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ABSTRACT Due to its electoral performance in the 2012 general elections,
SYRIZA, a previously unknown Greek political formation of the radical left,
gained unprecedented visibility within the European public sphere. How is this
strong showing and the political message articulated by SYRIZA to be
interpreted? Utilizing a discursive methodology, this paper puts to the test the
two assumptions predominating in most available analyses, namely that SYRIZA
articulates a populist rhetoric, that it constitutes a predominantly populist force;
and, given the near-exclusive association of populism with extreme right-wing
movements, that SYRIZA constitutes a populist danger for Europe. Our analysis
concludes that SYRIZA’s discourse is indeed a distinct articulation of left-wing
populism. However, this by no means vindicates the second part of the
prevailing wisdom: SYRIZA’s portrayal as a dangerous force threatening
fundamental European values. If, however, this is the case, then mainstream
research orientations in the study of European populism may have to be
reviewed.

Introduction

Due to its impressive electoral performance in the two general elections of May
and June 2012, SYRIZA,1 a previously unknown Greek political formation of the
radical left, gained unprecedented visibility in a European public sphere
anxiously following developments at one of the epicentres of its deep economic
crisis. Within a very short period, SYRIZA managed to climb from 4.60% to
26.89% of the vote, performing an electoral leap rather unique in modern Greek,
if not European, political history.2 Hence, references to SYRIZA’s dynamic and
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the performance of its young leader, Alexis Tsipras, have become a constant
theme in mainstream international media, from the New York Times and the
Guardian to Der Spiegel and CNN, where Tsipras was presented as ‘Greece’s
rising star.’3

How is this strong showing and the electoral appeal of the political message
articulated by SYRIZA to be interpreted? And how is the challenge it poses to
mainstream European policies to be assessed? The view that predominates in most
analyses—both journalistic and academic, inside and outside Greece—is that
SYRIZA constitutes a populist movement, articulating a populist rhetoric. For the
Guardian reporter, Helena Smith, the leader of SYRIZA, Alexis Tsipras, is an
‘unabashed populist’4; in a similar vein, Time magazine follows Tsipras’s
trajectory ‘from Communist Youth to anti-austerity populist,’5 while Joshua
Chaffin, of the Financial Times, has maintained that ‘his populist tendencies
suggest he was a keen student of [ . . . ] a corrupt era.’6 Indeed, the populist
characterization of SYRIZA also seems to predominate among academic
commentators. LSE Professor Kevin Featherstone has thus linked SYRIZA’s
appeal to what Nikiforos Diamandouros has called the ‘underdog culture’: ‘Syriza
is a manifestation of a deep-rooted Greek culture, the underdog culture of feeling
threatened from outside. [ . . . ] [A culture that] is especially deep-rooted among the
economically vulnerable who fear international competition and are ripe for
populist leadership.’7

Given the near-exclusive association of populism with far-right, anti-European,
economico-politically irresponsible and even extremist movements in the
European context, this diagnosis of populism often extends into demonization,
presenting SYRIZA’s challenge to neoliberal austerity policies as a populist
danger for Europe and the European Union (EU). No wonder that in July 2012Der
Spiegel reserved a prominent place for Tsipras within ‘Europe’s Ten Most
Dangerous Politicians’ precisely on those grounds: the subtitle indicating the
overarching criterion of dangerousness in today’s Europe is revealing: ‘Reckless
Rhetoric from Europe’s Populists.’8 And how else could it be, given that populism
has been officially declared the main enemy of the EU establishment?
Interestingly enough, back in May 2012, when Time magazine asked European
Commission president Barroso ‘What concerns you most about Europe today?’ his
answer was articulated along the same lines: ‘Probably the rise of some populist
movements in the extremes of the political spectrum.’9 Driven by similar concerns
and highlighting the lack of ‘clarity of purpose’ marking SYRIZA’s (populist)
leadership, Featherstone also seemed very worried when asked to comment on the
possibility of SYRIZA taking power: ‘If Syriza comes first, Europe should be very
afraid: my expectation is that . . . we would have chaos [ . . . ] There would be huge
instability and uncertainty on international financial markets and frenzy [among
EU leaders].’10

In this essay, we attempt to test this prevailing (journalistic as well as academic)
assumption according to which SYRIZA constitutes a populist force. This issue
cannot be adequately discussed and no consistent ‘verdict’ can be reached without
a clear formulation of criteria, without, that is to say, a rigorous theory of
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populism. In most available accounts, both journalistic and academic, the label
‘populist’ is applied in a manner that takes its meaning for granted and fails to
provide any concrete and/or persuasive justification for its use. This is not the case
only with regard to Tsipras and SYRIZA, but a systemic feature of the public
debate around populism internationally. Surprisingly enough, it is also typical of
the discussion around Chavismo in Venezuela.11 Indeed—just as with Tsipras—
‘many scholars, journalists and policy makers use the word populist to describe
Chavez and his movement,’ however, ‘none of these observers really clarify the
meaning of this term or why it applies to Chavez.’12 We will claim that it is in
discourse theory, in the analyses of populism initiated by the so-called Essex
School,13 that one can locate the most methodologically consistent and
theoretically supported formulation of such criteria; as a result it is by utilizing
a series of discourse-theoretical tools that we will conduct our analysis. This is a
move that becomes increasingly appealing even to analysts operating within more
mainstream research paradigms; in Kirk Hawkins’s words:

Ironically, for better guidance we must turn to the constructivists and discourse theorists
[ . . . ] including especially those who study populist discourse [ . . . ]. Their work here is much
more advanced and provides most of the descriptive material we need to create a better
definition and measurement of populism.14

Hence, the main argument put forward and substantiated in this paper, utilizing
such a discursive framework, will be that SYRIZA’s discourse is indeed a populist
discourse, a distinct articulation of left-wing populism. However, this by no means
vindicates the second part of the prevailing wisdom: the virtual equation of
SYRIZA with extreme right-wing populism and its portrayal as a dangerous, evil
force putting at risk fundamental European values. That is important, from our
perspective, neither in terms of the isolated assessment of a Greek political party
nor, of course, as a defence of SYRIZA, something falling outside the scope of this
analytical intervention; it becomes important because if this is the case, then
mainstream research orientations in the study of European populism may have to
be reviewed urgently.

Theorizing Populism: minimal criteria

By revisiting the existing literature, one is indeed quickly led to the realization that
populism is a notoriously elusive and slippery concept. Although the object of
sustained interest from the 1960s onwards, it has puzzled and still puzzles even its
more thorough students. A pessimistic Margaret Canovan begins an influential
article published in 1982, in which she summarizes the research strategies
developed for the study of populism up to that time, by asking whether it is at all
possible to find a ‘reasonably solid core of agreed meaning’ behind all uses of the
category.15 Thirty years later, Cas Mudde and Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser
introduce their edited volume on Populism in Europe and the Americas, by
pointing that during this period ‘the number of scholars of populism has increased
manifold and we are probably even further from a definitional consensus within
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the scholarly community.’ Can we identify, after all, ‘a central core present in all
the manifestations of populism?’16 It is here that a significant paradox arises,
marking both projects, with all their differences and the 30 years standing between
them. Ironically, both Canovan and Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser express their
admiration for Laclau’s theory of populism,17 only to subsequently dismiss it for
one or the other (marginal) reason. Nevertheless, in both cases, Laclau’s insights
are eventually vindicated, albeit in a rather indirect way. Canovan, for example,
returned to the issue a few years later only to corroborate Laclau’s position by
adopting herself what she called a ‘structural’ approach, with the word ‘structural’
being virtually homologous to Laclau’s ‘discursive’:

Populism in modern democracies is best seen as an appeal to ‘the people’ against both the

established structure of power and the dominant ideas and values of the society. [ . . . ] They

involve some kind of revolt against the established structure of power in the name of the

people.18

As in Canovan’s case, Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser purport to put forward a
minimal definition of populism and end up with something very close to Laclau’s
(especially if one excludes the many adjectives embellishing their initial
formulation): a political/discursive logic that considers society ultimately
separated between two groups, ‘the people’ and ‘the elite,’ and that argues that
politics should be an expression of the will of the people.19

A discursive approach emerges thus as the underlying, yet all too often
marginalized, kernel of a minimal definition of populism, a position it can claim to
have consistently occupied for the last three to four decades. Initiated by Ernesto
Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, discourse theory, the so-called Essex School,
combines a theoretically sophisticated grasping of the processes through which
social meaning is articulated with an emphasis on the political and often
antagonistic character that different discourses acquire through their articulation
around distinct nodal points (such as ‘the people’) and their differentiation from
other discourses in a bid to hegemonize the public sphere and to influence
decision-making. Here, the term ‘discourse’ does not refer merely to words and
ideas, but denotes all ‘systems of meaningful practices that form the identities of
subjects and objects’20 through the construction of antagonisms and the drawing of
political frontiers.
In its diachronic development, discourse theory has introduced a series of

analytical and methodological tools in an attempt to capture both the
representational and the affective aspect of identity formation. All that has been
the result of a commitment to interdisciplinarity, enlisting a multitude of
theoretical resources (from semiotics and deconstruction to post-analytical
philosophy and psychoanalysis) in the service of recasting the Gramscian theory
of hegemony. It is also crucial to note that the last two decades have signalled
a significant increase in the empirical applications of this supposedly
over-theoretical framework.21 Interestingly enough, populism has, already since
the 1970s, been one of the main analytical foci of Laclau’s discourse analysis,22 to
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which he has recently devoted a monograph23; it has also been a central priority in
debates within the Essex School at large.24

Approaches to populism elaborated within a discursive framework or influenced
by it have contributed two operational criteria promising to resolve the
aforementioned definitional/analytical impasses. In particular, they highlight the
importance of ascertaining whether a given discursive practice under examination
is: (a) articulated around the nodal point ‘the people’ or other (non-populist or anti-
populist) nodal points (class, nation, liberty, nature, etc.) and (b) to what extent the
representation of society it offers is predominantly antagonistic, dividing society
into two main blocs: the establishment, the power block, versus the underdog, ‘the
people’ (in opposition to dominant political discourses asserting the continuity of
the social fabric and prioritizing non-antagonistic technocratic solutions).
Obviously, and this needs to be sufficiently stressed, both indications need to be
present for a discourse or a movement to be classified as ‘populist;’ otherwise no
useful differential classification can emerge to the extent that far too many
political discourses could be associated with only one of the two without, of
course, being populist.25 Now, the process through which populist discourse is
articulated typically involves the establishment of linkages between a series of
initially heterogeneous unsatisfied demands, which enter into relations of
equivalence thus forming a collective identity around ‘the people’ and the
leadership representing them. The equivalential linkage sublimating heterogeneity
is achieved through the opposition towards a common enemy (the power bloc, the
establishment) accused of frustrating the satisfaction of these demands in the first
place. Last but not least, the resulting populist discursive articulation can acquire a
hegemonic appeal through processes of affective investment.
Through the utilization of such relatively formal criteria, this discursive

orientation offers the possibility of developing rigorous typologies of populist
movements, identities and discourses. Thus, the articulatory nature of populist
discourses and the flexibility of populist ideological articulations, both underlined
by discourse theorists, can illuminate the paradox of antinomic formulations of
populist ideology, from socialist-populist hybrids to be found in contemporary
Latin America to the newfound contemporary grassroots populist movements in
Egypt, the European periphery (Greece, Spain and Beppe Grillo’s Italy) and the
US (Occupy Wall Street), to the paradoxical elitist populism characteristic of
extreme right-wing movements in Europe.26

Such a flexible yet rigorous conception of populism can also illuminate what
still remains a major point of contention in the ongoing debate: the ambiguous
relation between populism and democracy.27 On the one hand, the particular ways
through which some populist movements articulate their claims to represent ‘the
people’—relying on charismatic leaders, fuelled by resentment, virtually
bypassing the institutional framework of representative democracy and/or often
containing an illiberal, anti-rights and nationalist potential28 —need to be taken
very seriously into account. And yet such a picture cannot exhaust the immense
variety of populist articulations. Indeed, by representing excluded groups, by
putting forward an egalitarian agenda, other types of populism—combining the

left-wing populism in the european periphery

123



formal populist core with the legacy of the radical democratic tradition—can also
be seen as an integral part of democratic politics, as a source for the renewal of
democratic institutions.29 From this point of view, the more Western democracies
turn to despotic, oligarchic forms of governance,30 the more is populism likely to
figure as a suitable vehicle for a sought after redemocratization.

Historical and political background: Populism in post-authoritarian Greece,
1974–2013

Having established our provisional theoretical basis and being endowed with a
sufficiently flexible set of minimal criteria for researching populism, we can now
turn to our case study. Obviously, Greece is no stranger to populism. The country’s
recent history, following the democratic transition marking the end of a seven-year
military dictatorship (1967–1974) has been marked by populist movements of all
kinds, ranging from the popular-democratic left to the religious far-right. In the
late 1970s and early 1980s the political stage was dominated by PASOK’s31

archetypal populism putting forward the demands of the so-called ‘non-
privileged’32 for social justice, popular sovereignty and national independence
against an establishment accused of monopolizing political access and economic
privilege in various ways since the end of the Greek Civil War (1946–1949), often
with the help of external powers (initially Britain and then the US). Andreas
Papandreou’s party enjoyed, as a result, an impressive march to power, achieving
in the 1981 elections a remarkable 48.07% and establishing a long hold on Greek
political culture.33 During the 1990s PASOK gradually turned ‘anti-populist’
under the leadership of the ‘modernizer’ Costas Simitis, marking a remarkable
shift ‘from populism to modernization.’34 Of course, this ‘modernizing’ turn of
PASOKmeant much more than a mere rhetorical shift, since from the mid-1990s it
gradually embraced and implemented as a government (1996–2004) a whole new
set of values and strategy, marking a passage from social democracy to social
liberalism and even, subsequently, to a full embrace of neoliberalism under a
virtual state of (economic) emergency after 2010.35

Following this gradual but rather radical mutation in PASOK’s sensitivities and
discourse, the populist flag migrated from left to right. Thus, the last 13 years have
seen at least two major populist incidents. When in 2000, Simitis’s ‘modernizing’
government decided to delete a reference to religion from Greek identity cards, the
decision triggered an unprecedented response on behalf of the Church of Greece, a
reaction that polarized Greek society and dominated political life and media
coverage for most of 2000 and 2001. The newly elected Archbishop Christodoulos
led a campaign to oppose the decision, articulating a discourse that was marked by
a clearly populist profile.36 The second major populist incident came a few months
after the dust had settled from Christodoulos’ mobilizations and was associated
with Giorgos Karatzaferis and his newly formed party LAOS.37 No doubt, the
signifier ‘the people’ constituted a central reference in LAOS’s extreme right-wing
discourse. In fact, the party’s acronym, LAOS [laό6 ] means ‘the people’ in Greek
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and thus even the name of the party coincided with its central reference; its
discourse was also premised on a sharply antagonistic view of society.
However, today’s re-emergence of ‘populism’ comes in a completely new

context, indicating a new swing of the pendulum back to the left. After three years
of extreme austerity measures and massive budget cuts, the country, which entered
the Eurozone in 2001 and staged the Olympics in 2004 to huge international
acclaim, is clearly facing one of the most difficult moments in its contemporary
history. Within the context of the global economic crisis, its debt and deficit were
overnight declared unsustainable and draconian austerity measures were
demanded by the EU, the European Central Bank (ECB) and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) in return for a bailout agreement. The policies implemented
induced an economic and social situation comparable only to the 1929 crash in the
US: GDP contracted by 20% between 2008 and 2012 and unemployment soared to
27% with youth unemployment reaching 60%.38 It was obviously impossible for
the ensuing frustration, anger and despair to leave party identification and the
political process untouched. The parties affected included those entrusted by the
troika39 to implement austerity policies, tough fiscal discipline, radical budget
cuts, massive privatizations and structural reforms of the neoliberal type: initially
George Papandreou’s PASOK and then all the parties supporting the government
under the technocrat Loucas Papademos, namely PASOK, Nea Dimokratia (ND)40

and LAOS. All three of them saw their electoral support collapse in May 2012,
with LAOS failing to make it into the new parliament, ND losing almost half of its
voters and PASOK taking a harder hit and dropping from 43.92% to 13.18% of the
vote (see Table 1).
Against this background, the Greek radical left, SYRIZA, led by its young

political leader, Alexis Tsipras (aged 38), managed to appeal to and mobilize a
noteworthy part of the voters. Initially, Tsipras’s SYRIZA coalition received
16.79% of the vote, more than tripling its power. Those numbers would rise even

Table 1. Greek elections October 2009–May 2012–June 2012.

Parties 17 June 2012 (%) 6 May 2012 (%) 7 October 2009 (%)

New Democracy 29.66 18.85 33.47

SYRIZA 26.89 16.79 4.60

PASOK 12.28 13.18 43.92

Independent Greeks 7.51 10.62 –

KKE 4.50 8.48 7.54

Golden Dawn 6.92 6.97 0.29

Democratic Left 6.25 6.11 –

LAOS 1.58 2.89 5.63

Other 4.41 16.11 4.55

Source: Ministry of Interior (available at http://ekloges.ypes.gr/).
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more in the elections of June, in which SYRIZA got 26.89% of the vote,
continuing its upward dynamic (see Table 1).
One should bear in mind here that the radical left’s dynamic was not self-

generated, but probably fuelled by the massive anti-austerity popular movements
already on the rise (from national strikes and mass demonstrations to solidarity
movements). These included the so-called ‘Aganaktismenoi’ [Aganak
tismέnoi ],41 which followed the demonstrations against austerity of its namesake
‘Indignados’ in Spain.42 Indeed SYRIZA was probably the only party to engage
from the beginning with the protesters’ demands and meet them out in the streets.
It is there that a chain of equivalences started to be formed between different
groups and demands through a shared opposition towards European and Greek
political structures, later to be interpellated by SYRIZA as representing ‘the
people’ against ‘them.’
SYRIZA’s programme, embracing most of the demands of the popular

movements, was based on an alternative mixture of policies involving a break with
the so-called ‘Memorandum’ (the loan agreement between Greece and its
emergency lenders signed in April 2010) and the politics of austerity. SYRIZA
called for a broad coalition that would lead to a left government bold enough to
annul the ‘Memorandum(s),’ while supporting the country’s place within the
Eurozone (but ‘not at all social costs’), raise taxation on big business, put the
banking sector under public control, call a moratorium on debt repayment until
Greek society got back on its feet and scrap salary cuts and emergency taxes. Such
claims were stigmatized by the parties supporting austerity as outrageously
populist and unattainable, even unthinkable, as a policy that would certainly lead
the country out of the Eurozone, if not out of the EU altogether, and from there to
an economic and social hell.
At any rate, both the unexpected electoral results achieved by SYRIZA and the

need to oppose it radically were explained by mainstream media and by the three
parties supporting the government formed after the June 2012 elections (ND,
PASOK and DIMAR43) with recourse to its populistmessage, a message supposed
to be as dangerous as it is mesmerizing. Moving from the level of political
antagonism and media reporting to that of theoretically informed political
research, how can we assess SYRIZA’s discourse? Using the two formal criteria
outlined earlier, can we accept its populist characterization also dominating
academic accounts, domestically and internationally? Furthermore, what would
the implications of that be in terms of threatening or reactivating Greek and
European democracy?

Tsipras’s Populism: analysing the discourse of SYRIZA

In trying to determine whether or not the discourse of SYRIZA constitutes a
populist discourse we shall utilize the discursive criteria formulated earlier. In this
line of inquiry, our main research questions will be as follows: Is the discourse
articulated recently by SYRIZA and its leader Alexis Tsipras a populist discourse?
Does it fulfil the two criteria highlighted by Ernesto Laclau and other
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contemporary political theorists, namely a central reference to ‘the people’ and an
equivalential, antagonistic discursive logic?

The status of ‘the People’ in SYRIZA’s discourse

First of all, it is important to note that up to quite recently ‘the people’ in
SYRIZA’s discourse did not occupy a central position; its presence was rather
indirect, through synecdoche and metonymy. Signifiers such as ‘youth,’
‘movements’ or simply ‘society’ were largely preferred; mass youth mobilizations
against university reforms (2007) and a strong identification with social movement
structures and activities thus overdetermined SYRIZA’s discourse. The
unprecedented economic, social and political crisis in Greece has initiated,
however, a twofold process that transformed both this discourse and its
constituency. On the one hand, growing impoverishment, frustration and anger led
large sections of voters to disidentify with their previous party preferences and
enter a more fluid stage. On the other hand, when SYRIZA realized that it could
potentially represent the majority of these subjects and groups (at least those
entertaining more or less egalitarian sensitivities), it became clear that only one
signifier from the semiotic reservoir of European political modernity and Greek
history could establish such a relation of representation: the signifier ‘laό6,’ ‘the
people.’ What allowed SYRIZA to jump from a marginal coalition of the left to a
party close to seizing power seems to be precisely the acceptance of this task of
representation.
What is the evidence on which we can substantiate this hypothesis? One can,

perhaps, start from a mere enumeration of references to ‘the people’ in party
discourse. A cursory glance at the party’s newspaper, Avgi, for example, quickly
reveals that ‘the people’ has indeed emerged as one of the most frequent front-
page references. Another illuminating illustration of SYRIZA’s ‘turn to the
people’ can be found in the discourse of its leader. While in pre-election speeches
for the parliamentary elections of 2009, Alexis Tsipras referred only a few times to
‘the people,’ during the two successive campaigns of 2012 (May and June) one
encounters a completely different picture, where references to ‘the people’ appear
even up to 50 times within a single speech. For example, if one examines Alexis
Tsipras’ speech at the central electoral campaign rally of SYRIZA in Athens
(Kotzia square) on the 29 September 2009, there are only five references to ‘the
people.’44 In sharp contrast, only three years later, at the central electoral
campaign rally of SYRIZA in Omonia square on the 14 June 2012, one finds in
Alexis Tsipras’ speech no less than 51 references to ‘the people’!45 It thus
becomes clear that we are dealing here with a case of ‘numerology’ not at all
devoid of significance.
But it is not only a question of numerology, it is also—and primarily—a

question of discursive articulation. Thus, in Avgi’s front-pages ‘the people’ often
appear to ‘march to power’ along with the left, or rather precisely because of
the projected rise of the left. Characteristic headlines include: ‘The People and the
Left for the new Greece’ (5 May 2012), ‘Do not corrupt the mandate of the people’
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(8 May 2012), ‘Victory for the Left, victory for the people’ (15 June 2012). ‘The
people’ clearly functions as a privileged signifier here. But was this also the case in
the past? Not in the least; indeed, if one goes back to the headlines of Avgi during
the electoral campaigns of 2009, 2007 or 2004 no similar references to ‘the
people’ are to be found in its headlines.
But let us examine in greater detail how the signifier ‘the people’ operates

within Tsipras’s discourse. In some of his most typical populist moments Alexis
Tsipras performs a virtual self-vanishing gesture presenting SYRIZA as an almost
neutral multiplier of popular power: the people’s vote for SYRIZA is a vote that
strengthens the people itself leading to a mirroring dialectic between the two. In
Tsipras’s words,

[o]ur people, through their vote for SYRIZA-USF46 will open the way for a great change in

History. [ . . . ] Sunday is not just about a simple confrontation between SYRIZA and the

political establishment of the Memorandum. [ . . . ] It is about an encounter of the people with

their lives. An encounter of the people with their fate. [ . . . ] Between the Greece of the

oligarchy and the Greece of Democracy. [ . . . ] The people unite with SYRIZA-USF.47

In his speech, Tsipras is in effect echoing what is clearly stated in the electoral
declaration of his party for the May 2012 general elections: ‘Now, the people are
voting! Now, the people are seizing power!’48 It is also noteworthy that, in another
speech, Tsipras even reactivated memories of the populist 1970s and 1980s by
speaking in the name of the ‘non-privileged’ [mh-pronomioύxoi ], utilizing thus a
highly charged signifier, the main synecdoche of ‘the people’ in Andreas
Papandreou’s discourse during the years of PASOK’s populist hegemony.
It is already becoming clear, through such formulations, that the signifier ‘the

people’ does not repeatedly appear in Tsipras and SYRIZA’s discourse as a
‘colourless’ cliché, as a neutral reference to the constitutional basis and
legitimizing ideal of democracy; it clearly assumes the role of a privileged
reference, a nodal point that overdetermines this discourse from beginning to end,
fulfilling in this way the first criterion highlighted earlier.
Turning from the symbolic to the imaginary plane of representation, we

encounter a very vivid, albeit fantasmatic, illustration of the privileged articulatory
function of ‘the people’: the telling poster of one of SYRIZA’s constituent parties,
reading: ‘THE PEOPLE CAN DO EVERYTHING. VOTE SYRIZA’ (poster of
KOE for the elections of June 2012; see Figure 1).

Antagonism and the logic of equivalence

If, on the one hand, ‘the people’ clearly emerges, within the conjuncture of the
crisis, as its nodal point, what is the discursive logic that governs SYRIZA’s
discourse? We have already seen how populism typically represents the social
field in dichotomic terms. The research question that follows is thus clear: is the
discourse of Alexis Tsipras and SYRIZA an antagonistic discourse incarnating an
equivalential rationale?
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SYRIZA’s main slogan for the campaign of the May 2012 elections gives a first
revealing answer: ‘They decided without us, we’re moving on without them’ (see
Figure 2). This slogan, along with other similar ones, aimed to capture popular
sentiments of frustration and anger against the harsh austerity measures; at the
same time, it purported to point to an alternative path, building on popular hope for
something better, something ‘new,’ for an alternative. It functioned as a discursive
tool to establish ‘chains of equivalence’ among heterogeneous frustrated subjects,
identities, demands and interests by establishing and/or highlighting their
opposition to a common ‘other’: the ‘enemy of the people,’ that is the ‘pro-
austerity forces,’ the ‘memorandum,’ the ‘troika’ and so on; in this discourse, all
these forces, also organized through an equavalential logic, were presented as
distinct but interrelated moments of the ‘establishment.’ SYRIZA’s discourse thus
divided the social space into two opposing camps: ‘them’ (the ‘establishment,’ the
‘elite’) and ‘us’ (‘the people’), power and the underdog, the elite and the non-
privileged, those ‘up’ and the others ‘down.’
Another slogan from SYRIZA’s campaign for May’s elections formulated the

same political logic in even more unequivocal terms: ‘it is either us or them:
together we can overthrow them.’49 In this way, drawing a deep antagonistic/

Figure 1. KOE poster for the June 2012 elections.
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dividing line, SYRIZA’s slogans pointed to the democratic deficit in Greece, to the
gap between the people which is supposed to decide and the ones that actually
decided ‘without the people.’ The ‘either us or them’ slogan (see Figure 3)
designates the fundamental opposition between the two opposing camps, between
the two identities, positing the one (‘them’) as radically antagonistic to the other
(‘us’).
Overall, SYRIZA’s discourse is clearly organized on the basis of an

antagonistic schema, with the pattern ‘us/the people against them/the establish-
ment’ being the dominant one. It constructs thus two chains of equivalences
opposing one another: ‘us,’ the people that are hit by austerity policies, and ‘them,’
the political establishment that implements the policies dictated by the so-called
‘troika.’
But who are ‘they’ and who are ‘we’? Let us start with ‘them.’ First of all, the

enemy in SYRIZA’s discourse is clearly those forces which, throughout the past
years, have been dictating and implementing austerity policies leading to
unprecedented levels of recession, unemployment and poverty. Two distinct levels
can be observed here: on the first level, specific political forces within the country
are targeted (ND, PASOK, DIMAR, LAOS)50; on the second level, that of an

Figure 2. SYRIZA poster for the May 2012 elections.
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ongoing ‘war of positions,’ a broader confrontation is staged, where the enemy is
neoliberalism and its advocates (international financial institutions like the IMF
and the current leadership of the EU). It is in the context of this second level that
one should also assess the recent visit of Tsipras to left-wing Latin American
governments. For Tsipras and SYRIZA ‘[today’s] Europe is on edge. Two worlds
collide. On one side stand the productive forces of democracy, the people fighting
to create a society of justice, equality and freedom. On the other side, a neoliberal
biopolitical project unfolds.’51 There are various operations in SYRIZA’s
discourse through which those two levels are linked. The most telling one was the
pun often used by Tsipras about ‘troika exoterikou—troika esoterikou’ (external
troika—internal troika)52 where the three-party coalition government between
ND, PASOK and DIMAR was effectively equated with the country’s emergency
lenders, the EC, the ECB and the IMF.
And what about the ‘we,’ that is ‘the people’ that SYRIZA calls upon? Tsipras,

in his own words, is addressing

every democratic citizen. All those that until 2009 have been fighting and voting for PASOK.
[ . . . ] the common conservative voter that gasps under the Memorandum. [ . . . ] We are [also]
addressing the leftists and the communists [ . . . ] Only the establishment [ . . . ] is profiting
from the divisions in the Left, not our people [ . . . ] Finally, we are addressing the men and
the women, the youth, all those that cannot make up their mind, that are still puzzled over
their vote, those who believe that the elections have nothing to do with them, and we say:
Do not let the others speak in your place.53

The various subjects named earlier form a broad popular alliance, not on the basis
of a common positive characteristic, of some sort of pre-existing essentialist unity,
but on the basis of sharing a lack that pervades them all54; it is this negative
commonality that is supposed to unite them in a bid to overcome the existing
order. This flexible ‘lack’ can correspond to a variety of different empirical
situations; it can acquire different meanings depending on what exactly

Figure 3. SYRIZA poster for the May 2012 elections.
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heterogeneous individual or collective subjects have lost in the years of the crisis,
be it salary or pension cuts, their works, health insurance and so on. It is also clear
that ‘the people’ here are not invoked in a way that excludes plurality and social
heterogeneity for the sake of a homogenizing ‘unity.’ It is a common democratic
struggle that is supposed to hold the various subjects together, orienting their
action towards a common cause: the overthrowing of two-partyism and austerity
policies. In this sense, this seems to be an open-ended chain of equivalence,
avoiding the limitations typical of right-wing populism. In fact, it is crucial to
stress here that since its constitution SYRIZA has been one of the most consistent
advocates of the immigrants’ equal rights and their full inclusion in Greek society.
The same applies to gender equality and LGBT rights55; although other political
parties and specific politicians have also been favourable towards gay/LGBT
rights, namely PASOK under Giorgos Papandreou and DIMAR, SYRIZA seems
to be the main parliamentary party officially supporting the right to gay
marriage.56 In this sense, SYRIZA’s populism could also be described as an
‘inclusionary populism,’ as defined by Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser.57

SYRIZA, in other words, interpellates a (political) subject tightly bound to
collective action and a project of self-emancipation through a linkage established
in terms of a shared lack/frustration attributed to the action of a clearly delimited
enemy, both external and internal. This is a process of creation that clearly relies
on the dichotomization of social and political space and on privileging the signifier
‘the people’ as the proper name of this emerging collective subjectivity. Both these
aspects have been established by our discourse-theoretical analysis of material
from Tsipras and SYRIZA. In short, an analysis utilizing the minimal criteria
formulated previously seems to substantiate the populist characterization of
SYRIZA’s discourse. Further research in the future will also be in a better position
to assess its long-term appeal and its ability to create deep affective bonds, none of
which can be taken for granted. Indeed, SYRIZA is currently embarked on a rather
bumpy process of becoming a unified party within an extremely volatile political
environment; it is currently unclear what the impact of this process will be in terms
of its internal coherence, its electoral appeal and its future dynamic. At the same
time, and ‘despite its newly pivotal position in the Greek political order,’ it also
remains unclear whether SYRIZA has ‘the quality of political personnel, the
strategic perspicacity, or the alliances inside and outside of Greece that would be
required to deal successfully with the current crisis. Within SYRIZA itself doubts
and debate about its current status can be heard.’58

All that, of course, does not mean that SYRIZA would accept the label
‘populist.’ To the contrary, SYRIZA is reluctant to positively embrace ‘populism’
and is often anxious to return such characterizations back to its political
opponents. Obviously, this seems like the reasonable thing to do in a country
where ‘populism’ has been associated with demagogy, irrationalism, clientelism,
corruption and virtually any other existing political pathology. In other countries,
where populism does not carry the ‘stigma’ of such heavy negative historical
connotations it is more likely to see politicians embrace ‘populism’ directly.
A case in point is that of Jean-Luc Mélenchon, leader of Parti de gauche and Front
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de gauche in France, a fellow-traveller and international supporter of Tsipras and
SYRIZA. Mélenchon, when told that he had been denounced as ‘populist,’ did not
hesitate to respond: ‘Me, a populist? I accept it!’59 Last but not least, some
members of SYRIZA still remain attached to the Marxian notion of ‘class’ as
privileged signifier, thus viewing ‘the people’ as a reformist trap, although
increasingly ‘class’ takes on broader popular connotations.

Researching European Populism(s)

As we have seen, a discourse-theoretical orientation can indeed remedy the lack of
established definitional criteria by bringing to the fore and substantiating further
an implicit consensus spanning more than 30 years of research on populism.
Utilizing these criteria we have reached an informed conclusion regarding the
profile of SYRIZA’s discourse: it does seem to constitute a populist discourse, a
distinct articulation of left-wing populism. However, does this conclusion
vindicate by extension the second part of the prevailing wisdom? Does it justify
the virtual equation of SYRIZA with extreme right-wing populism and its
portrayal as a dangerous, evil force posing a risk to democracy?
Two distinct issues arise here. One concerns the particular empirical case: how

does SYRIZA’s discourse compare with that of the extreme right in Greece and
Europe? In the age of crisis, the populism/anti-populism divide is marked by a new
twist, with left-wing politics actively endorsing the populist path, articulating a
type of populist discourse that, at least at first, seems very different from its
extreme right-wing variants. As we have already seen, this is the case with
SYRIZA, judged on the basis of its inclusive social profile. However, even if we
clearly have to do with antithetical political orientations, is there something
equally dangerous and anti-democratic in the populism they seem to share? The
second issue is of a much broader relevance. Many analyses of populism
conducted within the European context seem to suffer from an exclusive euro-
centric analytical focus that equates populism with the extreme right.60 Today,
however, evidence mounts that this picture may be seriously outdated and that
mainstream research orientations in the study of European populism may have to
be reviewed. In fact, it may even be the case that the use of the category ‘populism’
to describe the extreme right might ultimately be misleading. Let us then examine
these two issues in turn.

Populism, anti-populism and crisis

The association between periods of crisis and the development of populist
reactions has been well documented in the literature.61 The current global
conjuncture is no exception. It is in this particular context that we see a new
European picture developing: whoever resists the austerity agenda is discredited
and denounced as an irresponsible populist. Most importantly, this is a strategy
increasingly targeting the Left. That is especially the case in Europe, where the
crisis has so far failed to produce institutional alternatives in mainstream political
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arenas (in contrast to what happened, for example, in Latin America, irrespective
of how one is to evaluate this difference). What it has produced, nevertheless, is
the proliferation of new types of ‘anti-populist’ discourses aiming at the discursive
policing and the political marginalization of emerging protest movements against
the politics of austerity, especially in countries such as Greece, Spain and Portugal.
As Serge Halimi has recently pointed out, ‘[a]nyone who criticizes the privileges
of the oligarchy, the growing speculation of the leading classes, the gifts to the
banks, market liberalization, cuts on wages with the pretext of competitiveness, is
denounced as “populist”.’62 Jacques Rancière had already highlighted that here
populism seems to be the ‘convenient name’ under which the denunciation and
discrediting of alternatives legitimizes the claim of economic and political elites to
‘govern without the people,’ ‘to govern without politics.’63

The Greek experience is, once more, illuminating in this respect: what has lately
emerged as the central discursive/ideological cleavage in Greek politics is without
any exaggeration the opposition between populist and anti-populist tendencies,
where the accusation of ‘populism’ is used to discredit any political forces
resisting austerity measures and defending democratic and social rights and
especially SYRIZA, with all its references to ‘the people’ and its rejection of
hegemonic solutions to the crisis. Indeed, accusations against SYRIZA by
mainstream politicians and media are now a constant. SYRIZA is portrayed in this
context as dangerously populist, a defender of the ‘drachma lobby,’ anti-EU and
anti-NATO, as a party that ‘flirts with violence’ if not fomenting ultra-leftist
terrorism64; in short, the picture painted is that of a political force incompatible
with political stability and, most important, hostile to European democratic values.
The problem here is that, within the post-1974 Greek context, hostility to

democracy is predominantly associated with the extreme right. And yet, when the
demonization of SYRIZA is challenged on the basis of the antithetical political
orientations between the left and the authoritarian extreme right, the standard
answer on behalf of what in Greece goes under the name of the ‘theory of the
extremes’ is that there is something equally dangerous for democracy in the
extremist populism they both share. Furthermore, far from constituting a Greek
peculiarity, such a strong association between populism and extremism—
formulated on the basis of the European extreme right—does indeed dominate the
European public sphere (political and academic). When Greek Prime Minister
Antonis Samaras declares that ‘We will not allow the appearance of extremists and
populists. We love our country too much to let such phenomena occur,’65 he seems
to be in line not only with Barroso’s position—cited in our introduction and
expressing the EU political mainstream—but also with the predominant research
orientation in the European context. In fact, it has now become commonplace to
study populism and extremism together. In some cases, a distinct fusion of
‘extremist populism’ or ‘extremist populist parties’ is posited66; in other cases,
even when populism and extremism are clearly differentiated, the degree of
crossover between the two remains an issue.67 At any rate, having established and
naturalized such an essential link between extremism and populism, it is only one
step from applying it to political actors that have nothing in common with
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extremism or the far right, but are nonetheless treated as ‘dangerous.’68 Thus,

comparisons between SYRIZA and the Golden Dawn gradually emerge under the

convenient banner of populism: ‘austerity policies promoted by the EU have

facilitated the electoral rise of both leftist populism (SYRIZA) and rightist

populism (Golden Dawn).’69

Is this, however, the case? Are such comparisons justified?70 It is clear that in

the context of SYRIZA’s discourse, ‘the people’ is called upon to participate

actively in a common project for radical democratic change, a project of self-

fulfilment and emancipation. As we have also seen, unlike the ‘people’ of the

extreme right, the ‘people’ of the left is presented as a plural, inclusive and active

subject unbound by ethnic, racial, sexual, gender or other restrictions; a subject

envisaged as acting on initiative and directly intervening in common matters, a

subject that does not wait to be led or saved by anyone. Alexis Tsipras has made

that very clear in a recent interview for Unfollow magazine:

Many things have to change in the people’s perception on how we are to overcome the crisis.

Because I see that there is certainty amongst the people that we are coming [ . . . ] within a

logic of assignment. I’m assigning this task to you to save us. I’m sitting on the couch. You

can save us. [ . . . ] That’s completely wrong and that is the big challenge for us. To change

this attitude of the people.71

It is characteristic that the magazine conducting the interview cited earlier

displayed Tsipras on its cover with the title ‘HE WON’T SAVE YOU. What are

you going to do?’ Only one month later, on the cover of the next issue, we see the

leader of the neo-Nazi Golden Dawn party with a very different title: ‘HE WILL

SAVE YOU. Do nothing.’72 The antithesis is more than clear and the meaning of

the two captions more than obvious, contrasting the two types of ‘populism,’ the

two very different interpellations of the ‘people’: the first future-oriented, active,

inclusive, democratic and emancipatory; the second passive, anti-democratic and

authoritarian.73

Given this stark contrast, the task ahead, in terms of research strategies, would

perhaps be to register the development in Europe of inclusionary populisms,

reclaiming ‘the people’ from extreme right-wing associations and reactivating its

potential not as a threat but as a potential corrective to the oligarchic mutations of

the democratic legacy of political modernity. From that point of view, SYRIZA’s

populist profile seems to destabilize the neat geographical differentiation

introduced by Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser between Latin American and

European populisms on the basis of the predominantly inclusionary character of

the first and the exclusionary character of the second. The deep and unpredictable

effects of the European crisis seem to complicate this picture in a very dynamic

way, detaching that extremely useful inclusionary/exclusionary distinction from

any fixed geographical reference.
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Beyond Euro-centrism

However, the contrast between left-wing and extreme right-wing populism in
crisis-ridden Greece also touches on a broader question that needs to be debated
urgently. Simply put, our main fear is that many of the existing analyses suffer
from a certain euro-centrism that reduces the conceptual spectrum covered by the
category ‘populism’ in its global use to a very particular European experience—
extreme right-wing xenophobic movements and parties—and then essentializes
the resulting association, overextending the application of this contingent
European meaning and elevating it into a universal and trans-historical criterion.
It is, perhaps, time to take seriously into account the complexity and historical/
political variability of populism(s) as well as its progressive democratic potential,
a potential most visibly present in aspects of contemporary Latin American
experience74 as well as in the slow but dynamic emergence of left-wing populism
(s) within the context of the European crisis, such as the one articulated by
SYRIZA. Indeed, as Ernesto Laclau has put it, populism ‘is not a fixed
constellation but a series of discursive resources which can be put to very different
uses.’75 Citing Yves Surel, he concludes that:

Against the idea according to which populism would represent a stable and coherent trend

typical of the new radical Right, we want to defend the idea that it is less of a political family

than a dimension of the discursive and normative register adopted by political actors.76

Hence, the immense plurality of populist hybrids in the global environment:
democratic/anti-democratic, institutional/anti-institutional, refined/vulgar, agon-
istic/antagonistic, in the streets/in power, top-down/bottom-up, etc.
If such considerations put in doubt the exclusive association between ‘populism’

and the extreme right that dominates European approaches, the association itself
should also be carefully re-examined. Indeed, is the category of ‘populism’ the
most suitable way to conceptualize the extreme right? If, that is to say, what we are
currently facing is the pan-European rise of a nationalist, xenophobic,
exclusionary and, very often, violent extreme right, is the concept of ‘populism’
the proper theoretico-political instrument through which the problem should be
perceived, categorized and debated? What if, falling victim to the aforementioned
overextension of our past European experience and its representation, we often use
the category ‘populism’ to describe political forces, actors and discourses in
which the role of ‘the people’ is only secondary or peripheral and where, in many
cases, the reference is simply opportunistic? For example, is not it a euphemism—
obeying a certain type of pro-European political correctness—to use ‘populist’ to
refer to forces that are outright racist, chauvinist or even fascist or neo-Nazi, like
the Greek Golden Dawn?77 What seems to be needed is a willingness to move
beyond such undue ‘politeness’ and apply a rigorous framework for the analysis
and evaluation of such political discourses.
Once more, a crucial test to help us in this exploration is offered by the

discursive approach outlined earlier. Thus, we should always ask where reference
to ‘the people’ is located within a given discourse: does it function as the nodal
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point, as a central point of reference? Or is it located at the periphery of the
discursive structure under examination? If the aim of European right-wing
populism is to defend and reassert nation and race, then maybe we are dealing
with primarily ‘nationalist’ and ‘racist’ discourses where references to ‘the people’
are only peripheral and/or secondary.
In fact, in addition to being of peripheral importance, ‘the people’ of the

extreme right is often of a very particular type that creates considerable distance
from the global populist canon. This is because it has to coincide with strongly
hierarchical and elitist visions of society. In a recent extensive survey of extreme
right-wing discourses in Italy and Germany, Caiani and Della Porta have observed
that ‘the people’ are very often referred to: ‘They are defined as suffering from the
misdeeds of the elite, and in need of protection by the extreme right itself.’
However, the prognosis here ‘is not to return the power to the people, but to
advocate it to an exclusive (more or less heroic) elite,’ something often missed in
the mainstream euro-centric analyses of populism.78 This clearly points to ‘some
tensions in the conceptualization of populism when applied to the extreme right.’79

In addition, as Torcuato di Tella has put it, such ‘radical nationalist’ or ‘radical
Right’ forces, which ‘are often branded populist, should [ . . . ] be put in a different
category, because they are not aimed against the dominant groups but rather
against the underprivileged ones they see as threatening.’80

Conclusion

Researching the political effects of the global crisis, we have focused on the
unexpected electoral advance of a relatively unknown left-wing political
formation in Greece. In particular, we have tried to test the two most common
assumptions to be found in both journalistic and academic analyses of SYRIZA’s
performance, domestically and internationally: first of all, that SYRIZA
constitutes a populist force, that its appeal is due to its populist discourse, and,
secondly, and given the almost exclusive association of populism with extreme
right-wing movements in the European context, that SYRIZA poses a populist
danger to European values. Obviously, it is impossible to research seriously the
alleged populist character of SYRIZA and to reach a conclusion on these two
issues without a clear formulation of criteria, without, that is to say, a sophisticated
and operational theory of populism. Taking into account a diachronic but
underestimated tendency in existing literature, we have adopted the minimal
criteria put forward by Laclau’s discursive theory of populism. Of analytical
priority here is to ascertain whether a given discursive practice under examination
is (1) articulated around the nodal point ‘the people’ or other (non-populist or anti-
populist) nodal points, and (2) to what extent the representation of society it offers
is predominantly antagonistic, dividing society into two main blocs: the
establishment, the power bloc, versus the underdog, ‘the people.’
After framing recent economic and political events within Greece’s

predominantly populist political culture in the post-authoritarian era (1974–
2013), we then embarked on a detailed examination of Tsipras’s and SYRIZA’s
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discourse before and after the 2012 elections. Not only has the signifier ‘the
people’ emerged, during this period, as a privileged reference, a nodal point that
overdetermines this discourse from beginning to end, fulfilling in this way the first
criterion put forward by discourse theory; at the same time, SYRIZA’s discourse
was clearly articulated on the basis of a dichotomous, equivalential schema, with
the antagonistic pattern ‘us/the people against them/the establishment’ being the
dominant one. On both counts then, one can consistently conclude that SYRIZA’s
discourse is a populist one.
And yet, does this conclusion vindicate by extension the second assumption of

the prevailing wisdom? The virtual equation of SYRIZA with extreme right-wing
populism and its portrayal as a dangerous political force threatening democracy?
A set of different concerns are at issue here. As far as our empirical case is
concerned, the content of SYRIZA’s discourse could not be furthest from extreme
right-wing rhetoric. However, even if we clearly have to do with antithetical
political orientations, is there something common in the populism they seem to
espouse? Evidence points to the contrary, to two very different conceptualizations
of the ‘people’ circulating in the Greek public sphere: the first, put forward by
SYRIZA, seems to be active, inclusive, democratic and emancipatory; the second,
characteristic of extreme or extremist right-wing parties like Golden Dawn, is
passive, racially and ethnically pure, anti-democratic and authoritarian.81 Given
this contrast, the preceding analysis of the SYRIZA case calls us to register the
development in Europe of inclusionary populisms, reclaiming ‘the people’ from
extreme right-wing associations and reactivating its potential not as an enemy but
rather as an ally of democracy in times of economic and political crisis.82 This
registering would require a change of perspective beyond an exclusive analytical
focus equating populism with the extreme right. Such an association is
contradicted today by the proliferation of left-wing populism(s) both inside (for
example, in Greece) and outside Europe (for example, in Latin America). On the
one hand, then, a mounting body of evidence seems to suggest that the old picture
may be in need of serious review, while, on the other, it can also be persuasively
argued that ‘populism’ may not be the most appropriate conceptual tool to
conceptualize political movements that are outright nationalist, racist and fascist.
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