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* populist Discourse on Distributive Socj
Vi l)

al Poligj
W les:
 poor Citizens, orkers, Mothers? Are the

& \aria Esperanza Casullo

South American letiSt-pOpuliSt governments engage in rapid and sion;
ant cconomic downward redistribution; Critics mention tll:at :l:! Sldg'mﬁ'.
ution of income to workers and the poor, through measures wh?cixe i
from setting higher wages to handing out direct and indirect subsid?mg'e
ery narrowly aimed at building short-term electoral support for a e:i'ls
president.’ More sympathetic views underscore that the gains inpo%e y
and incquality reduction brought about by them tend to be subspt:ntilz
- and that their voters belong to overlooked and excluded groups (Heidrich
Tussie, 2008). This chapter is not concerned with the effectiveness of the
cial policies favored by populist governments, but with the way in which
seek to legitimatize them through discourse. Rather, it works on two
o ‘1._‘. ensions. In the first, I will show that the populist discourse on the mat-
t does in fact frame social policy in terms of universal rights and citizen-
i themes of retribution and redemption are always also present and in
on with them. 1 will analyze the links between populist discourse and
al policy in one of such governments: that of the former Argentine

dent Cristina Ferndndez de Kirchner.2
i

economic definition of populism has achieved hegemonic status among
sts, who denounce the fiscal unsustainability of such policies, which is
expressed as high inflation and fiscal deficit (Dorqbus;h & Ec_lv'vards, 1991).
, political scientists prefer to believe that populism is a political, not eco-
amenon, Moreover, the essential connection between populism and
n does not hold for all of its versions but only for the left-leaning ones;
ulists do not distribute income, or do it upwar(!s. Also, some left-
ments have a tight control of the macroeconomic variables, for in-
es in Bolivia,
: from 2003 to 2015; she succeeded her
| manhct: \5::: ;:‘;ci’dcm from 2003 to 2007. AftFr his de_ath
lected in 2011 and governed largely on her own. Itis my claim,
an be extrapolated to the other three most recent populist
a: Hugo Chdvez of Venezuela, Evo Morales of Bolivia,
H‘;gen three presidents, plus Néstor and Cristina
h ion of social expenditures a cornerstone of
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Ferndndez de Kirchner wa
it S of discourse with a more te:h
populist « of public policies (Casullo, 2:;}:‘ p- 1
(the Universal Sons and ‘Dau%h‘h )
- Jent Fernandez’s explanation of the

4 Prmdtm-u all—they tried not to antaga
red the fiscal ra‘tionalityﬁt'
mainstream media and the n)aln”ogi;p:sm:? e
or iteration of “fiscal populism, ; und u
carned tax-payers dollars to rewar ) Th&‘
the “fiscal hole™ of the Argentine st d !
cent research on the topic of media ;\n‘ popul
and social communicators do more i n ]:l;t
ician is, but they rather have a considerable d

to depict, or not depict, certain figures as popu

study here

very populist
and underscor

1 South American Populism and Social Distribu
S
The lefe-wing populist governments of Ven
Argentina dedicated significative resources to d
aimed at reducing poverty and lncquahty.x
ments in education and public health, expans

transfers programs (CCTs) such as Bono Juar

Azurduy (Bolivia) and the Asignacién Uni
geted toward school-aged children and thi
2014). Argentina implemented a substan
by expanding the right to a state-paid p

their presidencies. Their policies and disce ur
sullo, 2019; Levitsky & Roberts, 2011, pp. 14-
3 1 have chosen this translation instead of ¢

lighl how the official
and daughters (“hiiosn)fmmc “ndcrscow m
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Populist Discourse on Drstributive Social Policies

1d: this policy was specially targeted toward women wl
ked outside their home and was a recognition of the vf'lo ha'd
- jomestic work. (Lustig, Pessino, & Scott, 2013) [ ECuadf;o;o?m
.y's government also implemented several progra r, Rafael
«omen., mothers and children, such as the Bono
—ano (Human Development Bonus) (Araujo, Bosch,
Reinhart & McGuire, 2017).
poverty and inequality did indeed fall in South America during the
decade and a half of leftists” tenure; while it is often said that the improve-

ments in the standards of living were purely a result of the export boom,
there 1s evidence to sustain the claim that higher social policy investments

led to higher drops in poverty and inequality (CEPAL, 2018; Lustig, Pessi-
no. & Scott, 2013). On the whole, the macroeconomic effects were mixed;
Evo Morales in Bolivia achieved remarkable macroeconomic stability, with
* high growth and low inflation, while the Chavismo in Venezuela ended
up with some of the worst economic indicators in the world and oversaw a
dramatic decline in the quality of life of the country's inhabitants. Argenti-
na and Ecuador navigated between these two extremes.
This chapter does not try to evaluate the effectiveness of their social pro-
grams or their fiscal sustainability. Rather, its objective is to understand
the way in which left-wing populist discourse talks about social issues like
inequality, poverty, social justice, and social rights, and how these types of
discourse lend legitimacy to the actual actions of the state Pprgaucracy.
The argument will be that lefewing populists choose to legitimize these
policy interventions by deploying a type of dlscgurse that hybpdnze§ a clas-
sical left-wing language of class and ur'uversal. rights with a right-wing tra-
dition that centers on compassion, private virtue and .phll:mthropz. Pop-
ulist discourse combines tropes from _these two ideological .worlds, but it
does so in a unique way- 1 have identnﬁed' three charac:enan that are par-
ticular to populist discourse On social policy: they are “punching up\fvards
; pepy | antagonism; they reject class cleavages and emphasize the
in terms of socia’ 21 ie both negate and reinforce the tension between
unity of the pef)ple; : o}r,k and family, and they fall back onto a gendered
~ the spheres of nghts}; s do ,so partly, hoping to preempt accusations of fis-
vision of poverty-T_ ¥ & onsil’)ilil')’ by opposition figures and media. How-
cal profligacy and-lrre |P partially successful, and, as will be seen later, the
ever, this stratcgy '° ‘;’}Zom within by the way in which it hybridizes and
discourse i ‘C“S";ﬁg .deologies; these tensions often translate into the so-

combines trogz;selves which can develop in a fragmentary or contradicto-
. i1 t
cial policies

ry fashion.

ms aimed at preg-
de Desarrollo Hu-
& Schady, 2016;
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Pof (st ( ommunication and Socta
2. Popuits
cent wave of left-wing populist governments of 5
eC the af‘termath of the social an;l ec °“0m|csmm!sis brounq
by the implosion of neoliberal refon;s % e PfCVlo.uS vl %hht
about by f the twentieth century were de e b)" tht': realization 3 e
( \tization, deregulation, and liberalizatioR iy

the
" ; alled g,
“Washington Consensus”) (Rober'ts, 2003} d s b bring about WidCsPrea;
: 1 South America; during the nineties, unemployment, Pove

prmpcrlx)“ll_w had risen in Venezuela, Bolivia, Ecuador, and Argeni
and mct]“:"ll ’thc‘ir GDPs had grown sporadically during that time Ing,
c\.r:wt]:‘i‘[’]:not. the standards of living cagsed the appearance of P;OteSt
::1(())\10111c11ts across the region;* the .e.sc,f\latlon of protests and state repres.
sion led to a state of “permanent Crisis that had an !mpact.on these coyp,.
tries” political party systems. The tradm_onal Or centrist parties Were seen 5
bipartisan partners in the implementation of a policy of seemingly perper.
ual “structural adjustments.” They could not or would not represent the
widespread social dissatisfaction; this in turn cre?tcd an opening for chagig.
matic outsiders that promised to end the state dlsmanthng, alleviate pover-
ty, and “punish” the proprietary elites through heavier taxation and regu-
lation (Casullo, 2019, pp- 184-85).

A wave of left-populists coming to power began in 1998 with Hugo
Chdvez’s victory in Venezuela. Néstor Kirchner, Evo Morales, Rafael Cor-
rea, and Fernando Lugo followed. These presidents were elected in part
thanks to their promises to put in place more robust social policies geared
toward reducing poverty and inequality that were at the very core of the
contract between populist leaders and their followers. These themes, how-
ever, were not invented by the populist governments out of nothing. In
most cases, as authors such as Garay or Velasco have shown, the demands
for stronger distribution and heavier regulation and taxation predated the
newly elected populist government; they had been central to the anti-ne-
oliberal social movements of the nineties, which not only fought against
wider macroeconomic policies but also against market-, NGOs- or philan

[he most I

er In
came to powe¢

final years of
embrace of priv

4 Such e the “Piquetero” movements of unemployed workers in Argentina, the “Co-
calero” or Coca-growers movement in Bolivia from which Evo Morales jumped ©
politics, or the “Sem Terra” movement of landless peasants in B razil, Massive

ace in Venezuela during the Caracazo, in Bolivia during [hc'os:,:
ars, and in Argentina in 1995 and 2001. These vari

rotests : : 1 .
p and riots were met with srate-led repression that caused dozens 0f €

hundreds of deaths,
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! \l,; ”n Ihc World Bank, the Inter
¢ such ¢

Multilater,) instj

. stity-

-American Developmen;
jevelopment foundations and agencies (

(1 deve

Bank ang
Andrenacc; & Sold
inotti, Schillagi, & T 2
(asullo, Caminotth, Schillagi, & Tempesta, 2003), These Programs
L ..\Iu jinimal last-resort assistance with job training,
Lioed 1 g
bine , power, however, the left-populist governments opted fo; a
Once ”ﬂ\' political discourse when talking about social and economic
re O '“-}hutiv e policies were presented as something more than sim le
cs. Dis problem-solving; they were framed as mora] retribution to
noc ”|~l‘:1 , social groups, as evidence of the popular contro| of the state,
gsufterl t'}; hat the state, not the market, was the Proper agent of distri-
| a¢ Proo -
| Pnd welfare. The state bureaucracy t
ona

0ok an almost heroic meaning,
he only actor able to achieve social justice; therefore, all these
\\ ‘l\ l ](‘

ograms were designed and implemented directly by state bu-
o Pmli-' ther new or old). The question that interests us here is,
crac 1«’? ,;:;;C}rainetuork do populist presidents use when talkfng aboyt'social

‘ /"I’/I(] ‘L ./ I)Ublhic legitimation of such policies was dqne usf":}? an ‘:dlosy,il.

'« blend of discursive tropes and frames. The ﬁndmgp 1; cm:;:ct;rosf

. they chose a hybrid frame“{o.rk, composed as a hmxx ;n AR
opesand frames from more traditional left and the right-wing

4
pulism: A Fourth World of the Welfare States

: . r will be the

to \unplifv my argument3 the Startlng pOInt Oféh:f:rzgzte” by Gosta
ical classification of the “Three Worl‘ds of t:e c; talks about the “lib-
ping-Andersen (1990). In that text, ESP""S"AH i tive” frames for con-
“social-democratic” and acomert,anve-‘c‘ofpo?wmt to focus on two
uilizing and legitimizing distributive policies. s in which the holder
| differences between them: the different w:7worker), and the social
¢ welfare benefits is defined (citizen/consume
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Maria Esperana Casullo

in which the benefits are adjudic.@ ol‘ :

s/work).* ; ‘
l-democratic paradigm, the poli

n O i rive priorities are set; thus, benefit
Whuhl(ijtlisctzilbyug:ﬁrfcd. politically adiudica.ted»
:Ir\cc rt:c(?neﬁts is the citizen, in.-c-spcctivc of h“'“‘ ;
the liberal paradigm, the ability to accrue hugmr
ot b depend o the marke,an the agent
are conferred is the consumer; or, to be i
consumer as a positive externality of their mgri'u
offects of market transactions come from the omatic
ply and demand; politics dpcs not ha:ld OUK rights or “en
ly but creates “systems of incentives” to mf.l 3
corporate paradigm, the benefits are associated
i.e., each person's position in the production p
the benefit holder. In this last case, for instan
sions, paid vacations, and other rights are deper
worker; very often, different classes of workers a
or “proportional” benefits. 5

Governments that come to power with a me
ic stance often position themselves in one of these “w
justify social policies, and they use the language, metap
associated with them. Social-democratic politic ans
that is based on the notion of rights; Y,
cial policies that are universal, and they do not
a person’s state of deprivation and need. Officel
al, or berter yet, neoliberal ideology opt for m:
these do not exist or they are politically unpal;
state partner with NGOs or private philanthrog
policies chaqncl state benefits to workers, oftenti
bilc'labor unions and business sectors; a person’
cipient of a given benefit is dependent upon h :

sphere
tutions/markct
In the socia

duction chain,

H?wcver, South American populists em‘
one “world” to the other, They construct :
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Maria Esperanza Casullo

and use the resources to f}lnd redistributive i,

nportant differences in how they define o Ol:
how they talk about them in public, an:]i hm_»v tth‘Seel_t ey
em politically; these dlffer.ences ha.ve to O.Wlth thiele o
Jass-cleavages, their ambivalence n defining the “ght'h(?lder s Citizem,
A f oor people, and the constant use of the “virtuous Sl
workerls' ::“ Znalyle four dimensions of the left-populist discourse S,
f‘r.OIPC- li:‘v- unching upwards, rejection of class-cleavages, citizens ys, e
:)I:OPPI(C). thc };cnsion between citizen/worker/family and the use of 3 Yoy

dered rhetoric.

h more heavily

ric .
s. But there are 1I

program
jectives,
imize th

4. Populist Rejection of Class-Cleavages: The Poor as Citizens, as Workers, or a5
Mothers? ‘

To begin with, there is a crucial difference between populist and program-
matic leftist discourse in regard to how to speak about class. As should be
obvious, left-populists are very reluctant to speak in terms of class, not only
in the Marxist sense or even in a sociological, functional one. As has been
noted before by Mudde, among others, the idea of the unity of the people
is central to any populist discourse; the people must be whole, and faction-
al division is the enemy (Mudde, 2004). However, these governments can
be said to be “of the left” because they antagonize the same groups that the
left does, broadly speaking. I have said elsewhere that it is preferable to
speak of “punching-upwards” populisms than “leftist” ones. These govern-
ments “punch upwards” by antagonizing elite groups related to big busi-
ness, agriculture, media, or finance; it is important to note that they do not
single them out as @ class. First, the antagonism is less structural than
moral. It is not that the bourgeois class is determined to be against the peo-
ple, but they have chosen to do so. Because the oligarchy has become
traitorous to the people, but it is not sociologically or teleologically deter-
mined to be so, populists never lose hope that maybe not all of them ar
immoral, or they can be convinced to see the error of their ways. From
{E:“u Dom'f‘go Per6n on, leftist populists combine an antagonization of
pper classes with a plea to them to understand that it & their actual

best interests to be thetr ally.® (They never seem to succeed in convincing

S e b s

8 See Sidicaro, 2002, pp. 97-110
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! ¢ class per s¢; in fact, most South Americas 7 t object tg yhe
P es as the true architects and pilots of econoe '
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; 'l:“[h“\'\ do object to is the action of a fey immoral C:;iiaﬁ :
amples of this l.o.gl'c at w<_)rk. For instance, Populists do ny E:tr_e many

oress; they CRIECIES it virulently ar}d ad hominem, Modern; tionalize
"« do not expropriate the landed oligarchs; in Jef;- zin

« them t0 €€ helm and insult them, but they do n;:l:egelf(:ll:;lrlsm’l.thcy
‘ onomic elimination. . i
seause it is simply impossible for South American populists (o justify
cxpansiOEE o pOhCl.es by.usmg. full-throated, class-based, socia].
ocratic tropes, the resulting discursive strategy must resort to using
| .ombining different definitions of who belongs to “the people” and is,
fore. due its fair share of retribution.

\¢

rhe populist discourse on .social Pt?licy fluctuates between anchoring
oitimacy of the distributive policies in the rights of the citizens vis a
s th rights of the workers, and the rights of the mothers, in the case of
en. This ambivalence is rooted in the very idea of the unity of the peo-
1 mentioned in the previous paragraph. The citizen is individual by
inition. and all citizens are equal, so to speak. But the very“not_ion of
the people” presupposes a collective, or at the very least a .sglldarlty
hain” (Laclau, 2005, p- 69) of collective groups; tl‘1e. collective, itis soml:-
fine different and of a higher order than the individual. Oftentimes, tt (ei
ht to the particular benefits being granted. by the state ;‘s t}’ws s:):;r:rcd:r'
o the individual’s participation in a collective of a hlgf “ero::ers’ i
[hus, anti-poverty policies are often framed in Eer.mﬁ of “w
r“mother’s rights” and not of universal citizens’ rights.
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estic workers to have ACCESS 10 a state pension. Thjg progra
«lon coverage to OVer ninety percent of the Population
[his program was advertised as “Jubilaci
sewives Pensions, and was presented as
¢ of domestic work; it tied into the gendered narrative of AUH, v
| discuss later.) The second one was the “Asignacién Universal por Hi-
or Universal Sons and Daughters Subsidy. The Program was launched
e 2009; it was designed as a complementary System to the Family Sub-
it was directed toward children and paid the same amount of mone
capita) but was specifically targeted to unemployed or informally em-
ed mothers. 1 will focus on the latter, because the discourse used to sell
' the public is a perfect condensati

on of the populist hybridization
on discussing poverty and social rights.

M expanded

hich

Asignacion Universal por Hyjo™: From Corporatism to .... All of the

\UH, or “Asignacién Universal por Hijo” (Universal Sons and Daugh-

Jubsidy), wag 5 cornerstone of President Ferndndez de Kirchner’s first

‘“Sidency, She clearly saw it in this way; notably, she chose not to pass ra-
troug}, Congress for this program; instead, she signed an cxea‘n‘tnv; 0

and thep she pPersonally announced the new program using a “ca e;:

‘ong” *Pecial televised announcement). She meant to underz:o(r)(ft thc
,}“\J\‘:\\ Of her own decision-making process; late:r‘;i th::iasluccacr:t1 iy

N of the cengra elements of her 2011 presiden
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¢ us who have money, we do not oo
o universality, but it is not targeted

cludes only fhc very rich. (The same
cecurity moratorium.)
\; the same time, Cristina Ferndndez de K;
il commitment to Upholding by imll’chr_ler affirmeq .
: ’ : in
iming that the children’s subsidy would n!;rov 8 the labor rng::em-
g practices and would not act as a disincenttilntcrfere with the m“’z;
. market-an argument that has been a maive for P‘"“"‘Oenterth?
(iness sectors of the country for at least a Cmt:m)' of the anti-populise
adening of the family subsidy to unemployed :‘Yd (.Shc argues that “the
cors, who make less than minimum w. a lnfortnally employed

p h age, will not ¥
' market, which is a common complaint of bminmc:cngm with the la-
T a

fare.”)'? gainst social
We can hear in her words echoes of the : :

n of a clear class-based antagonism, and Ye‘:l‘:nf,:;‘::l;: ;(gpor;fun rejec-
| Peronist trope aimed at trying to convince the Arge"tiﬂ:nbusind:,d”
hat a more progressive social policy is, in fact, good for them T”l:
all project of Kirchnerism is defined in her speech as “thating.well.
/ing, decent jobs” and “to add value to our (national) production, to
« more industries, more firms, more shops.™ These are the two first ,lay-
. of meaning that the discourse is trying to combine: social justice based
. universal concept of citizenship, and a unitarian/corporatist ideal in
hich all the social sectors are the winners and none is the loser. More-

ver, the spirit of this discourse is not antagonistic but pedagogical: trying

the AUH 12

and meg

- pr
thing s EHd ity o,

happeneq With the Socm
cial

IR SRS 8

ser para los hijos de aquellos que tenemos la ir-
uestros hijos todo Jo que ellos merecen ¥ o
e tenemos dinero, N0

2 “Obviamente que €sto no pquC
mensa suerte de poder darlesan
que s les ocurre y tienen ganas. lLOS f,l“
ciones familiares, esto estd muy claro: a1 ij g ]
“En este caso, la ampliacién de la asignacion famnhar alos hlqg dfommpr:ul
de sectores de la economfa informal que perciban mm{” rcado labora! g
y movil tiende de la misma manerd no a compet't Cni o
mano de obra, porque en definitiva lo qué Pasabac!:‘;‘)
ciales, y se quejaban del sector cmpresaﬂ?l’ cs ?u) nuestro or
porque querfan seguir €on los planes sodileh o tengal e

trabajo decente para todos 10s argentin0S QUE € U ciedades 4%¢ al;tmd‘ w

mento para combatir y erradicar 12 pobreza an podido o ha cubie™®?

desarrollo y crecimiento social, ha sido porquesc aridad s0

bajo muy bien remunerados y un s 46 S

odos los sectores, y hacia €s0 vamos.”: 28



SOributyyg Soci
ibiguity and polysem of b
o padie ":';T::h, '(J‘m (“-\Phl.}' here, On the mzu’t:;ddllf9ur“' On il!ue. of
s 18 "I‘n""“ subsidy wnl.l achieve the near-uni\‘. I8 claj
chile , an egalitarian framework of al
ol "\""I""l,,(., times reinforees the old fy
course oot RNl while claiming yo
. ml'l" i children are mainly the resy
(ron ;

W

¢ Other
At tigg children‘ o
rotect 1y,

S Pover.

g Donsibil, of st o forcey the

‘problem” squarely in the domegtic alsgsim.

lll‘:( s(ructure ('_l (WO separate “systemS" OFWCIF“G (Ol’lc tied ¢ Silng

‘.' [, aployment of any of t!\e parents, opc targeted direcy| t Wb

stead of simply merging the *WO into one sjp, I System fr:l‘imh.

‘l,\ ences, ended up .-cmforcmg :ntl- r scntiments em ¢ inret::t

i criticism that poor women get knockeq up on Purpose” (« i

M or ¢l plan®) in order to cash in on their childre iy
":Ill,.l.l point, the policies which e

- fing

. ;T owever, and
: ere Implementeq |
| a high degree of popularity and inst:
NICYSHE H [
it that the neoliberal governmene of Mauricio
< pheld them while reducing overal] pu
U

Je Media Reception of the Shifting Frameg of Populist Discourse

¢ ambivalence and polysemy of Populist discours
ost all of the public rationales for social apd gender policy. While ]| the
-populist governments can boast of having had supstantive impacts on
overty and inequality, it is important to analyze their specific policies in
olation, because there is a difference betwee

n “pro-poor,” “pro-women,”

d “pro-equality” policies (Dingler, Lefkofridis, & Marent, 2017, p. 352).

vovernments that take pride in their leftist orientation have ended up up-

0lding maternalizing and patronizing definitions, while rightist govern-
nts nimbly de

ploy some elements of the liberal discourse on rights and

leminist discourse on gender to justify xenophobic or regressive pol-
ies (Borchorst & Siim, 2002)

€ can be found i al-

e ————————

M.nhlu‘,,

no estoy hablando en cont
"8 que pasan en |a vida,

¢ cobre la AUH sea la

5114 tenencia de los chi
' BCstione, |

ra de los hombres, estoy hablando ics la: :(lz
, 2 m
que quede claro. Entonces, ;qué { oen ‘g!cir:l uie% v
madre siempre, salvo que por decision ju ;c i ?a sea que
quitos sea el padre. Siempre, entonces, c:; (3:;0 por de-
b
Y Va a cobrar la madre, salvo que el padredf:tg,:olug justicia.”
*1on judicial, [ enencia y guardia de los nifios. Esto es
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ism but also “a producer of populism if
zjilrlille\'. 2019, p. 73). The constant shi&ing oftsﬁ:-lpécha
American populists might be an Atempt to peg emPIOyed
Chatterjee-Doody and Cirilley argue, “Medi sctors t0 th, :
and processes of interaction and circulation between 1

: en the
. : . .
tive irtfluence O shape Social conditiol;::,"asu N

Doody & Srilley, 2000 E time, can j; not by (Chattt:s'%
if anything a leftist president will do on the socia] : theq&%
be immediarely labeled as extremely populis there are gy S i
to just become more populist? Media and leaders seep, lockedn‘g eengy,
of mutually reinforcing antagonism, in g
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