to reduce 
the plurality of voices in Flemish society and politics by restricting minorities’ access to the 
public debate and discrediting views that do not align with VB. Nevertheless, its majoritarian 
monoculturalism and anti-pluralist ideas are currently still gaining popularity across Flanders – 
perhaps not in spite of institutional barriers and establishment party responses, but precisely 
because of them, as VB capitalizes on those barriers and responses through anti-pluralist, 
reformist, and exceptionalist image-building strategies.  
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6. Populism in the ‘Polder’: Accommodation or undermining 
constitutional democracy? The cases of the PVV and the FvD in the 
Netherlands  

Patrick Overeem and Ben Crum 

Abstract 

Given the high turnover of populist parties that is typical of Dutch politics, this chapter asks: Can 
new populist parties be accommodated by the Dutch political system or do the chances that 
they effectively undermine democratic pluralism increase over time? To answer this question, 
we analyse the democratic credentials of Geert Wilders’ Partij voor de Vrijheid (PVV) and 
Thierry Baudet’s Forum voor Democratie (FvD). To assess whether these parties also pose a 
threat to democratic pluralism we focus on two indicators: (1) political tolerance and (2) 
respecting the formal and informal rules of constitutional democracy. The position of the PVV 
is clearly marked by its deep and consistent intolerance of Dutch citizens with Islamic 
persuasion and/or from Moroccan descent. Yet, its ability to threaten democratic pluralism in 
the Netherlands seems to have been neutralized over time. In comparison, the FvD is more 
cautious in engaging in outright discrimination. Here the main concerns are about whether the 
constitutional reforms it advocates are genuinely meant to further the plurality of the 
democratic debate in Europe or whether it actually intends to instrumentalize these reforms 
to mobilize a majority at the cost of the political freedoms and engagement of minorities. 
However, as our analysis shows, it is very difficult to sustain and monopolize the role of (main) 
challenger in the Dutch political system. Hence, just as the Dutch political system allows 
populist parties quickly to gain prominence, its openness may also be the main check to prevent 
both the PVV and the FvD from becoming effective threats to democratic pluralism. 

6.1 Introduction 

Since the beginning of the 2000s, the Netherlands has seen the rise of a series of notable anti-
establishment parties: the Lijst Pim Fortuyn (List Pim Fortuyn, LPF), the Partij voor de Vrijheid 
(Partij for Freedom, PVV) led by Geert Wilders, the Forum voor Democratie (Forum for 
Democracy, FvD) led by Thierry Baudet, and multiple smaller initiatives. The three examples 
mentioned share many characteristics. All three rose quickly to prominence. All three are led 
by men whose personalities attract a lot of media attention; arguably, indeed, in all three cases, 
the party hinges on the person of the party leader. Furthermore, all three gained prominence 
on a program that combines aversion of establishment parties with an outspoken stance 
against migration, in particular migration from Muslim countries. This anti-migration sentiment 
is combined with an outspoken skepticism towards European integration and the affirmation 
of pride in specifically Dutch identity traits and traditions. 

At the same time, regardless of the shared sentiments against migration and European 
integration, the three parties mentioned have different ideological inclinations. The LPF could 
in many respects be characterized as a right-wing libertarian party, with a penchant for free 
enterprise, a skepticism towards state interventionism, and an outspoken support for 
progressive and libertarian values. In contrast, the PVV has adopted a much more protectionist 
agenda in which the (welfare) state is to protect the common (Dutch) people against the 
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vagaries of the (international) world and to guarantee their established rights, especially in 
pensions and health care. The FvD in turn has a conservative core in which an emphasis on 
traditional values is combined with a cautiousness towards an interventionist state (not least 
with regards to climate policies). 

While we see the rise of new anti-establishment or populist parties in many European 
countries, the situation in the Netherlands stands out for their rapid success in terms of 
parliamentary seats and for the speed of their turn-over. One could say that populist parties 
have a particularly high ‘burn-rate’ in the Netherlands – an observation that is reinforced by 
the many initiatives that briefly caught the public limelight but failed to secure electoral 
success, like Leefbaar Nederland, Trots op Nederland, Democratisch Politiek Keerpunt, Nieuwe 
Wegen, and others. This ability for new parties to rapidly emerge and gain a platform is 
explained by the extreme proportionality of the Dutch electoral system. As elections in the 
Netherlands take place in a single district and there is no electoral threshold, parties can make 
it into the Tweede Kamer (the Lower House of the Dutch parliament) if they receive 1/150th 
share (0.67%) of the total vote. 

A further common trait among the anti-establishment parties mentioned is that they have 
raised suspicions about their loyalty to the democratic system. Observers have been concerned 
that, if they were to come to power, they would want to chip away at basic elements of 
constitutional democracy, replace them with more authoritarian ones, and clamp down on 
political opponents. It has been wondered whether they would put themselves under the 
constitution or seek to manipulate it; whether they would respect the independence of the 
courts and the freedom of the press; whether they would protect the conditions of democratic 
pluralism and the political chances of competing voices in elections and civil society or whether 
they would be tempted to use political power to silence political opponents. Such suspicions 
have been fueled by the focus on strong political leaders, by the use of harsh and exclusionary 
language towards migrants, by the ways these parties have at times refused to play by the 
established political norms, and by occasionally making provocative statements. 

An underlying question here is to what extent outspoken opposition against the established 
political actors (which is inherent to these populist parties and, in and of itself, a legitimate 
position to adopt) spills over into opposition to the properties of the constitutional democratic 
system itself. In this respect there are the disturbing examples of Hungary and Poland where 
parties in government are demonstrably using their powers to silence opposition voices, to 
reduce the plurality in media and civil society or at least to reduce the resources that opposition 
forces have to express themselves, and to destroy the independence of courts. 

Given the high turnover of populist parties, the case of the Netherlands offers the opportunity 
to adopt a longitudinal perspective on the interplay between the democratic system and 
populist parties and the dynamics that this interplay takes in the longer run. Hence, the central 
question that this paper addresses is: Can new populist parties be accommodated by the Dutch 
political system or do the chances that they turn against democratic pluralism only increase over 
time? This line of questioning presupposes that these parties are inherently ambiguous; they 
are not destined to be anti-democratic, but neither can they be considered to respect 
democratic pluralism automatically. This presupposition underlines the fact that political 
parties, and especially relatively new ones, change over time and respond to their 
circumstances (cf. Rooduijn, de Lange and van der Brug 2014). What is more, the Dutch case 
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not only allows us to analyze how individual parties change but also to adopt a system-wide 
perspective in which the place that certain parties hold – for instance as main challengers of 
the established order – can be taken over by others over time. The latter point raises the 
question in which direction such replacement takes place: is the tendency for each successor 
to become more adapt to the democratic system or rather to become agile in challenging the 
system from within? As Cas Mudde (2013) has underlined: populist parties learn from each 
other and improve their strategies over time. The big question is whether such learning is only 
about the chances for political success or whether it is also about how to play the system and 
to weaken it from within. 

In this paper we analyze the democratic credentials of the main populist parties in the 
Netherlands during the period 2006 to 2019. 2006 is chosen as a starting point since it was the 
year Geert Wilders left the center-right liberal party VVD and founded the PVV. Thus, we 
concentrate on the democratic evolution of the PVV and the FvD as well as the extent to which 
the FvD can be regarded as a successor and a radicalization of the PVV. 

The central question poses some major methodological challenges, exactly because it is about 
fundamental norms and because of the major historical stakes involved in the democratic 
project in Europe. Obviously, there can be many legitimate conceptions of democracy, as is also 
borne out by the diversity of democracies in Europe. Hence, there is no easy measure of 
democracy or of a party’s democratic credentials. What is more, as long as a party is in 
opposition, observers only have words to gauge what they stand for – rather than what they 
do or would do once in power – and the gulf between words and deeds is often great in politics. 
Such challenges are not easily dealt with and have indeed led much of the spawning political 
science literature on populism to steer clear from it (but Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2012; 
Akkerman 2017). However, we think the question about the democratic credentials of new 
populist parties is a fundamental one, as is that about the ability of democratic systems to deal 
with them. For this reason, this paper is as much an exercise in methodology and measurement 
– what are the appropriate indicators by which to establish a party’s democratic credentials 
and how are they to be applied – as a substantial analysis. 

The paper proceeds as follows. The next section provides some background on the specific 
nature of the democratic system of the Netherlands and the new populist parties to which it 
has given rise. The subsequent section outlines the methodology by which we seek to assess 
the democratic credentials of parties as well as to analyze the system features that may affect 
the evolution of these credentials over time. Then three empirical sections follow. In the first 
two of these sections we assess the democratic credentials of the PVV and the FvD in terms of 
their political tolerance and their respect for the rules of constitutional democracy. The third 
empirical section considers the contextual factors that may have affected the evolution of these 
credentials over time. The final section concludes. 

6.2 The context of the Dutch political system 

The origins of the current populist parties can be traced back most directly to the ‘revolt’ caused 
by Pim Fortuyn and his LPF party in 2002. To be sure, the Netherlands has had various anti-
establishment and even extreme-right parties for decades, and they have even been 
represented in Parliament, most notably the CentrumDemocraten (CD) and the CentrumPartij 
’86 (CP’86), but these have always remained small and at the fringes of the political arena. With 



 
 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 115 of 175 
 

Fortuyn, however, this changed entirely. A charismatic and outspoken dandy, Fortuyn was able 
to translate the widespread discontent with eight years of ‘purple’ cabinets (PvdA-VVD-D66) 
into a broad political movement and capitalize on the concerns of many people about the state 
of healthcare, housing, safety, and above all immigration and social integration of ethnic 
minorities. Nine days after his dramatic assassination on May 6, 2002, his leaderless party won 
26 seats at the elections, entered a government coalition with CDA and VVD, and quickly 
collapsed under internal strife and conflicts. Since that ‘long year of 2002’ (Brants and Van Praag 
2005; Andeweg and Irwin 2014: 28-30), populist movements have been a constant if volatile 
elements of Dutch politics. 

As mentioned, the national political system of the Netherlands is characterized by extreme 
proportionality and a very open multi-party system with low electoral thresholds. Hence, after 
the rapid rise and quick implosion of the List Pim Fortuyn party in 2002, the country has seen a 
long series of political entrepreneurs, mostly secessionists from the LPF, PVV, the FvD, and the 
VVD, who have tried to establish themselves with right-wing, more or less populist parties. 
Among the most prominent are Trots op Nederland (Proud of the Netherlands) led by former 
minister of the VVD Rita Verdonk, Democratisch Politiek Keerpunt (Democratic Political Turning 
Point) and the Ondernemerspartij (Entrepreneurs’ Party) both led by Hero Brinkman, a former 
MP for the PVV, EénNL (OneNL) led by Marco Pastors and Joost Eerdmans, former MPs for the 
LPF, and several others. 

Still, while the threshold to enter the Dutch parliament is extremely low, historically it has been 
challenging for new parties to maintain themselves (Krouwel and Lucardie 2008). The Dutch 
party system has traditionally been dominated by centrist parties that represented the 
different societal ‘pillars’: the Christian-democrats (CDA), the (conservative) liberals (VVD), and 
the social-democrats (PvdA). These three dominant parties are traditionally accompanied by 
two orthodox Protestant parties (the CU and SGP) and by the Greens and progressive liberals 
of D66. Furthermore, more or less in parallel with the rise of the populist parties mentioned 
and also sharing some of their anti-establishment sentiments and political style, the Dutch 
parliament has come to accommodate the Socialist Party, the Party for the Elderly (50+), and 
the Party for the Animals. Over the last few decades, the share of the three core parties (CDA, 
VVD, PvdA) has steadily fallen, while that of most other parties has gradually increased. This 
has led to a very fragmented political landscape with several medium-sized parties but really 
no large ones left. In this constellation, Wilders’ PVV has proven itself a serious competitor, as 
probably Baudet’s FvD will also be. 

6.3 Methodology 

To assess whether populist parties in the Dutch political system have become more or less 
pluralistic over time, three methodological issues need to be addressed. First, we need to 
specify how we measure democratic pluralism; second, we need to justify the selection of 
points in time at which we apply these measures; and third, we need to explicate the 
explanatory factors that we consider to account for any shifts in democratic pluralism over 
time. 

We operationalize the pluralistic credentials of populist parties with two central indicators (cf. 
Herman 2017). The first indicator is relatively straightforward as it concerns ‘political tolerance’, 
that is, a party’s recognition the legitimacy of competing political voices. The basic presumption 
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underlying this indicator is that modern societies are inherently pluralistic (‘the fact of 
pluralism,’ as Rawls (1993) called it), and that democracy hence has to presume the legitimacy 
of the co-existence of competing interests and value positions with the characteristic objective 
to realize peaceful solutions that can be reasonably acceptable to all actors involved. Parties 
are thus found to be anti-democratic to the extent that they challenge the very legitimacy of 
their opponents, to the extent that they claim that their own positions comprehensively 
represents the interests in society, and to the extent that they discredit the political standing 
of certain (minority) parts of the electorate. Evidence of the presence of such anti-pluralist 
claims can be found in texts that parties and their leaders produce: manifestoes, motions, and 
speeches. 

Our second indicator takes pluralism to the more general level of the political system and 
considers the ‘respect for the formal and informal rules of constitutional democracy’. The basic 
assumption underlying this indicator is that the constitutions of well-established democracies 
are there to guarantee the fair and equal access of the plurality of societal voices into the 
political system. It is also there to ensure that politicians remain under the law rather than that 
they take control of the legal system to enhance their own power. Hence, there is reason to be 
wary of any party that challenges established constitutional rules (Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018). At 
the same time, no constitutional system is beyond criticism and changing societal conditions 
may well require changes in the constitutional norms, which established parties are likely to 
resist since they have served them well. For these reasons, any challenges to established 
constitutional norms eventually have to be assessed on whether the proposed change respects 
the basic principles of constitutional democracy (the rule of law, the protection of basic human 
rights) and further the expression of a plurality of voices within its limits. 

We review these two indicators on the basis of a mix of evidence. We start from the 
conventional focus on formal positions in party manifestoes. Besides that, however, we also 
consider relevant statements by the party leaders that have attracted widespread attention as 
well as notable positions adopted by the parties of changes that they have experienced. Having 
reviewed the two indicators for the two populist parties, we then consider whether we can 
identify any significant shifts over time, particularly as regards the evolution of the PVV’s 
positions since 2006 but in the shift from the PVV to the FvD. Looking at our main question 
about the ability of the Dutch political system to accommodate any anti-democratic tendencies 
of populist parties, we consider to what extent such shifts can be attributed to specific features 
of the system, in particular its institutional rules, the responses of other parties, and the 
engagement of the media (Crum, Oleart and Overeem 2020). 

6.4 Political tolerance 

6.4.1 PVV 

The political career of Geert Wilders has been marked by one central opponent: Islam. The 
willingness of the VVD to condone the start of EU accession negotiations with Turkey was the 
critical issue that led him to leave the faction in 2004. Since then, anti-Islam has been the central 
and defining plank of the PVV. Koen Vossen (2016: 30) aptly writes about ‘anti-Islamic alarmism’ 
which relies on ‘an essentialist view of Islam as a totalitarian, immutable ideology, regardless 
of time and location’. The PVV’s anti-Islam stance leads it above all to object to any further 
immigration into the Netherlands from (predominantly) Islamic countries. Next to Wilders’ 



 
 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 117 of 175 
 

stance on EU accession of Turkey, it also issues into a negative stance towards any form of 
international cooperation or accommodation of Islamic countries. Furthermore, it translates 
into a general line in which a wide range of problems in Dutch society are attributed to the 
presence of immigrants from Moroccan and, to a slightly lesser extent, Turkish descent. These 
societal groups are in particular held responsible for a large part of criminal acts, but also for 
abuse of social services, acts of intolerance and discrimination against women and sexual 
minorities, neglected neighborhoods, housing shortages, and rising health costs. 

The core of the PVV’s sentiment towards Islam is best captured by the lead proposal in its ultra-
short (one-page) manifesto for the 2017 elections: 

1. De-islamize the Netherlands 

• Zero asylum seekers and no immigrants anymore from Islamic countries: close the 
borders 

• Withdraw all asylum residence permits which have already been granted for 
specific periods, close the asylum centers 

• No Islamic headscarves in public functions 

• Prohibition of other Islamic expressions which violate public order 

• Preventive detention of radical Muslims 

• Denaturalization and expulsion of criminals with a dual nationality 

• Jihadists who went to Syria will not be allowed to return to the Netherlands 

• Close all mosques and Islamic schools, ban the Quran 
 

These proposals involve a mix of, on the one hand, seeking to reduce the access of all Muslim 
people to the Netherlands and, on the other hand, the suppression of the ability of Muslims to 
exercise their religion. The latter start with the headscarf ban but issue in a call to close all 
mosques and Islamic schools and to ban the Quran (which he compares to Hitler’s Mein Kampf), 
two proposals that would essentially criminalize the adherence to Islam. 

Vossen (2016: 16) observes how Wilders, before starting his own party, held a more nuanced 
view of Islam, in which he distinguished Muslim extremists from Muslims in general and Muslim 
culture in general from its particular manifestations. Also, the various position documents that 
the newly founded PVV produced in the run-up to its first national elections in 2006, reflect a 
much broader platform with conservative nationalist, anti-statist and populist elements 
(Onafhankelijkheidsverklaring (Declaration of Independence), March 13, 2005; Klare Wijn (In 
Plain Terms), March 9, 2006; Een Nieuw-Realistische Visie (A New Realistic View), March 21, 
2006; Een Nieuwe Gouden Eeuw (A New Golden Age), April 26, 2006. These documents betray 
the hand of Bart-Jan Spruyt, former director of the conservative think-tank Edmund Burke 
Foundation, who acted as Wilders’ ghostwriter at the time. After Spruyt left Wilders in August 
2006 disappointedly, no such general position documents were produced anymore. Instead, 
Wilders, in collaboration with his political number two, Martin Bosma, increasingly organized 
his public communication around the single issue of anti-Islamism. Although the party has 
occasionally profiled itself on other issues, such as Euroscepticism (as in the 2012 election 
manifesto that issued in a loss of 5 seats) and elderly care (MP Fleur Agema), anti-Islamism has 
remained the defining thread of the PVV’s political profile ever since, as is also demonstrated 
by the 2017 quote above. 
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Indeed, the PVV’s anti-Islamism is often most visible in non-formal political communications. 
One example is Wilders’ release of an anti-Islamic video clip called Fitna in 2008. Another one 
that has been haunting the party ever since is his speech on March 19, 2014, the day of 
municipal elections in the Netherlands. At election night, Wilders addressed a crowd of party 
members in a The Hague bar and asked rhetorically ‘Do you want more or less Moroccans in 
the city?’ The crowd, prepped in advance, chanted ‘Less, less!’, after which Wilders drily 
remarked ‘Then we will arrange that.’ This event has had many consequences. In the wake of 
the media storm, several members left his party, including two MPs and a MEP. More than 
1000 charges were filed against Wilders, after which he was prosecuted and ultimately (in 
2016) convicted in court for ‘group insult’ and encouraging discrimination, both on the basis of 
race. Despite the conviction, no sanction was given. Both Wilders and the public prosecutor 
filed an appeal against this verdict. Early 2020, the appeal case is still ongoing and has 
implicated several government ministers who are accused by Wilders to have influenced the 
public prosecutor against him. 

Throughout, we observe that the PVV seeks to exclude Muslims from the political community. 
This is legally confirmed by Wilders’ conviction for encouraging discrimination and it is also 
unreservedly expressed by the 2017 PVV manifesto, which basically seeks to banish all 
expressions of Islam from Dutch society. For the PVV, Muslims are not legitimate political 
competitors and he refuses to recognize their right to express their own political demands. This 
position is reinforced by Wilders’ reliance on the Islamic concept of taqiyya, which he takes to 
induce Muslims to hide their true intentions for the sake of the higher goal of the spread of 
Islam (cf. Vossen 2016: 32). For that reason, he rejects the possibility that any genuine political 
arrangement with Muslims is possible. 

It is useful to consider the PVV’s anti-Islamism in the context of its general appreciation of the 
Dutch nation and its people. When presenting the PVV’s 2010 election manifesto, Geert 
Wilders characterized his voters by giving them names, ‘Henk and Ingrid’. ‘Henk and Ingrid’ 
stand for a common Dutch couple with an average (or slightly below average) income; a couple 
that is concerned about their established social rights, particularly their future pension, and 
fear that these rights will be hollowed out by the presence of migrants who take advantage of 
the social system. In identifying with ‘Henk and Ingrid’, Wilders clearly also adopted a class 
perspective that not only pits them against (Muslim) migrants but also against highly educated 
elites who have well taken care of their socio-economic privileges and have little to fear. In a 
way, then, ‘Henk and Ingrid’ indicate that Wilders does not rely on a comprehensive conception 
of the people but that he recognizes his constituency to be a particular stratum of society, even 
if this stratum may be considered the ‘silent majority’. 

This understanding of the Dutch people fits the PVV’s nationalism, which is indeed a defining 
trait of the party (Vossen 2016: 40ff). The PVV’s nationalism is first of all identified with national 
sovereignty, the ability to take political decisions in The Hague without any foreign constraints, 
including those of the European Union. Indeed, the opposition against European integration 
has been one of the most consistent political sub-themes of the PVV and was especially 
prominent in the election campaign of 2010 (during the euro crisis). The nationalism of the PVV 
is also expressed through a sense of patriotic pride, including the use of the Dutch flag in the 
party’s logo and defense of other national symbols. Vossen (2016: 43ff.) also highlights the 
PVV’s strong sense of allegiance with the Dutch language and the Dutch welfare state. The PVV 
is, however, not universally xenophobic: Wilders is married to a Hungarian woman and has a 
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great love for several other countries, particularly Israel and the US. His antagonism is primarily 
directed against Muslims and to a smaller extent southern Europeans. Ultimately, Vossen 
argues that the PVV is not racist, either; while it privileges established generations of Dutch 
citizens who have earned their social rights, its nationalism is not based on skin color or ‘racial 
purity’ (Vossen 2016: 46). 

6.4.2 FvD 

The FvD certainly shares the PVV’s tendency to appeal to anti-Islamic tendencies. However, its 
anti-Islamism is at times more nuanced. It is also part of a broader cultural conservatism that 
departs less from the negative traits attributed to other cultures and more from the superiority 
of the established Dutch ‘lead’ culture or, more generally, western civilization. In fact, a harking 
back to a ‘golden age’ of western civilization resonates through much of the FvD’s political 
positions as well as in the personal utterances and speeches of its leader Thierry Baudet. 
Typically, the 2017 party manifesto says: ‘We need to teach and promote again all those 
beautiful things that the West has produced,’ including music, arts, culture, knowledge, and 
the intellectual body of ideas of philosophers like Erasmus and Spinoza. At the same time, it is 
suggested that these ‘beautiful things’ are threatened by a ‘segregating’ policy of 
multiculturalism, which has ‘sought to alienate the Dutchman from his history and to cut him 
off from his culture’. Here the prime opponent is not as much the presence of competing 
cultures in Dutch society but above all left-wing progressive policymakers who have embraced 
all kinds of new cultural expressions to the detriment of more traditional ones. It is the kind of 
people that Baudet likes to characterize as ‘oikophobic’, that is fearful of their own identity and 
culture (the opposite of xenophobic). 

Also in its direct confrontation with Islam, the FvD is more guarded and nuanced than the PVV. 
In its first national election manifesto for the 2017 elections, the first point was the need for 
political reform to break up the established party cartel while the second called for a Law for 
the Protection of Dutch Values. This proposal for a law is premised on the unrestricted freedom 
of speech and freedom of religion (including Islam) and proceeds to proclaim the importance 
for citizens to be exposed to all kinds of worldviews and religions and to be free to make their 
own religious decisions. While couched in general liberal principles, the insistence on the 
freedom to mock religious beliefs (of any kind), to ban arranged marriages, foreign financing of 
religious schools and institutions, niqaabs and other face-covering scarfs clearly affects Muslims 
more than it does other religious minorities (including Christians, whom Baudet claims a 
cultural affiliation with) or non-believers. 

In all, while the PVV and the FvD share a dislike of Islam, the FvD’s anti-Islamism is much less 
‘personal’; it less based on the supposed untrustworthiness, criminality, and fraudulent 
inclinations that Wilders ascribes to Muslims but rather on a sense of inherent superiority of 
the western lead culture. For this reason, the FvD can adopt a more detached, abstract, and 
legalistic approach to minority cultures. But with its idea of cultural superiority, the chauvinistic 
stance of the FvD towards minority cultures also risks sliding more easily into a generic racism. 
In this respect, a notable difference in communication style between the two comes to the 
fore. Wilders addresses problems in a simple and direct manner, aimed at his imagined ‘normal’ 
Dutch couple ‘Henk and Ingrid’, while Baudet (clearly the dandy of the two, just as Fortuyn was) 
likes to use Latin quotes, poetry lines, academic vocabulary, and typical alt-right tropes – 
customs that have given journalists and commentators a lot of exegetical work. Thus, while 
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Wilders often tries to be as clear as possible to the point of crudeness, Baudet is quite happy 
to play with ambiguity. 

The combination of the FvD’s low regard of other cultures as well as Baudet’s rhetorical game-
playing were shown particularly in his victory speech on the night of the Dutch provincial 
elections of March 20, 2019. In these elections Baudet’s newcomer party won an unexpected 
and large victory, winning the largest overall vote share and 86 out of 570 seats in provincial 
representative bodies. On election night, instead of thanking his voters and campaign team in 
the regular way, Baudet used the opportunity to give a 20-minute long and alarmist speech, 
full of erudite allusions and alt-right tropes. Among other things, he argued that the 
Netherlands is part of a civilizational family that can be characterized as ‘boreal’– a term that 
had been used by Nazis and alt-right ideologues before and has been revived by Jean Marie Le 
Pen (Kruk 2018) – and claimed that this civilization is undermined by ‘our universities, our 
journalists, the people who receive our subsidies for culture and who design our buildings’. The 
speech immediately caused intense exegetical and ideological polemics. However, Baudet 
shrugged off the racist connotations of his terminology and insisted that he had used ‘boreal’ 
as nothing but a synonym for ‘Northern’. 

Racist undertones are also apparent in the way in which Baudet describes the resurrection of 
Western culture as not merely a cultural fight but also a fight that can and has to be fought with 
demographic means. Thus, in an interview in 2018 he stated: 

Europa is flooded by immigrants from Islamic countries and with radical ideas. That fact 
is being buried statistically. The third generation is not counted as ‘foreign’ 
(‘allochtonous’) anymore, while they often position themselves more radically than the 
first two generations. Add to that that orthodox Muslims get many more kids and that 
migration from Africa waxes, and the conclusion is obvious: in fifty years, the 
Netherlands won’t exist anymore. Then it will be some kind of Egypt instead (Oomen in 
AD 19-5-2018). 

Also in his behavior on social media there are multiple examples of how Baudet is not afraid to 
engage in racist fear-mongering. Most recently, in February 2020, he circulated a tweet about 
two female friends having been harassed on the train by four Moroccans, when it turned out 
that the latter were actually legitimate train ticket inspectors. 

In the end, then, the cultural dividing line that the FvD and Baudet draw is a divide that 
separates those who are part of the western culture from those who are foreign to it and who 
actually threaten it as their numbers increase and they get access to western societies. The FvD 
does not call for the disenfranchisement of Muslim migrants, but for an ‘Australia-style’ 
migration policy based on national needs rather than humanitarian considerations, and in 
which migrants with extreme ideas that are not in line with western civilization can be expelled 
immediately. It is a migration policy committed to facilitate remigration and making illegal 
immigrants subject to criminal law and, if possible, deportation. Moreover, migrants who have 
been in the country for less than 10 years do not qualify for social services and policies offering 
them fast-lane access to social housing are to be terminated. For Baudet, Dutch politics is 
eventually about saving and resurrecting a particular kind of civilization against alien, 
progressive, and modernist undermining influences. This position precludes the recognition 
and accommodation of minorities in Dutch society that cannot identify with the lead culture. 
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6.5 Respect for the rules of constitutional democracy 

We now turn to our second indicator: the extent to which the PVV and FvD respect the formal 
and informal rules of constitutional democracy. This is not easy to assess. The rules are not 
always fixed and clear and calls to change them are not necessarily at odds with basic principles 
of constitutional democracy. The call to have a direct election of the prime minister, for 
instance, or to introduce corrective legislative referendums, is widespread in various segments 
of the political spectrum and dates back well before PVV and FvD started advocating them. 

So what to look at? Here we concentrate on three aspects. We begin with their own internal 
party organization: do they respect basic principles of constitutionalism and democracy within 
their own party? The second aspect is in their policy proposals. Do their plans seek to 
undermine respect for the institutional framework upholding constitutional democracy? 
Thirdly, we look at the governmental and legislative deeds of both parties, as these are the 
most important for any assessment of constitutionality (cf. Rummens and Abts 2010). Have 
these parties taken initiatives or made proposals that have directly negatively affected 
constitutional democracy? 

6.5.1 Internal party organization 

In their own party organization, PVV and FvD mix traditional with new elements in radically 
different ways. With regard to the PVV, it is important to underline that Geert Wilders is by now 
among the longest sitting parliamentarians and started his political life as a political assistant 
and MP for the right-wing liberal VVD. Thus, he knows the parliamentary procedures well and 
in many respects has been formed by them. Yet, once he left the VVD-faction, he did not opt 
to establish a party with a conventional membership structure. Instead, the PVV formally has 
only one member – Geert Wilders himself – and there is no internal party democracy. The party 
has no headquarters, publications, youth organization, think-tank, or regular conferences. The 
parliamentary group led by Wilders is tightly disciplined and centralized and, according to 
dissidents, managed in a rather autocratic manner (Vossen 2016). Wilders allows only a small 
group of trusted politicians to play an active role. Hence, PVV MPs frequently hold additional 
positions in municipal, provincial, and EU legislatures as well. Party finances are secret and 
probably quite limited. Overall, we must conclude that in its own internal organization, the PVV 
does not seek to promote democratic practices or (constitutional) checks on the concentration 
of political power. 

In contrast, the FvD’s origins are extra-parliamentary. The party started as an Amsterdam-based 
think-tank of citizens concerned about the transfer of sovereignty from the national 
government to the EU. Led by Thierry Baudet, it initiated two referendum initiatives, a failed 
one about the Dutch EU membership and another very successful one against the EU’s 
association treaty with Ukraine. When the government decided to disregard the outcome and 
sign the treaty nonetheless, Baudet cum suis transformed the FvD into a political party in 
September 2016. In the FvD’s short time of existence, it has developed a full-blown party 
organization, with all regular elements and a very active online presence. In contrast to the 
PVV, the FvD frequently organizes big rallies and festivals. In this way, the FvD has been able to 
quickly build a large and active support base. Its membership base is relatively young and 
rapidly growing and has reportedly in 2020 become the largest of all Dutch political parties 
(DNPP, 27-1-2020). 
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The party’s internal democracy has, however, also been strictly curtailed and the position of 
the board (chaired by Baudet himself) is well protected. The board choses its own members 
almost by cooptation: it presents candidates in a ‘binding recommendation’ to the members, 
who can only replace them with a two-thirds majority when at least two-thirds of the entire 
membership base is present at the meeting. With over 42,000 members, this is virtually 
impossible (NRC, 29/11/2019). This lack of internal party democracy has led to some dissident 
members splitting off the party. Late 2017, the FvD party board led by Henk Otten expelled a 
handful of prominent party members who had circulated calls for greater internal party 
democracy, with a number of others leaving the party voluntarily. One and a half year later, 
after having publicly criticized party leader Baudet, Otten himself was expelled for accusations 
of mismanagement and possible fraud with the party’s finances. 

 

6.5.2 Respect for the institutions of constitutional democracy 

Do both parties show respect for the institutions of constitutional democracy? On this point, 
concerns have been raised. In 2015, the PVV’s Geert Wilders called the Second Chamber a ‘fake 
parliament’ (nepparlement) when MPs applauded in praise of the willingness of many municipal 
governments to host a larger number of asylum seekers. According to Wilders, Parliament 
failed to represent the wish of the majority of the Dutch people. This characterization was 
severely criticized by his political opponents as dangerous and fascist. They did not fail to point 
out that Wilders himself was one of the longest-serving members of this ‘fake parliament’. 

Wilders criticisms of the Dutch parliament fit well with his advocacy for an increased use of 
direct democracy. For sure, in its early days, the PVV much benefitted from the 2005 
referendum on the EU Constitutional Treaty, in which Wilders was one of the main 
spokespeople for a ‘Nee’, the side that eventually won with 61.5%. Ever since, the introduction 
of a binding referendum has been a prominent item in the PVV manifesto. Obviously, this 
support for a binding referendum reflects the PVV’s sense that most established parties has 
lost touch with their constituencies – especially when it comes to the position of migrants and 
Muslim minorities – and that a binding referendum would allow the electorate to impose its 
views over those of its representatives. 

The PVV and the FvD clearly emerge as populist brethren in their critique of the political actors 
that have traditionally dominated Dutch politics. Typically, however, true to his academic 
credentials, Baudet has adopted the political science concept of a ‘cartel’ (Katz and Mair 1995) 
to characterize the Dutch political class as a closed system in which elites distribute public 
offices among each other, systematically excluding others. Indeed, ‘breaking the party cartel’ 
is the number one priority of the 2017 FvD manifesto. Concretely, this involves first of all a 
general stop on the practice of political majorities to appoint key administrative positions, from 
ministers to top civil servants. The FvD wants all these positions to be subject to selection by 
merit. In the case of the appointment of mayors, which now are indeed generally allocated on 
the basis of political affiliation (van Thiel 2012), the FvD proposes to have them directly elected. 
Following a similar line of reasoning, the FvD also argues for the introduction of a directly 
elected Prime Minister in the Netherlands. Furthermore, the FvD advocates the systematic 
adoption of digital voting in the parliament so that each individual MP can be exposed and held 
accountable for their individual decisions and, by implication, the pressure for party discipline 
decreases. Finally, similar to Wilders and logically for a party that has its origins in a referendum 
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movement, the FvD is a strong advocate of binding referendums. In particular, international 
agreements by which the Netherlands subjects itself to an international rights regime or 
whereby it transfers competences, like in the case of European Union treaties, are to be subject 
to a referendum. That also applies to international trade treaties agreed by the European 
Union. Again, referendums and popular initiatives are seen as means to disrupt the established 
party cartel and to have the will of the majority of the electorate register where it deviates from 
the general inclinations among the political representatives. 

In general, then, we observe a strong majoritarian element in the criticisms of both the PVV 
and the FvD on the functioning of the Dutch parliament. They submit that on key issues like 
migration, the position of Muslim minorities in the Netherlands, and European integration, the 
established parties have smothered any genuine disagreement between them and excluded 
positions that are actually held by large swaths of Dutch society. This ‘cartel’ closure needs to 
be exposed by vigilant opposition and digital voting and it needs to be corrected by the 
introduction of direct democracy. Importantly, in the advocacy of direct democracy by the PVV 
and the FvD, we identify distinct plebiscitarian elements. They do not so much identify direct 
democracy as a means to increase the deliberative capacity of the people. Rather, they take it 
that there is a (silent) majority of the Dutch electorate that would be on their side on many of 
the issues (migration, European integration) on which they would like to have a referendum. 
These issues, they argue, are too often unduly ‘protected’ from the popular will by way of an 
inter-party consensus and, at times, also the invocation of higher legal principles like the 
constitution, minority rights, anti-discrimination, and commitments of international law. 

There is much to be said for many of the proposed reforms. It is a well-established critique of 
the Dutch political system that it is overly consensual and that it invites politicians and policy 
makers to engage in endless compromise making by which the underlying disagreements and 
political choices disappear from public sight (cf. Lijphart 1968). However, by making Dutch 
politics more majoritarian, they also risk removing the formal and informal safeguards that 
serve to protect and include the interests of minorities in Dutch society, be it the orthodox 
Christian or the Muslim migrant communities. 

Importantly, however, the criticisms of the PVV and the FvD of the Dutch political system 
extend beyond the system of representative democracy to include also the judiciary, the civil 
service, and the (public) mainstream media. For Wilders, the way the legal system lend itself to 
have him prosecuted and convicted for encouraging discrimination has done much to disqualify 
its standing and independence. He frequently speaks of ‘fake judges’ (neprechters) or suggests 
that judges are politically biased by talking of ‘D66-judges’. According to Wilders, the judiciary 
reflects the progressive, multiculturalist outlook of the elite rather than the views of common 
people. This critical stance has not prevented him from taking recourse to judicial means 
himself and suing several of his opponents. 

True to style, in the autumn of 2019 Baudet took the criticism of the Dutch judiciary to a level 
higher by characterizing the Dutch political system as a ‘dikastocracy’ (rule by judges) instead 
of a democracy. His criticism was specifically motivated by a number of judicial verdicts that 
directly intervened in the political process concerning, among other things, the return of ISIS-
collaborators and the legal commitments of the Dutch government to reduce carbon-dioxide 
and nitrogen emissions. Closely related to his critique of such legal activism is his opposition to 
any prerogatives of supranational courts (particularly the European Court of Human Rights) 
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over sovereignty and political autonomy. Again, these criticisms can well be understood as an 
attempt to remove legal constraints that limit the exercise of the will of the popular majority. 
Notably, Baudet (tweet 20-12-2019) has applauded the law put forward by his Polish 
counterpart in the group of European Conservatives and Reformists (ECR) that makes any 
judges who criticize the governments’ judicial reforms punishable as a law that ‘restores 
supremacy to the democratically elected parliament’. 

In line with his more conservative leanings, the FvD’s criticisms of the legislature and the 
judiciary are complemented with a critique of the civil service. In general, the party argues for 
a leaner and more efficient government. The party manifesto also advocates a loosening of the 
rules of dismissal of civil servants to bring them in line with other employees and proposes that 
top civil servants are to re-apply for their position after each change of government. 

A final culprit of both the PVV and the FvD are the mainstream (public) media. The PVV speaks 
of the NPO (the national broadcasting organization) as propagandistic ‘state media’ presenting 
‘fake news’ and reinforcing the dominant narrative. As a result, Wilders rarely gives interviews 
to Dutch media and prefers foreign outlets. The 2017 party manifesto simply suggests cutting 
all public money to the public media. In contrast to Wilders, Thierry Baudet is a very frequent 
guest of talk shows on Dutch public television. Still, the FvD is adamant that the NPO has 
become ‘an instrument of the party cartel’ and manipulates Dutch public opinion. Hence, the 
party wants to reorganize the NPO, subject it to a new, independent Board, and force all 
prominent NPO managers and presenters to publicly disclose their political affiliations. 

6.5.3 Direct impact on constitutional democracy 

Regardless of their political proposals, there is little to none evidence of a direct negative 
impact of the PVV and FvD on Dutch constitutional democracy. Both parties claim to defend 
Dutch democracy and they have operated within its confines. Except for widespread and 
sometimes intimidating trolling by party supporters on social media, neither party has initiated 
extra-parliamentary activities (let alone paramilitary activities as, for instance, Jobbik has done 
in Hungary). 

Conducive to the limited impact of PVV and FvD on Dutch democracy is the fact that, so far, 
they have not had much real power. Both parties have only gained positions in the legislative 
branch and have play no substantial role in governing bodies. The main exception took place in 
2010 when Geert Wilders’ PVV was accepted as a supporting partner of the VVD-CDA minority 
coalition. VVD and CDA together only held 52 seats in parliament and needed the 24 seats of 
the PVV to attain a majority of the 150 seats in parliament. The PVV did not formally join the 
coalition nor did it get any ministerial posts. That would probably have been impossible to 
accept for the CDA, for which the supporting arrangement already proved deeply divisive 
internally. Besides the government agreement between the VVD and the CDA a ‘supporting 
agreement’ was agreed between the three parties that addressed the domains of immigration, 
integration, asylum, security, elderly care, and budgets cuts and bound the PVV to oppose all 
motions of no-confidence. In this way the PVV reserved the right to pursue its own position 
with regard to all issues related to Islam. This minority government collapsed after two years, 
not because of this particular arrangement, but because of failed negotiations about budget 
cuts and the pension age. 
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Ever since, the VVD and CDA have rejected coalitions with the PVV, saying that it is an unreliable 
partner and that its exclusionary rhetoric has moved beyond the acceptable. By 2020, the only 
exception is the government of the southern province of Limburg, which includes one executive 
of the PVV and one of the FvD (while there is the prospect that also in neighboring Noord-
Brabant, the FvD may join the governing coalition mid-term). Interestingly, however, the 
Limburg government presents itself as extra-parliamentary in the sense that it does not directly 
rely on party affiliation and a party majority in the provincial parliament but rather is tolerated 
by a majority because of its expertise. In all other cases that the PVV and FvD have been close 
to securing executive positions, they were excluded by other parties – a phenomenon which 
obviously feeds their complaints that the country is run by an exclusivist party cartel. 

6.6 Potential drivers of shifts in democratic credentials 

After focusing on the two parties themselves, we now turn to the environment in which they 
operate and how it has conditioned their democratic inclinations over time. There are basically 
two time dimensions that can be distinguished here. One is the evolution of the PVV’s positions 
since 2006 and the other is the shift from PVV to FvD. 

Looking at the PVV, it is difficult to say that its position has much evolved in a clear and coherent 
direction. Even if, incidentally, the party has highlighted other political issues, its anti-Islamism 
remains the party’s main trademark and certainly also the main plank on which it fought the 
most recent elections of 2017. Similarly, in political substance and style, Wilders has 
consistently profiled himself as anti-establishment and as a challenger of the established 
political parties embodied by Prime Minister Mark Rutte, the leader of what used to be Wilders’ 
own party, the VVD (and, coincidentally, the young MP of whom he happened to be mentor at 
the time). In particular, Wilders’ is wont to take the established parties to task for downplaying 
and ignoring the problems he attributes to the presence of Islam in the Netherlands and in the 
world at large. Wilders maintained his challenger role even during the two years in which he 
formally supported the government and he has only reinforced this role in the years since. If 
anything, his critique of the political system has become somewhat more encompassing as, 
after his court cases started, it now also includes the judiciary. 

While in principle we thus find little to no evolution in the positions of the PVV towards 
pluralism and constitutional democracy, we may signal a gradual demise in the resonance of 
the PVV’s positions. A first turning point may have been the 2012 elections, when the PVV lost 
9 of its 24 seats in parliament after having been a supporting partner of the government 
coalition. Thus, its rise to prominence – and possibly to genuine governmental power – was 
stopped, even if the party bounced back to 20 seats in the 2017 elections. In parallel, it has 
been observed that many Dutch establishment parties – in particular the VVD and the CDA but 
also others – have adopted part of Wilders’ anti-immigration and sometimes his anti-Islamic 
standpoints and thus sought to exhaust his electoral base (cf. De Lange 2007). A second turning 
point may be Wilders’ call for ‘less Moroccans’ on local election night in 2014 as his most blatant 
expression of racism. The subsequent court cases have taken much of his attention and led his 
criticisms of the Dutch political system to be extended to the judiciary. A final turning point may 
be the provincial elections of 2019, where the fact that the FvD for the first time outperformed 
the PVV as the main anti-establishment party may in the end be more significant than its 
absolute win. 
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In the end, then, indications are that, to the extent that the PVV may have threatened Dutch 
democracy, its threat has gradually been undone mostly by the logic of the political system 
itself. On the one hand, as established parties co-opted the PVV after the 2010 elections – and, 
indeed, some of its positions – the party became subject to the major electoral volatility to 
which all Dutch parties are exposed. On the other hand, the low electoral threshold in Dutch 
politics means that, soon enough, new parties are taking up the role of challenger of the 
establishment. 

The rise to prominence of the FvD has as much been facilitated by the media and by other 
parties as by the electoral system. Obviously, the referendum campaign against the EU 
association agreement with Ukraine offered an excellent platform for Baudet to gain public 
visibility. The launching of the FvD as a political party was a logical follow-up. Still, the attention 
the party has received from the media and from other parties have been extremely 
disproportionate to the two seats it secured in the 2017 elections. In recent years, Baudet has 
been one of the most interviewed politicians on public and commercial television. This 
demonstrates that the media take the FvD extremely seriously, and also that the party and its 
leader are very adapt in making news and putting themselves in the spotlights. 

The responses of established political parties to the FvD have been more mixed. Given the 
exposure that the FvD received in the media, other parties have far from ignored it in the 
political debate. Instead, one can even say that parties like the VVD, D66 and GroenLinks have 
been vying to position themselves as the main ‘reasonable’ opponent to the FvD’s provocations 
of establishment politics. Most remarkable was Prime Minister Rutte’s initiative in the run-up 
to the European elections of 2019 to challenge Baudet directly by inviting him for a one-on-one 
debate on public television. At the same time, as we saw, parties have been reluctant to enter 
into political coalitions and agreements with the FvD. There certainly is no formal ‘cordon 
sanitaire’. While parties may be cautious to associate themselves with certain ideas of the FvD, 
in the negotiations for provincial governments in 2019 cooperation failed as much for reasons 
of the newly elected FvD turning out to be unprofessional and unreliable as for substantive 
reasons. Importantly, in February 2020, Pieter Heerma, the leader of the Christian-Democratic 
CDA faction in parliament, declared that he would not oppose (provincial) coalitions with the 
FvD if needed to establish effective governments. 

If the FvD may then, indicatively, be considered as ‘taking over’ from the PVV as the main 
populist anti-establishment party in the Dutch political system, the question is whether we can 
consider its democratic positions in any way as a systematic ‘advance’. As we have observed, 
while both parties are outspoken in their anti-Islamism and are not scared to engage in 
discriminatory language against Dutch citizens from Moroccan decent, the FvD approaches this 
opposition in a more systematic way, both in cultural and in legal terms. Islam is seen as an 
inferior culture that, because of migration and demographic changes, threatens to undermine 
western civilization. This gives reasons to put strict controls on migration and to push back on 
any expressions of Islam that conflicts with liberal pluralism. 

However, constitutional reform is ultimately the political priority for the FvD. Its party strategy 
is committed to ‘sweep the political staircase clean from the top’. The FvD is committed to 
reform key constitutional institutions in a comprehensive manner. It seeks to remove any 
international constraints on Dutch political sovereignty from international treaties and human 
rights charters. It wants to make Dutch politics much more majoritarian by introducing 
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referendums and popular initiatives as well as the direct popular election of the Prime Minister 
and of mayors. And it wants to increase the public scrutiny of both legislatures (whose votes 
should all be registered electronically) as well as of public opinion makers who have to disclose 
their political affiliations. 

Ultimately, there remains a fundamental ambiguity in the FvD’s proposals for constitutional 
reform. In principle, they may well serve to reduce the privileges of established groups and to 
increase the possibilities for new political voices and new political choices to enter the public 
domain, but if not carefully calibrated they may also serve to oppress minority interests. 
Similarly, proposals to increase the public scrutiny of politicians and public broadcasters may 
operate as a double-edged sword. They may indeed serve to increase their accountability but 
the constant exposure to (majority) public opinion may also have a chilling effect that 
suppresses the freedom of these actors to adopt deviant positions of their own. No such 
negative effects can be demonstrated because the FvD has not been effectively in power 
anywhere so far. However, some cause of concern follows from the FvD’s own internal 
organization. The FvD’s internal ‘democracy’ has clear plebiscitarian tendencies as the 
thresholds that have been introduced ensure that any democratic influence from the floor is 
only allowed to be effective to the extent that it endorses the positions of the FvD leadership. 
Another worrying indication is the way the FvD leader Baudet and his supporters operate in 
public and, particularly, on social media. Here the tendency to provoke and to disqualify societal 
minority groups – often Muslims – combined with the ability to operate in social media hordes 
contributes to a sense of polarization in which minority voices often feel unprotected and 
disrespected. 

In the end, whereas the main constitutional challenge of the PVV’s position lies in its 
confrontation with the anti-discrimination principle as it is contained in Article 1 of the Dutch 
constitution, the FvD is committed to a much more comprehensive programme of 
constitutional reform. However, the democratic credentials of these reforms remain 
fundamentally ambiguous. On the face of them, they do not run counter to the basic principles 
underlying Dutch constitutional democracy. However, the way the FvD handles ‘democracy’ 
within its own party and the often polarizing and sometimes racist style in its public 
communication raise serious concerns about whether it can be trusted to handle such reforms 
and whether it will not (ab-)use them to silence and intimidate competing political voices. 

6.7 Conclusion 

There is no doubt that the PVV and FvD are populist parties in the sense of being anti-elitist 
parties. They are both clearly, explicitly, and proudly so. However, our main concern here was 
whether they also pose a threat to the pluralistic nature of the Dutch political system. We have 
adopted two indicators for democratic pluralism: (1) political tolerance and (2) respecting the 
formal and informal rules of constitutional democracy. Using these indicators, there emerge 
serious concerns about their democratic credentials in both cases. In the case of the PVV, this 
concerns mostly the indicator of political tolerance as the party and its leader consistently seek 
to disqualify Dutch citizens with Muslim persuasion and/or from Moroccan decent. The FvD is 
more cautious in engaging in outright discrimination. Here the main concerns are about 
whether the constitutional reforms it advocates are genuinely meant to further the plurality of 
the democratic debate in Europe or whether it is actually intent to instrumentalize these 
reforms to mobilize a majority at the cost of the political freedoms and engagement of 
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minorities. These concerns are amplified by the rather hampered internal democratic structure 
of the FvD and by its polarizing style of public communication. 

Our overarching question was an even broader one: Can new populist parties be 
accommodated by the Dutch political system or do the chances that they turn against 
democratic pluralism only increase over time? Looking at the way the PVV has evolved from 
2006 onwards, one cannot say that it has markedly changed its position on the two indicators 
of democratic pluralism. Despite the fact that the PVV clearly encourages discrimination, its 
ability to threaten the democratic pluralism in the Netherlands seems to have been neutralized 
over time. The main reason for this is that established parties have succeeded in co-opting the 
PVV while at the same time much of the momentum that initially carried the party has recently 
been taken over by the FvD. In that sense, the political system has shown an ability to ‘cage’ 
Wilders and his PVV albeit without ‘domesticating’ them. 

In general, we have seen that the established political and media institutions have chosen not 
to adopt a ‘cordon sanitaire’ towards the PVV and the FvD. Haunted by a sense of guilt of not 
having foreseen the unexpected rise of Pim Fortuyn in the early 2000s, the media give extensive 
coverage to the new populist parties. Established parties are keen to engage with the populist 
newcomers in debate, even if they are very cautious to enter into coalitions or other political 
agreements. Neighboring parties (particularly VVD and CDA) sometimes agree with them and 
take over some of their tropes, but at other times distance themselves. 

The fact that the FvD’s position on constitutional reform retains some fundamental ambiguities 
as regards its democratic credentials makes it impossible to give an unequivocal response to 
our overarching question. What it underlines is that the nature of a populist party like the FvD 
remains inherently ambiguous. In the end, forces external to the party will mainly determine 
whether it will come in a position to give effect to its proposals and whether it will do so in a 
way that indeed respects democratic pluralism. There is certainly reason to assume that the 
FvD, were it to come to power, would be inclined to claw back on democratic pluralism. 
However, such inclinations are also likely to encounter considerable resistance both within the 
party as, certainly, in the political system of the Netherlands at large. Indeed, one of the main 
checks that is to prevent the FvD from becoming an effective threat to democracy in the 
Netherlands actually lies in the vey openness of the political system, which also allowed its rapid 
rise to prominence. As is demonstrated by our analysis and by the case of the PVV, it is very 
difficult to sustain and monopolize the role of (main) challenger in the Dutch political system, 
as it is a position that soon loses credibility the longer one is on the scene and that easily invites 
new competitors. For that reason, the openness of the Dutch political system itself may be the 
best guarantee of its pluralistic character. 
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7. The Five Star Movement and its Challenge to the Pluralistic 
Foundations of Italian Democracy   

Simone Neri and Giovanni Piccirilli* 

7.1 Introduction 

The Five Star MoVement (MoVimento 5 Stelle, hereinafter M5S) draws interest from multiple 
points of view, especially in the aftermath of its transformation from a systemic opposition 
party to an essential component of the governments that have hitherto occurred since the 
2018 general elections. 

Aim of this paper is not to investigate whether M5S has or should be considered as a populist 
party. This has already been acknowledged by several commentator, also on the basis of 
empirical analysis of its platform and behavior (Vittori 2017), underlining its original peculiarity 
of being «anti-establishment» (Urbinati 2018) or «anti-politics» (Corso 2019). Further studies 
ascribe it to new versions of populism, which have been defined as «post-modern» (Lanzone 
2014) or «techno-populist» (Bickerton and Invernizzi Accetti 2018). In this sense, further inquiry 
is required into some more specific points relating to its attitude towards pluralism, both with 
regard to its internal functioning and to the way in which it purports to reshape Italian (and 
possibly EU) democracy. What is so unique about the novelty represented by M5S is not just its 
sudden electoral success, which by far exceeds the results attained by any other populist party 
across Europe. Indeed, it seems to entail some inherent contradictions, combining elements of 
genuine democratic resolutions with a more ‘traditional’ longing for power, underlining an 
undoubtedly hypocritical soul behind its evolution. 

The paper will be broken down as follows: after affording an introduction on the broader 
context in which M5S emerged, the onus will be on its confused internal organization and the 
problematic way in which parliamentary factions are run (with an undisguised threat to the free 
mandate). Lastly, the focus will be on its proposals for constitutional reforms. 

The purpose of the analysis is twofold. Firstly, to show how the evolution of M5S confirms some 
critical junctures of the Italian democracy. The latter has always embodied myriad inner 
tensions long acknowledged in literature which never appeared to be subjected to such a direct 
and insidious challenge posed by actors of comparable import in national politics. Its basic 
foundation rested on an extremely inclusive pluralism, and the claim for hegemony of M5S 
dangerously conflicts with s this notion 

Secondly, to offer elements for a comparative analysis of M5S in the broad context of populism 
in EU countries. Its transformation, its institutionalization and its apparent decline while 
governing can approve to be useful terms of comparison in the study of other populist 
movements expanding in other Member States. 
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7.2 Background: the context of M5S’semergence 

The context in which M5S emerged may be summarized by drawing upon two different 
perspectives. Firstly, the broader context represented by the role of political parties in the 
Italian institutional system. Secondly, the specific point in history towards the early 2010s, 
when M5S suddenly became the most voted party in Italy. 

The reasons why such an unexpected actor was able to grow and become a decisive player in 
Italian politics may be found in the innermost features of institutional architecture, which 
protects the autonomy of politics in general, and that of political parties, in particular. The 
Italian approach to party regulation is devoid of those elements characterizing ‘protected 
democracy’ (Ridola 2011) as known in legal systems such as the German system or, to a lesser 
and different extent, the Spanish system (and, in essence, increasingly widespread on a 
comparative level) (Ceccanti 2004). In other words, it lacks penetrating forms of control over 
the party system, and specifically with respect to the democratic nature of its internal 
functioning. Moreover, the Constitutional court is not vested with any power to dissolve ‘anti-
systemic’ parties or to restrict its self-determination. 

Strikingly, there is no general party legislation establishing organizational frameworks or 
internal functioning rules (and recent interventions, which will be discussed hereinafter, are 
mostly partial and based on voluntary membership) (Fusaro 2009). Going even further back, it 
is common knowledge that art. 49 of the Constitution1 has been designed to be free of 
limitations to the organizational freedom of the parties. Its allusion to ‘democratic processes’ 
does not refer to the internal dynamics of individual parties, but only to the way in which the 
competition between the different parties has to take place. This more flexible interpretation 
was somehow needed, also in order to keep the Communist party in the system (Elia 2009; 
Musella 2015). In the end, it has been also accepted by the Constitutional Court.2 

Limitations stemming from art. 49 of the Constitution have been greatly narrowed down and 
the only (very marginal) constitutional constraint may be found in the meager content of the 
XII final provision3, relating to the prohibition of reorganization, ‘under any form whatsoever’, 
of the dissolved Fascist party. Hence, the interpretation of this prohibition is also a very narrow 
one (Maestri 2012). 

The challenge posed by M5S to these basic settings is very sophisticated. It is not just about the 
affirmation of an organizational structure unlike any in the past, as has been the case several 
times at least from 1993 onwards (by Forza Italia, in the first place). The real novelty of this 
new protagonist of Italian political life appears to be something of a threat to the role and the 
function of political parties (and the party system) in the overall constitutional structure. An 
attempt will be made to show that political parties in Italy have not only been fundamental in 
the creation of republican institutions, but they have been so important as to be presupposed 
and coessential in the functioning of the latter. The model proposed by M5S, combined with its 
frontal attack on the necessarily representative nature of democracy, may prove even more 

                                                           
1 ‘All citizens have the right to freely associate in parties to contribute to determining national policies through 
democratic processes’. 
2 See judgment no. 114/1967, §2 in law. 
3 ‘It shall be forbidden to reorganise, under any form whatsoever, the dissolved Fascist party’. 
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destructive for the functioning of the institutional system than the significant transformations 
occurred in previous decades (Piccirilli 2019). 

The absolute centrality of political parties in the constituent phase has been widely confirmed 
by their role as recognised in the case law of the Italian Constitutional Court (hereinafter, ItCC). 
This case law evolved overtime in different waves and fashions (Rivosecchi 2016). After a long 
phase (1970s-early 1990s) in which the emphasis was primarily on the centrality of the party 
system in the institutional architecture, the ItCC proceeded to stress their associative nature, 
thus confining these political parties to the more relative category of private organisations. 
Political parties in the 2000s were considered to be ‘organisations belonging to civil society, to 
which certain public functions are attributed by ordinary laws4‘ (and, therefore, not by the 
Constitution!). 

In recent years, an ongoing reworking of this statement is displayed. These have been 
complicated times for understanding representation in Italy. With a capital decision in 2014, 
the ItCC declared the unconstitutionality of the electoral law applied for the general elections 
taking place in 2006, 2008 and 2013. This judgment jeopardised the credibility of political 
parties and politics in general. The ItCC tried to reinvent a role for political parties in a 
subsequent judgement issued in 2017 (Faraguna 2017). The ItCC explicitly referred to their role 
in the selection and presentation of candidatures, making new use of the judgments issued in 
the period prior to 1996. This renewed emphasis on the role of parties in the formation of 
representation must not, however, be mistaken for a mere return to that previous form of 
understanding. In the light of the radical change in the party system that has taken place in the 
meantime, this claim seems to have taken on a new and different significance. Rather than 
going back to the guarantee of the autonomy of parties in the constitutional system (functional 
to their recognition of the ability to mediate and select the representation required by the 
democratic system), the ItCC appears to make a normative statement about the need for 
parties to actually exercise that role, so as to not deprive the overall constitutional system of a 
cardinal element for its stability. In brief, the ItCC seems to adhere to the idea of the utmost 
need for structured parties in contemporary democracies, as affirmed in literature already 
many decades ago (Sartori, 1969) and reiterated more recently (Stokes 1999; Mair 2013). 

The described case law of the ItCC mirrored the evolution taking place in Italian politics since 
the 1990s, when Italy registered an incredibly high electoral volatility. After the collapse of the 
traditional parties in the early 1990s, every subsequent election was lost by the incumbent 
majority. Politics have been polarised by Berlusconi, whose figure has shaped coalitions from 
1994 onwards. His decline, the lack of a credible successor and the unstable leadership in the 
centre-left wing paved the way for the rise of new actors in Italian politics. 

The origins of M5S can be traced back to 29 January 2005, when Beppe Grillo, a Genoese 
comedian, created his blog (www.beppegrillo.it), together with Casaleggio e Associati Ltd., a 
marketing company headed by Gian Roberto Casaleggio. In the course of time, the blog 
gathered momentum and in 2012 Time magazine placed it among the most influential blogs in 
the world (Corbetta and Gualimini 2013: 25). The blog was the driving force behind the creation 
of several citizens’ groups engaged in some local political battles (so-called Meet-ups). These 
small organisations started to support independent lists of candidates in local elections back in 

                                                           
4 ItCC, order no. 79/2006. 

http://www.beppegrillo.it/
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2007, guided by Beppe Grillo’s charisma. The first attempts did not result in any major success 
in terms of seats, but they were important to open up the public debate to the existence of a 
new subject in formation. 

Participation in local elections increased in subsequent years, while major processes of Italian 
society and politics were unfolding. The global economic crisis started to hit the country in 
severe ways, increasing unemployment and social discontent. Leader Silvio Berlusconi (who 
triumphed in the general elections of 2008) was involved in an assortment of sexual scandals 
and progressively lost support in Parliament and across the country. 

In 2011, the consequences of the economic crisis and the inability of the Berlusconi 
government to deal with these repercussions resulted in a dramatic transition with the 
appointment of the government lead by Mario Monti, a renowned professor and former 
member of the European Commission in 1995-2004 who embodied technocracy and governed 
the EU in the name of fiscal rigidity and cuts to social welfare. 

In the early stages, he was enthusiastically welcomed as a savior of the country and of the public 
budget. In less than two years, drastic measures were adopted in fiscal policies and welfare 
reforms, thus the Monti Government became the symbol of the de-politicisation of policies and 
of the incapacity of existing political parties to offer credible solutions to the dramatic situation 
of the country. 

It was in this institutional, political and historical context that M5S made its first appearance in 
the national general national elections, suddenly becoming the most voted list nationwide 
(25.56% in the Chamber of Deputies and 23.80% in the Senate of the Republic). It spent 5 years 
as opposition party of governments lead by centre-left leaders, gaining popular consensus in a 
rigid opposition to the comprehensive constitutional reform supported by Renzi, which was 
defeated in a popular referendum held in December 2016. During the subsequent elections 
held in 2018, the share rose to 32.68% in the Chamber of Deputies and to 35.5% in the Senate 
of the Republic, becoming conditional to every possible majority in view of the formation of the 
new government. 

7.3 Methods of the analysis 

The following sections will address three crucial dimensions of the activity of M5S: its internal 
organisation, the management of its elected representatives in Parliament, the proposals 
introduced for constitutional amendments introduced by M5S. The common elements of these 
three topics is the attitude of M5S toward pluralism, both with regard to internal minorities 
and in the relationship with other parties and the institutions.5 

In particular, as regards the organisational peculiarities of M5S, an analysis will be conducted 
on the founding documents of M5S as amended. The case law developed in legal controversies 
between individual members and the party leadership will also be taken into account.  

In dealing with the functioning of the parliamentary factions, consideration will be given to their 
internal regulations, which are now public as a result of an amendment to the rules of 

                                                           
5 The attributes and indicators of anti-pluralism are assumed as highlighted by Crum, Oleart and Overeem (2020).  
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procedure of the Houses.6 The debate generated by the pecuniary sanctions provided for by 
M5S can be found in the proceedings of the meetings of the plenary sessions (available online), 
and in some email exchanges, published by the MPs involved. 

All the constitutional bills introduced in the current parliamentary terms (as well as the records 
of the debates) are available via the websites of the Houses. The analysis of these documents 
is aimed at investigating the idea of pluralism emerging both from formal documents as well as 
from the actual behavior of M5S leaders. In general, the attitude of M5S in this respect has 
evolved significantly over time. At least, four different phases can be detected in its somewhat 
brief history. 

The first period is that of the first years (2009-2013) in which M5S had an extra- or anti- 
parliamentary nature, when it openly refused representative democracy as such. Its main claim 
was the need to replace parliament with online participation. There was also some sort of 
priority given to local and urban policies, only taking part in municipal elections on the basis of 
the actual activity of a local meet-up.  

A second period is represented by the 2013-2018 legislative term, when M5S was indeed in 
parliament, but acted as a systemic opposition. It refused not only to enter into coalition 
governments (declining the offer advanced by the Democratic Party) but even to acknowledge 
the very legitimacy of political opponents. A number of moments during the first days in 
Parliament of M5S representatives remain famous, when they refused to shake hands with MPs 
from other factions. The climate was further exacerbated by the various decisions of the ItCC 
annulling electoral laws: M5S saw a confirmation of the lack of legality in the pre-existing 
system, claiming to be the only and uncorrupt representative of the ‘real’ people against the 
old and dangerous elites. 

The third and fourth periods both see M5S in the government, with the League of Matteo 
Salvini in the former and with the Democratic party in the latter. The change of alliance and the 
evolution occurred resulted in significant changes in M5S’ attitude towards political discussion. 
The 2018-2019 government was based on a confrontational relationship with EU institutions, 
in the name of a panoply of sovereignist claims and with a view to renationalising policies 
against the budgetary constraints deriving from EU membership (Borriello and Brack 2019). In 
2019 several factors contributed to a deep change in the attitude of M5S.The results of the EP 
elections showed a great victory of the League whereas the percentage of M5S dropped (from 
33% during the general elections in 2018 to 17%). Not only were the results of M5S in Italy 
negative, but the performance of its allies in other Member States was even worse and M5S 
was unable to join any political group in the EP. The risk of isolation at European level 
encouraged M5S to support Ursula von der Leyen as President of the Commission, unlike the 
League.7 This division at EU level was reflected in a progressively deeper divergence in the 
national arena, until the decision was reached by the League to withdraw its support to the 

                                                           
6 See Art. 15, par. 2-ter of the rules of procedure of the Chamber of Deputies and Art. 15, par. 3-bis of the rules of 
procedure of the Senate. As for the current legislative term, the statutes of the factions in the Chamber of deputies 
are available for download at https://www.camera.it/leg18/1084; those in the Senate are made available via: 
https://www.senato.it/4145.  
7 The support of M5S MEPs was instrumental in the vote for the election of President von der Leyen, and it also 
helped M5S to attain the election of a vice president of the EP (something unprecedented for an MPE non-
attached to any political group). 

https://www.camera.it/leg18/1084
https://www.senato.it/4145
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government, in hopes of triggering an early election on the cusp of a favorable moment. On 
the contrary, M5S entered into an agreement with the Democratic Party, giving birth to a 
government with an entirely different platform concerning an array of sensitive issues, from 
immigration to budgetary policies. 

The evolution observed in the transition from the first to the second government (both chaired 
by Giuseppe Conte) is confirmed by the discontinuity detectable in some constitutional 
amendment proposals. Said discontinuity did not imply a complete waiver of the original goals. 
On the contrary, M5S was able to convey the support of old and new allies on one of its most 
traditional issues (such as the reduction of the number of MPs). At the same time, the alliance 
with the Democratic Party mitigated some of the most extreme attempts to rethink the model 
of representative democracy, as confirmed by the fact that the proposal for introducing the 
strengthened legislative initiative has been abandoned. 

7.4 Organisational peculiarities of the M5S 

Despite its electoral successes, the internal organisation of M5S has never mirrored that of 
traditional political entities. Still recently, it has been defined as a ‘non-party’, namely a social 
movement which is ‘de facto turning into a party, however, without admitting this to itself’ 
(Urbinati 2018). 

First of all, it should be clarified that M5S has been experiencing a clear evolution since its 
inception. As a unitary political entity, dates back to 2009. Its founding document (referred to 
as ‘Non Statuto’) qualified the movement as a ‘non-Association’ (art. 1), declaring to represent 
‘a platform and a vehicle for dialogue and mutual exchange which originates and finds its 
epicenter in the www.beppegrillo.it blog’. Even more clearly, art. 4 openly denied its nature as 
a political party and its intention to become one at a later date, conversely aiming to testify ‘the 
possibility of accomplishing an efficient and effective exchange of opinions and democratic 
discussion outside associational and party ties and without the mediation of bodies, 
management or representatives, acknowledging for all network users the role of political 
direction normally attributed to few» (Corbetta 2017: 170). 

Much has changed in the organisation of M5S compared to those original aims (Vittori 2019: 
88). Those claims of open and inclusive participation have been replaced by a rigid control over 
membership, in order to avoid any intrusion by uncontrolled (and uncontrollable) internal 
oppositions. 

To date, there are close associative requirements and restrictions affecting participation in the 
internal choices of the M5S. Moreover, strict control and frequent, swift sanctioning 
mechanisms are in place for members. Everything is supervised by a (indeed confused) 
structure of bodies and intermediate levels which are interposed between the militants and 
the new office (later introduced) of the ‘Political leader’ (Capo politico). In addition to the latter, 
the current organisation includes a Guarantor, a Treasurer, a Guarantee Committee, a Board 
of Arbitrators, an Assembly of members and, in the past, an unspecified ‘Directory’ (albeit 
without any basis in the internal documents). 

The primary turning point in the structure of the M5S can be identified in 2012, in view of the 
appointment of the general elections of the following year. With a notarial deed registered on 

http://www.beppegrillo.it/
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18 December 2012, the ‘Five Star Movement Association’ (hereinafter, for the sake brevity, 
referred to as ‘M5S-2012’) was formed, consisting of three partners: Beppe Grillo, his nephew 
Enrico and the accountant Enrico Maria Nadasi, who has been professionally linked to Beppe 
Grillo for a long time. The purpose of this constitutive act was above all to copyright the symbol 
to be used in 2013 elections, a symbol of which Beppe Grillo is the ‘exclusive owner’8, with the 
possibility of ‘making it available’ to lists of candidates pursuing the aims of the association.  

The association established in 2012 is not the only one named ‘Five Star Movement’. Another 
one (this time with the capital ‘V’ to recall the comic series by Alan Moore and David Lloyd) was 
created in 2017 (hereinafter, ‘M5S-2017’). The aim of this strange operation was not to reset 
the association, but to establish a new one, in order to have a stricter control over the 
members. The second association ‘recognises’ the prior existence of the other, indicating the 
possibility of combining its name with the symbol ‘owned’ by the other one. 

In hindsight, only M5S-2017 is the ‘real’ political entity, which may be joined according to the 
methods provided for by art. 3 of its Statute. A political entity, however, not only deprived of 
the availability of its own symbol (which, as said, is owned by M5S-2012), but which is also 
dependent on its internal decision-making dynamics on the part of further subjects 
independent of its members. Article 1 of the memorandum of association of M5S-2017 states 
that ‘the IT tools through which the association aims to organise the electronic methods of 
consultation of its members [...] as well as the methods of managing the votes’ and ‘convening 
the Association bodies […] will be those referred to in the Rousseau Platform, through specific 
agreements to be entered into with the Rousseau Association’. 

In turn, the Rousseau Association was constituted on 8 April 2016 by two founding members: 
Gianroberto Casaleggio (deceased a few days later) and his son, Davide. Currently, as it may be 
gleaned from the website of the same association, there are only two other members: Pietro 
Dettori and Enrica Sabatini. Although all three are actively involved in the MoVement (Dettori 
was, inter alia, responsible for the electoral campaign for the 2018 elections; Sabatini was 
candidate for mayor in Bologna, where he is still group leader in the city council), neither ever 
stood as a candidate for the Parliament.9 

According to the constitutive documents, the relationship between the Rousseau Association 
and M5S seems to be instrumental in nature, making it possible for the former to have 
substantial power over crucial aspects of the latter. By way of example, the Rousseau 
Association may – in agreement with M5S – manage its website, its lists of subscribers, organise 
and manage systems and platforms for consultation and online voting. This kind of outsourcing 
of the management of members to the Rousseau Association allows M5S to minimise internal 
minorities, reducing their role by simply disabling their participation in the online discussion. 

An example of this delicate equilibrium was given in Autumn 2020, after a mounting 
controversy between the Rousseau Association and the leadership of M5S. The former claimed 
that many MPs stopped giving part of their parliamentary salary to contribute to the expenses 

                                                           
8 According to the founding document, ‘ownership, protection and management of the mark’ belong exclusively 
to him. 
9 Massimo Bugani, a further influent member of the meet-up in Bologna, resigned in January 2020 in that he 

dissented from the political position held by M5S in the view of the regional elections in Emilia-Romagna. 
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of the Rousseau platform, and announced the consequent decision to reduce or remove some 
of tools available for party members. 

This decreased possibility of online interaction sounds quite paradoxical. The distinctive feature 
originally inspiring M5S was precisely the use of the Internet as the main means to overcome 
traditional systems of representation. Extensive online communication, in particular via Beppe 
Grillo’s blog, was the way in which the emerging new movement was known and heard by 
citizens. Then it became the main instrument of political campaign and the vehicle to create 
and redirect consensus among members (Bassini 2020). 

The commitment to the promotion and development of direct democracy, as repeatedly stated 
in the constituent documents of the various associative subjects, however, seems to have been 
put aside in many key passages of the life of M5S. The actual use and effectiveness of the online 
involvement of individual members seem to be more emphasised than is actually the case. And 
paradoxically, instead of increasing the democratic level of the inner debate, the actual 
functioning seems to depart from the most basic principles of liberal democracy as it has been 
understood for centuries (Urbinati 2016). 

A first striking element is the low turnout in internal votes among party members, as well as 
the overwhelming percentage of approvals, showing that the participation of members is 
triggered mostly on non-controversial issues, in which the result of the vote is almost to be 
taken for granted (Vittori 2019: 99). 

For the purposes of this paper, it is also relevant to focus on two facets, relating respectively to 
the selection of candidates in view of electoral consultations and the degree of involvement of 
members in relation to the sanctioning procedures envisaged by the same Statute. Indeed, in 
both cases, the (complex and presumptively participatory) procedures provided for by the 
statutes appear to have been bypassed or completely neglected. In some cases, they have been 
converted into mere top-down decisions, contrary to the vote expressed by party members; in 
other cases, the decision concerning leadership disabled their involvement entirely. 

As from the selection of candidates, it is extremely interesting to point out the case of the 
internal consultation with the members for the selection of the candidate for mayor for the 
Municipality of Genoa in 2017. Genoa is highly symbolic for the internal dynamics of M5S, as it 
is the place of birth of Beppe Grillo himself. The consultation among party members took place 
on 14 March 2017, in view of the mayor election to be held in June. The primary elections were 
won by Marika Cassimatis, with 362 votes to 338 obtained by Luca Pirondini. This outcome was 
not accepted by Beppe Grillo who, making use of the powers attributed to him by the Statute 
as Guarantor of the movement, invalidated the consultation. The reason was the alleged 
incompatibility of Cassimatis and other supporting candidates with the official positions of M5S. 
Thus, Grillo appointed Pirondini as the official candidate of M5S requesting the party members 
to accept and support his decision. Cassimatis reacted with an action brought before the civil 
judge who, by order of April 10, 2017, suspended the effectiveness of both decisions.  
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In effect, the situation was resolved with the de facto renunciation of Cassimatis to insist on 
the claim to use the MoVimento symbol following the victory of the internal consultation and 
the concomitant presentation of both lists in the municipal elections.10 

As for the participation of the party members in the sanctioning procedures (which include 
recall, suspension and expulsion), the Statute provides for a very complex framework. The 
initiative can be introduced by the Political Head, the Guarantor, the Guarantee Committee or 
even by a simple subscriber. Following this initiative, a debate is launched before the Board of 
Arbitrators, in which the ‘accused person’ can intervene within a strict time frame as directly 
defined by the Statute.11 The decision taken by the Board of Arbitrators can then be appealed 
against before the Guarantee Committee. In the case of sanctions, upon the initiative of the 
Guarantor alone, the involvement of members may be requested to revoke or reform the 
sanction (see art. 11 Statute). 

On the basis of this procedure and of its practical application on several occasions, a specific 
case law developed before the ordinary judge, following initiatives of individual members who, 
after having been expelled from the M5S, challenged the order of expulsion claiming the 
violation of their right to (political) association. 

The decisions of the court have been largely based on intra-party relations within civil law12. It 
is also possible to detect some excessively detailed attempts to define what a political party is, 
so as to better explain the limits to its membership. For example, the Civil court of Naples stated 
that ‘whileM5S [...]does not define itself as a ‘political party’, and indeed excludes that it is, any 
association with a territorial organisation that aims to contribute to the determination of 
national politics has to be defined as a ‘party’ ».13 

In any case, most of the courts’ rulings suspended the decisions of expulsion of individual 
members. The rationale for these rulings was largely based on the extension of the 
implementation of art. 24 of the civil code, with the claim that it was impossible to find the 
‘serious reasons’ required to this end. Not all causes of possible sanctions provided for by the 
M5S Statute can in fact be considered as ‘serious’ and, in any case, the lists of possible 
infringements referred to in art. 11 of the Statute are merely examples. 

The most surprising and delicate practice on expulsions from M5S can be seen in the aftermath 
of the arrest, with accusations of corruption, of Marcello De Vito, President of the City Council 
of Rome since 2016. A few hours after his arrest, political leader Luigi Di Maio announced a 
decision which is not even contemplated in the Statute: Di Maio decided to directly expel De 
Vito without activating the aforementioned procedure, without involving the Board of 

                                                           
10 It may be useful to remember that both lists obtained a result well below expectations: the ‘official’ MoVimento 
list (with Pirondini candidate for mayor) reached 18.07% of votes and the other list leaded by Cassimatis reached 
1.06%. They were both excluded by the final run-off vote. 
11 The party concerned must submit reply within 10 days from the start the procedure; the Board of Arbitrators 
decides within 90 days and communicates the provision within 5 days of its adoption; the appeal before the 
Guarantee Committee must take place within 10 days. Within 5 days from the decision of the Guarantee 
Committee, the Guarantor can call for consultation of the members with the proposal to cancel or reform the 
decision. 
12 Court of Rome, decision of April 12, 2016: ‘although the Five Star MoVement claims to be a ‘non-association’ 
and a ‘non-party’, it is legally an unrecognised association, as in the case of ‘traditional’ political parties’. 
13 Decision taken on July 14, 2016 (Caterina 2016). 
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Arbitrators (thus making it possible to appeal against its decision, and so on). Furthermore, said 
stratification between homonymous associative subjects lead to a further anomaly: De Vito was 
elected in 2016 and so the rules of the Statute of M5S-2017 did not apply to him. The only body 
of ‘law’ that could be used in his case was the so-called ‘Code of conduct’, aside from the 
bilateral agreements signed between the individual elected member and the Movement. 

It is striking how in this pivotal step all participatory mechanisms have been completely set 
aside, highlighting a plebiscitary and, indeed autocratic, drift which can only increase our 
concern.14 

7.5 Running the M5S parliamentary faction and the free mandate  

As observed, many controversies arise from the relation that holds between individual 
members and the party leadership. Even more critical issues can be found in the inner dynamics 
of political factions in parliament, in which the autonomy of individual MPs is simply denied by 
the M5S. 

MPs are typically described as ‘spokespersons’ (portavoce) and they are all expected to vote 
according to the preferences expressed by the party members. Unfortunately, there are no 
regular votes on the online platform. As mentioned, they occur whether and when the 
leadership decides to open a consultation (often with short notice and with a strict selection of 
possible alternatives), mostly on non-controversial issues and with the sole aim of supporting 
decisions already taken by the leadership. 

Loyalty in parliament is a fundamental requirement for party membership and no open dissent 
is tolerated. 

A strict code of conduct is set out both by the internal statutes of the political faction and by 
the private contracts between the party leadership and the individual prospective 
representative at the time of the acceptance of the candidature. Pecuniary sanctions are 
provided for in the event of behaviour incompatible with the party line: fines of EUR 100,000 
in case of deviation from the principles set out in the Statute, to be applied also in the event of 
expulsion (according to the confused procedure that has been described in the previous 
section). 

The invalidity of such sanctions is evident, in that contrary to the constitutional principle of the 
free mandate, enshrined in art. 67Const. However, apparently it is not easy to find a way to 
have them waived. On the one hand, ordinary courts did not consider similar clauses as a cause 
of disqualification of the elected representative (Pascarelli 2017). On the other, the President 
of the Chamber of Deputies – upon request of MPs of other parties – declared himself incapable 
of sanctioning the exercise of the regulatory autonomy of the political groups (Curreri 2018; 
Ciancio 2018). Thus, the free parliamentary mandate appears under threat as never before 
(Falletti 2014). 

                                                           
14 To further confirm the poor linearity of the evolution of the affair, the City council of Rome never proceeded to 
elect the new President even following the resignation (in July 2019) of Vice-President Enrico Stefano, de facto 
replacing the President after his arrest. At the end of the application of the restrictive measures (November 2019) 
the position was paradoxically taken up once again by De Vito himself. 
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M5S not only refuses the argument of the technical necessity of the representative democracy, 
fostering the direct participation of people via digital platforms. Hence, it does not accept the 
idea of national representation by each individual MP (as stated by Article 67 Const.), 
considering its MPs as representing only ‘their’ voters. 

Nevertheless, although the idea of abolishing (or at least limiting) the free mandate was 
included in the coalition agreement at the basis of the 2018 government, no formal proposals 
for its amendment have been introduced by M5S in the current legislative term. 

In the previous term (2013-2018), when M5S was confined to a systemic opposition devoid of 
government responsibility, several constitutional bills were submitted to the Houses, proposing 
to amend or repeal Article 67 Const. Some proposals were aimed at introducing a fully binding 
mandate.15 Others wanted to emulate forms of recall elections, based on the Californian 
model.16 Still, in the term 2013-2018, the current Minister of Justice Bonafede (at that time a 
simple MP) introduced a proposal aiming to remove from office those MPs who ‘during a six-
month period [were] absent from more than seven tenths of the sessions of the respective 
Assembly’. 

Again, after the approval (both in Parliament and by the people via a popular referendum) of 
the decrease in the number of MPs by 1/3 from the next term, Di Maio announced further 
novelties to come. Accordingly, the next commitment of M5S is to limit the possibility for MPs 
to move from one parliamentary faction to another, in order to strengthen their loyalty to the 
electorate. 

7.6 M5S’s proposals for constitutional reform 

Apart from proposals directly targeting the free mandate, the approach of M5S to the 
institutional system includes a gamut of further constitutional amendment bills. In this sense, 
M5S is part of a long-standing debate in the Italian arena, that has been discussing major 
constitutional reforms for the last 25 years, at least. 

Its anti-systemic position resulted in a certain number of constitutional amendment bills (as is 
typical of populist parties proposing a complete reform of the system: Faraguna 2020), some 
of which have been analysed in-depth in the current parliamentary term. 

While limited in dimension (as they are quite homogeneous and punctual), they appear to be 
extremely impacting on the overall system and could be considered within the theoretical 
category of ‘constitutional dismemberment’ (ALBERT, 2019) or ‘anti-constitutional’ projects 
(Blokker RECONNECT paper). In other words, they reveal the existence of an alternative 
constitutional project, ascribing the responsibilities of all the injustices and inequalities of the 
current system to the institutions and mechanisms of liberal constitutional democracy.  

                                                           
15 See the proposal (no. 2759 in the Senate) by Vito Crimi (M5S), current pro tempore Political leader of M5S, 
following the resignation of Di Maio. However, a similar proposal (no. 196 in the Senate) had also been introduced 
by the current President of the Senate, Alberti Casellati (Forza Italia) when she was a ‘simple’ senator from the 
opposition. 
16 See proposal no. 4060 in the Chamber, by Hon. Iannuzzi. 
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After the failure of the comprehensive constitutional reform promoted in 2014-2016 by the 
Renzi government (Lupo 2019), rejected by large majority in a popular referendum, the 
approach to constitutional amendments underwent a dramatic change. Instead of 
comprehensive reforms, an array of single-issue bills, correlated to different and very narrow 
aspects of institutional functioning17, targeted specific articles or institutions with the aim of 
having separate debates in Parliament and (if required) separate votes in subsequent 
referendums. In particular, the new majority introduced three different constitutional 
amendment bills, two already foreshadowed in the coalition agreement and a further one 
added in the subsequent months. The former consist in the reduction in the number of MPs 
and the introduction of a new kind of popular legislative initiative. A bill aimed at lowering the 
voting age for the Senate was added at a later stage. 

The reduction in the number of MPs is the only one to succeed. After being passed by absolute 
majority in Parliament, it was also confirmed by the people in a popular referendum held on 
20-21 September 2020. The turnout was relatively low by Italian standards (51.12%, including 
Italians residing abroad), but the outcome was very clear: 69.96% of voters supported the 
amendment, which will come into effect as from the next parliamentary term. Although very 
limited in size, its impact is likely to be huge. In term of numbers, it will downsize both the 
Chamber of Deputies and the Senate by approximately one third.18 In functional terms, it has 
opened a debate on how to complete or supplement the constitutional amendment with 
further modifications to the constitution. Moreover, it is likely to encourage a major revision of 
parliamentary rules of procedure, required – at least in the Senate – to rethink the number and 
tasks of parliamentary committees, as well as many other functions and bodies. 

The other proposal agreed upon with the League (and abandoned by the new government set 
up with the Democratic Party) was aimed at introducing a strengthened popular initiative, 
whereby if the Parliament does not pass substantial amendments to a popular legislative bill, 
the amendments may be submitted for popular approval via referendum.19 The rationale of the 
proposal was to modify the equilibrium between representative and participatory democracy, 
shaking a further pillar of Italian Constitution. The latter does provide for some participatory 
tools (such as the abrogative referendum, the petition and the popular initiative) although 
these are incorporated in a representative framework, in the sense that the Parliament always 
has a preferential role in the mediation of political conflicts (Luciani 2005). This proposal has to 
be viewed as populist in the light of its troubling understanding of the majority principle. It is 
not aimed at reducing the political right of minorities, on the contrary, its specific purpose is to 
allow an ‘active’ minority to take decisions replacing a silent (inactive) majority. In the end, it 
undermines the representative nature of the Parliament, since it conceives parliamentary 
institutions as mere optional instruments for the self-government of the people (which could 
also be avoided). 

                                                           
17 Instead of using the category of ‘single-matter bills’ (Albert 2019), it seems more appropriate to stress the nature 
of the proposed amendments considered in this paragraph as ‘single-issue bills’, since not only are they 
homogeneous, but they also focus on a very specific issue. 
18 The chamber of Deputies had 630 members which will be reduced to 400. The Senate will fall from 315 to 200. 
19 A.C. 1173-A.S. 1089. It was passed by the Chamber on 21 February 2019 and then relevant amendments were 
approved in the Committee of the Senate in July 2019. Then, with the new government, it was completely 
abandoned. 
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The reform of the voting age for the Senate cannot be considered as exclusively proposed by 
M5S. Similar amendments have been debated in previous legislative terms, without, however, 
reaching significant developments in Parliament. The Constitution contemplates a difference 
not only in the age to be elected (25 in the Chamber, 40 in the Senate), but also in the voting 
age (it is sufficient to be 18 to vote for the Chamber, but it is necessary to be 25 to vote for the 
Senate). This heterogeneity is frankly incomprehensible and unjustifiable, and represents an 
‘unconstitutional constitutional provision’ of sorts. Nevertheless, its modification is politically 
complicated and the contribution of M5S has proved vital to overcome this gridlock. The 
constitutional bill was passed almost unanimously by both Houses in the first reading and is 
currently pending the second one.20 

It is apparent that all the aforementioned constitutional bills are somewhat linked. They all 
address key issues of the model of representative democracy, affecting the size of 
representation, the identification of the voters and the mediation between representative and 
participative democracy. Notwithstanding these clear commonalities, the approach followed 
by the parliamentary majority entailed a clear preference for brief and homogenous texts, to 
be debated separately. Although welcomed by several commentators, this method seems to 
constitute a purely populist way to approach constitutional amendments. It tends to reduce 
complex decisions to single-issue ones, without taking in due consideration the more 
comprehensive consequences of the individual amendment. 

7.7 Conclusions 

A plethora of critical aspects have been touched upon with regard to M5S’ attitude towards 
pluralism, both in its internal functioning and in the broader institutional context. The analysis 
has shown two main results. Firstly, that there has been an evolution in the somewhat brief 
history of M5S. Secondly, that time has engendered a progressive institutionalisation of M5S, 
and yet has not improved the democratic quality of its inner dynamics. 

The relationship with other political parties and the approach to the institutional framework 
has shown a trend towards greater openness. M5S started as an extra- (if not anti-) 
parliamentary political movement and has progressively become a party competing in more 
traditional ways. Its foundational documents aimed to overcome representative democracy, 
but after spending one legislative term as systemic opposition, it accepted to enter into 
coalition governments (with the League and later with the Democratic Party). Similarly, after 
having embraced Eurosceptic positions, M5S supported the election of the President of the 
Commission, von der Leyen, at European level. In so doing, it attained the twofold result of 
avoiding political isolation and being included in the Bureau with the election of a vice president 
(notwithstanding its elected members remain non-attached to any political group). These 
results were achieved after the EP election in 2019, in which M5S saw its percentage of votes 
drop from 33 to 17%. This strategic attitude shows that an important driving force behind its 
political action is the traditional longing for power, as in the case of structured and classical 
political parties. 

What remains highly problematic is political tolerance inside M5S. Internal minorities are not 
accepted, control over dissent is discouraged by setting penalties (even pecuniary in nature) 

                                                           
20 A.C. 1511-A.S.1440. 
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and any unorthodox position is strictly repressed by expulsion. Sanctioning procedures are not 
transparent. The leadership decides whether to open the consultation of the assembly of 
members in expulsion procedures. This has mainly been the case for non-controversial issues, 
by requesting the assembly to ratify decisions that have already been taken. 

Ambivalence in the approach to pluralism should not result in the comparison between M5S 
and other political parties of the past which benefitted from the flexible restriction imposed on 
their internal organisation by the Italian Constitution. Indeed, the latter does not entail a system 
of ‘protected democracy’, as in the case of many other EU Member States, requiring only that 
competition among different parties should be democratic and not also within an individual 
party. Nevertheless, M5S presents a wealth of innovative and distinctive features. It combines 
claims about enhancing democratic participation and the denial of any pluralism in its 
development processes: Its rationale is grounded in the online participation of party members 
and the opposition of the free mandate by considering MPs as mere spokesmen of party 
members, whereas the actual number of interactions in online platforms and the influence of 
their votes are marginal.  

This reductive and frustrating idea of the role of democratic discussion is also confirmed by the 
constitutional amendments supported by M5S. The decision to downsize Parliament is 
inherently anti-pluralistic. The strengthened popular initiative (as it has been shaped by M5S) 
could allow concentrated minorities to pass partisan legislation by exploiting the work overload 
of a smaller parliament. 

In conclusion, M5S undermines the roots of the liberal understanding of parliamentary 
democracy without offering a credible alternative, thus embodying the quintessential nature 
of a populist political party. 
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8. The conditioning of Podemos by mainstream PSOE between 2014 and 
2020: from transformative populism to mainstream centre-left coalition 
partner  

Alvaro Oleart 

Abstract 

Much has been written during the last decade about populism in Europe. Prominent among 
these critics of populism is Müller (2017), who argues that populism is inherently anti-pluralist, 
and therefore represents a threat to democratic pluralism. Against this background, the 
chapter analyses empirically the interaction between the new Spanish left-wing populist party 
Podemos, founded in January 2014, and the mainstream centre-left party PSOE. The 
contribution attempts to address one research question: What role did PSOE play in committing 
Podemos to constitutional democracy? In order to respond to this question, the chapter 
presents the evolution of Podemos in relation to PSOE’s strategies, from its birth in January 
2014 until the formation of the left-wing coalition government in 2020 and the motion of no 
confidence led by far-right Vox, through an analysis of the parliamentary records of the 
investiture sessions and motions of no confidence. The chapter identifies the causal 
mechanisms at play that have conditioned the trajectory of Podemos, and reflects on the 
impact that Podemos has had on the Spanish party system, and whether it has renewed or 
undermined democratic pluralism. 

8.1 Democracy in a populist era: the Spanish revolt against the political ‘void’ leads 
the way towards a multi-party system 

During the last decade, many European Union (EU) member states have witnessed the rise of 
a number of political actors that have challenged the dominance of traditional parties (De Vries 
& Hobolt, 2020). Among these countries we find Spain, where the overwhelming dominance of 
the two traditional parties at the national level has been challenged since 2014 by the 
emergence of Podemos, a political party that has been identified as ‘populist’ (Mazzolini & 
Borriello, 2018), as well as other parties, such as the (initially) liberal-centrist Ciudadanos and 
the far-right Vox. The emergence of Podemos in 2014 has reshaped the traditionally two-party 
Spanish political system, and has opened a number of normative and empirical questions about 
the present and future of democracy in Spain. 

After almost forty years of dictatorship, Spain had its first general election in the post-Francoist 
era in 1977. Two main national parties emerged from it, UCD (Unión del Centro Democrático) 
and PSOE (Partido Socialista Obrero Español), alongside a few other smaller parties such as the 
Communist Party. During the third post-Francoist era Spanish general elections, in October 
1982, the two political parties that would dominate Spanish politics during the next thirty years 
emerged, PSOE and Partido Popular (PP, although named Alianza Popular at the time). These 
two parties received more than 65% of the share of the national vote combined in all national-
level elections (both European and Spanish general elections, the lowest percentage taking 
place in the 1989 Spanish general election) until the European elections of 2014. In 
consequence, the post-Francoist Spanish democratic system was characterized as a two-party 
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system1. From 1982 until 2016, the two parties alternated in power to govern on their own 
Spain, only negotiating eventually with regional parties. The two-party system came to an end 
at the December 2015 elections, in which two new parties, Ciudadanos and Podemos received 
an unprecedented support as third and fourth parties, challenging the hegemonic two-party 
system. These new parties, and especially Podemos, brought to the fore new ideas that 
contested the hegemonic ones in the Spanish context, partially reshaping the political arena. 
The fragmentation continued in the general elections of 2016 and 2019, and ended with the 
first coalition government in post-Francoist Spain in 2020. 

When attempting to make sense of the recent fragmentation of the Spanish political system, 
as in other European countries, it seems relevant to take into account that the two traditional 
parties, PP and PSOE, have ‘abandoned any pretensions to being mass organizations’ (Van 
Biezen, Mair and Poguntke, 2012: 42). The ‘void’ created by the increasing distance between 
political parties and ordinary citizens, most of which are no longer militants of the traditional 
parties, is one of the relevant factors in understanding the emergence of new Spanish parties. 
This trend is complemented by the increasing convergence of the two Spanish parties since the 
1990s, through which neoliberal ideas have become hegemonic in the two parties, even after 
the financial crisis in Europe (Blyth 2013; Schmidt and Thatcher 2013). The hegemony of 
neoliberalism among both centre-left and centre-right parties is what Anthony Giddens (1994; 
2013) called the Radical Centre or the third way, what Chantal Mouffe (2013) has called the 
consensus of the centre. So-called left-wing (or rather, centre-left) parties started explicitly 
rejecting the anti-capitalist dimension that had always existed in social-democracy until the 
1970s. This situation has left many citizens disenfranchised in a ‘post-democratic’ (Crouch, 
2004) or ‘post-political’ (Rancière, 2005) era. The convergence of the centre-right and centre-
left has created the conditions by which the political divide is increasingly between technocracy 
vs populism (Bickerton & Accetti, 2017). In this divide, we often find supporters of neoliberalism 
on one side, and its adversaries on the other. 

It is in this context that, under a Spanish centre-left government, a mass social movement 
emerged, the Indignados movement. In May 2011, thousands of people took to the streets in 
protest over the PSOE government led by José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero, which was blamed for 
the austerity measures alongside the centre-right PP of Mariano Rajoy. The movement 
galvanized a strongly decentralized network of activists coming from alter-globalisation, youth 
and internet circles, which together formed a strong social movement (Flesher Fominaya 2015). 
The Indignados movement had claims such as ‘they (the leading parties PP and PSOE) don’t 
represent us’ and ‘we want real democracy’. The tens of thousands of activists that were 
mobilized during the Indignados movement had both short and long-term consequences. The 
short term consequence was the victory with an absolute majority of right-wing PP during the 
general elections held in November 2011, where the party in government, PSOE, lost over four 
million votes. Meanwhile, PP only gained over half a million votes, and the turnout went down 
5%. In the long-term, the Indignados movement crucially disrupted the Spanish two-party 
system. The Spanish party system has undergone a transformation from 2011 onwards, 
progressively abandoning the two-party system and becoming a multi-party system. In the 
December 2015 Spanish general election, the two main parties, PSOE and PP, obtained just 

                                                           
1 Even though there are certain regional particularities, which are emphasized by the Spanish electoral system, 
which follows the D'Hondt method, which allows regional parties to maintain a stable presence in the Spanish 
parliament, particularly coming from Catalonia and the Basque country. 
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above 50% of the votes, the lowest combined share of the vote of the two main parties in the 
post-Francoist era. 

The Spanish party system, however, has not only been transformed because of the emergence 
of Podemos, but also Ciudadanos (Orriols & Cordero, 2016), partially connected to the rise of 
the regional conflict of Catalonia, as well as far-right Vox (Vampa, 2020), the latter emerging in 
2019. Both Podemos, Ciudadanos and Vox have in common an old vs new axis, by which the 
traditional parties of the two-party system are challenged by more ‘modern’ parties led by 
younger leaders. The consolidation of Podemos, Ciudadanos and Vox as serious national 
political contenders transforms the Spanish party system from a two-party system towards 
multi-party system, with five main parties, PSOE, PP, Ciudadanos, Podemos/Unidas Podemos 
(UP) and Vox. The resulting multi-party system makes increasingly difficult to achieve absolute 
majorities for any party, and greatly increases the chances of future coalition governments. 
Taking into account the frontiers between these four parties, three coalitions seem to be 
possible: a right-wing coalition (PP + C’s + Vox), a centrist coalition ([PP +] C’s + PSOE) and a left-
wing coalition (PSOE + UP). 

Table 9.1 Share of the vote of the main national parties during the last five general elections, and number 

of national MPs elected 

 2008 2011 2015 2016 2019 28A 2019 12N 

PP 39,94% 
154 MPs 

44,65% 
186 MPs 

28,72% 
123 MPs 

33,03% 
137 MPs 

16,7% 
66 MPs 

20.81% 
89 MPs 

PSOE 43,87% 
169 MPs 

28,76% 
110 MPs 

22,01% 
90 MPs 

22,66% 
85 MPs 

28,68% 
123 MPs 

28% 
120 MPs 

Ciudadanos - - 13,93% 
40 MPs 

13,05% 
32 MPs 

15,86% 
57 MPs 

6.8% 
10 MPs 

(Unidas) Podemos - - 20,66% 
69 MPs 

21,1% 
71 MPs 

14,31% 
42 MPs 

12.86% 
35 MPs 

Vox - - 0.23% 
0 MPs 

0.2% 
0 MPs 

10.26% 
24 MPs 

15.08% 
52 MPs 

 

The breakdown of the two-party system and the emergence of new parties poses empirical and 
normative questions for Spanish democracy. When Pablo Iglesias, leader of the new left-wing 
party Podemos and rising national leader, swore on the Spanish constitution in June 2014 in 
order to become a Member of the European Parliament, Iglesias did so with the following 
statement: ‘I promise to abide by the Constitution until the citizens of my country change it, in 
order to recover sovereignty and social rights’ (originally in Spanish, my translation). Similarly, 
during the first Podemos Citizen Assembly in October 2014, which formally constituted the 
party, Iglesias argued that ‘Heaven is not taken by consensus, it is taken by assault’ (originally 
in Spanish, my translation). These quotes illustrate the ambiguity that Podemos has mobilized 
in regards to its allegiance to the existing rules of the game of the Spanish constitutional system 
(Torreblanca, 2015), in addition to its clear-cut populist discourse during its first year (Franzé, 
2015). However, five years later, (Unidas) Podemos has become an established party that has 
abandoned to a large extent its populist discourse, and in 2020 has even become a junior 
partner in the first Spanish coalition government in the post-Francoist era, led by PSOE. 

In this context, the present chapter analyses empirically the evolution of the Spanish left-wing 
party Podemos, established in January 2014 and labelled by many as ‘populist’. This 
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contribution addresses one research question: What role did PSOE play in committing Podemos 
to constitutional democracy? The introductory chapter introduced several clusters of factors 
that condition the evolution of populist parties, and this chapter will specifically focus on the 
party system response dimension, and particularly on the ‘border party’ of Podemos on the left 
side of the political spectrum, namely PSOE. Following this introduction, the second section 
discusses the concrete case of populist Podemos and its implications for Spanish constitutional 
democracy. Third, the methods mobilized to investigate the research question are developed. 
Fourth, the evolution of Podemos is analyzed, reviewing whether the party has (or has had at 
some point) populist and/or anti-pluralist inclinations, in combination to the response given by 
its mainstream border party, PSOE, to the rise of the newly created party. Fifth, the causal 
mechanisms at play are traced in order to explain the evolution of Podemos based on PSOE’s 
strategic decisions. Lastly, the conclusion summarizes the chapter and discussed whether 
Podemos has renewed or undermined democratic pluralism in Spain. 

8.2 Populism in Podemos: renewing or undermining Spanish constitutional 
democracy and democratic pluralism? 

The chapter follows the definition of populism put forward by Margaret Canovan (1999: 3), 
whereby populism is ‘an appeal to ‘the people’ against both the established structure of power 
and the dominant ideas and values of the society. They involve some kind of revolt against the 
established structure of power in the name of the people’. Populism is defined as a political 
logic that replaces the traditional left-right cleavage by a top-down axis articulated in an ‘elite 
vs people’ narrative. This rather broad and discursive definition of populism covers different 
types of ‘revolts’ or populism. This is particularly relevant when distinguishing between right 
and left-wing populism, since the signifier ‘the people’, central to populism, is often filled with 
a different meaning. Populist discourse might be appealing to communities that are 
disenfranchised, disillusioned with the established parties and the system or (most prominently 
in the case of Podemos) with new voters and young people in general, and has an anti-elitist 
dimension. The anti-elitist dimension is not necessarily anti-pluralist, but it can, and populists 
often display a certain ambiguity in regards to its loyalty to the system. 

Podemos is not only a populist party in its first steps, but the founders of Podemos are actual 
theoreticians of it, most prominently Íñigo Errejón, Podemos’ campaign manager for the 2014 
EU elections, and Pablo Iglesias, Podemos’ leader. From the beginning there has been a tension 
within Podemos between its institutionalization into the political system through elections and 
its appeal to the disenfranchised. Arguably the populist appeal was useful in bridging the two 
elements, and Errejón published a book alongside one of the main populist theoreticians, 
Chantal Mouffe (Errejón and Mouffe, 2016), in which the idea of transcending the left-right 
divide was central to overcome the traditional political categories in order to build a political 
coalition that comprised those ‘at the bottom’ against the ‘elite’. The populist character of 
Podemos has attracted scholarly attention (Stoehrel, 2016; MacMillan, 2017; Rodríguez-
Aguilera del Prat, 2015; Sola & Rendueles, 2018; Rendueles & Sola, 2018; Marzolf & Ganuza, 
2016; Langa & Pérez Díaz, 2016; Pavía et al., 2016; Lluch, 2015; Franzé 2017), with the 
unanimous conclusion that Podemos is (or at least was) indeed a populist party. However, 
Podemos has changed over time and is not necessarily equally populist at every stage of its 
evolution. For instance, Franzé (2017) studied the evolution of Podemos in its first two years of 



 
 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 151 of 175 
 

existence (2014-2015), which is conceptualized as a transition from ‘antagonism’ to ‘agonism’, 
terms borrowed from Mouffe (2013). 

From its birth in 2014 until its arrival to the government in 2020, Podemos has gone through 
several phases, and shaped its discourse and coalition strategies. Thus, this chapter explores 
this process, and particularly the way in which its border party, the centre-left PSOE, has 
influenced it. Overall, the chapter attempts to shed light on whether the emergence of 
Podemos has renewed or undermined democratic pluralism in Spain. 

8.3 Methods and data set: tracing PSOE’s influence in the evolution of Podemos 

The chapter aims at tracing the evolution of Podemos, as well as the strategies of PSOE vis-à-
vis Podemos, from its birth in 2014 until it became part of a coalition government alongside 
PSOE in January 2020, as well as the motion of no confidence launched by the far-right Vox in 
October 2020. The empirical analysis will do so through a discourse analysis of the 
parliamentary records of the investiture sessions and the motions of no confidence that have 
determined the Spanish government from 2015 until 2020. The chapter will focus 
singlehandedly on Podemos and PSOE, and therefore not take into account any of the right-
wing parties, such as Ciudadanos, PP or Vox, nor the role of another of the border parties of 
Podemos on the left, Izquierda Unida (IU), the long-standing left-wing challenge to PSOE. 
Despite the important role played by IU, it ultimately converged with Podemos in forming 
Unidas Podemos, and therefore it is implicitly included since its electoral coalition as of 2016. 

The data set for the discourse analysis is the set of official parliamentary session records of the 
seven investiture sessions and the three motions of no confidence that have taken place in 
Spain since the birth of Podemos in 2014 until October 2020. The official parliamentary session 
records of the investiture sessions and motions of no confidence between 2014 and 2020 are 
the documents chosen because investiture sessions and motions of no confidence are the key 
events in which parties make clear their strategies vis-à-vis other parties. They are therefore 
the perfect setting to trace the strategies of PSOE towards Podemos, as well as tracing whether 
there are elements of populism and/or anticonstitutionalist tendencies in the discourse of 
Podemos towards other parties. The analysis is complemented by media reports that help to 
contextualize the relationship between Podemos and PSOE. The key variables that drive the 
analysis are the signs of antipluralism or anticonstitutionalist tendencies (two elements that are 
not equivalent), the shifting coalition of strategies of centre-left PSOE, the political necessity 
for PSOE to rely on Podemos, and Podemos’ political and electoral prospects. The discourse 
analysis of the investiture sessions and motions of no confidence, contextualized by media 
reports, will shed light in tracing these elements through the identification of discursive 
markers. 

8.4 The conditioning of Podemos by mainstream PSOE: from transformative 
populism to junior centre-left coalition partner 

The evolution of Podemos presented in this section departs from the birth of Podemos in 
January 2014 until after the first Spanish coalition government in the post-Francoist era was 
formed, in January 2020, in which Unidas Podemos became a junior partner, holding a vice-
presidency and three ministries, and includes as well the motion of no confidence launched by 
far-right Vox in October 2020. The section is divided in four periods of time, which are 
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considered to be the key stages that can help to explain the evolution of Podemos and its 
relationship with PSOE. 

8.4.1 Birth of ‘populist’ Podemos: contesting the ‘caste’ formed by PSOE and PP, while 
PSOE mobilizes a both dismissive and adversarial strategy 

The 17 of January 2014 Podemos was officially presented as a new political party in a theatre, 
the Teatro del Barrio in Madrid. Pablo Iglesias, a widely popular political science professor due 
to his appearances in television as a political pundit, collected more than 50.000 online 
signatures in support of a candidacy to run for the May 2014 European elections. In the 
following weeks, Iglesias encouraged citizens to organize themselves in circles, a representation 
of horizontal assemblies that symbolized a commitment to citizen participation. The very name 
chosen for the new party, Podemos (‘We Can’ in Spanish) symbolizes the clean break that the 
founders attempted to bring, in addition of an explicit reference to the 2008 Obama campaign 
‘We Can’. Purposively, Podemos does not refer in its name to the ‘left’ nor to socialism. This is 
an early indication that Podemos attempted to change the Spanish political playing field from 
a conflict between the ‘left’ and the ‘right’ towards one between the ‘people’ and the 
‘establishment’. As argued by Iglesias himself, ‘the powerful are not afraid of the left, but of the 
people’ (eldiario, 2014). The beginnings of Podemos are heavily marked by its ambiguous 
discourse towards the ‘1978 regime’ and the Spanish Constitution, suggesting to work towards 
replacing it. The resonance of Podemos’ discourse from its early stages led the new party to 
receive 8% of the votes (1.2 million) in the 2014 European elections, obtaining five Members 
of the European Parliament (MEPs), including Pablo Iglesias, on the basis of a strong anti-
austerity platform. 

During the first year of its existence, Podemos adopted a highly populist discourse, situating a 
cleavage between the ‘people’ and the ‘caste’ (‘la casta’, in Spanish). The dichotomy between 
the ‘people’ and the ‘caste’ situated the two historically dominant parties in the Spanish party 
system, PP and PSOE, as part of an establishment that had ‘taken hostage’ Spanish democracy. 
In this way, Podemos does not initially portray itself as a left-wing party, but rather as an actor 
that represents the citizens that do not have a voice against the ‘caste’. The original manifesto 
presented in January 2014 illustrates the populist strategy put forward by Podemos. The 
populist discourse mobilized by Podemos was specifically addressed to the two historically 
dominant parties in Spain, PP and PSOE. In fact, the rationale for the creation of Podemos was 
to put forward a candidacy ‘of unity and of rupture, led by people who express new ways of 
relating to politics and which will entail a real threat to the two-party regime of the PP and PSOE 
and those who have taken our democracy hostage’ (Podemos, 2014). Therefore, since the 
creation of Podemos, its leaders have played with a certain ambiguity in regards to their loyalty 
to the Spanish post-Francoist political system, established in 1978 through the Spanish 
constitution. 

Podemos’ initial discourse has clear populist characteristics: it divides between the ‘people’ (‘la 
gente’) and the ‘caste’, but there is no clear sign of anti-pluralism – it rather has elements of 
anticonstitutionalism. While there is a systemic criticism of the Spanish two-party system, 
targeting both PSOE and PP, the claims are based in building a more democratic system, rather 
than attempting to bring down Spanish democracy itself. It is in fact this perspective which 
made Podemos an important force: it was an attempt to ‘institutionalise’ the Indignados 
movement. The central political demand put forward by Podemos during the first year was the 
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opening of a ‘constituent process’, which would open the possibility of changing the Spanish 
constitution entered into force in 1978. While there is a certain ambiguity in regards to the 
extent to which Podemos was loyal to the current system, there are no explicit antipluralist 
references, but rather an ambiguity towards its respect for the settled Spanish constitutional 
democracy. 

For the two established parties, PP and PSOE, the rise of Podemos was unexpected. During the 
2014 EU elections, Podemos was not invited to the television debates, and was largely ignored 
by the established parties. When Podemos reached 8% of the vote during the 2014 EU 
elections, only five months after its birth, Podemos shocked the Spanish party system (Subirats, 
2015; Pavía et al., 2016: 67). The rise of Podemos during the 2014 EU elections had two 
immediate systemic consequences. The first is the abdication of the king Juan Carlos I, touched 
by corruption scandals around him. His son and current king, Felipe VI, succeeded him. The 
second is related to PSOE. While the initial response of PSOE to the rise of Podemos in 2014 
was rather dismissive, the mainstream centre-left party also acknowledged its own crisis. The 
months that succeeded the 2014 European elections were followed by an aggressive offensive 
from the mainstream media and the mainstream parties towards Podemos, regularly linking 
the new party and its leader, Iglesias, with Venezuela and Irán (EL PAÍS, 2014). The hostility 
towards Podemos was not only displayed by right-wing actors, but also, even especially, by 
PSOE, possibly because they were addressing its current electoral constituency, but also its 
future one. Young politicized left-wing voters were the most supportive of Podemos (EL PAÍS, 
2015). 

The emergence of Podemos in the Spanish political arena led to a crisis within PSOE, causing 
the resignation of its Secretary-General, Alfredo Pérez Rubalcaba, who after the bad results of 
his party in the EU elections decided to step down. Rubalcaba was replaced in July 2014 by 
Pedro Sánchez, who won the internal primary elections. Sánchez won the 2014 PSOE primaries 
as the establishment candidate, given the support of most of the top figures of the party, such 
as Susana Díaz, leader of the biggest section of the party, Andalucía. Sánchez’s rivals, Eduardo 
Madina and José Antonio Pérez Tapias, were ideologically situated to the left of Sánchez, 
especially Pérez Tapias, supported by PSOE’s most left-wing base (EL PAÍS, 2014). In this way, 
Podemos was received with dismissal by the mainstream parties, and especially by PSOE, but 
at the same time there was a recognition that something had to change, so that everything 
remains unchanged, paraphrasing Lampedusa’s novel ‘Il Gattopardo’. Two of the pillars of the 
post-Francoist Spanish constitutional system, PSOE and the monarchy, recognized the crisis and 
attempted to renew it by bringing younger leaders to the fore. In parallel, led by Pablo Iglesias, 
Podemos also institutionalized itself, constructing the architecture of the party during 
September, October and November 2014 in the first Podemos Citizen Assembly in Vistalegre, 
Madrid. 

8.4.2 Electoral period 2015-16: Podemos progressively travels towards the old left while 
PSOE maintains its hostility 

The early success of Podemos was based on changing the political playing field, transformed 
into a vertical cleavage opposing the people and the elite, rather than left vs right. During the 
electoral period 2015-16, Podemos travels progressively towards the old left, maintaining the 
hostility towards the ‘1978 regime’, yet abandoning any pretension of being a mass party. The 
first months of Podemos were internally chaotic, in that there was not a proper architecture of 
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the party, and instead people had just joined the party through the circles. When the first 
general assembly of Podemos arrived, in Automn 2014, one of the leading groups that led the 
founding of Podemos took charge, the one led by Pablo Iglesias and a few other academic 
colleagues, such as Íñigo Errejón or Carolina Bescansa. While in the public sphere Podemos’ 
leaders situated participatory practices within the party as a distinctive sign, Podemos 
centralized its leadership early on around the figure of its leader, Pablo Iglesias (Marzolf & 
Ganuza, 2016; Sola & Rendueles, 2017; Rodríguez-Aguilera del Prat, 2015). The strong 
centralisation of Podemos was meant to contribute to the construction of an ‘electoral war 
machine’ for 2015 (Errejón, 2016), even though it was criticized for being part of an 
undemocratic move to take the party away from its grassroots (Oleart and Sánchez Estop, 
2016). The idea of the ‘electoral war machine’ was to launch a blitz strategy based on portraying 
itself as the legitimate representative of the people, opposed to the elites of PP and PSOE, 
knowing that the Spanish general elections would take place at the end of 2015. 

When the first Spanish general elections for Podemos came, in December 2015, Podemos 
continued mobilizing a populist discourse, targeting particularly the PSOE, accusing them of 
being as bad as the right-wing PP. The focus of Podemos on PSOE is explained on the basis that 
the ultimate goal was to replace PSOE as the leading left-wing party in the Spanish system. 
Podemos aimed at the ‘sorpasso’: not necessarily to win the elections or enter the government, 
but to become the leading left-wing force in Spain ahead of PSOE. At the 2015 elections, 
Podemos obtained 69 MPs with more than 20% of the votes, but failed to surpass PSOE’s 90 
MPs. Additionally, the five million votes and 69 MPs were insufficient to form a government 
without an agreement with PSOE. The December 2015 Spanish general election resulted in a 
hung parliament, in which Podemos could have played a central role in the formation of the 
new government. The right-wing PP won the elections, electing 123 MPs, well short of the 176 
absolute majority needed. Given that PSOE, Ciudadanos and Podemos had all pledged to 
oppose a PP government, the King nominated PSOE’s Pedro Sánchez to be the candidate to 
become Prime Minister. PSOE had broadly two options, given the mutual exclusion of Podemos 
and Ciudadanos on each other: accommodate Podemos as a coalition partner, or make C’s its 
coalition partner. Even though the two parties combined were close to the 176 majority in the 
Spanish parliament, PSOE chose Ciudadanos (with 40 MPs) as a junior coalition partner, despite 
the public calls from Podemos to form a clearly left-wing coalition government. PSOE’s choice 
was accompanied by the rejection of Podemos, which made the centrist coalition impossible, 
since it needed at least the abstention of Podemos. The opposition of Podemos and PP to the 
coalition blocked the formation of a PSOE-Ciudadanos government, and new elections were 
called for June 2016. The investiture sessions revealed further details about the strategy of 
established parties, and mainly PSOE, towards Podemos. During the investiture session, Iglesias 
laid out why Podemos opposed the PSOE-Cs government: 

Today many will say, and not without good reason, that the determining links in the 
chain of power escape democratic control. The powers that be, especially the financial 
ones, are never obliged to be accountable to citizens. In recent weeks, we have seen 
those powerful actors repeatedly pointing out which government is best for Spain, 
shamelessly saying that a great coalition between PP, Cs and PSOE was convenient for 
Spain, and warning about the danger of the participation of Podemos in a Government. 
Today, in this debate, ladies and gentlemen, we are witnessing the first instalment of 
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the plan of the oligarchies that fear and hate the possibility of true political change in 
Spain. (Iglesias, 2016, my translation) 

Pedro Sánchez replied to this strongly confrontational discourse by suggesting that Podemos’ 
leaders were placed outside the Spanish constitution, unlike its voters: ‘Mr. Iglesias, with 
Ciudadanos we share constitutional values and I believe that many of your voters also share 
them’ (Sánchez, 2016). After Sánchez was unable to form a government following the 
December 2015 elections, new elections were called for June 2016. The results strengthened 
the leading right-wing party, PP, while PSOE lost five MPs, Podemos remained with the same 
number of MPs, and Ciudadanos lost 8 MPs. During the June 2016 elections, Podemos 
maintained a similar populist strategy, situating PSOE alongside PP. The evidence of it was the 
agreement between PSOE and Ciudadanos, the latter perceived as the party of the economic 
elites to challenge Podemos in the competition for young voters. However, Podemos did so 
after an electoral coalition with the old left, Izquierda Unida. Podemos was hopeful of a 
‘sorpasso’ on the grounds that had reached an agreement with Izquierda Unida, the established 
party situated to the left to the Socialists that reached up to a million votes (3.67%) in the 2015 
elections. Podemos and Izquierda Unida fought together the elections under the umbrella of 
‘Unidas Podemos’ (‘Together We Can’ in Spanish, abbreviated from now on as UP). The alliance 
ultimately did not pay off as well as the leaders thought, as they only received a mild increase 
of the votes, and combined the exact same number of MPs, 71. 

PSOE obtained 84 MPs, losing six in comparison with December 2015, remaining ahead of 
Podemos. PSOE could have still attempted to form a coalition government alongside Podemos 
with the support from regional parties. However, PSOE chose to not try, mainly because of the 
necessity to rely on pro-independence Catalan parties. Instead, the right-wing PP’s leader and 
interim Spanish Prime Minister, Mariano Rajoy, was nominated by the King to renew its 
position. Rajoy reached rather quickly an agreement with Ciudadanos, who committed to 
support a PP government, even though rejected entering in it. However, the PP government 
still needed a few more votes in favor, or at least an abstention from PSOE. In its first attempt, 
Rajoy’s government was defeated twice on 31 August and 2 September 2016. The failure to 
reach a majority opened a political crisis in Spain, given that it seemed heading towards the 
third general elections in less than a year. In this context, PSOE, who was competing with 
Podemos to become the leader of the opposition, had two options: maintain its frontal 
opposition to the PP government standing alongside Podemos, or abstain and leave Podemos 
as the only national party in opposition. 

The dilemma within PSOE created a political crisis within the party, between those that wanted 
to be closer to Podemos and those that wanted to marginalize Podemos. PSOE had to navigate 
this tension from within its own party: its members clearly despised the PP of Mariano Rajoy, 
but the leading figures of PSOE also rejected Podemos. This tension exploited in the fall of 2016, 
when a majority of the leading figures of PSOE undertook an internal movement to force Pedro 
Sánchez to facilitate a PP government through its abstention. Given Pedro Sánchez’s opposition 
to this strategy, the insider faction favorable to the abstention left Sánchez with only one option 
in order to maintain its opposition to the strategy. On 1 October 2016 Sánchez resigned as 
PSOE’s Secretary-General, and PSOE established a caretaker management team led by Javier 
Fernández, situated in the faction sympathetic to the abstention. A few weeks later, on 29 
October 2016, PP’s leader Mariano Rajoy became Prime Minister (again) thanks to the 
abstention of PSOE MPs.  
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The second 2016 investiture session, in October, is highly revealing in analyzing the evolution 
of the relationship between Podemos and PSOE. As Pedro Sánchez resigned, the person in 
charge of defending PSOE’s decision of abstaining and facilitating the right-wing PP government 
was Antonio Hernando. When defending the abstention, Hernando argued the following: 

We Socialists are here today to fulfil a duty, a duty that we assume with conviction, the 
duty that the time for party politics ends and the time for politics for citizens begins. All 
parties are responsible for the institutional blockade experienced in the last year, all of 
us, but today all citizens will see that we socialists are responsible for putting an end to 
this situation, this blockade, this paralysis. And we do it for consistency, because our 
commitment has always been with Spain and with democracy. Whenever Spain and 
democracy have needed us, we, the Socialists, have been there, in our place. (…) 
[Referring to the March 2016 failed investiture session of PSOE] As we said then, we did 
not expect anything other than a no from PP; it was consistent with its condition as the 
main antagonistic alternative to the Socialist Party. But if we are here today, it is also 
because Podemos added their votes to PP to prevent the progress of a government 
headed by a socialist, and that will not be easy to forget, that will not be erased, that 
will be remembered by millions of citizens for many years. (Hernando, 2016, my 
translation and emphasis) 

To the insinuation that the abstention of PSOE for a PP government was caused by the 
opposition of Podemos to the PSOE-Cs coalition in the earlier 2016 investiture, Iglesias replied 
the following: 

Order reigns in Madrid. It has been difficult, but they have finally succeeded. (…) This 
inauguration marks a before and after in the political history of our country, and I would 
ask you not to have a conventional debate, because today history is being made in this 
Chamber. Today in this Chamber, what the past of our country represented gives rise 
to something that will be completely different, and I am convinced that time will indeed 
put each one in their place. The historical character of this investiture is seen in some 
obvious facts. The first is that PSOE is going to make the candidate of the Popular Party 
president. This breaks something fundamental in our democratic history, which was the 
symbolic distribution of positions between two political formations that, as Mr. Mariano 
Rajoy said, could agree on very important things such as the economy or the 
relationship with Europe, but which culturally represented two worlds and that, 
somehow, explained our democracy. That ended today. There is a third actor 
[Ciudadanos] in this triple alliance that, in my opinion, today exhausts its historical 
function. The president of Banco Sabadell said it, we need a right-wing Podemos, we 
need a Podemos of the bankers. (Iglesias, 2016, my translation) 

You [Mr Hernando] said you [PSOE] renounced Marxism. But there was a Marxism that 
you embraced, that of Groucho Marx: These are my principles, but if you don't like 
them, I have others. And I will ask you one thing: do not stain the name and memory of 
the old socialists. My grandfather was one of those, of those who fulfilled his 
responsibilities and ended up in jail, of the few who were active in his party during the 
dictatorship and every first of May was in front of the tomb of Pablo Iglesias. Don't 
compare yourselves with them because they have nothing to do with it. (…) I conclude 
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with a phrase from the first socialist in Spain, who said: Deserving the hatred of the 
oligarchies will be the greatest of our honors. (Iglesias, 2016, my translation) 

During this second period, Podemos maintained a high level of hostility towards PSOE, while 
attempting to be a government coalition partner. Meanwhile, PSOE responded with an even 
higher level of hostility, putting forward a strategy of isolation by which, instead of offering a 
coalition agreement, PSOE chose Ciudadanos as its preferred coalition partner, despite having 
thirty MPs less. During this period, Podemos’ strategy attempted to progressively replace PSOE 
as the dominant centre-left Spanish political party, pushing PSOE towards the right alongside 
Ciudadanos. In turn, PSOE fought to maintain a delicate balance between remaining the 
hegemonic centre-left party while isolating Podemos in the system. This middle ground position 
created a dilemma, since two factions within PSOE were formed, where one faction demanded 
a closer cooperation with Podemos, whereas the other preferred to maintain and even deepen 
the hostility towards Podemos. 

8.4.3 From primary elections to a PSOE minority government in 2018: Sánchez moves PSOE 
closer to Podemos 

Soon after the abstention and the new PP government, on 31 October 2016, Pedro Sánchez 
gave a long interview to the popular television show Salvados, in order to tell his story about 
the internal battles within PSOE. Among other things, Sánchez conceded that he had suffered 
‘pressures’ from economic powers to avoid an attempt to form a government with Podemos, 
whom had a ‘spirit of renewal’: ‘I was wrong. In the first Federal Committee I labeled Podemos 
‘populists’. I didn't know exactly what Podemos meant. I did not understand the large number 
of people, especially young people, who want to renew the politics behind Pablo Iglesias’. 
Sánchez continued to say that he believed Podemos ‘is very necessary for PSOE. If PSOE wants 
to continue to be an alternative to the (PP) government, there must be understanding and 
collaboration between Podemos and PSOE’ (La Sexta, 2016). 

When eventually a primary election process was opened within PSOE to elect its next Secretary-
General during the first months of 2017, Pedro Sánchez’s main rival was Susana Díaz, the 
president of the Spanish region of Andalucía. The dividing line between the two candidates was 
the relationship with Podemos: Sánchez advocated for a closer relationship, whereas Díaz 
championed a closer relationship with Ciudadanos, and even PP, instead. Sánchez won the 
primaries with a left-wing discourse similar to Podemos, and his return as Secretary-General 
seemed to bring back the axe left-right in Spanish politics: PP and Ciudadanos formed the right-
wing block, whereas PSOE and Unidas Podemos formed the left-wing block.  

The victory of Pedro Sánchez during the PSOE primaries epitomized the victory of the faction 
that preferred a better relationship with Podemos. From within Podemos many were hoping 
that Susana Díaz would have won, since that would have situated PSOE further to the right and 
opened a bigger ideological gap on the left. However, Sánchez’s victory meant that PSOE and 
Podemos were increasingly similar and had no choice but to collaborate. Unidas Podemos tried 
to force the upper hand with PSOE by putting forward a motion of no confidence in June 2017 
against the right-wing PP government, for which they only gathered support from a few 
regional left-wing parties, ERC, Bildu and Compromís. PSOE abstained, while PP and Ciudadanos 
opposed the motion through which Pablo Iglesias would have become Prime Minister of Spain. 
A particularity of the motions of no confidence in Spain is that they are constructive. Therefore, 
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the vote does not take place against the government in place, but in favor of an alternative 
government instead. 

Despite the failure of Podemos’ motion of no confidence, there is a decreasing distance 
between the party and PSOE. The increasing resemblance between the two left-wing parties 
leads to another motion of no confidence in the spring of 2018. An official ruling of the Spanish 
Audiencia Nacional indicated that the party in government, PP, had received illegal financing 
from private companies in exchange of government contracts for a (long) period of time. 
Podemos was the most outspoken party against corruption, the very justification in favor of its 
2017 motion of no confidence. In light of the incapacity of Podemos to lead a motion of no 
confidence, they offered unconditional support to a potential motion of no confidence led by 
PSOE, on the grounds that they ought to sack the government’s ‘criminal’ party (ABC, 2018). In 
this context, Pedro Sánchez, who was not even an MP at the time as he had resigned as both 
leader and MP, supported the idea of introducing the motion, despite the lack of support from 
some of its own former leaders, such as Felipe González, Rodríguez Zapatero or Rubalcaba, 
while Iglesias played a central role to make succeed the motion of no confidence (Cué 2018). 
The Socialist Pedro Sánchez won the motion of no confidence, becoming Prime Minister of 
Spain on 2 June 2018 in replacement of Mariano Rajoy. 

The motion of no confidence reflected the increasingly close relationship between PSOE and 
Podemos, and the understanding on both sides that only by working together they could form 
a government. In this sense, Iglesias argued the following: 

Today is a very important day for us and for us. Between today and tomorrow we are 
going to achieve one of our main political objectives, which is to remove the corrupt 
government of our country and begin a cleaning of the state apparatus. We have been 
trying for a long time to convince the Socialist Party, the PDeCAT, the Basque Nationalist 
Party that the only viable alternative to the PP and Ciudadanos model is an 
understanding, a great agreement between progressives who are capable of dialogue 
with the Basque and Catalan political forces. We have been saying it for a long time. For 
a long time we have been told that it is impossible, and between today and tomorrow 
the path that we have been pointing out for many months as the only alternative to 
Ciudadanos and PP will become a reality. So we are very satisfied and very happy. (…) 
Mr. Sánchez, better late than never. We are going to vote for you to be the next Prime 
Minister, but we invited you a year ago to do this. Since you, with all the media and 
oligarchic powers against you, won the [PSOE] primary saying ‘plurinationality’, that 
Unidas Podemos should be the preferred partner and to remove Rajoy from the 
Government, we invited you to lead a motion of no confidence. You say that PP is 
different today than it was a year ago. You know that is not true. You know that the 
corrupt are corrupt and that they should be out of the institutions before and after that 
sentence that has given you the opportunity. But better late than never, Mr. Sánchez. 
(Iglesias, 2018, my translation)  

Changing the previous rather confrontational tone, Sánchez appreciated the support from 
Unidas Podemos and tried to build bridges: 

I think this is the challenge we have in the field of the left, knowing how to combine 
hope with realism; knowing how to reconcile the legitimate aspirations of many citizens 
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whom we want to represent, who suffer inequality, who suffer precariousness, who 
suffer social injustice, with a possible path in which the differences between progressive 
policies are seen. There I think we can meet. I believe that we have an enormous 
responsibility, especially your parliamentary group [Unidas Podemos] and mine, to 
materialize a hope that has begun to emerge for a large part of the Spanish citizens after 
the motion of no confidence against Mariano Rajoy materializes tomorrow and, 
consequently, a new time is opening in Spanish politics, and we have to do it with great 
humility and with many doses of realism, without sin of ambition and hope, of course. 
(Sánchez, 2018, my translation) 

Since that moment, PSOE and Unidas Podemos developed a close relationship over time. They 
won together a motion of no confidence in June 2018 that made Pedro Sánchez Prime Minister, 
and delivered certain progressive policy measures, such as the rise of the minimum salary from 
750 to 900 euros. The collaboration continued during the 2019 general electoral campaign, 
where both parties campaigned mainly against the ‘three right-wing parties’ (‘las tres 
derechas’), considered to be in a process of radicalization by the extreme right party Vox. In 
this way, the campaigning of both Podemos and PSOE was based on an implicit non-agression 
pact, while the same happened on the right, where Ciudadanos, PP and Vox focused on the left 
and the regional nationalists, rather than attacking each other. This is illustrated in the two 
electoral debates between the four candidates ahead of the elections, held on April 28, 2019. 
The interactions were mostly between ideological blocks: Sánchez and Iglesias mostly attacked 
the right-wing parties, while Rivera (Ciudadanos) and Casado (PP) mostly attacked the left-wing 
parties and the regional nationalists of Catalonia and the Basque Country. 

From this moment onwards, Podemos developed a close relationship with the Sánchez 
government, becoming its closest parliamentary partner. Without the regular parliamentary 
and political support of Podemos, the Sánchez government would not have lasted a year. When 
eventually Prime Minister Sánchez called for fresh elections in April 2019, Podemos 
campaigned explicitly against the three parties of the right (PP, Ciudadanos and the extreme 
right Vox), situating PSOE in a middle ground (Podemos, 2019). This is a substantial change in 
comparison with previous electoral strategies, where PSOE was framed as being part of the 
‘caste’. Faced with the increasing radicalization of the right-wing parties, who call themselves 
‘constitutionalists’, as opposed to those that are ‘in cahoots’ with the regional parties, some of 
which in Catalonia support the independence, Podemos opted to champion the 1978 
Constitution that had previously pledged to change. During the 2019 televised debate in public 
television, RTVE, Pablo Iglesias brought along a Constitution and recited several articles of it in 
the confrontation with the leaders of the other three parties present in the debate. In the post-
electoral period, Podemos targeted a coalition government alongside PSOE. 

Overall, this third period is characterized by a shift in the strategy of PSOE towards Podemos, 
led by Pedro Sánchez in an attempt to regain the position of Secretary-General. The 
accommodation strategy (mixed initially by an imitation strategy during the primary elections 
by Pedro Sánchez) was accompanied by a softer and less populist approach from Podemos 
towards PSOE, leading towards a PSOE government with a strong parliamentary support from 
Podemos. 
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8.4.4 PSOE and Podemos go full circle: the first coalition government in post-Francoist 
Spanish democracy 

After the 28 April 2019 general elections, the cooperation between Podemos and PSOE was 
strong enough to solidify two electoral blocks, the left formed by Podemos and PSOE and the 
right by Ciudadanos, PP and the newcomer Vox. The solidification of the two electoral blocks 
(left and right) meant that, after its electoral victory, PSOE had only one option to form a 
government: a government in agreement with Unidas Podemos, be it in coalition or with its 
parliamentary support without entering the government. In this context, despite the repeated 
calls from Unidas Podemos to form a government, PSOE only offered UP a common program 
executed by a unitary PSOE minority government. Faced with the imminent investiture, 
scheduled for the week of the 22 July 2019, and despite the reticent positions of PSOE vis-à-vis 
Podemos in regards to a coalition government, Pedro Sánchez argued on 18 July 2019 that the 
‘only’ obstacle to a coalition government was the inclusion of Pablo Iglesias in the government 
(La Sexta, 2019). Few hours after that statement, Pablo Iglesias announced on Twitter that he 
was withdrawing that condition in order to form a PSOE-Podemos government. This 
precipitated coalition talks that resulted in a proposal by PSOE of a vice-presidency and three 
ministries. Podemos rejected this offer, considered to be not good enough. Podemos asked for 
more than that, proportional to the parliamentary votes provided to the coalition. Ultimately, 
the offer was rejected. Despite the fact that PSOE still had two months to form a parliamentary 
majority that would give him the government, PSOE rejected the possibility of offering another 
coalition, believing they would earn more votes in the upcoming elections. 

The incapacity to reach an agreement and form a government during the summer of 2019 led 
to the automatic dissolution of the Spanish parliament, and new elections came along with it. 
The failed negotiation process left a lasting impact of distrust between the two parties, both of 
which adopted a much harsher tone towards each other again. Podemos emphasized that they 
wanted a coalition government because they did not ‘trust’ that a fully Socialist government 
would comply with its policy commitments, and they framed themselves as an internal 
‘watchdog’. On the other hand, PSOE argued that a coalition government with a party that 
outspokenly said they did not ‘trust’ them, and was too unstable, since together did not hold a 
majority. 

The escalation of the feud between Podemos and PSOE opened an opportunity for critics of 
Pablo Iglesias within the space situated to the left of PSOE, who complained about the 
incapacity to reach an agreement, which opened internal divisions within Unidas Podemos. 
Íñigo Errejón, the former number two of Podemos, took advantage of the situation and created 
a new party, ‘Más País’, whose main goal is to build a bridge in the left, situating itself at the 
intersection between PSOE and Podemos. With the new challenger at the national stage, 
PSOE’s strategy was directed at further dividing Podemos, arguing that Errejón, the leader of 
the new party, would be someone that they could agree with for a government. PSOE’s strategy 
was intended to accommodate Errejón while isolating Iglesias, a likely consequence of which 
would be for Sánchez’s PSOE to become increasingly hegemonic in the left side of the political 
spectrum, while also holding the political centre. However, the strategy did not work as 
intended, since Errejón received only 2 MPs with a 2% of the vote. Podemos maintained broadly 
its stance with 32 MPs, and PSOE lost one MP: PSOE needed UP to form a (minority) 
government. PSOE faced a harsh choice: third elections or a coalition government. Despite the 
bad results of both Podemos and PSOE, they agreed on a coalition only two days after the 
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results. Pablo Iglesias was named vice-president of Spain, in addition of other four ministers 
suggested by Unidas Podemos. The accommodative/imitative strategy mobilized by PSOE after 
the November 2019 elections also had certain implications within PSOE. The entrance of Unidas 
Podemos in the coalition government favored the more progressive wing of PSOE, with left-
leaning politicians such as María José Montero and Teresa Ribera taking a more important role, 
even though they are balanced with more mainstream profiles such as Nadia Calviño, finance 
minister. 

The discourse surrounding the investiture session that ended with the coalition government 
provides additional insights about the evolution of the relationship between PSOE and 
Podemos. Against the background of the previous confrontational approach, Prime Minister 
Sánchez argued the following: 

Ladies and gentlemen, the sovereign will of the Spanish has drawn a highly fragmented 
political map, which makes the configuration of a majority a challenge and, therefore, 
also the formation of the Government (…) There are two ways of dealing with this 
situation: one is the comfortable one, which consists of taking refuge in the purity of 
one's own beliefs, inhibiting oneself, avoiding taking any risk and hoping that others will 
provide the solution. It is not ours, it is not the one that corresponds to our history, nor 
to our culture. Our option is to assume the parliamentary reality that came out of the 
polls and build a solution with it. That has been our commitment after the elections of 
November 10: to reach the best solution that can be and can be achieved under the 
circumstances of the here and now, and in accordance with the progressive principles 
that characterize a progressive formation such as the Socialist Party. (…) We have put 
our efforts into this, ladies and gentlemen, first – as we said before the elections of 
November 10 – within 48 hours we reached a preliminary agreement to form a 
progressive coalition with Unidas Podemos, whom I thank for their support. (Sánchez, 
2020, my translation) 

Similarly, Iglesias facilitated the reconciliation by building a much less populist and antagonistic 
discourse, in which PSOE and Podemos are framed as natural partners: 

A program has been presented here that combines the experience of the Socialist Party 
with the courage and freshness of Unidas Podemos. It is a program, on the one hand, 
of reconstruction; reconstruction of rights and freedoms taken from citizens in recent 
times, but it is also a program that wants to guarantee and build new rights for citizens. 
We aspire for Spain to become a benchmark for social justice for Europe and for the 
world, because the best vaccine against the greatest threat that looms over Europe, 
which is the extreme right, is social justice. (…) The task of the next Government, ladies 
and gentlemen, is basically to repair the betrayals to Spain and the Constitution that 
you [PP] have perpetrated, because you speak of the Spanish Constitution but forget 
the articles that protect the right to decent housing, the right to adequate remuneration 
in work, the right to have a redistributive tax system, and you despise the most patriotic 
article of the Spanish Constitution, number 128, which says that all the wealth of the 
country will be subordinate to the general interest. This is what the new legislature is 
about, to repair your [PP] treasons to the homeland. (Iglesias, 2020, my translation) 
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The progressive coalition between PSOE and Podemos is also facilitated by its opponents, as 
the arrival of Vox to the Spanish party system has radicalized the centre-right Ciudadanos and 
PP. While PSOE constrained the evolution of Podemos, there were also other actors that 
constrained the strategic choices faced by PSOE. The radicalization of the right-wing parties, 
led by the extreme right party Vox, situated PSOE in a situation in which the only viable option 
on the short and medium-term is an alliance with Unidas Podemos. The motion of no 
confidence led by the far-right Vox in October 2020, in the midst of the global pandemic COVID-
19, further helped Podemos and PSOE to get closer to each other. This argument was precisely 
made by Sánchez in such motion of no confidence, which helped to solidify the progressive 
coalition: 

The difference between the traditional right and the far right is that this Government and, 
fortunately, the majority of this House what they have done has been to opt for 
governance, for collaboration and cooperation and not for confrontation, as you [right-
wing parties] have been doing since the beginning of the pandemic. (Sánchez, 2020, my 
translation) 

8.5 How PSOE shaped Podemos through a calibration of different strategies: the 
causal mechanisms at play 

The relationship between Podemos and PSOE has evolved over time, and the shifting strategies 
of PSOE has shaped the evolution of Podemos. This section will develop the causal mechanisms 
at play. Over time and with increasing respectability, Podemos’s anti-constitutionalism 
decreased endogenously, and certainly to the extent that its electoral prospects decreased. 
PSOE was in a position to accelerate and ‘lock in’ that process to the extent that it was willing 
to embrace Podemos, and that willingness was in turn dependent on the intra-party dynamics 
of PSOE as well as its (lack of) opportunities to form alternative coalitions. 

Initially, PSOE chose an adversarial strategy by linking Podemos to authoritarian states such as 
Venezuela. After the 2015 elections, Podemos was sidelined by PSOE as a coalition partner, 
choosing instead to attempt to form a coalition government with Ciudadanos. After the 2016 
elections, PSOE did not even try to form a minority government, choosing instead to abstain in 
the parliamentary vote to name PP leader Mariano Rajoy Prime Minister. This strategy made it 
easier for Podemos to continue pursuing its populist strategy during the 2015 and 2016 
elections. Even though Podemos offered a coalition government to PSOE, it maintained a 
populist logic, situating PSOE as part of the ‘establishment’, while Podemos represented the 
‘people’. In this case, the strategy of PSOE encouraged Podemos to maintain a hardline 
position, that was relatively successful in the polls, earning over five million votes during the 
2015 and 2016 general elections. 

The strategy of PSOE shifted during the 2016-17 PSOE primary elections, where Pedro Sánchez 
situated Podemos as a legitimate actor with whom to negotiate. Once Sánchez regained control 
of PSOE in 2017, the mainstream centre-left party adopted an accommodative strategy 
towards Podemos. When PSOE returned to government in 2018, it did so with the active 
support of Unidas Podemos, without whom the constructive motion of no confidence would 
not have worked out. This process was accompanied by a softening of the language and 
discourse by Podemos, who progressively moved away from its populist discourse and adopted 
very similar positions and discourse to PSOE. 
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The move to the centre of Podemos, however, was accompanied by poor electoral results in 
2019, both in the elections of April, May (European and local) and November. While 
consistently losing support, Unidas Podemos maintained a core floor of voters, and remained 
a necessary partner for PSOE to form a government. The progressive radicalization of Spanish 
right-wing parties, led by the extreme right party Vox, made it easier for PSOE and UP to build 
an alliance. A closer discourse analysis of the investiture of 2020 confirmed the expectation 
that the most salient element in common between PSOE and UP is the attacks to the 
radicalization of the right-wing parties, while remaining relatively abstract in terms of the 
concrete policy proposals they will put forward. The shift to the right from PP and Ciudadanos 
left an open space in the centre of the political spectrum. However, the polarization from the 
right had a similar effect on the left, where PSOE was pushed towards the left, and UP was the 
obvious partner without whom a government could not be formed. 

The PSOE-UP coalition government formed in 2020 reinforced the disappearance of the so-
called ‘centre’, and instead the new political arena is a more clearly distinguished block on the 
left (PSOE and UP) that is opposed to the right (PP, Ciudadanos and Vox). While the evolution 
of Unidas Podemos was shaped by PSOE, right-wing parties greatly shaped the margin of 
manoeuvre of Pedro Sánchez. Possibly, the key turning point for PSOE was the months that 
followed the April 2019 general election. If Ciudadanos would have been willing to make a 
coalition government with PSOE, the centre would have been reinforced, and Unidas Podemos 
would have been marginalized on the far left. In this context, UP would have had high incentives 
to return towards a much more radical and populist discourse such as in their 2014 beginnings, 
situating themselves as the only alternative to the ‘establishment’ of PP, Ciudadanos and PSOE. 
Instead, by closing the door to an agreement, Ciudadanos left PSOE with no option after 
November 2019 than to form a coalition government with UP, providing incentives to UP to 
moderate themselves and become normalized as part of the centre-left in the Spanish political 
system. 

When summarizing the findings of the analysis, it is relevant to indicate the relation between 
the different variables taken into account. The contentious stance of PSOE towards Podemos 
during the first two periods incentivized Podemos to moderate its initial anti-constitutionalism. 
However, the moderation of Podemos progressively made the party lose its electoral success: 
even if Unidas Podemos has remained an important political force in the Spanish parliament, 
its electoral prospects have progressively declined since its inception in 2014. The moderation 
of Unidas Podemos and its electoral decline facilitated that centre-left PSOE, led by Pedro 
Sánchez after winning for a second time in the primary elections, softened its position vis-à-vis 
its left-wing competitor, up until the point in which Sánchez came to power as prime minister 
through a constructive motion of no confidence with the crucial support of Unidas Podemos. 
This cycle came full circle in January 2020, when, after the 2019 November general election, 
PSOE and Unidas Podemos formed the first coalition government in post-Francoist Spain. Table 
3 below summarizes this process, facilitating the understanding of the relationship between 
the different variables. The more Unidas Podemos moderates its anti-constitutionalism, the 
worse the political prospects, but facilitates its relation with centre-left PSOE.  
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Table 9.3: Evolution of the variables across the different periods identified 

 Prevailing stance 
of PSOE towards 
Podemos 

Political 
necessity for 
PSOE to rely on 
Podemos 

Podemos’ political 
prospects/success 

Podemos’ anti-
constitutionalism 

1 (2014) -- -- ++ + 

2 (2015-17) -- - +/- +/- 

3 (2017-2019) +/- +/- - - 

4 (2019/20) + + -- -- 

 

The progressive evolution of PSOE’s strategies vis-à-vis Podemos departed from an adversarial 
position in 2014 towards a more friendly approach, ending in a joint coalition government in 
January 2020. During this process, PSOE managed to moderate Unidas Podemos to a large 
extent. When PSOE rejected Podemos (departing from a strategy of repression and 
progressively transitioning towards a strategy of accommodation and imitation), Podemos 
reacted by moderating its discourse and proposals in a less populist direction. PSOE attempted 
to form a unitary minority government rather than entering a coalition with Podemos. 
However, Podemos moderated its populism and stopped advocating for a ‘constituent 
process’, instead championing the 1978 Spanish Constitution’s most progressive articles, and 
PSOE was quick to form a coalition government. 

The chain of causality in Podemos’ evolution towards moderation has several elements that 
help to explain this process. The abandonment of pretensions of being a mass organizations by 
the two main parties, PP and PSOE, permitted the successful creation and initial success of 
Podemos, which in turn affected negatively PSOE. This process resulted in the fragmentation 
of the Spanish party system, making it impossible for a party to earn an absolute majority and 
forcing the two main parties to build parliamentary alliances. The initial hostility of PSOE 
towards Podemos forced the latter to moderate its position towards a less anti-constitutionalist 
position, in such a way that it would become an ‘acceptable’ coalition partner. In this way, the 
causal mechanisms at play combine PSOE’s strategic decisions and its effects, as well as the 
electoral competition. 

There are other important elements discussed in the introduction of this volume that are not 
discussed at length in this chapter, the emphasis of which is placed on the party system. The 
fact that Spain’s motion of no confidence is constructive played an important role in bringing 
PSOE and Podemos closer together, as it was not enough to vote against the right-wing PP 
government but they had to vote in favor of an alternative government. The D’Hondt Spanish 
electoral system, which penalizes third parties that fall below 13-16% in smaller constituencies, 
also influenced the strategic choices of both Podemos and PSOE, as it encourages parties to 
build electoral coalitions, which facilitated the joint lists between Podemos and IU from 2016 
onwards. Even though these elements are relevant and would help to provide more context, 
they have not been the focus of the chapter in order to limit the scope of the analysis to the 
main dimension: party system. 

The evolution of Unidas Podemos indicates a willingness to shape its discourse and political 
positions in order to become normalized in the system, increasing its chances to form a 
coalition with PSOE and pull the mainstream centre-left further to the left. If Podemos were to 
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have continued its initial populist strategy, situating PSOE alongside the right-wing as part of 
the ‘establishment’ or the ‘caste’, it would have been more difficult to ultimately reach a 
coalition together. Podemos never aspired to reach an absolute majority in the parliament, 
which in practice meant that they would only reach the government through a coalition. During 
2015 and 2016, Podemos attempted to surpass PSOE and become the leading left-wing Spanish 
party in the 2015 and 2016 elections. Once they failed, Podemos shifted towards a more 
moderate position, and set as its main goal to make sure that PSOE did not shift towards the 
right-wing Ciudadanos (eldiario.es, 2019). PSOE welcomed the evolution towards moderation 
of Unidas Podemos, because it made the new party an easier parliamentary ally and possible 
coalition partner. 

While antipluralist tendencies have not been present in the renewed Spanish centre-left, 
antipluralism emerged in the Spanish right and the far right of the political spectrum with the 
rise of Vox, which in turn facilitated the centre-left coalition government: both PSOE and UP 
have in common its frontal opposition to the far right. The arrival of Vox to the Spanish 
parliament as the third most prominent political party in November 2019 has radically shaped 
the right side of the political spectrum, as both Ciudadanos and PP quickly accommodated Vox, 
and in fact imitated a large part of its rhetoric vis-à-vis the new centre-left coalition government 
formed by PSOE and UP. 

8.6 Conclusion: Podemos breaks the Radical Centre, renews pluralism in the 
Spanish political system 

The chapter departed from the following research question: What role did PSOE play in 
committing Podemos to constitutional democracy? The chapter has reviewed the evolution of 
Podemos over time, and how its development has been influenced by the strategies mobilized 
by PSOE vis-à-vis Podemos. In the conclusion, an additional normative layer is added to assess 
whether the overall influence of Podemos in the Spanish political system has renewed or 
undermined democracy. 

Podemos is born from a radical critique of the Spanish system, assuming a certain ambiguity 
about its loyalty to the system, and has transitioned towards a relatively established party that 
not only does not challenge the Spanish constitution, but instead champions it fiercely by 
emphasizing the social aspects of it. Podemos displayed a populist discourse during its first and 
second periods, reproducing to a large extent the ideas of the Indignados movement, by which 
PP and PSOE are situated as the ‘caste’. Podemos has transitioned from challenging the 1978 
Spanish constitution through a ‘constituent process’, towards accepting the system built in 
1978 while criticising the neoliberal policies undertaken by successive governments. Initially, 
Podemos attempted to surpass PSOE in order to become the leading left-wing party in the 
Spanish context. This strategy fueled its populist message, situating the PSOE alongside the PP 
as part of the ‘caste’, part of the ‘two-party regime of the PP and PSOE and those who have 
taken our democracy hostage’. The transition of Podemos is perhaps best illustrated by the way 
in which Pablo Iglesias swore on the Constitution in 2014 when he became an MEP, which 
contrasts with his strategy during the televised debate ahead of the 2019 Spanish general 
elections, where he literally brought a printed Spanish constitution and read it on several 
occasions. The transition from opening a constituent process to change the Constitution, to 
simply revindicate the social aspects of the existing 1978 Spanish constitution has reshaped the 
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populist discourse mobilized by Podemos, which has been increasingly absent from 2016 
onwards. 

The chapter has found a connection between the evolution of Podemos and the changing 
strategy of PSOE. The transition of Podemos from populism towards the centre-left can be to a 
large extent explained by the strategies mobilized by its left-wing border party, PSOE. Podemos 
overestimated their capacity to replace PSOE among the grassroots, and PSOE underestimated 
the embeddedness of Unidas Podemos among Spanish voters. PSOE thought Podemos had a 
bubble of voters they could burst, which did not happen. Podemos initially thought they could 
replace PSOE as the electoral option of millions of centre-left and left-wing voters, 
underestimating the resilience of the grassroots structure of PSOE. The outcome is a 
compromise in the middle, by which PSOE shifts slightly to the left, and Unidas Podemos 
towards the centre. 

PSOE not only affected the ideological evolution of Podemos, but also its political fate. As we 
have seen, Podemos was to a great extent responsible for the transformation of the Spanish 
political party system, which has transitioned from a two-party towards a multi-party logic. 
However, while it aimed initially to replace PSOE as the dominant force in the left side of the 
political spectrum, in 2020 Podemos aspires at best to move PSOE to the left, and is no longer 
challenging the dominance of PP and PSOE. This result is the outcome of PSOE’s (successful) 
strategic agency. When Podemos has challenged the system as a whole mobilizing a strong 
populist discourse, PSOE isolated them, but Podemos kept growing stronger. However, PSOE 
shifted to the left during the primary election of Sánchez, recovering much of the lost vote to 
Podemos. 

In regards to the influence in the Spanish political system as a whole, arguably Unidas Podemos 
enlarged the pluralism in the Spanish party system by representing a vision that was so far 
marginal in the political arena. This is not only positive because an increase in the supply of 
party options is inherently beneficial for democratic representation, but because Podemos has 
led the way towards an increase of the vote turnout, as well as incorporated first-time voters 
or abstentionist to the elections, having a particular influence over younger people (Fernández-
Albertos, 2015). This vision appealed to the disenchanted people that were part of the 
Indignados movement, calling for the opening of a ‘constituent process’ that eventually 
replaces the 1978 Spanish Constitution. This success, however, took place at the expense of 
the transformational change advocated initially. In 2014 Podemos aspired to transform Spain 
radically and surpass PSOE in the Spanish parliament, whereas in 2019-20 it only aspired to be 
a junior coalition partner of PSOE. The moderation of Podemos over time made the party very 
similar to PSOE. Therefore, the biggest success of Podemos in its short existence has been to 
pull away PSOE from Ciudadanos and PP, breaking the Radical Centre that had been 
consolidated before the birth of Podemos and renewing (to a certain extent) democratic 
pluralism. 
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9. Conclusion  

Ben Crum and Alvaro Oleart 

This report seeks to re-assess the relation between populism and democracy by analysing 
populist parties. We have undertaken a comparative analysis of populist parties in different 
European countries to examine the question: 

When do populist parties turn anti-democratic and when do they remain loyal to the 
democratic system? 

This question leads us from the analysis of populist parties back to the democratic context in 
which they emerge and develop. It moves beyond the question of the drivers of populism, 
which has animated much of the literature, to the ultimately more relevant and actionable 
question about how democracies can rebound and survive in the face of anti-pluralist 
challengers. Hence, our main (dependent) variable of interest has been populist parties’ respect 
for democratic pluralism, specifically as it is expressed in their views on the political rights of 
minority groups and on the key institutions that serve to protect the societal and political 
pluralism, like courts, the press and free civil society. 

The report offers an extensive analysis of the relationship between populism and democratic 
pluralism by analysing the evolution of populist parties in eight EU member states. The focus 
on EU member states allows for a systematic comparison between the different cases, as 
important conditions can be held constant and we can zoom in on critical differences. The table 
below summarizes the findings in each of the empirical cases examined, including the evolution 
of anti-pluralist tendencies and the conditioning factors that have fuelled the socialization of 
the populist parties into the political system, or instead driven them towards becoming more 
anti-pluralist and a more serious threat to democracy. 
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Table 10.1: Overview of the findings in each of the empirical cases examined 

COUNTRY PARTY EMPIRICAL APPROACH EVOLUTION OF ANTI-
PLURALISM 

CONDITIONING 
FACTORS 
IDENTIFIED 

Czech 
Republic and 
Romania 

ANO & PSD Party system response Stable and ‘quiet’ anti-
pluralism 

 

Germany AfD Party system response and 
institutional conditions 

Continues to display 
anti-pluralism 

Isolated by political 
parties and treated 
as an ‘extremist’ 
organisation by 
authorities 

France Front National Party manifestoes Decreasing anti-
pluralism 

Change of 
leadership 

Belgium Vlaams Belang Party system response and 
institutional conditions 

Increasing anti-
pluralism as 
challenger party, but 
excluded from 
government 

Institutional 
thresholds in the 
Flemish party 
system and the 
cordon sanitaire 

Netherlands PVV and FvD Party system response and 
institutional conditions 

Stable anti-pluralism, 
but fluctuating 
political success 

Accommodation by 
political parties and 
open political 
system 

Italy Movimento 5 
Stelle 

Analysis of the inner 
working of M5S and its 
evolution over time 

Increasing openness 
and socialization into 
the system, but also 
increasing 
authoritarianism 
within the party 

 

Spain Podemos Party system response Decreasing anti-
constitutionalism and 
lower electoral 
prospects 

Border party 
PSOE’s calibrated 
strategies of both 
isolation and 
accommodation 

 
 

While the approaches taken throughout this report diverge significantly, the cross-national 
analysis provides important insights for democratic politics in the EU. If there has been one 
overarching hypothesis guiding this report it is that well-calibrated institutional responses can 
serve to accommodate populist parties in the democratic party system. As regards the main 
relevant conditioning factors, different papers have focused on the strategies of bordering 
parties and the role of electoral institutions (electoral law and the use of direct democracy). 

On a first quick reading, four preliminary conclusions emerge. 
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9.1 Each case is different: the evolution – and accommodation – of populist parties 
can only be understood in their distinctive national context 

In this report we analysed a total of nine populist parties in eight political systems. What they 
share is that they are all populist in that they mobilize on an anti-establishment sentiment. 
Beyond that, however, the differences between these parties are very striking. They include 
long-standing parties like the PSD in Romania and the FN in France as well as rather young ones 
like the FvD in the Netherlands, M5S in Italy and ANO in the Czech Republic. The majority of 
these populist parties tends to be right-wing in the sense that they are culturally conservative 
and sceptical of a strong, redistributive state. However, in Podemos we have an instance of a 
left-wing populist party, of the sort that have also emerged in other countries (Greece, most 
notably), and many of these parties remain rather ambiguous ideologically. That applies for 
instance very clearly for M5S and ANO, but also the Dutch PVV tends to be quite leftist when it 
comes to public health issues. 

We also find that the trajectories that these parties follow very much reflect national 
singularities. This is a point that Paul Blokker very strongly makes with regard to populism and 
democratic challengers in Central and Eastern Europe, but it also applies to the cases from 
Western Europe. Vlaams Belang obviously mobilizes on the extremely peculiar national 
structure of Belgian; M5S could only develop against the backdrop of the implosion of the 
Italian party system of the 1990s; the form of populism in the Netherlands clearly reflects its 
extremely proportional electoral system (and at a deeper level the legacies of a pillarized 
society); Podemos emerges as a kind of second generation party that challenges the parties 
that took over Spain after the dissolution of the France regime; the trajectory of the AfD can 
only be understood in light of German reunification (and persisting differences between east 
and west), in the FN the colonial legacy of France still resonates. 

9.2 Many European populist parties are more outspokenly anti-pluralistic in their 
positions towards specific minority groups (often migrants) than in their criticisms 
of the constitutional institutions of pluralism 

Due to the fact that the populist parties that we study are challengers, by definition they 
challenge the political establishment. Many of them also very strongly mobilize on challenging 
a particular ‘other’; in many cases these are migrants, often of Muslim persuasion, at times 
combined with the specific regions (VB) or the LGBT-community (Poland). In comparison with 
the venomous language often deployed against the ‘others’, many populist parties are more 
restrained in directly attaching pluralist institutions. They do engage in it, but many of them 
also recognize that they owe these institutions their very emergence. This difference is for 
instance quite discernible in the case of the PVV and the FN, as Kelbel, Navarro and Neihouser 
observe for the latter that ‘All in all, and perhaps surprisingly, the FN/RN does not call radically 
into question the constitutional status quo of the Fifth Republic’ (Ch. 5 above). It is less stark in 
the case of the AfD and may actually be reversed in the case of Law and Justice (as it is in the 
Hungarian case of Fidesz). On the whole, however, the first and primary threat to democracy 
of these populist parties would seem to concern the disenfranchisement of specific groups 
more so than the destruction of pluralist institutions. 
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9.3 Democratic systems in Europe are quite resilient, albeit in different ways 

Probably the most important conclusion of this report is that European democracies prove 
resilient against populism, in multiple, different ways. On the one hand, their power remains 
generally contained and subject to checks and balances. On the other hand, populist parties 
themselves do – at times voluntarily at other times by force of the conditions – continue to 
adhere to the democratic rules of the game. There is no ‘golden bullet’-solution to prevent 
populist and anti-pluralist parties from undoing democracy. In different systems, different 
mixes of mechanisms apply. An interesting case is the AfD in Germany, which ultimately faces 
the choice of committing to the democratic process or being criminalized. Populist parties in 
the Netherlands face a slightly different trade-off of either being incorporated among the 
establishment parties or facing severe competition by younger and more credible populist 
competitors. A similar dilemma would appear to apply to Vlaams Belang in Belgium, as it has 
benefitted from the cordon sanitaire imposed upon it by the other parties but at the same time 
has confirmed its marginal status and, ultimately, also places a natural ceiling to the support it 
can attain. 

In other cases, major populist parties seem to have become so deeply engrained in the political 
system that it is hard to envisage that they would completely turn it around. This is particularly 
the case for the PSD in Romania. With all caveats that we do not know what would happen if 
they would really come to power, this in a way also applies to the FN in France by now. Then 
we have Podemos which seems to be a case of a populist parties that has lost its anti-
constitutionalist traits together with its populist orientation and there are the cases of M5S and 
ANO that certainly qualify as populist but which show little inclination so far to mobilise the 
power they have attained to undo democracy – even if this does not preclude the possibility 
that they may turn to that in the longer run or that they may severely damage the system by 
accident and open the door for successors to undo democracy. 

9.4 Populist parties are here to stay, they are bound to remain ambivalent in their 
allegiance to democratic pluralism, and hence it remains deeply uncertain what 
they would do if they were to attain exclusive executive power 

By all indications, there is no reason to assume that populism will go away. There obviously is a 
support base for these parties and arguably they serve as a kind of air vent for the 
establishment parties. At the same time, their ascent is far from natural. In fact, their support 
is likely to be as volatile as that of establishment parties, if not more so. 

What is also striking is that, even if we may observe some accommodation of some longer-
standing populist parties, their stance towards democratic pluralism is bound to remain 
ambiguous. Again, the accommodation of democratic pluralism may be stronger with regard to 
the pluralist institutional framework than that it is towards tolerating and including certain 
‘othered’ minorities. Still, for a truly populist party some ambiguity towards democratic 
pluralism is unlikely to dissolve completely; and if it does, then arguably the party has also 
moved beyond being populist (as is arguably the case with Podemos). In most populist parties, 
however, the ambiguity – or at least a hint of reservation – towards the democratic order seems 
to be entrenched in the strategy, positioning and, importantly, in the support base of populist 
parties. 
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As a consequence, uncertainty remains about what populist parties would do in power. 
Importantly, in countries like Italy, Austria and Greece, populists that attained government 
power have been successfully, and peacefully, ousted again. In the case of the Spanish 
Podemos, a populist party has even turned into one of the most loyal defenders of the 
constitutional democratic order. Obviously, in most of these cases the populist party only 
served as a (junior) coalition partner in government, which may have prevented them from 
clamping down on democracy. Ultimately, the way that Fidesz has been steadily rolling back 
pluralism in Hungary serves as an important warning that countries within the EU tend to be 
democratically resilient, but are also vulnerable. Democracy is not a settled status; it needs 
permanent fostering and vigilance. 
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