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i  on being on the loose





FoRewoRd

Rapid social change, multicultural challenges, social inequality, and 
the way different kinds of threat are disseminated by the media for 
public imagination, have given rise to populist protests and appeals 
to cultural values, usually combining anti-elite and anti-immigrant 
nationalism with nationally and locally bounded demands for social 
justice. Several theorists and empirical researchers have attempted 
to capture this phenomenon under the notion of populism. The title 
of this volume, ‘populism on the loose’ thus refers to two different 
tendencies at the same time - to the fact that populism has become 
ubiquitous and to how it is being defined in many different ways. 

instead of establishing a single vision, we seek to outline the 
multifaceted phenomenon through several approaches from cultur-
al, gender, and communication studies as well as political science: 
this yields new insights to the phenomenon. while the book as a 
whole explores populism in countries including venezuela to italy, 
romania, and turkey, many of these papers reflect on finland espe-
cially in relation to the Finns Party and its emergence in the 2000s 
and 2010s, and makes a significant contribution in this less studied 
phenomenon.

The origin of the articles in this volume is in the conference 
‘populism as rhetoric and movement’ which was organised in Jy-
väskylä, finland, 17–19 march 2016 and which was based on the 
academy of finland research project (Grant Sa251730) with the 
same name. Speakers were invited to write for the volume, further 
elaborating on the papers delivered at the conference.

while much of present-day populism studies have focussed on 
identifying features shared by populist movements or on populism 
as a social logic, this volume looks at the variability and intersec-
tionality of populism. First, populist phenomena vary according to 
cultural context. Stock accounts of populism, more often than not, 
fail to pay due attention to the culture-specific features of populist 
movements. Second, populism gets entangled with gender, class 
and religion among other things. It therefore requires an intersec-



tional study paying attention to the web of potentially relevant fac-
tors. And third, the very concept of populism tends to get loose – it 
is both without clear limits and its content is object of cultural and 
political negotiation and struggle – to the extent of justifying the 
term ‘floating signifier’, familiar from Ernesto laclau’s approach 
to populism. 

the authors are academics from a variety of fields such as po-
litical science, cultural studies, and gender studies. (See List of Au-
thors in the end of the manuscript.)

we want to extend our thanks to the federation of finnish 
Learned Societies and Kone Foundation for their support for the 
conference ‘Populism as Rhetoric and Movement’ (Jyväskylä 17- 
19 march 2016) in which the first drafts for the chapters of this vol-
ume were presented. we are grateful to the department of music, 
Art, and Culture for supporting the conference and this publication 
and to pirkko luoma for her invaluable help in finishing the manu-
script. last but definitely not least, we thank prof. Emeritus Erkki 
vainikkala, whose interest in Ernesto laclau and idea of using his 
approach to study the emerging populist movements led to this re-
search project.

Jyväskylä and Helsinki 29 January 2018

The editors



PoPulism on the loose: seminAl  
PReFleCtions on the Condition oF  

diFFeRentiAlitY

urpo Kovala & emilia Palonen 

The term is on everyone’s lips these days: shortcomings and limi-
nality of traditional politics are blamed on it. The proliferation of 
the phenomenon commonly referred to as ‘populism’ is interest-
ing because of its multifaceted character. Exploring instances of 
populism we can find similarities but contend that ‘populism’ ex-
ists in variations rather than as a specific form, demand or family of 
political parties. Hence, this multidisciplinary edited volume, Pop-
ulism on the Loose, discusses and develops a range of definitions 
and concepts of populism. A central aim of our volume is to dem-
onstrate the variety of the definitions and contexts of populism, and 
to give space for the process of defining populism. in this introduc-
tory chapter we pay attention to these defining processes that take 
place and to the differentiation between understandings and prax-
is of populism. 

By claiming that populism is ‘on the loose’, we draw attention 
to the ways in which populism is articulated with varying contents. 
Populism as a punchline of our contemporary era turns it into a 
floating or an empty signifier – to borrow terminology from one of 
the political theorists of populism Ernesto Laclau’s (2005). These 
key concepts of his understanding of both politics and populism 
are not static forms but logics and have related effects. when its 
meanings are being contested, populism appears as object of strife, 
a floating signifier. it plays a role in the articulation of meaning on 
the two sides of the contestation. when it works as a reference point 
for meanings, it turns into an empty signifier, overwhelmed by the 
variety in meaning making it loses specificity once afforded to it. 
this is when we no longer know exactly what populism is, even if 
we find it a common point of engagement. 
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when conferences set their focus on populism, colleagues use 
the occasion to extend the term. others write books covering an-
thologies or aspects of it, or simply set out to define what populism 
is and anchor it with specific content, logic or style (e.g. müller 
2016; moffitt 2016). recently whole handbooks of populism have 
been published (e.g. rovira kaltwasser et al. 2017). in his field 
of political analysis, set definitions are necessary as one needs to 
know what to compare. also different forms (e.g. de raadt, hol-
landers, and krouwel 2004), types and degrees (deegan-krause & 
Haughton 2009) of populism have been discussed over the years. 
there is a recent trend is to try to tighten further the over-flowing 
usages and definitions of populism. in the field of comparative pol-
itics, particularly cas mudde (2007) carried out a successful defi-
nition project with ‘thin ideology’ (see also Stanley 2008), which 
fits the comparative analysis of both right and left populism (rovi-
ra kaltwasser & mudde 2012). others deal with populists as those 
who oppose liberal democracy (pappas 2016), and further those 
linked with economic crises (e.g. kriesi and pappas 2015). wheth-
er left or right, populism may vary in degrees between political 
parties, as Rooduijn and Akkerman (2017) demonstrate on people-
centrism and anti-elitism. Yannis Stavrakakis (2014) has sought to 
address populism through anti-populism and affective ties. while 
populism can be negatively and positively perceived in its central 
imperative to ‘trust the people’ (Canovan 1999), it may be prob-
lematic for the analysis of the phenomenon itself to conflate it with 
nationalism (e.g. Palonen 2017). These do not simply emerge, but 
have to be constituted. Hence, rhetoric is crucial part of the phe-
nomenon (moffitt 2016). rhetoric and practices have a constitu-
tive role in both right-wing (wodak 2015) and left-wing parties and 
movements (Katsambekis 2016, Kiuopkiolis 2016).

definitions guide us to look for something – or try to offer com-
mon ground for discussion about the phenomenon. Fixing and un-
fixing meanings is an activity that shapes larger fields of under-
standings and connotations, it contests and maintains hegemony. 
Indeed, because of the proliferation, spreading, entangling and 
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multiplication of the phenomenon itself, there is no single answer 
to what is populism. as the definition of populism is on the loose 
and the phenomenon spreads, it may be only relevant to explore 
these different aspects of the phenomenon and the ways in which 
it would also have consequences to the ways in which we may de-
fine populism. our volume demonstrates how the definition of pop-
ulism is not only contested but also perpetually in process of redef-
inition – instead of relying on one definition, the volume presents 
this multivocality as an analytical undertaking.

in the everyday language scientific notions of populism have 
not been fixed, despite strong attempts by comparative politics 
scholars in the news commentary and social media, mudde includ-
ed. This book is probably the anti-thesis of the negative marking 
twitter-active academics engage with #schmopulism offering tools 
for detecting populism from what it is not (Stanley 2016). instead 
of revealing ‘wrong’ usages of the term we enhance the field with 
new perspectives to phenomena related to populism and develop 
new understandings drawing on cultural studies and political the-
ory. these would be helpful in analysing what gets entangled with 
‘populism’.

One could argue that populism tout court does not really consti-
tute an object of study. it always requires some attributes, or con-
text. what makes this volume interesting for a ‘field of populism 
research’, if any exists, is the ways in which its writers negotiate 
space for studying populism. As they do not take it for granted as an 
object of study, they need to engage in conceptual work.

Contextualisations and conceptualisations of populism

Besides focusing on political science rather than political meaning-
making and rhetoric, very often research on populism draws from 
examples from either west European countries or Latin America. 
it has been argued that ideas develop in peripheries where centre’s 
views merge. as henrik Stenius (2017, 263–4), an expert in nordic 
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Studies, argues, peripheral actors were forced to navigate between 
centres, which gives peripheral actors potential to reveal the univer-
salist credentials of the centre. In the same vein he argues that the 
centre probably will not be listening to the arguments from the pe-
ripheries. Even in this necessary but hopefully productive asymme-
try (Nygård and Strang 2016; Jalava, Nygård and Strang 2018) by 
publishing a peer reviewed e-book from the university of Jyväsky-
lä, we hope to reveal new aspects that perhaps even challenge the 
mainstream conceptualisations or, at least, offer food for thought. 

Our volume seeks to exploit perspectives from some of the 
semi-peripheries of these discussions. These may be limit cases 
of populism, which include similar features such as chavez and 
Erdoğan, or the lesser known romanian context, which reveals it is 
not straightforward to simply apply the concepts of populism of the 
centre. we tackle issues which are seen as peripheral to populism in 
many of its studies, the limits of the people and othering that con-
stitutes the ‘people’ for the populist rhetoric. Exploring the link be-
tween polarisation and populism (c.f. palonen 2009), many of these 
chapters look at the dichotomous rhetoric at the core for populism 
that a fully anti-essentialist conceptualisation of populism entails.

Seen in a systematic differential light, the notion of populism 
starts to disperse. There may be different constructions of the peo-
ple in one the same populist movement. In the case of Finland, the 
notion has been crucial in the party leader Timo Soini’s rhetoric 
but not in that of Jussi halla-aho, who became his successor as the 
leader of the Finns party in the summer of 2016 and hardly uses 
the term. There may be varying degrees of authoritarianism. The 
degree of polarization, which is so central to populism, may also 
vary considerably. Historical backgrounds can be very different - 
for instance between Eastern and western Europe, as mihnea-Simi-
on Stoica in this volume points out. Different populisms also incor-
porate very different mythologies or ‘heartlands’ (Taggart 2000). 
Furthermore, populisms can be placed differently on the left-right 
continuum.
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one of the key tensions in this volume is between the analysis of 
populist parties or dynamics related to populist parties, and populist 
rhetoric emerging elsewhere. while in the first part of the volume 
we explore political parties, in the second part we draw attention di-
rectly related to gender and its intersectional connections in popu-
list rhetoric and movements. the final part of the volume explores 
other dimensions of populism – definitions of populism in the me-
dia, emergence and definition of hate speech and a new field of cul-
tural populism or the emergence of dichotomous speech in culture. 
the most traditional field of populism research is the field of politi-
cal parties. Going through the first part of this volume we can wit-
ness spill-overs to the cultural field. Going through some of the ar-
guments made in the first part of the volume, we can see how pop-
ulism becomes a cultural polarising force.

in the introduction we first explore the contextual variation, then 
cover the conceptual work, and finally highlight what actually is at 
stake in the different chapters. in so doing, we end up discussing 
the fleeting character of populism in populism studies. this vol-
ume highlights aspects of populism rarely discussed, such as in-
tersectional and gender studies approaches, conceptual historical 
analysis, as well as populism in not so explicitly political contexts. 
when populism mainstreams, dichotomous speech and the genera-
tion of ‘us’ and ‘them’ spreads from politics to different other fields. 
the conceptual work shows for example in tuula vaarakallio’s ar-
ticle exploring the meanings of ‘populism’, but it is also present 
in Björn fryklund’s article that demonstrates variety within ‘popu-
list parties’ in the Nordic countries. Even in the latter (Scandinavia 
and finland), which are considered to be culturally and societally 
rather similar, political populism has emerged at different pace and 
with different faces. the distinctions in the phenomenon in Eastern 
and western Europe are outlined by Mihnea-Simion Stoica. The 
phenomenon and its entanglement with media is explored even in 
venezuela by virpi Salojärvi. the chapters on gender by Elisa Bel-
lè and Barbara Poggio, Tuija Saresma and Jiri Nieminen highlight 
new dimensions in populism research regarding gender. the chap-
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ters by halil Gürhanlı and Emilia palonen explore the conceptual 
limits of populism. 

one of the reasons why populism has become a more and more 
studied phenomenon, is that it is not merely evidenced in the usual 
materials for comparative politics, for instance, election results and 
party manifestos, but rather is visible in the media, policy-making 
and many fields where political meaning-making takes place. we 
seek to cover some of these discussions in this volume. 

Populism on the loose – in the political parties

in the first part of the volume, one of the well-known experts in 
nordic populism, Björn fryklund argues that right-wing populism 
offers a gateway for understanding and explaining the effect of 
Sweden democrats in the Swedish political system, related to mi-
gration and the consequences to the welfare state – once politicized, 
it boosted the support of the SD, just as in the other Nordic coun-
tries. It is a democratic dilemma, as the SD emerged through a par-
liamentary system with popular electoral support but with undem-
ocratic values. 

in fact, this is very close to what happened in turkey, where the 
AKP also emerged through the parliamentary system by attracting 
electoral support. the akp, in the same way as the Sd, was able to 
argue for a crisis of representation as a crisis of democracy, provid-
ing a dichotomy between the powerholding elites and its consen-
sual points and kemalist foundations. populism may however turn 
into something else altogether. halil Gürhanlı’s article explores the 
limits of populism through the case of Turkey. what happens to 
populism when the political difference it articulates is reduced to 
the love/hate of the leader and the polarisation of society down to 
the most intimate relationships. 

Fryklund points to the illiberal and anti-immigration character 
of right-wing populism and the essentialisation of the people. in the 
case of akp the love of Erdoğan seems to have replaced the con-
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tents or political demands themselves. what remains is the political 
frontier between the true-believers and the enemies of the regime. 
in figure 1 Gürhanlı outlines how ‘actual populism’ takes place in 
the space where institutionalism ends and populism develops into 
’pure populism’. the democratic ethos of populism lies within the 
connection to politics and the political, but ‘pure populism’ is al-
ready far beyond it. 

drawing on Ernesto laclau’s work, Gürhanlı explains how the 
situation has become polarised: ‘if there is one thing anti-Erdoğanists 
have in common with Erdoğanists, it is their understanding of pol-
itics as an existential war.’ polarisation sustains the two communi-
ties and generates a deadlock (c.f. on Hungary, Palonen 2009). Any 
criticism from the outside is interpreted in a historical framework 
where turkey is portrayed as the perpetual underdog and reduced 
back to the polarisation where the well-meaning efforts to speak for 
the opposition in Turkey only enhance polarisation. 

virpi Salojärvi reconnects the analysis to Gramsci and the way 
in which the generation of us vs. them is a hegemonic operation 
which is carried over through politics and the media. She studies 
the case of venezuela under hugo chávez and how the people, 
the leader, and the enemy were framed in the media. the ‘chavis-
ta’ frames generated a sense of community. the key signifiers of 
Chavismo such as the people (el pueblo) and the sovereign (el so-
berano) were used synonymously but generated different interpre-
tations in different parts of the society. Yet again they reproduced a 
line of polarisation. Both chavez and his sympathisers and the ven-
ezuelan opposition appealed to the people, and sought to generate 
a counter-hegemony.

In the case that Mihnea Stoica outlines, the dichotomy is es-
tablished between western and Eastern European populism. like 
Salojärvi and others, he recognises populist techniques or discur-
sive strategies such as anti-elitism, people-centrism, scapegoating 
and appeals for direct democracy.

in the same way as Salojärvi recognised populist rhetoric on 
both sides, Stoica finds multiple populist actors in romania. Sto-
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ica’s findings draw attention to the meaning of the people and the 
praxis of democracy: while in the west appeals to direct democra-
cy were made, in romania this theme has marginal role in the pop-
ulist rhetoric. the main difference between the two populist parties 
in Romania Stoica investigates laid in the focus of their rhetoric the 
Greater Romania Party, PRM, founded by the poet Vadim Tudor, 
focused on the economical crisis, whereas for the ppdd, dan di-
aconescu’s people’s party, the issue was social, moral and political. 
Stoica’s paper draws on a clear distinction between the two popu-
list parties in the substance of their argumentation. 

nevertheless, he also reveals how there is a clear distinction be-
tween the political cultures of Eastern and western Europe. in East-
ern Europe, power has typically been distanced from the people 
- one could even say in the ethos of Antipolitics by György Kon-
rád, or power of the powerless by vaclav havel that it had been 
distanced or even seen as a dirty game in the 1980s and from the 
1990s on was delegated to the politicians. hence, not all the argu-
ments typical of populism travel past the divide between Eastern 
and western Europe. 

Intersectional analysis of populism

In the second part of this volume, the focus shifts to articulations of 
a second order – that is, to what are called intersectional relations 
between different approaches or perspectives to populism. in this 
line of thinking, accounts of populism should take heed of the mul-
tiplicity of ‘background variables’ or differences between people 
and groups of people and their social and societal backgrounds and 
especially the interplay and intersections of these backgrounds and 
the tensions and negotiations involved.

In this section of our volume, the attention is on the intersec-
tions of gender and religion especially. The article by Elisa Bellè 
and Barbara Poggio and that of Tuija Saresma address the populist 
nature of anti-feminist movements in Italy and Finland. The artic-
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ulations of those movements are different - the former deals with 
the articulation of religion and ‘anti-gender’ politics, finding reso-
nance with the article by Jiri nieminen, who sets out to thematise a 
religious movement and ends up studying the nexus of gender, re-
ligion, and politics. the movement dealt with by nieminen is the 
Finnish branch of the Patmos Foundation for world Missions. Tuija 
Saresma, in turn, takes up three cases and looks at the ways gender 
is performed in them. She shows that in these cases, gender is per-
formed in a conservative, traditionalist way, underlining the strict 
and insurmountable gender roles for men and women. the con-
tribution by Jyrki Pöysä and Urpo Kovala adds to this the analy-
sis of the interconnections between rhetoric and media perform-
ance on one hand and identity politics on the other. In their chap-
ter they look at the ways leading politicians of the finns party have 
appealed to masculinity and masculine values in their rhetoric and 
performance, and the nature of the masculinities brought to the fore 
in their political figures and the politics of the finns party. in par-
ticular, they focus on the long-term leader of the Finns Party Timo 
Soini, who became the foreign minister and in 2017 the leader of 
the splinter group Blue reform, when the party he was establishing 
on the remains of the finnish rural party in 1995 split into two.

the contributions to this section illustrate how also the scope of 
the ‘political’ varies when the relationship between populist prac-
tices and gender takes on different articulations. notions and defini-
tions of an ‘ordinary bloke’, religious propriety, or naturalness and 
normality, and the strict distinction between friends and enemies, 
which recur in the analyses in these articles, turn out to presuppose 
the same kinds of conceptions of society that nativist political pop-
ulism rests on, although the cases mostly move beyond the sphere 
of party politics.

These four articles together exemplify beautifully the impor-
tance of looking at differences, intersections and negotiations in 
connection with populism. what is in common between the articles 
is the focus on gender as conceived of in an intersectional perspec-
tive. Gender populism, to use Tuija Saresma’s term here, is actually 
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a rather understudied topic within populism studies, partly because 
of the predominance of political studies in the field. the contribu-
tions here are more interdisciplinary, drawing on several discipli-
nary contexts in addition to political studies - linguistics, cultural 
studies, gender studies, and sociology especially. 

Populism on the loose and floating 

when populism gets on the loose, it floats to different dimensions 
and takes different paths. After the global although predominant-
ly European approach above, in this section we explore cases from 
finland. Even in this single country case context, definitions of pop-
ulism are floating. the first two cases are related to the emergence 
of the finns party, and the third one is exploring the ways in which 
dichotomous speech present in the rhetoric related to the populist 
finns party is actually emerging in another field where meanings 
are debated: namely cultural policy. The authors explore meaning-
making in newspapers, parliamentary debates and policy papers. 

Populism’s heterogeneous reference points emerges as a cru-
cial dimension in Tuula Vaarakallio’s article. In the Finnish nation-
al daily the range of references to populism followed usual discus-
sions in the field of populism research (also vaarakallio & palonen 
2017). crucially, it was often used with positive and empowering 
connotations while this changed after the general elections in 2011 
that brought a landslide of votes to the Finns Party. 

One of the phenomena that is related to the emergence of pop-
ulism is hate speech. In her article Maria Ruotsalainen explores 
how this takes place in practice in the finnish parliament where 
hate speech is debated and contested. The duality often present in 
populist rhetoric and constitution of subjectivity is also present in 
the parliamentary debate. Accusations of hate speech lead to self-
victimization by those who are associated with hate speech them-
selves. rhetorical moves of generating two extremes from one is a 
chosen strategy by the populist party. 
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in the final chapter of the volume, populism is precisely related 
to dichotomous speech and the constitution of ‘us’ in this contesting 
manner. however, now we make a leap from the traditional field of 
politics to the field of policy and cultural identities, which can be 
equally political and significant for meaning making. Exploring the 
case of Guggenheim Museum plans in Helsinki, Emilia Palonen’s 
article shows how ‘us’ and ‘them’ are constituted through their mu-
tual opposition and by claiming certain key elements. The dualism 
is there from the start. Even if this piece departs from the analysis 
of the Finns Party in this volume, rest assured, also the long-term 
leader of the Finns Party Timo Soini is featured in this piece. 

Definitional struggle in overflow of empiria

Floating character is typical of populism. It may be a frustrating 
dimension for those engaged with research and commentary: how 
convenient it would be if we could indeed agreed on a single def-
inition as Mudde (2007) has proposed – or perhaps a normative 
stand as Müller (2016) has argued! But it is typical of populism to 
contest, resist and rearticulate these definitions. dichotomies where 
meanings are floating are typical of populism. hence, the ‘us’ or 
the ‘self’ or the ’populist’ is often left slightly ambiguous. The play 
of definitions is part and parcel of meaning-making, and populist 
praxis and research of populism both produce definitions. this is 
the logic of populism in Ernesto laclau’s (2005) seminal work. 
while some researchers following his work fix the reference point 
of ‘people’ at the heart of populism, his work has been extended 
from the angle of the study of rhetoric to cover the ways in which 
the style of meaning-making is at the core. 

looking from an interdisciplinary perspective we recognise 
how populism gets entangled with religion (nieminen’s chapter) 
and gender dimensions (Saresma’s and Bellè & Poggio’s chapter). 
while contesting and generating dichotomies, populist rhetoric and 
its ideological aspects generate a norm. Populism is seen as emerg-
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ing from new forms of representation: the demand of who are being 
represented and who impede the possibility to be represented be-
comes the dominant frontier of antagonism. these may well get en-
tangled with nationalism, gender – or even cultural policy!

The gendered dimensions of populist rhetoric, as said, reveal 
something more about the ways in which populist movements make 
meanings. Sometimes this is very much essentialising particular di-
chotomies and establishing lines of antagonism. often, however, 
the multiple dimensions in which populist movement’s rhetoric is 
drawn, confuse this clear picture. the set of contradictory elements 
assigned to or claimed by the movement empty it from particular 
meanings. the floating signifiers, typical in making clear political 
difference in laclau’s theory become empty signifiers. these, fol-
lowing laclau are crucial in bringing unity to the movement.

In a similar fashion, in this book it has been the exploration of 
the concept of populism (and its limits) in different fields that has 
brought together these studies. The role of rhetoric and the making 
of meaning, the constitution of an ‘us’ and the character of popu-
list movements play important roles in understanding of the con-
cept and deciding upon what to study. new fields of inquiry open 
from attention to populism and the arts and culture. It is one of the 
dimensions that we hope to study in more depth in the future. re-
flecting on this ‘trendy’ topic of populism(s) we may also address 
crucial dimensions of articulation of us and them, democracy and 
its limits, as well as the transnational flow of ideas.
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PoPulism in the noRdiC CountRies  
1965–2015: the swedish CAse As An ideAl 

tYPe oR ComPARAtiVe YARdstiCK FoR  
the deVeloPment oF PoPulism 

björn Fryklund

AbstrACt

The objective of this article is to improve our understanding of the 
development of populism within the nordic countries as part of the 
European context. The point of departure is a Nordic comparative 
perspective combined with a retrospective analysis of the nordic 
populist parties of yesterday and today. The history of Nordic pop-
ulism can be described as a changing process where different types 
of populism have been present at different periods of time. In the 
early 1970s the focus was on taxation issues in combination with 
populist appeals of political discontent. From the beginning of the 
1980s up till today, populist appeals have evolved around aspects 
connected to concerns about immigration and nationalism. Popu-
lar dissatisfaction can also vary in content over time and space, re-
gardless of whether it is based on ‘too high taxes and increasing bu-
reaucracy and the public sector’ (= the tax issue) or ‘too high refu-
gee and asylum immigration’ (= refugee- and immigration issues) 
based on nationalism, although a common denominator is that pop-
ular discontent is channelled via a single dominating (hegemonic) 
political issue (= organising principle) that whips up criticism in 
other political and social areas. The aim of this article is therefore 
to interpret the development of populism in the Nordic countries. 
could we, through a historical reconstruction of the development 
of Nordic populism during the past 50 years, make a contribution 
to the understanding of the populist parties and their presence with-
in a contemporary Nordic and European context? Here the devel-
opment in Sweden is of particular interest, especially as a success-



30Nykykulttuuri 122

ful populist party appeared on the Swedish political scene as late 
as at the beginning of the 21st century. Understanding the develop-
ment in Sweden could therefore be a key to identifying central as-
pects that either promote or block populism. This could, in turn, be 
essential for a more general understanding of populism as a politi-
cal phenomenon in the political discourse of today.

the populist parties in the Nordic context

denmark belongs to the danes. - - a multiethnic denmark would mean 
the breaking down of our stable homogeneous society by anti-develop-
ment and reactionary cultures. (Danish People’s Party work Program-
me 2007).

in our Sweden, Sweden is allowed to be just Sweden, and its inhabi-
tants are allowed to be just Swedes. in our Sweden, the Swedish peop-
le have the power themselves, in the Swedish elections, to shape their 
common future. - - (the Sweden democrats party programme 2010).

The above quotations come from the Danish People’s Party (Dansk 
folkeparti, df) work programme respectively from the Sweden 
Democrats´ (Sverigedemokraterna, SD) Party Programme but 
could equally be quotations from the programmes for the other po-
pulist parties in the nordic countries. the only difference is that we 
change denmark and danes, Sweden and Swedes to finland and 
finns or to norway and norwegians. the group of populist parties 
in the Nordic countries as part of the European context has secured 
a greater footing in recent decades and become a permanent featu-
re on the political stage. it is clear that parties with a right-wing po-
pulist profile have gained strength in Europe since the end of the 
1990s. Indeed, the years 1999–2000 can be regarded as a turning 
point in Europe with regard to the participation of these parties in 
the political arena. During these years the Front National (FN) en-
joyed considerable success in France and their leader Jean-Marie 
Le Pen challenged Chirac in the presidential election. In the same 
period, Jurgen Haider´s FPÖ (Freedom Party of Austria) made sig-
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nificant gains in austria to the extent that the party became influen-
tial in the government. In Denmark, the Danish People’s Party also 
gained influence – so much so that the party played a crucial poli-
tical role in the danish parliament. many right-wing populist par-
ties also made significant headway in the European parliamentary 
elections held in 1999.

Since then, over a period of 15 years, these parties have increased 
their representation in the European Parliament, despite the gener-
al trend of parties losing seats due to EU expansion. The results 
from the 2014 election to the Parliament of the European Union 
point in this same direction. The electoral successes for the Right-
wing Populist Parties in (but not in all) several European countries 
really challenge Europe´s democratic development for the coming 
years. In France Marine Le Pen´s National Front became the largest 
party (25 %) together with ukip (‘united kingdom independence 
Party’) in Great Britain (28 %) and the Danish People´s Party in 
Denmark (27 %). In Finland and Hungary the Finns Party (‘Perus-
suomalaiset’, pS or ‘Sannfinländarna’) with 13 percent and the par-
ty Jobbik with 15 percent became among the largest parties. these 
are some of the most exceptional/sensational results from the Euro-
pean parliamentary elections 2014.

In the Nordic context, the Progress Party has been part of the 
norwegian government for some years (since 2013), with its leader 
Siv Jensen as minister of finance. in Sweden the opinion poll suc-
cesses of 2015 continue for SD around 18–20 percent and in some 
latest opinion polls even rose above 20 percent.

in denmark the danish people´s party was founded 1995 as heir 
to the Progress Party after the split of the Progress Party. Already in 
the general election of 1998 the danish people´s party got their first 
representation in the parliament with 7.4 percent of the votes and 
13 seats but its breakthrough came 2001 with the election results of 
12 percent and 22 seats. Since 2005 the Danish People’s Party has 
strengthened its position and increased its electoral support. In the 
following elections 2007 and 2011 the party received 13.8 and 12.3 
percent of the votes with 25 and 22 seats respectively. in the par-



32Nykykulttuuri 122

liamentary election of 2015 the Danish People´s Party became the 
second largest party with 21.1 percent and 37 seats and a big win-
ner of the election. The Social Democrats became the largest par-
ty, with 26.3 percent, while the conservative-liberal party, venstre, 
was reduced to third place with 19.5 percent. the party venstre was 
the biggest loser with a reduction of 7.2 percent since the last elec-
tion in 2011. Despite this election result the conservative-liberal 
party held the prime minister post and lead a new conservative gov-
ernment with foremost the support of the danish people’s party as a 
collaborative partner in the parliament but outside government.

The Progress Party (‘Fremskrittspartiet’, Frp) has done the same 
in norway. in the election of 2009 the party became the second 
largest party with almost a quarter of the votes. after the latest elec-
tion 2014 the progress party in norway constitutes the Govern-
ment together with the conservatives. Siv Jensen, the party lead-
er, also became and still is Minister of Finance. In Finland, the par-
ty known as the finns party, successor to the finnish rural party 
formed 1995 (The Rural Party ceased to exist the same year.), de-
veloped and greatly increased its electoral support in the munici-
pal respective European elections of 2008 and 2009. In the gener-
al election in 2007 the Finns Party gained 4.1 percent of the votes 
and 5 seats in parliament. In the general election 2011, the party ob-
tained 19.1 percent of the votes and 39 seats. In the Finnish gen-
eral election in the spring of 2015 the Finns Party became the next 
largest party after the Centre Party (in terms of seats but not in ac-
tual numbers) and received 17.7 percent of the votes and 38 seats. 
the party is now in the Government together with the centre par-
ty and Conservative Coalition Party (‘Konservativa Samlingsparti-
et’) forming a government alliance. The Finns Party have been al-
located four important ministerial positions: Minister for Foreign 
Affairs, Minister for Defence, Minister for Justice and Minister for 
Social Security and health. this means that in 2015/2016 populist 
parties in three out of four nordic countries attract about twenty 
percent of all voters. 
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the exception from this development is Sweden and the Swe-
den democrats (‘Sverigedemokraterna’, Sd) who obtained about 
13 percent in last election 2014 but the latest opinion polls in av-
erage point in the same direction as in the other Nordic countries 
- the party has during 2016 increased to 18-20 percent. These are 
significant figures and represent big changes in support for these 
parties over time in all Nordic countries. The challenge is to decide 
how to analyse and understand these parties. in Sweden the Sweden 
Democrats attracted almost 3 percent of the vote in the 2006 parlia-
mentary election and at the same time acquired a large number of 
seats in the municipal elections, especially in the southern part of 
Sweden. the election result by 3 percent is not sufficient for rep-
resentation in the Swedish parliament. the electoral threshold for 
representation in parliament is 4 percent. In the 2010 election the 
Sweden democrats obtained national representation in the Swed-
ish parliament for the first time, with 20 seats and 5.7 percent of the 
votes. in the 2014 election the Sweden democrats can be said to 
have made a leap when the party more than doubled their percent-
age of the votes (12.9) and their number of seats (49).

table 1: General election results (percent and mandates/seats) for right-
wing populist parties in the nordic countries during the 21st century.

Elec./
Country

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 See 
also
2014

2015

Sweden 
1.4
(-)

   2.9
(-)

   5.7
(20)

12.9
(49)

Norway 14.6
(26)

   22.1
(38)

   22.9
(41)

16.3
(29)

Denmark 12.0
(22)

   13.3
(24)

13.8
(25)

   12.3
(22)

   21.1
(37)

Finland 1.6
(3)

   4.1
(5)

   19.1
(39)

17.7
(38)
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The history of Nordic populism – a brief overview

the history of nordic populism can be described as a wave-like 
process – a process that moves from political dissatisfaction based 
on populist appeals related to the tax issue during the 1970s to those 
concerning refugee and immigrant issues in the 1980s, the 1990s 
and the early part of the 21st century. Although in the Nordic coun-
tries the populist parties – Mogens Glistrup’s Fremskridtsparti (The 
Progress Party) in Denmark, Anders Lange’s party for Strong Re-
duction in Taxes, Fees and Public Intervention and the successor 
(from 1978) Carl I. Hagen´s Fremskrittsparti (The Progress Par-
ty) in norway and veikko vennamo’s landsbygdsparti (the rural 
Party) in Finland – found themselves close to extinction in the latter 
part of the 1970s, they experienced a second wave of popularity in 
the 1980s. a third wave of popularity then helped to keep these par-
ties buoyant during the late 1990s and into the 21st century.

In Denmark, Pia Kjærsgaard’s Dansk Folkeparti (Danish Peo-
ple’s Party) took over from the Progress Party 1995 after a split in 
the party and had a significant electoral breakthrough (13.3 %) in 
the 2001 election after receiving a representation of 7.4 percent in 
their first parliamentary election 1998. the party obtained victories 
partly through its marked balance-of-power role in the parliament 
and partly through being a driving, supportive partner for both the 
previous and present liberal-conservative government. In 2012 Pia 
Kjaersgaard retreated as party leader after a period of 17 years and 
was replaced by a new younger leader kristian thulesen dahl. in 
the general election 2015 he led the party to its best ever electoral 
results with 21.1 percent of the votes. at the same time the party be-
came the second largest party and the new danish minority govern-
ment consisting of only the liberal-conservative party Venstre is to-
tally dependent on support from the Danish People´s Party. 

in norway carl i. hagen became the new party leader in 1978, 
four years after anders lange passed away. under hagen´s lead-
ership the party changed its name to Progress Party. In his last and 
best elections, in 2005, the party obtained 22.1 percent of the votes 
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and 41 seats. He led the party until 2006. Carl I. Hagen’s Progress 
Party, under his successor Siv Jensen, continued to harvest political 
successes and became in the general election 2009 norway´s sec-
ond largest party, with a percentage of 22.9 of the votes and with 
41 seats in the norwegian parliament. in the next general elections 
of 2013 the Progress Party decreased to 16.3 percent and 29 seats 
but as a result of the elections, the party took for the first time a 
place in a coalition government together with the conservative par-
ty (Höyre).

In Finland the Rural Party played out its political role 1995 and 
in reality ceased to exist. the rural party was replaced by a similar 
party known as the true finns the same year. from 1997 the true 
Finns (later Finns Party) is led by the charismatic leader Timo Soi-
ni. in his first 2003 parliamentary election as leader the party ob-
tained only 1.6 percent and 3 seats. In the municipal elections held 
in November 2008, support for the party increased to 5.4 percent of 
the votes, which was a marked increase in relation to the munici-
pal election results of 2004. As previously indicated, in the parlia-
mentary elections of 2007 and 2011, the Finns Party rose sharply 
from 4.1 percent of the votes and 5 seats 2007 to 19.1 percent and 
39 seats 2011. In the general election 2015 the Finns Party obtained 
17.7 percent of the votes (a small decrease by 1.4 percent) and 38 
seats. As a result of the election the party became part of the coa-
lition government together with the centre party and the conserv-
ative party. the party was given four ministerial posts in the gov-
ernment.

the occurrence of right-wing populism has not been as obvi-
ous in Sweden as it has in other parts of Europe – apart from the 
brief appearance of new democracy (nd) on the Swedish politi-
cal scene at the beginning of the 1990s. new democracy was short-
ly represented in the Swedish parliament during the period 1991–
1994. in a popular protest election in Sweden 1991 the new party 
new democracy (nd) gained representation in the Swedish parlia-
ment by winning 6.7 per of the votes and 25 seats. however, in con-
trast to its Nordic counterparts, ND did not manage to keep its par-
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liamentary representation. in connection with the election in 1994 
ND disappeared from the political scene completely and ceased to 
exist. the main reason for this was that one of the two leaders of 
the party (the party had double leadership and they were jokingly 
called the Count and the Valet in the general public) and the most 
dominant, ‘‘he count’ ian wachtmeister, decided that it was time to 
bring the political project of ND, as he called it, to an end. The other 
leader, ‘the valet’ Bert karlsson, wanted to continue with nd, but 
acquiesced when ian wachtmeister called a halt to the project.

Since the disappearance of ND in 1994, SD has been the only 
active right-wing populist party in Sweden. in actual fact, it was 
only at the beginning of the 21st century that the established par-
ties in Sweden again began to experience competition from a right-
wing populist party, the Sweden democrats (Sd). the party is from 
2005 and still led by the young leader Jimmy Åkesson.

As this description indicates, populist parties have been part of 
the Nordic political scene for several decades and constitute a real 
challenge to the other parties. a better understanding of how these 
parties and their successors have developed and changed over time, 
in combination with factors that benefit or obstruct populism, also 
leads to new opportunities to address and deal with the challenge 
that populist parties can be said to represent (Kiiskinen, Saveljeff 
& Fryklund 2007).

Attempting to capture the changes in Nordic populism over time 
and space is best done through a comparative perspective. Includ-
ing the Swedish societal context in this overarching nordic frame-
work is also important, since here the development of populism ap-
pears to differ from that of the other Nordic countries. In this sense 
Sweden can be regarded as ‘a straggler’. how is it, for example, 
that only now, at the beginning of the second decade of the 21st cen-
tury and after the developments that have taken place in many other 
European and nordic countries, do we also begin to see a marked 
populist party on the increase in the Swedish context? analysing 
this development could reveal why Sweden increasingly resembles 
other Nordic countries and large parts of Europe, and be an impor-
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tant key to the understanding of which political, social and econom-
ic factors counteract or support populism. An overall perspective of 
the political, social and economic changes that have taken place in 
the nordic countries over a fifty year time-span is necessary if we 
are to fully understand the Nordic development of populist parties. 
In an article published 2014 in the journal Scandinavian Political 
Studies the political scientists Jungar and Jupskås put the overall 
question ‘populist radical parties in the nordic region: a new and 
Distinct Party Family?’ This question is also the title of the article. 
the answer of their question is approximately as follows. ‘Yes it is 
highly relevant to talk of a new and distinct party family in the nor-
dic countries. These parties are also part of the broader populist rad-
ical right parties in western Europe. They embrace an authoritarian 
position in sociocultural policy and a fairly centrist position in so-
cioeconomic policy. Their party names indicate a nationalist posi-
tion and they are transnationally connected to each other as well as 
to some of the other ‘usual aspects’ within the European populist 
radical right party family.’ (Jungar & Jupskås 2014.)

This article, a very interesting and clarifying one, is one of very 
few overall analyses of nordic populism. i agree with their answer 
(a new and distinct party family with a nationalist position) but i 
want to add that it is important to historically follow and compare 
these parties political converging over time and space. how cru-
cial are the different historical backgrounds/legacies for the proc-
ess of converging? Is this process stable or could it, given other 
circumstances, start diverging (again)? I put this critical research 
question because for some researchers populism ‘is seen as a cha-
meleon that assumes the colours and hues of its surroundings’ or 
with the same orientation populism ‘is a thin ideology which can be 
filled with different content’. therefore it is also central to see how 
these parties change in relation to the economic, political and social 
development in the different Nordic countries. Another interesting 
but shorter article about the populist parties in the different Nordic 
countries looks more closely at these parties’ decisive role for the 
reproduction of national identities in the Nordic countries that are 
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less affected by the economic crises in Europe (Hellström 2015). 
See also more developed arguments from the same author in the 
newly published book ‘trust us: reproducing the nation and the 
Scandinavian Nationalist Populist Parties’ (Hellström 2016).

The different expressions of populism – a comparative 
analysis of the Nordic countries 

the expressions of populism vary and change with the national and 
social context. Even though this may seem obvious, it is unfortu-
nately often forgotten in analyses and social debates. Economic, 
political and social change processes can be broken down into a 
number of variables which i regard as central to the analysis of pop-
ulist parties, namely class, popularness or popularism, political cul-
ture and nationalism.

The concept of class is basically determined by occupation (Es-
ping-Andersen 1993; wright 1997; Goldthorpe 2007). Populist par-
ties have a tendency to describe themselves as not belonging to 
as representing ‘ordinary people’ and their interests in the nation. 
these parties also direct strong criticism towards other parties that 
they consider to preserve and contribute to a society based on class 
affinity and where the special interests of different classes are prior-
itised at the expense of ‘ordinary people’s’ common interests. Pop-
ulism is given an opportunity to develop in those contexts if some of 
the population feel ignored by the political elite and experience that 
their interests are not attended to. Populist parties have a capacity to 
encapsulate these tendencies and articulate populist appeals around 
experienced class differences. the significance of the concept of 
class thus becomes an important variable to relate to (Fryklund & 
Peterson 1981; Kiiskinen, Saveljeff & Fryklund 2007).

The concept of popularism or popularness, consisting of popu-
lar traditions, popular appeals and dimensions, can be regarded as 
part of an ongoing struggle between the people and the powers that 
be, regardless of what form the latter takes; a struggle that has man-
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ifested itself in every nation’s history. It is a common heritage that 
survives the different social systems and remains in the political 
and ideological domains as complete traditions or as parts of them, 
or as experiences in institutional or intellectual forms. Traditions of 
a political, ideological and cultural nature, as well as values, ide-
as and actions, are woven into the antagonisms between the people 
and those in power. traditions like this have been developed around 
themes of nation, ethnicity, culture, religion, politics, democracy, 
work, family, ethics and social solidarity. popularism and popular 
appeals have been and still are important components in the polit-
ical development of European countries. Popularism thus consti-
tutes another central variable in studies of populism, because pop-
ulism is about popular appeals (ordinary people vs. the elite) that 
are regarded as deeply rooted in every nation. when the popular ap-
peals of the established parties vacillate, populist appeals are given 
an opportunity to compete in the struggle to attract voters (Fryklund 
& Peterson 1981; Kiiskinen, Saveljeff & Fryklund 2007). 

when it comes to the third central variable in the analysis, po-
litical culture, this can be exemplified by the different constructions 
and grounds for the social welfare state in the nordic and other 
European countries (Bennich-Björkman & Blomqvist 2008). Here, 
my main thesis is that a country’s political culture is made up of or-
dinary people’s concrete expressions in the political arena. In my 
view, the form that political culture takes in a nation has its origins 
in the definition of the concept of popularness. different and selec-
tive interpretations of the popularness theme give rise to a limited 
number of meaningful and consistent political cultures with a spe-
cific content. political culture is the cornerstone on which politics 
rests and from which it is played out, and gives meaning to poli-
tics through justifiable material, cultural, social and political insti-
tutions. It is not enough to simply analyse political, social and eco-
nomic structures in order to understand how a political system is 
supported or dissolved. that would be to disregard the very founda-
tions on which the system, the national political culture and its tra-
ditions rest. how people understand and judge politics is important 
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for the system’s legitimacy and serviceability (Edgerton, Fryklund 
& Peterson 1994). Even if similarities exist in the Nordic countries 
with regard to the democratic and social welfare model, there are 
also important differences between them. these are central factors 
to keep in mind. 

In simple terms one can talk about a petit bourgeois-popular 
liberal denmark, a popular-national norway, a Swedish ‘people’s 
home’ (welfare state) and a strongly class-polarised finland. these 
differences are matched by disparities in the political system, which 
also affect the articulation of popular appeals and the populism that 
results. when talking about a social welfare model, Sweden tends 
to stand out as an ideal type in the Nordic context. In other Nordic 
countries the development of the political system has characteris-
tic features, e.g. (petit-)popular-liberal denmark with its person-
ality votes, collaboration and diffusion of class conflicts, norway 
with its emphasis on decentralisation and district politics as well as 
a mistrust of central power and central control, and finland, which 
due to its special history did not acquire any comparable politi-
cal system until after world war II. From an overall European per-
spective the Swedish case specifically stands out as an ideal typical 
model for the general democratic and social welfare model/state, 
although more generally we can extend the Swedish model to a 
Scandinavian or nordic one. it depends on what we compare. the 
differences outlined above are key factors to consider in a compari-
son of populism between the nordic countries.

These differences correspond to differences in the political sys-
tem, which also affects the articulation of popular appeals and with 
populism as a possible result. when we talk about Swedish social 
development as an ideal typical case for the formation of the mod-
ern welfare state, this mainly refers to an effective and smooth eco-
nomic growth and its structural effects on social development. what 
is important here is a long standing social democratic governance 
and a tradition of agreements between the parties in the employ-
ment market (without state interference) – what is usually called the 
Swedish labour market model. populist parties have a tendency to 
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take over parts of the popular political culture and, in a struggle for 
votes, use these as tools to undermine the political establishment. 
Analysing the national political cultures in the European countries 
with a focus on origin and (new) reproduction over time is there-
fore important in order to explain and understand the different ex-
pressions of populism.

Nationalism can be politically or ethnically oriented (Kohn 
1944; Smith 1986). when it comes to (a lack of) democracy, there 
is an inbuilt ethnic national dimension in the populist appeal that 
concerns the struggle between the people and the powers that be 
(whoever the latter happens to be) and in that concerning how so-
cial welfare should be apportioned. in the former case, people with 
a different ethnic background to that of the national majority pop-
ulation are not included in the popular democracy, and in the latter 
case social welfare is only regarded as being available to the ma-
jority population (ethno-national welfare chauvinism). in the anal-
ysis of populist parties, a nationalism based on ethnicity is central, 
because an experience-based Danishness, Frenchness, Italianness, 
Greekness, Swedishness, dutchness, norwegianness, or finnish-
ness and so on constitutes the grounds on which the refugee and im-
migrant question is used as the organised principle for these parties’ 
social criticism in other political issues. A suspicion or mistrust of 
foreigners, xenophobia and racism are deeply rooted in a national-
ism that is formed on ethno cultural grounds and can differ between 
the European countries and how they have been articulated in time 
and space. how nationalism, on the basis of ethnic and/or political 
preferences, is used in populist appeals in the different countries is 
therefore important to analyse in order to explain and understand 
the different specific forms of populism. to clarify the importance 
of this; Swedish nationalism and national identity have not histor-
ically during the twentieth century been based on ethnicity but on 
social and democratic community (the Swedish ‘people´s home’). 
‘You don´t even need to be a Swedish citizen to be included in the 
national community’ (Gur 2016). That does not mean that ethnic 
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nationalism has not been there but it has been historically margin-
alized in Sweden.

The choice of 1965 as a start date for the analysis of European 
populism refers to the time when the first indication of populist par-
ties in the European countries (Le Pen’s Front National in France 
and Veikko Vennamo’s Finnish Rural Party in Finland) can be ob-
served. The current decade (2010– ) is of special interest, because 
it is during this period that we have been able to follow and analyse 
national election proceedings in all four Nordic countries at a time 
when we see the revival of strong nationalist xenophobic appeals in 
several European countries.

The populist challenge in the crisis of the European  
political system

in recent decades political parties with a clear populist profile have 
become much more successful in Europe compared with previous 
decades. the specific party family that is categorised as a right-
wing populist one is an interesting study object. despite being pos-
itive to democracy as a basic idea and form of government, and in 
contrast to the extreme right, it challenges certain aspects of to-
day’s liberal democracy. In my analysis it is essential to distinguish 
right-wing populist parties from extreme right-wing parties includ-
ing fascist parties (see also mudde 2010, 2014), especially when 
analysing the relation between the appearance of these parties on 
the political scene and the economic and social crisis in Europe. Be-
sides this relation there are also distinct differences between these 
two types of parties in their relation to parliamentary and represent-
ative democracy. Mudde describes the populist radical right party 
as a pathological normal mainstream party. He changes the order 
of the dominant perception among researchers in politics that the 
populist radical right should be seen as normal pathology like fas-
cism and right-wing extremism. he means that the normal pathol-
ogy thesis does not hold up under empirical scrutiny. The key fea-



43 Fryklund

tures of the radical right ideology – nativism, authoritarianism and 
populism – are not unrelated to mainstream ideologies and mass at-
titudes. In fact they are best seen as a radicalisation of mainstream 
values and attitudes. Hence the populist radical right should be con-
sidered a pathological normalcy, not as a normal pathology (Mudde 
2010).

the extreme right-wing parties have a tendency to become 
stronger/increase in size in periods of deep economic crisis, while 
populist parties mostly become stronger and larger in periods when 
the economy and the social welfare system is in relatively good 
shape, or at least not in bad shape. This, at any rate, is my hypoth-
esis, which has gained empirical support in different countries in 
Europe over time (see also mudde 2014 and Goodwin 2014, both 
of whom have drawn similar conclusions). in my mind it is much 
more relevant to relate the growth and success of the populist par-
ties to periods of deep political cultural crises compared with re-
lating it to economic and social crisis. Throughout Europe as a 
whole, parties that can be categorised as right-wing populist have 
won electoral support through a political agenda that questions and 
strongly criticises the development of multicultural societies and 
want to exclude people with foreign background from the welfare 
system and political democracy, politically prioritises socially con-
servative issues on national/nationalistic basis and claims to speak 
for ‘ordinary people’ against the political establishment or elite. 
the success of right-wing populist parties in Europe can be seen 
as a sign that voters criticise a social development in which grow-
ing tendencies towards globalisation, and more specifically inter-
national migration, change the way in which society has been built 
and formed historically. Some voters (or rather certain groups of 
voters) in Sweden, as in other countries in Europe, feel that the es-
tablished parties have not chosen to or been able to deal with the 
criticism that has followed such extensive changes in society and 
that the political establishment instead ‘is out of step with voters’ 
on such issues. In this context it is highly relevant to talk about the 
losers in globalisation more generally and international migration 
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more specifically. the fact is that people’s dissatisfaction with the 
political agendas promoted by the established parties is reflected in 
the size of the electoral support for right-wing populist parties in 
national elections.

The Swedish Case as a double anomaly

This article discusses the kind of populist parties that are active 
in the nordic countries as part of Europe, with a special focus on 
the Swedish case as a double anomaly, and seeks to show the im-
portance of continuous research connected to the continued devel-
opment of these parties. at best, the Swedish case could serve as 
something of an ideal type or comparative yardstick for other coun-
tries, partly due to the long absence of successful Swedish right-
wing populism and partly due to how this has been handled in the 
Swedish political system since its formation. the Swedish excep-
tion can thus be compared with successful populism over a fifty-
year period in Europe, where adaptation to this has come a long 
way. at the same time, the article discusses and provisionally an-
swers the important and difficult question of how parties that ap-
pear to challenge specific aspects of liberal democracy are treated 
in the political arena.

my prognosis is that we will very shortly be seeing a changed 
political landscape in Sweden, with Sd playing a more central role 
in how majorities are formed in the Swedish political system, sim-
ilar to that of the Danish People’s Party, the Finns Party and Nor-
way’s progress party in our neighbouring nordic countries. at the 
end of 2015 and the beginning of 2016 the discussion on how ma-
jorities are formed in the Swedish political system intensified sig-
nificantly from both the largest party in the minority Government 
(the present Government is a coalition with the Greens), the Social 
democrats, and the largest party in the political opposition, the Lib-
eral-conservative party (‘the moderates’). the whole discussion is 
primarily about how to form a functioning parliamentary majori-
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ty in relation to the Sweden democrats, who are shaping their own 
third ‘block’ in Swedish politics. at the same time as these two 
largest and dominating parties confront each other about how to 
form a functioning majority they have both in a very short period ( 
in a few months only) totally changed their migration policy from 
an open and generous one to a very closed and restrictive one and 
rapidly moved towards the Sweden democrats´ position in migra-
tion policy. Yet paradoxically they do not want to have anything to 
do with the Sweden democrats. also in this respect it is reasonable 
to regard the political development in Sweden as lagging behind. 
it also shows the need for future research on what affects the con-
tent of the strategic attacks that the established parties make use of 
in order to deal with parties regarded as the ugly ducklings of poli-
tics (Hellström 2010).

why has it taken so long for an explicitly populist party to gain 
a foothold in Sweden? So far research has mainly focused on a 
number of explanatory factors. The strong historical position of the 
Social Democrats has led to a unique political and ideological he-
gemony in Sweden in the form of a far-reaching consensus on Swe-
den democracy and the social welfare model. the lack of any deci-
sive political and ideological social issue to unite or divide the pop-
ulation has also played a role. the Swedish economy has also been 
in good shape (and still is) and the social welfare system worked 
well up until the beginning of the 1990s. these relations seem to 
have made Swedish society and its political culture almost immune 
to populism at a time when it was taking shape in the neighbouring 
Nordic countries and in a number of other countries in Europe (Tag-
gart 1996; Kitschelt 1997; Rydgren 2002, 2006; Bennich-Björkman 
& Blomqvist 2008).

this specific Swedish immunity ceases when political and so-
cial situations change, which in turn can open the doors to a suc-
cessful populism. In the neighbouring countries of Denmark and 
norway, the referendums relating to membership of the Europe-
an community (now the European union) held at the beginning of 
the 1970s became a watershed that polarised the political system, 
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the political parties and electoral opinion for a long time. in Swe-
den, people had to wait until 1994 to vote on membership of the 
Eu, which was then followed by a referendum in 2003 on partici-
pation in the EU’s monetary union (the euro). The 2003 referendum 
in Sweden can have had a similar long-lasting effect on politics and 
public opinion as it had in norway and denmark. here it would be 
interesting and relevant to make a comparison with the political sit-
uation in finland, where the new populist finns party, successors 
to the old finnish rural party, used opposition/resistance to the Eu 
as a successful strategy. the party was among those in the frontline 
to oppose financial support for the southern European countries af-
fected by the economic crisis. the party was especially against fi-
nancial support for Greece.

research also shows that xenophobic tendencies, or an empha-
sis on immigration issues, cannot fully explain the growth of popu-
list parties or sympathy for them. if such issues are to influence how 
citizens choose to vote, then they must be politicised and linked to 
political discontent in other social areas, which in turn means that 
the immigrant- and refugee issue will also become the organising 
principle for political discontent in other social areas, such as law 
and order, criminality, family politics, social welfare costs and atti-
tudes towards the European union (Eu).

during the 2014 election campaign in Sweden the immigration 
issue was increasingly politicised as the election date approached. 
we can also observe a deeper politicisation of the refugee and im-
migrant issue due to a relatively large and accelerated increase in 
immigration in Sweden in a very short space of time. the migra-
tion and refugee crisis in Europe primarily in the Autumn of 2015 
and still in the Spring of 2016 led to an almost closed border in 
Southern Sweden with id controls on the bridge between denmark 
and Sweden. identity control of asylum seekers to Sweden started 
in January 2016 after a sudden and unexpected Government deci-
sion in december 2015 and is still ongoing. this powerful action 
led directly to consequences for the other Nordic countries´ migra-
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tion policy. first it strongly affected denmark and then norway 
and Finland.

Against this background, it is likely that the politicisation of the 
refugee and immigration issue will continue and presumably inten-
sify. Based on the results of the Swedish parliamentary elections in 
2010 and 2014 – first in 2010 when Sd won parliamentary repre-
sentation for the first time and then in 2014 when Sd strengthened 
its position even further in Swedish society – it is clear that the 
existence of right-wing populist parties represented at the national 
level has now also become a very tangible part of the Swedish po-
litical context. In the aftermath of the 2010 election result, much of 
the debate focused on how the presence of Sd in the Swedish par-
liament ought to be dealt with and what kind of influence the party 
could expect in Swedish politics in relation to its electoral support. 
following the election in 2014, and the success of this for Sd, we 
can see that this debate has come back like a boomerang with even 
greater force and significance. i have called this the second excep-
tion/anomaly in the Swedish case, namely that all the established 
parties in Sweden do not accept Sd as a normal party. Sd is seen by 
the established parties as the ugly duckling of politics. It adopts a 
pariah position in the Swedish political system. this approach from 
the established parties is mainly based on a hegemonic antiracist 
norm in Swedish society and has probably reached the beginning of 
the end in the sense that the first dissenting voices in the consensus 
choir are heard more and more in the public debate. 

Conclusions

it is thus possible to draw the conclusion that in the present Swed-
ish political climate there is an urgent need for research related to 
the appearance of right-wing populist parties in the democratic po-
litical system and its institutions. The same applies to the political 
situation in the other Nordic countries and presumably also to the 
situation in many other European countries. it also shows the need 
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for future research on what influences the content of the strategic 
approaches that are used by the established parties to deal with par-
ties perceived as the ugly ducklings of politics.

according to my analysis, right-wing populism is the gateway 
or the key to being able to specifically understand and explain the 
successive growth and success of Sd in recent years in the Swed-
ish political system. The same goes for understand and explain the 
successes of these parties in the other Nordic countries. The politi-
cal support for a racist and/or xenophobic party in the Swedish (or 
Nordic) political system is negligible and cannot even be measured 
in whole percentage rates. Sd’s development can only really be ex-
plained and understood on the basis of its right-wing populist ap-
peal for and mobilisation of a political dissatisfaction related to the 
issue of migration. The migration issue is both about the criticism 
of the growing asylum and refugee immigration to Sweden and its 
consequences for the welfare state and integration into Swedish so-
ciety and about the increased presence of EU migrants in more and 
more Swedish municipalities in the last years and how this is dealt 
with. as far as Sweden is concerned, it is only recently that a great-
er politicisation of the migration issue in both these respects has oc-
curred and has favoured SD. According to opinion polls on mat-
ters concerning migration there is a deep gap between voters and 
elected representatives, and it is precisely in this representation cri-
sis that the Sweden democrats mobilise an even broader elector-
al support. in this way, what i have called the democratic dilemma 
(a parliamentary party with popular electoral support but with un-
democratic values) changes to a more overarching strategic dilem-
ma about how the established parties should relate to Sd’s right-
wing populism.
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POPULISM ON STEROIDS: ERDOğANISTS AND 
theiR enemies in tuRKeY 

Halil Gürhanlı 

AbstrACt

perhaps the clearest indicator of one’s partiality towards a laclauian 
approach to populism is the belief that it is a constitutive dimension 
of politics without which the latter ceases to exist. the presence of 
a frontier between the ‘people’ and its ‘other’ is the precondition 
of politics. But what if this frontier itself becomes the sole point 
around which those identities are articulated? is it still possible to 
speak of politics when there is ‘too much’ populism? the article an-
swers this question through an analysis of the extreme polarization 
in today’s turkey over the hegemonic figure of the president recep 
tayyip Erdoğan. praises for Erdoğan government as a democrat-
ic model for the muslim world withered away once the regime had 
decisively turned towards authoritarianism and begun consolidat-
ing Erdoğan’s personal control over state and society. a personali-
ty cult, named Erdoğanism here, has gradually materialised around 
his figure, overtaking all previous forms of political identity among 
his supporters and becoming one with ‘the people’. those who dis-
play even a minimal reluctance to submit themselves completely to 
his will are excommunicated as ‘enemies’ of the people. most in-
terestingly, such an extremely polarizing discourse appears to have 
turned into a self-fulfilling prophecy, for it has been reciprocated by 
virtually all opposition actors in the form of anti-Erdoğanism. the 
very survival of opposition in Turkey seems to have been locked 
into an anti-Erdoğanist corner, risking to run the whole political 
field into a zero-sum game between two polar opposites, a case of 
pure populism.
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Introduction

it is the tragic tale of a turkish couple that prompted the writing of 
this article. the dinçs had been married for almost three years when 
in early 2016 the husband took his wife to criminal court for alleg-
edly insulting the turkish president recep tayyip Erdoğan. mr. 
dinç claimed his wife would ‘swear and curse whenever Erdoğan 
appeared on television’ and was unyielding in the face of his warn-
ings that ‘our president is a good man and has done well for our 
country.’ on one such night, mr. dinç explains, he warned that he 
would record her statements and when his wife dared him to go 
ahead, he finally did it and used the recording as evidence at court. 
he told reporters: ‘i am sad to end my marriage but i would do the 
same even if it were my father who was offending Erdoğan’ (trem-
blay 2016).

This incident may look mundane to seasoned observers of Turk-
ish politics. after all it is just one of about two thousand cases 
opened against individuals who are accused of insulting Erdoğan in 
the past two years, including high-school students, housewives, ac-
ademics and journalists (O’Grady 2016). The tale of Dinç couple, 
nevertheless, is of special interest because it uniquely encapsulates 
just how deeply polarizing a figure Erdoğan has become in turkey 
today, penetrating all the way down to the nuclear family and shat-
tering even the most intimate relationships. It seems to suggest that 
there is no bond strong enough to overcome the love or hatred one 
feels towards him. dinç couple could not help but kept quarrelling 
for years over their irreconcilable feelings for the President, be-
cause the way they felt about him overshadowed all other aspects 
of their relationship and determined who they were to one another: 
an Erdoğanist and an anti-Erdoğanist.

A recent survey by the German Marshall Fund titled ‘Dimen-
sions of polarization in turkey’ demonstrates that far from being an 
odd couple, the Dinçs in fact constitute the norm. In the course of 
14 years of uninterrupted single-party rule of Erdoğan’s Justice and 
Development Party (AKP), politics has turned into an ‘apocalyp-
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tic existential struggle’: 83 percent of the people do not want their 
daughter to marry someone voting for the “other” party; 79 percent 
reject the idea of doing business with them; 76 percent would not 
have each other as neighbours; and 74 percent would not even al-
low their children playing with those of others (nasi 2016).

families, friends, colleagues and all appear to be powerless in 
the face of political polarisation. how is this even possible? this 
article aims to answer this with a single term: pure populism (la-
clau 2005, 45–46). relying on the body of work of Ernesto laclau, 
it first lays out a clear definition of populism as a political logic of 
articulation, in which a logic of equivalence prevails that of differ-
ence and society is depicted as divided between two antagonistic 
camps: the ‘people’ and its ‘other’ (Laclau 1990, 2005, 2007; La-
clau & mouffe 2001). this is a definition shared by many unor-
thodox scholars of populism who have the conviction that main-
stream approaches, through their tendency to vilify it as an existen-
tial threat against democracy, inadvertently justify the increasingly 
undemocratic functioning of contemporary political regimes. They 
welcome laclau’s favourable take on populism as a breath of fresh 
air in an otherwise ‘anti-populist’ zeitgeist, a ‘post-democratic’ sta-
tus quo where the common goal seems to be ruling without the peo-
ple (Stavrakakis 2014; Crouch 2004).

But even these ‘sympathetic’ figures voice criticism over la-
clau’s assertion that populism, insofar as it postulates a ‘radical al-
ternative’ to the status quo through the construction of the exclud-
ed ‘people’, is synonymous with politics per se (laclau 2005, 47; 
2007, 225). Benjamin arditi, for instance, draws attention to non-
radical instances of populism where the exclusionary logic is re-
produced rather than contested and to the ‘dark possibilities’ that 
come along with it, such as a cult of personality and criminaliza-
tion of opposition (2007, 58, 82). He even hints at a dangerous un-
dercurrent in Laclauian theory that leaves the door open for an in-
dispensable presence of the leader as the culmination of the ‘‘peo-
ple’ (Arditi 2010). Similarly, Nadia Urbinati points out that the sine 
qua non of populism, unification of many under the single banner 
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of the ‘people’ and against an ‘other’, tends to go towards ‘cae-
sarism’ and ‘polarization’ (2013, 147). like arditi, she remains un-
convinced by laclau’s attempts at downplaying the personaliza-
tion as a convenient but not indispensable tool populism occasion-
ally employs in order to make constitutive antagonisms more pro-
nounced (ibid. 148–9).

this article concurs with these sympathetic critics. polarization 
and identification of the movement under a leader is an ever-present 
prospect of populism. But the Laclauian theory’s shortcoming is 
not that it disregards this. In fact it has a name for it: pure populism. 
Its failure is to dismiss pure populism as an impossibility, a ‘reduc-
tio ad absurdum’ point where politics could never reach in reali-
ty (Laclau 2005, 45; 2007, 82; Laclau & Mouffe 2001, 129–130). 
Examining the Erdoğanism phenomenon through the lenses of la-
clauian ontology, this article makes a dual contribution. On a theo-
retical level, it demonstrates that a point of pure populism is actual-
ly realizable. at which point politics ceases to exist and gives way 
to a sort of ‘bipolar hegemony’, a zero-sum game between two ho-
mogenous camps that are separated by a single frontier and sustain 
themselves solely through their opposition to one another (Palonen 
2009, 331). on an empirical level, it shows that Erdoğan uniquely 
constitutes that frontier in Turkey today. Instead of merely describ-
ing the polarization and personalization in contemporary turkish 
politics, it focuses on the ideological context and reveals the logic 
behind the ways in which they are produced and reproduced.

Laclauian framework

one comes across with the post-foundationalist core of laclauian 
framework frequently in the form of a single, provocative state-
ment: ‘society does not exist’ (Laclau 1990, 89–92; Laclau & 
Mouffe 2001, 111; Marchart 2007, 134–138). In his critique of 
Marxist structuralism, Laclau stresses that envisioning society as a 
‘founding totality’ formed by a base and a superstructure assigns it 
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an ‘essential’ status with a positivity of its own (laclau 1990, 90). 
its modus operandi is presumed as waiting to be discovered be-
hind the superficial empirical variations of everyday life so that the 
knowledge of all social processes could be grounded on a consist-
ent totality. His objection to this presumption of society-as-totali-
ty is based on a linguistically informed thesis for the ‘infinitude of 
the social,’ which is the idea that ‘any system of meaning is contin-
gent, contextual, and relational’ (howarth 2004, 266). for laclau, 
the social is a contingent system of meanings that draws, and can-
not avoid drawing, a ‘horizon within which some objects are repre-
sentable while others are excluded’ (laclau 2007, 117). meanings 
assigned to objects and relations between them are fixated at the ex-
pense of infinite others that are left out. hence society as an intelli-
gible and unified whole providing exhaustive patterns of relational-
ity between all social meanings does not and cannot exist.

Laclau considers this impossibility of society as the condition of 
possibility for the political, because the residual excess of meaning 
that is bound to remain out of the frontiers of any one social also 
paves the way for an ‘infinite play of differences’ which he calls the 
discursive (laclau 1990, 172; Glynos & howarth 2007, 113–117). 

it serves as the terrain on which the political, understood as the in-
stitution and contestation of the social regimes and practices, func-
tions. the political, in the first place, is an attempt to draw fron-
tiers, to create, however temporarily, a finite order, a hegemonic 
discourse within an infinitude, striving to ‘proceed to a relative fix-
ation of the social’ (Laclau 1990, 90–1). Reaching such a relative 
fixation is not only possible but necessary, for we need a stable sys-
tem of meaning so that we can avoid getting lost in a ‘psychotic’ 
universe where there is no fixed meaning at all (laclau 2007, 70–
71; Laclau & Mouffe 2001, 112–113).

The process of reaching a temporarily stable system of mean-
ings corresponds to what laclau, following husserl, calls the sed-
imentation, which consists in forgetting the contingent origins of 
the social and mistaking them as mere objective presences (Laclau 
1990, 34–35). that is to say, naturalizing the social sphere by equal-
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izing what it is with what it has always been. nonetheless, the po-
litical is also a contestation of the social that attempts at triggering 
‘a reactivation of the contingent moment of foundation,’ unearthing 
that things have not always been the way they currently are, and 
‘thus disclosing the potential for different constructions’ (Glynos & 
howarth 2007, 116).

Political logics and populism

If the political is all about the institution and contestation of the so-
cial regimes and practices through contingent acts and decisions, 
political logics are the analytical tools offered within the laclauian 
framework to unveil the underlying grammar of those acts and de-
cisions in two opposing yet interconnected categories. while the 
logic of equivalence involves formation and reinforcement of new 
frontiers that simplify the political space by splitting it into two op-
posing camps, the logic of difference is concerned with acts and 
decisions that are aimed to impede or shatter this process of draw-
ing frontiers by expanding and complexifying it (Laclau & Mouffe 
2001, 129–130; Glynos & howarth 2007, 141–145; howarth et al. 
2000: 11–12).

to clarify these logics, Glynos and howarth invoke the exam-
ple of a struggle between national liberation forces and an occu-
pying colonial power. while the nationalists would characteristi-
cally try to ‘cancel out the particular differences of class, ethnic-
ity, region, or religion in the name of a more universal national-
ism that can serve as a common reference point,’ colonialists would 
‘attempt to break down these chains of equivalence’ through ‘the 
age-old practice of divide and rule,’ aimed at separating ‘nationalist 
groups into particular communities’ (2007, 144–145). Although the 
political space depicted by an equivalential logic is a crudely sim-
plistic one in which the meanings are condensed around two an-
tagonistic poles, it serves the goal of national liberation perfectly. 
The logic of difference, conversely, provides such a complex pic-



59 Gürhanlı

ture that it weakens the sharp antagonistic polarity between the oc-
cupied and the occupier. Leaving no space for a collective mobili-
zation between different communities, it is best suited for the pur-
poses of colonialists.

It is possible to consider these logics in a continuous struggle 
for domination over the terms of political vocabulary, exerting their 
articulatory influences over the ways in which politics at any given 
moment is arranged – a struggle that accounts for the ultimate con-
tingency of these arrangements (Arditi 2010, 45; Laclau & Mouffe 
2001, 105–110). this is in harmony with the way in which laclau 
conceptualizes actual politics as ‘operating at the diverse points of 
a continuum’ between two theoretical extremes: ‘pure institution-
alism’ and ‘pure populism’ (Laclau 2005, 45). He argues that, as 
reductio ad absurdum points of logical impossibilities, these dis-
courses constitute the unreachable poles of politics, whose concur-
rent presence and tension are nonetheless prerequisites of the very 
existence of politics and its perpetual movement on that continuum 
(ibid., 46). their ‘[t]ension and reflection can be contingently com-
bined in unstable equilibria, but neither is entirely able to eliminate 
the other’ (Laclau 2007, 120).

Figure 1: Laclauian Continuum of Politics. P 59
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at one impossible end there is pure institutionalism, which is ex-
clusively dominated by a logic of difference that emphasizes only 
the disparities between particularities and therefore eliminates any 
ground for their partial identification with each other (laclau 2007, 
62–63; 2005, 45). Laclau argues time and again that a social deter-
mined solely by the institutionalist discourse would entail ‘the dis-
missal of politics tout court’ and reduce it to the level of administra-
tion (2007, x). it would liken those in the myths of a totally recon-
ciled ‘society’, such as Platonic republic or Disraeli’s ‘one nation’, 
where the particular elements constituting a “society” are absorbed 
into the system in a completely individual manner and transformed 
into objective differences with absolutely nothing in common but 
their existence under one community (Laclau 1990, 69–70; Laclau 
& Mouffe 2001, 130). As the positive nature of all its terms is estab-
lished within an infinitely static structure, there would be absolute-
ly no ground for ‘dislocation’, hence for politics (Laclau 1990, 71–
72; 2007, 78). in actual cases, however, the political arrangements 
where the logic of difference prevails [left half of the continuum in 
the figure above] liken more the consensual regimes of contempo-
rary western European countries where popular interests and de-
mands tend to be dealt with in a technocratic manner, leaving little 
space for the formulation of collective political identities (Crouch 
2004, 6; Stavrakakis 2014, 506).

At the opposite end of Laclauian political continuum resides an 
equally impossible discourse of pure populism. It is a discourse 
dominated solely by a logic of equivalence, requiring complete col-
lapse of all social differences into a singular identity and conse-
quently leaving no space for their differential particularities (Laclau 
2005, 45). laclau invokes the freudian notion of a group whose 
only libidinal tie is love for the narcissistic leader as an example of 
this impossibly pure presence of logic of equivalence (2007, 52–
60, 82). Placing the leader into the place of their ego ideal, group 
members reach a point of complete identification with one anoth-
er that results in a total consumption of their particular egos under 
‘the name of the leader’ (2005, 40). in laclau’s own words: ‘the 
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equivalential logic leads to singularity, and singularity to the iden-
tification of the unity of the group with the name of the leader’ 
(2007: 100). On a macro-political level, this means that pure pop-
ulism conceives the social as a homogeneous whole whose coher-
ence would be exclusively assured by the presence of a frontier sep-
arating the ‘people’ from its ‘other’, like in the discourse of mes-
sianic movements where a total submission to the messiah consti-
tutes the identity of the movement and incredulous others its oppo-
site (laclau & mouffe 2001, 130). the world here is so infinitely 
separated between a righteous movement and its negative reverse 
evil-incarnated that there exists no difference within those camps. 
Each and every element constituting them becomes identical with 
one another, bearing no particularity of their own.

Contrary to general assumption, Laclauian conception of pop-
ulism emerges as a rather straightforward one once these ontolog-
ical premises are laid out; it is a certain kind of political logic of 
articulation in which the logic of equivalence prevails over that 
of difference, i.e. right half of the continuum in the figure above. 
Like any political logic, populism institutes the social by impos-
ing a finite and intelligible whole of meaning: a totality (Glynos & 
howarth 2007, 141–145). nevertheless, what makes a discourse 
distinctively populist is that the totality it institutes is predominant-
ly articulated around an antagonistic division. It is concerned pri-
marily with the construction of a political identity around the ‘peo-
ple’ by welding an equivalential chain between various differen-
tial elements whose shared ‘lack’ is conceived as resulting direct-
ly from the existence of an ‘other’; a ‘constitutive outside’ that is 
at once the nemesis of the ‘people’ and necessary condition of pos-
sibility of its existence (Laclau & Mouffe 2001, 127–134; Laclau 
1990, 17–26; Mouffe 1993, 2). The ‘people’ of populism is, there-
fore, a partial component that aspires to be conceived as the only le-
gitimate totality by instituting a frontier of exclusion, ‘a part which 
identifies itself with the whole’ (laclau 2007, 82; canovan 2000, 
78–79).
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within this bidimensional depiction, it is possible to see the rea-
son behind laclau’s controversial claim that equalizes populism 
with politics. the ineradicable presence of populism in politics 
stems from the impossibility of ever reaching the point where the 
logic of equivalence is entirely absent, i.e. pure institutionalism. 
there is always an excess of meaning that destabilizes its ‘coinci-
dence with the limits of community.’ this is why, he insists, ‘there 
is no political intervention which is not populistic to some extent’ 
and, thus, the question is not if, but ‘to what degree’ populism is 
present in a given discourse (Laclau 2005, 45; 2007, 81, 154).

Erdoğanist devotion

But how about the other end where politics becomes too populist 
and ceases to exist? Is pure populism really an unreachable limit 
case as laclau theorizes? this section makes use of the laclauian 
framework and tools to illustrate that the polarization in contempo-
rary turkish politics has reached to such an extreme that it fulfils 
the conditions enlisted for a limit case of pure populism. Differen-
tial particularities in contemporary Turkish politics are all practical-
ly eliminated under two antagonistically constructed identities and 
the line dividing them: Erdoğanists and anti-Erdoğanists.

from the time of its foundation in 2001, Erdoğan’s akp has 
won every single election with an ever increasing landslide, con-
solidating its support base to roughly 50 % of the electorate in the 
last few years. But especially since his ascension to the presiden-
cy in august 2014, Erdoğan is not leading a party but a movement, 
what is called dava [the cause] (alaranta 2015, 98). Erdoğanists in 
Turkey pledge their oath of allegiance to the leader not the party, 
whom they regard as the ‘steel core of the cause’ (Eseyan 2016) and 
the ‘voice and breath of the people’ (Fraser 2016). The party, for all 
intents and purposes, functions as an institutional tool for Erdoğan 
to keep appearances in a formally parliamentarian regime where 
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the executive power lays in the hands of pm and the presidency re-
mains largely a ceremonial position.

Arguably this has been the case for long but become most appar-
ent once Erdoğan left his post as the akp leader for the presiden-
cy while maintaining his monopoly over the party. in a move that 
has de facto suspended the constitution, he keeps picking and ap-
pointing the party leader, council members and government minis-
ters, as well as leading the cabinet himself. most recently, Erdoğan 
even forced pm ahmet davutoğlu to resign from his post for fail-
ing to keep a ‘low profile’ and, instead, acting as if he really held 
any power (akyol 2016c). he was promptly replaced with Binali 
Yıldırım, a long-time Erdoğanist with a low enough profile to push 
through the constitutional changes that would ultimately terminate 
his own office and transform turkey into an executive presidential 
regime – or as Yıldırım himself has put it: ‘to legalize the de facto 
situation’ (Mert 2016).

But far from being limited to the akp cadres, Erdoğanists con-
stitute a significant portion of turkish society who are loud and 
proud in their devotion to the leader. AKP supporters make up ap-
proximately the half of turkey’s electorate, among whom Erdoğan’s 
approval rate is around 80 percent (Erdoğan 2016, 2). millions of 
users gather daily in various social media groups like the ‘Lovers of 
Erdoğan’ to celebrate their shared adoration for ‘the eternal owner 
of [their] hearth’ in the form of photos, songs and poems. Usually 
venerated as the ‘chief’ [reis] or the ‘master’ [usta], Erdoğan’s im-
age, along with his quotes, make up all the content on those incred-
ibly popular pages. one of their most popular mottos on twitter 
reads, ‘whatever the Chief says, that’s it!’ Another group of devot-
ed Erdoğanists often appear in rallies wearing their signature dress 
of burial clothes that symbolize their readiness to sacrifice them-
selves for him (Çağaptay 2015).

it is tempting to discuss the Erdoğanism phenomenon, specifi-
cally the astonishing devotion it has aroused in masses and the pe-
culiar relationship it has formed among them, in close contact with 
the above-mentioned freudian notion of a group in which the only 
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common tie is the love for the leader. Having elevated him into the 
place of their ego ideal, members of such a group reach a point of 
complete ‘identification’ with one another, resulting in total con-
sumption of their particular egos under that of the leader (Freud 
2001, 105-116; Laclau 2007, 52-60). what ensues is a distinctive-
ly libidinal bond formed between the group members and the lead-
er as their shared object-choice of love, in which the latter is ideal-
ized to the point of sublime and thus becomes immune to criticism 
(Žižek 2008, 192).

Statements by Erdoğanists from all ranks and creeds are indeed 
a testimony to the functioning of such a libidinal bond. interviewed 
during a presidential rally, a 65 years-old housewife declared that, 
like her co-Erdoğanists wrapped in burial clothes, she would ‘die 
gladly’ if Erdoğan asked her to, for he was ‘the joy of [her] life.’ 
her friend also stated that her ‘greatest desire in this world’ was to 
make her 2.5 years-old son meet the president, who was ‘in love 
with Erdoğan just like his mother’ (Çetin 2014). in a similar tone, 
nuran Yıldız, the local head of akp’s women’s Branch, encour-
aged women to become members of the party, which she regard-
ed ‘a spousal link to Erdoğan himself’ (keneş 2013). it is impor-
tant to note that this is in no way a phenomenon limited to the fe-
male Erdoğanists. fettah tamince, a billionaire businessman, went 
on record as early as in 2004 stating: ‘I have fallen in love the mo-
ment i met Erdoğan and since then i see him in my dreams 3–4 days 
a week’ (Süsoy 2004). Ethem Sancak, a leading media tycoon, fol-
lowed the suit more recently: ‘the more i saw him, the more i fell 
in love. as i got to know Erdoğan, i realized that such a kind of 
divine love between two men is possible. i say to Erdoğan: ‘may 
my mom, dad, wife and children be sacrificed for you’ (tremblay 
2015).

this common emphasis on self-sacrifice is of special interest 
because the use of religious, particularly Islamic practices, termi-
nology and vocabulary in reference to Erdoğan as a holy figure is 
another, even more prevalent way in which Erdoğanists express 
their veneration for the leader. for instance, a glass Erdoğan drank 
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water from while making a speech was carefully preserved by the 
head of akp’s Youth Branch in istanbul and exhibited like a sa-
cred token (Gürsel 2016). the three provinces Erdoğan was respec-
tively born in, served as a mayor and got elected mp from were la-
belled as ‘holy cities’ by the then Minister of EU Affairs, for they 
had ‘paved the way for the emergence of the greatest leader tur-
key has ever seen’ (Hakan 2013). A leader so rare and special, ac-
cording to another akp deputy, that ‘we shall pray a special prayer 
twice a day to thank allah for granting [him] to us’ (taşkın 2011). 
A leading columnist of Takvim daily took a step further and count-
ed Erdoğan as belonging to a holy species of leaders that are ‘sent 
down from heaven’ with a duty to ‘put things in order and complete 
whatever is missing’ (akarca 2013).

It is not easy to dismiss these acts and remarks as hypocritical 
displays of devotion either, because they often go beyond a rhe-
torical sanctification of the leader and become outright heresy ac-
cording to the islamic norms both Erdoğan and his disciples strict-
ly adhere to. in 2008, a religious book containing a poem with the 
lines ‘Erdoğan is the guardian of the way to allah, to upset Erdoğan 
is to upset allah’ were distributed in thousands with the consent 
of local authorities (Çetin 2008). his name was listed among mo-
hammad’s children in a so-called id paper fashioned for the Proph-
et by local akp cadres during election campaign (karadaş 2012). 
Government’s approval of building a new hospital was praised 
as ‘Erdoğan’s Sunnah’ – an islamic term used exclusively for the 
deeds of prophet himself (Gezen & küçükkuru 2013). in fact, 
Erdoğanists sometimes do not even bother beating around the bush-
es and express it directly that Erdoğan is like a ‘second prophet’ to 
them (kılınç 2010). So much so that they believe ‘even touching 
him is a form of worship’ (Üzer 2011). ultimately, this belief in him 
as the ‘messenger of allah’ (velidedeoğlu 2015), ‘leader of all be-
lievers’ (Önal 2014) and ‘caliph of the Earth’ (Bozkurt 2014) turns 
literally into deification at times, as in the case of yet another akp 
deputy who went all-in with his statement that Erdoğan could rule 
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the world because he ‘embodies all the qualities of allah in him-
self’ (Akyol 2016c).

Enemies within

considering this intense devotion to Erdoğan that often reaches to 
the level of worship, it is plausible to propose that Erdoğanists are 
not a group of ordinary political supporters but of disciples follow-
ing a sublime leader who is beyond criticism in their eyes. he is 
nothing less than the perfect embodiment of the cause, the party and 
the people for them. Any act that breaks their unity poses an exis-
tential risk to the identity of every individual member and that of 
group as a whole, since the latter functions on the premise that its 
members are one and the same in an entirely homogenous union. 
Therefore anything less than a complete submission to the lead-
er on the part of a member, regardless of their office, equals auto-
matically to treason and, in order to ensure a successful preserva-
tion of group homogeneity, is responded by excommunication. A 
recent column in the pro-Erdoğan daily Star aptly summarizes the 
way in which this principle functions and therefore deserves to be 
quoted in extenso:

[recent change of leadership in the akp] signifies a change of mental-
ity regarding how to situate oneself in relation to the leader and how to 
administer the movement accordingly, [which] entitles not just fidel-
ity but also loyalty and dependence [to the leader] - - The cause and 
the leader are one and the same thing, which can never be separated. 
one cannot have a sense of the cause without a bond of loyalty to the 
leader - -Erdoğan is not just the founding leader of a political party but 
someone who has materialized the cause in himself and thus become 
the embodiment of hope for the people and ummah - - None of us is in-
dispensable whereas Erdoğan is our indispensable leader - - it is surely 
a mistake that anyone, regardless of their office, could dare to equalize 
oneself with the leader or speak of him as if he is their equal. that is 
what we believe in and live by. (metiner 2016.)
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in a recent interview, a once-leading member of Erdoğan’s inner 
circle has explained how this principle works among Erdoğanists, 
speaking of a ‘system of intimidation and bullying’ to obtain com-
plete submission: ‘99 % allegiance would not suffice to save you 
from being turned into nothing in [Erdoğan’s] eyes…after even the 
tiniest of criticisms there comes a machine gun of slanders, black-
mails, threats and insults.’ (Bekdil 2016; Ongun 2016.) Naturally, 
the list of loyalists-turned-traitors is getting longer each day.

let us just take the examples of Bülent arınç and the ex-presi-
dent abdullah Gül. arınç was a long-time deputy pm, parliament 
speaker for the party, and one of the most prominent members of 
‘the cause’ overall. along with Gül and Erdoğan, he makes up the 
so-called ‘founding trio’ who established the akp in 2001. Yet his 
credentials could not stop the wrath of Erdoğanists once he voiced 
reservations over the president’s interference into government is-
sues and diverged from the official line sanctioned by the leader on 
issues like the Kurdish problem and freedom of expression. On pro-
Erdoğan dailies he was labelled as a ‘traitor’ who was ‘speaking in 
the language of the terrorists’ to topple the president (Akyol 2016a). 
Erdoğan refused to utter arınç’s name thereafter, calling him in-
stead the ‘dishonest one’ (küçükşahin 2016). the same goes for 
Gül as well. his plans for switching offices with Erdoğan in a pu-
tin/medvedev style move collapsed when he showed signs of dis-
approval towards Erdoğan’s policy of brutal suppression of public 
protests in the summer of 2013 and called attention to the risks of 
increasing polarization (Çandar 2015a; Gardner 2016). he too was 
called a traitor, acting ‘greedy’ like ‘Brutus’ and protecting enemies 
of the cause (Yılmaz 2015). Since then both have practically disap-
peared from the political arena.

other akp heavyweights accompanied them into political lim-
bo, never to be seen again. The party’s founding deputy and ex-
minister of education hüseyin Çelik was labelled a ‘cryptic ter-
rorist’ for criticizing his party’s polarizing politics and promptly 
demoted from the government ranks (Yılmaz 2016). ali Babacan, 
known as the akp’s ‘economy tsar’ responsible for the country’s 
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financial recovery in the 2000s, was accused of ‘high treason’ for 
defending the independence of the Central Bank and not sharing 
Erdoğan’s conspiratorial views about a global ‘interest rate lobby’ 
undermining turkey’s economy (Yackley 2015). Sadullah Ergin, 
ex-minister of justice who spearheaded the legal reforms in harmo-
ny with the Eu acquis, lost his seat after refusing to prepare laws 
that would bring judiciary under complete control of the execu-
tive and was declared a member of terrorist organisation (Çandar 
2015a; ramoğlu 2016). and finally, the most recent casualty in this 
war between Erdoğanists and their ’enemies within’ turned out to 
be ahmet davutoğlu, who stood by Erdoğan’s side since the begin-
ning, first as his chief foreign policy advisor, then foreign minister, 
and lastly PM. Even he could not avoid being excommunicated as 
a ‘traitor’ who ‘collaborated with the west’ and ‘its trojan horses 
inside’ once he diverged from the leader’s will, i.e. attempted de-
laying the transition towards executive presidency and rebuilding 
bridges with domestic opposition and the Eu (akyol 2016b).

Poverty of anti-Erdoğanism

Even a bigger source of worry for the future of turkish politics in 
general is the fact that the opposition actors inadvertently contrib-
ute to the reproduction of this exceptional bond fortified around 
the messianic image of Erdoğan. Just like his disciples, they place 
Erdoğan to the epicentre of their own discourses, albeit in the exact 
opposite way, and effectively reinforce his position as the sole fron-
tier polarizing the society into two camps that are mirror images of 
each other: Erdoğanists and anti-Erdoğanists.

Streets of turkey were shaken by mass anti-government pro-
tests for several months in summer 2013. Despite being triggered 
by a council plan to demolish a park in Istanbul for the construction 
of a shopping mall and residential complex, Gezi uprisings quick-
ly amassed millions of protestors all around the country chanting 
a single slogan: down with Erdoğan. it immediately became clear 
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that the issue was not just the trees in a park but what they symbol-
ized: Erdoğan government’s evermore authoritarian rule (Özkırımlı 
2014). having disregarded the demands and lifestyles of a signifi-
cant portion of the population, the government began to heavily im-
pose a set of religiously-informed moralistic policies on all spheres 
of society that made everyday life increasingly more suffocating 
for those who did not agree with its policies nor shared its values. 
regardless of the versatile profile of the groups that made up the 
Gezi protestors in terms of ethnicity, religion, ideology or party af-
filiation, they all had one thing in common; the same staunch oppo-
sition to Erdoğan. this was largely thanks to his strategy of crimi-
nalizing the protestors as ‘terrorists’ and staking a personal claim 
on the police brutality they faced, which succeeded in putting him 
into the heart of a rigid antagonism. in fact, Erdoğan quickly turned 
the whole picture into a battle for the survival of the ‘people’ by or-
ganizing a series of counter rallies titled ‘respect for the national 
will’ where tens of thousands of Erdoğanists chanted ‘we are the 
soldiers of Tayyip’ and asked their leader to give them the order 
to ‘crash’ the protestors (Gürsel 2013). Consolidating his constit-
uency, Erdoğan emerged victorious from all four subsequent elec-
tions.

a crude anti-Erdoğanism forms the backbone of other, more or-
ganized opposition actors as well. in a bid to mobilize their grass-
root supporters and gain further popularity, they actively promote 
it as reason d’être of their existence and end up reinforcing the 
Erdoğanists’ pure populism. in a typically anti-Erdoğanist speech 
he gave at the parliament, kemal kılıçdaroğlu, leader of turkey’s 
main opposition party (chp), aptly summarized his party’s mis-
sion: ‘Erdoğan dreams of being an executive president but he can-
not reach his goal before he crushes our bodies, spills our blood and 
annihilates us completely’ (demirtaş 2016; Elcivan 2016).

Until recently, electoral support for the Peoples’ Democrat-
ic Party (HDP), latest successor of pro-Kurdish parties in Turk-
ish history, used to fluctuate around 6 percent, which the party re-
ceived overwhelmingly from the kurdish-populated southeast for 
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advocating their ethno-cultural demands for decentralisation (Casi-
er et al. 2011). despite the leadership’s efforts to emphasize the 
party’s leftist stance with a distinct focus on egalitarian issues and 
a record number of female and minority candidates, for long the 
HDP failed to break off the ethnic label and its popularity remained 
limited to pro-Kurdish groups (Celep 2014). This changed almost 
overnight following hdp leader Selahattin demirtaş’s historical-
ly brief speech in the parliament, which unmistakably pronounced 
anti-Erdoğanism as his party’s raison d’être and enabled it to appeal 
to a completely different cluster of non-kurdish voters who saw in 
hdp the unique opportunity to stop Erdoğan: ‘i will express my 
message in just one sentence: mr. Erdoğan, you will never be able 
to be the head of the nation as long as the HDP exists and as long 
as the hdp people are on this soil. we will not make you the presi-
dent. we will not make you the president. we will not make you the 
president’ (de Bellaigue 2015). minutes after #SeniBaşkanYaptır
mayacağız [#wewillnotmakeYouthepresident] hit the worldwide 
trending topics list on twitter and in June 2015 elections hdp more 
than doubled its votes with 13 percent, becoming the third biggest 
parliamentary group.

Such an unprecedented surge in the support for HDP and its 
comparatively less radical agenda of decentralization meant a sig-
nificant loss of popularity for the kurdistan workers’ party (pkk), 
an illegal terrorist organisation fighting turkish state for an inde-
pendent kurdish state since 1980s (Yavuz & Özcan 2015). in a 
move quite uncharacteristic for the organisation, PKK leader Cemil 
Bayık attempted to compensate this loss by engaging in a bit of 
anti-Erdoğanism of his own, stating: ‘this is a war of life and death 
for both parties. if Erdoğan eliminates us, he will win and be able 
to defeat everyone on the side of democracy. we are the biggest ob-
stacle in the way of his dreams. we want to topple Erdoğan and the 
akp, otherwise turkey will never become a democratic country’ 
(Loyd 2016).

So, if there is one thing anti-Erdoğanists have in common with 
Erdoğanists, it is their understanding of politics as an existential 
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war. the fact that they are in equal degrees obsessed with Erdoğan 
only fuels their adversaries’ purely populist discourse that promotes 
a vision of the world ultimately divided between the leader-as-peo-
ple-embodied and his negative reverse evil-incarnated. In the eyes 
of his disciples, it gives credit to Erdoğan’s grandiose views about a 
global network of conspirators working together to topple him per-
sonally. His list of ‘enemies’ includes, but is not limited to, the op-
position parties, Gezi protestors, kurdish terrorists, finance specu-
lators, alevites, BBc, new York times, Jewish lobby, Germany, 
italy, armenian lobby, ultra-nationalists, and homosexuals (idiz 
2013; hdn 2015). as one of Erdoğan’s top advisors put in his dai-
ly column: ‘turkey stands on a delicate equilibrium where Erdoğan 
is the golden point of balance. those coalition of crooks…are ready 
to turn Turkey into a colony if only they could reach their dream of 
seeing Erdoğan gone. their goal is crystal clear: topple the strong 
leadership to feed off the treasures, lives and blood of Turkey. Just 
like in the old times’ (Bulut 2016).

this is particularly why any international reaction against tur-
key’s dramatic slippage down to authoritarianism in recent years, 
no matter how well-intended, morally upright or friendly-toned it 
is, fails to strike a chord within the country. insofar as they inevita-
bly pose a challenge to Erdoğan’s infallibility, critics are doomed to 
get dismissed a priori as ‘foreign enemies’ of the people and equiv-
alentially chained to the ‘enemies within’ (cornell 2014; armstrong 
2015). Far from easing the polarisation, they paradoxically deepen 
it by helping Erdoğan to consolidate his constituencies even fur-
ther and, consequently, weakening what little chance the opposition 
may have in dislocating some of them.

the poverty turkish opposition suffers within the limits of 
anti-Erdoğanism is perhaps best described by the chp leader 
kılıçdaroğlu. in a tone that reflects real despair, he stated: ‘Erdoğan 
is a true narcissist who listens to no one but himself, abides by no 
rules but his owns. we discuss among ourselves whether or not we 
should take such a person seriously and combat him but, alas, we 
have to…we have many projects but presenting them has no appeal 
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right now [when] turkey is de facto an akp state. from mayors to 
teachers, academics to doctors, all consider themselves as servants 
to its rule. we are asked to correct this picture [while] playing the 
game of pseudo-democracy, which is imposed on everyone and op-
posing it equals to treason.’ (Özgüven 2016.)

Conclusions

The politics in Turkey today seems to be rather analogous to the 
dinç marriage. it is a tale of two people who are on the brink of 
divorce but nonetheless condemned to a perpetual dialogue of the 
deaf to maintain who they are. it is stuck in a vicious circle, or what 
Emilia palonen calls a ‘bipolar hegemony,’ where two homogenous 
camps occupy the entire political space and sustain their identi-
ties solely ‘through their opposition to one another’ (Palonen 2009: 
331). any new cleavages or demands are instantly articulated into 
this existing system of pro- vs. anti-Erdoğanism, leaving no space 
for a third position – not in party politics, business life, neighbour-
hoods or even families. the fact that there seems to be no way out 
of this deadlock at the moment but a divorce, a complete division of 
turkish society into two distinct people(s), is a strong warning for 
not equating populism with politics per se as laclau does. far from 
being a theoretical limit concept, pure populism is an actual, albeit 
extreme, possibility, which can be realized when a logic of equiva-
lence rages unabated. therefore it is plausible to side with laclau’s 
‘sympathetic’ critics who more or less share his ontological catego-
rization of populism as a political logic of articulation without en-
dorsing its ultimate conclusion. as the Erdoğanism case demon-
strates, their warnings of an inherent risk of extreme polarization 
and personalization in populism are far from being ungrounded.

This article argued that, as the dominant discourse in contem-
porary turkish politics, Erdoğanism has reached the extreme point 
of pure populism, whereby a total consumption of one’s ego un-
der that of the leader becomes the precondition of being counted in 
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‘the people’, who never question or criticize but simply love, obey 
and follow him. although it is commonplace to observe that polar-
ization is an ‘instrumental electoral strategy’ Erdoğan employs to 
‘consolidate his constituency,’ little attention is paid in the litera-
ture to the extreme ways in which this strategy consumes the par-
ticular identities of his followers (keyman 2014). it also simulta-
neously pushes the opposition to a dark corner where adopting an 
equally polarizing anti-Erdoğanist stance emerges as the only way 
of survival, even though this amounts to being labelled ‘enemies of 
the people’ and paradoxically reproduces the Erdoğanist discourse. 
This author sincerely hopes that the present article, at the very least, 
manages to draw some attention to this significant lack in the liter-
ature on Turkish politics.
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togetheR with the PeoPle:  
FRAmingPoPulism in goVeRnment And  
oPPosition newsPAPeRs in PResident 

ChAVeZ’s VeneZuelA 

Virpi salojärvi

AbstrACt

president chávez’ (1999–2013) rhetoric, policies and style of ad-
ministration are often connected to populism. This study focuses 
on how this populist politics affects the contents of the media. in 
the research, populism is approached from Laclau’s (2005) point of 
view as a political logic which is about constructing the people. the 
research includes three different case studies collected from Vene-
zuelan newspapers. in the case studies, four different newspapers 
that have politically and economically distinct backgrounds are ex-
amined, focusing on the last years of chávez’s presidency. there 
are three different news events, and in each of them one of the core 
concepts of populism – the people, leader, and enemy – is brought 
into focus using frame analysis. this analytical approach allows 
for an examination of both the diffusion of different frames in dif-
ferent newspapers (i.e. the discursive struggles of different pow-
er holders) and the journalistic techniques of each newspaper. the 
research notes that both the chávez supporters and the opposition 
are competing to show that they know what the people want and, in 
fact, that they are the people. newspapers report the populist poli-
tics in different manners depending on the editorial style. Yet, they 
are still able to hold on to some journalistic principles such as bal-
anced news reporting by using certain techniques.

**
for decades, the venezuelan media (e.g. Granier 1987) has taken 
clear stances on political issues in venezuela and cooperated with 
politicians in order to maintain their privileges, and the politicians 
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in the region have relied on the media to transmit messages to the 
masses in pursuit of increased power (corrales & Sandoval 2005; 
matos 2012). when chávez’s presidency (1999–2013) began, pri-
vate media closely reported on his triumph (Bisbal 2009, 16–17), 
but relations between chávez and private media started to fall apart 
already early on (cf. Bisbal 2009; Delgado-Flores 2006). One of the 
consequences of this fallout was political polarization of the me-
dia, as state-financed media came to mostly support the government 
while private media came to mostly oppose it.

chávez’s rhetoric, policies and style of administration are often 
connected to populism (e.g. Bisbal 2010; Brading 2013; hawkins 
2009). however, this paper focuses on how populist politics affect 
the content of the media. One characteristic of populism is an ap-
peal to the notion of the people (Canovan 2005; Laclau 2005b). The 
concept of power should be noted in this context since politics can 
be seen as a power play (cf. mouffe 2005). power plays in populism 
include strong anti-status-quo feelings, and thus, populism can be 
understood as raising counter-hegemony against the prevailing he-
gemony (Laclau 2005b).

In this paper, the theoretical approach is discussed before being 
applied to case studies of venezuelan newspapers. in the case stud-
ies, four different newspapers that have politically and economi-
cally distinct backgrounds are examined, focusing on the last years 
of chávez’s presidency. there are three different news events, and 
in each of them one of the core concepts of populism – the people, 
leader and enemy – is brought into focus using frame analysis. This 
analytical approach allows for an examination of both the diffu-
sion of different frames in different newspapers (i.e. the discursive 
struggles of different power holders) and the journalistic techniques 
of each newspaper. ultimately, these case studies reveal fundamen-
tal dynamics regarding the construction and penetration of populist 
discourses in the venezuelan context.
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theory of populism and the media

In a Gramscian sense, in order to attain hegemony both political 
and economic power is required among others but also hegemony 
needs to be filtrated through different ideological institutions, such 
as the educational system, the church, or mass-communication me-
dia. this makes the media a prominent, contested field between he-
gemony and counter-hegemonies. The media are actors on the po-
litical stage and must be taken into account by political strategies 
(cf. Kunelius et al. 2009, 62).

There are several different theories of populism, but this study 
focuses on Ernesto Laclau’s theory. The basis of Laclau’s theory is 
rooted in the Gramscian notion of hegemony. Laclau (2005b) takes 
the figure of ‘the people’ as the core of his analysis and starts de-
scribing populism ‘from the people’ because it is the underdogs of 
a society that are raised to the centre-stage in populist politics (cf. 
canovan 2005, 80). no matter how charismatic a leader might be, 
the leader’s position is secured by voters in a democratic society. 
Therefore, politicians may try to appeal to their audience as one of 
‘the people’.

Thus, in populism a silent or silenced part of the population be-
comes heard and noticed and they become a politically significant 
group. therefore, populism may be seen as a way to construct the 
very unity of the group. however,’the people’ does not contain the 
whole population even though it desires to be thought of as the only 
legitimate totality. This ‘only legitimate group’ can be formed in 
many different ways. the people desire to feel that they are part 
of a unity and in order to strengthen this sentiment the population 
needs to be divided into two groups: ‘us’ and ‘them’. this division 
is formed using some pre-existing signifiers in order to maintain the 
antagonism. The enemy may be called, for example, ‘the regime’ or 
‘the oligarchy’, and the oppressed underdog referred to as ‘the peo-
ple’ or ‘the nation’ (laclau 2005a, 81–87). this antagonism allows 
populists to fashion their needed enemy and to construct an identity 
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among the people (taggart 2000, 94). they know who they are not, 
and this helps them to develop a sense of unity among themselves.

the us/them division of populism extends to the media as well, 
even though it may also be seen as an essential part of media repre-
sentations in general, alongside the depiction of the ‘ignored’ group 
(Sonwalkar). from the perspective of populist governments, news 
organizations and journalists either support the government or are 
against it. In Latin America generally, the non-governmental media 
have embraced an antagonistic role and have been at the forefront 
of the opposition against populist governments (waisbord 2013). 
this is also the case in venezuela.

The people, the leader, and the enemy are three core populist 
examples of floating and empty signifiers. the basis of signifiers 
is in isolated demands that prevail in the population. These de-
mands find each other and an equivalential relation between them 
is formed. this chain of demands gets longer when more demands 
are combined to them. when one signifier rises to nominate this 
equivalential chain of demands, the signifier ends up being impre-
cise because of all the different demands it is representing. This 
happens because its connection with specific, original demands 
gets weaker. Yet, sometimes this equivalential chain confronts rival 
equivalential chains, which interlink with some of the demands of 
the original chain. this way independent popular signifiers that dif-
fer from the original ones, are produced. The original chain is not 
unique or independent from equivalential articulation any more. 
its meaning becomes imprecise and alternate with the equivalen-
tial chains of alternative equivalential frontiers. Laclau calls the 
first nominators empty and the latter nominators floating signifi-
ers. however, in reality the two signifiers are useful as analytical 
tools and they overlap each other. (Laclau 2005a, 39–43; Laclau 
2005b, 131.) 

‘the people’ is a special signifier. it is floating but it is special 
in a sense that its existence is central to populism. The ‘leader’ – 
in this case hugo chávez, the creator of chavismo – is an empty 
signifier that symbolizes and unifies the whole movement in rhet-
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oric - language, images and other texts. The ‘enemy’ of Chavismo 
is the venezuelan opposition but it may also include other groups. 
These three concepts are looked at more closely in the remainder 
of the paper in order to see how their media presences and repre-
sentations are constructed, legitimated and challenged by different 
power holders.

Methodology and case studies

the following case studies explore three different news events and 
the focus of the discussion is on how each of the core phenomena 
– i.e., the floating and/or empty signifiers – is constructed in these 
particular news events. in total 817 articles were included in the 
study (see table 1). the newspapers studied represent different eco-
nomic and political backgrounds. Últimas Noticias (un) was the 
biggest national newspaper in venezuela during the period of the 
study’s focus, but it differed from other private media in that its ed-
itorial staff included both chávez and opposition supporters (per-
sonal communication 2011). privately owned El Universal (Uni) 
was also one of the oldest and biggest newspapers in the coun-
try during that time, and was directed to middle and upper middle 
socio-economic classes (personal communication 2011). Tal Cual 
(tc) may be described as an anti-chávez newspaper. Correo del 
Orinoco (cdo), which is supported by the ministry of communi-
cation and information, is the newest of these media outlets since it 
started circulating in 2009.

the articles were discovered by searching for certain words in 
the newspapers. frame analysis was chosen for the qualitative re-
search since it enables examining the texts thoroughly, finding sim-
ilarities and differences without losing the bigger picture. frames 
usually perform four different functions: define problems, offer 
causal analysis, give moral judgment and promote remedies (Ent-
man 1993). all of these were examined in the data. frame analysis 
offers a way to detect discourses found in the society at large, as-
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suming that given a large enough data set the media content may 
be thought to reflect the broader society. the frames found in each 
case are presented in table 2.

Case 1: The people 

my first case concerns law enacted in response to heavy rains that 
caused several people to lose their homes in the fall/winter of 2010. 
the case offers a strong example of antagonism between the gov-
ernment’s perspective and the opposition’s perspective in Vene-
zuela. in addition, it involves antagonism as to who ‘the people’ 
are, what this conceptual group is believed to be, since the govern-
ment justified the law by saying it was needed in order to help the  
people.

Table 1: The data
Table 1: The data 

Newspaper The people 11.

17.12.2010

Leader 30.6.

6.7.2011

Enemy 12.

18.2.2012

Últimas Noticias 26 52 97 

El Universal 32 96 178 

Tal Cual 23 44 81 

Correo del Orinoco 25 88 75 

Total 106 280 431
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chávez often described ‘the people’ in his discourse as vigor-
ous, hard working, and revolutionary (lander 2005, 30–31). in 
the data, the variety of chávez’s discourse is not reflected but the 
people of Chavismo are seen as making everyday contributions to 
the society. the varied collective, organizational forms of chavis-
mo were assumed to operate in the background while individuals 
were raised as examples of how to become organized and be active. 
however, all examined media except for the anti-chávez Tal Cual 
represented the (Chavista) people as passive.

the civil society working against the government is presented 
as active (‘active and smart’) in the private newspapers. the (non-
governmental) people are shown as smart. politics or politicians 
cannot fool them. In this frame, there exists another antagonism 

The people Leader Enemy

Common

frames

1) Passive people
(CdO, UN, Uni) 

2) Active and
smart (UN, Uni, 
TC)

3) Excluded (CdO, 
UN, TC) 

4) Unified nation

(UN, Uni) 

1) Human being (CdO,
UN, Uni, TC) 

2) Supreme leader (CdO, 
Uni)

3) Cult figure (UN, Uni, 
TC)

4) Weak leader (Uni, TC) 

5) Popular leader (CdO, 
UN)

6) Strong leader (CdO, 
UN, Uni) 

7) Authoritarian leader
(Uni, TC) 

8) Revolutionary leader

(CdO, TC) 

1) United (UN, Uni, 
TC)

2) Democracy (CdO,
UN, Uni, TC) 

3) Bourgeois (CdO, 
UN, TC) 

table 2: the frames found in two or more newspapers
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apart from the one between the government and the opposition. po-
litical confrontation is seen as prevailing between the people and 
the government. El Universal frames the ‘people’ as having power 
since they forced the government to withdraw from the confronta-
tion during some incidents in the past.

three newspapers (cdo, un & tc) frame the antagonism be-
tween ‘us’ and ‘them’ as presented (‘excluded’). this framework 
that represents the ‘other’ is especially clear in the two most extreme 
newspapers (cdo & tc). they both have a clear enemy, which is 
likely due to both having clearly defined niche audiences. the two 
more neutral newspapers assume their audience to be a more varied 
group. Therefore, they do not frame a clear ‘enemy’. They attempt 
to position themselves as balancing journalistic principles and tell-
ing both sides of each story. Surprisingly, El Universal has a more 
neutral stance since it presents the government’s point of view us-
ing quotations through the framework of a ‘unified nation’.

As mentioned above, ‘the people’ in populism does not include 
the whole population. in the newspapers, the ‘other’ was the politi-
cal opponent. however, it should be noted that those ‘ignored’ (cf. 
Sonwalkar 2005) in the data are almost always voters for the op-
posing side. This means that they are not given recognition even 
though how to best recognize the wants and needs of ‘the people’ 
through the democratic process is brought out as the main question. 
however, in some of the media frameworks all the citizens are in-
vited to the group of ‘the people’ just as long as they are willing to 
stand for democratic rights. therefore, it does not matter who they 
have voted before just as long as they share the same view of de-
mocracy.

The people as civil society is a varied group and this is projected 
also in how the media frames stories. the private newspapers raise 
the concerns of different groups, such as students, nGos, lawyers, 
experts of the constitution, etc. for the private newspapers, civ-
il society consists of different groups that are all active and trying 
further activate other groups. In El Universal, low socio-econom-
ic classes are specifically referred to, and not ignored like they are 
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by other newspapers. El Universal presents the most varied picture 
of the people because it does not employ the frame ‘excluded’, and 
does not construct a sense of belonging to a restricted group.

Case 2: The leader 

news of chávez’s cancer in June–July 2011 serves as a case study 
to examine the signifier of ‘the leader’, since the illness of this lead-
er added new nuances to his image. the great number of competing 
frames shows the struggle over chávez as a signifier. these frames 
display the diversity of chávez’s character and role, but also hidden 
power structures, since some of these frames come across through 
citations of the political power holders. over the years, chávez be-
came a floating signifier representing different things to the oppo-
sition.

a point of view that all the newspapers shared was to empha-
size chávez as a ‘human being’. chávez is framed as a strong per-
son, but the cancer showed that he is a normal human being after all 
and can get seriously ill. in the private newspapers, it became es-
sential that chávez admitted that he had made mistakes. they fo-
cused on chávez’s statement where he confessed that he realizes he 
had made mistakes since he has not taken better care of his health. 
El Universal and Últimas Noticias frame chávez so that the hu-
man touch in his image makes him more fragile. they describe how 
chávez is seemingly affected not only physically but also emotion-
ally. This is something that is completely missing in Correo del 
Orinoco. Tal Cual’s framing tactics offer a different approach and 
underline that the political leader should be differentiated from the 
human being. In Correo del Orinoco the confession of making mis-
takes is presented as a lesson that all the venezuelans could learn; 
they should observe their habits and make needed changes in their 
own exercise and eating routines.

as ‘supreme leader’, chávez is framed to be one with the whole 
nation; he is an extremely loved leader and the emotional connec-
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tion between the leader and the people is highlighted. the fram-
ing of chávez as a ‘cult figure’ could be an ironic response to this. 
the private newspapers deal with this pretty pretentious framing of 
chávez as supreme leader by saying that there is a cult of person-
ality built around his persona. He is not a normal human being but 
a ‘superman’. El Universal in particular tends to use sarcastic met-
aphors.

In El Universal and Tal Cual, chávez has also weak abilities 
(framed as a ‘weak leader’). the role of cuba in venezuelan poli-
tics is one of the common themes. these two newspapers imply that 
venezuela and cuba have a relationship that is too close, and that 
fidel castro is the true power behind venezuelan politics.

within the framework of the ‘popular leader’, chávez’s celeb-
rity around the globe and popularity among venezuelans is under-
lined. Different actors from differing backgrounds honour him and 
wish him strength and show their solidarity in his new battle against 
cancer.

‘Strong leader’ is a frame inside of which chávez is presented as 
working hard and taking action in spite of his illness. he is a strong, 
vital, independent leader who has a lot on his shoulders but is not 
afraid of his responsibilities. In Últimas Noticias and El Universal, 
this frame comes across mostly through the quotations so it can be 
seen as a ‘Chavista’ frame.

inside the frame of the ‘authoritarian leader’, chávez is present-
ed as an autocratic leader who does not listen to anyone else. his 
government is just following his orders and without him they are 
nothing. Keeping secrets and running the country by rumours are 
also signs of an authoritarian leader or an internal power play.

inside the frame of the ‘revolutionary leader’, chávez is repre-
sented as a leader who shows a direction to the people. he has or-
ganized everything and also in the future he will be the head of the 
revolution. however, because of his absence, a new phase of the 
revolution can begin; the people need to participate more in the 
making of the revolution because it cannot depend on just one man. 
Tal Cual’s framing implies that chávez may be the most exception-
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al leader in latin american history, but it also notes that chávez is 
irreplaceable to his supporters, not to the opposition.

Case 3: The enemy

in february 2012, chávez’s political adversaries held a pre-elec-
tion for the same year’s presidential and regional elections. This 
case study focuses on chavismo’s point of view regarding the po-
litical adversary, the venezuelan opposition: i.e., the ‘other’ that 
does not represent ‘us’ (chávez’s supporters). however, it should 
be remembered that many private media in venezuela openly op-
posed chávez, and for them the venezuelan opposition might rep-
resent ‘us’ while chávez and his politicians form ‘them’ (these con-
cepts being relative, as noted in case 1). Focusing on the case of 
pre-elections makes it possible to say something about both politi-
cal power blocs.

the private newspapers share a framework where the opposi-
tion is described as ‘united’ and as one with the people. the oppo-
sition is framed as uniting not only the opposition politicians and 
parties, but also as uniting a divided venezuelan nation. the ‘unit-
ed’ opposition, then, does not include the parties and the politicians 
only, but also the common ‘people’. Therefore, the opposition in-
cludes members of different social classes, ages, and genders.

inside of the frame of venezuelan ‘democracy’, the opposition 
is shown to follow democratic principles, rules and values. the op-
position is also framed as distanced from the past, from the era of 
the Fourth Republic. Interestingly, Correo del Orinoco has a sim-
ilar frame that tells a story of democratic opposition, but with a 
twist. in Correo del Orinoco, the opposition is seen as democratic 
since they finally recognize the democratic institutions of national 
electoral council and national army forces. Therefore, the opposi-
tion is finally entering a democracy that is already held to exist in 
the country.
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all four newspapers frame the ‘bourgeois’, but it is sometimes 
a strong (cdo, un, tc) and sometimes a weak (uni) frame. in 
this frame, an elitist opposition represents the political right or ex-
treme right that neither care about democracy nor have morals. 
they just seek to obtain their own interests – mostly financial inter-
ests. In Correo del Orinoco, where this frame is the strongest, the 
opposition consists of conservatives, rich bourgeois who represent 
not only themselves but also Americans, plutocracy, old ‘oligar-
chic’ parties, and others involved in the coup d’état of 2002. they 
do whatever it takes to uphold capitalism and neoliberalism in the 
country. Even though this chavista frame did exist in other news-
papers, it was represented with a hint of sarcasm or using quotation 
marks in their pages.

Discussion on the frames

three main points stand out from the analysis. next, i will focus on 
each, first by concentrating on the us/them division, then by look-
ing at the varied image of the leader and the more uniform repre-
sentations of the opposition, and finally by discussing journalistic 
techniques.

By focusing on the concept of the people, it is possible to tell 
who the newspaper is addressing – how it conceptualizes its read-
ers – given the subjects and points of view mainstream journalism 
presents. Correo del Orinoco addresses the ‘us’ directly, but does 
not identify the ‘us’. the ’us’ of that newspaper is vaguely the peo-
ple understood to be building a nation together. This includes the 
people from the barrios and the countryside, but also e.g. the ho-
tel owner who sacrificed his livelihood for a greater cause. in tal 
cual, the ‘us’ is not mentioned often, and when it is, it is left vague 
and undefined. however, it also includes a variety of people in its 
definition of venezuelans, as if seeing its readers as only a portion 
of all venezuelans (against chávez). the frame describing the ‘en-
emy’ (‘excluded’) in both of these newspapers serves the function 
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of uniting the population by depicting who they are not, and this 
way bringing cohesion among the population these papers address. 
This helps to maintain the antagonism that already exists in the so-
ciety (laclau 2005a, 87). these more extreme newspapers have a 
narrower, niche readership and they are able to address their audi-
ences more directly.

Últimas Noticias and El Universal try to be more universal in 
tone since their circulation, and thus the readership, are broader. 
They do not create contrasting boundaries crossing the population, 
and in this sense they are less populistic.

the various frames surrounding chávez signal a signifier that 
is trying to respond to many demands prevailing in the population. 
within a single newspaper, up to six frames appeared. in the pri-
vate newspapers, contradictory frames displayed different prevail-
ing discourses. Some of these were consistent with the frames of 
Correo del Orinoco, which means that the official governmental 
view was able to penetrate through to private media as well. this 
may be interpreted as a struggle over discourses in the pages of the 
newspapers.

in cases 1 and 2, the newspapers reflect the conflicting situa-
tion of venezuela. in his rhetoric, chávez often used the words the 
people (el pueblo) and sovereign (el soberano) as synonyms, which 
created different kinds of interpretation among different parts of the 
population. To upper-middle and upper classes and many of the in-
tellectuals (i.e., the assumed readers of Uni & TC) this discourse 
was a source of division and animosity, highlighting the divide be-
tween rich and poor that was a threat to democratic stability but 
also their own personal security and property. for popular sectors, 
the division of venezuelans was not just a product of chávez’s dis-
course. In fact, recognition of this rhetoric and its appeal to the 
majority (the people, sovereign) had an integrating effect. (Lander 
2005, 33.) As Lander (2005, ditto) points out, even though their ma-
terial conditions may still be poor, chávez’s symbolically integra-
tive discourse generated a sense of belonging. Thus, the ‘Chavista’ 
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frames may be interpreted also as constructing identity within the 
movement.

in the third case, the division between the newspapers into the 
governmental and private media is clearer, since the image present-
ed of the opposition in the private newspapers is more unified. as 
stated above, some of the populist features include dividing the so-
ciety between ‘us’ and ‘them’ in an effort to raise a counter-he-
gemony through appealing to the people. the battle between he-
gemony and counter-hegemony is a battle of competing discours-
es because producing an opposing discourse to a prevailing power 
structure means making decisions which are acts of power, exclu-
sion and frontiers (Tambakaki 2014, 9). As previous research has 
already suggested, both of the power-blocs – chávez and his gov-
ernment, and the venezuelan opposition – may be described as pop-
ulist since each frames a strong enemy that they must battle against 
(Samet 2013; cf. Salojärvi 2016). the current research also shows 
that both of the power-blocs are battling against hegemony – al-
though against a different one. chávez’s side is fighting against the 
40-year hegemony of the fourth republic, which was in power be-
fore his era, and the opposition against the hegemony of chávez’s 
regime, which was in power for 14 years. the research also shows 
that both chávez’s supporters and the opposition tried to appeal to 
the people as if knowing what the people desire and as if sharing 
this desire with the people.

The last point to consider in this paper is journalistic techniques. 
Even though research (waisbord 2013) suggests that populism has 
the tendency to develop a pattern of one-sided news coverage, the 
ideal of ‘neutral, professional journalism’ can be seen in all of the 
newspapers studied. however, in addition to the volume of the arti-
cles focusing on a certain political approach, the newspapers were 
able to convey some statements by using techniques such as quotes, 
sarcasm, and layout.

Quotation marks were a commonly used technique. usually, it 
was the opposing side’s comments that were presented in exact quo-
tations, sometimes just one word. the technique enables the news-
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paper/journalist to write about the points of view of the opposing 
side and maintain the image of balanced news reporting, while still 
distinguishing it from the editorial line. however, this technique 
works both ways. it is also useful for the political power holder, 
who is able to get her/his discourse (that otherwise perhaps would 
not be presented in the media) to penetrate the newspaper.

Latin American journalism has a tendency to stress opinions and 
commentary, and the media often publishes/broadcasts distinct po-
litical views. this provides room for sarcasm, which was used es-
pecially in Tal Cual. In addition to the editorials and opinion arti-
cles, sarcasm was shown in subheadings, for example. other news-
papers had a different, less confrontational style, but still used sar-
casm in a more discrete way.

layout was also an important manner of constructing the sto-
ries. for example, after an article about the opposing side, there was 
sometimes a larger piece of news representing the newspaper’s own 
editorial line. Últimas Noticias was the most interesting case in this 
sense, because it is considered as one of the most balanced news-
papers in the country (Samet 2013, 531). Thus, it presented piec-
es of news showing both sides of the conflict. however, the lay-
out of a page of Últimas Noticias usually consisted of a large head-
ing and underneath it up to six smaller articles about the heading’s 
subject. Even though the heading suggested a chávez-minded ap-
proach, these smaller articles might be divided in two against four 
in favour of the opposition.

Conclusions

the construction and challenging of different populist signifiers in 
venezuelan print media has been in the focus of this paper, to pro-
vide an overview of how different populist discourses were formed. 
the context of the case studies was populist politics, to the extent 
that both of the competing power blocs might be considered pop-
ulist following laclau’s criteria (laclau 2005b). chávez and his 
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sympathizers and the venezuelan opposition both tried to raise 
counter-hegemony against the existing hegemony and both tried to 
appeal to ‘the people’. the difference between the two was that 
they defined the people differently, and fought against different he-
gemonies.

media texts may be considered the result of a power struggle be-
tween several different actors, including political and economic ac-
tors, and also including different media actors such as owners, jour-
nalists and editorial staff. A medium attempting to practice neutral, 
professional journalism, as does most of the media (cf. Mancini 
2000), reports news events in a ‘balanced’ way that appears to in-
clude both sides of the story. nevertheless, by using editorial pow-
er, and journalistic techniques such as volume, quoting, sarcasm 
and layout, they highlight a certain stance.

however, it would be oversimplifying the issue to say that it is 
only populism that affects the content of the newspapers. for ex-
ample, leftist ideology has a strong impact on the way the govern-
ment-supported Correo del Orinoco explains the world. Govern-
ment actions, individuals working for the wellbeing of themselves 
and the nation, and popular empowerment may all be explained as 
having leftist origins (Salojärvi 2016; cf. kitzberger 2012). how-
ever, based on the data of this research, it is clear that many pop-
ulist elements are found in the content of venezuelan mainstream 
print media.
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RomAniAn PoPulism: between RAdiCAl  
nAtionAlism And Communist nostAlgiA 

mihnea-simion stoica

AbstrACt

A number of recent studies assess that populism in western Eu-
rope is quite different from that in the Eastern part of the continent. 
however, the literature still offers an unbalanced view. the diffi-
culty of studying politics in Eastern Europe stems from the com-
plex political situations in former communist countries, most of 
which underwent lengthy transitions from dictatorship to democ-
racy. This study focuses on Romania, an Eastern European country 
in which the evolution of populism reveals an interesting situation, 
both before and after the country has become a member of the Eu-
ropean Union in 2007. In this particular case, populist movements 
went from being marginal to almost winning the presidential elec-
tions and then having their main messages incorporated in the com-
munication strategies of the mainstream parties. The current paper 
aims to deconstruct the populist message in Romania and to under-
stand the profile of those voting for populist parties. our first find-
ings indicate that such political movements in Romania constitute 
what we call the ‘populism of contradictions’. they have conflict-
ing and confusing attitudes towards the state, the Eu, the church, 
towards ethnic and sexual minorities, using messages that combine 
elements of communist legacy with violent nationalist rhetoric.

Introduction

Over the years, populism has become a very popular (sic!) issue for 
political analysis. much of the growing attention towards the top-
ic was determined by what was identified to be its accompanying 
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threat of illiberal democracy (as opposed to the liberal democracy 
that all modern societies strive to achieve or maintain). Some po-
litical scientists consider populist parties to be dangerous especial-
ly because they exploit the tensions that can develop at the heart of 
democracy (Canovan 1999). Others consider that the attention to-
wards such parties was generated mostly by the fact that they start-
ed to represent a threat for mainstream political actors (Bale et al. 
2010, 410). Given the high number of studies, populist parties have 
received various labels, ranging from terms such as anti-immigra-
tion parties (Fennema 1997, 475) to pathological symptoms of de-
mocracy (Canovan 1999, 6). Political scientists have tried to study 
the homogeneity of these new challenger-parties and the results 
have shown that there is actually a very high diversity amongst 
them. Studies point out several distinctions (Pappas 2016, 23). But 
unfortunately not too many studies compare populism in western 
Europe with that in the Eastern part of the continent.

Moreover, given the latest developments throughout Eastern 
Europe, with serious discussions over rule of law in hungary and 
poland, the interest in studying populism within former communist 
states is yet again revitalized. populists envisage a democracy that 
does not understand the need for individual freedom of expression, 
an element that they consider to be a constraint rather than a neces-
sity, thus neglecting any rights of minorities – be they of expression 
or of representation (Riker 1982). Throughout her account on pop-
ulism, Margaret Canovan argues that the most dangerous feature of 
this political movement is that it exploits the gap between promise 
and performance that can sometimes appear in democracies. Her 
argument goes even further as she considers that entering this dan-
gerous game might end up with populists entering the government 
(as has happened in a number of cases). Given the high expecta-
tions that such a party can create for the electorate and given its in-
ability to live up to them, the gap between promises and reality will 
grow even greater, making room for new and even more exagger-
ated populist appeals. This vicious circle leads to even more pop-
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ulism, which generates new messages of the same type, thus push-
ing the political spectrum towards its extremes.

There are also studies related to the impact of the populist right 
upon other parties, and the theory of the so-called contagion from 
the right proved to have quite solid grounds (Norris 2005, 41; Bale 
et al. 2010, 414), because right-wing populists seem to cast their in-
fluence not only on the right flank of the party spectrum, but also 
on the left. Earlier research has also pointed out that contemporary 
populism is very much related to the new issues of identity, legiti-
macy and political order that arose in Europe. The so-called politics 
of identity has become a salient topic, triggered by the uncertainty 
in respect to the balance between national, local, regional and Eu-
ropean identities (Laffan 1996, 82).

But in spite of the growing literature, most of the vagueness of 
the concept – which was partly pointed out by isaiah Berlin in 1967 
– still persists. It appears that the greater the attention, the bigger 
the confusion on even its basic elements. After so many years of 
intense research, the only consensus reached is that the term has 
a content that is far from clear or even obscure (Laclau, 2005; De 
Raadt et al., 2004). There is still enough fog surrounding the divid-
ing line between the extreme right, the far right and populism – not 
to mention the association of populist parties with racist or anti-im-
migration rhetoric. Maybe one of the best explanations in under-
standing the difference between such political features was offered 
by meindert fennema (2004), who wrote that extreme right par-
ties are those who celebrate their fascist roots, whereas parties who 
see immigrants as inferior and base their discourse on ethnic re-
sentment are racist. finally, he added that parties who celebrate the 
wisdom of common man against a corrupt elite are protest or popu-
list parties. these definitions developed what the author called the 
‘nested features’ (see figure 1).

populism therefore appears as an overarching concept with mal-
leable borders, a characteristic that constitutes the main source of 
confusion surrounding its conceptual stretching. The central debate 
currently preoccupying the literature is related to the ideological 
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nature of populism. in terms of its constitutive elements, how much 
of populism truly resembles an ideology? Paris Aslanidis (2015) 
recently addressed the issue splendidly and reopened a debate that 
seemed stuck in outdated arguments. The author dismantled the 
theory that considers populism to be an ideology and suggested 
that it should rather be conceptualized as a discourse. other au-
thors considered populism to be a style that attracts voters precisely 
because of not having to bare a complex ideological weight (tag-
gart 1996). Jagers and walgrave (2003) also considered populism 
to be a mere strategy, one that aims to gather votes exclusively by 
appealing to the emotional dimension of the electorate. however, 
those who considered it to be an ideology argued that populism is 
not only a reaction against the establishment, but more importantly 
an appeal to a supreme authority: the People (Canovan 1999). Koen 

Figure 1: The nested features of political parties, according to M. Fenne-
ma (2004)
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vossen (2011) believed that whether populism should be seen as a 
strategy or as an ideology is basically a question about the motiva-
tions of the producer of the discourse.

The current paper considers populism to be an ensemble of dis-
cursive strategies that work together in order to attract voters (krou-
wel & abts 2007) . we thus consider populism to be a political rhet-
oric based on two homogeneities, i.e. elites and minorities; populist 
leader and the People; and four antagonisms, i.e. populist leader vs. 
elites; elites vs. the People; the People vs. minorities; minorities vs. 
populist leader (see figure 2).

the major rhetorical elements that characterize populism re-
volve around the four main concepts presented above. Populists 
will therefore employ discursive strategies related to (1) anti-elit-
ism, (2) people-centrism, (3) scapegoating and (4) appeals for di-
rect democracy. Despite the fact that these four strategies can be 
found in analyzing both western and Eastern European populism, 
their content differs to a certain extent. as such, given the lower 
levels of euroscepticism in some of the former communist coun-
tries, one should not be surprised to find that the European union 
or Brussels as political entities are not on the list of the ‘oppressive 

figure 2: the two homogeneities and four antagonisms of populism
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elites’ that Eastern European populists strive to remove from the 
decision-making process. Moreover, since immigration levels have 
remained low in Eastern Europe as compared to western Europe, 
the scapegoating rhetoric rather aims at ethnic, social or sexual mi-
norities instead of immigrants. 

Populism in Eastern Europe

Populism has generally remained a political phenomenon that re-
ceived far less attention in Eastern Europe than in the west, de-
spite the different political developments of the two. it is argued 
that as opposed to western Europe, where populist parties are pari-
ahs of the political system, in Eastern Europe they are rather seen as 
potential coalitional partners by mainstream parties (Mudde 2000, 
45). Given the recent authoritarian (mostly totalitarian) past of 
Eastern Europe, political systems have developed quite different-
ly in the two parts of the continent, as it has been argued that pop-
ulism in this part of the continent is a legacy of the practice of com-
munism (Skolkay 2000, 4). Studies identify a very pronounced di-
mension of ethnic nationalism in Eastern populist right-wing par-
ties. Resentment against minorities seems to be a common denom-
inator of populist parties in Eastern Europe, as the Bulgarian Ata-
ka is renown for its hate-speech against ethnic and sexual minori-
ties, together with its attitude against foreigners - whom the party 
accuses of influencing national politics (ibroscheva 2013). Jobbik, 
the extreme right-wing populist party of hungary, has also become 
renown for its strong irredentist and ultranationalist discourse (var-
ga 2014). there have been authors (Smrčková 2009) who underline 
the fact that the success of far right parties in Eastern Europe was 
determined by an ingenious combination of orthodox Christianity 
and anti-Semitic messages.

however, whereas in Bulgaria ataka still manages to gather 
enough votes to ensure its representation in the national parliament, 
Greater Romania Party has virtually disappeared once its lead-
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er corneliu vadim tudor passed away in 2015. different region-
al contexts seem to generate different variants of populism, but is-
sues such as irredentism, ‘social national’ economy, opposition to 
ethnic minorities and corruption are central to these parties (Pirro 
2014). less so seems to be the topic of the European union, which 
for Greater Romania Party is less of a concern than for populist par-
ties in neighbouring countries. This might be related to the shifts in 
its strategy aiming to broaden its electoral appeal since 2000, when 
it became the largest opposition party in the country (Tiut 2006). 
there are also various specificities that are related to what one can 
consider nostalgia for communist or pre-communist totalitarianism. 
The leader of Greater Romania Party openly declared his admira-
tion for the late communist dictator nicolae ceauçescu, whom he 
praised for his nationalist rhetoric. the Greek Golden dawn is not 
very different either, given its hate speech against anyone who is 
non-Greek and its fascination for the nazi ideology (dalakoglou 
2013).

An overview of populism in Romania

The Romanian political system has had a very sinuous evolution 
since the fall of the communist regime in 1989, witnessing a contin-
uous fading of the ideological differences between the main politi-
cal competitors (M. Stoica 2015). Populism in Romania developed 
as a reaction not only to the cultural changes that marked the post-
communist society, but also as a reaction to the sudden economic 
changes, against which populists promised to provide a strong eco-
nomic safety net at the expense of all those who represented the 
new establishment. this created a favorable environment for the 
development of populism with a strong ethno-nationalist flavour, 
which was very skillfully picked up especially by the Greater ro-
mania Party (PRM). Founded in 1991 by poet Corneliu Vadim Tu-
dor, prm reached the peak of its electoral success in 2000, when it 
entered the second round of the presidential elections.
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prm probably represents the most vivid example of what can 
be called the populism of contradictions: the name of the party is 
identical with what romania used to be called in the interwar peri-
od, when its territory was more extended than it is today, thus mak-
ing reference to a golden period of the country. As such, nostalgia 
is a basic element that PRM built its appeal on (G. Stoica 2013, 
194). however, despite the fact that one of the major elements that 
characterized romania in the interwar period was its monarchical 
regime, corneliu vadim tudor was always a staunch opponent of 
King Michael I of Romania, the oldest surviving head of state from 
the Second world war, whom vadim tudor used to call names in 
his party magazines (one entitled ‘Greater romania’ and the other 
‘The Tricolour’). Moreover, another important element of the in-
terwar period was the strength of the church, an institution whose 
contemporary leaders were frequently criticized by the leader of 
prm, since he associated them with the establishment.

in 2000, therefore contemporary with prm, the new Genera-
tion – christian democratic party (pnG-cd) was founded, a small 
populist party lead by businessman George Becali (who likes to 
call himself ‘the warrior of light’), a rather eccentric public fig-
ure mostly known for his ownership of ‘Steaua Bucharest’ football 
club. The party lost much of its individuality once it signed an alli-
ance with prm in 2009, a decision that won the two parties a com-
mon ticket to the European Parliament. Even so, PNG-CD did not 
manage to overcome the image of a political organization tailored 
as a business for its comically loquacious leader – or rather owner 
(ieţcu-fairclough 2007, 36).

however, the main competitor of prm appeared only after the 
2009 European elections, when television owner and talk-show 
host Dan Diaconescu founded his eponymous party: Dan Diacones-
cu People’s Party (PPDD). For his party’s campaign, Diaconescu 
relied heavily on his tv station (otv), which broadcasted many of 
the party’s actions, taking live phone calls from supporters to show 
how much he and his team cared for the problems of the electorate, 
usually with a lower income and education. in quite a short period 
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of time, the self-made businessman managed to transfer the sym-
pathy of the public from his own person towards his newly created 
anti-system party. The moment that contributed to soaring the no-
toriety of his political ambitions was when he broadcasted his own 
arrest. using the enormous ratings of his tv show, he posed as a 
whistleblower and denounced a conspiracy of the entire political 
class against him (M. Stoica 2012).

Data and method

retrieving the programs of the two parties – prm and ppdd – was 
not a very easy task, as the official website of the first was subject 
to various cyber attacks over time and at present hosts lacunar in-
formation, whereas the website of the latter is currently out of serv-
ice, which most probably comes as an effect to the dissolution of 
the party in 2015. however, both programs were preserved through 
the individual social media platforms of the party leaders (the per-
sonal blog of Simona Man in the case of PPDD and the facebook 
fan page of Corneliu Vadim Tudor in the case of PRM).

The study focuses on the party platforms used in 2012 by the 
two main populist parties mentioned above, as they represented the 
‘usual suspects’: PRM and PPDD. The reason for choosing to study 
romanian populism in relation to these specific general elections is 
a simple one: 2012 represented the clear demise of Greater Roma-
nia Party and the best score of Dan Diaconescu People’s Party. The 
first stage of the analysis is a quantitative one and it is based on the 
saliency approach (see De Raadt et al. 2004). It entails a simple cal-
culation of the percentage of sentences referring to the four discur-
sive strategies of populism: anti-elitism, people-centrism, scape-
goating and appeals for direct democracy. The aim is to highlight 
the proportion of sentences that refer to each of the above and there-
fore to measure the degree of populism.

The second step of the analysis represents a more qualitative 
approach and it tries to offer explanations related to the reasons of 
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success and failure of the two parties, as can be understood based 
on their party platforms, but also in connection with other elements. 
the main goal of the paper is to confront the two party programs 
and to understand the major differences between them. the final 
step allows us to tap into the differences between the party plat-
forms analyzed in the current paper and those of other populist par-
ties in western Europe.

Findings

the results show clear differences between the two populist com-
petitors, which can also reveal some of the reasons for their differ-
ent outcomes in the 2012 general elections. as the numbers show, 
there is no doubt that the platform of PRM contains much more 
populist statements than the one of ppdd. however, it is impor-
tant to highlight which these differences are. Greater romania par-
ty scores highest on anti-elitism, which was always one of the ma-
jor characteristics of vadim tudor’s public discourse, who picked 

Table 1: Level of populism for PRM and PPDD

*in bold: the relative size of the quantitative indicators; they indicate the 
percentage of sentences containing a particular type of populist state-
ments.

Party

Programs

Anti
elitism

People
centrism

Scapegoating Direct
democracy

TOTAL

PRM 13

19.69*

8

12.12

3

4.54

1

1.51

25

37.87

PPDD 7

4.60

8

5.26

0

0.00

7

4.60

22

14.47
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on just about anyone during his TV appearances or through the ar-
ticles he published in the two newspapers of his party. the people’s 
party, however, scores highest on people-centrism. moreover, prm 
scores lowest on direct democracy, while ppdd seemed to have to-
tally abandoned the scapegoating rhetoric. Judging from the num-
bers, the two party platforms look almost totally opposed to each 
other: PRM chose to focus on ‘the other’, i.e. the elites and the mi-
norities, whereas ppdd focused on ‘the people’. it is also impor-
tant to stress the difference in relation to the appeals for direct de-
mocracy, which has only one reference in the program of prm. the 
legitimate question is whether an unbalanced populism, one that 
rests mostly on an anti-elite rhetoric has less chances of winning 
votes than a more people-centrist populism. there is no definite an-
swer not only because there are also other factors apart from par-
ty platforms that influence the outcome of an election, but also be-
cause as different as they might look in terms of absolute numbers, 
when taking into consideration the relative size of the quantitative 
indicators one understands that direct democracy is actually quite 
of a marginal topic in both platforms. The perspective also changes 
when having a comparative look at these party platforms and those 
of western European populist parties.

By far, prm seems to remain the party with the most pro-
nounced populist rhetoric out of the entire lot. It scores highest of 
all in terms of anti-elitism and people-centrism. when comparing 
in relative sizes the appeals for direct democracy of Greater roma-
nia party with those of front national or freiheitliche partei Ös-
terreichs, one might be tempted to conclude that there is actually 
no relevant difference between them. the relative numbers also in-
dicate that the rhetoric of Partidul Poporului Dan Diaconescu also 
abounds in statements related to direct democracy. however, nu-
ances change if analyzing the absolute numbers. there is only one 
reference to direct democracy in the entire party platform of PRM 
and not more than seven in the party platform of PPDD, as com-
pared to the 55 of Front National or even the 15 of FPÖ. Breaking 
down intermediaries in the decision-making process seems to be of 
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less importance for populists in Romania as compared to those in 
western Europe. It is an unbalanced type of populism, one that can 
be called ‘populism of contradictions’, i.e. anti-elitist, but with very 
little interest in bringing the decision-making process closer to the 
people. In Eastern Europe, more so than in the west populists seem 
to constitute an anti-elitist elite.

a qualitative analysis of the two romanian case studies un-
derlines that the program of PRM is built on a very pronounced 
communist nostalgia, combining a sharp ethno nationalist rhetoric 
with positive references to the former political regime. ‘Before the 
events of December 1989, Romania had a strong and competitive 
economy’ (PRM 2012: 1) is the statement that opens the program 

Party

Programs

Anti elitism People centrism Direct democracy TOTAL

FN 1.68 2.40 1.54 6.81

LPF 0.33 6.76 7.52 14.61

FPÖ 1.23 2.07 1.15 4.44

PRM 19.69 12.12 1.51 37.87

PPDD 4.60 5.26 4.60 14.47

Table 2: Level of populism compared: FN, LPF, FPÖ, PRM and PPDD
obs. the table contains only the relative size of the quantitative indica-
tors.
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used by the party. the introduction continues: ‘we were exporting 
in over 130 countries, we had a performing educational system […] 
moreover, the romanian economy was booming, with a modern-
ized production, with over one million specialists, with an efficient 
import-export system, with a high number of people directly in-
volved in the production sphere and with a very low number of pen-
sioners.’ (Ibid.) There can be no better proof of the nostalgic tone. 
Nevertheless, an interesting feature of the PRM program is also re-
lated to the economic measures it promises: the constant blaming of 
the privatization process and the intentions to heavily tax the rich, 
push the party ideologically towards the left.

The program abounds in anti-system statements, the represent-
atives of the elite being sometimes referred to as ‘those who are 
guilty’ [in romanian vinovaromanian vinovaţii], or those who 
‘dictate’ solutions – as opposed to consulting the People about 
them. The IMF and USA are the most cited ‘elites’. Interestingly 
enough, the program does not double anti-elitism with scapegoat-
ing, with only minor exceptions, i.e. the foreigners or ‘the foreign 
interests’. Even so, scapegoating refers only to ‘foreigners’ from 
outside the European union, to whom it should be forbidden to buy 
land in romania. this goes hand in hand with the anti-elite state-
ments, which – as mentioned above – mention various culprits for 
what is described to be the worsening economic situation of roma-
nia, none of which are from the European level.

As compared to the political program of PRM, the one of PPDD 
appears to be less dense in populist statements. Much more pro-
European and with a favorable attitude towards foreign investors, 
the challenger of Vadim Tudor’s party seemed to have skillfully 
used populism without its scapegoating dimension. the manifesto 
of PPDD even refers to national and European moral values (PPDD 
2012: 5); therefore, the party saw Europe rather as a partner than as 
a threat for romania. from this perspective, the two parties were 
quite similar, since the Eu was not mentioned by any of the two in 
their anti-elite rhetoric.
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In terms of contrasts, the dominant area of interest, i.e. the most 
common domain that the party platforms refer to, constitutes yet 
another major difference between the two programs. when cod-
ing the texts, we also labeled the statements as either ‘social’, ‘eco-
nomical’ or ‘political’. A vast majority of the statements belong-
ing to prm were economical, whereas most of those belonging to 
ppdd were political or social. in its platform, the latter actually 
confessed that in its opinion romania was going through what re-
sembled less of an economic crisis and more of a ‘social, moral and 
political’ one. dissatisfied with the economic solutions for the cri-
sis, the electorate seemed to have been convinced easier by politi-
cal solutions rather than by those that seemed to resemble more of 
a technical set of solutions.

Conclusions

The current paper highlights a number of general characteristics re-
lated to populism in Eastern Europe, showing both the major dif-
ferences in comparison to similar parties of western Europe, but 
also underlining what can be considered the evolution of populism 
in Romania.

the results show quite an important contrast between the two 
main populist competitors of post-communist Romania, i.e. Great-
er Romania Party and Dan Diaconescu People’s Party. The differ-
ent electoral experiences of the two and the contrasting communi-
cation styles (of both the organizations and of their leaders) greatly 
influenced the outcome. it is in this sense that the party platforms of 
the two were most probably not the only elements that contributed 
to the different fortunes in the 2012 general elections. The means 
of disseminating the information was also crucial: by then, vadim 
tudor was left with a very poorly financed and read newspaper, 
whereas dan diaconescu benefited from all the visibility that a na-
tional TV station could offer in a political campaign. Moreover, 
the novelty of TV host Dan Diaconescu running for Parliament (in 
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the same electoral district as former Prime-Minister Victor Ponta) 
was far more sensational than prm participating in its already sixth 
electoral competition.

The study also underlines the fact that, overall, populist parties 
in Romania have a very poorly developed rhetoric related to direct 
democracy. There is not enough evidence if this is related to the fa-
mous lower-class authoritarianism (Germani 1978, 88), but previ-
ous studies on the profile of the electorate of such parties in Eastern 
Europe might indicate this hypothesis to be true (M. Stoica & Kuty-
isky 2015). This can constitute an element that reveals a major dif-
ference between Eastern and western European populism, the latter 
having been built primarily around the idea of breaking down in-
termediary structures between the people and the decision-making 
process. The paper demonstrates that the concept of populism bears 
the weight of both geography and time, calling for a more thorough 
study so as to remove superfluous generalizations.
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Abstract

Over the past years, there has been an increasingly acrimonious po-
lemic in the Italian public discourse against a theoretical construct 
– gender – hitherto largely confined to the academic debate. the 
sudden notoriety of this concept, also in the media, has been due 
to a mobilization campaign carried forward by catholic and con-
servative associations and movements against the so-called ‘gender 
ideology’ or ‘gender theory’. in the article we analyse the rhetoric 
and discursive strategies of two of the main groups engaged in this 
campaign: Pro Vita and Manif pour Tous – Italy. The analysis fo-
cuses in particular on the main content and the general structure of 
the official websites of the two organizations, and on the main polit-
ical documents specifically related to the anti-gender mobilization. 
in particular, we argue that the ongoing processes can be viewed as 
expressions of populism, of which they exhibit significant features: 
in particular, the opposition between ‘them and us’, an insistence 
on naturalness, and the production of moral panic.

Introduction

Over the past years, in the Italian public discourse there has been an 
increasingly acrimonious polemic against a theoretical construct – 
gender – hitherto largely confined to the academic debate, whether 
specialized or feminist.

The sudden notoriety of this concept, also in the media, has 
been due to a mobilization campaign carried forward by catho-
lic and conservative associations and movements against the so-
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called ‘gender ideology’ or ‘gender theory’. This campaign orig-
inally arose in the 1990s amid attempts by the Vatican to criticise 
and delegitimize theoretical approaches perceived as threatening 
the naturalness of the sexual order and the traditional family. But in 
recent years it has been taken up and virally amplified by various 
fundamentalist Catholic associations and neo-conservative political 
groups. it now assumes the features of an outright moral crusade.

One of the reasons for the extension and exacerbation of the 
discussion is certainly the tabling in parliament of bills to sanc-
tion forms of verbal and physical violence based on sexual orien-
tation and/or gender identity; to promote initiatives in schools to 
tackle gender stereotypes and the various forms of bullying associ-
ated with them; and, more recently, to legalize civil unions, includ-
ing same-sex ones.

from 2009 onwards, various associations, largely supported by 
the italian catholic and conservative press, organized public events 
and began circulating information materials with alarmist content 
and censure of the courses on gender differences then spreading in 
public schools. the following years saw numerous public events, 
national and local, taking the form of rallies, ‘vigils’, conferenc-
es and seminars organized on an ‘anti-gender’ platform and in de-
fence of the ‘natural family’. these campaigns were joined not only 
by individuals but in many cases by public bodies as well: for in-
stance, certain municipalities which passed resolutions to remove 
from libraries and nursery schools publications for children which 
proposed non-traditional family models, or to prohibit initiatives in 
schools concerned with gender differences.

in this paper we analyse the rhetoric and discursive strategies of 
two of the main groups engaged in this campaign, both of them re-
cently established: Pro Vita and Manif pour Tous – Italy. The anal-
ysis will focus in particular on the main content and the general 
structure of the official websites of the two organizations, and on 
the main political documents specifically related to the anti-gender 
mobilization. in particular, we shall argue that the ongoing proc-
esses can be viewed as expressions of populism, of which doctrine 
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they exhibit significant features: in particular, the opposition be-
tween ‘them and us’, an insistence on naturalness, and the produc-
tion of moral panic.

The ‘anti-gender’ discourse as populist rhetoric

The debate on populism is very broad and cuts across different dis-
ciplines. it is consequently difficult to specify the distinctive fea-
tures of populism with clarity and thoroughness. however, it is pos-
sible to identify some recurrent dimensions. these we shall now 
seek to describe, showing some similarities and resonances with the 
phenomenon that we intend to explore, i.e. the growth and spread of 
‘anti-gender’ movements and public discourses.

One of the essential components of populism is, of course, its 
emphasis on the sovereignty of the people, understood as a silent 
majority and a homogeneous community by history and destiny, and 
in which the individual is subordinate to the whole. in the populist 
worldview, this community has a moral monopoly, which must be 
defended against external threats, principally that embodied in eve-
rything that assails the community’s homogeneity. whence derives 
the typically manichean vision in populism which distinguishes 
the world between friends and enemies (meny & Surel 2002; Zan-
atta 2013) and therefore the antagonism between ‘us’ and ‘them’. 
among those most demonized are the elites (who have betrayed the 
people through the abuse of power and corruption) and foreigners 
and minorities (who threaten the community’s survival). populism 
claims that the ‘primacy of the people’ must be restored (mény & 
Surel 2002, 11) through the suppression of such threats. in what fol-
lows we shall seek to show how this discourse is declined in rela-
tion to the debate on gender.
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The ‘them and us’ opposition

the first aspect that we highlight is the opposition between ‘them’ and 
‘us’. This, as said, is a constitutive dimension of populist discourse 
(mény & Surel 2002).

populist rhetoric, in fact, often draws a sharp distinction between, 
on the one hand, a corrupt and predatory elite (them), and on the 
other, the exploited and suffering people (us) (Sawer 2008). whilst 
the ‘we’ is often represented as a homogeneous group without dif-
ferences of gender, race or class, the ‘them’ are usually represented 
as elites, groups with particular interests who exploit their specifi-
cities in order to reach a privileged position, to the detriment of the 
rest of the population.

a first effect of this distinction is the delegitimization of pol-
icies and public actions aimed at social justice and equal oppor-
tunities (Sawer 2008). Such policies, which usually concern 
women, lGBtQ persons or migrants, are seen as immoral and 
discriminatory.’Feminist and other equality seekers have been 
framed as rent seekers, lacking any moral authenticity. Men’s rights 
groups and anti-feminist women’s groups promote the idea that 
equal opportunity programs discriminate against the men and the 
women who choose to be economically dependent on them.’ (Saw-
er 2008, 122.)

In recent years, gender has become one of the main targets of 
this imaginary opposition between ‘us’ and ‘them’, in italy, as we 
will see in the rest of the paper, but also in other European countries, 
characterized by similar social movements, such as france and East 
Europe (kováts & põim, 2015). as ranieri (2016) points out, this 
‘othering’ process with respect to gender can be interpreted in light 
of two main issues. first, populist rhetoric deploys a ‘conspiracy 
theory’ whereby the feminist-homosexual-marxist elites plot to un-
dermine the ‘traditional and natural family’, leading to demograph-
ic decline. They are therefore extremely dangerous to the popula-
tion. in this frame, populists even raise the spectre of a ‘new totali-
tarianism’ pursued by those elites and whose ultimate goal is to de-
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stroy human civilization itself (mayer, Sori & Sauer 2016). Sec-
ond, the tendency to consider gender in relation to other categories 
of difference (sexual orientation, nationality, class) can be seen as a 
strategy to generate ambivalence and contradiction, and to consoli-
date the ‘us versus them’ dichotomy. In this process an increasingly 
important role is played today by the new digital media. these can 
be used to acquire an ever wider audience and more easily reach 
young people, and they lend themselves well to the use of simplifi-
catory and conventional language and rhetoric.

the threats to the natural order

A second feature apparently typical of populist discourse is its con-
stant reference to the existence of a ‘natural order’ (Rydgren 2003) 
threatened by the elites or by the minorities. This natural order is 
based on constructs – such as the homeland and the family – rep-
resented as primordial institutions harmonious with a social order 
represented as ancestral, universal and natural. Particularly empha-
sised is the ‘natural family’, the reference being to the specific type 
of family consisting of a man and a woman and aimed at procre-
ation. phenomena like modernization, individualization, globali-
zation, ethnic contamination, the equalization of gender roles, and 
the emergence of new family models are seen as dangerous threats 
to the original and natural order and as symptomatic of a progres-
sive corruption and degeneration of society that must necessarily 
be halted. populist movements therefore put themselves forward as 
‘defenders of the values of the status quo ante’ against artificiality, 
relativism, and cultural decline.

In particular, gender studies – called ‘teoria del Gender’ (Gen-
der theory) or ‘ideologia del Gender’(Gender ideology) – are ac-
cused of denying what is instead considered to be a self-evident and 
incontestable anthropological fact: the natural difference and com-
plementarity between men and women based on biological and an-
atomical differences. This accusation is taken from a debate ongo-
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ing within the catholic church since the mid-1990s in which strong 
criticism is made of the theories and approaches that denaturalize 
the sexual order (Garbagnoli 2014). The main accusation brought 
against gender theory is that is a ‘Trojan horse’ used to introduce, 
on the pretext of equality and freedom, a worldview based on a ‘de-
nial of the sexes and an egalitarian relativism’ against which the 
people must rebel (Anatrella 2012).

Moral panic

a third ingredient of the theoretical debate on populism that we can 
find in the anti-gender debate concerns moral panic. with this latter 
expression we refer to the discursive strategy which creates, often 
with the support of the media, a state of anxiety or fear concerning 
what is perceived to be a threat to social order (krinsky 2013). it 
is based on the narrative construction of the gradual corruption and 
subversion of the natural order of things, which represent a mortal 
danger for the population (De la Torre 2014). It is in fact ‘a politi-
cal strategy for maintaining the hegemony of the nuclear family, the 
sanctity of heterosexual relationships and the heteronormative so-
cial order’ (Robinson 2008, 114).

The aim is therefore to restore traditional values by re-establish-
ing the order thrown into crisis by globalization and individualiza-
tion (hier 2011). the discourses most frequently mobilized con-
cern children and sexuality, especially those relative to non-heter-
osexual subjectivities. in a growing quest for existential security 
(amid increasingly uncertain scenarios) there spread populist dis-
cursive constructs characterized by dramatization, alarmism, and 
especially the delegitimization and stigmatization of what is con-
sidered ‘different’ and/or ‘other’, always on the basis of reproduc-
tion of the heteronormative social order. The reference to children 
is a recurrent feature of strategies to create moral panic. In fact, fo-
cusing on the danger of certain behaviours for children escalates 
the level of victimization that would obtain if only adults were in-
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volved. Such behaviour thus represents an even greater threat to the 
social order (Jenkins 1992).

Important drivers of moral panic, and consequently of the im-
pact of populist discourse, are new technologies, and in particular 
the web. These are the most effective generators and transmitters of 
moral panics because of their combination of viral and instant com-
munication with scant verifiability (mcrobbie & thornton 1995).

Methodology

This study concentrates on the populist dimensions of the public 
discourse that has arisen in Italy around the theme of ‘Gender’. It 
considers two organizations recently created to safeguard the val-
ues of the traditional heterosexual family, to oppose gender educa-
tion initiatives in schools, and to campaign against legislative initi-
atives to recognize the rights of homosexual couples.

the provita (pro-life) association was created in italy in 2012 
following the first ‘national march for life’, an anti-abortion event 
which emulated the ‘march for life’ first organized in the uSa dur-
ing the 1970s. it describes itself as a non-profit organization, which 
aims to promote the values of life and the family, especially in order 
to protect children. it carries out its action through a web portal or-
ganizing public events, petitions, and awareness campaigns.

the manif pour tous association was founded in france in 2012 
with the purpose of opposing the institution of marriage for same-
sex couples and the introduction of gender education courses in 
schools. the organization soon established itself in italy as well, 
with similar purposes (although in relation to a different political 
debate): primarily, to protect heterosexual marriage and to oppose 
the anti-homophobia bill then being debated in parliament. It has 
branches (74) throughout the country and operates through a web-
site and various social networks. it organizes public events and dis-
tributes promotional materials.
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our analysis first concentrated on the main content and the gen-
eral structure of the official websites of the two organizations. we 
then selected for each group the main political documents specif-
ically related to anti-gender mobilization. the texts were selected 
according to two criteria: one more closely connected to the the-
matic focus (among the various materials present on the websites, 
we identified those that dealt most directly with ‘gender theory or 
ideology’); the other to the aim (we chose texts aimed at framing 
the theme in a general, theoretical and ideological way, avoiding 
petitions or reports on specific events).

our main interest was to reconstruct the topics and political 
frames of this new conservative and populist wave, and we decided 
to base our work on the Qualitative discourse analysis methodolo-
gy (wodak & krzyzanowski 2008). more precisely, we used some 
basic tools of the Discourse analysis such as the rhetorical construc-
tion of the discourse, the analysis of the texts’ structure, the main 
and/or recurrent linguistic uses and their symbolical implications, 
the self-representation of the speaking subject and the representa-
tion of the enemies (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). we have also re-
ferred to some suggestions provided by Critical Discourse Analysis 
(cda), considering how discourse, at social and political level, re-
produces and reflects power dynamics, ideologies, and inequalities 
(van dijk 2001). Specific attention is paid by cda to the capacity 
of texts to inculcate, support, or even change ideologies (wodak & 
meyer 2009), where ideologies are understood as means to estab-
lish and maintain asymmetrical power relations (thompson 1990).

in our analysis we tried to identify and deconstruct the politi-
cal strategies and the value systems implicit in the anti-gender dis-
course. According to van Dijk (2000), one of the heuristic princi-
ples for analysing the ideological dimension of discourse is manip-
ulation, which is based on the strategy of positive self-presentation 
and negative other-presentation. The main processes that character-
ize manipulation are the following: i) ideological polarization: in 
our case the counter position between ‘us’, the good, innocent peo-
ple and ‘they’, the corrupted elites of gender theory and homosex-
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ual lobbies; ii) positive self-presentation by moral superiority: the 
natural/divine order counter-posed to a scientific dystopia; iii) dis-
crediting of the opponent, depicted as a corrupted and corruptive 
threat against the social and moral order of the people; iv) the emo-
tionalization of the argument, organized on the basis of the threat’s 
rhetoric (against the people in general, but particularly against the 
more pure and vulnerable subject: childhood) and the moral pan-
ic (the homosexual contagion and the subversion of an universal 
anthropology, based on the complementarity between traditional 
codes of masculinity and femininity).

overall, we identified four texts in the case of manif pour tous 
and six in that of pro vita (which had shorter texts on average). 
we analysed the structure of the texts (dispositional macro struc-
ture) and identified thematic sequences (reisigl 2008). we then 
performed analysis of the contents, the arguments, the various lin-
guistic uses, and rhetoric strategies. as we will show in the next 
paragraphs, the discursive construction of the two organizations is 
structured i) on the basis of an ideological polarization between 
two counter-posed fronts; ii) a strong emotionalization of the ar-
guments.

The anti-gender rhetorics: the threat, enemies, nature, 
and science

This section sets out the main results of our text analysis. On the ba-
sis of the interpretive categories that emerged from the study of the 
selected texts, the section is divided into a first part devoted to the 
presentation of the threat (gender), which is analysed following the 
various ways in which it was discursively constructed. interwoven 
with analysis of the threat there are descriptions of the various en-
emies indicated, for various reasons, as responsible for it. we will 
then clarify what kind of identity/subject emerges from the ‘them 
versus us’ opposition, highlighting the argumentative axis and the 
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main conceptual and rhetorical strategies used to sustain both the 
discourse and the collective identity constructed.

The threat of a new totalitarianism: gender

The element most recurrent in the various texts analysed had to do 
with the – classically populist – theme of threat, impending danger, 
emergency. This element permeated and structured the discourse of 
both organizations. the threat, evoked and summarized by the la-
bel-item gender ideology, emerged as a multifaceted, composite di-
mension within which there intertwined diverse elements to con-
struct a narrative of sexual (Herdt 2009) and moral panic (Robinson 
2008; De la Torre 2014).

most salient among all the elements was the danger of the cor-
ruption, precocious sexualisation, and psycho-physical impairment 
of children due in particular to courses on affectivity and gender 
equality in schools:

we’ve started collecting hundreds of reports from schools through-
out italy. they range from a little boy coming home wearing lipstick 
(because he had to learn, by force if necessary, that the lipstick/wom-
an association is a stereotype to be eliminated), the dark curtain be-
hind which nursery-school children are pushed half-naked so that they 
touch each other more or less by accident (because they have to learn 
... but what do they need to learn in this case? we wouldn’t want to 
think that these are lessons intended to normalize paedophilia). (man-
if pour Tous.)

the attempt ongoing in schools to convince children of all the world, 
according to the new commandments issued by the united nations, 
that they must be initiated into the joys of sex as early as possible. [...] 
it comes to nobody’s mind that these are unscrupulous adults who, af-
ter experimenting with everything, feel the need to start innocent chil-
dren along the path towards corruption of body and mind. (pro vita.)

what is apparent here is the connection between text/argument 
and context. As pointed out by other studies (Robinson 2008), the 
theme of threatened childhood often appears in the public debate on 
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the issues of gender education in schools and, especially, on homo-
sexuality and the recognition of same-sex civil unions. The theme 
of child protection makes it possible, on the one hand, to avoid a 
direct attack on homosexuals, thereby conveying an impression of 
respect and moderateness, and on the other, to construct an oppo-
sition based on moral panic and a not openly declared but implicit-
ly suggested fear of ‘homosexual contagion’ (‘hundreds of reports 
from schools throughout Italy. They range from a little boy coming 
home wearing lipstick…’; ‘unscrupulous adults who, […] feel the 
need to start innocent children along the path towards corruption of 
body and mind’).

the threat to children in schools has consequences which fur-
ther exacerbate the moral panic: principally, the loss by families of 
their right to have their children educated as they wish, the slide to-
wards a totalitarian state, and a general, anthropological subver-
sion:

‘this phenomenon [gender education courses] conflicts with the free-
dom of families to know what is being taught to their children, and 
how, and to choose whether or not to permit it. it is typical of a totali-
tarian state to remove educational responsibility from the family and 
transfer it to the public political power (which authorizes and finances 
these courses )’. (Manif pour Tous.)

‘the range of action of gender ideology – which aims to accomplish an 
unprecedented anthropological subversion which destructures the very 
nature of people – is constantly expanding. (Pro Vita.)

as will be seen, both organizations use words and expressions that 
evoke a threat, a social one, but with different nuances (the attacks 
against the educational freedom of families in one case, and the an-
thropological subversion in the other). Manif pour Tous tends to 
give greater emphasis to the issue of education, showing that it pays 
particular attention to the current political debate. in order to influ-
ence this debate more effectively, it repeatedly appeals to the con-
stitutional right to freedom of education (‘Serene dialogue with the 
school authorities is one of the prime rights (and duties) of parents, 
so that they can exercise – as stated by the Constitution – freedom 
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of education in regard to their children’). The reference to the Con-
stitution – the founding document of the Italian democratic sys-
tem – gives the discourse an aura of secular sacredness which con-
tributes to constructing the speaking subject (Manif pour Tous) as 
the people, the majoritarian and legitimate force. Pro Vita seems to 
concentrate less on the contingent dimension of the political agenda 
and more on the abstract and eschatological level of moral and cul-
tural corruption, the irreversible mutation of the categories of the 
human (‘... the ideology of gender intends to eliminate all the con-
straints imposed by mother nature on the relationship between hu-
man beings and the created’).

in both cases, it is interesting to note how the discursive scenar-
io of moral panic, in a crescendo of pathos, assumes the features of 
an outright dystopia:

the intention with civil unions is to destroy the system that in italy 
recognizes and promotes the family. [...] through the impersonal tech-
niques of filiation, in which the child becomes one project for individ-
ual fulfilment among many, which no longer has the slightest connec-
tion with bigoted references to a ‘mum’ and a ‘dad’ in the concreteness 
of their existential amalgamation in the child’s mind and body, but con-
cerns free access to the market of reproductive factors: sperm, eggs 
and uteruses for rent (at least until the advent of the artificial uterus 
on which the biotechnology industry is already working, anticipating 
the multi-billion business of the cultivation of human beings). (Man-
if pour Tous.)

A body open to every possibility: this is the ideal pursued by the more 
radical proponents of gender [italics in original]. [...] Gender thus 
seems bound to follow the same route as the 1968 movement. [...] the 
youth rebellion, disoriented by permissiveness, deluded itself that it 
was fighting capitalism and technocracy. in fact, it placed itself in serv-
ice of a project to subvert the traditional moral order, the indispensable 
pillar of a just society. [...] The genderist revolution only serves to con-
tinue this great transformation in which a market economy becomes a 
market society. [...] there is a significant difference: a market econo-
my is an instrument, even a valuable one, with which to organize pro-
duction activities. a market society is instead a lifestyle, a way of life 
in which every aspect of human life is valued according to the param-
eters of the market. (Pro Vita.)
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again, some relevant differences are apparent between the two or-
ganizations. the dystopian scenario of manif pour tous is close-
ly connected to the current political agenda. The text, in fact, re-
fers to the specific political context of discussion concerning pos-
sible enactment of a law on civil unions including recognition – al-
beit partial – of parenthood to homosexual couples. Hence the evo-
cation of dystopia acts as a deterrent to the possibility of such rec-
ognition, contrasting the generative act of ‘existential amalgama-
tion in ... mind and body’ to the cold ’reproductive market’: in the 
former case, a family-formation project (thus implicitly generous) 
born from the love of ‘Mom and Dad’; in the latter, an individual 
choice (thus implicitly selfish) ‘colonized and incentivized by the 
free market’.

the rhetoric of pro vita instead emphasises the link between 
‘gender ideology’ and subjugation of all social relations to a mar-
ket economy. Significantly, the ‘genderist revolution’ – note the ac-
centuation of the ideological aspect through the use of the suffix ist 
– is associated with the protest movement of around 1968 because 
of its ‘subversion of the moral order’.

It is important to note the nuances of the argument. In fact, there 
is no criticism of a market economy (a valuable instrument with 
which to organize productive activities), but condemnation of a 
market society, in which the value of people is determined by a 
price. The ‘gender’ thus becomes permissiveness, relativism, the 
wearing of one’s body like flaunting a designer outfit until it goes 
out of fashion (as stated elsewhere in the same text). this is a ver-
sion of dystopia less tied to political contingency and more mark-
edly ideologized. the criticism of the market’s pervasiveness with 
respect to the value of people, traditional values, and common de-
cency resembles the rhetoric of the neo-fascist right, which is dis-
tinguished by a mix of anti-capitalist/anti-globalization and tradi-
tionalist positions (Cammelli 2015).

The necessary populist corollary to the threat is the construc-
tion of a hostile otherness. This is present in the discourse of both 
organizations. the first enemy consists of ‘the associations of the 
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Lesbian-Gay-Bisexual-Transgender movement [...] one of the least 
representative trade-union groups in the country’ (mpt), otherwise 
termed the ‘homosexualist lobbies’ (PV). Such terminology con-
tributes to constructing the campaign for recognition of civil un-
ions as elitist/minoritarian, anti-popular, and therefore contrary to 
the general interest (of the people). If, therefore, ‘the homosexual-
ist lobbies’ (once again, the suffix relates to a dimension of ideo-
logical and totalitarian manipulation) are the most obvious enemy, 
they are flanked by ‘the political party that serves as a support [for 
the gay lobby] in the corridors of power’, the ‘politically correct 
politicians’ supported by supranational bodies like ‘the United Na-
tions’, ‘the European Union’ and the ‘Tribunals’, guilty of legiti-
mizing dissemination of the gender ideology and thus endanger-
ing the natural moral order and the right of families to live accord-
ing to that order.

lobbies, politicians, tribunals, Europe: all enemies not new 
to the construction of the discourse of right-wing populist forces. 
however, there is an enemy of an entirely distinctive kind, a new 
hostile otherness entering the anti-gender discourse: the persons re-
sponsible for the production and cultural dissemination of the gen-
der ideology. In fact, for every ideology there are ideologues. In this 
case they are identified especially with the university system; and 
their ‘pro-gender’ activities are subject to constant monitoring and 
denunciation via the web. there thus arises a new enemy, which 
can be called a ‘false science’ dedicated to moral corruption and, 
which is, above all, highly ideological: 

The philosophical, psychological and sociological frame of reference 
of these courses [gender education in schools] is that of ‘gender theo-
ries’, a set of speculations on how people’s sexual identity is culturally 
structured (Manif pour Tous).

we have seen thus far that the threat and inimical otherness – clas-
sically populist elements, even in their variants – constitute the core 
components of the discourse. we will now see how, by means of 
this contraposition with otherness, the anti-gender movement con-
structs its identity in the transition from ‘them’ to ‘us’. we will also 
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analyse the main argumentative strategies used by the movement to 
support its discursive structure and its identity as a threatened sub-
ject.

The argument: nature, universal anthropology  
and science

The collective subject that emerges in opposition to the threat of 
gender ideology and its supporters – coherently with a recurrent 
configuration of populist phenomena – presents itself as the ma-
joritarian social actor expressing a common sense and a common 
feeling:

if in the coming weeks parliament does not give concrete signs of hav-
ing understood this mortal danger [the recognition of same-sex un-
ions], the italian people will astonish many [...]. Everyone should take 
careful stock, because the generation-of the family has just been born, 
and history is us. (Manif pour Tous.)

in the case of manif pour tous, an organization especially con-
cerned to influence the political debate and agenda, the anti-gen-
der movement does not only coincide with the people; it represents 
an entirely new generation, the generation of the family (‘generazi-
one-famiglia’), arisen with a specific project: to construct a reaction 
(also in the political sense of the term) in defence of the natural or-
der and its right to survive the gender threat.

also in the pro vita discourse ‘we’ tends to coincide with the in-
stitution of the ‘natural family’, the last bulwark against moral cor-
ruption and total commodification:

The dream of unbridled capitalism is to destroy every kind of identity 
so as to have lone, insecure individuals needful of the services that the 
free market can supply. The national and political identities of most of 
the population have already been destroyed, or almost, and it is now 
the turn of the natural family and gender identity. The natural family 
is by definition the enemy of capitalism because it saves, recycles and 
cares for its members, the exact opposite of the lone ‘customer indi-
vidual’. (Pro Vita.)
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according to the populist paradigm of victimization, this is a threat-
ened ‘us’ subject to attempts at ideological manipulation which 
principally harm the ‘younger (and therefore weaker) part of the 
population’ (pro vita). this is a ‘we’ that represents itself as able 
to counteract the dystopian and totalitarian intent of gender ideol-
ogy by virtue of its absolute legitimacy, which in turn is the argu-
mentative axis of the anti-gender discourse. The ‘nature’, ordering 
principle and moral force of which the anti-gender movement is an 
expression:

the natural complementarity of male and female, with all that this nat-
urally entails also in relational and social terms, like the right and nat-
ural need of every unborn child to grow up with the father and moth-
er that have been necessary for one even to speak of ‘childbirth’ [...] 
‘Gender’ theories are [...] opinions challenged or simply rejected by 
huge numbers of Italian families. (Manif pour Tous.)

The gender ideology intends to eliminate all the constraints imposed 
by mother nature in the relationship between human beings and the 
created. to achieve the new world it is necessary to erase all anti-
quated dualisms: male/female, homosexual/heterosexual, natural/un-
natural, moral/immoral. only then will come the triumph of moder-
nity and progress. This is a demented utopia destined, like all utopias, 
to be dashed on rocks of reality, but which will cost everyone dearly. 
(Pro Vita.)

Nature is the argumentative core of the entire discursive structure 
and its underlying ideological representation. Nature is the moral 
and material force that regulates the beliefs, values, choices and in-
clinations of the people of the family (or generation of the family). 
it is the law of nature that the ideology of gender wants to eliminate 
with its ‘demented utopia’ and subjection to commodification. na-
ture is still the invincible force which counteracts the threat of sex-
ual indifferentism, which defines what relations can be defined as 
‘familial’, and which determines the boundaries of political rights 
and citizenship.

as reinforcement to the natural order argument there are two in-
tertwined rhetorics that are presented as empirical evidences and 
objective proofs. the first is the universal human anthropology 
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modelled directly on the laws of nature; an anthropology that does 
not counterpose nature and culture but instead constructs the latter 
as naturally in accord with an unspecified ‘biological reality’:

Gender ideology denies the anthropological and biological reality of 
the human being. It is disrespectful of the right of learners to be in-
structed in the categories of the real. (Manif pour Tous).

The gender ideology aims to accomplish an unprecedented anthropo-
logical subversion which destructures the very nature of people. (pro 
Vita).

the universal feature of humanity is the existence of a polarization 
and complementarity between male and female, understood as in-
commensurable and ineliminable ‘natural’ dimensions rooted in bi-
ology, in the anatomy (‘amalgamated in the mind and body’, Manif 
pour tous). there therefore exists, contrary to what the ideologues 
of gender propagandize, a universal human nature based on the 
male/female, heterosexual/homosexual, natural/unnatural dichoto-
mies that time and space do not alter and which descends from a 
higher order. This universal human nature persists in time and does 
not vary in space; to a certain extent, it is transcendent. Here the 
non-explicit, silent but implicitly present element in the discourse 
is the divine, although it is not mentioned directly. Indeed, some-
what surprisingly, the second rhetoric adopted to reinforce the dis-
course on nature is a secular, science-based one. In fact, this anti-
gender discourse opposes to the manipulative and ideological ‘false 
science’ of gender theories a ‘true science’ which instead tests, con-
firms, and defends the natural order of male and female:

Classic science is unforgiving of errors and does not bend to ideolo-
gies [...] ‘tame science’, like psychology, is much more malleable.’ 
(Pro Vita).

‘we are certain that the girls-dolls and boys-mechanical games impo-
sition stems from a masculinist patriarchal culture or the fact that the 
boys from the eighth week of intrauterine life develop the aggressive-
ness area of the brain thanks to a massive influx of testosterone that in-
duces them from birth to prefer movement or geometric shapes, rather 
than prefer games that simulate relations as do girls who do not receive 
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this wave of testosterone and develop to a greater extent areas of the 
brain devoted to emotion, communication and empathy, and therefore 
at birth are ready to develop and mature the capacity for relationality 
and nurture typical of women. (manif pour tous).

pro vita explicitly and programmatically distinguishes between 
‘domesticated science’ (like psychology, but also a vaguely defined 
science of education) and ‘classic science’ which does not yield 
to compromises and ideological pressures, thus confirming what 
is already intimately known, because it is inscribed in the univer-
sal laws of nature. it is also important to note that the pro vita web-
site contains numerous articles that in regard to other issues, espe-
cially surrogate gestation, cite pseudo-scientific sources in order to 
cloak its discourse with the semblance of credibility, transparency, 
and impartiality. Another important feature revealed by the exam-
ination of the Manif pour Tous document, but also apparent in the 
rhetoric of Pro Vita, is the use of explanations intended to demon-
strate the naturalness of gender differences (and inequalities), and 
their intimate accord with the laws of nature. it is consequently pos-
sible to identify, albeit indirectly, a profoundly populist discursive 
construct: the seduction of a timeless order, an ancestral harmony, 
which regulates human destiny and which must be defended. this 
is an argument that, in line with several empirical manifestations 
of populism, simplifies the order of the discourse, forestalling any 
possibility of criticism (and deconstruction of stereotypes) through 
the use, on the one hand, of natural self-evidence (it is so because 
it is natural for it to be so) and, and on the other, scientific rhetoric 
(also true science confirms that it is so).

Conclusions

in this study we have analysed a relatively recent socio-political 
phenomenon – the Italian Catholic anti-gender movement – using 
analytical lenses and conceptual tools related to the broader debate 
on populism. in particular we analysed the texts produced by two 
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organizations particularly active in the anti-gender movement and 
published on their official websites. the attempt to connect the phe-
nomenon in question to the debate on populism has been experi-
mental and circumscribed. it has been a first analysis of a phenom-
enon still little studied (Kuhar & Paternotte 2017), and therefore 
conducted in the absence of consolidated theoretical frames. It is 
therefore necessary, in conclusion, to briefly recall the main simi-
larities between populist rhetorics and the anti-gender movements 
considered.

first, as we have seen, a classically populist feature of the phe-
nomenon analysed concerns construction of the threat of impend-
ing danger. the discourse of the two organizations, in fact, is pri-
marily aimed at defining gender as a dangerous ideology intent on 
abolishing every sexual order, mainly through the indoctrination of 
young people. The gender threat, viral and totalitarian in character, 
is associated with the onset of an outright dystopia consisting of 
sexual indifferentism, the end of the individual and the family, and 
the total commodification of the human (in which science and tech-
nology collaborate).

predictably, the threat is associated with identification of a 
number of enemy othernesses, another key feature of populist dis-
courses: in this case, the homosexualist lobbies (and the political-
ly correct politicians who support them), together with the gender 
ideologies identified especially with the academic community that 
gravitates around gender studies.

with the threat and the enemy identified, also the collective 
identity of the movement emerges: the threatened ‘us’, the victim of 
attempted moral corruption and totalitarian tendencies, is the fam-
ily (or generation of the family) which embodies the silent majority 
that lives according to the laws of nature and common sense. na-
ture is the core of this discursive architecture: nature and its laws 
constitute the anti-modern seduction tied to the sacredness of a tra-
ditional dichotomous order, which can be substantially identified in 
the hetero-patriarchal ideology.
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Here arises a particularly interesting aspect of the phenomenon 
studied: its ambivalent relationship with ideology. in fact, (gender) 
ideology is, as shown, the threat par excellence which the move-
ment identifies, and ideologization is the crux of the dystopian sce-
nario, as well as being the enemy’s main aim. if ideology is the 
threat, however, it is quite evident that the discourse of the two or-
ganizations in its turn has markedly ideological content, within a 
significant process of projecting and mirroring its own discourse 
on that of others. A discourse made of tautological assumptions, the 
absolute and immutable truth of established orders, oriented to de-
fining general concepts and issues, but above all power relations, in 
fact, is very close to being an ideology.

connected with the question of ideology there is another point 
which we believe to be of great interest: the ambivalent role of sci-
ence. in the discourse of both organizations, in fact, science is both 
the enemy – ’the false science’ tamed in the interests of ideology 
– and the ally – the ‘true science’ which demonstrates the immu-
tability of the laws of nature. the anti-gender italian discourse of-
ten presents itself as moderate, reasonable, documented, and scien-
tific. however, in appealing to science, it constructs the same sim-
plification of the discourse, the arguments, and the reasons that we 
find in many other populist phenomena, albeit sometimes in refined 
and formally moderated tones. the relationship with scientific ar-
gumentation is a theme less common in populist language and dis-
courses that could be worth exploring.

a final issue relative to the interweaving between populism and 
anti-gender movements that could also be subject to further study 
concerns the reciprocal influence of the relationship between dis-
course and socio-political context. The media-driven impact that 
this discourse has had on public opinion has in fact been a boon for 
right-wing parties, which have immediately taken it up and ampli-
fied it further. it would therefore be interesting to observe the subse-
quent developments of this relationship in terms of radicalization, 
generalization and (de)legitimation.
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PoPulism And the ChRistiAn Right  
in FinlAnd: the PolitiCAl RhetoRiC oF the 
PAtmos FoundAtion FoR woRld missions 

Jiri nieminen

AbstrACt

The former executive director of the Patmos Foundation for world 
missions, leo meller, is known for his prophecies of the end of the 
age and for bringing American-style evangelicalism, especially the 
sales pitch, to the Finnish context in the 1980s. More recently, the 
Patmos Foundation for world Missions’ research director and doc-
tor of theology, Juha Ahvio, has attempted to bring the themes of 
the u.S. christian right to finnish political discussions in the wake 
of populism after the Finns Party’s landslide victory in 2011. He 
has written pamphlets that focus on defending traditional marriage, 
tracking the ideological roots of cultural Marxism, decrying the Is-
lamization of Europe, warning about the threat russia poses and 
the need for the revival of nationalism, etc. this article analyzes the 
political rhetoric of ahvio - more precisely, the way he categorizes 
friends and enemies in his political narrative.

Introduction 

a religious community which wages wars against members of other re-
ligious communities or engages in other wars is already more than a re-
ligious community; it is a political entity (Schmitt 1976, 37).

On March 16, 2016, at the Hilton Helsinki Kalastajatorppa hotel, 
the second finnish version of a national prayer Breakfast was held. 
Participants represented political and business interests. Although 
the event was politically nonaligned, the politicians who attend-
ed were mainly from the christian democratic party and the finns 
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Party; politicians representing the National Coalition Party and the 
Center Party and one participant from the Social Democratic Par-
ty also attended. This event is an example of the revival of religion 
in the Finnish political culture and discussion. In particular, Amer-
ican-borrowed spirituality and discourse in political and theolog-
ical questions have come together in recent years. U.S. President 
dwight d. Eisenhower invented the prayer Breakfast, previously 
held with religious businessmen, as an official part of political life 
in the United States.

this article considers religious (especially american borrowed) 
manifestations in finnish politics as part of the third wave of the 
radical right and the rise of populism since the 2011 Finnish parlia-
mentary elections and focuses on one case. To clarify the populist 
style, which is characterized by simplification, polarization, and in-
tensification, as a political party revival of religious speech, the ar-
ticle utilizes German jurist and political theorist carl Schmitt’s con-
cept of the political. First, the article, referring to Schmitt’s concept, 
asks how a religious community tries to create a political entity that 
separates friend and enemy. Second, the article asks how religious, 
moral, or ethical questions are transformed into political antago-
nism in populist discourse.

The empirical case focuses on the Patmos Foundation for world 
missions, one of the most notable evangelical organizations in fin-
land outside the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland, and espe-
cially the blog writings and political pamphlets of the foundation’s 
research director and doctor of theology, Juha ahvio. his writings 
are worth researching for their perseverance: he wrote a week-
ly blog on patmos websites as a political memorandum and has 
published at least one political pamphlet every year since 2011, in 
which he refers to themes popular among the u.S. christian right, 
paleoconservatives, and the Tea Party movement in order to intro-
duce them as part of the Finnish evangelical movement and create a 
political discussion about these issues (and last year defends Don-
ald Trump’s policy). For example, Patmos Foundation for world 
missions employees were pivotal figures in the movement against 
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the same-sex marriage bill, and ahvio was one of the movement’s 
key authorities, along with professor of education tapio puolimat-
ka, in the christian media. the two were invited as specialists to 
hearings held by the parliamentary committee by members of par-
liament who oppose same-sex marriage. in addition, ahvio’s opin-
ions seem to have received support among secular supporters of the 
Finnish anti-immigration movement. This article suggests that his 
political writings are not only a curiosity; that politics and religion 
have become closer in populist discourse in a new way in recent 
years, but they are also part of a new conservative, anti-liberalist, 
and especially anti-feminist movement in Finland (e.g. Hännikäin-
en & Melender 2012; Vihavainen et al. 2015).

Background 

according to the patmos foundation for world missions’ own web-
pages, the organization, founded in 1971 and funded only by finn-
ish private donations, have worked as a missionary and relief agen-
cy on four continents and in 24 countries. The foundation’s mis-
sionary work is divided into missionary work abroad and in fin-
land. pamphlets, blog writings, and media appearances by ahvio 
alone or with media pastors are part of patmos’s domestic mission-
ary work with ‘spreading of the christian faith and gospel by broad-
casting (radio, television, the Internet), printed media (book pub-
lisher Kuva ja Sana) and events’. The Patmos Foundation for world 
missions is best known for its former executive director, leo mel-
ler, who, in the 1980s, introduced american-style evangelicalism, 
including prophecies of the end of the age and the Rapture of true 
Christians, the belief that heavy metal music and roleplaying games 
are satanic, etc. (e.g. Hjelm 2005), and especially the sales pitch, 
which focused on making money, which was new in finland.

in late 2011, doctor of theology ahvio was recruited by the pat-
mos Foundation for world Missions as its research director. Since 
then, he has written pamphlets for book publisher kuva ja Sana and 
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political blogs and appeared as an expert at Christian events and on 
Christian media channels such as Heaven TV7 and Radio Patmos. 
his writings are not particularly academic as he began as a research 
director (not even his popular theological writings), but there is a 
clear continuum with his former academic career as the docent of 
dogmatic theology at the University of Helsinki: His dissertation 
concerned the theological epistemology of contemporary American 
confessional reformed apologetics (Ahvio 2005; Ahvio 2006). Re-
peated themes in ahvio’s political writings include arguing against 
same-sex marriage, tracking the ideological roots of cultural Marx-
ism, decrying the islamization of Europe, warning about the threat 
Russia poses and stressing the need for the revival of nationalism, 
denying climate change, criticizing the welfare state as socialism, 
and defending Israel’s current political actions against Palestini-
ans. these themes are also well-known from the current discus-
sion in the United States among paleoconservatives and the Chris-
tian right.

paleoconservatism refers to a political philosophy that was 
founded in the united States during the interwar period, when the 
philosophy influenced the united States’ refusal to participate in 
the League of Nations, reduce immigration, and oppose President 
franklin d. roosevelt’s new deal policy. paleoconservatives ques-
tion the supposition that European culture and mores can ever be 
transplanted or even forced upon non-western cultures, due to sep-
arate cultural heritage. (Foley 2007.)

The Christian right—or Fundamentalists as the group previ-
ously called itself—was mainly an anti-political movement before 
the Six-day war in 1967. however, after israel defeated its arab 
neighbors, a dispensationalist dream among the Christian Right re-
newed the movement as a political subject, and followers began to 
demand that the United States support Israel unconditionally. Since 
the early 1970s, members have also participated in domestic poli-
cy, concerning moral issues: pressuring against gay rights, abortion, 
and pornography (e.g. Ruotsila 2008). In the 1980s, the Moral Ma-
jority was the collective organization for the christian right, and to-
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day, paleoconservatives and the christian right have created a new 
prominent alliance with the republican party’s tea party move-
ment, which is trying to remake republican conservatism (Skocpol 
& williamson 2012).

Traditionally, Finland, as a Lutheran country, has interpreted 
the two kingdoms doctrine as the separation of politics and reli-
gion, at least in public. An exception is the smallest party in Par-
liament—the ultraconservative christian democratic party, which 
has strong ties to newer finnish Evangelical lutheran church’s re-
vival movements since the 1960s as well as pentecostalism. how-
ever, the Finns Party’s landslide victory, the increase in conserva-
tive voices, and the decrease in the Evangelical Lutheran church’s 
influence (in the 1970s, more than 95 percent of finns were mem-
bers of the church, but today, fewer than 75 percent are) in finn-
ish society have opened up possibilities for new arguments and in-
terpretations of the two kingdoms doctrine, the revival of religious 
discourse. The Finns Party attracted religious voters, and its former 
long-time chairman, Timo Soini, openly spoke about his faith as the 
background to his politics, especially concerning moral questions 
(parkkinen 2017). however, the party electorate’s attitudes toward 
religion in politics are disorganized (mykkänen 2011). this article 
assumes that the rise of the Finns Party and political populism made 
it possible for Ahvio to copy and paste the themes of the American 
Christian right and paleoconservatives to Finnish politics.

the concept of the political

this article utilizes German jurist and political theorist carl Sch-
mitt’s concept of the political in order to understand Ahvio’s po-
litical rhetoric as part of populism. Schmitt insisted that the con-
cept of the political is determined by a distinction between friend 
and enemy, which separates it from other human categories of ac-
tion: in the realm of morality, the final distinction is between good 
and evil; in the aesthetic realm, beautiful and ugly; in the econom-
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ic realm, profitable and unprofitable (Schmitt 1976, 26). howev-
er, emotionally these categories are easily confused, but Schmitt 
(1976) stressed: ‘the morally evil, aesthetically ugly or economical-
ly damaging need not necessarily be the enemy; the morally good, 
aesthetically beautiful, and economically profitable need not nec-
essarily become the friend in the specifically political sense of the 
word’ (27). in addition, he wrote that ‘[t]he friend and enemy con-
cepts are to be understood in their concrete and existential sense, 
not as metaphors or symbols, not mixed and weakened by econom-
ic, moral, and other conceptions, least of all in a private-individu-
alistic sense as a psychological expression of private emotions and 
tendencies.’ (Schmitt 1975, 28). according to Schmitt, recognizing 
enemies and friends is, literally, a political decision, which a politi-
cal agent has to accomplish, without referring or subordinating it to 
any moral, aesthetic, or economic judgment. The art of politics is to 
find proper enemies and friends who connive for their own objec-
tives, and a properly chosen an enemy will bind friends, create un-
ions, and form a political entity.

weimar German and the nazi regime inspired Schmitt’s polit-
ical thinking: his concept of the political could be understood as 
written against – or as a warning to – political liberalism, which 
tried to deny the possibility of war, and thus politics, for example, 
as Chantal Mouffe (2000) presented in her interpretation of Sch-
mitt’s political thinking. Pertti Lappalainen (2002) called the Sch-
mittian concept of the political, in which the political agent actual-
izes a distinction between friend and enemy, achieving media pub-
licity over institutionalized party politics’, style-intensive politics. 
lappalainen used new social movements in the late 1990s and ear-
ly 2000s, such as environmental movements and anti-globalization 
movements, and their performances as examples of style-intensive 
politics in the field of civil society. according to him for the po-
litical left, Schmitt is the challenger of uniformity. however, this 
interpretation has been criticized. Sari roman-lagerspetz (2009, 
140) argues that for Schmitt, the nation-state chooses a political 
identity, even though he admits that categories of race, social class, 
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or national origin are par excellence political identities, and thus, 
a nation-state’s objective is to minimize politics inside the nation-
state. Indeed, this article argues that the concept of intensive poli-
tics aids in understanding third wave of the radical right even better 
than political left. in his own time, Schmitt’s political thinking in-
fluenced american conservatism: e.g. leo Strauss’s first published 
work was a commentary on Schmitt’s concept of the political. ah-
vio does not refer to Schmitt’s (or Strauss’s) thinking directly, but 
he seems to be well aware of the tradition of american conserva-
tive thinking.

The passage from party democracy via audience democra-
cy (Manin 1997) to convergence culture (Jenkins 2008) has made 
the intensive political style more acceptable, if not mainstream, in 
finnish politics. according to lappalainen, institutionalized poli-
tics, such as ordinary parliamentary rhetoric, is not usually recog-
nized as a political style at all: its intensity is low. But when polit-
ical agents define their enemies, objects, from which they want to 
dissociate, and make it extraordinary and ostentatious with clear 
antagonism, the level on intensity rises (Lappalainen 2002, 159). 
In this sense, populism is the style of constructing a political ene-
my and creating a political entity—of which ahvio’s blog writings 
and pamphlets are fine examples—instead of discussing certain is-
sues in politics such as anti-liberalism, anti-feminism or anti-glo-
balization.

Specific Audience

This article is not interested in the theological claims themselves 
but interprets all of ahvio’s texts as political writings. the texts’ 
religious context is only a literary device because his employer is 
a missionary foundation, and his potential readers are mainly peo-
ple who identify themselves as evangelical christians. of course, 
as said before, Ahvio’s background in academic theology is not 
meaningless, but the article does not deal with the topic. following 
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Chaïm Perelman’s (1982) theory of rhetoric, this article assumes 
that ahvio talks foremost to a specific audience. first, he tries to 
convince his audience by taking a subject position called research 
director, where he analytically tells people how things are ordered, 
and his starting points is self-defined conservative christian values, 
whose superiority he shares with his estimated audience. the po-
litical agent has to construct a narrative in which sentences become 
understandable and acceptable to his particular audience. Second, 
he addresses the corrupted and failed world outside these values. a 
political agent’s first principle, in the Schmittian sense, is to make a 
clear distinction between friend and enemy.

Narrative: ‘Cultural Marxism’

ahvio’s first well-publicized public appearance in the finnish evan-
gelical Christian media concerned his claim about ‘the sexual rev-
olution’s hidden agenda’ and the term cultural Marxism. This hap-
pened in the autumn of 2010, and the concept was relatively new 
in the Finnish context. Originally, the ‘theory of cultural Marxism’ 
was associated with american religious paleoconservatives such as 
william S. Lind, Pat Buchanan, and Paul weyrich. The theory ad-
vocates that the Frankfurt school of critical social sciences had a 
plan to deliberately cause the collapse of the west using multicul-
turalism and political correctness as their methods, and since then, 
it has been implemented by liberals and leftist politicians and ac-
tivists. Later, Anders Behring Breivik made the theory even more 
famous in his manifesto with the theme of Eurabia, a theory that 
claims that arabs will try to take control of Europe and liberals and 
leftist politicians. After Breivik’s attacks on Utøya Island and Oslo 
in norway in 2011, ahvio stopped referring to the theory of cultural 
marxism for a while. however, in 2013 ahvio wrote a pamphlet in 
which he returned to the topic of ‘cultural marxism’ and wrote the 
following as a sale pitch on his blog:
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i want to show how private property and traditional marriage and fam-
ily as institutions have been in the line of fire of different marxists and 
why, for the socialist revolution to be successful, it needs a sexual rev-
olution and a change in traditional moral values, and how especially 
the gay movement’s goals are still connected to these issues (2013).

the theory of cultural marxism creates the flow of exposing of gno-
sis over ahvio’s writings, which work as a political strategy and 
rhetorical trope for his audience – and a starting point of political 
action. historian richard hofstadter (1964) analyzed how so called 
paranoid politics works as mobilization of a political movement: 
(1) post ‘a great conspiracy on a scale so immense as to dwarf any 
previous such venture in the history of men’; (2) declare its infiltra-
tion of the government to be massive and pernicious; and (3) insist 
that time is running out, and without immediate action their takeo-
ver will be complete. however, ahvio denies that his claims of cul-
tural Marxism are some kind of conspiracy theory because his book 
is only ‘a conclusion of previous material from the academic world 
and gay movement’ (2013). On the other hand Ahvio uses highly 
asymmetric sources to prove his arguments (gay movement dictates 
for politicians how to make legislation in order to make marxist 
revolution): his references vary greatly, and his deduction proceeds 
quite fast. in a single text, he draws on academic peer-reviewed ar-
ticles, political blog writings, newspapers, and average-level mas-
ter’s theses without making any distinctions between them.

Referring to the alleged theory of cultural Marxism not only 
started Ahvio’s career as a famous political orator on the Finnish 
evangelical Christian scene and in the anti-immigration movement 
but also created the framework for his later work. his assumptions 
about the sexual revolution and its consequences are connected 
to all his other opinions and writings. with the theory of cultur-
al marxism, he has managed to create a narrative which seems to 
be plausible to his potential audience, using it as the glue for mak-
ing a distinction between friend and enemy, that is, politicizing so-
cial issues.
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Internal enemies: feminists, greens, socialists, liberals

a week before the parliamentary elections in 2015, ahvio analyzes 
political and social issues in Finnish society. His analysis is crystal 
clear: ‘in finland, an open cultural war is going on against home, 
religion, and the fatherland’s blue-white and christian values, fi-
nally stubbing them out. this war is going on both in society and 
in church and parishes.’ (2015b). the term ‘culture war’ was in-
troduced by sociologist James davison (1991), who referred to a 
dramatic realignment and polarization of american politics and 
culture, and was made popular among christian right and unit-
ed States Conservatives Patrick Buchanan at Republican National 
Convention in 1992. Ahvio’s internal enemies are ‘[c]ultural Marx-
ist secular humanist atheists, who, for a long time, have been in a 
hegemonic, i.e., dominant position and now abuse the media and 
judicial system, changing by force our understanding of humani-
ty and culture, restricting disastrously the freedom of speech, reli-
gion, and economic liberty to create a totalitarian society’ (ibid.). 
the focus of this attack against traditional christian values was the 
‘so-called gender ideology that tries to destroy the realities of mas-
culinity and femininity away from the whole society using human 
rights policy as an instrument’ (ibid.). For Ahvio, other internal en-
emies include liberals in the Finnish Evangelical Lutheran church, 
who today constitute the majority among the priesthood, and even 
among Pentecostals (e.g. 2015a; Ahvio 2012), and even those in the 
finns party who support a welfare state, because it threatens tra-
ditional family values (ahvio 2011). indeed, and the lack of wel-
fare chauvinism separates him the most of European populist par-
ties ideologies – ahvio does not support in his writings state guar-
anteed social benefits for anybody. ahvio’s rhetoric constitutes the 
threat of not only external but also internal enemies, even among 
deceived conservatives and parishes.

According to Schmitt, the political enemy should not be thought 
of as a personal competitor or just any partner of conflict in general. 
‘an enemy exists only when, at least potentially, one fighting col-
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lectivity of people confronts a similar collectivity.’ (Schmitt 1975, 
28). however, ahvio’s theory of cultural marxism reminds us that 
the enemy can also be fictional for outsider. it is enough that the en-
emy is recognized collectively in order to produce a political en-
tity. in this case, the political entity is ahvio’s specific audience, 
who take his argumentation seriously. Second, Schmitt stressed that 
the enemy should not be hated personally, but because of human 
psychology: ‘Emotionally the enemy is easily treated as being evil 
and ugly, because every distinction, most of all the political, as the 
strongest and most intense of the distinctions and categorizations, 
draws upon other distinctions for support.’ (Schmitt 1975, 27). this 
article assumes that, as a skillful agitator, ahvio is well aware that, 
for example, politics and morality are separate categories, but as-
sociating them together in his text is an effective rhetorical device. 
His potential audience is interested in moral and economic issues, 
and that is why he claims that political enemies are morally corrupt 
and unprofitable in the field of economics. he avoids actual hate 
speech in his blog writings and pamphlets but does not explicitly 
condemn it, either.

External enemy: threat of Russia and Islamization

Finnish nationalism has been constructed based on anti-Russian 
discourse since the late nineteenth century (e.g. Harle & Moisio 
2000). During the Cold war, among the Finnish Pentecostal and 
evangelical movement there were popular prophecies and visions 
that Communist and atheist Russia—or, rather, the Soviet Union 
during that period—would occupy parts or all of finnish territory 
as a scourge of God if the people did not demonstrate repentance 
and pray diligently. however, in recent years, members of the anti-
immigration movement and Evangelical Christians have present-
ed opinions that today Russia is actually more Christian and loyal 
to its tradition than most western countries. In addition, many Eu-
ropean right-wing populist parties have close ideological and eco-
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nomical ties to Russia’s current government, such as French Front 
National, and among the Finnish anti-immigrant movement some 
have suggested that patriots should finally abandon the anti-rus-
sian attitude. Ahvio is forced to remind his audience that Russia 
is still external enemy number one for Finnish conservative Chris-
tians as he puts it in his blog post:

Does it go that Barack Obama’s government in the United States rep-
resents totalitarian global radicalism and Putin and Russia represent 
Christian conservative patriotism, a bold counterforce to Obammunist 
rainbow ideology? (2015c)

the answer to the rhetorical question is again about ‘the sexual rev-
olution’s hidden agenda’. ahvio writes how during the winter war 
in ‘late november 1939, the whole finnish nation from lords to 
peasants united literarily to defend home, religion, and the father-
land’ (ibid.), but in November 2014, ‘the majority of the members 
of Parliament directed by the National Coalition Party’s prime min-
ister supported the legislation, which means that traditional mar-
riage and family are no longer fundamental institutions in Finnish 
society’ (ibid.). ahvio argues that russia benefits when western Eu-
ropean countries enact same-sex marriage bills. Putin’s regime op-
poses sexual liberation in Russia and masquerades as a good Chris-
tian in order to mislead conservatives to be kind to the current Rus-
sian regime. however, in reality, according to ahvio: ‘vladimir pu-
tin’s russia has always been governed by a clandestine agency and 
a few money-making clans, totalitarian, monitoring its citizens, im-
perialistic oligarchy. – – Pan-Slavism still threatens western socie-
ties, especially finland’ (ibid.). actually, ahvio insists, those who 
support same-sex marriage do a favor for the current Russian re-
gime, because western societies rise and fall depending on how 
they treat the institution of marriage. This is because the Russian 
aim is to break the moral backbone of western countries in order 
to occupy them more easily; that is, Putin’s regime has a common 
goal with cultural marxists—and that is how ahvio’s rhetorical de-
vice manages to unify both internal and external enemy as one fa-
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tal entity, against which good christians and patriots should exalt 
themselves.

Friends: Christian conservatives

Religion is a special case of the political for Schmitt: ’A religious 
community which wages wars against members of other religious 
communities or engages in other wars is already more than a reli-
gious community; it is a political entity’ (Schmitt 1975, 37). Here, 
Schmitt is probably referring to the Catholic Church and its prob-
lematic relationship to secular princes since the late medieval pe-
riods and early modern times, to nation-states. however, Schmitt’s 
speculation can also be understood to problematize the demarca-
tion between the use of religion and secular power in general; that 
is, style-intensive rhetoric together with antagonism is also a highly 
political discourse. In the last instance, this article claims that Ah-
vio’s goal is to produce a new political entity using religious dis-
course. for Schmitt, the concept of the political was not only recog-
nition of the enemy or making separations, but also recognition of 
the friend and creating unions by referring to a common enemy.

Finnish conservatives have to gather all their strength and begin an ac-
tive cultural counter-revolution. – – But it demands that conservatives 
have to become active, influencing in a concentrated and long-term 
manner at every level of society, beginning with the municipality, par-
liament, and church. In addition, ordinary Christian and grass-roots-
level everyday conservatives have to activate themselves in their own 
family life and everywhere they work and spend their leisure time. 
(2015b)

indeed, ahvio’s real challenge, which his creation of both internal 
and external enemies serves, is how to wake up finnish conserv-
atives as political subjects. Louis Althusser (1971) developed the 
theory of interpellation that describes how the ideological state ap-
paratus hails individuals as mere subjects. In Ahvio’s case, the ide-
ology is conservatism that relates evangelical Christians and oth-
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er potential specific groups, such as people in the anti-immigration 
movement and the Finns Party, to become active political subjects. 
His task is to make the outside sound familiar to his reader, so that 
they recognize themselves as good conservatives, not only in theo-
ry, but also politically as active citizens, and begin to create a recog-
nized political identity that forces them to be taken seriously among 
other politicians, parties and mainstream media. He creates for his 
readers the vision that there is a possibility to strike now and that 
every vote has meaning in current critical political situation.

Conclusions

During the 2003 parliamentary election, the campaign executive 
director of the Patmos Foundation for world Missions, Leo Mel-
ler, decided to support Christian Democratic Party candidate Pekka 
reinikainen. the only result was that the finnish christian demo-
crats lost their only member of the European Parliament, Eija-Riitta 
korhola, who defected to the national coalition party and said that 
meller’s aggressive style was the last straw. Juha ahvio’s strategy – 
borrowed from militant fundamentalists such as carl mcintire and 
Jerry falwell, who managed to transform an unpolitical movement 
into a political pressure group in the late 1970s in the U.S (cf. Ruot-
sila 2015) – as the research director of the Patmos Foundation for 
world Missions has been more successful. He seems to be a popu-
lar speaker in the Finnish Evangelical movement and among those 
finns party and christian democratic party activists who still op-
posed the same-sex marriage legislation or the rights of the trans-
gender people. In addition he has fans among a popular anti-immi-
gration forum. Of course, it is hard to measure his direct effective-
ness in Finnish political discussion.

ahvio’s project will rise and fall with the popularity of the 
finns party. the christian democratic party is too small to influ-
ence Finnish political questions by itself. The National Coalition 
Party and the Centre Party are bound to the Finnish Evangelical 
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Lutheran church’s main line and those of its four traditional reviv-
al movements that are loyal to moderate politics. The only critical 
mass can be found among the finns party, many of whose support-
ers are religious and are disappointed with the current direction of 
the church’s main line and whole society. however, after the finns 
Part joined the government in 2015, the popularity of the Finns Par-
ty has decreased dramatically. This could mean that in the long run 
the finns party will radicalized and turn more right-wing, and will 
resemble more other European third wave radical right wing pop-
ulist parties (e.g. Mudde 2007). Ahvio’s political situation is sim-
ilar to that of his american comrades, who are trying to influence 
the direction of the Republican Party, after the failure of President 
George w. Bush’s economic and foreign policies, through the Tea 
Party movement (e.g. Skocpol & williamson 2012), the actual en-
emy of which is not the political left, but the moderate right. how-
ever, Donald Trump’s presidency has not affected the popularity of 
the finns party. But at least ahvio has received a lot of new materi-
al for his writings. thus, it remains to be seen where ahvio finds his 
future allies or friends for his political project, and what the connec-
tion between the Evangelical christian discourse and the populist 
political movement in finnish political life will be like?
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the ‘JYtKY’ oF the Finns PARtY:  
oR, how to tAKe AdVAntAge oF mAsCulinitY 

in PoPulist PolitiCs 

urpo Kovala & Jyrki Pöysä

AbstrACt

in this article the authors look at the way leading politicians of the 
Finns Party have appealed to masculine values. The exceptional 
rise of the populist party between 2003 and 2015 is seen as a major 
indicator of the overall rise of ‘masculinist’ values in Finnish pol-
itics. however, the question is not only of more masculinist poli-
tics, but also of a change in styles of masculinity – a shift towards a 
plurality of different political styles emphasizing masculine values. 
This does not preclude the ideological nature of the adherence to 
those values but sets new challenges to scholarship addressing what 
has been called backlash of traditional values in recent years in Eu-
rope and from 2016 onwards in the united States as well. the au-
thors analyze the usages of two keywords, ‘jätkä’ (roughly meaning 
‘bloke’ when referring to oneself ) and ‘jytky’ (big bang, referring 
to the landslide victory of the party in 2011) by former party leader 
timo Soini. from this analysis the authors proceed to show connec-
tions between the masculinity-related rhetorics of finns party rep-
resentatives and the central identity politics of the party.

Introduction

The exceptional rise of the Finnish populist party ‘The Finns Party’ 
(earlier ‘True Finns’, in Finnish ‘Perussuomalaiset’, literally ‘basic 
finns’ or ‘average finns’) between 2003 and 2015 is a major indi-
cator of the rise of ’masculinist’ values in finnish politics. howev-
er, it is not only a question of more masculinist politics, but also of 
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a change in styles of masculinity. From a stiff, ‘aristocratic’ mascu-
linity of the earlier period of political status quo (criticized by the 
finns party), there has been a shift towards a plurality of different 
political styles emphasizing masculine values. this does not pre-
clude the ideological nature of the adherence to those values but 
sets new challenges to scholarship addressing what has been called 
a backlash of traditional values in recent years in Europe especially 
and recently (from 2016 onwards) in the united States as well. in 
this article we look at the way leading politicians of the finns par-
ty have appealed to masculinity and masculine values (about mas-
culinity studies and different masculinities in Finnish politics, see 
Nieminen 2013). Here, masculinity is not any natural, noncontesta-
ble given. rather, we refer to a culturally constructed and ideologi-
cal phenomenon, dubbing it ‘masculinism’.

From vikings to swing voters

in the 2003 parliamentary elections the success of the party was 
still mild in numbers (1.57 % of the votes) and was mostly based 
on the success of former athlete, show wrestler (known by the name 
Ludvig Borga), rude and ultra-masculine Tony ‘Viking’ Halme. 

Halme’s political career did not last for many years, as he died 
in 2010 of alcohol and drug abuse. however, halme did offer a 
fresh channel for both political protest for less-well-to-do voters 
and political expressions leaning towards openly chauvinistic and 
rasistic politics. the famous self-ironical news comment attributed 
to Halme (the day after the 2003 elections) perhaps explains a little 
his provocative style: ‘It seems like everything is possible in Fin-
land. we have a lesbian president and me as MP.’ Although the re-
sult of the party in the 2003 elections, three mps, was not noted as a 
big success, the new party, established in 1995, did make space for 
the idea of the need of an alternative to the clean and polished con-
sensus politics of the older parties.
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the male swing voters and non-voters would later on be even 
more important for the slowly rising success of the party in the 
2007 parliamentary elections (5 MPs) and particularly in the 2011 

picture 1. tony halme, show wrestler and later mp of finns party
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and 2015 parliamentary elections, which totally changed the finn-
ish political map’s status quo (the Finns Party managed to get 39 
and 38 MPs, respectively, out of 200 deputies of the parliament, 
meaning that – due to other changes in the relative strengths be-
tween parties – in 2015 the finns party became the second biggest 
party of the parliament!). the victory was called ‘jytky’, an an-
cient finnish word denoting the sound of a heavy thump, but being, 
according to Timo Soini, leader of the Finns Party (Soini 2014), 
his own innovation into political language, heard from the people’s 
mouth ‘at some market place’ (see Kovala & Pöysä 2017, 257-259). 
Later on the term has been used for other kinds of political victories 
and non-victories as well, for example during the media coverage 
of the 2016 presidential elections of the USA. This could also been 
seen as indication of the transition of the Finns Party from a mar-
ginalized, ridiculed position into the centre of political publicity in 
Finland during the early 2010s.

Timo Soini, masculinity, and identity 

Although the 2007 elections did not yet mean a great success for 
the finns party (with just 4.05 % of the votes), they did mean a 
great success for party leader Soini, who received the third biggest 
amount of voters in whole finland (19 859 /+15 462). during the 
presidential elections in 2006 the personality of the long time polit-
ical activist working already in the 1980s and 1990s for the former 
populist party, Finnish Rural Party [Suomen Maaseudun Puolue, 
Smp] had for the first time become well-known in finland due to 
his personal media qualities and the populist message of the party. 
it is part of the definition of populism that populist political move-
ments count on charismatic leaders. it seems that between 2003 and 
2007 Soini had become one. while the star of Tony Halme as a po-
litical non-conformist was already on the decline, Soini as the lead-
er of the party had risen to new spheres of celebrity, not the least for 
his fluent and skilful media presence and his average guy habitus – 
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somewhat plump, but honest, sympathic, critical of the ‘real’ politi-
cians and the consensus politics of his time. the following two pic-
tures from Soini’s campaign ad are republished in Soini’s first book 
(2008). the caption shows a degree of self-irony: ‘the invitation to 
dance by a district agrologist’ -look worked well both for presiden-
tial and parliamentary elections.

how to turn personal success into the success of the party? this 
question probably kept the Finns Party activists busy after the 2007 
elections. In 2008 Timo Soini published his autobiography entitled 
Maisterisjätkä. 

A great part of the book consists of building a personal my-
thology of Soini’s person as a political inheritor of the leader of 
the former Finnish Rural Party (SMP), legendary Veikko Vennamo. 
The title of the book is interesting as such. As an ad hoc coinage it 
combines the word ‘maisteri’ denoting a person with an academic 

Picture 2. Posters used in presidential (2006) and parliamentary (2007) 
elections
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Master’s degree and ‘jätkä’ denoting a non-educated ordinary guy 
(‘lad’, ‘bloke’, or ‘dude’). Interestingly, Soini reveals in the book 
that also the finnish name of the party, ‘perussuomalaiset’, was 
based on his own, tentatively used, self-denoting attribute ‘perus-
suomalainen mies’ – ‘ordinary Finnish man’ (p. 88). The potential 
tension between the populist need for creating affinity with the or-
dinary people and Soini’s background as academic M.Soc.Sc. (he 
actually wrote his master’s thesis about the history of populism, 
see Soini 1988), officially ‘maisteri’ (but expressed here in a some-
what old style, with the diminutive form ‘maisteri-s’) was resolved 
in this rhetorical oxymoron, which at the same time gave Soini a 
possibility to bring in masculine values into his political figure oth-
erwise quite far from halme’s ultra masculinity. to call oneself a 
‘jätkä’, whatever meanings it might have for the the addressee, is 
something totally different from calling oneself a politician (which 
he actually is). the following picture (3) probably crystallizes the 
habitus of Soini as a ‘jätkä’ of that time.

In his second autobiographical book entitled Peruspomo (2014) 
Soini gives himself a new oxymoronic attribute, ‘basic boss’. as a 
folksy form for ‘director’ or ‘leader’, ‘pomo’ refers more explic-
itly to Soini’s role as the head of the party, a kind of personifica-
tion of the party. Although Soini’s most important signs of ordinari-
ness (plumpness, a somewhat scruffy appearance, relaxed posture, 
cheap looking glasses, millwall scarf, conservative – roman cath-
olic - family values, and place of residence in Espoo Iivisniemi, 
horse racing and football as his hobbies) are still there, he is also 
tuning his political personality all the time according to the social 
climate. now as the present finnish minister of foreign affairs, 
Soini has travelled quite far from the ordinary people and from be-
ing an unknown party worker for a marginal political party. 

how has Soini dealt with this contradiction as minister since 
2015? It looks like he has left aside some of his ‘trademarks’, for 
instance the blue and white millwall scarf. But there is also tension 
to be seen between his occasional attempt to use the same kind of 
somewhat provocative language and the requirements of his present 
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high position as Minister. Besides the language, also the use of pic-
tures for self expression is important to note as part of Soini’s po-
litical image. At the same time, photographers and journalists are 
lured to take seriously the casual style of the populist leader. It is 
somewhat banal that the nasal hair of Soini became a kind of trade-
mark of his relaxed masculinist politics (see the cover of the lead-
ing Finnish business journal Kauppalehti’s monthly review on the 
next page). within Soini’s habitus hairiness could also be seen as a 
sign of experience (age) and of a hard working masculine guy with 
no time to take care of outer appearance. in official and public pic-
tures these kinds of details are not there just by accident.

Picture 3. Blokeness of Timo Soini
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Identity politics as a carrier wave for the Finns Party

The rhetorical strategies used by Soini are manifestly dynamic and 
reflexive. Soini is ready to try out new coinages, react apparently 
spontaneously to situations, and shift strategies according to chang-
ing contexts of operation. But the identity politics that those strate-
gies support is something more stable.

much of the success of the finns party boils down to an identi-
ty politics where traditional gender roles and family values are in a 

Picture 4. Cover picture of Kauppalehti monthly
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salient position and which links with the value conservative under-
current of the finnish populist movement. this comes close to what 
paul taggart (2000) identifies as the core of populism – the nostal-
gia towards and effort to reachieve the ‘heartland’ – ‘a version of 
the past that celebrates a hypothetical, uncomplicated and non-po-
litical territory of the imagination’. Soini’s habitus is definitely a 
central part of the core identity politics in the finns party, which is 
often said to be part of a more general backlash towards a bygone 
state of culture and society where things were clear and simple – in 
brief, towards a heartland.

however, the identity politics associated with Soini has not been 
the only one among the leading politicians of the party. In a picture 
taken of three Finns Party MPs at the Finnish parliament some-
where around 2006 we see three different kinds of masculinities 
judged by their outer appearance and career history: Ostrobothnian 
policeman raimo vistbacka, show wrestler tony halme and popu-
list party veteran Timo Soini.

Picture 5. Three Finns Party MPs (from right to left): Raimo Vistbacka, 
Tony Halme, and Timo Soini
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It is indeed interesting to note that in today’s Finns Party there 
is room for different kinds of masculinities. Tony Halme’s aggres-
sively non-conformist habitus was very different from Soini’s al-
though both are (were) known as good speakers. vistbacka, then, 
was something different as well: dry, grey, decorous, fact oriented 
politician. although vistbacka was the sole mp of the party in the 
early years of the party, he has never attracted much media atten-
tion and has apparently not been so much as striving at high media 
visibility. in line with the popular image of a finnish policeman he 
is a more matter-of-fact kind of politician than the other two shown 
in the photograph. 

In contrast to Soini, Halme and Vistbacka, the public image of 
Jussi halla-aho, leading figure of the anti-immigration fraction of 
the party, is a far cry from any bloke-like appearance. Although a 
populist politician in the strong sense of the term, he acts and looks 
like an academic. it would be hard to imagine him calling him-
self a ‘jätkä’ – or being called one. rather, with the bike, helmet, 
and backpack, and overall learned habitus, he would easily go for 
a supporter of the Green Party. Halla-aho’s political agenda is ac-
tually very narrow and boils down to just three topics: immigration 

Picture 6. Jussi Halla-aho, MEP, leader of Finns Party since June 2017
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and multiculturalism, the related danger of Islam, and the issue of 
gun control. 

Jussi Halla-aho and Jussi Niinistö, Minister of Defence at the 
time this article is being written, are far from ordinary guys and are 
not trying to appear as ones, either. Both have a doctoral degree, the 
former in Slavic philology and the latter in historical studies. Nei-
ther would identify with or appeal to the people in their rhetoric or 
in their politics. although the two and Soini are part of the same 
populist movement, they have both different agendas and different 
political styles (see Palonen 2017, 309). Nevertheless, all these pol-
iticians are in line as regards their relationship with the said tradi-
tional values and pull towards the same direction. they also share 
the anti-idealist and anti-cultural elite attitudes, although to differ-
ent degrees. 

Apart from the habituses of the leading Finns Party politicians, 
the very politics of the party shows strong masculinist features. the 
focus on issues of power (including the military) and the nation-
alist emphases, enhanced value conservativity and self-conscious 
anti-culture attitudes seem to be tendencies which have appealed to 
male voters much more than female ones (Ylä-anttila 2014, 192). 
It must be remembered that Soini’s occasional jokes about femi-
nists and especially ‘male feminists’ are far from ambiguous: ‘If a 
bloke declares himself a male feminist, i bend twice over and die 
of laughter.’ 

The ‘immigration critical’ rhetorics and policies of the party, in 
turn, connect more or less closely with forms of present-day rac-
ism and the exclusive nationalist ideologies of right-wing patriot-
ic groups, whose influence in the party is bigger than the relatively 
small number of their active supporters would suggest. part of the 
immigration-critical fraction of the party have had contacts with 
such radical groups and there has been some pressure against party 
leader Soini to the effect that he should explicitly forbid coopera-
tion and any contacts with such groups. failure to do so can be seen 
as an indication of the fact that there is some support basis there to 
be lost for the party.
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it is evidence of the new political status of the finns party that 
it has managed to create new normalities to the political language 
and other practices. One example of the latter: representatives of the 
other two parties in the present cabinet – the coalition party and 
the centre party – have started showing signs of enhanced mascu-
linity as well. the most famous of these was the ‘fist bump’ of rep-
resentatives of the three parties – Jari Lindström (Minister of Jus-
tice and Minister of Labour), Juha Sipilä (Prime Minister), and Al-
exander Stubb (Minister of Finance) – in early March 2016, in con-
nection with a success in pressing forward the ‘competitivity boost’ 
with the help of a ‘historical’ (forced) agreement between different 
sides of the labour market. It is possible to interpret the gesture as 
another sign of the spread of a new, ‘boyish’ populist style in finn-
ish top politics. the gesture was (not without justification) interpret-
ed in Finland as a sign of a backlash, although in another context it 
could be seen as a mark for a new, relaxed political culture (see for 

picture 7. ‘we made it!’ ministers’ boyish fist bump to celebrate the agree-
ment between different sides of the labour market. 
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example president obama’s fist bump with his wife and children). 
the latter was very probably the impression the politicians want-
ed to give to the public, but in the context of the weakening of the 
terms and conditions of employment of the low salary female work-
ers the fist bump got a totally different meaning: ‘we won!’

Is the Finns Party a ‘male party’? 

in this article we have shown how an apparently uniform political 
formation such as the Finns Party can incorporate very different po-
litical orientations. it seems that especially in times when a populist 
movement has air under its wings, it can take in different kinds of 
personal habituses, identity politics, and rhetorical strategies under 
those wings – which is very much in line with the laclauan defini-
tion of populism.

It has often been noted that the Finns Party is not attractive to 
women – whether voters or striving politicians. this may be due 
to the fact that the issues taken up by Finns Party politicians or the 
worlds of justification evoked in that process (see Ylä-anttila 2014, 
206), are more distant for women than men. another explanation, 
touched on in this article, is the polemical and often aggressive po-
litical style that the party is known for. however, one can also ask 
why the women who have voted for the party or are political actors 
in the party on various levels have done so. what is the ‘affordance’ 
of the movement and the party for them? 

there may be pragmatic reasons for women to vote for or join 
the finns party – an aspiring politician may well find a new party, 
which is rising in popularity and is in need of candidates, attractive 
from the career perspective. and a populist movement, by defini-
tion, gathers together under a common banner both diverse causes 
and diverse supporters with various personal motivations. another 
possible explanation would be the nostalgic lure of the ‘heartland’, 
a stable, traditional gender system with home-like qualities. for a 
somewhat stronger interpretation of the lure, however, we need to 
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go back to issues of identity dealt with above. namely, identity pol-
itics is not only about gender, but also about social and cultural 
background. More precisely, it seems that at least for some repre-
sentatives and supporters of the party, their solidarity to the party 
rests on a sense of belonging to a socio-cultural group (or groups) 
that considers itself neglected by the older parties. This solidarity 
may or may not override the problematic aspects of the party for 
many women. although it is not paid much attention to in the me-
dia and political commentary, this kind of alienation, together with 
other explanatory factors, seems to us to be involved in the popular-
ity of finnish political populism for both men and women, although 
the ‘affordance’ of the party is undeniably more lucrative and more 
easily digestible for men. 

Conclusions

in this article we have charted the masculinity-related rhetoric of 
finns party, starting with timo Soini, former leader of finns par-
ty, and proceeding from there to deal with a number of other lead-
ing politicians of the party. our goal was to account for the ways in 
which masculinity figures in the habituses, rhetorics, and policies 
of those politicians. Much of the success of Finns Party rests on 
an identity politics emphasizing traditional gender roles and fami-
ly values , which links with the value conservative undercurrent of 
the Finnish populist movement and forms much of the core of the 
‘heartland’ of the movement.

The article reveals that there are both different masculinities and 
related identity politics manifested by leading politicians of Finns 
Party. Timo Soini’s habitus is distinct from those of Jussi Halla-
aho, Jussi Niinistö or the late Tony Halme. Nevertheless, the prin-
ciple of equivalence, here too, prevails over differences. All these 
politicians are basically in line as regards their relationship with the 
said traditional values and pull towards the same direction. they 
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also share the anti-idealist and anti-elite attitudes, although to dif-
ferent degrees.

Apart from the habituses of the leading Finns Party politicians, 
the very politics of the party shows strong masculinist features. the 
focus on issues of power and the nationalist emphasis, enhanced 
value conservativity, and self-conscious anti-culture attitudes seem 
to be tendencies which have appealed to male voters much more 
than female ones. The latter, although the party has often been 
dubbed a masculine party, shared some of the other reasons for their 
support for the party. In sum, much of the success of the party and 
its central politicians rested on appeals to masculinist values, with 
which populism got entangled.
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gendeR PoPulism: thRee CAses oF Finns 
PARtY ACtoRs’ tRAditionAlist Anti-Feminism

tuija saresma

AbstrACt

Gender has been marginalized in the study on populism (muli-
nari & Neergard 2012; Akkerman 2015; de Lange & Mügge 2015). 
Ruth wodak (2015) states that gendered discourses in the rhetoric 
of right-wing populist parties have been neglected and remain un-
der-researched. although we seem to be witnessing an upsurge in 
the focus on gender issues in research on populism (see e.g. the the-
matic issue of Patterns of Prejudice, ed. by Spierings et al. 2015), 
with especially the amount of analyses of the so-called gender gap 
in voting patterns increasing lately, the analysis of performing gen-
der and a certain gender order in the wider political discourse is still 
mostly missing.

in this chapter, i will look at the ways gender is performed in 
three cases that include active Finns Party members, namely an in-
terview of the party secretary riikka Slunga-poutsalo, published 
in the main newspaper Helsingin Sanomat; a ‘gender campaign’ 
by the finns party Youth organised mainly in the internet, and the 
book A Non-Neutral Book on Gender, published by the think tank 
near to Finns Party.

My hypothesis is that in these cases, gender is performed in a 
conservative, even traditionalist way, manifesting the strict and in-
surmountable gender roles for men and women. for my analysis, 
I have developed the concept of ‘gender populism’ that refers to 
a simplifying understanding of gender as a ‘natural’, essential di-
chotomous order, based on positioning men and women in hierar-
chical locations in terms of power (Saresma 2014). By introducing 
this concept, i wish to bring gender into the research on populism, 
which as a phenomenon is often believed to be gender-blind, and to 
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broaden the understanding of populist logic (both populist rhetoric 
and populism as a mobilising force) also outside party politics.

Introduction

Gender has often been marginalised, when it has not been totally ab-
sent, in research on populism (Mulinari & Neergard 2012; Akker-
man 2015; de Lange & Mügge 2015). Ruth wodak (2015) states 
that gendered discourses in the rhetoric of right-wing populist par-
ties have been neglected and remain under-researched. Although 
we seem to be witnessing an upsurge in the focus on gender issues 
in research on populism (see e.g. the thematic issue of Patterns of 
Prejudice, ed. by Spierings et al. 2015), with especially the amount 
of analyses of the so-called gender gap in voting patterns increasing 
lately, the analysis of performing gender and a certain gender order 
in the wider political discourse is still mostly missing.

Finns Party [Perussuomalaiset, formerly True Finns] is a pop-
ulist party with a left-wing legacy: like its predecessor, Suomen 
Maaseudun Puolue SMP [Finnish Rural Party], it emphasises the 
rights of the farmers, small entrepreneurs, the unemployed, single 
mothers, and other groups of people with income smaller than the 
average. The popularity of the Finns Party among the voters has 
risen considerably during the last decade, however showing serious 
decrease in the opinion polls after the party entered the government 
in the Spring of 2015 (Palonen & Saresma 2017; Pekonen 2016). 
Side by side with the finns party Youth organisation activists oc-
cupying many of the leading positions in the party, the emphasis 
has shifted to more right-wing populist values such as anti-immi-
gration minded, xenophobic opinions and a certain conservatism, 
manifested in traditionalist views that are strongly against abortion, 
gender-neutral marriage, feminism, and LGBTI rights (Norocel et 
al., forthcoming).

in this chapter, i will look at the ways gender is performed in 
three cases that include active Finns Party members, namely an in-
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terview of the party secretary riikka Slunga-poutsalo, published 
in the main newspaper Helsingin Sanomat; a ‘gender campaign’ 
by the finns party Youth organised mainly in the internet, and the 
book A Non-Neutral Book on Gender, published by the think tank 
near to finns party. in what follows, i will analyse the abovemen-
tioned cases, published during the last couple of years, all of which, 
in their own way, encapsulate something essential about the heated 
debate around gender.

My hypothesis is that in these cases, gender is performed in a 
conservative, even traditionalist way, manifesting the strict and in-
surmountable gender roles for men and women. this rigidness is 
in strong opposition to the academic understanding of gender as 
not a biological ‘fact’ based on an essentially binary order, divid-
ing people into two separate homogeneous groups based on repro-
duction, but something more variable, like a continuum on which 
people may position themselves (see e.g. Koivunen & Liljeström 
1996; Saresma et al. 2010). thus, following Judith Butler (1990), 
gender is often understood in academic gender studies as a cultur-
ally constructed and repetitively performed trait, although essential 
for one’s self-understanding. Even the ‘roles’ of various genders 
are not a biological given in this understanding, but something con-
stantly negotiated (Rossi 2010).

This negotiation manifests itself in the discursive struggles over 
genders and in the way people are hierarchically positioned within 
the gender system (Julkunen 2010). Here, I prefer to use the con-
cept of ‘gender order’ to refer to a more flexible way to social-
ly organise the activities and experiences of various genders. Gen-
der orders vary according to the socio-cultural context, some em-
phasising the diversity and flexibility of genders, others denying it 
and deafening the negotiations of multiple understandings of gen-
der and the existence of a variety of gender orders.

The negotiations over the ruling gender order are loud in the 
contemporary society, where the traditionalist and more progres-
sive opinions struggle. For many sociologists and historians, in-
cluding Ulrich Beck, Manuel Castells, Göran Therborn, and Eric 
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hobsbawm, the new arrangements in the relationship of the gen-
ders is one of the most ground-breaking social changes of our time 
(Julkunen 2010, 9). A lot of emotional capital is invested in the gen-
der order, and defining it is fundamentally a question of power. it 
is therefore no wonder that gender and, more broadly, the gender 
order have become central sites of negotiation in the contempo-
rary affective media landscape and in political discussions. (Sares-
ma 2014a.) Several debates on gender and the negotiation of the 
gender order are ongoing in the contemporary political and societal 
discussion. the gender debates in the finnish media deal with e.g. 
abortion rights, anti-feminism, day-care versus housewives, quo-
tas for women in politics, and gender-neutral marriage. loud dis-
putes are often based on entrenched positions, straightforward ar-
gumentation, and affective allegations, and are thus based on popu-
list rhetoric. (Saresma, forthcoming.)

i analyse this relatively new phenomenon that juxtaposes ac-
ademic gender studies and feminist movement against the folk-
sy, traditionalist understanding of gender through the lens of gen-
der populism (Saresma 2014b). Populism, for me, is an ambivalent 
phenomenon that aims at popularity among the people by fuelling 
distrust and directing hostility towards the political elite (wiberg 
2011, 14). the populist rhetoric is based on simplification, polari-
sation, and stereotypes, thereby aiming at creating the (more or less 
imaginary) ‘other’ that is set against (simultaneously imaginary) 
‘us’. The creation of these opposing groups is based on the utili-
sation of black-and-white rhetoric and vague expressions (wiberg 
2011, 15–16). The tone of populist rhetoric is often affective (Läh-
desmäki & Saresma 2014). Constructing and perceiving enemies 
and adversaries and creating scapegoats (wodak 2015) are essential 
elements of populist othering.

with gender populism as my conceptual contrivance, I refer to 
the vernacular speech about gender that is oversimplified and con-
sciously separates itself from analytical approaches to gender, such 
as those found in academic gender studies. In this discourse, gender 
is perceived to be a given and people are grouped as either women 
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or men on the basis of a simplistic, ‘natural’ bi-polar system. wom-
en and men are understood as forming opposite groups that con-
sist of individuals distinguishable by their biological traits, looks, 
and behaviour (Saresma 2014b, 46). It is characteristic of gender 
populist discourse to take ‘man’ as a monolithic, universal catego-
ry, and to consider maleness, heterosexuality and middle-class sta-
tus as normative for being human (Koivunen & Liljeström 1996). 
These properties simultaneously serve as unmarked categories of 
power (choo & marx ferree 2010).

Thus, the concept of gender populism refers to a simplifying 
understanding of gender as a ’natural’, essentially dichotomous or-
der, based on positioning both women and men in hierarchical loca-
tions in terms of power (Saresma 2014b). By introducing this con-
cept, i wish to bring gender into the research on populism, which as 
a phenomenon is often believed to be gender-blind, and to broaden 
the understanding of populist logic (both populist rhetoric and pop-
ulism as a mobilising force) also outside party politics.

Gender conservatism on the rise

Ruth wodak (2015) has noted that conservative family values, 
homophobia, and anti-abortion campaigns have become part and 
parcel of the ideologies of some of the right-wing populist move-
ments in Central Europe, the former Eastern-Bloc countries and the 
uS tea party. in the right-wing traditionalist imaginaries, as she 
continues, gender-relations are changing in a significant way, pa-
triarchy is threatened, and the world as ’we’ know it no longer ex-
ists.

These currents and attempts to restore the nostalgic (yet imag-
ined) traditional gender order can be seen in the texts of the interna-
tionally networked and mobilised men’s rights movement, which 
is mainly internet-based (Saresma 2012; 2014a; 2017; 2018). Here, 
however, i ask whether there is a tendency by the mainstream par-
ty politics to adopt these anti-feminist currents. The hypothesis is 
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that gender populism is strengthened by the more general populist 
atmosphere in the society and that it has to do with the general rise 
of gender conservatism, sometimes named backlash (Faludi 1994). 
Based on these assumptions, the main question of my chapter is, 
how gender is performed in the contemporary political sphere, es-
pecially in the discursive realm of the Finns Party. This question is 
explored in light of three recent cases that can be interpreted as gen-
der populism and that caused media fuss, if not panic. I have select-
ed the cases based on their topicality – all of them were published 
within the last couple of years – and their influence and authority in 
the constantly ongoing negotiations of the ruling gender order, and 
thus, their impact on the general opinion.

Case 1: Interview with Party Secretary Riikka  
Slunga-Poutsalo

i start with an interview, published in the Sunday supplement of 
the leading finnish newspaper Helsingin Sanomat in 2014, with 
the newly elected party secretary of the finns party, riikka Slun-
ga-Poutsalo. The Finns Party, like its predecessor, has a reputation 
of being a men’s party: as many as 67 percent of its voters are men 
(Yle 2009), and of a total of 38 mps elected in 2015, no less than 22 
(58 %) were men (Suomen uutiset 2015). this inequality has been 
noticed, and there has been an effort to agitate female candidates 
in the elections (Norocel et al., forthcoming). It is thus remarkable 
that the party secretary is a woman. in the interview, the subject of 
gender is touched upon, however in a tone that would be easy to be 
interpreted as misogynous.

The article by Hanna Mahlamäki (2014) published in the main 
finnish newspaper Helsingin Sanomat, includes a provocative 
quote, where the newly elected party secretary riikka Slunga-
poutsalo asserts: ‘in finland women are so equal that they even 
look like men.’ This quote emphasises the unnaturalness of ‘equal-
ity gone mad’, familiar from the masculinist discussion forums and 
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blogs (Saresma 2012; 2014a; 2014b). in the interview, the female 
party secretary of the Finns Party opens up about her understand-
ing of gender roles and feminism. in her view, men and women 
are comprehended as two distinguishably different groups of peo-
ple. women and men can be separated by their biology and looks 
(at least they could be before!), and they have different roles in 
the family and the society. in Slunga-poutsalo’s view, they comple-
ment each other by forming a heterosexual couple, the basic unit of 
Finnish society.

this traditional view of separate gender roles that Slunga-pout-
salo so eagerly promotes is the basis of a patriarchal gender system. 
It is supported by many Finns, and especially those supporting the 
conservative Finns Party, the Christian Democrats, and the Centre 
party. in finland, feminism or the f-word is a dirty word, unlike in 
Sweden, where the feminist initiative received more than 3 per-
cent of the votes in the 2014 general election and became the most 
popular party outside the parliament. In Finland, it is more com-
mon to say, ‘I am rather a male chauvinist than a feminist’, as Slun-
ga-poutsalo actually declared after she was elected the party secre-
tary in 2013.

the interview does not explicitly focus on gender issues, but the 
interviewer gives a lot of room for Slunga-poutsalo’s traditionalist 
opinions on them. I quote the part on gender in its entirety:

She is attracted to the Finns Party because of their value conserva-
tism. Grown up in lapland, Slunga-poutsalo supports traditional gen-
der roles. 

”i am a woman, and i have my strengths and weaknesses as a wom-
an. likewise my husband, he’s a man, and he has these things between 
his legs, and he has his own strengths and weaknesses.” 

She grimaces at the word feminism.
”There is a strong negative tone to feminism. Today, it does not 

mean that you stand for equality. In everyday speech, there is the tone 
that you want more for women at the expense of men. – – they are 
proud to be women. they have tits, they have rolls of fat around their 
waist. they try to be equal with men, or even a bit more equal. this 
makes me want to poke my fingers into my ears.”
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the interview with Slunga-poutsalo roused a critical discussion in 
print and social media. It is, according to my interpretation, an ex-
cellent representative of political gender populism. It also mani-
fests well the tendency of anti-feminist ideology and sheer misog-
yny to transgress the bi-polar gender system: both men and women 
can subscribe to these ideologies. The gender of the speaker is far 
less important than the gendered discourse she or he is promoting.

Case 2: Gender Campaign #Girl_boy

Let me then turn to an even more blatant example of gender pop-
ulism. Here, it is actually used to mobilise people in favour of the 
traditional gender order. The phenomenon in question is the inter-
net campaign by the finns party Youth.

the slogan of the finns party Youth declares that it is ‘the most 
nationalistic and democratic political youth and student organisa-
tion’. in the organisation’s website, there is the picture of the na-
tional personification of finland, the maiden of finland, with her 
blonde hair and traditional hair-do (see picture 1).

Picture 1.
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news about the finns party youth organisation’s Gender cam-
paign, titled #Girl_boy [#tyttö_poika], were released on 25 febru-
ary 2016. The text of the press release asserts that a gender revolu-
tion is needed to fight the feminist aim to question the existence of 
only two genders. i quote:

instead of denying oneself, one should be proud of what s/he is. the 
idea of a gender neutral society is based on the lie that there are no dif-
ferences between genders and that girls and boys should be interested 
in the same things. – – The gender differences in orientation are demol-
ished in working life and politics by setting quotas for women. we are 
in favour of binning all the quotas. – – The gender differences are visi-
ble in education as well. if we openly admit the existence of the differ-
ences, we could create a diverse learning environment that would bet-
ter acknowledge also the needs of boys. (press release 25 feb 2017.)

the press release ends with a remark on the baffling effects of ques-
tioning the existence of (two) genders and the suggestion that ed-
ucators and parents abstain from using their kids as guinea pigs of 
these ‘trendy currents’.

The campaign thus explicitly condemns feminism and the idea 
of gender-neutral education and makes a clear stand on defending 
the traditional gender roles. The campaign is paradoxical in its need 
to deny the gender quotas that favour women, yet simultaneously 
demanding acknowledging the specificity of boys at schools.

in the campaign photograph, there are young people wearing 
caps that pronounce each one’s gender: Boy, Boy, Girl, Girl, Girl 
(see picture 2). The essential message of this campaign – the need 
for boys to be boys and girls to be girls – was spread and dissem-
inated mainly through social media, especially via twitter, where 
the hashtag #girl_boy was launched. it did not however gain much 
positive attention in the social media. instead, it was ridiculed in the 
social media, and it was criticised ardently both in twitter and fa-
cebook for being very simplifying.

In the traditional media, the campaign gained some media cov-
erage. in an interview after the campaign was launched, the chair of 
the youth organisation of the party, Sebastian Tynkkynen, explic-
itly stated that it was directed against feminism and more broadly 
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‘against the propaganda of women’s Studies that is quite strongly 
fed to us’ (Lehto 2016). The campaign is directed ‘against a gen-
der-neutral society’, as Tynkkynen claims. ‘we are afraid that the 
societal discussion is narrowing down too fast. it is a bit like just a 
while ago when it was forbidden to discuss immigration with a neg-
ative tone, and you were labelled if you tried to discuss. now we 
have this other issue.’ (Ibid.)

The issue of anti-feminism and defending biological under-
standing of two sexes as well as traditional gender roles were not 
always taken seriously by the media. in the interview referred to 
above, the journalist poses a question to tynkkynen, asking why 
five of the young people in the campaign photo wear a cap stating 
clearly ‘girl’ or ‘boy’, but we cannot read that in the sixth person’s 
cap. tynkkynen’s huffy answer is: ‘it must be his position, nothing 
else. You can surely see that it says “boy”.’

The campaign seems to be put up in a hurry. It is an example of 
how the traditional values and ideas about the dichotomous gender 

Picture 2.
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order and inciting adversarial opinions are used to attract publicity, 
so vital for political organisations.

Case 3: Non-neutral Book on Gender

The third example of mainstreaming gender populism in the po-
litical domain continues the promoting of conservative ideology 
and the simplifying of the understanding of genders, while aiming 
at restoring the pre-feminist gender order with (supposedly) clear-
cut gender roles. It is a book called Non-Neutral Book on Gen-
der – Notes on Gender Issues [as translated from the Finnish title 
Epäneutraali sukupuolikirja – Puheenvuoroja sukupuolikysymyk-
sistä]. The title refers to the torrid debate surrounding the legisla-
tion of the gender-neutral marriage bill and the demands for gen-
der-neutral education from early childhood to grammar school. It is 
published by The Foundation of Finland [Suomen Perusta], a think 
tank affiliated with the finns party, and edited by Simo Grönroos, 
the executive manager of the think tank and a Finns Party member, 
active in municipal politics as a councillor. He is also a member of 
the nationalist far-right organisation, The Grit of Finland [Suomen 
Sisu], which is openly against multiculturalism and immigration.

The executive committee of Suomen Perusta comprises Finns 
Party politicians: the Speaker of the Finnish Parliament Maria Lo-
hela, the Minister of Social Affairs and Health Pirkko Mattila, MP 
Simon Elo, MP Juho Eerola, MP Laura Huhtasaari, and MP Ville 
vähämäki, many of whom are renowned members of Suomen Sisu. 
the chair of the committee is the historian arto luukkanen, whose 
research specialises in Russia. In the 2015 parliamentary election, 
Luukkanen ran as a member of the Finns Party.

Suomen Perusta has published several pamphlets and reports. 
These publications criticise the bilingualism of Finland and the ‘co-
ercion’ to study Swedish; the Eu and euro; multiculturalism, immi-
gration and the ‘migration crisis’; and the mainstream media jour-
nalists living inside the ‘red-and-green bubble’, espousing a (too) 



188Nykykulttuuri 122

tolerant worldview. a recurring theme is russia as a threat to the 
Finnish nation. The Non-neutral gender book continues the tradi-
tionalist themes of the publication series in the sense that it pro-
motes conservative values and is explicitly against liberal ide-
as about multiculturalism, gender-neutral marriage, and women’s 
rights.

The aim of the book is made clear from the beginning: ‘Gender 
neutrality and feminism are, together with multiculturalism, buz-
zwords of our time’, as the editor Grönroos puts it. he claims that 
the ‘problems of the equality of men’ (a concept the men’s rights 
activist Henry Laasanen has promoted and endlessly discussed in 
his blog, see Saresma 2012; 2014a; 2014b; 2017) have been forgot-
ten because of feminism while the meaning of traditional gender 
roles has been overshadowed by the over-emphasis on gender-neu-
trality. The book aims to raise consciousness about men’s problems. 
the writers of the non-neutral Gender Book are renown anti-femi-
nists, such as the aforementioned Henry Laasanen and the essayist 
and the chief editor of a right-wing traditionalist web publication, 
timo hännikäinen, whose misogynous essays i have analysed ear-
lier (Saresma 2016). in his two chapters in the non-neutral Book, 
laasanen discusses the inequality white men have to deal with in 
the contemporary feminist-governed Finland and the faults of Gen-
der Studies. Hännikäinen continues promoting traditional marriage 
and tackles the questions of heterosexual love and gender roles.

the other writers include the finns party member Juho Eerola, 
who writes about men’s position in custody disputes; the mp can-
didate and finns party Youth member tiina ahva, who ‘is critical 
about feminism’, discusses the need for gender quotas; and the con-
servative journalist and author marko hamilo, known for his arti-
cles on the science pages of Helsingin Sanomat and in Perussuoma-
lainen, the official organ of the finns party. in this publication, he 
argues that it is dangerous to deny biology in discussing gender, and 
that the conservative view on gender roles is based on biology and 
evolution psychology and is thus factual. The pseudonym Black 
orchid [musta orkidea], herself a trans woman, defines herself as 
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‘critical towards rainbow people’. in her pamphlet about the ‘dan-
gerous gender ideology’, she refers to the LGBT movement and the 
supporters of trans-rights as being wrong to start with, since there 
are only two genders. in the final chapter, Jukka-pekka rahkonen, a 
Pentecostal Church activist and the organiser of the True Marriage 
campaign (against gender-neutral marriage), juxtaposes traditional 
marriage and gender-neutral marriage legislation, showing support 
for the former (see also Bellè & Poggio in this volume).

all the writers thus stand for traditional(ist) views on gender. 
They oppose feminism, gender studies, gay rights, gender-neu-
tral education and other progressive ideas related to gender. with-
out going into more detail, it can be claimed that the argumenta-
tion, following the populist logic of reasoning, is weak throughout: 
it is based on black-and-white claims without grounds; referenc-
es ‘many media analyses’ instead of academic research; and relies 
on simplifications and gut feeling instead of valid argumentation 
(keisalo 2016). the chapters do not fill the requirements of a scien-
tific publication, which the book of course does not even claim to 
be. Instead, it is targeted at an audience outside the academy, at the 
lay people already sympathetic to the traditionalist ideologies pro-
moted by the populist think tank Suomen perusta. however, cer-
tain strategies of persuasion and a striving for ostensible academ-
ic credibility are used, such as bibliographies and references to re-
search and legislation.

having said that, the credibility of the writers and the pseudo-
scientific argumentation as well as the plausibility of the arguments, 
when published in a book instead of as separate claims, should not 
be belittled. Since the members of the publishing organ and many of 
the writers are near to the finns party and the nationalist organisa-
tion Suomen Sisu, and one of the members of the publishing organ, 
Laura Huhtasaari, runs as a candidate for presidency of Finland in 
the 2018 elections, the book has even more weight as the ‘official’ 
opinion of the party than the previously mentioned interview of the 
party Secretary riikka Slunga-poutsalo or the finns party Youth 
gender campaign. the third case study shows even more explicitly 
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the intertwining of traditionalist understanding of gender with re-
actionary gender politics. the traditionalist view on gender and the 
understanding of man as the head of the family and nation is con-
nected with the nationalistic opinions and ‘keeping finland to our-
selves’, that is, white heterosexuals (see also Saresma 2017).

Tenets of gender populism

There are some shared tenets of gender populism in the three cas-
es introduced above. First, they all subscribe to the assumption that 
there are fundamental differences between women and men, fem-
ininity and masculinity. it is asserted repeatedly that the two gen-
ders are opposite and as such complementary, and insisted that the 
‘natural differences’ between the two genders must be preserved 
with whatever cost. this leads to the belief that evening up gen-
der differences is wrong, and to the conviction that gender neutral-
ity is dangerous.

these tenets are all laden with heteronormativity in the form of 
a belief that the categories of two complementary genders are in-
tertwined with the ‘naturalness’ of heterosexuality; often this be-
lief is linked to homophobia and heterosexism (Lovaas & Jenkins 
2008) that are more or less explicitly demonstrated in the cases an-
alysed above. Another shared ideology in gender populism is strong 
anti-intellectualism, which is very much intertwined with the gen-
eral anti-elite argumentation often found in populist argumentation. 
here, it is inextricably linked with anti-feminism.

The understanding of genders as complementary and the em-
phasis of the fundamental differences between the two genders is 
bolstered up by repetition. A good example of a recurring theme 
is the idea of characteristics that are claimed to be typical for ei-
ther women or men. another is the commenting on the behaviour 
and looks of ’opposite genders’. These ideologies are preached by 
their advocates using populist rhetoric, defending ‘us, the people’ 
against the badness of the others, be they homosexuals, members of 
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the academic feminist elite, or foreigners that do not share the west-
ern values or do not belong to the nationalistic Finland.

The above-mentioned three cases prove on their part my earli-
er finding that although gender populism deals explicitly with the 
power relations of women and men, it is intersectional in the way 
it merges various reactionary and subordinating ideologies such as 
homophobia, xenophobia, and anti-feminism. It is also alarmingly 
linked to racial discrimination and the persecution of sexual and re-
ligious minorities.

It is possible to conclude, on the basis of these three examples, 
that gender populism relies on a specific understanding of gender 
as an essential category and on layman knowledge on gender, based 
on the personal experiences of individuals. It denies the complexi-
ty of gender(s) and the historicity of the prevalent gender order; re-
jects the (feminist) theoretical analysis of complex relations of gen-
der and power; and ridicules academic gender studies as ideologi-
cal humbug funded by the ‘feminist elite’.

Gender populism also aims at hindering the internal diversity 
of the categories of women and men by invoking the alleged in-
ner homogeneity of the groups and constructing them as binary 
and opposing. however, unlike this black-and-white rhetoric sug-
gests, gender is always intertwined with other categories of differ-
ence and hierarchies of power and subordination: ethnicity; eco-
nomic and class status; and age and religion. This means that indi-
vidual women and individual men are positioned differently in the 
webs of power, not only according to their gender but also because 
of their ethnic background, socio-economic status, sexual orienta-
tion, education, bodily capabilities, geographical location, and so 
on. acknowledging the intersecting differences (crenshaw 1991; 
Karkulehto et al. 2012) enables problematising the dichotomous 
nature of gender found in the gender populist rhetoric, which op-
poses men as a group to women as a group and talks about ‘the op-
posite sexes’. Intersectional approach also challenges heteronorma-
tivity by looking at sexuality beyond the normative assumption that 
heterosexuality is the prevalent mode of sexuality while homosex-
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uality, if acknowledged at all, is always considered as subordinate 
to heterosexuality.

What gender populism?

above, i have presented examples of a specific phenomenon in the 
broader field of populist rhetoric, namely gender populism. i sug-
gest that using this concept as a sub category of the more gener-
al populist rhetoric, it is possible to analyse in more subtle ways 
how gender is performed and how the gender order is negotiated in 
the contemporary political climate that bursts with populist expres-
sions. Gender populism helps to focus on one of the axes of power, 
namely gender, more specifically masculinity and femininity, or, in 
this discourse, masculinity or femininity as opposing, yet comple-
mentary categories.

Gender populism as a phenomenon, I suggest, is gaining ground 
in the contemporary media discussions, because it hits the target 
that is simultaneously perceived as a very personal experience – ‘it 
is my gender, i know what is right, i am the specialist of gender is-
sues’, as the argument goes (Saresma 2010) – and a very powerful 
category that permeates the society from the (allegedly) basic unit 
of nuclear family to education, legislation, and religion.

I propose that gender populism as an analytic concept helps to 
discern the nuances of discussion by focusing on e.g. (1) whether 
gender is defined or not; (2) how gender is understood (e.g. as a di-
chotomous phenomenon based on two poles, or as a negotiation be-
tween femininity and masculinity, or something else); (3) what are 
the roles and restrictions reserved for the genders (e.g. should wom-
en stay at home taking care of kids? can men cook? who are the as-
sumed political actors and legislators?); and (4) what is the gender 
order that is aimed at (e.g. traditionalist/liberal/utopian/queer)?

I claim that it is important to analyse the increasing and polar-
ising gender speech in the media, as gender populism is emerging 
and strengthening in a political climate where populism in general 
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is gaining prominence. as i have shown elsewhere, it is an exam-
ple of how populism functions in all fields of life and can mobilise 
people also outside party politics (Saresma 2017; Saresma, forth-
coming). Gender populism is also an increasingly visible trait of the 
populist Finns Party, as the examples analysed above demonstrate.

Why Gender Populism?

what is it that various stakeholders aim at by harnessing gender in 
the populist power play? above, i have shown that the traditional-
ist gender populism questions the previous shared understanding on 
the importance of gender equality in Finland (see also Lähdesmäki 
& Saresma 2014; Saresma 2014a; Saresma 2017). This is related 
to the wider backlash against the rights of women and especially 
against feminism that is taking place on all levels of the Finnish so-
ciety, from top to bottom (van wormer 2008). This can be seen in 
the demand for women to stay at home and take care of children, 
with the statistics showing a decrease in the employment rate of 
young mothers (tilastokeskus 2013); in the gap between the wag-
es of men and women that is actually increasing instead of decreas-
ing (Saari 2016); and in the overrepresentation of men still in poli-
tics (Holli et al. 2007).

western societies have traditionally leaned on male emperors on 
the state, church, community, and family levels. The contemporary 
power system with the white middle-class western man on top of 
the hierarchy is fracturing. Advances in modernisation and globali-
sation have provided education as well as economic independence 
and societal and political agency for formerly minoritized groups, 
such as women, the working class, and ethnic minorities as racial-
ized others. this, naturally, has diminished the traditional privileg-
es of white middle class men. (Saresma & harjunen 2012.)

as always, societal turbulence, such as the ongoing economic 
recession, the rise of political populism and the growing amounts 
of immigrants arriving in Europe, invokes petitions to protect the 
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‘natural’ or ‘genuine’ gender order. This insistence on returning to 
the traditional gender order used to be performed on the internet, as 
has been argued elsewhere (Saresma 2014a; 2014b; Saresma 2017). 
however, the conservative claims for restoring the traditional roles 
of the (two) genders have become louder in the mainstream media 
as well, as i have shown above.

The increasing amount of gender populist discourse and the per-
meability of this discourse from the semi-public online discussion 
forums to mainstream media is, as I suggest, an attempt to restore 
the traditional gender order and to return the position of power or 
hegemony of white western middle-class heterosexual men in a sit-
uation where neoliberal economy, climate change, and other cur-
rents have brought about global mobility. It is a means for hetero-
sexual white men to strengthen their own masculine identity by de-
spising marginalised others, be they women, non-heterosexuals, or 
people of a different ethnic background. It is about the sense of en-
titlement, the feeling of deserving to be privileged, and the feelings 
of resentment and anger when the privileges are constricted, if not 
altogether taken away (husu 2013; Saresma 2017).

Conclusions

utilising the concept gender populism here emphasises how gen-
der is used as a tool for politics: gender is utilised for influencing 
and for intervention. Implementing gender populism aims at cer-
tain goals that include the wish to change the current (‘too modern’, 
‘too equal’) gender order. Gender populist rhetoric aims at convinc-
ing people that they are mistreated by the liberal, feminist ‘elite’; it 
aims at mobilising people against this elite.

Using the concept of gender populism highlights the popu-
list rhetoric utilised in discussing gender in contemporary culture: 
these include black-and-white arguments, dividing people into ’us’ 
and ’others’, dichotomisation of people based on (assumed) essen-
tial, biological and psychological gender difference, and construct-
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ing threats in describing how gender equality has ‘gone too far’ or 
how the advocates of gender neutrality are trying to take over. the 
aim is to control and to restore the traditional gender order, in which 
the white heterosexual men rule and the others – women, non-het-
erosexual, those advocating more liberal organising of genders and 
the right to live out their gender without the limits and restrictions 
of the rigid binary system – as subordinate or even silenced.

In her important book, The Politics of Fear, Ruth wodak (2015) 
has talked about the pseudo-emancipatory gender policies that are 
extremely contradictory, such as the linking of feminist values to 
traditional family values. She maintains that in these policies, gen-
der becomes instrumentalized and linked to a rhetoric of exclusion 
(e.g. the exclusion of the migrants). In my examples, the main aim 
is to turn back the clock and to restore the traditional gender order. 
what is noteworthy is that the negotiation of genders and their posi-
tion in the society is never done in isolation. it is always intertwined 
with other power struggles and with the desire to dominate the oth-
ers. Gender is politics. 
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the ConCePt oF PoPulism in the Finnish 
newsPAPeR helsingin sAnomAt

tuula Vaarakallio

AbstrACt

The concept of populism is ambiguous and controversial and has a 
wide variety of academic, political and other interpretations. tak-
en as a given that concepts have no self-evident definitions or fixed 
meanings, the paper will focus on the concept of populism in its 
use in the daily finnish newspaper Helsingin Sanomat. The starting 
point for the paper is the wittgensteinian idea according to which 
the meaning of a word is its use in the language. the approach 
is not philosophical, but conceptual, as I examine the concept of 
populism through the lens of conceptual history. The conceptual 
approach emphasises how the concept is used within context and 
how it is defined and constructed in it. primary sources of the re-
search are editorials, columns and letters from public in Helsingin 
Sanomat during parliamentary election years of 2003, 2007, 2011 
and 2015. the views on populism of the HS can be seen as a mod-
est ‘representative anecdote’ (kenneth Burke) about how populism 
was perceived and changed in the finnish print media discussion 
– in the context where the populist finns party became finland’s 
third largest party in 2011.

Introduction

My aim in this paper is to examine the concept of populism through 
the lens of conceptual history. The starting point of the conceptual 
historical approach (Hyvärinen et al. 2003; Koselleck 2004; Skin-
ner 1996) is to understand that concepts are historically and linguis-
tically constructed. this is to say that concepts are always polemi-
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cal and controversial and there is neither a fixed nor single meaning 
nor a self-evident definition for a particular concept. in this sense, 
the concept of populism is a case in point because it is ambiguous 
and has a variety of interpretations. The idea of conceptual histori-
cal approach is indeed to examine diverse interpretations and usag-
es of the concept within a specific context, in my case in the daily 
Helsingin Sanomat, the leading print media in Finland. Therefore 
my primary question was: how is ‘populism’ defined and construct-
ed on the pages of Helsingin Sanomat?

My primary sources in this research have been editorials, col-
umns and letters to the editor in Helsingin Sanomat during parlia-
mentary election years of 2003, 2007, 2011 and 2015. The most im-
portant event characterising the political context during these years 
was the sudden rise of the populist party, perussuomalaiset (the 
Finns Party) in the parliamentary elections of 2011. In that year the 
party gained a historically large electoral victory (19 %, 39 seats) 
and became all at once the third largest party in Finland. 

This contextual shift naturally meant that the topic of populism 
was suddenly on everyone’s lips. in this sense the discussions in 
hS, which is a leading newspaper in finland, can be seen as a ‘rep-
resentative anecdote’ (Burke 1945) about how populism was per-
ceived at the time in the finnish print media discussion, how it 
was changed along with the rise and mainstreaming of finnish pop-
ulism. 

my findings that i will here present are preliminary remarks. 
my analysis in detail concerning the newspaper material is still 
in progress. Therefore my observations here are mainly ones that 
stand out from the data and appear most frequently in the texts. In 
addition, i will here concentrate mainly on the material surround-
ing the year 2011 because it was the year of the finns party’s elec-
toral victory and will therefore represent the general discussion on 
populism in this short presentation. 
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Populism as a foreign phenomenon and a special  
rhetorical style

Before proceeding, i will bring out some general remarks from the 
period before 2011. Generally speaking, and concerning the time-
line from the year 2003 to 2015, it was interesting to notice that in 
2003 and 2007 populism was referred to and regarded as a com-
pletely foreign phenomenon which does not affect finland and 
which had no ‘general political significance’ in the finnish con-
text because ‘populism as a political force hasn’t played any polit-
ical role in Finland since Veikko Vennamo’s Rural Party’ (the par-
ty was a forerunner for the contemporary finns party in the 70’s 
and 80’s). (HS 4.3.2007, Erkki Pennanen’s editorial.) One editori-
al, for example, stated that ‘politicians in Finland avoid cheap pop-
ulism’ (10.6.2003) and another one said about the concept of pop-
ulism that ‘it is better to avoid using the concept of populism as a 
commonplace in political language because [populism] is not real-
ity in finland as it is elsewhere in Europe’ (hS 20.1.2003, editorial 
by Erkki Pennanen). 

this editorial referred to the fact that populism was tackled and 
analysed within the columns of hS quite often – as it was. But be-
fore 2011 the concept was discussed either relating it to contempo-
rary populist movements in Europe (e.g. France, Scandinavia, Rus-
sia, netherlands) or with connection to populist rhetoric. most of-
ten it was defined as a special type of rhetorical style used by any 
political agent whatsoever. in this respect, rhetorical populism was 
more connected with any political movement and not necessari-
ly limited to certain movements or parties labelled as populist. At 
that time, it must be noted, the True Finns party hadn’t yet got any 
substantial electoral success even though the party was founded al-
ready in 1995.

when perceived as a rhetorical style, populism was commonly 
regarded as a means to an end, a means to appeal to the people, to 
the masses and to the electorate. One editorial, for example, pointed 
out that populism as a commonplace implies all rhetoric that woos 
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or courts the people. at that point the writer, Erkki pennanen, also 
asked a relevant question: if populism is about appealing to the peo-
ple, how does it then differ from any other kinds of political rheto-
ric? (HS 20.1.2003.) 

Populist style of rhetoric and the means of this particular style 
were generally described in hS as fishing for votes - i.e. as a means 
to get support for the party. the populist type of rhetoric was often 
labelled as ‘cheap populism’ which uses the usual arsenal of popu-
list rhetorical tools. The tools or strategies characterising populist 
rhetoric were seen in a variety of ways. it was, for example, iden-
tified as a rhetoric that gives empty political promises before elec-
tions that nobody remembers afterwards. it was also featured as us-
ing theatrical or circus style rhetorical tricks – most often with re-
gard to political opposition. it was also recognised as a rhetoric 
simplifying complicated issues into demagogic slogans. By sim-
plifying issues, populism narrows down the room for political al-
ternatives and therefore populists easily stick to one-sided political 
worldviews. (hS 2003, 2007 passim.)

Besides these features populist rhetoric as a means of popu-
list politics was opposed to a ‘serious’ form of politics allegedly 
free from ‘easy populism’. in the same vein, populist rhetoric was 
linked with anti-intellectualism and it was also compared to irra-
tional verbal acts which lean on vague images instead of facts (and 
here one point of reference was the finns party’s tony halme who 
was one of the first celebrity mp’s in the finnish parliament with 
very populist and thin political views). populism was also interpret-
ed as ‘a political word of abuse’, as a pejorative notion with which 
to label one’s political opponents. 

As one can see, Helsingin sanomat characterises populist rheto-
ric with rather banal and not very original features. these qualities 
could have been taken from any textbook that defines populist rhet-
oric. Many academics have previously analysed and theorised these 
rhetorical features more thoroughly (e.g. Taguieff 2002.) It is also 
significant that the writers of Helsingin Sanomat while referring to 
the populist rhetoric, were commonly interpreting it as a more or 
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less negative rhetoric. the populist rhetoric was therefore to be de-
spised, not worth cherishing.

Electoral success of populism and its link to the crisis 
discourse

Just before the parliamentary elections in April 2011, speaking of 
populism in Helsingin Sanomat became more frequent. while in 
2003 the word populis* occurred in hS editorials and opinion piec-
es 37 times and in 2007 47 times, in 2011 the word populis* was 
mentioned 118 times. in 2015 the talk about populism was again 
less frequent and the concept appeared 75 times.

But if the talk of populism increased in frequency in 2011, also 
the construction and interpretation of populism in the newspaper 
changed. The political atmosphere based on different opinion polls 
before parliamentary elections anticipated a change in the Finnish 
party system. there was fear that the finns party could even try to 
achieve the post of the prime minister and therefore many writers 
worried about the populism of the finns party and its links to the 
anti-immigration agenda. In editorials and columns, there emerged 
a direct link with the anti-immigration thematic and the finns par-
ty and some writers also expressed their concern about the main-
streaming of the Finns Party populism and spreading of the anti-im-
migration theme to other parties’ discourse as well. of course the 
theme of mainstreaming populism was much more visible after the 
2011 elections when the true finns left out of the government. not 
to mention the situation after 2015 elections when the party finally 
entered the government.

But back to the year 2011. Simultaneously as populism was 
adopted as a concept now belonging to the finnish political con-
text, it also started to appear as a concept connected to the crisis 
speech. 

On the pages of Helsingin Sanomat populism was seen as a 
symptom of various crises and as a reaction towards disparate phe-
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nomena. among such phenomena were, for example, market econ-
omy based on constant economic growth, overall commercialisa-
tion, Eu’s integration and common currency, financial crisis and 
EU’s austerity politics, globalisation and the so-called crisis of de-
mocracy. 

overall this reaction can be crystallised in a one word: insecu-
rity, be it social, political or general uncertainty [in Finnish yleinen 
epävarmuus]. various articles, whether editorials or pieces from the 
public, tried to analyse and discuss such social or political ‘reasons’ 
behind the rise of populism. 

For sure, such rhetorical, sometimes even causal relationship be-
tween populism and different sorts of political, social or economic 
crises is, too, a very common and historically old way (topos) both 
to legitimate populist politics (by populists themselves) and also to 
discuss and analyse its success (by others). By no doubt, this dis-
cussion in Helsingin Sanomat was associated with the wider public 
debate prevailing at the same time in Finnish society – the debate 
that dealt with finnish style of consensual politics or with the sense 
of crisis concerning party system and democracy at large. 

The national daily also discussed populism as a phenomenon 
that echoes popular discontent in the context of various on-going 
crises. populism was hence interpreted as a negative political pro-
test towards the proclaimed state of crises and various dysfunctions 
within it. But at the same time, the reaction of the people, the peo-
ple who give their protest votes to populist parties was, in some ar-
ticles, regarded also as a healthy way to channel the popular dis-
content. 

related to these comments, it was interesting to see whose con-
cept populism in this connection was – to whom it was related? 

If populism is based on the axiom about a basic distinction be-
tween the elite and the people, then both the elite and the people are 
normally presented – in the populist discourse at least – as homoge-
nous, monolithic and undefined entities. the newspaper gave how-
ever quite a lot of space to views where the people was interpreted 
as a marginalised part of the people (plebs) which in 2011 elections 



209 Vaarakallio

finally had a political voice in a form of a vote given to the finns 
Party. (Cf. e.g. Taguieff 2013, 1359–1365.) In this connection, the 
electoral rise of the finns party was interpreted as a victory for 
Finnish democracy in terms to voter turnout and in terms to the fact 
that the finns party has had courage to highlight difficult questions 
surrounding the EU and immigration – questions that other parties 
tend to avoid. 

In the letters to the editor section the HS published many anal-
yses, mostly from university professors (eg. Tapio Raunio, HS 
29.6.2011), who found it positive to have some political dissensus 
and various political standpoints within the traditionally very con-
sensual Finnish political system. Hence, the rise of populism to the 
fore was considered not only as a threat to democracy but also as a 
corrective to democracy. the populist political force was then seen 
as a re-politicizing power that brings to the fore issues that were 
otherwise forgotten or avoided. at the same time, this agenda high-
lighted the status of the marginalised people at the society. In my 
personal view, these writings indicated that the hS was able to tack-
le problematic issues at that time in quite a balanced way. 

if the hS considered populism as a somewhat re-politicizing 
concept and phenomenon before and during the year 2011, the fo-
cus was moved after 2011 from populism’s relations to democracy 
clearly to the relationship between populism and immigration. (for 
example in 2003 xenophobic attitudes were not associated with 
populism at all.)

the central question since then was rather how populism cre-
ates and intensifies dichotomies between various groups: nationali-
ties, genders, generations – or between people with different sexual 
orientation or social classes. ‘Populism’ then became also more or 
less reduced to the conflicting discussion surrounding immigration 
and anti-immigrant attitudes. In this connection populism as a con-
cept was represented more in a moral register: for example a clear 
division was made between the ‘bad’ populists and the ‘good’ in-
telligentsia – and this division was also debated and challenged in 
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the newspaper. (E.g. pasi Sillanpää, hS 19.2.2011; vesa kanniain-
en, HS 28.2.2011.)

Conclusions

At this point, in conclusion, I am ready to claim that populism in 
hS was constructed and discussed quite traditionally - without ma-
jor surprises. the most interesting thing, in my view, was to notice 
the slight conceptual shift in the interpretation of populism which 
took place around 2011 and was naturally contextually connected 
to the finns party’s electoral victory. Before 2011 populism was 
merely seen as a general rhetorical style in the Finnish political 
context linked mostly to the former Finnish populist history and to 
the Finnish Rural Party’s tradition. At that time, contemporary pop-
ulism was also seen more as a foreign phenomenon that concerned 
other European countries but not contemporary Finland. 

Just before and after the 2011 Parliamentary elections, the inter-
pretation surrounding the concept changed and got more nuanced. 
‘populism’ was discussed in relation with wider social and political 
contexts and its significance as a political phenomenon was weight-
ed in terms of democracy, for example. Furthermore, its links to 
the issue of immigration later on complicated the understanding of 
the concept and opened up the antagonisms incorporated within it. 
from the electoral year 2011 onwards populism was seen in Hels-
ingin Sanomat as a force that intensifies social and political dichot-
omies and represents more a threat than a constructive force to the 
prevailing political society. 
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tRACing the ConCePt oF hAte sPeeCh in  
FinlAnd 

maria Ruotsalainen

AbstrACt

hate speech, while historically not a new phenomenon in finland 
nor elsewhere, has as a term become widely used in finland only 
in the past ten years. the term has evolved alongside with political, 
cultural and societal changes. This paper examines the use and the 
formation of the concept of hate speech in Finnish public discours-
es. the focus is particularly on how the concept of hate speech is 
used by the members of the Finnish populist party The Finns Party 
(perussuomalaiset), as well as in relation to them. in order to trace 
this, the use of the concept of hate speech is analyzed in the larg-
est finnish newspaper, Helsingin Sanomat, in the party journal of 
The Finns Party, Perusuomalainen, and in the parliamentary plena-
ry sitting discussing about the hate acts and racism. Based on the 
analysis it is argued that hate speech as a concept works as a ‘float-
ing signifier’ (laclau 2005) which meaning is constantly contested 
and negotiated.

Introduction

together with the widespread digitalization and establishment of 
new media forms and venues of commentary, hate speech and free-
dom of speech have become central themes in multiple discus-
sions and locations. It is seen that the social media, online publica-
tions and newspapers as well their commentary areas – not to for-
get the different kinds of discussion forums – offer a ground for 
hate speech to nourish and to spread (Kuntsman 2009; Suler 2004). 
Also the questions about online anonymity (Suler 2004) and those 
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of international and national legislations are entangled with the de-
bates about hate speech (Pöyhtäri, Haara & Raittila 2013). Finally, 
lately it has been argued that we live in the society of ‘post-truth’, 
where the ideas and imaginaries spread by populist speech and hate 
speech are beginning, due to their affective appeal, to hold a more 
important position than ‘truth’ grounded on facts and well-ground-
ed argumentation (Suiter 2016). 

Simultaneously with the increasing growth of hate speech as 
well discussions about it, we have seen the rise of the 21th century 
populism. populist rhetoric has been observed to utilize the kind of 
speech in its argumentation that can be articulated as hate speech . 
Moreover, populist rhetoric often aims at creating categories of ‘us’ 
versus ‘them’, which further facilitate aggressive and hateful forms 
of speech, often directed towards the minorities or what is consid-
ered by the populists as the ‘elite’ (wodak 2015). 

In addition to being a ‘hot’ topic of discussion, hate speech is 
also a somewhat muddy concept in itself – or at least can appear to 
be so in the public debate. indeed, the way it is used in the public 
debates and everyday discussions is not always in line with the ac-
ademic, political, nor with the legal understandings of the concept, 
but it changes and spawns new lines of articulation (ruotsalain-
en 2017; Pöyhtäri, Haara & Raittila 2013). This further compli-
cates the understanding of hate speech and its relationship to what 
is often in the everyday discussions articulated as its contrasting 
pole, freedom of speech. In short, by having porous boundaries, 
hate speech allows multiple, sometimes even contrasting defini-
tions and usages. 

Given the various ways the concept of hate speech is used in 
the everyday discussions and its intimate linkage to populism, my 
aim in this paper is to examine to use of the concept of hate speech 
in the finnish public discourses, focusing particularly on how it is 
used by and in relation to the Finnish populist party, Perussuoma-
laiset, the finns party. throughout the analysis my focus is two-
fold: on the one hand i examine the way the concept hate speech is 
used, to what it is connected and how, and in this manner what kind 
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of usages the concept itself allows; on the other hand, i pay atten-
tion to how it is used by the members of the finns party and how 
these uses are related or vary from the other uses of the concept in 
public discussion. 

To trace these articulations and usages of the concept of hate 
speech in Finland, I analyse editorial and opinion pieces from the 
years 2002–2015 from the most read newspaper in finland, Hels-
ingin Sanomat, the mentions of hate speech in the journal of the 
Finns Party, Perussuomalaiset, from the years 2004–2015, and a 
parliamentary plenary sitting about hate acts and racism, held in 
14.10.2015. 

Analysing hate speech as a concept

My approach to hate speech as a concept is mainly informed by 
cultural studies and this is visible throughout the analysis: my in-
terest is on seeing to what larger discourses the concept of hate 
speech is attached to and what kinds of meanings and uses are as-
signed to it in the rhetoric of the Finns Party. As method of analysis 
I use thematic analysis and discourse analysis. By discourse I refer 
to the larger discursive frames which limit how the issues can be 
discussed and which are not particular to a speaker or driven by an 
individual agency. As such they are often covered and not explic-
it and produce power structures (wodak 2011). in line with tapio 
Nykänen (2016) and Sami Moisio (2003), I separate discourse from 
rhetoric: By rhetoric i refer to intentional use of language which, 
whilst being limited by the discursive frames, usually contains an 
intention, style and aim. 

For the analysis I have used data gathered from three different 
sources. Firstly, for the examination of the concept of hate speech 
in public debate for a longer period of time (from 2002 up to 2015), 
I used the data gathered from Helsingin Sanomat. Helsingin Sano-
mat is the most widely read newspaper in finland and it is read all 
across Finland. I examined all the opinion and editorial pieces from 
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Helsingin Sanomat from the years 2002–2015. in total there were 
101 pieces mentioning hate speech. I discuss the concept of hate 
speech in the editorial and opinion pieces of the Helsingin Sanomat 
more thoroughly elsewhere (ruotsalainen 2017), so here this data 
is discussed rather briefly and mainly serves to track the recent his-
tory of the concept in the public discussions and thus allows trac-
ing it vertically in time. 

Secondly, I examined the use of the concept hate speech in the 
party journal of the Finns Party, Perussuomalainen, from the years 
2004-2015. the data has been gathered from the year 2004 onwards 
as this is the first year the journal was published. the journal is free-
ly available online1. From Perussuomalainen a total of 18 mentions 
of hate speech were found.

Thirdly, I examined the concept of hate speech in the parliamen-
tary plenary sitting held in 14.10.2015. the plenary sitting was ti-
tled racism and hate acts in finland. the plenary sitting was aired 
live and is still accessible at the website of the parliament.2 For the 
analysis, I used the transcript of the plenary sitting and I paid spe-
cial attention to how the concept of hate speech is used by the repre-
sentatives of the Finns Party and positioned these uses on the frame-
work of the recent history, as traced from the data gathered from the 
Helsingin Sanomat, and to an extent from Perussuomalainen, and 
on the wider discourses around the hate speech in finland. 

the Finns Party

the finns party is a political party, known for its antagonism to-
wards the European union, immigration, and the political ‘elite’ 
(rahkonen, 2010). the finns party was founded in 1995 and it has 
been from the beginning lead by Timo Soini. Soini is currently the 
minister of Foreign Affairs in Finland and the Finns Party is cur-
rently a governmental party, having received 17.7 % of votes in the 
last elections, held in 2015. while this is the first time the finns 
Party has become a governmental party, the popularity of the Finns 
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Party has been in considerable rise in Finland since 2011 and it has 
grown from a rather small party to a large political influencer.3 

the finns party is largely defined as a populist party (nykänen 
2016). definitions and attempts to capture what populism actually 
is are multiple and varied: some equate populism with rhetoric or 
style (see Jagers & walgrave 2006), while some argue it is a logic 
of social formation which constitutes a populist party or movement 
(see Laclau 2005). Moreover, it is to be noted that most, if not all, 
political parties use from time to time populist rhetoric and appeal 
(wodak 2015). it is thus not easy to create a comprehensive defi-
nition of what populism is and what constitutes a populist party or 
populist politics. here i endorse mainly wodak’s (2015) definition 
of populism. She argues that all populist parties do not only use 
populist style of rhetoric, but also the contents are of a particular 
kind. according to wodak, typical of(right-wing) populist parties is 
evoking fear and constructing scapegoats, as well as the appeal to 
nationalism and creation of – material or immaterial – borders. 4 

In Finland in the public discussion hate speech is a topic quite 
often discussed in relation to The Finns Party and numerous mem-
bers of the finns party have become known for their engagement 
in online environments with the kind of forms of speech which can 
be classified as hate speech5. maybe the best known case in which 
a member of the finns party was connected to hate speech was in 
2011 when Jussi halla-aho was found guilty of both disturbing reli-
gious worship and of ethnic agitation by the finnish high court, but 
this has not been the only case.6 i will next examine in more detail 
the concept of hate speech in recent history and its uses and connec-
tions with the members of the finns party.

Hate speech in Finland

Hate speech really became a topic of discussion in Finland in 2011, 
but it is not a new phenomenon in itself. in finland minorities such 
as the Roma people and the Sami have been historically subject-
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ed to hate speech (Pöyhtäri, Haara & Raittila 2013). Despite hate 
speech being a phenomenon with historical roots in finland, in 
the light of the data analysed here the concept of hate speech be-
came part of public discussion in Finland rather late. In the editori-
al and opinion pieces of Helsingin Sanomat the first mention of hate 
speech (in the data i examined from 2002 onwards) was found as 
late as in 2007 and it is only from 2011 that the concept starts to be 
drawn on increasingly. it is most likely no coincidence that the con-
cept was most used in the election years 2011 and 2015: in 2011 it 
appears 33 times and 2015 29 times, while before 2011 there were 
only few mentions of it per year. 

From the beginning, hate speech is discussed in Helsingin Sa-
nomat mainly in two ways: first of all, hate speech is discussed 
as a malicious and harmful speech directed towards minorities. as 
such, it is perceived as being similar to racism, but with an accent 
on that it refers to a form of speech, rather than to an act – even 
though it is often pointed out that from speech it is short way to 
acts. Secondly, it is discussed as a phenomenon related to politi-
cal debates and as a style used in these debates. In these pieces hate 
speech is characterized by its aggressivity, by the unwillingness of 
the speakers to engage in a mutually respectful dialogue and by the 
way those practicing hate speech tend to overlook facts in the de-
bates (see also Ruotsalainen 2017).Thematically hate speech is fre-
quently discussed in relation to immigration, the extreme right, fas-
cism, multiculturalism, political correctness, and borders. In addi-
tion, especially in the later mentions (this tendency becomes partic-
ularly pronounced in the year 2015), hate speech becomes intimate-
ly linked with the web and the online environments. it is seen that 
they both facilitate and help the spreading of hate speech. Moreo-
ver, it is not only an extreme which is assigned as producer or as a 
part of the hate speech, but there is also discussion about two ex-
tremes between which hate speech is seen to happen. Broadly these 
are articulated as those ‘against’ and ‘for’ immigration. As such, 
hate speech and its production become increasingly characterized 
by a lack of communication and the rise of hate speech becomes to 
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be seen as connected to fear and in this manner also psychologized, 
which in turn tends to privatize it. 

while the two ways of understanding hate speech – hate speech 
as a malicious speech directed towards minorities and hate speech 
as a form or a style of communicating – are rather distinct in the 
first mentions of the hate speech, they become increasingly more 
entangled by 2011 and the topic of the freedom of speech becomes 
central to the hate speech discussions. it is discussed in what ways 
we should limit malicious speech, what consequences this has for 
freedom of speech, and finally through this it is asked what then ac-
tually is hate speech. In a similar manner, by the 2011 the question 
who can be a target of the hate speech arises. here the finns party 
is very central to the discussion, as it is a member of the Finns Par-
ty who suggested that it is the members of the finns party who are 
subjected to the hate speech – instead of being ones producing it as 
had been argued until that in the hate speech debates.

the Finns Party and hate speech 

The members of the Finns Party and the party itself are a visible 
part of the hate speech discussions in Helsingin Sanomat. They are 
mentioned frequently and a few pieces written by the members of 
the finns party were also found in Helsingin Sanomat. when ex-
amining the opinion and editorial pieces from Helsingin Sanomat, 
I found in total 101 mentions of hate speech. In these 101 men-
tions, the Finns Party or a politician connected to the Finns Party 
was mentioned 27 times - while other political parties were men-
tioned only occasionally. The Finns Party appears in these discus-
sions both as those who are perceived as producing hate speech and 
as those who are perceived (and perceive themselves) to be the tar-
gets of the hate speech. 

Thematically, these discussions linger around different topics, 
but one case stands out. In 2011 the discussions circle around Hom-
maforum and term ‘Immigration criticism’7. Hommaforum is a dis-
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cussion forum on the internet, started in the 2008. In the data I ex-
amined from Helsingin Sanomat, Hommaforum is frequently con-
nected to the finns party, together with term ‘immigration criti-
cism’, which is seen to be used by both members of Hommaforum 
as well as the members of the finns party (ojutkangas 2011; oja 
2011, Soininen 2011 ). In the editorial and opinion pieces of Hels-
ingin Sanomat ‘immigration criticism’ is directly connected to a de-
rogatory way of speaking about islam and immigrants, seen spread 
especially through Hommaforum but also through the blog of Jus-
si Halla-Aho, Scripta (Ojutkangas 2011; Oja 2011). It is also asked 
why timo Soini, leader of the finns party, claims that ‘immigration 
criticism’ is not a form of racism (Oja 2011) and it is demanded that 
Soini as the leader of the Party take more responsibility around the 
actions and the speech of the party members of the Finns Party (Oja 
2011; Soininen 2011). 

while in 2011 The Finns Party and its members receive crit-
icism for using the kind of speech that can be classified as hate 
speech, there are also those who defend Soini and the finns party. 
It is suggested that instead of condemning all the members of the 
finns party, there is need for more fine-tuned distinctions between 
the members of the party, as well as for communication and cooper-
ation (Komsi 2011). Moreover, it is pointed out that the Finns Party 
should not alone be accused for unsavoury opinions, but it is actu-
ally members of other political parties (referring to members of the 
left alliance and the Green party) who most easily use the ‘stamp 
of racist’ on members of the Finns Party (Räsänen 2011). Finally 
it is also claimed that it is the members of the finns party who are 
targets of hate speech. The representative of the Finns Party Mar-
ia tolppanen writes: ‘Eu and immigration criticism does not mean 
hate towards foreigners or fascism… immigration criticism means 
taking responsibility of the people who come to this country. for 
each of them it is necessary to be able to provide language, reading 
and writing skills, as well as vocational education and work. plac-
ing immigrants into reception centres or to suburbs without work 
does not amount to humane life. hate speeches and writings need 
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to be absolutely condemned. at all levels. hate speech is now tar-
geted towards the finns party.’ (tolppanen, 2015.)8 

traditionally hate speech is seen to be targeted towards ethnic, 
linguistic, religious and sexual minorities. By positioning a politi-
cal party as the target of the hate speech, the concept is effectively 
emptied oft he idea that hate speech is malicious speech directed at 
these minorities and it is furthermore decoupled from racism (see 
also Ruotsalainen 2017). Instead, it becomes argued in the public 
discussions that a political party can alike be a target of hate speech. 
In the data examined from Perussuomalainen this tendency is vis-
ible as well. 

the Finns party and hate speech in the  
Perussuomalainen 

to further examine how hate speech is discussed amongst the mem-
bers of the finns party and how these discussions tie together with 
public debates around the hate speech, I examined the use of the 
concept in the party journal of the Finns party, Perussuomalain-
en. while hate speech rather often becomes equated with the finns 
Party in the data gathered from the Helsingin Sanomat, it is not dis-
cussed as much in the Perussuomalainen. I examined all the is-
sues from the year 2004 onwards up to 2015 and found in total of 
18 pieces of mentioning the term hate speech, first from the year 
2008. 

In these 18 mentions of hate speech in Perussuomalainen, it is 
rather often asked what hate speech is. for instance, ahonen writes: 
‘what is hate speech? Is it bringing out defects? Or is it defend-
ing the frail citizens of your own nation and own municipality? for 
some reason hate media wants to elevate as heroes those who ridi-
cule those who care the most about the matters of their own nation 
and its real well-being.’ (ahonen 2012.) here, in addition to ques-
tioning what hate speech is, also the articulation of us versus them 
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is clear, as well as the idea of bordered nations – both landmarks of 
a populist party (wodak, 2105). 

also a more precise definition for hate speech is asked for as 
‘according to current practice every defiant word or a written word 
is labelled as hate speech’ (Hyry, 2015). Through this questioning, 
the victim of the hate speech is often redefined - to be the finns par-
ty or its member. This can be seen, for example, in the article dis-
cussing about James hirvisaari, a member of the finns party who 
was found guilty of ethnic agitation in the 2010, due to his blog 
post. In the article it is said: ‘I do use colourful language, but I am 
never angry when i write. demonization is a weapon used by a po-
litical opponent, which is used to label especially those who do not 
think that multiculturalism is wonderful. it is rather that the oppo-
nents produce hate speech towards the finns party, says hirvisaari 
who has been labelled as hate speaker.’” (pS, 2010). 

In this manner, similarly as in the data examined in Helsingin 
Sanomat, the finns party becomes (self-)defined as the victim of 
the hate speech. In Perussuomalaiset, we thus see the same rhetor-
ical style as we saw emerging in Helsingin Sanomat. In this style, 
there is a double meaning assigned to the hate speech. On the one 
hand, it is questioned what hate speech actually is and it is claimed 
that it limits freedom of speech or what is articulated as telling the 
truth or telling the facts. On the other hand, the premises of hate 
speech are taken for granted and the members of the Finns party 
are articulated as victims of the hate speech themselves. these two 
meanings are constantly present and used when they are seen fitting 
for the context. In the parliamentary plenary sitting a similar ten-
dency of questioning what hate speech actually is and henceforth 
who actually can be seen as target of it, continues and strengthens. 
i will next turn towards this.
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Hate speech and the Parliamentary Plenary sitting

The Finnish parliament consists of a total of 200 seats and eight 
political groups, of which at that point of time in 2015 centre par-
ty (49 seats), Finns Party (39 sears) and National Coalition Party 
were part of the government. the parliament holds parliamentary 
plenary sittings four times week. all the sittings are streamed and 
streams and transcripts are accessible to the wider public. 

The topic of the parliamentary plenary sitting taking place on 
14.10.2015 was hate acts and racism and it was initiated by nasima 
razmyar, member of the Social democratic party. razmyar also 
held the opening speech of the plenary sitting. Already in the open-
ing speech the term hate speech is introduced to the discussion. 
razmyar calls out for zero tolerance of hate speech and racism ‘as 
from them it is a short distance to acts themselves’. Hate speech is 
a pronounced part of the plenary sitting thereafter. 

in what follows, i examine the rhetoric of the members of the 
finnish party and look at what discourses they are attached to and 
how the concept of hate speech here resonates with its other uses. 
moreover, i trace the larger discourses which are connected to hate 
speech in the parliamentary discussion hour. while political inter-
ests are inexplicably part of the discussions, they are usually articu-
lated through rhetorical means – while the discourses precede these 
rhetorical devices and as such also limit and frame them.

The major themes around hate speech in the plenary sitting 
are racism, immigration, asylum seekers, and the need (and there-
fore the lack of) communication: hate speech is often articulated 
as something that mainly exists in ‘extremes’ and is provoked by 
fear.* 9 It is thus seen that by establishing functioning communica-
tion and ‘true encounters’ hate speech could be lessened. In a simi-
lar manner, immigrants (who are framed as the other and those who 

*  in 2015 there were more than the usual amount of immigration and asy-
lum seekers coming to Finland. This gathered considerable civil, media, 
and political attention. 
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evoke fear) are also, even if indirectly, assigned to be the cause 
of the hate speech. The Minister of internal affairs, Petteri Orpo, 
states: ‘increased immigration creates tensions, which have already 
resulted in hate crimes’ (2015). 

together with this, the rhetoric of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ immigrant 
or asylum seeker is pronounced in the discussion (see also Läh-
desmäki & Saresma 2014). Multiple times it is called out that the 
best form of integration is work and it is also seen as the way im-
migrants and asylum seekers can earn their place in a society. In a 
similar vein, fear is articulated as a prominent reason why people 
produce hate speech or are against immigration. Moreover, in the 
discussions immigrants are often objectified and discussed as them 
or the others – instead of as part of us. 

the wider discourses surrounding hate speech are thus rather 
similar to those visible in the data gathered from the Helsingin Sa-
nomat, with an accent on immigration and on the need of commu-
nication and encounters. Moreover, there is only a minimal amount 
(even though some) of discussion about the possibility of institu-
tional discrimination or how hate speech, hate acts and racism could 
be tackled through institutional interventions. More often than not, 
the problem of hate speech is privatized and responsibility (not only 
of producing it, but also of containing it) is set on the individuals: 
multiple members of the parliament call for individual acts to com-
pete against racism and hate speech as well as for the help of the 
volunteer organizations. 

As good and constructive forms of communications are called 
out for as a solution, there are also concerns of the ‘stamp of the rac-
ist’ being used too easily. The members of the Finns Party are not 
the only ones bringing this up, but this discourse is visible across 
all the governmental parties, while the tendency of accusing others 
of applying ‘the stamp of racist’ does become especially prominent 
in the statements of the members of the Finns Party. For instance, 
Juho Eerola from the finns party states: ‘[--]. of course we are all 
against racism, but the problem is that when one criticizes for in-
stance immigration policies or its shortcomings, then one receives 
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a stamp of a racist, and this is what it is many times about’. and 
veera ruoho, from the finns party, on her turn: ‘ndeed, the law 
protects from racism and hate speech. what then is hate speech and 
racism, surely not bringing up the facts? For instance already years 
ago the finns party brought up the issues with our integration pol-
icies. what happened? the politicians of the finns party were la-
belled as racists, only because we brought forward the public facts 
that can be seen from the statistics.’ And Mika Niikko, from the 
Finns Party: ‘At the same time, as it is important to condemn hate 
speech, it is as important to accept different opinions. That means 
also freedom of speech and accepting different opinion than those 
that are one’s own. and in that sense we have to be really careful 
when we condemn racism, so that we do not condemn a person who 
worriedly shows his own disposition or opinion, and that we have 
room for that as well in this society’. there is also a tendency to 
victimize the finns party. Juho Eerola from the finns party states: 
‘hate speech and racism are wrong, and according to European So-
cial Survey finland is one of the least racist countries - we can per 
se even congratulate ourselves. Racism is often connected to multi-
culturalism....In addition to racism, I condemn all violence directed 
towards political activities, no matter if it is done with the right or 
the left hand, and especially i want bring out the attacks carried out 
against the helsinki regional office of the finns party.’ 

The rhetorical style of turning hate speech to be something that 
is directed towards those who are accused of being ones who pro-
duce it – and that we have by now become familiar with in the con-
text of the Finns Party – thus continues in the parliamentary plena-
ry sitting. 

Framing hate speech

the hate speech discussions are often framed and coupled with dif-
ferent forms of freedom of speech discussions. As so they also at-
tach themselves to a larger discussion about western values as con-
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trasted with the values of the ‘others’– those perceived or construct-
ed as not us. The most common other is the immigrant or the asy-
lum seeker. Nevertheless, this other is not the one discussed or com-
municated with and he remains merely as an object. the discussion 
instead becomes framed as it would happen between two (political) 
extremes: a larger discursive frame of two extremes which became 
prominent in 2015. This creates the possibility of the idea that the 
problems related to hate speech can and should be solved through 
encounters, negotiations and communications. this frame was par-
ticularly visible in the parliamentary plenary sitting and not main-
tained mainly by the representatives of the Finns Party. 

while hate speech has historically been connected to malicious 
and aggressive speech towards ethnic, sexual, linguistic, and reli-
gious minorities, this connotation becomes loosened and effective-
ly hate speech as concept becomes ‘emptied’ from its history and its 
connotation with racism and or even becomes, in terms of laclau 
(2005), a floating signifier, which avoids strict definition and rather 
works as a line where the ‘borderwork’ is done. as such it also be-
comes a rhetorical trope and a tool (especially in political and po-
liticized contexts) which further obscures the matter discussed and 
moves the line of what is considered as racism – as when moved 
under hate speech, these matters can be set against the notion of 
freedom of speech and it can be questioned what kind of limitations 
we then ought to have for the spoken or written word. moreover, 
the way the concept of hate speech is used, mainly but not only, by 
the representatives of the Finns Party, enables it becoming a dou-
ble threat: either the limits of hate speech are malleable and nego-
tiable or a political party and its members can be read as the target 
of hate speech and they can accuse that the ‘stamp of racist’ is used 
against them when they use the kind of rhetoric that border on hate 
speech and racism.
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Conclusions

In this chapter, I examined the concept of hate speech in the pub-
lic discussions in finland. i focused especially on how it has been 
used by the members of the Finns Party. Through this examination, 
two ways of using the concept by the members of the finns party 
become of interest: the first is the way hate speech is redefined by 
the members of the party. the second, connected to the first, is the 
way members of the finns party tend to victimize the finns party 
and its members as the target of hate speech. Both of these ways of 
using hate speech appeared frequently and in different platforms. 
I furthermore argued that this is a rhetorical move on the part of 
the Finns Party, made possible by larger discourses of freedom of 
speech, two extremes and the need for communication and encoun-
ters. 
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notes

1 the archive can be found at: https://www.suomenuutiset.fi/ 
lehtiarkisto//
2 https://www.eduskunta.fi/fi/vaski/poytakirjaasiakohta/documents/
ptk_50+2015+2.pdf
3  In the 2011 parliamentary elections the party already received 19.1 
percent of the votes. 
4  It is good to note that the politics of the Finns Party tend to tradition-
ally lean more towards left than right with regard to the support of the 
public sector and the welfare state (rahkonen 2010). 
5  while there are no laws in finland which would define and further-
more prohibit hate speech per se, there are laws against ethnic agita-
tion and disturbance of religious worship (pöyhtäri, haara & raittila 
2013)
6  the first conviction was assigned in 2009 when halla-aho was found 
guilty for disturbing religious worship by the helsinki district court. 
halla-aho filed a complaint about the conviction and the case was tak-
en to the high court, where halla-aho was convicted for both for ethnic 
agitation and disturbing religious worship.
7  Nykänen (2016) connects ‘immigration criticism’ to the anti-immi-
grant wing of the finns party and describes it as a way of thinking 
where nationalism, economic concerns, dislike of islam and criticism 
towards immigration come together. 
8  This commentary, as the other comments, commentaries, quotes, 
and statements from the data used in this paper, have been translated 
from Finnish into English by the author. 
9  a systematic distinction is seldom made between immigrants and 
asylum seekers in the discussions. 
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AbstrACt

In so far as populism is a mode of articulation, it exists also out-
side traditional party politics and gets entangled with other mean-
ing making, affective ties, symbols and identifications. in this chap-
ter the author shows, through the Guggenheim helsinki case, how 
populist rhetoric and logic of articulation penetrated debates on cul-
tural policy – or reactivated frontlines between us and them that had 
been there already. looking at the articulations, who were the pop-

Picture 1: Janne Gallen-Kallela-Sirén, Tuula Haatainen, Richard Arm-
strong, Jussi Pajunen, Ari Wiseman. (picture: city of helsinki. http://
www.hel.fi/www/helsinki/en/culture/culture/exhibitions/guggenheim-
study-2014 accessed 22.10.2014)

CultuRAl PoPulism:  
the CAse oF guggenheim helsinKi

emilia Palonen
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ulists? this time, it seems populism was the name of the game and 
frontlines were formed for and against the proposed helsinki Gug-
genheim museum. The counter project Checkpoint Helsinki has be-
come part of cultural mind map and the political memory of the 
Guggenheim debates in 2011–2016 is still present in Helsinki. This 
case cannot really be understood without recourse to these concepts 
developed by Jim McGuigan and Ernesto Laclau in very different 
contexts. Cultural populism leads to culture of populism, politici-
zation and polarisation, entangled with colonisation and generation 
of counter-discourses.

Introduction

Picture it: Five happy people in suits, standing on the slushy pave-
ment, ready to throw snowballs – to those behind the camera, even! 
In the middle, Richard Armstrong, on his right, the tall lady in red 
jacket, the social democratic vice-mayor of Helsinki Tuula Haatai-
nen; on his left, the shortest of the lot, the conservative mayor of 
helsinki, Jussi pajunen. the most dynamic figure is the first one on 
the left, the director of the Helsinki Art Museum, Janne Gallen-Kal-
lela-Sirén, and at the opposite edge stands ari wiseman, the depu-
ty Director of Solomon R. Guggenheim foundation. why are they 
all smiling? what’s with the snowballs? whom are they throwing 
them at? me? what’s the battle? who will get a hit?

this chapter does not discuss right-wing populism in finland. 
it also does not discuss the relationship between the populist finns 
party, which at the time of publication of this volume has been 
for two years in the national coalition government of Juha Sipilä 
(Centre Party) and gets the portfolio of Minister of Culture. Rather, 
it theorizes and discusses cultural populism, the emergence of a po-
litical frontier around culture, through a global case in Finland. The 
Guggenheim museum helsinki project, first proposed in January 
2011, in cooperation with the city of helsinki and finnish cultu-
ral elites, is still in the time of publication of this article in 2018 an 
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issue that sometimes emerges in the political debates. In Novem-
ber 2014, the architectural competition concludes and in 2015 the 
city of Helsinki is expected to make its decision on the Guggen-
heim project. Finally, by the end of 2016, the Guggenheim process 
came to an end, as the City Council voted against the Guggenheim 
Museum. 

The original proposal combined arts, design and architecture, 
and maintained that the museum would be ‘a strategic investment 
for both helsinki and finland, raising the international profile of 
the entire region’ (Guggenheim Helsinki 2013). The response to 
the proposal was an intense enthusiasm on one side of the politi-
cal and cultural elite and an intensive dismissal from the part of the 
other. Checkpoint Helsinki emerged as the counter project to Gug-
genheim launched by the art elite, predominantly curators. It enjo-
yed a moment of independence with funding from different founda-
tions before it was again coopted to the divisive politics, suggesting 
a competition for other uses of the same lot of land in Helsinki seas-
hore where the Guggenheim architectural competition was based. 

the dynamics of this phenomenon that is now in 2016 decla-
red to be over and done with after the city council rejected the se-
cond proposal by the Guggenheim Foundation, ought to be studied 
theoretically. The theoretical and methodological questions raised 
in this paper include the following: how to approach a situation in 
which cultural politics becomes thoroughly divisive, and seems to 
create two camps claiming to represent the people that cannot com-
municate with each other? how to theorize a situation where poli-
tical and cultural elites seek to legitimate their art project through 
references to a common ‘universal’ value and the citizens as a who-
le? the answer here is through the concept of cultural populism and 
culture of populism. It is also related to the bipolar character that 
evolves in political debates when ‘us’ and ‘them’ become the most 
significant form of contestation, and debate polarises on a particu-
lar line (c.f. Palonen 2009).

The proposal of Guggenheim Helsinki emerged in 2011 to the 
City Council. In January 2012 a feasibility study Guggenheim Stu-
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dy (GS) funded by two finnish cultural foundations was published. 
The City Council rejected the plan in May 2012, but the proposal 
re-emerged in 2013. Finally, a no-strings-attached style open archi-
tectural competition was held in 2014, with six finalist chosen. the 
works were presented at a gallery and online. the winner of the 
competition moreau kusunoki architects was announced in June 
2015. Finally the Helsinki city council rejected the plan in Decem-
ber 2016, five months before the local elections in april 2017 – that 
could provide enough time for healing after the politicized debate. 
This article looks at the early stages of the Guggenheim Museum 
process, the articulation of it in the feasibility plan and the ways in 
which the criticism was faced during the crucial phases of the pro-
ject. It also looks at the Checkpoint Helsinki counter project.

the Guggenheim helsinki is a special case in a polity with a 
state-bound cultural policy, where legitimation has to be achieved 
from the people. Some private funding for the project was found 
but the target of the Guggenheim foundation were always the pub-
lic funds that were behind democratic control. the concepts of the 
public and the people were present in the debate. although the Gug-
genheim project appears to be over, it is not an isolated case of po-
litics of culture, but increasingly tied to global politicizations, and 
even spread of dichotomous political rhetoric in cultural populism 
of the elite. the polarization and different perspectives on Guggen-
heim have been discovered recently (wang 2016, Javanainen 2016, 
and for the 2012 debate Aura 2014) – also internationally, but here 
we focus on theorization. considering the Guggenheim helsinki 
process and its politicization, the exact research questions in this 
paper are: what kind of lines of differentiation and figures of ‘peop-
le’ do the parties in the discussion form? through what methods, 
and why can they be seen as populist?
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Populism and poststructuralist discourse theory

Populism is a logic of articulating the people on a dichotomous 
frontier. Rather than a reference to the extreme right or peasant ru-
ral political movements, following political theorist Ernesto laclau 
(2006), populism is a logic of articulation, a tool for understand-
ing certain processes. populism is a political articulation which ex-
tends under a common heading a ‘chain of equivalence’, a signi-
fying chain, and rejects what it is not. laclau diverts our attention 
from the naming of the ‘other’ typical of xenophobia, to the produc-
tion of ‘the people’ – even when this is done through an antagonis-
tic relationship to what is not ‘us’. for laclau, populism implies a 
process where, through articulation, an empty signifier emerges as 
the symbol of unity, produces a political frontier and dichotomizes 
the discursive field. populism is intimately tied to antagonism, and, 
thus, to the political. It is vital for any political movement. To clar-
ify his point, laclau (2005) uses the distinction between populist 
identities and ‘institutional’ identities to explain the distinction be-
tween articulated identifications and essentialist identities. articu-
lation implies that the identities are not institution-bound or given, 
but rather the result of a process of articulation on an uneven ter-
rain. Populism offers an illusion of the fullness of identity.

articulation and fixing meanings through empty signifiers 
sounds like the theory of hegemony by Laclau and Mouffe (1985), 
for whom hegemony emerges as articulating relations – even 
though temporal ones – on a field crisscrossed with antagonisms. 
the equation of populism with hegemony entails a problem (ardi-
ti 2010). Theory of hegemony is presented as a general theory of 
identification, but not every political identity is a populist one. at 
the same time, Laclau argues that populism is necessary for politi-
cal parties in the contemporary world – all parties need populism, 
but not all parties are thoroughly populist. we need to make a dis-
tinction between hegemony as a process and populism. for laclau 
and Mouffe, hegemony is not the state of domination. Hegemonic 
articulations extending the chains and fixing the meanings, on the 
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field crisscrossed with antagonism. hegemony is a process between 
unity/fixity and fragmentation, not the mere fixation of meanings. 
populism draws from hegemonic articulations, and seeks to fix a 
certain understanding of us/them relations. 

The solution is to investigate the extent and kind of populism. 
we need to ask to what extent is a movement or a party populist? 
Is it slightly populist or populist through and through? Or in other 
words, is the articulation dominated by the logic of populism? all 
populism is political, though not in the party-political sense. Is po-
pulism a spice or is it the main ingredient, a steak au naturel? Does 
not pure populism lose its touch to democracy? we also need to 
consider, what kind of populism are we experiencing. where is the 
dichotomy? There are moments, even reappearing and long-lasting 
moments, when meanings are fixed so that the situation appears 
as bipolar. then we talk about ‘polarization’ or bipolar or bipola-
rized hegemony. in polarization, antagonisms appear as if frozen to 
a single frontier. This is a special moment in the process of hegemo-
ny, which is dynamic rather than static – in the same way as society 
or the discursive field is filled with articulations. there are moves 
to contest the existing meanings and their relations and those who 
seek to decontest or unfix those. But what if the struggle becomes 
about mere antagonism, mere identification? 

The theory has studied little the perspective of the persistence of 
populism in contrast to the emergence of populism. The focus has 
been on the political, the investment on the populist identification, 
the articulation of the disparate elements, rather than the mainte-
nance of those relations. perhaps because the assumption with lac-
lau and to some extent Mouffe, too, is that the empty space of po-
wer is left open. perhaps because politically, for a long time, for 
laclau the political forces to criticize were those fostering institu-
tional identities, and those emergent populist forces offered a solu-
tion. But what happens when the populists are in power, are the eli-
tes? and what if with populism instead of racist extreme-right frin-
ge populism of the suburbs we are dealing with something else? 
what if we deal with ‘cultural populism’?
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Cultural populism

above, i suggested we could discuss kinds of populism. one sug-
gestion is cultural populism and the culture of populism. Culture of 
populism, which produces constant, widespread frontier-building 
that seeks to constitute the people – often around a frontier of pola-
rization. polarization itself becomes hegemonic, a language game 
(laclau 2014). although these two are not interchangeable, cultural 
populism may coexist with culture of populism.

Cultural populism could be read as a contradiction in terms: po-
pulism refers to the people – and quite often the masses, antipode 
to the elite. In the early 1990s, Jim McGuigan (1992) used the term 
cultural populism to refer to the focus of cultural theorists on cultu-
re outside the high culture: sports, tv, films for mass consumption. 
McGuigan sought to demonstrate that the favouring of popular cul-
ture over high culture had already turned into a widespread praxis, 
a routine. ‘In the academic context, discussed here, ‘cultural popu-
lism’ refers to diffuse political sentiments associated routinely with 
certain analytical protocols rather than the kind of dispassionate 
scientificity claimed by a ‘paradigm’,’ mcGuigan argues, contras-
ting passions and routines in his critique of his colleagues (McGui-
gan 1992, 2, my emph.). 

Although this notion, developed in the 1980s, does not encap-
sulate the notion of ‘cultural populism’ employed here, two things 
remain of it: the dichotomous frontier and the routine. This under-
standing resonates with laclau’s theory of hegemony especially as 
it has been rearticulated by Glynos and howarth (2007) to tackle 
social and political explanation. They refer to the fantasmatic lo-
gics that lies behind social logics, practices. Centrally for this un-
derstanding, Jason Glynos (2001), a Lacanian theorist, has discus-
sed the ‘grip of ideology’ on the subject. 

this has quite something to do with hegemony, the emergence 
of a certain frame of reference as the dominant and simultaneous-
ly hiding references to another. In fact, McGuigan studies hegemo-
ny in his work, even without always acknowledging it. he obser-
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ved how his colleagues moved from one dominant perspective to 
another: from high culture to popular culture as an object of analy-
sis (mcGuigan 1992). later, he observed how neoliberalism in the 
guise of cool capitalism emerged to different parts of cultural or so-
cial life (McGuigan 2009). 

mcGuigan’s thesis also emerges on a field of antagonisms. de-
fending the ‘elite culture’ from the populists, challenging the status 
quo in art studies to study what the mainstream is interested in. he 
also is one of the sound leftists exploring the spread of capitalism. 
the case at hand in finnish politics of culture witnesses the two 
streams in mcGuigan’s work coming together – in an inverted for-
mat: the elites are mainstreaming high culture to the masses, with 
economic arguments. 

Cultural populism has become part of the elite’s rhetoric: it is an 
attack on the art for art’s sake, and tied to the logics of global capi-
talism, global tastes and local profit. its ‘enemy’ is the backward, 
lazy state-bound art institutions, and inward-looking ‘localist’ ar-
tists, who cannot see how culture is a key to success: art sells and 
provides for both the local and the global economy. Cultural popu-
lism, as depicted here, has inherited from the Florida movement, 
the creative class in globally networked cities. culture has instru-
mental value – and potentiality for generating a surplus. 

in addition to offering contemplative spaces to engage with art, one 
another, and the panoramic natural landscape, the Guggenheim Hel-
sinki would also present outstanding gastronomic experiences, places 
for socializing, and unique retail opportunities. (Guggenheim Study, 
GS, 74)

cultural populism has become a tool for the elites to reach fulfill-
ment. 

In this logic, the appeal of the Guggenheim also generates the 
mass-consuming ‘people’, rather than the other way around. in the 
finnish case it generates voters, in the polity where cultural policy 
is predominantly state-bound. as we can recall, what is at stake in 
populism is the identification as people rather than institutional ar-
ticulation. And the people is often articulated through the symbol of 



239 Palonen

the threatening other. Even though populism is not the same as he-
gemony, it is neither just the populist moment of coming together 
that we should focus on, but the past and the future, too – early ar-
ticulations and sedimentation.

This research proposes that the conceptual baggage of the noti-
on of ‘the people’ is problematic from an anti-essentialist perspecti-
ve: people is not the essence of populism – it is its target. In cultural 
studies, cultural populism has been seen as the systematic and un-
reflected attempt by researchers to focus on popular culture rather 
than the arts (McGuigan 1992). Equally, the researchers have been 
reaching towards the popular rather than the elite: articulating the 
people. It is time to reappropriate this concept for another use, loo-
king at the contemporary politics of culture and the arts. 

the notion of ‘cultural populism of the elites’ clarifies what is 
going on in cases like the helsinki Guggenheim museum, where 
the elites are having to appeal to the masses, to a universalizing 
rationality of contemporary capitalism and a dichotomous frontier 
between the pro- and contra-Guggenheim camps, to legitimate their 
project. It includes the carnivalisation and popularisation (or neoli-
beralisation in the eyes of the critics) of high culture. 

Furthermore, it operates on a dichotomous logic that contests 
the past practices. Perhaps unintendedly, it embarks on existing li-
nes of polarisation that is related to the space where the new buil-
ding was originally envisioned. the for and against camps were di-
vided on strong set of assumptions and stereotypes of the other.

Interestingly, in the current condition, the elites have to appeal 
to the people in the name of some universal to legitimate the cour-
se of action on the domain other than the arts or administration, the 
pro-Guggenheim camp moved towards cultural populism, articula-
ting ‘the people’ through their proposal. This happens also on the 
contesting side. 

populism is layered with affects: it is the antidote of rational 
objective politics of interests or structural positions. ‘The people’ 
is not a structural position. In our postmodern politics, no politi-
cal party can rely on institutional positions: e.g. the Socialists rep-
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resenting the working class, or the elite being the bourgeoisie with 
set habits and tastes. the relations of power we may experience as 
given are in fact contingent. 

Helsinki as site of festivalised cultural policy – and  
polarisation

in finland, the debate was never just a debate about a museum or a 
simple monetary investment. the investment was a more emotio-
nal, political one. The Mayor of Helsinki Jussi Pajunen, the Direc-
tor of the helsinki art museum Gallen-kallela-Sirén and the direc-
tor of the Swedish cultural foundation, Berndt arell and others ai-
med high. for them Guggenheim Effect was not an abstract con-
cept of an arts in the service of city-marketing. they wanted a car-
bon copy of Bilbao – not just any art project and clearly not a mere 
participatory plan for the Helsinki seashore. Guggenheim Bilbao 
was synonymous with success. helsinki’s name would become as-
sociated with success too. 

not unlike their colleagues elsewhere, the city leadership seek 
to make concrete the idealised post-Fordist urban ‘brandscape’ (c.f. 
thompson & arsel 2004) with signature architecture, argued by 
planners and politicians alike, as the ‘rational’ choice (see Flyvb-
jerg 1998). 

Helsinki actively promotes itself as an ‘event city’ or ‘city of 
festivals’; the Helsinki Festival weeks started in 1968 (Silvanto 
2007). The city’s leadership has taken event-led planning and city-
branding seriously. Helsinki had held the title of European Capital 
of Culture (ECC) among eight others in year 2000. Since then, the 
team at the event management has remained the same and the city 
has sought to brand itself through big events. Their vision domina-
ted the field. for example, in 2007, helsinki was happy to host the 
Eurovision Song contest (keskinen 2008), which it saw as a mar-
keting opportunity, although an analysis of media coverage shows 
that expecting more than some references to the locality in the con-
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test is unreasonable (Pelkonen 2008). In 2012 Helsinki held the tit-
le for world design capital, after winning a competition and pay-
ing a participation fee to the organizing body international council 
for Societies of Industrial Design.

in many ways, helsinki’s cultural marketing strategy has been 
tied to festivals rather than long-term developments. More so-
lid landmarks were in the 1980s the national opera house and in 
the 1990s the new urban symbol, kiasma museum of modern art. 
kiasma’s building was downscaled. the plan and location next to 
the parliament and the statue of Mannerheim evoked a lively public 
discussion (Tommila 2007). its effect on the environment was furt-
her diminished by the neighbouring glass-walled building of the 
leading national daily’s (Helsingin Sanomat, HS) media corporati-
on that matched the size of the museum. during the first four years 
of its existence it was the most popular museum in finland and best 
known finnish museum abroad and brought modern art to the pub-
lic debates and made it available for people also through a educa-
tional programmes (limnell 2007). the museum was already fixed 
in the physical and cultural landscape – it did not provide the event 
flair. neoliberal architecture is short spanned like events: consu-
med soon after their unveiling, and in the need of constant repro-
duction. 

there was an earlier plan of a wow architecture building in the 
helsinki seashore by the starchitect bureau of herzog & demeu-
ron in 2008. the design hotel was nevertheless voted down in the 
city council. (palonen 2011) the Guggenheim museum was first 
proposed to be built in the exact, already politicized location. it is 
a case in point to understand how the debate may not have spread 
beyond the cabinets, or the fora of arts professionals, had it not fal-
len on the fertile ground (quite concretely) of a particular lot of land 
in helsinki, where the memory of earlier debates had politicized 
the location. the way in which the populist frontier emerged, car-
ries the memory of an earlier polarization, earlier traumas and ear-
lier nation-building. 



242Nykykulttuuri 122

the Guggenheim proposal was announced with short notice in 
2011, with expectations of an immediate ‘wow’ effect: the vision 
immediately gripped much of the elite – others rejected it fiercely. it 
was voted down by the city Board in 2013, partly due to its cabinet 
planning character (alike the Design Hotel in the City Council, c.f. 
palonen 2012). in 2014, Guggenheim brought up a new proposal, 
moving from the Design Hotel site, across the harbor. An open ar-
chitectural competition is being held in fall 2014. For the second 
round 6 entries out of 1715 submissions would be selected. the 
public is also allowed to suggest their favourite 6 and share their 
choices online.

in the pro-Gh camp, the chain of equivalence was articulated 
from arts to economics, and a strong dichotomy presented towards 
anything or anybody seeking to contest or in any way criticize the 
plan. The case of Guggenheim became so sedimented that it over-
shadows any other possible coalitions or proposals related to fin-
land, Helsinki, art and culture, or simply state funding. 

for example, the checkpoint helsinki modern art project was 
formed against the Guggenheim, and must struggle to build an iden-
tity of its own. it is decidedly an unlocated project, ‘a lightly struc-
tured and flexible organisation and without a permanent exhibition 
space’ (checkpoint helsinki 2014). in 2012 it still dreamt of ‘new 
building will strengthen helsinki’s brand association with pionee-
ring visions of art’ (Checkpoint Helsinki 2012). In 2014, it restored 
the anti-Guggenheim element in its identity, by holding a competi-
tion to find new uses for the same site where the architectural com-
petition for the Guggenheim Museum Helsinki is being held.

The proposal seemed to be ignorant of the earlier politisations 
of the location. It responded to some of the criticism made during 
the Design Hotel debate but ignored the resentment revoked when 
an otherwise similar proposal was introduced through the similar 
decision-making mechanism on an already contested site. Had the 
same location with the same political process and the same neolibe-
ral fantasy of wow architecture not been involved, the debate could 
have toned down. public funding was the bonus, which mobilized 
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part of the elite and the art worlds (Becker 1982) against the pro-
ject. The city leadership and the Solomon R. Guggenheim founda-
tion faced a critical public – unprepared.

Logic of cultural politics in Finland: the funding elites 

The Guggenheim project divides both the art and political elites. 
typically, the finnish cultural elite’s power lies in their treasury’s 
position. they do not manage their own existing properties or land, 
but are used to distributing other people’s money: state funding or 
the funds of the Finnish foundations. Their prestige emerges from 
the delivery of the funding. Unlike the industrialists – in Finland the 
Serlachius family from mänttä, near tampere (where a new art mu-
seum was built in 2014), or the kone elevator company owners par-
ticularly with their kone foundation – the cultural elites in helsinki 
could not act as patrons for art in their own right. when the cultu-
ral elite’s activity is confined to the sphere of art that receives regu-
lar contributions from the state and the city, they have relative au-
tonomy. But in the case of Guggenheim, it was not confined to the 
cabinets of the cultural elite, tied to the budget of the local art mu-
seums. the project would involve significant funding both from the 
city and the state as well as the finnish cultural foundations. it also 
required public planning permits, including the change in the mas-
ter plan. in other words, it was subjected to popular debates.

the unquestioning admiration for the Guggenheim plan was 
manifested by its primus motor Janne Gallen-kallela-Sirén, gre-
at grandchild of Akseli Gallen-Kallela, national painter and il-
lustrator of Kalevala, the Finnish national epic. The internationally 
trained art museum director took initial contact with the Guggen-
heim foundation in 2009 and after a long debate it was determined 
that he was biased in the Guggenheim case (rEf). Subsequently, he 
found a position in an American art museum and left the scene du-
ring the first phase. his case shows the lack of self-criticism among 
the Guggenheim supporters.



244Nykykulttuuri 122

Another example of the seemingly decontested nature of the 
proposal was visible in national daily’s (Helsingin Sanomat) open-
ing sentence on the issue: ‘finnish cultural history was perhaps in 
the making in the Ball room of the helsinki city hall, when the di-
rector of the Municipal Museum of Art declared under chandeliers 
to a large group of journalists that the city of helsinki will underta-
ke cooperation with the Guggenheim foundation’ (heinänen & ui-
monen 2011). the journalists were excited, told the hS, and questi-
ons were made mainly about the shape of the building: architecture 
was the main issue. in the end of the story the cost was mentioned: 
‘the investigation costs two million euros. of the sum 500.000 will 
be covered by the finnish cultural foundation, 250.000 Swedish 
cultural fund. the rest will be the city’s responsibility.’ it was the 
costs and the rationale of the museum project that were debated.

furthermore, a day after the campaign launch, nine stories were 
published in Helsingin Sanomat (hS). criticism was voiced in only 
one of the invited comments about the project in the journalistic 
content: a comment by a journalist of the public radio – perhaps to 
highlight the positive attitude of the national daily (HS 19.1.2011), 
and in a summary of the public discussion on the newspaper’s web-
site. on the second day there were five published pieces. this trend 
continues throughout the Guggenheim campaign, where the natio-
nal daily became the fiercest proponent of the Guggenheim muse-
um.

nevertheless, we learn from the reporting that already in the 
early stages, before any public debate, there had been significant 
input by the two finnish foundations. they had agreed to co-fund 
with the city of helsinki the concept and development Study. the 
city of helsinki was in the forefront of the funding, as restructu-
ring the city art museum would lead some financing to the Gug-
genheim museum. there would be yearly fees to the Guggenheim 
foundation and the lot of land with infrastructure that were envi-
sioned as investment. furthermore, the project relied on some fi-
nancial support from the state as saving on the expenses of Helsinki 
city museum would not produce enough funds. 
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Yet, the government was divided upon the plan: minister of cul-
ture, Paavo Arhinmäki of the Left Alliance did not support the plan 
– as the austerity measures in Finland had already included deep 
budget cuts to the museum sector. he refused to extend financial 
support to the project, stressing that the funds for this ‘large galle-
ry’ should be found elsewhere: ‘it’s worth asking why finnish tax 
payers should finance a right multinational foundation [rather than 
distribute money through the cultural elite, one might add].’ (Arhin-
mäki 2012) In contrast, the Ministry of Employment and Economy 
would support the architectural competition with 0.8 million euro, 
if the building would be crafted with wood – giving finland a pos-
sibility to showcase its architectural expertise, resources and crafts-
manship.

with the criticism, and lack of state financing, it became clear 
that the Guggenheim museum helsinki was not going to be imme-
diately voted through in the City Council. The elites needed to con-
vince the politicians on their side, and for that they had two strate-
gies: they needed to argue that this was the rational action to take, 
and they needed to convince that it was for the good of the people.

Geopolitics of worthiness 

the task for 2011 was to investigate whether or not helsinki was a 
worthy site for a Guggenheim museum and what kind of a concept 
would fit to the site. in the investigation financed by the finnish 
foundations and the city of helsinki, it was discovered that hel-
sinki was indeed worthy of a Guggenheim museum. richard arm-
strong argued in the ‘director’s foreword’ for the Concept and De-
velopment study for a Guggenheim Helsinki (GS, 2012): 

helsinki is a remarkable city, with a high quality of life, an exceptio-
nal educational system, and a wide range of important cultural institu-
tions. most impressively, helsinki’s residents are unwilling to rest on 
their laurels; they continue to seek out ways to transform life for the 
better. In recent years, Helsinki has completed numerous major under-
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takings, including an impressive new concert hall, the relocation of its 
historic port facilities to create space in the city center for future deve-
lopment, and, currently, an Open International Ideas Competition for 
the continued redevelopment of the South Harbor. Obviously, Helsinki 
thinks big, and the Guggenheim Foundation shares the city’s vision of 
what is possible to achieve in the coming years. for the Guggenheim, 
collaborating with helsinki brings the rare opportunity to think about 
the future and to explore the evolving roles and functions of an art mu-
seum in the coming decades. a deep engagement with helsinki could 
also bring the Guggenheim into closer contact with finland’s virtually 
unparalleled legacy of architecture and design, benefiting the Guggen-
heim global network as a whole. (p. 4) 

the concept and development Study demonstrated how the logic 
of the project was deep in cultural populism in mcGuigan’s sense 
– abandoning the emphasis on high arts. In the signifying chain of 
equivalences were included educational system (piSa results), cul-
tural institutions, active citizenry, active city leadership in terms of 
development (e.g. South Harbour plans in Katajanokka area), Fin-
nish architecture and design (no mention to art world), food and 
climate. 

a deep engagement with helsinki could also bring the Guggenheim 
into closer contact with finland’s virtually unparalleled legacy of ar-
chitecture and design, benefiting the Guggenheim global network as a 
whole (p. 4). 

the Gh would be about improving helsinki’s status on the global 
map. The Guggenheim Museum proposal managed to argue a place 
for Finland in Europe – or the globe. Especially after the Cold war 
the country has tried to find its own identity, with active member-
ship in the EU, and negotiate its connection to the Eastern neigh-
bours. The vision of global (cultural) economics (Throsby 2008) 
resonated with some finns. the Guggenheim helsinki would offer 
fulfillment to the lacking identity of the finns. it would be the sym-
bol of progress and west, for those who suffered from the closeness 
of the Iron Curtain. It offered a fullness of identity against the thre-
at of a weak position in the periphery. nevertheless, identification, 
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the vision of the people and the future for Finland did not appeal to 
everyone – even in the cultural elite. 

After appraisals of transparency of governance (p. 4), ap-
propriate in the proposal that was brought in without transparency, 
the Study sought to define finnish achievements and conditions. in 
the eyes of the study, helsinki would be a suitable location for both 
Russia and Asia. 

The Finnish Consulate in St. Petersburg already provides an astoun-
ding one million visas annually to russians wanting to travel to or 
through Finland. Furthermore, Helsinki’s northern location makes it 
the European city with the shortest flights to asia, and many russian, 
European, and Asian residents use the city as their entry point to anot-
her continent—direct flights connect helsinki to eleven cities in asia. 
(P. 19.) 

russian art institutions are not included in the regional review that 
focuses on Finland and the Scandinavian countries, the St. Peters-
burg art scene is treated in a different section with less specific data 
under the heading ‘The Russian audience’, referring to the visitors 
from these areas rather than comparability of institutions (pp. 68-
70). The ‘Baltic Region and Central Europe’ noted in half a page 
(p. 71). The market for the Museum beyond the local population is 
well defined as is the competition for the art-thirsty audience.

finland was a promising, innovative periphery:

perhaps life in the periphery, in a gray zone of national security, actual-
ly propels innovation, problem solving and openness to ideas, enabling 
a nation such as Finland to successfully cultivate its culture, economy, 
and civil society even in circumstances that have occasionally been ad-
verse (p. 23).

answering affirmatively the question of ‘are we worthy of it’, tick-
ling many finns’ minds, the study defined the finns as a homoge-
neous, moderately exotic, deserving people. They could be proud 
of hosting such a global project, interested in the Finns, and the 
Arctic connection. 

Geopolitically well situated and boasting impressive intellectual, natu-
ral, and financial resources, finland is a nation that has truly come into 
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its own over the last decades. the country’s rich and complex history, 
coupled with its demonstrated capacity for innovation, offer a compel-
ling portrait of how a country can transform perceived geographic and 
political challenges into assets and use them to become leaders on the 
world stage. (p. 28.)

a study that confirmed stereotypes was exactly what was required 
for the effect of the global cultural institution, as a ‘big Other’ rati-
fying the Finns self-image, making appeal to the people and crea-
ting an affective relationship. in other words, it contained a populist 
logic also in laclau’s sense. it was about ‘naming the people’, with 
an underlying antagonism of those who would reject the rationale. 

rhetoric is constitutive (laclau 2014). hence, worthiness itself 
is a rhetorical figure for articulating the people, and the Guggen-
heim discussion included a lot of arguments on this. 

Post-colonialism of the perfect plan and ‘typical bad 
questions!’

Exploring the proposal of a Guggenheim Museum in Helsinki – and 
the debate on whether it would receive start-up and regular public 
funding and a lot on the seashore at the very core of the capital city 
- it would be easy to dismiss the whole debate as one between the 
masses and the elites. But there are no objective identifications. we 
can see the elite was quite divided in this case. Even the art world 
was divided. 

the Guggenheim Study’s emphasis was on the innovative finns 
finding out what the new process-focused non-traditional museum 
elements would be (education, open access space, where art would 
be only one aspect). 

in addition to offering contemplative spaces to engage with art, one 
another, and the panoramic natural landscape, the Guggenheim Helsin-
ki would also present outstanding gastronomic experiences, places for 
socializing, and unique retail opportunities (p. 74).
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Curiously all that open space, green areas, skateboarding teenagers, 
restaurants and retail can already be found around Kiasma, the Mu-
seum for Modern Art in Finland opened in 1998. It exists in the 
crossroads between the railway and coach stations, the parliament 
and shopping-malls in the heart of helsinki, next to the new music 
hall and alvar aalto’s finlandia house and almost a stone throw 
away from töölönlahti Bay. obviously, katajanokka would be a 
waterfront development – which in the study is argued to highlight 
heliotropic qualities of Nordic light and seasonal conditions (p. 77). 
curiously, the GS emphasizes how kiasma is the place for under 
50-year-olds, whereas the 50+ are not really interested. Gh would 
include elements from kiasma with a more expensive and aged 
brand: potential for success. this obviously was putting the exis-
ting cultural elites’ temper on test. Some thought the existing insti-
tutions could propel growth in the cultural sector, others not.

as the debate was highly polarized, realising the limits of his 
strategy, mayor of helsinki, Jussi pajunen worked hard to ensu-
re participation in the final stages. this included a twitter and face-
book chat where the mayor’s 20-person team answered questions 
of the public, in a matter-of-factly manner referring to the GS and 
ongoing investigations – leaving unanswered lee rosenbaum’s 
question (Palonen 2012, c.f. Rosenbaum and Farhat 2015), and a 
local company featured question of ‘yes’ or ‘no’ for Guggenheim 
on their interactive screens on two locations in helsinki. interacti-
on there was – did mayor listen? 

Prior to the Board’s decision Mayor Pajunen engaged in live 
twitter and facebook discussion on 16 april 2012. Going over the 
debate, pajunen’s communication strategy was to answer questions 
rather than reflecting on his own views through the criticism he fa-
ced. the elite who knows advising the people. 

The costs of the Guggenheim Museum for the City of Helsin-
ki was estimated at 3.7 million euros plus the license fee 30 milli-
on dollars over 20 years (Guggenheim Helsinki 2012) and a furt-
her 52 million dollars in consultation fees (HS 2012). The Board of 
the City Council decided in 2012 in a tight vote (8-7) not to take 
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the proposal further – the mayor had divided the proposal into four 
parts, where the current phase would have been about architectural 
competition, whose costs to the city would be a mere 4 million eu-
ros. The Board ensured that the proposal did not go further to the 
City Council, nor could the Guggenheim plan progress. 

In 2013, the Board of the City Council agreed that architectural 
competition for the Helsinki Guggenheim Museum could be orga-
nized – on a different lot of land and fully funded by the Solomon 
r. Guggenheim foundation. many were surprised to hear of the se-
cond coming of the Guggenheim in 2013. there was a compromi-
se: politicians agreed that an architectural competition could be or-
ganized fully financed by the Guggenheim foundation in 2014, and 
any decisions on the future of the project would be made only after-
wards. the competition was open until September, when six of the 
anonymous designs were chosen for the second round of the com-
petition that ended in November 2014. 

Also, the Guggenheim Foundation hired a public relations com-
pany to lobby for their cause prior to their second coming. the new 
proposal’s facebook pages show that their approach is not black-
and-white: constructive criticism is being posted for discussion.

Despite all the investment in PR, the attitude of the Guggen-
heim did not change. On 4 June 2014, in a televised discussion by 
the national public tv broadcaster, YlE, richard armstrong, the 
director of the Solomon r. Guggenheim foundation walked away 
and refused to answer the question of what the foundation would 
do if the city and the state should not fund Guggenheim Helsinki. 
’i don’t know. i’m not liking this interview,’ said armstrong, get-
ting up to leave, adding: ‘These are typical bad questions.’ But af-
ter a few words with the pr consultant, he returned to the interview. 
(Yle news 2014) the return appeared as unconditional. 

From the perspective of polarisation and populist rhetoric on 
frontier, it would be typical to disengage the other and merely re-
fer to the frontier. in cultural populism this works in a similar way. 
there is something beyond us that is not worth engaging.
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Somehow the Guggenheim project did not consider what was 
outlined as one of the strengths of the location:

Inspired by the admirable transparency at the heart of Finnish gover-
nance, we sought answers not just through internal discussions but also 
by engaging a cross section of Finnish society (GS, 4).

after the moment of the so called final vote on Guggenheim, it was 
concluded that respect for transparency was one of the aspects whe-
re Guggenheim failed (YlE 2016).

these two cases reveal a dominance of the ‘planner who kno-
ws’ attitude of the city of helsinki leadership, who networks their 
way to new proposals. the Guggenheim museum’s value was ar-
gued for rationally and defining a norm in the global art or city-
marketing world by the Guggenheim foundation (abroad) and the 
mayor (above). perhaps it would be worth reflecting on the mana-
ged from top cultural colonialism in this case, even without any re-
ference to potential americanisms or neo-liberal commoditificati-
on of art that were present in and especially located in the ranks of 
the opposing camp.

Polarization: Checkpoint Helsinki as the (perpetual)  
counter-project

main criticism towards Guggenheim rested on the argument of the 
expense to the City of Helsinki. The license fees and the poten-
tial costs of withdrawing from the plan were often argued to cover 
many large exhibitions at the already existing museums. A pile of 
coins features the place for Guggenheim Museum on the cover of 
the well-discussed pamphlet by kaarin taipale, local social demo-
crat, former civil servant and recently an academic researcher. Be-
cause of the polarization, proponents did not take on board criti-
cism but dubbed it commonly as anti-American rhetoric of the left 
or alternatively ignorant nativism. taipale herself reflects on asso-
ciating Gh-criticism and populism of the right-wing finns party, 
who argued against postmodern art during the 2011 election cam-
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paign, ‘as a joke’ as the leader Timo Soini later admitted. Further-
more, taipale accounts for charges of inward-turning selfishness, in 
the face of sacrifices for a better future for the city and the nation. 
(Taipale 2012, esp. 36–43) Taipale compared licensed museum to 
franchised restaurants such as McDonald’s, although perhaps Star-
bucks had been more apt (Thompson & Arsel 2004). 

Even the Guggenheim Study recognized the worry of standar-
dization of the art institution and the alienation from the local va-
lues:

Many people in Helsinki’s art community expressed concern that a 
Guggenheim Helsinki might be a carbon copy of other Guggenheim 
international partnerships, and it is imperative to avoid such a percep-
tion through a transparent and consultative process that considers the 
specific realities of finland and embraces core finnish values (GS, 
65).

Perhaps this uncanniness of the proposal led several actors on the art 
scene to voice an alternative for Guggenheim only in 2012: a pro-
ject by called checkpoint helsinki, an ‘internationally renowned 
Helsinki Art Museum’. The signatories of the manifesto of Check-
point helsinki (ch) welcome the 3–5 million-euro investment on 
the field of visual arts but submit many recommendations.

following this stake, the art scene voiced an alternative for Gug-
genheim in 2012: a project called Checkpoint Helsinki, an ‘interna-
tionally renowned helsinki art museum’. for it the building was 
not the starting point – diverting the discussion away from wooden 
architecture, it argues: ‘By producing thoughtful works of art and 
engaging events, checkpoint helsinki can be the route to a new 
building.’ the building would be a result of a process rather than 
a piece of commissioned or competed ‘starchitecture’. The Check-
point helsinki does not shy away from the rhetoric emphasizing 
elements of the ‘Bilbao Effect’. Rather it admits that ‘Helsinki can 
become internationally distinguishable and attract foreign visitors 
through novelty’. furthermore, it stresses the link between the art 
institution and place branding, including the emphasis on festivals.
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in many ways, the checkpoint helsinki is a nativist response 
to the Guggenheim helsinki. however, in a curious way, the argu-
mentation is set in the manner where international and global net-
works and cultural ties are put to the fore with vigor. however, the 
project notes ‘local art audience’ and ‘Finnish museum educatio-
nal practices’ without emphasizing them. it argues that the check-
point helsinki would use local expertise already existing in many 
institutions named in the proposal. without direct reference to Gug-
genheim, these ‘unique resources’ are considered equally important 
as the global foundation with its links – and indeed ‘unique’. it is 
clear, however, how the checkpoint helsinki manifesto includes 
many of the features of the Guggenheim helsinki. Yet their empha-
sis on the local is argued differently, Guggenheim helsinki with re-
ference to Finnish trademark education, design and architecture, 
and checkpoint helsinki to local globally reaching networks.

The alternative plan sought to establish itself through the fron-
tier of polarization, the rejection of the Guggenheim plan, the re-
jection of the threatening other that would offer identity and legiti-
mation for us. The threat of Guggenheim – to state funding or inde-
pendence of arts from capitalism – is the point that ‘symbolizes the 
very possibility of [their] non-being’ (Laclau 2014, xx). 

the two proposals divided the art world into two taste groups: 
the market oriented and global one that fostered concrete walk-in-
and-pay institutions, and the local-native that fostered curatorial 
projects. while in the art world, the key is to constantly rearticula-
te tastes and projects even within the institutions, the identity of the 
Checkpoint Helsinki is so tied to the Guggenheim that it is almost 
impossible to separate it from it.

for many in the (non-cultural) elite both projects were about arts 
and culture, but other dichotomies dominated argumentation. First, 
Guggenheim was contrasted both to the whole museum sector who-
se state funding was cut due to the recession, and to the helsinki art 
museum, whose funding would be directed to it. then it was the 
public transport, rail-links, social security and the Children’s Hos-
pital. Equally, on the critical side, it is difficult to take a perspective 
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that would support Guggenheim under different conditions, as there 
are always hospitals to fund or local art projects to support. 

If one is against the Guggenheim project, one is also against 
culture and arts, and unpatriotic, because the Guggenheim Helsin-
ki would promote finnish art and culture, finland and enhance the 
economy. If one is for the Guggenheim museum, one is neolibe-
ral, against non-commodified culture and arts, and one is surely un-
patriotic, trusting the americans more than the homegrown artists, 
tourists rather than locals. These are the stereotypes, but the actual 
difference is produced in the articulation. Furthermore, the case of 
Guggenheim Helsinki is an interesting debate from the perspecti-
ve of populism, because the dichotomous frontier is too strong for 
a third way to emerge.

City Council during and at the end of the story 

whether for or against the Guggenheim Museum project, the argu-
ment was made through bipolar oppositions, which fosters a cultu-
re of populism, as a culture of dichotomies and empty common sig-
nifiers. at stake here is ‘cultural populism’ of the elites, who cannot 
anymore rely on cabinet decision-making. They have sought to ar-
ticulate their case through a strong chain of equivalences behind the 
common goal, Guggenheim Helsinki, rejecting anything that could 
be seen as against it. The people and the elite could be interpreted 
interchangeably, and both the grass-rootedness of art was discussed 
from two perspectives. 

there was a clear proposal. winner had been selected, although 
it did not fit quite the specifications given in this competition. of 
the six finalists it was the tallest building, like a lighthouse in the 
helsinki harbour. it was a bold landmark hard to miss, even though 
the narrative included the sympathetic approach to Helsinki nature 
and context (Picture 2).

finally, it was because of this confrontation that for the second 
time the City Council voted against (53-32) the Guggenheim Mu-
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seum after midnight on 1 december 2016. the plan was improved 
but still evoked similar comments as before. Facing local elections 
in spring 2017, the councillors were required to think in terms of 
their future support and, because of the secrecy of maneuvering the 
plan onto the table, its seemingly eternal return and polarized natu-
re, it was only logical that it was rejected. another paper could ex-
plore the council debates, with this same framework. 

Sometimes a scandal emerges. Silvanto (2007, 13) writes ‘a 
festival is born out of enthusiastic makers and the local need to pro-
duce a specific kind of event in the location. – – festivals do not 
emerge without international networks. they are based often on 
personal relations – – ’ in this way, perhaps, helsinki remains a true 
festival city, where the ‘us’ and the ‘them’ emerge through scanda-
lisation (c.f. Palonen 2011).

Conclusions

this article shows how populist articulations have the constituti-
ve power of rhetoric, and that dichotomies are made through pro-
posals, rejections and counter-proposals. Each of them articulates 

picture 2: screenshot from the official site http://designguggenheimhelsin-
ki.org/en/finalists/winner accessed in 29.1.2018.
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a ‘we the people’, also producing a dichotomous perspective of the 
society. they may be elevating the us through a rhetoric of worthi-
ness (articulating Finland and Helsinki’s position globally against 
the other more backwards areas); elevating those on the know abo-
ve those who ask typical bad questions (as the planners’ discourse 
had it); or producing a nativist-internationalist contrast to global-
capitalist trends (as the counter project sought to present it).

for mcGuigan cultural populism was something his colleagues 
engaged with when moving from the high arts to prioritizing popu-
lar culture as the legitimate object of analysis. For Laclau, articu-
lations of people and the distinction of what they are not are at the 
core of politics. Neither of them argue that things should necessari-
ly polarize – at least for a very long time. Somehow this happened 
in Helsinki in the period of 2011-2016 in the case of Guggenheim. 
and it was even premised on earlier polarizations (palonen 2011). 

The dichotomising language inherent in both can be detected 
as spreading in many forums of interaction. The emergence of po-
litical forces that simplify the political space through generating a 
dichotomy that sustains both sides of that formation (c.f. Palonen 
2009), gains strength from the spread of dichotomising language in 
other areas, such as policy debates which become strifes of identity 
and community rather than ‘mere’ policy. Therefore from the cul-
tural perspective study of populism should also include these mar-
kings of frontiers that take place outside the traditional cleavages 
in electoral politics. This is one dimension of mainstreaming popu-
lism – whether the nominally populist political movements or pola-
rised political debates and culture – to be explored in the future.
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