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• Populism: what’s in a buzzword? 

• Technocracy: promise and perils.

• The relationship between populism, technocracy and democracy.

The Plan for Today
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Populism
• Who do you think of when you think of a “populist”? 

• How are all these people “populists”?
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Populism

• …a set of policies?

(Joseph Stieglitz, NPQ interview, 2006)
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Populism

• …a set of policies?

• …a political strategy?
“populism is best defined as a political strategy 
through which a personalistic leader seeks or exercises 
government power based on direct, unmediated, 
uninstitutionalized support from large numbers of 
mostly unorganized followers” (Weyland, 2001)
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Populism

• …a set of policies?

• …a political strategy?

• …a communication style?

Populism, therefore, is a communication frame that appeals 
to and identifies with the people, and pretends to speak in 
their name […] It is a master frame, a way to wrap up all kinds 
of issues. More concretely, populism is a conspicuous 
exhibition of closeness to (ordinary) citizens. (Jagers and 
Walgrave, 2005)
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• For our purposes, we roll with the ‘ideational approach’: 

a thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into 
two homogeneous and antagonistic camps, “the pure people” versus “the 

corrupt elite,” and which argues that politics should be an expression of the 
volonté générale (general will) of the people.  

 
(Mudde and Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2017)
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a thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into 
two homogeneous and antagonistic camps, “the pure people” versus “the 

corrupt elite,” and which argues that politics should be an expression of the 
volonté générale (general will) of the people.  

 
(Mudde and Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2017)

Populism

‘Thin-centred’ because it can attach to other sets of ‘host’ worldviews. But 
still an ideology because it provides a moral interpretation of politics,  
prescribes how politics should function, albeit only narrowly.



BAK10 Comparative Democratic Politics – Winter Semester 2025 

Populism
a thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into 

two homogeneous and antagonistic camps, “the pure people” versus “the 
corrupt elite,” and which argues that politics should be an expression of the 

volonté générale (general will) of the people.  
 

(Mudde and Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2017)
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Populism

Manicheanism: distinction of society in two groups, defined by morality not 
sociology (unlike, e.g. ‘class’). Homogeneity: rejection of pluralism, 
flattening of distinctions within the elite. 

a thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into 
two homogeneous and antagonistic camps, “the pure people” versus “the 

corrupt elite,” and which argues that politics should be an expression of the 
volonté générale (general will) of the people.  

 
(Mudde and Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2017)
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Populism
a thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into 

two homogeneous and antagonistic camps, “the pure people” versus “the 
corrupt elite,” and which argues that politics should be an expression of the 

volonté générale (general will) of the people.  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Populism

Monism: idea from Rousseau — there exists a single “common good” that 
all people should want. Democracy is about implementing it (critique of the 
“representative” part of representative democracy, not democracy per se). 

a thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into 
two homogeneous and antagonistic camps, “the pure people” versus “the 

corrupt elite,” and which argues that politics should be an expression of the 
volonté générale (general will) of the people.  

 
(Mudde and Rovira-Kaltwasser, 2017)
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Why Populism?

Mudde, C. (2021). Populism in Europe: an illiberal democratic response to undemocratic liberalism (The 
Government and Opposition/Leonard Schapiro Lecture 2019). Government and Opposition, 56(4), 577-597.
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• Product of an inherent tension within liberal democracy: 


• ‘Democracy’ part: popular sovereignty + majority rule.


• ‘Liberal’ part: separation of powers, minority/individual rights.
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• Product of an inherent tension within liberal democracy: 


• ‘Democracy’ part: popular sovereignty + majority rule.


• ‘Liberal’ part: separation of powers, minority/individual rights.

• Sometimes a majority wants to do something that infringes on minority/
individual rights and is not allowed due to checks and balances (e.g. courts). 

• For Mudde, it is an illiberal democratic response to undemocratic liberalism: 
power has moved away from electoral arena to the realms of unelected 
institutions, neoliberal capitalism, international treaties and organisations.

Why Populism?

Mudde, C. (2021). Populism in Europe: an illiberal democratic response to undemocratic liberalism (The 
Government and Opposition/Leonard Schapiro Lecture 2019). Government and Opposition, 56(4), 577-597.



BAK10 Comparative Democratic Politics – Winter Semester 2025 

How Useful?



BAK10 Comparative Democratic Politics – Winter Semester 2025 

• Analytical gains: 

How Useful?



BAK10 Comparative Democratic Politics – Winter Semester 2025 

• Analytical gains: 

• A framework to understand the rationale and demand for a central feature 
of democratic backsliding: removal of checks on the executive. 

How Useful?



BAK10 Comparative Democratic Politics – Winter Semester 2025 

• Analytical gains: 

• A framework to understand the rationale and demand for a central feature 
of democratic backsliding: removal of checks on the executive. 

• It expresses a very common worldview among real-world electorates, and 
variation in populist beliefs is (increasingly?) associated with different  policy 
and party preferences.

How Useful?
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• A counterpoint: focus on 
populism misses the forest for 
the trees. At the heart of the 
appeal of what we call 
“populist” parties is the host 
ideology, not populism.
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How Useful?

• Kollberg (2024) Does 
mainstream populism 
work? Populist rhetoric 
and the electoral 
fortunes of mainstream 
parties, PSRM. 
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How Useful?

“Populist attitudes may 
be no more than a 
flamboyant but ultimately 
irrelevant packaging to 
explain the global rise of 
the far right.”


(Castanho-Silva et al., 
2022)

Silva, B. C., Fuks, M., & Tamaki, E. R. (2022). So thin it’s almost invisible: Populist 
attitudes and voting behavior in Brazil. Electoral Studies, 75, 102434.
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Technocracy
•  

•
•
•

“technocracy is a form of power in which decisions over 
the allocation of values are made by experts or technical 

elites based on their knowledge, independently and in the 
long-term interest of the whole of society.”  

 
(Caramani, 2020)
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Technocracy
•  

•
•
•

“technocracy is a form of power in which decisions over 
the allocation of values are made by experts or technical 

elites based on their knowledge, independently and in the 
long-term interest of the whole of society.”  

 
(Caramani, 2020)

Any examples you can think of?
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•  

•
•
•
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elites based on their knowledge, independently and in the 
long-term interest of the whole of society.”  

 
(Caramani, 2020)
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Technocracy
•  

•
•
•

Elitism/meritocracy: access to policy-making power is based on professional 
authority, knowledge. But this is real power, not just an advisory role: even if 
they claim objectivity technocrats cannot escape value/distributive choices.

“technocracy is a form of power in which decisions over 
the allocation of values are made by experts or technical 

elites based on their knowledge, independently and in the 
long-term interest of the whole of society.”  

 
(Caramani, 2020)
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•  

•
•
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Technocracy
•  

•
•
•

Non-Electoral Modes of Legitimacy: Technocratic bodies are legitimate 
by virtue of their neutrality, expertise, or because they constrain power 
(‘negative legitimacy’), not because they embody popular sovereignty.

“technocracy is a form of power in which decisions over 
the allocation of values are made by experts or technical 

elites based on their knowledge, independently and in the 
long-term interest of the whole of society.”  

 
(Caramani, 2020)
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Technocracy
•  

•
•
•

“technocracy is a form of power in which decisions over 
the allocation of values are made by experts or technical 

elites based on their knowledge, independently and in the 
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Technocracy
•  

•
•
•

Holism: technocratic rule is about finding solutions in a non-conflictual, 
depoliticised way implies that the “whole” takes precedence over the 
“part”. Like populism, there is an implicit discounting of pluralism.

“technocracy is a form of power in which decisions over 
the allocation of values are made by experts or technical 

elites based on their knowledge, independently and in the 
long-term interest of the whole of society.”  

 
(Caramani, 2020)
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Technocracy
•  

•
•
•

• Technocratic biases: ideological preferences in expertise’s clothing?
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Technocracy
•  

•
•
•

• Technocratic biases: ideological preferences in expertise’s clothing?

The IMF and SAPs ECJ German Constitutional Court
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Technocracy
•  

•
•
•

• Technocratic biases: a bias towards more technocratic power?



BAK10 Comparative Democratic Politics – Winter Semester 2025 

Technocracy
•  

•
•
•

• Technocratic biases: a bias towards more technocratic power?

The Delors Committee (1988) The “Basic Structure” Doctrine
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The Lure of Technocracy
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• In what ways are technocracy 
and populism similar? 


• In what ways are they different?

Questions for You
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Dual Challenge

Caramani, D. (2017). Will vs. reason: The populist and technocratic forms of political representation 
and their critique to party government. American political science review, 111(1), 54-67.
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populists, parties are unresponsive; for technocrats, they’re irresponsible. 

Dual Challenge

Caramani, D. (2017). Will vs. reason: The populist and technocratic forms of political representation 
and their critique to party government. American political science review, 111(1), 54-67.



BAK10 Comparative Democratic Politics – Winter Semester 2025 

• Both technocracy and populism are sceptical of party democracy: for 
populists, parties are unresponsive; for technocrats, they’re irresponsible. 

• Both technocracy and populism assume a single “general interest” of society.

Dual Challenge

Caramani, D. (2017). Will vs. reason: The populist and technocratic forms of political representation 
and their critique to party government. American political science review, 111(1), 54-67.



BAK10 Comparative Democratic Politics – Winter Semester 2025 

• Both technocracy and populism are sceptical of party democracy: for 
populists, parties are unresponsive; for technocrats, they’re irresponsible. 

• Both technocracy and populism assume a single “general interest” of society.

• Both technocracy and populism follow a ‘trusteeship’ model of representation, 
rather than a ‘mandate’ model.

Dual Challenge

Caramani, D. (2017). Will vs. reason: The populist and technocratic forms of political representation 
and their critique to party government. American political science review, 111(1), 54-67.



BAK10 Comparative Democratic Politics – Winter Semester 2025 

• Both technocracy and populism are sceptical of party democracy: for 
populists, parties are unresponsive; for technocrats, they’re irresponsible. 

• Both technocracy and populism assume a single “general interest” of society.

• Both technocracy and populism follow a ‘trusteeship’ model of representation, 
rather than a ‘mandate’ model.

• Both technocracy and populism dispense with accountability: for populists, 
it’s not needed, for technocrats, it’s not possible.

Dual Challenge

Caramani, D. (2017). Will vs. reason: The populist and technocratic forms of political representation 
and their critique to party government. American political science review, 111(1), 54-67.



BAK10 Comparative Democratic Politics – Winter Semester 2025 

• Both technocracy and populism are sceptical of party democracy: for 
populists, parties are unresponsive; for technocrats, they’re irresponsible. 

• Both technocracy and populism assume a single “general interest” of society.

• Both technocracy and populism follow a ‘trusteeship’ model of representation, 
rather than a ‘mandate’ model.

• Both technocracy and populism dispense with accountability: for populists, 
it’s not needed, for technocrats, it’s not possible.

Dual Challenge



BAK10 Comparative Democratic Politics – Winter Semester 2025 

Technopopulism?

Fernández-Vázquez, P., Lavezzolo, S., & Ramiro, L. (2023). The technocratic side

 of populist attitudes: evidence from the Spanish case. West European Politics, 46(1), 73-99.
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Summing up…

• Populism: it’s a thing. But is it the thing?

• Technocracy: if you ask people, their favourite alternative to democracy.

• Populism as a reaction to technocracy, or two criticisms of party democracy?
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Thank you very much for 
your kind attention!


