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Populism has often been conceptualised as a ‘necessary evil’, a phenomenon that is at odds with core elements of
representative democracy while also fulfilling a functional role.While the literature on populism has seen a healthy
growth, new questions have emerged about the role of emotions in populist rhetoric and that rhetoric’s role in the
path to political violence. Furthermore, the literature on populism in Europe has predominantly focused on the
discourse or electoral success of far right political parties using quantitative analyses.This article presents a qualitative
analysis of far left populism in Greece, focusing on the discourse of anarchists during the riots of December 2008.
Through an in-depth examination of 38 communiqués, leaflets and posters produced by groups taking part in the riots,
the ideological basis of far left extremism is dissected, illustrating the links and logical pathways between blame,
victimhood and violent revenge. It is argued that the emerging narrative constitutes a coherent populist ideology
aiming to appropriate power, but also a distinct populist identity based on victimhood and anger, both of which
challenge the notion that populism is compatible with democracy.
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The discussion on populism has created an increasingly rich body of literature with a range
of theoretical models and applications. Defining populism has been a notoriously difficult
enterprise, although considerable progress has been achieved in mapping both its key traits
and the different scholarly approaches to it (Fieschi, 2004). Before even articulating a
definition, one has to consider whether populism constitutes a discourse or an ideology.A
discourse constitutes a set of rhetorical practices or repertoires of action that can extend
beyond the literal or symbolic domain. Ernesto Laclau (2005) conceptualises populism as a
discourse articulating unfulfilled demands. In contrast, an ideology would require a core set
of philosophical or moral principles that remain constant across time and space, hence
producing a convincing narrative that interprets reality and is used to seek power. Koen
Abts and Stefan Rummens (2007) view populism as a proto-totalitarian, albeit thin-
centred, ideology, while Hans-Georg Betz and Carol Johnson (2004) focus on populism’s
emphasis on selective exclusion.

The adaptability and ubiquitous appearance of populism across countries, historical
periods and political cleavages have led some scholars to question the existence of a
coherent populist ideology and to argue that populism is essentially an empty vessel – a
chameleonic phenomenon with an ‘empty heart’ (Fieschi, 2004; Taggart, 2004), although
Luke March (2007) notes that ‘defining populism as an ideology should certainly not imply
intellectual robustness or consistency’.Therefore, for the purposes of this article I will be
adopting and applying Cas Mudde’s definition of populism as ‘an ideology that considers
society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, the“pure
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people”vs.“the corrupt elite”, and which argues that politics should be an expression of the
volonté générale of the people’ (Mudde, 2004, p. 562). As Cas Mudde and Cristóbal Rovira
Kaltwasser (2011) point out, this definition is minimal enough to allow for application
across regions and political cultures, while also acknowledging that populism, as a ‘thin-
centred’ ideology, can work in conjunction with other political ideologies.

Despite the advances in the study of populism, certain questions still remain and yet
others have emerged – such as the role of emotions in populist rhetoric, and that rhetoric’s
role in the path to violence. Sarah De Lange and Cas Mudde (2005) conducted an
exhaustive review of the literature on populism and extremism in Europe.They found that
almost all studies focus exclusively on the right or far right and on the same few countries
of Western Europe; their methodological approach is predominantly quantitative and based
on secondary sources; the great majority focus on political parties and the study of populism
is often associated with the interpretation of extremist parties’ electoral success; and finally,
they usually involve case studies of a single organisation within each country.

Taking a different approach, this article will apply the theory of populism to the far left
in Greece using the discourse of anarchists during the December 2008 riots as a case study.
Since late 2009 Greece has found itself amid the worst economic, political and social crisis
in memory. The continuing negotiations, loan agreements and austerity packages have been
followed by social turmoil, fragmentation of the political system and the rise of extremism,
demonstrated in particular – but not exclusively – by the sudden rise of the unashamedly
neo-Nazi Golden Dawn Party, which in both May and June 2012 elections received almost
7 per cent of the vote (Gerodimos, 2013). While taking place one year before the debt crisis
even broke out, the December 2008 riots, which followed the random and unprovoked
killing of a fifteen-year-old student by two special police guards in central Athens, are seen
by many as an early sign of the current crisis of civic culture in Greece.

Thus, the aims of this article are: (1) to establish empirically the salient features of
populism in the discourse of far left extremists in Greece during the December 2008 riots;
and, through that (2) to offer a conceptually robust and replicable model for the under-
standing of far left populism.This is achieved by dissecting the primary material so as to
understand the logical construct and components of populist ideology upon which the
anarchists’ actions were founded and, subsequently, by producing a critique of the literature
on populism in light of the evidence presented here.

The Features of Populism and an Emerging Research Agenda
While different scholars have highlighted or emphasised different elements of populism, the
appeal to the people – or to a ‘heartland’ (Taggart, 2004) – and the treatment of that people
as a homogeneous community is one universally accepted feature. An antagonistic rela-
tionship between the innocent, pure or dominated people and the corrupt or dominant
elite is the other major constitutive element of populist ideology (e.g. Canovan, 1999;
Laclau, 2005; Mudde, 2004).

Beyond this core, a number of strategic and rhetorical features have been proposed:
populist political parties usually depend on a charismatic leader; populist discourse offers
simple solutions to complex problems,using plain language, denouncing intellectual nuance
and evoking emotion in a manipulative way in order to mobilise supporters; a narrative of
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crisis appears to be a key prerequisite to framing the antagonism between the establishment
and the masses. However, as Abts and Rummens rightly point out,‘these features should be
understood as symptoms or expressions of an underlying populist ideology’ (Abts and
Rummens, 2007, pp. 407–8, emphasis in original); their applicability should be tested on a
case-by-case basis.The state of the political system and the levels of democratisation also
appear to play a crucial role in the development of different types of populism. March
(2007) shows that instability, perceived corruption and authoritarian breakdown in Latin
America gave rise to mass populist parties led by charismatic personalities embracing
revolutionary objectives, in contrast to Western Europe whose stable parliamentary systems
seem to condition populist movements into programmatic institutionalism. Mudde and
Rovira Kaltwasser (2011) also concluded that populism is politically, electorally and ideo-
logically more important in Latin America than in Europe.

Furthermore, the organisational structure of populist organisations, in particular the
relations of authority between the leader and the followers, is also of importance. Yet
some tension may exist between the need for hierarchy and the ideologically fundamental
mistrust of authority and preference for direct action (Arditi, 2004). Yannis Stavrakakis
(2004) notes that these organisational questions are part of the broader populist discourse
– conceptualising discourse as a phenomenon that extends beyond the literal interpreta-
tion of the language employed and which encompasses repertoires of action and moti-
vations, such as a sense of injustice or an unfulfilled demand (Laclau, 2005). Laclau’s
emphasis on unfulfilled demands implies that a specific agenda or issue is central to any
populist venture.

However, perhaps the thorniest question is the relationship of populism to democracy.
The two concepts have traditionally been perceived as symbiotic. Many scholars have
viewed populism as a result of contemporary democracies’ detachment from the citizens
(democratic deficit) or of their failure to satisfy social demands – that is, viewing populism
as a by-product of the gap between the popular/redemptive and constitutional/pragmatic
pillars of politics (Canovan’s ‘shadow of democracy’ [1999]; or Arditi’s ‘spectre of
democracy’ [2004]). Laclau (2005) goes so far as to argue that populism and politics are
interchangeable concepts, viewing populism as a strategy that allows new social groups to
enter the democratic process.

Therefore, the dominant perception of populism in the literature has been at worst as a
necessary evil and at best as a systemic imperative; an internal mechanism of democracy
with a self-regulating, functional purpose, perhaps akin to the body’s autoimmune system.
A more cautious interpretation, which avoids the normative overtones of the previous
accounts, views populism as a barometer of democracy’s health – that is, as an indicator of
crisis (Taggart, 2004).

During the last few years, more critical accounts of populism have emerged and have
highlighted its less benign aspects. For instance, the ideological antipathy towards represen-
tative democracy certainly means that populists implicitly or explicitly call for radical or
direct action. Catherine Fieschi (2004) sees populism as a constitutive element of fascism.
The nostalgic view of society as a homogeneous body, the self-bestowed moral superiority
and the inevitable suppression of counter-narratives mean that populism constitutes a form
of proto-totalitarianism (Abts and Rummens, 2007). The extent to which populism is a
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legitimising vehicle for politically driven violence is another important question that will
be addressed here.

Parallel to this discussion, new avenues of research have emerged.The affective dimen-
sions of political identification (Stavrakakis, 2004) and, in particular, the role of emotions
such as fear, rage and resentment (Demertzis, 2006) are potentially crucial. Lacanian theory
has demonstrated how establishing and recalling common forms of enjoyment (‘jouissance’)
is key to establishing a shared identity, which in turn produces ‘its obscene Other’
(Stavrakakis and Chrysoloras, 2006). This symbolic, discursive and affective process of
‘othering’ is central to populism, not only in instances of right-wing nationalist anger
directed at foreigners, but also through the core distinction between ‘us’ (the pure people)
and ‘them’ (the corrupt elite). As Michael Pickering (2001, p. 72) notes, ‘the symbolically
constructed Other and the patterns of social exclusion and incorporation entailed by it are
distributed in sign and language, discourse and representation’. Hence, exploring the
mechanisms through which in-groups and out-groups are established in populist ideology
is very important.

The dynamics between populism and identity are also interesting. Is it possible that,
despite its chameleonic quality, populism can constitute a self-sustained ideology – not
necessarily associated with a particular space on the political spectrum, but with a salient set
of affective triggers and cognitive beliefs? These questions are not irrelevant to the core
debate on populism and democracy. In fact, they complement and enrich our understand-
ing of politics at three levels: at the macro-social level of the civic culture, that is, the patterns
of systemic legitimisation and the repertoires of civic interaction and engagement; at the
mezzo-social level of organisational strategies; and at the micro-social one of civic moti-
vations and citizens’ subjective experiences of the political process.

While the conceptual literature on populism is rich, primary research and application of
the concept are still relatively rare. Previous studies of populism in Europe have predomi-
nantly analysed right-wing or far right populism, focusing on political parties in Western
Europe, using survey data (with a few notable exceptions, such as March, 2008; March and
Mudde, 2005; Stavrakakis, 2004).The lack of qualitative research on data in the original
(non-English) language is particularly marked, while conversely only a small part of the
literature on populism is in the English language (De Lange and Mudde, 2005).This article
aims to tackle this blind spot by offering a case study of far left populism in Greece, looking
at the discourse of anarchist groups during the December 2008 riots. It is the first known
study of the Greek extra-parliamentary far left (i.e. radical leftist groups either refusing to
participate in the electoral process or failing to enter parliament) using a qualitative analysis
of texts authored by the anarchists themselves.

Dissecting the Discourse of Greek Anarchists
The December 2008 riots were triggered by the unprovoked killing of a fifteen-year-old
student,Alexandros Grigoropoulos, by two police guards in Exarcheia – an area of central
Athens that for decades has been the heart of the anarchist community. The unrest lasted
for three weeks and spread to several other Greek cities. Over those three weeks more than
800 buildings were destroyed, torched, vandalised or looted. They included government
buildings, universities, libraries, banks, hotels, shops, courthouses, police stations, theatres,
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museums, public memorials and squares as well as traffic lights, rubbish bins, cars and
transport stations.The total damage was estimated at 1.5 billion euros. Solidarity demon-
strations, embassy occupations and clashes with the police took place in 70 cities across the
world.

The Grigoropoulos killing and the ensuing riots had a profound and lasting effect on the
national psyche (see Andronikidou and Kovras, 2012). They constitute a historical land-
mark in a process of steep socio-political decline, which has included: an ongoing string of
scandals involving senior politicians, church figures and multinational corporations; cata-
strophic forest fires in 2007 and 2009 which posed questions about the government’s civil
protection capacity; the debt crisis which broke out in late 2009 and has led to four years
of political instability, bail-out packages, tough austerity measures and recurring strikes; and
the rise of extremism both through the formal electoral process (with three far right parties
securing 20 per cent of the national vote in the 2012 elections) and in the public sphere
(heated political rhetoric in the media; intensifying attacks against ethnic and other
minorities, immigrants and asylum seekers; formation of local militias and civil ‘self-
protection’ groups; mob attacks against politicians and repeated attempts to storm or
humiliate parliament; see Gerodimos, 2013).

The events of December 2008 were a catalyst in mobilising the Greek far left and
strengthening the links between anarchists, terrorist groups and organised crime. It should
be stressed that the socio-economic and demographic diversity of the groups and indi-
viduals taking part in both peaceful and violent protests from 2008 onwards – and the fact
that the boundaries between the peaceful and the violent protests have usually been
extremely blurry – pose a particularly difficult challenge for the accurate and dispassionate
analysis of this phenomenon.The literature on both the 2008 riots and the broader crisis in
Greece has so far been quite limited in its size and scope.With very few exceptions (e.g.
Andronikidou and Kovras, 2012) it tends to glorify the riots and tells us more about the
authors’ own ideological agendas than about the phenomena themselves.

One question worth exploring is whether the rapid emergence of far right extremism
can be partly attributed to far left violence starting with the December 2008 riots. In an
exhaustive review of political violence since 1974, Sappho Xenakis (2011, p. 272) notes that
‘[a]mongst disparate groups of the left, the appeal of political violence has been stoked by
violence and impunity on the part of front-line police officers, and violence perpetrated by
far-right groups in open collusion with the police’.The notion of ‘cumulative extremism’
(Eatwell, 2006) – that is, the process through which the direct or indirect interaction of
extremist groups accelerates or facilitates the emergence of extremism – is certainly a
possibility.While establishing a causal relationship between these phenomena is impossible,
it is still crucial to investigate their ideological and discursive foundations. Even if not
directly causing the rise of far right extremism, Greek society’s widespread tolerance of far
left extremist rhetoric and violence (see, e.g., Andronikidou and Kovras, 2012), may have
helped legitimise the far right’s challenge to liberal democracy.

Based on the conceptual framework and rationale outlined above, an in-depth analysis of
38 texts authored and disseminated by radical leftist groups participating in the 2008 riots
was carried out.The texts were selected from a published collection of flyers, communiqués,
posters, open letters, graffiti, photographs and other materials that were posted or placed
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around central Athens by rioters, anarchists, leftist groups or occupiers and which were
collected during the riots and subsequently curated by Alexandros Kyriakopoulos and
Efthymios Gourgouris (2009).That volume constitutes an invaluable resource and unique
historical record of anarchist and far left discourse and helps tackle a major methodological
challenge facing researchers of populism and extremism – that is, the lack of systematically
collected primary data originating from those urban communities. From the hundreds of
items featured in Kyriakopoulos and Gourgouris (2009), for the purposes of this study I
excluded the following items: photographs; one-sentence slogans or graffiti; poems; quotes
or reproductions of passages from philosophers, writers and artists; flyers with text shorter
than A6 size; and items that have no discernible relevance to the issues examined in this
project.

Following that process of elimination, 38 items were selected and coded using a coding
sheet that incorporates both structured and qualitative/open-ended questions, hypotheses
and categories (see online Appendix).All relevant passages were translated by the author and
entered into the respective open-ended fields of the coding sheet.They were then further
distilled into key arguments, linguistic or rhetorical techniques and other important themes,
such as inherent assumptions, emotions, etc.The coding sheet combines elements already
present in the literature on populism (e.g. the divide between the pure people and the
corrupt elite), questions emerging from the public debate following the riots (e.g. perceived
lack of specific agenda, attitudes of anarchists towards violence) and some hypotheses that
were based on an initial intuitive hypothesis of the author about the role of victimhood as
a key building block of populist ideology.

The coding sheet was piloted by two bilingual coders and revised until all the questions
had been adequately distilled and clarified (with inter-coder reliability on the structured
variables of the final draft reaching 94.1 per cent), strengthening, it is hoped, the applica-
bility of the research design beyond this particular case study. Still, this is a qualitative,
fundamentally exploratory study so the diversity and range of artefacts analysed were also
taken into account when assessing the presence or salience of hypothesised patterns.The
structured analysis did not merely seek a numerical majority of cases and attention was paid
to even small minorities of occurrences or evidence conflicting the study’s hypotheses
(although, as will be shown, the strength of the emerging patterns and populist ideology
across the great majority of cases is striking).

At this point the limits of the study should be noted.The fact that articles were drawn
from a single source is a natural limitation.However, the methodology of the data collection
for the source book and the range of materials curated means that the sample is not atypical
of the broader population and provides us with an insightful glimpse into a real social
phenomenon.Also, given the diversity of the social groups taking part in the 2008 riots, we
can only make inferences about the precise identity and ideological or organisational
background of each article’s author(s), although it is clear that anarchist and extra-
parliamentary leftist groups were at the heart of the events (Andronikidou and Kovras,
2012). Furthermore, a number of heuristic devices are available – namely the context of the
events themselves in conjunction with the source book’s data collection process (for
instance, the neighbourhoods from where these texts were collected and the ideological
profile of the groups that were active in these urban communities), the content of the
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articles and perhaps more importantly the authors’ self-presentation – all of which confirm
that the groups sampled in this study did, in fact, subscribe to a far left ideology.

The present research offers an alternative approach to the study of populism in that it
explores its diffusion across a far left urban community as opposed to a single political party
or organisation. Still, it only offers a snapshot of far left extremist ideology which is not
necessarily representative of the broader spectrum.The explanatory and predictive power of
the model outlined below within and beyond far left discourse, and even beyond Greece,
remains to be tested.

An Ideological Road Map of Far Left Populism in Greece
The analysis of the sampled articles produced a strikingly coherent narrative based on
blame, victimhood and revenge which fully fits the definition of populism as an ideology
of division between the homogeneous, pure people and the corrupt elite. However, the
analysis also highlights important differences between this particular type of populism and
certain other conceptualisations of the phenomenon, while further elucidating the pathway
from blame to violence (see Figure 1). Crucially, it also shows how victimhood is utilised
in order to appropriate civic agency and the sense of general will (volonté générale) self-
proclaiming a messianic role for the originators of the populist message. In this section I
present this ideological construct step by step, although it should be noted that not every
element was present in every article analysed.

Blame and Victimhood
The first task was establishing whether authors attempt to build an imagined community
with a coherent identity, making a distinction between ‘us’ (the innocent or pure
people – the victims) and ‘them’ (the corrupt elite or establishment – the perpetrators).

Figure 1: Flowchart of Far Left Populist Ideology Based on the Analysed Articles

BLAME 

AVOIDANCE 
‘Us’ (Pure People) 

ATTRIBUTION 
‘Them’ (Corrupt Elite) 

VICTIMHOOD DELEGITIMISATION 
OF INSTITUTIONS 

REVENGE 

VIOLENCE 

CIVIC 
DISEMPOWERMENT 

Denial of individual 
responsibility/agency 

APPROPRIATION OF 
‘GENERAL WILL’ 

Collective/totalitarian vision 
Rejection of democracy 
Self-proclaimed messianic role 
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Establishing that distinction in the data was done in two ways: through an open-ended
inventory of all implicit or explicit references to ‘us’ and ‘them’, with relevant passages
translated and coded by frequency; and through a structured list of possible perpetrators
and victims (including macro-level concepts such as ‘power’, ‘democracy’ and ‘the people’
as well as specific actors, such as ministers, journalists and bankers). Every article was
thoroughly checked in order to establish whether any of those agents or factors were
(1) attributed blame, (2) delegitimised, (3) explicitly targeted, (4) attributed innocence or
(5) attributed victimhood.

Almost all (36/38) items construct a rhetorical dichotomy between ‘us’ and ‘them’.This
is done directly through the use of first-person plural vs. third-person plural and also, in
most cases, by naming specific professions, minorities, socio-economic backgrounds and
social roles, thus delineating the in-groups and out-groups.The main social groups defined
as ‘us’ include workers and the unemployed, immigrants and asylum seekers, students and
young people, whereas ‘them’ includes perceived elites such as politicians, the police,
journalists and trade unions.

Beyond specifying professional roles, the two sides are assigned specific social roles
through emotionally charged labels implying victimhood for ‘us’ (‘defeated’, ‘devalued’,
‘oppressed’, ‘slaves’, ‘victims’, ‘marginalised’) and power and influence for ‘them’. Further-
more, they set clear in-group/out-group boundaries: ‘Whoever did not hide behind the
curtains of their privacy, whoever was out in the streets, knows full well ...Whoever does
not understand why someone rejoices in the sight of destroyed merchandise is either a
trader or a copper’ (item 34 – henceforth C34).1 The implication is clear: those who are not
with ‘us’ are against us.

Furthermore, the value and legitimacy of the institutions of representative democracy are
questioned (e.g. ‘And this water has now left their neck and is now splashing like a torrent
so as to drown the bosses and the politicians, the political parties and the institutions of the
state’ – C35); in fact, all but three items coded explicitly attribute blame for the perceived
social malaise to the state (and its various rhetorical guises – system, regime, authorities,
establishment).

However, the remit of these texts is not limited to just blaming or criticising: all items
coded target specific institutions or actors in that they call for action against them; indeed,
as shown below, most texts implicitly or explicitly make a call to violence against those
institutions. Therefore, the core ideological tool of populism is used as a springboard for
political violence.

Conversely three-quarters of all articles explicitly attribute both innocence and
victimhood to the public – only one single document entertains the idea that citizens might
have a share of responsibility for the crisis:

With our autistic dedication to our little shop, our fortune. We called ... for more police
officers, we appeared in the [news] to ask for armed guards to protect us from the Albanians,
from the Blacks, we did all that. ... I have blood in my hands.Today they killed a kid (C32).

Apart from that isolated case, the dominant narrative permeating the entire sample fully
fits Mudde’s (2004) definition of populism as it clearly distinguishes between a powerful
and corrupt elite and a pure people.
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The identity of victimhood is further enhanced through a series of rhetorical techniques
evidently designed to create a sense of solidarity – an imagined community facing common
challenges, sharing experiences and values both in the present, but also, crucially, in the past
– what Paul Taggart (2004) called a ‘heartland’ that is constructed retrospectively. Central to
this rhetorical strategy is the use of emotions such as fear, hope, rage, anger and pride
implying a unified front, as well as the use of first-person plural and – more rarely – a more
paternalistic second-person singular, directly addressing the reader in order to position them
against the ‘suppression mechanisms of the state’. Some of the techniques used include
emotive slogans (‘The blood of our unfairly lost comrades will colour our stones’ – C7);
inclusion and shared experiences (‘We did not forget, do not forget these nights are also
yours’ – C33); similes and metaphors (‘an uprising that spread like wildfire’ and ‘a wave of
solidarity’– C29; ‘the rage of the people is flooding out’ – C6).

Deligitimising Democracy
The discourse of far left extremists analysed in this study did not only reject the legiti-
macy of the state (in the sense of its executive government), but also that of the prin-
ciples of representative democracy. More than a fifth (8/38) of all items analysed
explicitly questioned the value, point or legitimacy of parliamentary democracy per se.
A further fifth (7/38) attempted to delegitimise specific components of representative
democracy and of the political process, such as parliament, political parties, politicians and
elections.The reasons for this range from a fundamentally ideological belief that democ-
racy is ‘a system of privileges and coercions in the service of property and privacy’ (C34)
to a sense that the established set-up does not represent the people (C2) to an empirical
observation that the current system is democracy only in name as it allows the destruc-
tion of cities and the country, the poisoning of air and water, bombing, selling weapons,
creating landfills of people, etc. (C36) – that is, it ends up functioning against the public
interest.

This last point is particularly important as verbal and physical attacks against parliamen-
tarians have become more prominent in Greece during the last three years. During the
summer of 2011, fake gallows and effigies of politicians became a common sight during the
Indignados (‘Aganaktismenoi’) protests at Syntagma Square outside parliament. These
protests cut across party lines and extended well beyond the narrow boundaries of parlia-
mentary parties into social groups that have recently become disaffected with the electoral
and political process at large.The Indignados protests are key to understanding the recent
development of populism in Greece as far right and far left groups interacted and joined
forces in order to devalue further the institutions of representative democracy.

It is important to stress the extent to which a culture of resistance – including widespread
tolerance of unlawful and violent acts – has been dominant in Greece since the restoration
of democracy in 1974. Andronikidou and Kovras (2012, p. 712) attribute this phenomenon
to two seminal events: the 1973 student uprising at Athens’ Polytechnic, which marked the
beginning of the end for the military junta; and the semi-authoritarian transition to
democracy in 1974 – a ‘clean break’ which, in contrast to countries such as Spain and
Portugal, ‘institutionalised a “winner takes all” mentality in a political culture characterised
by non-consensus/non-compromise’.
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However, the culture of resistance became institutionalised within a stable political
system which in the last 40 years has provided citizens with unprecedented civil liberties
and opportunities for prosperity and social mobility. After the 1974 transition to democ-
racy, Greek civic culture was characterised by consistently high levels of political
socialisation, participation and systemic legitimacy and by a two-party system that domi-
nated not only the public sector but also large parts of Greek society. Hence the rapid
decline of civil coexistence, the poisoning of public discourse and the challenges to
pluralism and liberalism that are increasingly evident in the Greek public sphere – and
which are all facilitated by the ideology of populism presented here – taken all together
constitute a watershed moment. The recent electoral rise and ubiquitous presence of
Golden Dawn has further highlighted the increased salience of populist and anti-
democratic rhetoric. The fact that this rhetoric was already present – and socially and
politically tolerated – at the far left end of the political spectrum one year before the debt
and political crisis even hit Greece is important because it indicates that the perceived
efficacy of democracy was already being questioned.

Justification and Appropriation
Another key question was the anarchists’ perceived rationale for the riots and more
specifically whether a sense of crisis (Taggart, 2004) was present so as to legitimise the
populist response.Three-quarters of all articles analysed (28/38) use one random, isolated
incident (the murder of Grigoropoulos) as a justification for generalised demonstrations and
riots. Authors make repeated use of emotive language to describe the shared anger (‘rage’
is the most common emotion cited) and imply that the murder is just one example of state
misuse of power. In fact several authors consider this incident to be a deliberate action
which is part of a broader strategy – ‘a choice of the state for the violent enforcement of
the order of discipline to the spaces and movements resisting its choices’ (C30), as part of
‘the state’s broader policy of suppression’ (C2).The incident was not framed as an act of an
individual but was attributed to the role of the police as a ‘repressive institution’– a diagnosis
linked to historical experience and a frame quickly adopted not only by mainstream media
but also by senior politicians (Andronikidou and Kovras, 2012).

The extremists attempted to appropriate the murder of Grigoropoulos, as well as the
subsequent riots, placing them within the framework of their own self-victimising agenda.
This often involved framing Alexandros (Alexis) Grigoropoulos as ‘one of us’ (‘our own
Alexis’– C22; ‘the murder of our 15-year-old schoolmate’ – C7) as well as theorising the
behaviours and motives of the police and other rioters as part of a broader war in which
they all have set roles, to the point of often employing poetic and theatrical rhetorical tools
or expressions to frame these roles.

Furthermore, almost two-thirds of all articles analysed imply that the Grigoropoulos
murder is indicative of, and/or due to, a broader political crisis or social malaise affecting all
aspects of everyday life and human activity. They linked the incident to issues such as
boredom in schools and the alienation caused by ‘family meals in front of the television’
(C23), arguing that the ‘execution ... detonated the accumulated rage experienced by the
biggest part of society for the choking conditions of everyday life’ (C21). Authors consis-
tently anchored the riots to the economic crisis (which in December 2008 had not actually

IDEOLOGY OF FAR LEFT POPULISM IN GREECE 617

© 2013 The Author. Political Studies © 2013 Political Studies Association
POLITICAL STUDIES: 2015, 63(3)



yet emerged in Greece) and what they saw as ongoing reforms to welfare, labour relations,
social security, etc. (e.g. C19).

Legitimisation of Revenge and Violence
Almost all items coded (34/38) contained an explicit legitimisation of revenge against the
state, the police, the elites and other named or implied targets. The content analysis
produced interesting insights about the precise arguments and techniques used to rationalise
that revenge. The aforementioned sense of victimhood is central to this process of
legitimisation.At the heart of this rationale is the devaluation of the state due to its systemic
corruption and arbitrary or unfair use of violence.An equally violent and arbitrary response
from the rioters is seen as natural and legitimate self-defence: ‘the events that the rebels
created did nothing else than return to the social institutions a piece of the everyday
violence that they receive’ (C23).

Furthermore, it is worth noting that on certain occasions physical violence against
buildings and material goods is portrayed as a necessary response to the stranglehold of
more abstract social phenomena such as property, alienation (C34) and materialism: ‘If we
break the window displays it’s not because life is expensive, but because [material] comforts
obstruct us from living at any cost’ (C12).

In order to reinforce the legitimacy and impact of their revenge, authors use emotive
imagery and hyperbole, thus maximising the magnitude of social inequalities and of the
ensuing uprising. Hence they end up juxtaposing the dystopia of a perceived social break-
down (‘executing deviants with prisons, with psychiatric hospitals, with marginalisation.
And whenever that is necessary with bullets’ – C28) with the utopia of a massive and noble
movement (‘From the ashes of the destructive impulse of the last few days, we recognise the
power of those “underneath” ’ – C19).

So far, we have seen how victimhood was utilised as a legitimising agent of
revenge in the discourse of far left populism. The anarchist groups’ attitudes towards
violence originating both from the police and from rioters themselves are important, as
well as the forms that their revenge could take. Three-quarters of articles analysed men-
tioned police or state violence, which as noted earlier contributed to a sense of
victimhood and the need for revenge. Subsequently, twenty items openly celebrated and
eleven more subtly condoned violence carried out by rioters – such as the destruction
of public spaces and monuments, arson and attacks against banks and shops, as well as
roadblocks and attacks against the police. Perhaps more importantly, more than three-
quarters of the sampled items made an explicit (13/38) or implicit (18/38) call for
violence, occasionally specifying the violent acts that need to be carried out including
occupation of public buildings, destruction of public and private property, looting and
vandalism.

A comparative analysis of the items across the board shows that a core of two-thirds of
the sample (23/38) combined all of those elements in a ‘cocktail’ of violence and revenge:
explicit legitimisation of revenge using police/state violence as a justification; celebration or
tolerance of rioters’ violence along with an implicit or explicit call to violence.Thus, the
components of populist ideology – in particular victimhood, blame and revenge – are used
as a springboard for political violence.
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An Agenda of Destruction
The next question examined was whether the authors of these texts put forward a specific
political agenda or a set of tangible demands or solutions.This seems to be a key element
of Laclau’s (2005) conceptualisation of populism as a mechanism of redressing the balance
when constitutional democracy fails to address social groups’ specific (issue) demands.
However, our analysis showed that no discernible agenda or social demand was contained
in the discourse of the anarchists. Only six items featured specific demands: of those, four
focused on the release of demonstrators arrested during the riots and only a single item
featured a list of demands regarding the processes of collective decision making in the
workplace, as well as ownership and control over the means of production and distribution.

Furthermore, only seven items featured any kind of vision or manifesto of values or
agenda for the future. Most of these focused on broad principles of self-organisation, global
disarmament and collectivism, but even so their premise was a reaction or resistance to an
existing status quo (through the use of words such as ‘against’,‘without’,‘anti-information’,
‘clashes’) as opposed to a positive or forward-looking agenda.

Perhaps confirming the view of those who criticised the rioters for the lack of a coherent
agenda, what emerges from the sample is a sense of nihilism with a few items explicitly
promoting total destruction not as the means to a telos but as an end in itself (e.g. ‘Thus,
annihilate brothers[,] annihilate. Leave nothing standing, bring everything upside down.
While you’re still alive, once more annihilate’ – C17; or ‘There is a massive and negative
work that needs to be carried out’ – C14).The incarnation of populism employed by the
Greek far left on this occasion was not of a reformist, but of a reactionary or revolutionary
nature. In that sense it has more in common with the populist discourse flourishing in
countries with weak institutional structures and cycles of authoritarian breakdown such as
the countries of Latin America – with the exception of Chile (March, 2007; Mudde and
Rovira Kaltwasser, 2011).

Civic Disempowerment and Denial of Individual Responsibility
So far we have seen how the originators of these narratives constructed a rationale for their
actions based on blame avoidance, blame attribution, victimhood, revenge and violence.
However, the binary distinction between ‘us’ (the innocent people) and ‘them’ (the corrupt
elites) and the consistent effort to legitimise revenge and violence are not the only primary
components of far left populism as described here.While, as noted earlier, the texts analysed
contained very little in the way of a political or issue agenda, almost all of them (34/38)
attempt to disempower the individual citizen, to appropriate social agency and ultimately
to frame the authors as the only legitimate conduits of social justice and of the ‘general will’.

Essentially, the majority of the extremist groups behind these materials seek power; and
they do so methodically and consistently. Despite the finite number of texts analysed, the
content analysis provides us with fascinating insights into the logic upon which that
populist appropriation of legitimacy and power is achieved.

The first step in the process of disempowerment and appropriation is the assumed
passivity of citizens and the implied inefficacy of the individual to make a difference. In the
discourse of the sampled texts, lay citizens are usually treated in a patronising, almost
dehumanising, way as passive victims at the mercy of a higher force – be that consumerism,
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capitalism or the state. People are labelled as ‘productive human-machines’ (C16), ‘submis-
sive subjects’ (C18), ‘dependent consumers’ (C13), ‘the living dead’ (C34), ‘merchandise’
(C26), etc., while terms such as ‘exploited’, ‘oppressed’, ‘passive’, ‘slave’ and ‘manipulation’
reoccur throughout the sample. Furthermore, addressing the reader directly in second-
person singular, the authors explicitly judge the reader’s lifestyle in a condescending manner
that combines pity with criticism and precludes any element of choice on the part of the
citizen: ‘to continue his daily routine, stuck in the inability to even minimally determine
himself in the terms of his life’ (C23); ‘The attempt [for you] to be persuaded that you are
doing the right thing by working in order to consume’ (C18).

At the heart of this logic is the assumption that people at large are unable to engage
actively with media output and therefore are overly influenced by it – while the authors are
presumably empowered or sophisticated enough to be able to discern that manipulation:
‘Through a barrage of commercials and distortions, they halt man on a couch, at a
workplace, in a school [hence the man] maintaining a passive and disengaged stance towards
public life, as well as his own life’ (C1).

This arbitrary and elitist self-exception from the allegedly generalised processes of
manipulation, brainwashing and social control is a key feature of populist rhetoric which
builds a fence between the pure people and the corrupt elite, while at the same time subtly
framing oneself as superior to the naïve and innocent masses.

Furthermore, another common thread of this logic running through the overwhelming
majority of the articles is the denial of the share of responsibility that each individual citizen
and the electorate at large carry for the state of the country. With the exception of two
articles that either acknowledge the notion of civic responsibility (C32) or frame protesters
as active citizens claiming their rights (C33), most articles consistently paint a dystopian
picture of top-down employment conditions and social inequalities (‘the conditions in
which they have forced us to live’ – C36), without ever acknowledging the fact that, even
if the phenomena that they describe are accurate and widespread, they are still, to a large
extent, the result of specific policies and political ideologies that have been implemented by
successive democratically elected governments.

Rather than conceptualising the state and in particular the public sector as a shared
sphere to which participation comes with rights and responsibilities for all, Greek far left
populism represents it in patriarchal terms, framing the state as the tyrannical father who
ought to cater for his children but instead oppresses them (e.g. ‘fighting against the
uncertain future that is provided to us’ – C4). From a psychoanalytic perspective, the themes
of dependence, oppression, rebellion, denial of responsibility and a love–hate relationship
with the provider, all of which run through the narratives of far left populism, would seem
to attract a comparative investigation with emerging debates regarding the role and status
of the family as the dominant node in modern and contemporary Greek society.

Appropriating Agency, Social Justice and the ‘General Will’
Having framed the individual citizen as unable to control their life or effectively participate
in the body politic, the authors then frame themselves as the only legitimate carriers of
social change, thus appropriating social agency from the people. One way in which this is
discursively achieved is by rejecting the idea of representative democracy (e.g. ‘Both this
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government and the“parliament of the Greeks” is not ours – it does not represent us!’ – C2)
and favouring self-organisation and direct action – a key element of populism according to
the literature. However, their call for direct democracy comes with the inherent assumption
that this process is being led by the authors themselves (‘we liberated a dead space of the
[established] power’ – C21).

Hence, the authors implicitly put themselves in a position of authority to manage and
interpret the riots:‘These events demonstrate ... that when people decide to walk the walk
of conflict and thunderous violence instead of the dragging demise of survival, then despair
immediately ends and tactics, revolt, liberation from all bondage begins’ (C14). In doing so
and by defining the riots as ‘a genuine proletarian moment of denial of the conditions in
which they have forced us to live’ (C36), they ignore the diversity of potential motivations
and gratifications sought by different demographics participating in both violent and
non-violent forms of protest in December 2008. In more practical terms, they frame
themselves as guardians of all protesters, pledging to liberate and protect those arrested (‘we
will not leave any of the arrested demonstrators at the hands of the state’ – C27;‘we are not
going to leave [the tens of hostages of this revolt] on their own in front of the greedy
appetites of the honest Greek justice’ – C10).

However, in addition to merely representing the rioters, the authors also claim to speak
on behalf of society at large – a classic characteristic of populist discourse.Their rhetorical
strategy is not restricted to making allegations against the Greek justice system, but extends
to framing themselves as the only legitimate carriers of change.All but four articles analysed
implicitly or explicitly attempt to appropriate legitimacy and power. And while their
rationale for revenge and violence may be based on a logic of some internal consistency (if
also on completely sweeping and unfounded claims), this last element of their populist
ideology contains perhaps the biggest paradox and flaw: an ambivalent, self-conflicting
stance towards democracy, hierarchy, property and justice that rejects all established insti-
tutions and processes and calls for the ‘liberation’ of ‘all people’ and spaces,while at the same
time putting forward a messianic vision that can only be sustained through hierarchical or
top-down processes. That is ultimately a totalitarian vision, which treats society as a
homogeneous community with shared aspirations and goals and attempts to ‘delegitimize
all possible opponents and to suppress all possible political divergence’ (Abts and Rummens,
2007, p. 421).

Repeated attacks against the concept of democracy – linking it especially to alienation,
capitalism and the free market (e.g. ‘Because what is democracy, apart from a system of
privileges and coercions in the service of property and privacy?’ – C34) are followed by
promises of ‘a process of direct democracy that includes and accommodates everyone who
participates in it, and which gives him [sic] a space of expression not for his own promotion,
but for the promotion of the composition of our collective course’ (C21).The desire for
collective decision making is expressed through an anarchist utopia reminding us of the
importance of nostalgia and a golden age that is attainable because it has existed in the past
(Taggart, 2004) or the ideology of progress which requires vanguardism (Canovan, 2004):

A society in which we will all decide collectively, in assemblies, in schools, universities,
workplaces, neighbourhoods and plazas ... [where] we will all determine our fortunes together
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and where our desires will be upon our hands, not [the hands] of any MP, of any mayor, of any
boss [etc.] – C35.

The realisation of that utopia appears only to be possible through totalitarian violence.
Equally, violence is the only logical outcome of that ideology as the populist construct does
not allow for the institutional and pluralist safety nets of liberal democracy. Interestingly, this
is at times articulated explicitly and blatantly without any acknowledgment of its inherent
contradictions: ‘We are well aware that in order to make [the world that we dream of]
absolutely real we will first have to bring down once and for all the slaughterhouse named
state, democracy and free market’ (C10).

Implications and Conclusions: Demystifying Populism
What emerges from this analysis of Greek far left populism is a coherent narrative of blame
avoidance (innocent people) and blame attribution (corrupt elites) producing a state of
victimhood. Representative democracy is delegitimised, creating the conditions for a
vengeful, violent response, as well as a broader, ideological process of appropriating agency
from the individual citizen who is treated as a passive victim of higher forces. Authors
attributed themselves a messianic role as the only legitimate carriers of justice and social
change.

The key features of this discourse (division between people and elites; appeal to the
people as a homogeneous body; proto-totalitarian utopia and violence offered as a response
to complex problems) are fully consistent with the definitions of populism outlined earlier
in this article. One notable difference is the lack of a charismatic leader and of visible
top-down organisational structures – which may be due to the typical structures of far left
groups and may partly explain the failure of this movement to become sustainable following
the riots.Another difference is the fact that the authors of these texts embrace, rather than
denounce, intellectualism. While they occasionally frame ‘the intelligentsia’ as part of the
corrupt elite, their language is very loaded with Marxist or anarchist concepts, theoretical
constructs and poetic metaphors, as well as being excessively verbose.

I argue that this narrative constitutes a coherent (albeit thin-centred) populist ideology, not
because of its theoretical underpinnings such as anarchist theory or Marxism, but because
of its distinct logical construct and philosophical stance regarding the role of citizens as
victims – a fundamental building block of both populism and extremism that has perhaps
not attracted the scholarly attention it deserves.That ideology also provides one the ability
to identify with it. Hence, contrary to many conceptualisations of populism, it is not only
a top-down, strategic project, but also a diffused political identity. This conceptualisation
supports the point made by Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser (2011, pp. 6–7) that ‘an excessive
focus on leadership narrows the analysis to the supply side of the populist phenomenon’,
whereas an ideological definition of populism also accounts for the demand side, ‘since it
assumes that the formation, propagation, and transformation of the populist ideology
depend both on skilful political entrepreneurs and on social groups, who have emotional
and rational motives for adhering to the populist discourse’.

Peter Worsley (1969, p. 247, in Arditi, 2004, p. 136) viewed populism as compatible with
democracy – as one end of the continuum between elitism and mass participation. I would
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argue that the opposite of populism is not elitism, as populism favours civic inclusion and
participation only in name. In reality what it does is to offer a rhetorical cover for a
top-down totalitarianism that goes against the very principles of democracy. Based on the
critique articulated here, the opposite of populism would be civic responsibility and
participation within the framework of representative institutions.

The conceptualisation of populism as a ‘spectre’ of democracy (Arditi, 2004) or as a
by-product of the space between the redemptive and pragmatic aspects of politics
(Canovan, 1999) bestows it with a quasi-romantic, almost mythic quality. While that quality
may to an extent account for the affective success of populist narratives, this view seems to
overlook its less benign aspects – and also the possibility that an emotionally and institu-
tionally literate political narrative might narrow that gap without resorting to populism’s
worst excesses, such as the need to shift the blame to an imagined Other and thus legitimise
revenge.

Viewing populism as a healthy response to the dominance of the constitutional pillar
(e.g. Laclau, 2005) assumes that populist discourses succeed because of the distance between
institutions and people; yet they might succeed because of the failure of specific institutions
and policies. What populism does is to conflate the office holder with the office. The
conceptualisation of populism as an essential component of the political process treats
politics as a binary choice between detached institutionalism and irrational antagonism and,
ultimately, conflates the empirical with the normative.The fact that populism exists does
not mean that we have to embrace it.

Furthermore, the aforementioned view of populism as a systemic imperative tends to
accept uncritically, as a starting point, the legitimacy of social demands by populist move-
ments, while also not acknowledging the individual citizen as a legitimate node of political
action or agency of change. Yet viewing the institutions of representative democracy, which
are founded on constitutional processes with at least some transparency, as of equivalent
legitimacy to self-proclaimed movements – and at the same time denying the individual
their share of responsibility – poses all sorts of problems. Finally, this functional view
overlooks the fact that political parties or leaders who employ populism usually do so as a
means to acquiring power while attacking the very system that allows them the freedom to
exist.

Hence populism is not a neutral phenomenon – it serves particular agendas and damages
the institutions of democracy.While its electoral and ideological reincarnation varies across
countries, this article concurs with Abts and Rummens (2007, p. 419) who concluded that
the traditional conceptualisation of populism gives it too much credit and overestimates the
phenomenon’s democratic credentials.To their observation that populists ‘no longer share
the symbolic framework that defines the political stage for democratic political struggles’
(Abts and Rummens, 2007, p. 422) I would add that populism also rejects the logistical
framework of the responsible citizen who has a distinct identity and role as an individual
within a pluralist society.

This study constitutes a snapshot of far left discourse during a particular incident – the
December 2008 riots in Greece. These riots constitute an important landmark in recent
Greek history – a watershed moment that not only exposed the pathologies of law
enforcement, the political system and civic culture, but also traumatised a nation, facilitated
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a drive among anarchist and terrorist groups and may have contributed to the normalisation
of anti-democratic rhetoric and extremism.

The lessons emerging from this analysis highlight further questions – for example about
the boundaries and definition of the public sphere, and the extent to which protesters or
civic movements have a right to use or occupy public space – which can be applied to
other, more recent cases of mobilisation, such as the Indignados protests in Spain and
Greece or the Occupy movement, in which a discourse of anti-institutional populism has
been particularly salient.
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