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The following essay will provide an analysis of the term "populism" as well as a critical discussion on 

some of its uses and abuses. Next, an account and explanation will be offered of the present state of 

political discourse, with particular reference to the recent rise of right-wing populism in Europe and the 

United States. It will be argued that there exists a kind of feedback between the moral attitudes that 

animate both opposition to right-win populism and populism itself. Finally, some suggestions will be 

given for how to avoid contributing to this process in the way that we think about and discuss 

contentious issues. Specific mention will be made of the Canadian context and Canada's role as a 

potential leader against the worst forms of populist politics.   

 

As we know, a wave of populism is sweeping across Europe and America. An ominous fact for many, 

but what exactly does populism entail that it should concern us to the degree that it does? What is, in 

fact, the object of our fears? As it turns out, the metaphor of a wave is apt for describing populism, 

since populism itself is more form than content. In strong terms, populism is ideologically empty - it is 

a method of delivery without a specific message. Or, in the more nuanced language of political scientist 

Cas Mudde, populism is a "thin" ideology, a kind of structure or lens through which a variety of 

"thicker" ideologies can advance their cause (Mudde 2004). In different places and times, populist 

movements have emerged from almost every point on the political spectrum - both left and right - and 

have advanced a range of mutually-exclusive policy goals. For example, in the United Kingdom, the 

far-left Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn, and the far-right United Kingdom Independence Party 



(UKIP) under Nigel Farage have both been plausibly described as populist. 

 

The stark differences between phenomena grouped together under the term "populist" prompts the 

question - what makes these diverse phenomena instances of the same thing? Or, in Mudde's terms, 

what is the "thin ideology" of populism? One answer is that populism casts politics as a struggle of "us 

versus them". In such a world, "us" usually refers to the true, pure people, and "them" refers to the 

corrupt elites, usually along with some third party of perceived invaders, particularly in right-wing 

variants (Mudde 2004. Mudde, Kaltwasser 2017).  Furthermore, populism is also associated with a kind 

of moral absolutism - a stark Manichean assessment of the political landscape that gives clear meaning 

and normative weight to the respective categorizations of "us" and "them". These two ways of 

interpreting the world are then deployed to motivate and persuade supporters to advance a political 

agenda. In this way, populism can be seen as a loose set of rhetorical techniques; a genre of political 

discourse within which political entities freely play with the details, the message, and the ultimate goal 

that the medium conveys.  

 

The view of populism outlined above may look like the conceptual equivalent of the Cheshire cat's 

smile - a property floating free of any necessary grounding principle. Yet, in the current political 

moment, populism tends to be associated with a certain set of political movements, individuals and 

parties, and usually with ominous implications. Some notables in this varied assemblage of political 

entities includes the previously mentioned UKIP, along with its former leader Nigel Farage; Marine Le 

Pen's National Front party in France, which, although suffering a comprehensive defeat in the 2017 

presidential elections, has experienced a revival since 2011, with significant gains in municipal and 

European parliamentary elections in 2014; and in Germany, the Alternative for Germany party, which 

finished third in the 2017 federal election, becoming the first right-wing party in the national 



parliament (Donahue, Jennen, Buergin 2017). These are only the more prominent examples in some of 

the larger European countries. A similar trend has occurred across Europe, with other movements 

achieving similar (if not greater) electoral gains in countries like Poland, Austria, The Netherlands, 

Sweden, Greece, Italy, Hungary and the Czech Republic (The Economist 2015). Yet, arguably the 

biggest and most surprising win for populism in recent times, came in the U.S. presidential election 

race of 2016. Despite losing the popular vote, erstwhile property tycoon turned reality-TV star, Donald 

Trump scored a victory over establishment candidate Hillary Clinton to become the 45th president of 

the United States. To reiterate - when the term "populism" is used in popular political commentary 

today, it is most often used to talk about groups and individuals like these.  

 

However, if we regard such groups as the representatives of populism, and we accept the theory that 

"us versus them" rhetoric, along with moral absolutism, is what makes them populist, then what we 

have is a profound disconnect between the explanation and explanandum. To begin with, these groups 

tend to cluster around a familiar set of predictable issues - assertions of national identity and autonomy, 

and concerns over immigration and security, for instance. For some of these groups, the rhetoric is 

sometimes even openly racist, authoritarian, or fascist in nature. They are almost all described as being 

"right-wing", some even as "extremists". Yet, as previously noted, populism is not limited to right-wing 

politics, having found expression in a number of prominent contemporary left-wing movements as 

well, and right-wing politics is also not limited to populist political tactics either. Despite this 

disconnect, the term "populism" is now often treated as a synonym for "the radical right" (Mudde, 

Kaltwasser 2017). And it is this kind of politics that is assumed to threaten, among other things, 

supranational governance and inclusive policies towards migrants and refugees.  

 

But why the attachment of the term "populism" to one particular grouping of political positions? In 



most discussions of populism today, the term is almost exclusively deployed as a pejorative. In some 

ways the negative usage of the term is unsophisticated - a derisive reference to "that kind of politics for 

those sorts of people". In other ways populism is criticized with a little more sophistication - taken to 

denote a strategy of cynical leaders used to dupe naive voters, for example (Mudde, Kaltwasser 2017). 

And the emptiness of populism can form part of such critiques, portraying populism as little more than 

hypocritical posturing, an idiom for parochial pandering and narrow-minded interests. In short, as the 

critique goes, populism is the evacuation of critical-thinking from the political sphere and one of the 

basest forms of mass manipulation. So, if this concept of "populism" is being applied to one specific set 

of "thick" political positions, we should then be wary of the possibility that the medium is being 

mistaken, or deliberately substituted, for the message. If populism represents a flaw in our political 

discourse, then the problem is a general one, not to be mistaken for the specific political agendas and 

interests which threaten a tacit assumption regarding "what ought to be done". However, looking at the 

reason for the current focus is instructive. 

 

Preceding the present purported populist resurgence, we saw the political culture in many western 

countries establishing a comfortable moral consensus. History had ended and liberal-democratic values 

were ascendant. Along with this orthodoxy came calls for more open-borders, freer trade and an 

acknowledgement of the benefits of immigration and multi-culturalism. The extreme right-wing 

movements now associated with populism are seen as threatening because they are, at least in part, a 

rejection of the dominant liberal-democratic order that has reigned since the fall of the Berlin wall. This 

is a partial explanation for why the term "populism" is used to criticize such groups. The rest of the 

explanation is, of course, that many are in fact populist - having seized on the thin ideology of 

populism to further their interests and, in so doing, meeting with success.  

 



Now, the central argument of this essay is that a kind of discourse used to support and advance the 

current liberal-democratic consensus has contributed to the rise of right-wing populism. Consider that 

the impetus of populist movements is often a pervasive sense of political betrayal and victimization. It 

is a response to the perception that one's interests are no longer being represented in the sphere of 

legitimate political discourse. In other words, populism finds success when people feel as if their own 

concerns and interests are not represented within the ambit of dominant political norms enshrined 

within and by the political establishment (Judis 2016). This is what gives rise to the populist's appeal to 

the "common man", locked in a struggle to advance his interests against a tight-knit cabal of political 

elites. This view that there exists some class of individuals, occupying an empowered, central position, 

and colluding with each other to thwart the participatory power of vast swaths of the population, also 

contributes to the prevalence of conspiratorial thinking among populists (Müller 2016). In short, 

populism is a response to the feeling of being "shut out" from an increasingly rarefied political system.  

 

So how does a common form of political discourse within liberal and progressive circles contribute to 

this feeling? It is because certain interests, values and issues have been placed at the other end of a 

moral divide, putting them and those who hold them beyond the pale of acceptable political discourse. 

In some circles, to voice a certain interest, to express a certain value or to have a certain concern, is to 

mark oneself as, at the very least, ethically dubious, and at worst, evil. And this is where those who are 

apt to criticize populism fall into a similar way of thinking - specifically that of stark moral absolutism. 

Such a tendency does not admit of ambiguity. It takes reasonable disagreement over political norms, 

the value of certain institutions, and even competing conceptions of the good life, and casts them in the 

strongest moral terms. For example, very often those who express concerns regarding immigration are 

painted as racist or xenophobic. To illustrate, in 2017, when asked to respond to rising anti-immigration 

sentiment in Canada, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau responded with the following statement: "The 



small minority, angry, frustrated group of racists don't get to define who we are as a country, don't get 

to tell others who we are and don't get to change the nature of the open, accepting values that make us 

who we are (Huffington Post 2017).''  The moralizing language here could barely be stronger. Not only 

are those who might oppose immigration characterized as "racist", but they are also completely 

alienated from "us" and "our" values - the assumption being that "us" and "our" refers to properly 

virtuous Canadians. The tendency to speak and think in this way makes political engagement virtually 

impossible. For one, engagement with "the other side" carries the threat of being corrupted, and thus 

falling under suspicion. It also makes it harder to understand both the condemned and our own 

positions, as it shuts off useful avenues of inquiry and debate.  

 

Given that this problem is found to lie largely in the realm of informal political discourse, and abstract 

political values, concrete policy solutions are hard to formulate. The shape and tone of political 

discourse, insofar as it coincides with our moral reality, is not something that can be easily corralled by 

laws and other institutional means. However, this essay will suggest a way forward for changing how 

we constructively engage with seemingly extreme positions. Put simply, the recommendation is that we 

resist the temptation to see political opponents as evil. Widening the scope of legitimate political 

discourse will draw support away from parties that advocate for the worst of right-wing ideology - or at 

least prevent some from going down that road 

 

In contrast, when valid and pressing political interests are demonized and thus de-legitimized, those 

who carry such concerns become alienated from conventional political channels. They are then courted 

by opportunistic right-wing populists, themselves playing the same game of moral-absolutism as their 

liberal-progressive counterparts. Eager to form coalitions out of the frustrated, disaffected and fearful, 

they lash together the agendas of those who might simply be concerned for something as narrow and 



parochial as their job security, and those who would intend to do real harm to the liberal democratic 

enterprise. Authoritarianism, racism, xenophobia and nativism, militaristic nationalism and divisive 

rhetoric represent some of the worst tendencies of right-wing populism. Such phenomena should not be 

bolstered by the indirect support of those who are simply concerned about their changing communities, 

rising crime rates and perceived loss of a way of life.   

Take immigration as an example. It is part of the normative position of this essay that, in a truly 

pluralistic liberal-democracy, views which are simply anti-immigration, that is, barring exceptions for 

overt racism or incitement, should be allowed (or, as the case may be, re-allowed) to enter civilized 

society. They should be listened to, taken seriously, and given due consideration. They do not need to 

be agreed-with, coddled, given special favour or protection, or liked - they simply need to have their 

place at the political table. Perhaps what is required to make this happen are some clearer distinctions: 

between concerns over immigration, cultural identity, community cohesion, security, and traditional 

family structures on the one hand; and xenophobia, racism, nativism, and Islamophobia on the other. If 

someone opposes gay marriage on the grounds that they value some notion of the "traditional family", 

accusations of homophobia will simply shut down all possible debate and polarize the respective 

position holders. In contrast, acknowledging the value of traditional family structures while voicing the 

reasons for why other values should be favoured, or why the traditional family is not in fact threatened 

by gay marriage, carries some hope of constructive (or at least, not destructive) disagreement.  In short, 

many are happy to lose as long as they feel that they at least have a horse in the race - that their 

interests and concerns have been given due consideration. Such consideration need not even agree with 

the reasons for or implications of those concerns, it need only address them in such a way that implies 

that they are part of legitimate political discourse. 

 

Another recommendation: do not deny, ignore or suppress information for being ideologically 



inconvenient. If it turns out that, after allowing for an increased inflow of immigrants, certain places in 

Europe have experienced increased crime, this must be confronted in political discussions frankly and 

explicitly. Discovering such facts, and their exclusion from a certain domain of political discourse, can 

only further the political alienation of certain individuals. And once they have the sense of induction 

into some secret and privileged knowledge of the world, without any exposure to reasonable 

disagreement, they become all the more susceptible to drawing erroneous and harmful conclusions 

from that information. Next, acknowledge disagreement without moralizing. As previously mentioned, 

at the root of many of the most disturbing global trends - xenophobia, racism, Islamophobia - are moral 

intuitions and values which are perfectly capable of finding positive and edifying forms of expression. 

Recognizing these concerns without assuming malevolent intent or character will serve to dissolve the 

rising state of political polarization.  

 

And finally, if Canada wants to take a leadership role in responding to and resolving the present erosion 

of liberal-democratic values, it must do so without also driving more of the politically disaffected into 

right-wing, anti-democratic, divisive politics. This may require some soul-searching and tough 

questions regarding the nature and value of Canadian identity, political practices, and specific 

institutions. Next, Canada must appeal to those who are skeptical of liberal-progressive values, or who 

have a different set of concerns. Those who are vulnerable to right-wing populism are not hopeless 

deplorables - they can be reached with a message that appeals to the best of their impulses, much more 

than one that appeals to the worst. Free from the national and bureaucratic entanglements of Europe, 

and so far resistant to the kind of populism and polarization that has taken root within its neighbour to 

the south, Canada is uniquely placed to steer the democratic world away from the darkest forms of 

populism. With a re-commitment to robust democratic pluralism, Canada can lead the way.  
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