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Chapter 2

Populism and Myth

Maria Esperanza Casullo

My name shall be your fighting flag.

Getilio Vargas

Populism is a puzzling phenomenon. It advances in fits and starts; it erupts
and then it fades away; it can have democratic effects but also authoritarian
ones. I posit that the best way to understand it is to view it not as a thing but
rather to see it as a way to do things. Populism should be viewed as a way to
do politics or, more specifically, as a way to win elections and to wield power.
This approach underpins most contemporary definitions of populism. The
precise definitions differ, with some seeing it as a personal strategy aimed at
consolidating power, others as a way of creating a mobilized public, others
still as the presentation of one’s self to the public by antagonistically flaunting
‘low’ or vulgar cultural markers, or as a public performance that emphasizes
toughness and outlandishness. However, most analysts agree on one defini-
tion: populism is a form rather than a content.

This means in practical terms that populism is a political strategy that can
be used to advance either a left-leaning or right-leaning political agenda. This
insight has allowed scholars to give a more accurate answer to one impgr—
tant conundrum of today’s global politics: how can it be that while Popuhst
politicians who act in similar ways are on the rise globally, the specific con-
tents of their policies vary? Evo Morales in Bolivia, Cristina Fernandez de
Kirchner in Argentina and Donald Trump in the United States are commonly
referred to as populists, yet the first two expanded the scope of t!le sige and,
for instance, nationalized all oil and gas production while the third is a’frfze-
market fundamentalist embracing de-regulation. EVO Morales and Cristina
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nar;izvcisagf;s structure is as follows: flrst, the notion of populist myth wi]
pe explored and its three functions exp.lamed:.the le.ader,.the hero, and the vi]-
Jain. To do sO, three real-world populist presidencies will be compared: Eyg
A Bolivie: d Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner of

Néstor Kirchner an
Argentina and Donald Trump from the United States. The main finding of this
chapter is that there are significant structural differences between left-leaning
and right-leaning populist myths and that they have to do with two things: the
direction of the antagonism expressed in it (whether they are ‘upward punch-
ing’ or ‘downward punching’) and the time orientation of the myth (forward-
looking or backward-looking). Lastly, a brief discussion will follow on how
these discourses influence the policies of these populist presidents.

THE POLITICAL EFFECTIVENESS OF STORYTELLING

olitics.

Words and speech matter in all orders of life but even more for p
quires

g;lgt:z:iloicnrﬁtirrliscez r?(lilt ;)f the nec.ac.l to solve collective conflicts; it re
AR n,ecessary X timeeng‘ijilcﬁ, indeed some would even say that deceit
words. Politics in a mass so.c' t : o ot (?nly be accomplished Wlt,h
i et fle y requires thc? creation of broad shared identl-
of agents. Thus olpt- els = collective action, and to coordinate a diversity
life. They Circul’ati alslfa discourses come to underpin social and politiCal
the sources of its ills ae(rin F;}ates of how to talk about the state of the world.
distributed and shared t;}lr the preferred remedies for them. They are socially
discourses are performatisug-h many types of mass and social media. PolitiCZ}l
theéoare imbued with enoueg’}inagilels?nse that thc_a)'/ can in fact change reality !
: wever, words a rity and political power.
Ismatic authorit f€ even more central for populist ts. The char”
followets® d 'y Iests purely on the leader’ Ep ist movements. e
Hence emands,” so if this appeal dj s ability to channel and rfe e -
b thép?pUhStS cannot simply give isappears, so will the leader’s PO‘Y ;
Y speak for the people. Th commands: they must give the impresspn

- Iherefore, they have to talk to their followers!
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a way that inspires and persuades'them. Because of this, populist leaders are
extremely vocal: they talk all the time: on TV, ta11$ radlc?, Twitter and tabloids.
They are compelled to c'io s0, because the connection will be broken if they do
not nurture and reconstitute the stfength .of the representative bond.

As with any narrative, the starting point and the core of the populist story-
telling is its hero, the people. This means that the populist discourse is always
oriented toward the performative creation of a people. Laclau’s most impor-
tant insight in On Populist Reason is that the people is, in itself, a discursive
construct. A people does not exist as such before it is discursively named.
A people is not a social aggregate, and it is certainly not a ‘class’ in any
‘objective’ sense — be it defined in Marxist or simply functionalist terms. A
people 1s created, out of a multiplicity of heterogeneous social demands and
grievances, through an ‘operation of naming’. The populist myth performs
the naming of an ‘us’ that exists in perpetual confrontation with a ‘them’. Dis-
course threads together the demands of excluded or aggrieved social groups
and creates a common identity that connects them in the shared loyalty to the
Jeader and the movement: ‘we are a people, I am your leader, and they are
the élite’.

Scholars have also noted that populist discourse typically skews pro-
grammatic explanations (which tend to be technocratic, impersonal and
non-antagonistic and, therefore, non-populist) and focuses on denouncing
grievances in moral terms. According to Laclau, populist in-group solidar-
ity is not created through a common adherence to an ideological programme
but through a ‘chain of equivalence’ that rests on the common opposition to
an adversary and the shared loyalty to the leader. Laclau notes that populist
leaders favour antagonistic, emotional and personalized genres and rhetorical
tropes in their effort to create and enhance the internal frontier between an
‘us’ and a ‘them’. This chapter aims at identifying the particular mechanics
through which populist identities are discursively created. It posits that the
‘operation of naming’ is mainly done through the use of one particular kind
of discourse: the narrative genre of the populist myth.

THE FUNCTION OF MYTHS IN POLITICAL DISCOURSE

Anthropologists define myth as ‘a sacred narrative explaining how the world
and humankind came to be in their present form’. Margaret Canovan talks
about a myth as ‘a story that is told to explain the coming to being of some-
thing and the uniqueness of its essence’. Myths are narratives: stories, tales.
They can be contrasted with syllogistic discourses, which are organised logi-
cally and from which the conclusions inexorably follow from the premises.
They convey meaning through storytelling: they relate a sequence of events
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the categories of gold, silver and bronze, tbe FllVlSlon of labour and rewar
within the city is justified by and through this hierarchy. Thus, political myths
are organized to perform two crucial cognitive tasks: to tell the listener who
belongs to the ‘us’ and who does not, and to situate that ‘us’ in a timeline that
connects the past, the present and the future.

In our modern, complex societies there are always several founding myths
in circulation, and they compete for pre-eminence — liberalism has its own
political myth, as does Marxism (see table 2.1). But populist movements
depend on myths much more than other political identities because the very
nature of the populist mechanism for identity formation — the equivalence
chain — relies on creating commonalities between disparate social demands
without any reference to a ‘scientific’ or universal ideology. Liberal and
Mafxist discourses are ideological frames of reference that are thought to be
zililvirfs;nill tliimes and places; however, populist myths lack any pretence of
e oney. : 321 lone qu thgm tell§ the story of one people and one leader

o pOPUE)ist mu talhr elite, in one time and place. B
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Table 2.1
Liberal m th
Hero Individy |y Marxist myth Populist myth
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Vfllam State Proletariat People/leader
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rather than folktales, they also g.ive practical clues for action. The myth has
two formal components, or func.tnor.ls - tl.le dual hero (composed by the leader
and the people) and the dual v1.11a1n (elite and traitor). They co-create each
other, because they are related in a temporal sequence of damage, struggle
and redemption.

populist myths belong to the class of political myths, but they are unique in
that the commonality between all of those who form the ‘us’ is anchored in the
common feature of having been recently wronged by a nefarious elite.* Hence,
the temporal organisation of all populist myths follows the same structure:
there is a people who in the past was wronged by a nefarious ‘them’: it suffers
in the present, but, aided by a redeemer, it will be vindicated in the future.

THE DUAL HERO: LEADER AND PEOPLE

Populist myths differ from legends or folktales in that they have a dual hero.
The rightful protagonist of the narrative is the people, however, the people
cannot liberate itself: it can only do so with the help of a selfless leader who
righteously and courageously comes to their rescue. Likewise, the villain of
the populist myth is dual as well: the main villain is aided and abetted by a
less powerful, but more morally compromised helper that is always labelled
as the traitor.

The Leader

Populist myths are unique in that they have only one authorized author. As
Laclau has explained, a populist identity is based on the common loyalty
endowed to the leader by the followers; this loyalty is what transforms the
actual, bodily person of the leader into an ‘empty signifier’, a vessel upon
which they can then bestow their trust; the followers’ trust gives weight to the
leader’s voice and transforms her into the sole speaker with enough performa-
tive authority to tell the populist myth.

The leader must explain to all the people who listen to her. One thing never
varies: the leader always presents herself to the audience as a pure outsider
who is uncontaminated by politics as usual. Some occupations and personal
stories can be easily translated into ‘outsiderness’: military backgrounds
(Juan Domingo Perén, José Velasco Alvarado, Kemal Atatiirk), ethnic or
social activism (Evo Morales, Lula da Silva), business success (Silvio Ber-
lusconi, Donald Trump) and, more recently, women and motherhood (Sarah
Palin): these are all very useful foundations for this type of narrative.

But a populist leader cannot talk only about herself — that is what despots
do. Populists always construct a narrative in which they feel compelled
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to enter politics because of the elite’s betrayal of the
been forced into politics out of a selfless moral sense of
betrayal of the people. Thus, the leader’s mqral .intentions
become not just a representative of some objective ‘intere
redeemer, somebody who is able to articulate into words
been done to the people, who did it, how that adversar
and how the damage done can be repaired.
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The People

However, the leader tells his or her stor
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the ‘operation of naming’ that creates a people by telling them Who they g7
and who has damaged them in the past, and by showing them What they ¢4y
become if they act. In setting a boundary, it names with a certain degree of
precision who belongs to the people and who remains outside of it. Becayge
neither the ‘us’ nor the ‘them’ are constructed in essentialist or objective
terms, the leader retains a large degree of autonomy in deciding where the
line stands at each moment. The people is commonly said to be made up of
the ‘good guys’, the ‘downtrodden’, the ‘common men’, the ‘descamisados,
but none of these are fixed entities or classes, and the precise contouring of
the ‘us’ can be altered, according to the circumstances and needs.
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The Dual Villain: Elite and Traitor

Explaining who the leader and the people are, however, is not enough to
create a populist myth that is able to win the hearts and minds of men am:
women. There can be no populist ‘us’ without a ‘them’, and the identity 0

this ‘them’ must be explained in the myth too; they are usually referred t0
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and individuals that should be part of the people, but they have
oups tray it and serve a foreign overlord: American-born Muslims,
am’ media, elite professors and colleges, labour unions, in the
The moral denunciation of the traitorous nature of the internal
ses the measures that the leader must take in order to punish its

nst the people and to guarantee their happiness.
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PUNCHING UPWARD/PUNCHING DOWNWARD

ed entity either; it does not refer to an objective, unchange-
ike the people. The leader must strategically decide who
ated as such out of the plurality of groups that populate
d this decision has, in turn, important consequences for
actual policy. For Evo Morales, they were the transnational oil companies and
‘internal colonialism’; for Néstor Kirchner and Cristina Kirchner, the elite
switched from the IMF (International Monetary Fund) and external creditors
(from 2003 to 2007) to the agricultural exporters (in 2008) to the mass media
and ‘vulture funds’ (from 2011 to 2015). In the United States, the Republican
party has long defined the elite less in economic and more in cultural terms:
their preferred adversaries are ‘coastal elites’, ‘Hollywood liberals’, ‘pointy-
headed intellectuals’ and ‘the lamestream media’.

However, the question remains: how can it be understood that Donald
Trump singles out Mexicans and Muslim immigrants as the main threat to
the stability of the country? Where is the anti-elite component in that? Mexi-
can immigrants and refugees from war-torn countries like Syria or Somalia
can hardly be considered ‘elite’ according to any kind of criteria, objective
or otherwise. However, they enjoy a more prominent position in Trump’s
adversarial discourse than any financial or economic actor. A closer inspec-
tion of the discourse of South American and North Atlantic populism shows
that there are two basic sub-templates for the definition of the elite, which I
name ‘punching upward” and ‘punching downward’.
hnﬁ?iﬁ tleC‘f.ling upward, the elite is ma@nly deﬁneq in economic and
fhe Coumrem;;-hthey are the wealthy, the capltzlihst., the I‘l(fh and powerful of
between g’l iy e p'un’chbmg down\yard, the. elite is described as an alliance
lege profegg% " 1§ftlst 5 Fosmopohtan’ or ‘}nFellectual’ groups (§uch o col-
Some fron; ‘Ou: Odr Journalists) with ‘l.ow’ rellglgus or ethnic ‘foreigners’ who
Vi“ain‘in[erna]u <’e'to threat‘en the urpty and pupty of the people. Thg external
Middle gy ISl'tfdllt‘or duality remains operative: the ex‘ternal villain can be

ations: in Eu‘ro‘lm‘S groups or, in some far-right US discourse, the United
traitor ig usual] P€, it1s more often than not the European Union. The internal

y intellectuals and ‘leftists’.
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The distinction between 'upwgrd puncl?%{lg‘ and ‘dowp
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in the other, they need to ‘punch downward’.
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Forward- and Backward-Looking Myths

However, like in any narrative discourse, the relation between the dual hegy
and the dual villain is not static. It unfolds according to a sequence with threg
moments: the damage, the struggle and the redemption. A good populist myth
must provide the listener with a compelling picture of how and when the fiyy
‘happy ending’ is going to come about. Margaret Canovan notes that ther
are two basic sub-templates that are in turn connected with two differen
types of political contents. She speaks about ‘backward-looking myths’ and
‘forward-looking myths’. In the latter, the people is not a pre-existent entity
but a political project that can only be completed in the future, while in the
former, Hegelian view, the people is an organic entity whose authenticity and
wholeness must be preserved. This happy ending is presented as a collective
redemption because it is something more than just becoming more rich or
powerful: it means going through a moral trial, a moral transformation. It
is also collective and reparatory. It is collective in that the people i t'o‘be
redeemed; it is reparative because it cannot be achieved without recognizing
and defeating the traitors. However, redemption can be made to look‘mOre o
less nostalgic: the leader can tell their followers that redemption wil Co“t'z
about by building a new future, or they can emphasize the need to g0 back
amore harmonious and authentic past.

Left-Wing and Right-Wing Populism in South
America, the USA and Western Europe

I oun

To recapitulate: this chapter has presented the populist myth centred & i
the dual hero ang the dual villain — its two main functional rolfs o
:)‘;Zrlftrames: punching upward versus punching downward; and lar argely
- zlitlon - forward-looking versus backward-looking. ThesetS OWCYC{
s IPlates that can be filled with many different cORteAt )
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(ward-looking myths. This last section will try to exemplify how the

gis logitimdte AUESE AR .
myEven though their timing 1S .shght.ly off, the comparison between South
American and European 'popuhsms' is warrant.ed for a pumber of factors.
The wave of South American .popuhsm began in 1998 with Hugo Chavez’s
election in Venezuela, peaked in 2912 when Fernando Lugo of Pa.lrag.uay was
impeached and has receded ever. since — on}y Esvo Mgrales remains in office
of the last batch of South Amerlcgn populists;® the rise of US and Western
European populism has been steadier and maybe less dramatic: populist par-
ies have routinely won a respectable share of the votes in Europe since the
nineties, and it does not seem to have destabilized European party systems
in a radical way. However, the success of the Brexit movement, the electoral
competitiveness of populist parties in Austria, the Netherlands and France,
and — above all — the unexpected election of Donald Trump brought the
issue of right-wing populism to the forefront of the popular and scholarly
imagination.

South American and European populists have some things in common.
They seem to become stronger in the context of social and economic crisis,
like the ones that swept South America in the early nineties and the ‘great
Recession’ that started in 2008. Their movements are fronted by charismatic
outsiders who promise to shake up the status quo and give power back to the
downtrodden, hurt people. More importantly, all of these leaders are adept at
crafting and utilizing populist myths in their quest for power.® They tell sto-
ries that talk about loss, struggle and redemption. South American populists
blame neoliberal technocrats, financial global capitalism and imperialism for
the people’s woes; European populism and Donald Trump rail against foreign
immigrants, cultural Marxism and cosmopolitanism (see table 2.2).

Yet here the similarities end. Hugo Chévez, Néstor and Cristina Kirchner,
Evo Morales, Fernando Lugo and Rafael Correa chose narratives that were
modernising, emphasising the need for wealth redistribution and seeking to
expand the reach of the state: all of these would be commonly referred to
as “leftist’ policies. The populist myths that support left-leaning populisms
have three key features: they are forward-looking or republican, they define
the people as a collective, and they define the adversary as the economic and

and bac

Table 2.2

Time Orientation Adversary Definition

Evo Morales, Néstor

Civsor and Forward Neoliberalism
-Mstina Kirchner

Financial capitalism

FinTechnocrats (such as the IMF)
Backward Immigrants

Muslims

The media

Donald Trump
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s (they ‘punch upward’). This can be showp
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While they both used nationalist tropes, they did not go after i”;mi Meg,
grants 0
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religious minorities: on the contrary, they both passed amnesties fop ¢
Right-wing populisms are much more reliant on backward-|q Okr?gners'
exclusive myths. They are xenophobic and nativist, with an econon?i ng ang
that seeks to restrict rather than enlarge access to the welfare Statec ;%eqda
Le Pen’s Front National in France, UKIP in Great Britain and the T'ea ;rme
and Donald Trump in the United States have many differences among thzny
but they all envision the unity of the people as something that existed inm,
and that has to be regained rather than constructed Th1:
is important because the preoccupation with unity understood as autheni.
ity is backward-looking, xenophobic, and leads to less inclusive politica
movements and even governments. These versions of populism seek not to
mobilise but to target primarily urban and rural lower-middle classes who
feel threatened by the rapid pace of disruptive social changes brought about

financial elite

interv
favoured reg

not-too-distant past

by globalization.

When the populist myt
greater potential of becoming more incl
tic the populist myth, the greater push there will be fort
cies that will restore the mythical authenticity from the
of the outside world. Right-wing populist leaders single out social groups,
especially migrants, because their aim is not to generate broad identities and
solidarities but to make the restriction of these solidarities politically accept

h is constructed in a forward-looking way, thereisa
usive. The more nostalgic and roma-
rying to impose poli-
pernicious influence

able (see table 2.3).
Table 2.3 -
Direction®
jsm
; Antago™
Dual Hero Dual Villain o
: V)
Evo Morales Indigenous peoples + a Capitalist s ;
cocalero (coca grower /internal colonialism
R activist) Upwafd
eét(-)r-and National Popular Movement ‘Vulture funds’ and
KInstma + a woman, a member of oligarquia d
irchner ‘the seventies generation’ pow

D - ; :
OTnald White, working-class, Muslim conspiracy and
fup ‘real” America + tough Mexican immigrants lzes
businescsman media and cultural €'l
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CONCLUSION
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their attractiveness.
This chapter has attempted to show that populist mobilisation is insepa-

cable from the populist myth and that populist leaders are first and foremost
storytellers who narrate, over and over, a story about wrongdoing and
redemption. To focus on the power of the populist myth allows the analyst
to better understand differences between left-leaning and right-leaning popu-
lisms, because their respective myths are clearly different and can be sum-

marized as shown in table 2.4.
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populism becgmiﬂg . iﬂmOS[t'(l:)llaesS\I:it;asdeercl)lfc;:;hor]tarianism- ‘
opulisms are compat €Y: as was the ; Tighy,
lvio Berlusconi’s movement. However, theye e %, foy
difficult to imagine a successful backwar §
taking root in a region in which the past is deﬁnc?d not by 5 fomay

of olorious world domination but by genocide, colonialism, sl
and undc;rde\'elopmem. A movement that Wants to have POpular Suppi\:r,y
almost forced to move forward and to p?omlse a new futgre —if nOthing elsls
as a way of minimising its internal tensions. Europeax‘l right-wing POPUlisn?’
are backward-oriented, and their promise of rec.le.mptlon is premiseq upons
return to a romanticised past of unity, authentlc.lty and harmony, g, oftey
this promise is deemed to be fulfilled by removing the inauthentic, offeng.
ing parts: the Muslims, the foreigners, the immigrants, ethnic Minorities, g,
cosmopolitan elites.

Populist myths tell a story of hurt, loss, betrayal and redemption, A o
them tell the same basic story: there was once a people destined to great-
ness and prosperity, a dual villain (an external master and an interna] tr;.
tor) betrayed them, then a redeemer came from the outside to mobilize the
defeated people: the villain is punished, and finally justice for the people is
restored. However populist myths are, of course, not simply literary creations.
The goal of the populist myth is to articulate to the victims what precisely the
damage was, who did it and what must happen for redemption to be achieved.
Populist myths are always about passions; chief among them is the passion
that is born out of witnessing a tremendous injustice being perpetrated. This
narration has one practical goal: to inject righteous anger into the people and
spur them into action against those who have betrayed them. Myths become
templates for action because they present the people with a clear indicationof
who is to blame for their troubles and, therefore, who should be punished_ for
them. They also give certain indications of what the moment of restoraior
peace and prosperity will look like after the moral struggle ends.
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nere, which understands it ot dicflotomisati(.)n of the political space into two
antagonistic camps, an ‘us’ and a them’,. which is performed through an ‘act
of naming’, has been takeq from Francisco Panizza’s introductory chapter
1o his edited volume Populism: The Mirror of Democracy (London: Verso/
Cambridge: Polity, 2005). The concept of the populist myth was taken from
Margaret Canovan’s The People (Cambridge: Polity, 2005), as was her dis-
tinction between ‘Republican and Romantic populisms’, which is one of the
most useful conceptual tools to distinguish between left-wing and right-wing
populism today. Julio Aibar Gaete’s description of populism as the narration
of a damage in La miopia del proceduralismo y la presentacion populista del
dafio (México: Flacso, 2013) identifies the key feature of any populist myth.
Some anthropological texts on the universal structure of the mythical genre
have also been used, especially Alan Dundes’s ‘Structural Typology in North
American Indian Folktales’ in the Journal of Anthropological Research
(1986) 42(3): 237-73. Finally, the methodological tools for doing discourse
analysis have been loosely based on Eliseo Verén’s performative approach
to political discourse (1987) (which in turn is based on John Austin’s classi-
cal book How to Do Things with Words) and the so-called Russian school of
literary analysis — for instance, Vladimir Propp’s Morphology of the F olktale
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1968).

NOTES

1. Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner sponsored in 2010 law that greatly amplified
the legal rights of immigrants and granted amnesty to approximately 750,000 illegal
immigrants from South America. Evo Morales’s government did something similar
in 2013.

2. Ttis no coincidence then that the rise of South American populism was ushered
in by the economic crisis associated with the end of the neoliberal reforms of the nine-
ties and that outsider politicians from the right and the left were able to profit from the
unresolved financial crisis of 2008 and 2009 in Europe and the United States.

3. The populist appeal is by definition charismatic — that is, not sustained by tradi-
tion or institutional party norms.

4. Julio Aibar Gaete speaks about the narration of a damage as the central feature
of populist discourse (Aibar Gaete 2013: 42).

5. Nicolas Maduro, who was probably never a true charismatic leader to begin
with, has transitioned to an authoritarian leader in a much more frank manner.

6. Evo Morales reformed the Bolivian Constitution to create a ‘pluri-national’
state that recognized the rights of indigenous nations. He also nationalized all oil
and natural gas fields in Bolivia and bargained tougher terms for its gas exports,
mainly to Brazil. He also multiplied social investments, especially child welfare and
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pensions. Néstor and Cristina Kirchner.al'so natlona_hzed the Country’g larg@St 0il

gas-producing company, the national airline, the'rallroads and a Water com nl g
Kirchners passed a tax on soybean exports, which are he Main SOurce ey' The
revenues for Argentina, They also increased social €Xpenditureg, includl'n x,temal

. : : ; \ i a
'#Ing social security, and they implemented a universal childhoo Subsidy (A
an almost universg] retirement pensions program.



