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1

Introduction: Why Left Populism?

The term ‘populism’ is used repeatedly to describe the politics of the 
last ten years across the world from Spain to Brazil and Venezuela and 
from Britain to the US. A number of political commentators have used, 
abused and loathed the term, and the more it is used the more it turns 
into an easy derogatory term that inhibits further analysis of specific 
political phenomena. For the mass audience with no specialisation 
in political theory and populism, the term has become synonymous 
with ‘deception’ and ‘demagogy’ and this perception is what this book 
aims to challenge. Instead, it proposes the examination of populism 
as a political logic, a way of doing politics that can be associated with 
different political actors, on the left and on the right, some visionaries 
as well as some deceitful demagogues. To put it simply, populism is 
a way of doing politics and it is the particular content that makes it 
good or bad.

The context in which the ‘populist’ hype appeared in the historical 
period discussed in this book is the global financial crisis of 2007–8 
and its aftermath, although the roots of the problem can be traced 
back to the beginnings of economic globalisation. In focusing on 
this particular incident what soon became evident was not only an 
economic crisis but also a deep crisis of political representation. The 
financial crisis, unexpected by most economists, revealed in a painful 
way that what was perceived as a functioning if unequal economic 
system was in effect based on the creation of wealth based on specu-
lation and risky practices, which could end the livelihoods of ordinary 
people in the wink of an eye. The queues outside Northern Rock bank 
when it collapsed in 2007, the employees of Lehman Brothers leaving 
the building carrying their personal possessions in boxes, became the 
shocking visualisation of the fall of powerful institutions which had 
given in to a risk economy. The unprecedented crowds occupying 
the squares of Greece and Spain in 2011 became the image of what 
a crisis of political representation looks like: people who had never 
before demonstrated, from different backgrounds, all came together 
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to demand the reform of a political system (with national and inter-
national institutions) that instead of protecting during dire times took 
the route of severe austerity measures, inflicting even more pain on the 
people that it was supposed to represent.

In the political arena, new parties and leaders emerged from both 
the left and the right, asserting that they would represent these people. 
They were very different from the centrist technocratic parties and 
leaders that up to that point were dominating the political scene. Yes, 
they did aim to represent ‘the people’ but not by finding a ‘moderate’, 
lukewarm position somewhere in the centre of the political spectrum, 
a position that for decades now had aligned itself with the neoliberal 
paradigm no matter if we speak of centre-left or centre-right parties. 
The newcomers were against the political and economic mainstream, 
they were themselves ‘outsiders’, either of the ‘radical left’ or on the 
‘far right’. Neither of the two, although coming from very different 
world perspectives, minced their words; neither seemed to care much 
about the ‘etiquette’ of the political game. Even more than that, they 
seemed to want to overturn the gameboard altogether. The leaders of 
these parties, Alexis Tsipras (Greece), Pablo Iglesias (Spain), Marine 
Le Pen (France), Jeremy Corbyn (UK) and others were charismatic 
and they seemed to connect with ‘the people’ in a direct way that we 
hadn’t seen for some time. Their personal style and their way of com-
municating were not the only things that differentiated them from 
the technocrats that proceeded them: they criticised the ‘elites’ that 
were responsible for the economic and political mess (national and 
international) and they seemed to appeal across economic and social 
strata, dividing the political space into ‘us’ and ‘them’. Most Western 
liberal democracies of the type I am discussing here, however, operate 
on the assumption of consensus. In effect that has come to mean that 
diverse political views can coexist in a relatively pluralistic environ-
ment without generating strong negative emotions, and that emerging 
grievances and demands are addressed (successfully or unsuccessfully) 
within the existing political system without challenging the political 
system as a whole. This is not the case when society is divided to ‘us’ 
and ‘them’, a division that in effect questions the peaceful coexistence 
of both poles.

This polarisation of society sends chills down the spine of the 
political establishment exactly because it challenges the ability of 
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existing institutions to accommodate both poles without significant 
reform. It is not surprising then that journalists and commentators 
(themselves instrumental in the creation of consensus) embark on a 
crusade to condemn the ‘populists’ and their politics, usually without 
really engaging with the grievances that the populists were addressing. 
From there on, every phenomenon that is despised by the mainstream 
is labelled as ‘populist’, creating the populist hype. The only thing 
unusual about the cases I examine was that populism was emerging 
in Europe and the US, environments that had embraced the liberal 
democratic consensus and neoliberalism as the only alternative, rather 
than in societies marked by sharper divisions (like in Latin America). 
Furthermore, for a long time the bureaucratisation of the political 
field seemed to be keeping ‘the people’ out of politics. Yes, there were 
movements, protests and grievances before, but not on the same scale 
nor with such a dangerously unruly desire for a different political 
paradigm. By contrast Latin America seemed to have more stories to 
tell about populism and populist leaders, from Juan Perón (president 
of Argentina, 1946–55) to Hugo Chávez (president of Venezuela, 
1999–2013). A possible explanation is that because of the exclusion 
and oppression of large groups of citizens from the political process 
in their respective countries, the bringing together of ‘a people’ under 
the direction of a strong, charismatic leader demanding that the voice 
of ‘the people’ is heard was the most successful way to unite and fight 
against the common enemy, from corrupt national elites to American 
imperialism. This is why left populism, at least in the past, borrowed 
heavily from the example of Latin American cases. More recently, the 
example of Jair Bolsonaro (president of Brazil since 2019) as well as 
that of Donald Trump (president of the US, 2016–2020) are becoming 
focal points for understanding contemporary right-wing populism, 
which although beyond the scope of this book I will return to in a bit.

Western liberal democracies had been convinced for decades 
that their institutions offered checks and balances for a functioning 
democracy, and that these institutions were the best and possibly the 
only ones capable of bringing change if needed. Over the last few 
decades these institutions have been run by technocrats and experts 
who claimed to know better what ‘the people’ needed as long as the 
latter legitimised them by voting every few years. This was called by 
some scholars the post-democratic condition: a type of democracy 
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that didn’t really need the ‘demos’ to engage and where politics is the 
business of those who knew better and had ‘expertise’.

Populism (of either the right or the left) came to challenge the 
bureaucratisation of democracy after the financial crisis and although 
it did not always lead to victory, today we can reflect on what it did 
achieve, what it didn’t and where it went wrong for the progressive left 
actors. The concept of populism is useful, however, because it describes 
something beyond the cases I mention above: it describes a way of 
doing politics, a political logic. We may want to believe there are many 
different ways of doing politics, but if we look at the logic behind 
them rather than the particular content they can be reduced to two 
broad methods: either by accepting the existing institutions (of any 
period and context) and bureaucratically trying to implement gradual 
change without needing ‘a people’ to take a stand; or via a populist 
logic which divides the political space into two camps and challenges 
the establishment (electorally or in the streets, peacefully or not). This 
book aims to look beyond the particularity of the cases it explores 
from the last ten years to draw some general principles, but at the 
same time any analysis of a political movement has to be grounded 
in a reading of its context in order to reflect on the different strategic 
choices of populism.

The Populist Far Right and the Populist Radical Left

From the financial crisis until the end of 2020 the populist far right 
emerged as the main electoral winner in Europe and beyond. In the 
US Trump won the 2016 election by verbally assaulting not only 
his opponent, Hillary Clinton, but also women who accused him 
of sexual misconduct and the media which, he claimed, conspired 
against him.1 His almost direct endorsements of white supremacists 
and his obsession with theatricality rather than substance drove the 
definition of ‘populism’ for mainstream media, and not surprisingly 
some scholars ready to analyse populism as well as the majority of the 
media started to define populism as a threat to democracy. Although 
this may feel plausible for politicians like Nigel Farage, Donald 
Trump or Boris Johnson, this is the case for the particular populist, 
authoritarian far right. It is true that populism seems at odds with the 
pluralism of liberal democracy by putting ‘the will of the people’ above 
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all, and ultimately through the danger of having the will of the people 
collapsing into the will of the leader or the party.2 This book, however, 
explores different forms of populism. It views left populism as a serious 
attempt to find what is in the best interests of the majority, the 99 per 
cent. In this perspective populism not only evokes ‘the people’ but it 
recognises the difference of opinions within this body. It goes further 
than just registering them, as is often the case in liberal democracy, by 
giving them space and creating the forums for disagreement which 
ultimately aim to be productive and channelled in an egalitarian and 
emancipatory direction.

A final point on the populist far right (even if the analysis of the right 
is beyond the scope of this book). One of the political developments 
regarding the far right is that in some cases (those less chilling than 
Trump’s for example) it has been legitimised and incorporated within 
the previously ‘respectable’ right. This is the case in Greece where the 
collapse of Golden Dawn (a Nazi, racist and nationalistic party) is 
down to the trial of a number of their MPs for the murder of migrants, 
trade unionists and antifascist singer Pavlos Fyssas. Although in the 
2019 general election Golden Dawn did not enter parliament, unable 
to reach the benchmark 3 per cent of the vote, the anti-migrant 
sentiment has been mainstreamed by the governing right-wing New 
Democracy party. The latter is also staffed by far-right ex-comrades of 
some of the Golden Dawn leaders. 

In Britain, despite the collapse of the UK Independence Party 
(UKIP) vote in 2017, the nationalist and racist rhetoric of their 
constituency can now find expression in Boris Johnson’s comments 
about Muslim women wearing burkas looking like ‘letter boxes’, as 
well as the orchestrated attempt by his government to create panic 
over migration in order to implement hostile legislation.3

While the populist far right is doing well in electoral terms, the 
results are mixed when left-populist parties come to power. The most 
successful story seems to be that of Spain where Unidas Podemos4 
have had a coalition agreement with PSOE (the Spanish social 
democratic party), the first for 80 years, since January 2020. Unidas 
Podemos support the PSOE-led government in return for a shared 
government platform, the vice-presidency and four ministers. As in 
all cases where we have either a left-leaning pretender or an actual 
left-leaning government the mainstream Spanish media had a feast, 
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accusing Prime Minister Pedro Sánchez of ruling with ‘communists’ 
and ‘terrorists’. The case of Unidas Podemos is interesting because the 
outspoken left-populist Íñigo Errejón had already removed himself 
from the Podemos coalition party and the leader and arch-rival Pablo 
Iglesias formed Unidas Podemos with the United Left (Izquierda 
Unida (IU), a more traditional left party than Podemos). It thus shows 
what happens when a centre-left party (PSOE) is pulled to the left 
by a party that even without Errejón was from the start articulating 
‘a people’ against austerity and the establishment. Since then the 
pandemic has put the Spanish government under a lot of stress, but a 
number of positive steps early on, like the 200 billion euro package at 
the start of the pandemic for supporting businesses and workers,5 have 
so far sustained public support.6 The opposition right-wing People’s 
Party (PP) has accused the government for poor management of the 
pandemic and the far-right Vox has accused the government of trying 
to replace democracy with a totalitarian state. While the pandemic 
unfolds, it is difficult to predict where the coalition government will 
land after the devastating fatalities of the pandemic.

Syriza in Greece also had electoral success. After forming a 
government in 2015 and staying in power for four years, it lost the 
2019 national election to the right-wing New Democracy party 
and is currently the main opposition party. Electorally, Syriza has 
seen the biggest success of the parties of the left exhibiting populist 
elements but its popularity declined when it had to implement the 
memorandum agreement between Troika (European Commission, 
European Central Bank (ECB) and the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF)) after painful negotiations in the summer of 2015. The Greek 
people voted Syriza into office a second time after the signing of the 
memorandum, but from there on the freedom to implement their 
own policies was significantly diminished. It is, however, the most 
fascinating case, not only because it was the first party of the left to 
win national elections after the crisis, but also because it forces us to 
examine their strategy within very restrictive economic conditions.

The British Labour Party is not a newcomer on the political scene. 
Under Tony Blair it won elections by aligning itself with neoliberalism 
and using very successful professional communicators to create a 
popular, non-threatening image of the party rather than organically 
engaging with the demands of the people. At that point such an 
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approach was enough when enacted by one of the two main parties 
in a political system that is designed to exclude newcomers. When 
Jeremy Corbyn was elected leader of the party in 2015 not only did 
it move the party to the left but it also gave voice to ‘a people’, within 
and outside the party, that wanted to stand up to the party elites and 
the political establishment as we know it. 

The three cases are quite different in many respects, from their 
respective electoral successes and failures to their policies and 
mutations. Therefore they offer good comparative ground for left 
populism and the dynamics of the concept. Each chapter that follows 
addresses a different moment in the history of these parties. As events 
started to unfold after the crisis (from 2009 to 2019) I started inter-
viewing activists, party officials and left-wing journalists as well as 
collecting and analysing documents associated with the anti-austerity 
movements and parties. Some of these interviews were semi-struc-
tured, with clearly defined topics and informed (explicitly or implicitly) 
systematic research projects which have since been published.7 Other 
semi-structured interviews are used here for the first time and direct 
quotes are given as examples of how some officials and journalists 
involved in Syriza, Podemos and Labour viewed the trajectory of 
these parties between 2011 and 2019.8 I have not tried to exhaust 
the position of different factions within these parties but rather to 
consult with those whose perspective according to my assessment 
could contribute to the discussion on left populism.

Chapter 1 looks at populism as a political logic bringing into being 
‘a people’ that it posits against the corrupt elites, thus dividing the 
political terrain. Although there are many theorisations of populism I 
focus on the work of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe and try to 
tease out the relevance of their disagreement with other theorists. Part 
of this discussion is the examination of the concept of ‘the people’, the 
claims put forward by political leaders and the characteristics of left 
populism in particular. 

Chapter 2 looks at the aftermath of the financial crisis and the 
movements that emerged at that point, examining how grassroots 
activity (some instances more than others) enables the creation of ‘a 
people’ by bringing diverse demands together.

Chapter 3 looks at the displacement of the demands of the 
movements (especially around issues of political representation) 



left populism in europe

8

into the site of electoral politics and parties. By becoming vehicles 
for the demands of the anti-austerity movements, Syriza, Podemos 
and the Labour Party had to create, or transform already existing, 
party structures that enable more horizontal participation. Each party 
approached the issue differently and although none can claim radically 
different structures from the traditional parties, they still contributed 
to the democratisation efforts of the period.

Chapter 4 examines the electoral potential of the three parties by 
contextualising the decline of social democratic parties during the 
crisis which created the conditions for the emergence of left-populist 
parties (Syriza and Podemos). It then moves on to discuss different 
electoral strategies and electoral campaigns.

Chapter 5 looks at attempts by populist parties to develop left/
socialist policies, starting with a historical account of socialist demands. 
Although all three parties set out to stop austerity policies and change 
what at that point was still the neoliberal orthodoxy of dealing with 
crises, they faced different impediments in attempting to implement 
their agendas. The chapter finishes with a discussion of municipalism 
as the terrain where more radical programmes can be tried out.

Finally, Chapter 6 examines the role of nationalism and sovereignty 
in shaping left responses to the negotiations between the Syriza 
government and the Troika as well as Brexit. When institutions of 
international cooperation like the EU have themselves been dominated 
by national interests and neoliberal politics, one has to wonder if there 
is a possibility of a pan-European populist strategy that will stand 
up to European elites. The example of the Democracy in Europe 
Movement 2025 (DiEM25) points towards a type of solidarity and 
cooperation beyond nation states, and even if it did not bring about 
any concrete change it does invite us to think of transnationalism.

This book recognises that although in the three cases under 
examination left populism didn’t bring about the change it promised, 
its potential as a reform strategy has not been exhausted. For its 
success, however, it will have to take more seriously the role of ‘the 
people’ in shaping the organisation, the agenda and the institutions of 
left-populist parties and governments. 
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1
The Politics of Left Populism  

after the Global Financial Crisis

Left-populist parties started to make gains in Europe following the 
financial crisis of 2008 and the rise of the Indignados movements in 
Greece and Spain in 2011. The recession that followed the financial 
crisis led to the widespread adoption of strict austerity measures which 
sparked protests across the Southern European countries most badly 
affected. It is within this context that Podemos was formed in Spain 
in 2014, electing five members to the European Parliament that same 
year and becoming the third largest party at the national election the 
year after. Syriza, a small left coalition, became the main opposition 
party in Greece at the June 2012 national election and won the 
January 2015 election. Finally, the Labour Party’s membership surge 
during the 2015 leadership contest gave the previously marginalised 
left-winger Jeremy Corbyn a landslide victory.

For some this brought to mind the pink tide in Latin America a 
decade earlier. Behind the latter lay the imposition of policies designed 
to bring fiscal balance and international competitiveness to indebted 
countries and imposed by bodies like the IMF and the US Agency for 
International Development. These policies included privatisation of 
public services and companies and cuts to social spending. The rejection 
of these policies and the rise to power of left-wing governments in 
South America at the dawn of the millennium promised a different 
future, through distributive policies and an anti-imperialist message. 
The wave started with the election of Hugo Chávez in Venezuela in 
1998. The process accelerated as the world witnessed the collapse of 
the Argentinian economy and the extensive protests in the country 
in 2001 leading to the election of Néstor Kirchner in 2003, and with 
the election of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva as president of Brazil in the 
same year, then to Bolivia in 2006 with Evo Morales and to Ecuador 
in 2007 with Rafael Correa. 
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These scenes in Argentina were to be repeated ten years later in 
Greece, as it became clear that the financial crisis of 2008 was to hit 
Southern Europe hardest: the fear that Greece would default on its 
huge debt (like Argentina had previously) led to long queues outside 
Greek banks and people concealing stashes of millions of euros – in 
tax havens for the wealthy, and under mattresses for those of more 
modest means. 

The big lenders moved into Greece – the IMF, ECB and European 
Commission known as the Troika – imposing a remedy of the same 
poison: more neoliberalism, more austerity, more suffering. 

In 2011 the people of Greece but also Spain (actually a few days 
earlier than in Greece) took to the streets, indignant, scared and deter-
mined to demand a different future. In Syntagma Square in Athens 
a huge banner was unveiled with an image of a yellow helicopter – a 
reference to Argentinian President Fernando de la Rúa fleeing the 
country by helicopter in 2001. From that moment the Greeks and 
Spanish were perceived to be the new protagonists of a European ‘pink 
tide’ – one that has not yet achieved the same scale of reform as the 
South American one, but is nevertheless clear in its demand for an 
alternative to neoliberalism. These new left populists – or as the right-
wing populist media across Europe called them, the new ‘Chavistas’ 
– were perceived as a threat to the European status quo.

Why ‘left populists’? They were populists because as activists, as 
politicians and as parties they aimed to speak in the name of ‘the 
people’. And left because they were convinced that the mantra of 
TINA (which claims that ‘there is no alternative’ to neoliberalism) 
had to change.

We should, however, examine the concept of left populism more 
closely in order to dispel some of the misconceptions perpetuated by 
scholars and commentators alike. Left populism emerges in particu-
lar historical moments when the ‘establishment’ has lost the trust of 
the people. While the term ‘populism’ might bring to mind right-wing 
politicians, left populism hardly bares any resemblance to this when it 
comes to its programme and vision.

The Question of Representation 

The 2008 crisis revealed the faults of the neoliberal economic system, 
which had permitted a few people to become obscenely wealthy 
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through risk taking and speculation, while producing nothing tangible. 
This gang of financiers had never pledged their allegiance to democ-
racy, nor to the good of the people of the countries affected. Elected 
politicians, however, could not escape accountability that easily, and 
so what started as a financial crisis rapidly became a crisis of political 
representation.

Representation is not a straightforward concept in political theory. 
In its everyday use it is understood as reflecting a reality (as in ‘rep-
resentation’ in media) but also sometimes as one thing standing in for 
something else. To take an example from the 2019 UK general election 
campaign, when Prime Minister Boris Johnson refused to take part in 
a TV debate on climate change his seat on the Channel 4 programme 
was occupied by a block of melting ice. This was obviously a joke, but 
still the block of ice was ‘representing’, standing for, Johnson’s position 
on climate change, silent while a catastrophe was taking place.

In politics the operation of representation is far from innocent and 
open to confusion. Think of the media representation of women, for 
example. When feminist theorists were analysing women’s magazines 
in the 1960s and 1970s they found that women were represented in ste-
reotypical terms, for example as being interested only in domestic life. 
This was a ‘misrepresentation’ of women, reducing them to roles assist-
ing a system of domination set up by men.1 This type of representation 
rests on how well something is described, which in the example I gave 
is a distorted, inaccurate or partial representation. (I am sure some 
people would argue the same about the block of ice incident.)

Politicians can also misrepresent, distort or manipulate the desires 
of the people they are supposed to represent. Political representation, 
however, involves an action: doing something for those one represents 
implies pursuing the interests of those represented. It implies on the 
one hand authority (citizens must give their consent to those who rep-
resent them), while on the other hand it implies that those who have 
consented can hold the representatives accountable for their actions.2 

The crisis of representation after the financial crisis stems from these 
two dimensions of political representation. First, the consent people 
had given to their elected representatives broke down as news spread 
of the scale of financial speculation and how badly it had imperilled 
the global economy. Second, by protesting in the streets and showing 
the scale of their indignation, as people did in Greece and Spain in 
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2011, they were holding their political representatives accountable for 
not pursuing the interests of those they represented.

Here we can turn to Ernesto Laclau’s theory of populism to further 
examine the relationship between representative and represented. 
When we talk about representation we do not only talk about the 
process of institutional representation, such as in parliament, but also 
about other political actors, such as a social movement that ‘represents’ 
the people, or a part of it – later on in this chapter I discuss what we 
mean by ‘the people’ and how it comes to being as an entity. There 
is also a more performative dimension here: when a movement, for 
example, says that it represents the people, or ‘speaks for the people’, it 
brings ‘the people’ into being by doing so. The movement creates the 
object it represents. 

At this point I usually refer to the example of Lenin (think of 
another leader if you prefer) addressing the people with the phrase: 
‘You, the working class … ’. Isn’t he at that point creating this entity, 
the ‘working class’? This does not mean that the people in front of 
him didn’t exist before he said it, nor that the working class wouldn’t 
exist if he hadn’t said it. But by saying it, the people – here, the 
working class – come into being as a political subject that will act in 
this historical moment. The working class as a political actor is a point 
of contention between traditional Marxists and neo- or post-Marx-
ists, so let me stress here that the relationship of representation I am 
describing is not one-directional. Lenin could have claimed whatever 
he wanted, but if his claim wasn’t taken up by the people he addressed 
– if the people didn’t understand themselves as ‘the working class’ 
– he wouldn’t be representing much. Representation, then, is a mul-
tidimensional process: from the represented to the representative and 
vice versa.3 

The reason populist leaders can in some cases claim convinc-
ingly that they represent ‘the people’ is that the people themselves 
have accepted their claim. After all, anyone can claim that they rep-
resent someone. It becomes believable only when the subject to be 
represented says ‘yes, this person represents me’. Only then does any 
leader’s attempt at representing the people gain actual political power. 
The claims that populism is nothing more than manipulation by a 
leader are therefore a bit simplistic. There must be the conditions, the 
demands and the desire of the people in order for a leader to convinc-


