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Abstract 

 

This paper asks whether all populist episodes are equally damaging to democracy and if not, 

what the reasons behind such variation might be. The main argument points to programmatic 

coherence of populist coalitions as a factor facilitating or impeding successful opposition to these 

political alliances. A comparative study of Poland and Slovakia is used to specify the criteria that 

we can use in estimating the populist damage. The proposed typology differentiates among 

populist policies based on who their specific targets are (elite vs. non-elite) and where they come 

from (home or abroad). The paper suggests that parties whose platforms fall in same or 

neighboring cells in the typology occupy a more circumscribed political space that will not 

necessarily hamper political competition in the long-term. If, however, a diverse grouping of 

populist parties facilitates a transfer of ideas among them, such coalitions may reinforce and 

legitimate claims originally reserved for the extremes of the political spectrum and affect the 

quality of the democracy accordingly. 
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 Notwithstanding the disagreement among scholars in defining populism, the label has by 

now acquired a negative connotation in both the study and practice of democracy. The 

theoretical debate has focused on studying, with implicit concern, the factors behind populist 

success in old and new democracies (Howard, 2000, Mesežnikov et al., 2008b, Rupnik, 2007, 

Stanley, 2008, Taggart, 2000). Alternatively, scholars have quarreled whether populism is best 

described as a normal pathology or as a pathological normalcy, neither being a compliment 

(Mudde, 2010). An additional stream of populism research has explored the overlap between 

populism and the extreme right, authoritarianism, and nationalism (Arzheimer and Carter, 2006, 

Mudde, 2008, Olsen, 2000, Zaslove, 2009). Few accounts view populism as a harmless by-

product of the democratic process. Yet, approaching all populist episodes with alarm interferes 

with balanced analysis that could lead to empirically grounded theories of party competition and 

political participation more generally. This paper presents a comparison of two cases without 

succumbing to the simplifying assumption about populism’s inherent harmfulness. Instead, the 

objective is to closely examine the empirical evidence from Poland and Slovakia to test 

hypotheses about the political alignment of populist parties and the related coalitional dynamics 

in young democracies.  

 Assessing the level of damage that populism can bring to a democracy is no easy task. A 

number of scholars have expressed skepticism about the possibility of measuring democratic 

quality and its direct comparability across countries (Plattner, 2005, Diamond and Morlino, 

2005). Those who undertook such probes have looked at both dynamic processes that constitute 

a democracy and the institutions that anchor them. Analyses of the discursive context take us 

beyond narrow measures and indices as they link formal implementation of democratic rules and 

procedures with their practical effectiveness at all levels. How politicians and common citizens 
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talk about democracy affects its everyday practice, especially in the context of always-present 

tensions between the ideals and realities of democracy (Canovan, 1999). Along these lines, this 

project will focus on patterns of discursive inclusiveness in analyzing political strategies and 

programmatic alignment among parties described as populist. I will emphasize the political 

aspects of populism and the strategic discursive positioning by populists vis-à-vis their 

opponents, however defined, and the “people” whose interests they claim to represent (Jagers 

and Walgrave, 2007, Mudde, 2004). We must recognize that populist parties take on the color of 

their surroundings (Taggart, 2000) and evade convenient labels based on policy type (Weyland, 

2001). Correspondingly, we should permit sufficient flexibility in studying the effect that their 

strategies can have on democratic processes, institutions, and discourse.  

Following a classification of populist movements, I will turn to the comparison of Poland 

and Slovakia to explore the content of the relevant parties’ programs, as well as trace the effect 

that populist-dominated coalitions have had on the nature of political discourse in each country. 

This paper will use the changes in this discourse, especially concerning the sensitive subject of 

national identity, as a probe into the depth of scars left by populism. My main argument suggests 

that broad populist coalitions, such as Slovakia’s odd pairing of socialists (SMER-Direction) 

with nationalist right parties (Mečiar’s HZDS and the Slovak National Party – SNS), pose a 

greater challenge to liberal values and threaten to legitimate exclusionary discursive elements 

that target the most vulnerable groups. A more coherent populist coalition, by contrast, like the 

one between the mutually reinforcing agendas of Law and Solidarity, Self-Defense of Poland, 

League of Polish Families occupied a narrower discursive space that could be challenged from 

the outside more effectively without threatening the overall process of political competition. 
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Populist Targets 

 

 Conceptualizing populism as a discursive tactic allows us to compare even populist 

episodes that differ on most policy indicators that would otherwise make comparisons of 

economic populism and nationalist populism, for instance, problematic. Along with Kurt 

Weyland (2001:12) and Vladimir Tismaneanu (2000), I agree we should view populism as a 

political strategy, which parties and their leaders adopt to best complement their programmatic 

and electoral objectives. Meanwhile, we also need to incorporate the dynamic of political 

discourse in our definitions, whose targeted effect distinguishes populist appeals from those of 

other parties (Laclau, 2005, Jagers and Walgrave, 2007, Mudde, 2004). This view of populism 

opens up room for incorporating relevant ideational factors behind successful populist 

mobilization, in the present case the role of national identity and minority-majority tensions in 

Eastern European societies (Tesser, 2003). Finally, as important as the emphasis on strategic 

thinking by populists is their ambition to cast a wide electoral net to maximize their chance of 

long-term success. Applying this approach to the complexities of post-EU enlargement Eastern 

Europe, this project will posit the breadth of populist coalitions as a factor behind the potentially 

negative impact on the quality of democratic discourse and, by extension, political competition 

in affected polities.  

  The utility of a political-discursive definition of populism derives from its flexibility in 

incorporating the varying substantive policies, ideas, and ideologies, to which the populists’ 

commitment is generally weak (Weyland, 2001). Strategic ideational framing directed at 

narrowly defined constituencies helps populists create and exploit new opportunities. They claim 

to speak for the forgotten ordinary people or to simply say out loud what everyone else is 
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thinking (Canovan, 2004, 242, Mungiu-Pippidi, 2007). The self-designation by populists as the 

true democrats reclaiming the power for people provides their claims with purported validity, 

which overshadows the process of ideational competition necessary for both input- and output-

based legitimacy (Canovan, 2004, 244). As Robert Barr put it, “populism’s social constituency is 

a function of where the construction of the ‘us versus them’ conflict will most likely take hold” 

(Barr, 2009, 39). What populists need in order to maximize their gains on such divide-

construction  is “a clear enemy, in order to prove their own leadership (Weyland, 1996, 15, 

Mudde, 2004). Ultimately, the variation between examples of populism is provided by the 

discursive content with which political actors fill their appeals to the “people.”  

 I propose two dimensions that distinguish among targets of populist attacks (be they 

policies, individuals, or groups). First, we must consider whether the target is internal or external 

to the society the populists seek to protect. The second question asks whether the target selected 

by populists belongs to the political or economic elites. My argument will illustrate how we can 

use these dimensions to detect the “victims” of populism to determine the extent of damage 

caused by populist episodes. A political society is only as inclusive as is its treatment of those 

most vulnerable, such as ethnic minorities or immigrant communities. I suggest that the 

discursive shifts caused by populist policies are more permanent than electoral fortunes of the 

parties that facilitate them, making it difficult to reverse societal attitudes towards vulnerable 

groups even with a change in government. In other words, when studying the harmfulness of 

populist episodes we must take a close look at the positioning of these parties along the political 

spectrum, the breadth of their electoral appeal and, conversely, the room available for challenges 

from their opponents. 
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Discursive creation of new divides is more problematic when it targets groups within the 

society, as this challenges the notion of a government’s accountability to all its citizens, not just 

select few. By contrast, externally oriented populism draws the division between “the people” 

and “the rest” at the polity’s geographic border and if it results in national identity construction it 

is not inherently counterproductive. The potential costs affect mostly the international standing 

of the country, not domestic political climate. Thus, the focus on internal vs. external targets can 

affect both the longevity of populist episodes and the probability that they will incite a spiral of 

escalating domestic tensions.  

[Insert Figure 1] 

Captured by the second dimension characterizing populist approaches, the non-elite 

targets (usually a disadvantaged group within the society), are less likely to fight back. This 

contributes to potential sedimentation of populist claims and threatens to jeopardize future 

attempts at the excluded group’s reintegration. If, on the other hand, populists wage a war against 

the rule of powerful cliques, their rhetoric and policies can potentially restore public trust in a 

young democracy (Kolarska-Bobińska et al., 2008, Roguska, 2008). In other words, although 

often defined as targeting political elites (Taggart, 2000), populism is more likely to cause harm 

outside this limited group and affect the democratic system more broadly. 

The two dimensions of populist strategies combine to generate testable hypotheses, which 

will be explored further in the empirical portion of this paper. I argue that the more coherent the 

populist coalition, the less damaging it will be to the democratic process, underpinned by 

legitimacy-generating political discourse. In the analytical space described above, this means that 

narrower political agendas by populist coalitions leave a smaller footprint and, as a result, can be 

questioned by outside opposition more successfully (Boston and Bullock, 2012, Albright, 2010).  
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It is possible for populists to target just elite betrayal (domestic and foreign – top half of 

figure 1), or corruption (in government and society – right two quadrants in figure 1). This would 

limit the populist coalition to a relatively coherent political stance that may be vocal and highly 

popular but also remains well-defined and therefore amenable to reasoned challenges. If, by 

contrast, the populist coalition comprises parties from across the spectrum described by the two-

dimensional space in figure 1, the attack on the political status quo will be more comprehensive, 

leaving less maneuvering room to potential opposition, as well as to the attacked groups. In order 

to qualify as “diverse” the populist coalition has to cover positions along one of the diagonals – 

challenges of elites and non-elites, as well as a variation on the internal-external scale. The 

corollary to this line of argumentation concerns the top left cell in the proposed typology of 

populist appeals – while relatively innocuous on its own, it can become damaging to the quality 

of a state’s democracy, if joined by parties from the remaining cells. Idea-borrowing within a 

coalition, combined with a broad start-out appeal of the elite/outward oriented populism can lead 

to legitimation of discursive positions that would previously belong only to fringe parties. This is 

consistent with evidence from West European democracies (Art, 2007).  

The “unintended” consequences of populist coalition-building round out the argument 

presented here. The cases selected for an empirical test of this framework provide the contrast 

necessary to examine the claim about the effect of coalitional dynamics on populist success 

productively. Before delving into the parallel stories of Polish and Slovak populism, however, let 

us briefly turn to some alternatives to the explanation proposed here and their respective 

shortcomings.  

 First, some scholars have explained the recent rise of populism in Eastern Europe as a 

return to pre-accession electoral dynamics, facilitated by the removal of conditionality 
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constraints. Once the countries reached the goal of EU membership, the argument goes, the 

principles of conditionality no longer applied and good behavior from the EU waiting room had 

“given way to traditional domestic political culture” (Bútora, 2007). This is a very plausible 

argument, considering that the list of politically salient and debatable issues was, indeed, 

abbreviated prior to EU accession (Vachudova, 2008). The requirement of a stable human-rights 

and political-freedoms respecting democracy, formulated in Copenhagen (1993), elicited 

numerous reforms to demonstrate the commitment to such liberal values. However, the evidence 

regarding the back-tracking on policy changes carried out prior to accession, which the 

conditionality straightjacket literature would suggest, has been at best mixed (Epstein and 

Sedelmeier, 2008, Levitz and Pop-Eleches, 2010).
1
 Although populism could have been linked to 

the pre-accession stringency in filtering political competition, the back-sliding explanation runs 

the risk of brushing over important differences between cases of populist victories and the impact 

they had on Eastern European democracies. Moreover, this argument does not explain the 

persistence of populist popularity, despite a renewed support for EU membership.
2
 

Another dominant perspective on populism in Eastern Europe relates to the argument that 

such episodes are linked to the process of EU enlargement but it emphasizes the right-wing 

tendencies associated with these movements (Goodwin, 2009, Mudde, 2007).
3
 This research 

locates populism at the extreme of the political system associating it with anti-systemic 

tendencies (Barr, 2009, Schedler, 1996, Zaslove, 2009). The harnessing of anti-elite resentment 

among voters blends with equally widespread nationalistic tendencies to generate a mix of 

historically-rooted and ad-hoc challenges to the political status quo. Such a narrow view of 

populism has been very productive in exploring the specific dynamic that right-wing forces, 

which hail from the extremes, introduce to a political system. Akin to the definitional challenges 
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outlined above, however, the main limitation of this approach is the disregard for other types of 

populism that cannot be classified as right-wing. Thus, although well equipped to study the direct 

impact of extreme-right rhetoric on political participation, the radical right literature cannot 

adequately comment on the cooperation between right and left-wing populism.  

The key question posed by this paper does not ask what the consequences of rightwing 

(or leftwing) populism have been. Instead, and more importantly, it asks whether all populist 

episodes are equally damaging to democracy and if not, what the factors behind such variation 

might be. In order to provide a satisfying answer, we will have to look beyond the unique 

dynamics filling the first few post-EU-accession years in Eastern Europe and include more than 

just one sub-type of populism.    

 

Strange and Stranger Bedfellows 

 

Scanning the political landscape in Europe, we are left wondering: is one man’s populism 

really another’s democracy (Krastev, 2007, Dahrendorf, 2003) or can such episodes have lasting 

negative impact on the quality of the political process? The question is particularly pressing in 

the newer democracies, where the process of institutionalizing liberal values and inclusive 

politics is still ongoing. Two cases from the opposite ends of the spectrum with regard to the 

coalition-focused argument presented here have been selected to facilitate this inquiry. Poland’s 

and Slovakia’s respective populists have targeted different groups, with consequences not only 

for their electoral fortunes but also for the content of political discourse and participation in each 

country. 
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We also have to note the overwhelming similarity between them on key variables that 

adds analytical value to this paired comparison. First, the legacy of communism and the 

proximity to Western Europe affected the two societies in parallel ways. In addition, the entry 

into the EU was deemed the only legitimate foreign policy goal throughout the post-communist 

transition period in both Slovakia and Poland. Third, the period immediately following these two 

countries’ entry into the EU was marked by an emergence of populist forces whose rhetoric 

mirrored the issues downplayed during the accession process. Finally, the main populist party in 

each country depended on an alliance with other partners for access to power, allowing us to 

examine the coalitional dynamics, idea sharing and borrowing, as well as the underlying tensions 

that support the main argument proposed in this paper. These similarities reduce the noise that 

could interfere with our analysis of their respective populist stories and allow us to focus on 

variables that this paper views as decisive in explaining the diminishing populist threat in Poland 

and its persistence in Slovakia. I argue that coalitional dynamics influence how heavily encircled 

populist targets become and how easily they can escape such attacks in the long run. 

In Poland, the populist anger was directed at the government elites, who in their 

subservience to high-powered economic interests and Brussels shortchanged common citizens. 

In addition, the corruption and intransparency that carried over from the early-transition years 

into pre-accession reforms was pointed out as the main scourge of social and political life in 

Poland. These grievances provided fertile ground for the populist partnership between the Law 

and Justice party (Prawo i Sprawiedlivosc) and Self-Defense (Samoobrona), supported from 

even farther right by the League of Polish Families. Although the three parties weighted the 

relevant issues differently, depending on their particular constituencies, their informal 

parliamentary alliance occupied mostly the two right quadrants of the typology of populism 
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proposed here (figure 1). In Slovakia, by contrast, the populist mix was much more variegated, 

uniting the socialist party SMER (the four letters meaning “Direction” in Slovak, implying “an 

approach to social democracy”), the extreme nationalist Slovak National Party, and what 

remained of the once-powerful Movement for Democratic Slovakia (HZDS) with its mild but 

persistent authoritarian, nationalist and populist tendencies. This alliance was formalized as the 

parties shared power in the government after 2006, opening further avenues for transfers of ideas 

within the coalition. Figure 2 locates each party/coalition in the analytical space proposed here 

(Polish parties in italics, Slovak party acronyms in capital letters): 

 

[Insert Figure 2] 

 

Once populist parties join political forces, nothing precludes them from borrowing 

appealing arguments from their partners with the idea of strengthening their own electoral 

fortunes down the line. In fact, coalitions facilitate such sharing as they limit the space available 

for open competition between their constituent members. The present argument suggests that if 

this happens among parties whose platforms are similar to begin with, their respective agendas 

may be modified but cannot step far outside the political space originally carved out for the 

coalition. If, however, a diverse grouping of populist parties facilitates a transfer of ideas among 

them, this may lead to reinforcement and legitimation of claims originally reserved for the 

extremes of the political spectrum and affect the quality of political discourse dominated by such 

a coalition accordingly.  
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Poland 

It matters a great deal how populist leaders define “the people” on whose behalf they 

claim to act (Canovan, 1999, Mudde, 2004). In Poland, the challenges of ongoing economic 

transformation and deep mistrust of democratic institutions directed the insecurities at actors at 

the top ranks of government: “many citizens have resented their own elites who seem to be 

overly eager to adopt western models (i.e., the Balcerowicz plan in Poland) and eschewed 

familiar ways” (Yoder, 2000). The uncertainties of post-communist transition, worries about EU 

accession, and expedient decision making at the expense of transparency fuelled the populist 

message. The Self-Defense party set out to guard Poland’s interests in the midst of this turmoil. 

Its leader, Andrzej Lepper, became notorious for playing up the fears of losing Polish traditions, 

so firing up the hostility towards the EU. This combined with a more diffuse dissatisfaction with 

the socialist government’s apparent giving in to orders from Brussels and around the time of EU 

accession, Lepper’s party topped the opinion polls in party popularity (FT, 2004). A 2004 

declaration of the Self-Defense program described the conditions of joining the EU, to which 

Poland’s corrupt elites agreed, as an act of injustice to be corrected (Samoobrona, 2004). 

By the time of the 2005 parliamentary election, the first since Polish entry into the EU, 

some of the Self-Defense rhetoric had been adopted also by its future partner, the Law and 

Justice Party headed by the Kaczyński brothers. The party promised to firmly defend Polish 

national interests and to demonstrate the country’s position as a great European nation (PIS, 

2005b). It criticized past attempts at transitioning away from communism as mismanaged and 

pointed to a system of economic interests that was hijacking the country. According to Lech 

Kaczyński, the future president, these interests had “an influence on what has happened in 

Poland, also in the political sense. And those interests are often inconsistent with the general 
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interests of the development of Poland” (Kucharczyk and Wysocka, 2008). References to 

Poland’s past leadership as “cheat-elites” (Kolarska-Bobinnska, 2008) and attacks on “the few 

able to exploit the benefits of economic growth” (PIS, 2005a) blended with complaints about 

injustice and formed a message that resonated well with the country’s disgruntled electorate. In 

making such general anti-establishment appeals that complemented vague complaints about the 

EU deal, the Law-and-Justice platform became an integral part of the populist agenda in Poland. 

Adding yet another dimension to the populist alliance in Poland, the League of Polish 

families introduced a strong conservative, religion-based, anti-gay rhetoric to Polish political 

discourse. In 2006 it launched a campaign against gays in the education system, accusing them 

of spreading propaganda and corrupting the youth (Rzeczpospolita, 2006). Many of these 

elements were eventually co-opted by the Law and Justice program (Kaczynski, 2007). This 

strategic expansion in the larger party’s agenda was behind the slight increase in its popularity by 

the time of the 2007 election. Still, among the broadening domestic issues, the complaints about 

corruption and appeals to the conservative portions of the Polish electorate retained their validity.  

 

[Insert figure 3] 

 

The average Law and Justice voter’s priorities hinged on a dissatisfaction with the consequences 

of economic transformation, democratization, Europeanization, and globalization and their 

impact on traditional Polish values (Kucharczyk and Wysocka, 2008). This party’s broader calls 

for a “moral revolution” responded to the poor quality of Polish democracy, weak public 

administration, corruption and the public’s mistrust of politicians (Kucharczyk, 2008). Together, 

the three populist parties shared the belief that past Polish governments had compromised the 
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principles of socio-economic solidarity, on which the country’s post-communist existence was 

founded.  

Since the populist appeals were directed against “the few” that benefited from the 

country’s economic growth and railed against encroachments on Polish conservative proclivities, 

the populist parties’ reign did not necessarily cause exclusion of vulnerable groups from 

participating in the political process. On the contrary, despite a black-and-white vision that 

constrained the quality of political debate, they sought to bring the government closer to the 

voters. The three parties’ fates were linked and driven by the appeal of the opportunistically 

formulated agenda, as evidenced by the Law and Justice electoral gains at the expense of its 

partners but ultimate inability to compete with the more moderate Civic Platform (2007). The 

success of moderate policy and the electorates rejection of claims harming Poland’s international 

reputations, such as Jaroslaw Kaczynski’s anti-German remarks (Economist, 2011), was 

affirmed in the next election results  when the Civic Platform prevailed decisively (figure 3).  

The relatively positive assessment of the brief exposure to populism in Poland derives from the 

fact that the solution to the challenges to the “rule of the people” was more readily available and 

the notion of “the people” was not inherently exclusive.  

 

Slovakia 

Slovakia’s flirting with authoritarian rule in the mid-1990s eventually gave way to 

impressive advances on political and economic reform. The desire to earn the status of a 

respectable European nation inspired Slovak voters and elites to support the EU integration 

efforts. However, the external influence threatened to privilege foreign advice over protecting 

Slovakia’s newly found independence and sovereignty (Mesežnikov et al., 2008b). Such worries 
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dampened the transformative potential of the conditionality arrangement. In many areas, often 

the most problematic ones, very limited progress sufficed to satisfy the demands of accession 

officials. This was particularly the case with the tentative improvements in the situation for the 

disadvantaged Roma minority. As Slovakia entered the EU, it was at the height of its reform 

effort. Still, over half the population (52%) found the reforms that the government had 

implemented unnecessary or entirely useless (Velšic and Krivý, 2003).  

So, despite initial indications of steady progress towards EU’s liberal values, it was the 

leftist-populist SMER and the extreme right nationalists whose popularity soared in the first 

election following the entry of the state into the European Union. The extreme statements by 

Slovak National Party leader, Ján Slota appealed to the ethnic Slovak electorate and 

complemented the economically-populist agenda of SMER, led by Robert Fico. 

 

[Insert Figure 4] 

 

The success of Slovakia’s populists drew on the underlying desire to refuse unsolicited 

advice that demanded a reshuffling of political and social relations. Although divergent in their 

initial emphasis, SMER and the nationalists wanted to join the EU on Slovakia’s terms. This 

sentiment was captured in pre-election messages as early as 2002, when SMER plastered the 

country with illustrative billboards conveying the message: “Into the EU but not with naked 

bottoms.” The election program of the SMER party stated: 

 

The price that the citizens of the Slovak Republic have paid for the economic growth 

deriving from cheap labor costs, a liberal legislative environments, reductions and 

eliminations of taxes of corporations, above-standard support to foreign investors and 
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privatization of some enterprises, has been the highest in the entire European Union 

(SMER, 2006). 

 

Given the opportunity after the 2006 election, SMER began to fulfill its promises, 

“starting with issues that were likely to earn public praise, for instance abolishing fees for seeing 

a doctor or staying in a hospital, introducing a Christmas allowance for pensioners, and bringing 

pressure to bear on energy companies in an attempt to reduce prices of fuels, gas and electricity” 

(Mesežnikov et al., 2008b). Beyond this relatively harmless populist agenda, however, the failure 

to implement laws that were drafted in a promise to the EU enlargement officials was indicative 

of a dangerous movement along the continuum of minority rights guarantees (Dostál, 2008). This 

did not go unnoticed by those minorities that had some political voice. When Prime Minister 

Fico declared that the care for minorities in Slovakia was exemplary (Vallach, 2008), the 

Hungarian minority charged that the space for their political expression had been shrinking 

(Pravda, 2007). Subsequent developments brought additional wrinkles to the foreheads of those 

already worried about the status of minorities in Slovakia. A revision of the minority language 

law curtailed the rights of Hungarian speakers and drew attention of the OSCE, the European 

Parliament, and the European Commission. None of these institutions, however, possessed the 

leverage to elicit a correction of the controversial law. 

The nationalist rhetoric and related policies propagated by extreme nationalists 

represented in the populist coalition of convenience quickly spread to the rest of the society, 

affecting other minorities as well (Vagovič and Kováčová, 2009).
4
 Among them were the already 

vulnerable Roma. The reasons cited for poor Roma participation go beyond mere apathy or 

helplessness – often they are linked to resource availability reflected in high illiteracy of the 

population that poses an obvious barrier to voting and voicing one’s concerns. General isolation 
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and exclusion of the minority from social and political life of the majority is to blame (NDI, 

2006, 2007). There is little room for discursive shifts at the margins of minority rights treatment 

in Slovakia, which is why the gradual reintroduction of extreme rhetoric into mainstream 

politics, facilitated by the populist alliance between SMER and the nationalists, poses such a 

threat to the quality of democracy in the country. 

The populist coalition in Slovakia came up with a division of labor of sorts, where the 

economic populism of SMER complemented the declarations by Slovak National Party leaders 

who were out to protect Slovak identity and statehood from outside intruders. The SMER-

nominated Minister of Culture expressed full satisfaction with the composition of the coalition 

and suggested that any other solution would have merely favored the wishes of “foreign partners 

and even Hungarian MEPs [Members of the European Parliamnet]” (Mesežnikov et al., 2008a). 

Strategically-oriented and anticipating the next election, however, the initially separate agendas 

within the SMER-SNS-HZDS coalition morphed into a mixture of borrowed messages, devised 

to maximize electoral gains in the future.  

Unlike in Poland, the combined support for this political grouping did not fizzle out. 

Initially, the SMER party represented a more moderate force in the coalition and had been 

pushing an agenda with a broader appeal while seeking to prevent radically nationalist SNS from 

eating away at its popularity.
5
 Throughout the final year of its 2006-2010 government, however, 

SMER adopted “nationalism lite” (Haughton et al., 2011), presumably with the objective of 

absorbing some of the relevant SNS constituency for the upcoming election. For example, the 

government press secretary declared at a public event that “minorities are simply gypsies and 

fags”  and the government did not make significant advances in applying the 180 million Euros 

earmarked for minority programs (Kern, 2009). Continuing to ride the populist and increasingly 
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nationalist wave, SMER won the elections in 2010, suggesting that the message of fighting on 

behalf of the “people” did not go unheard. The party was unable to find coalition partners to help 

it form a majority government(Haughton et al., 2011) but the defeat was only temporary. What 

votes HZDS lost were acquired by SMER and a similar pattern of cannibalizing the nationalist 

agenda of SNS continued as Fico recouped his party’s strength during the brief time in 

parliamentary opposition (Korda, 2011).  

After reclaiming the prime-ministerial chair in 2012, some of the earliest steps that Fico 

took have been reflective of continued, if not strengthened populist agenda, even in the absence 

of SMER’s former extreme-right partners. He took every opportunity to connect with “non-

elites,” as he did through declarations that trade schools and their graduates were a priori 

superior to students in university preparatory schools (Prušová, 2012). One month after election 

victory, he shared the “traditional meal of the common man” and a promise “not to go against the 

wallets of those with low incomes and pensions” with attendees at a May 1
st
 rally celebrating a 

holiday tainted by the memory of obligatory observances during communism (Sme, 2012). In 

programmatic terms, SMER abolished the position of vice-prime minister for minorities, 

accompanied with a corresponding reduction in government staff handling this complex issue, 

confirming pre-election minority NGO concerns (Trško, 2012). 

To be sure, the targets of Fico’s populism did not just silently take the blows and the 

tensions, especially between Slovaks and Hungarians, escalated. Again, the group standing to 

lose the most from these developments are the socially and economically challenged Roma. 

Discrimination against this group is frequent and the SMER/SNS-endorsed shift in what 

constitutes legitimate discourse about the position of minorities in Slovakia did not improve their 

status (Jesenský, 2009).
6
  More importantly for our assessment of Slovakia’s experience with 
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populism, however, the reversal of these negative trends may be more than the anti-extreme 

forces in Slovak politics can handle. Although the SDKU-led government (2010-2012) sought to 

reverse some of the damage caused by its populist predecessors, the reforms were lacking, 

especially in connection to minority rights (IVO, 2011). In a debate concerning the use of 

minority languages, SMER parliamentarians overturned a law that, in their words, “threatened 

Magyarization of villages where no Hungarians reside” (Petkova, 2011). The question had 

become politically charged and the populist legacy thus remained, alongside the persistent 

electoral popularity of SMER with its increasingly nationalism-charged agenda, which continues 

to threaten the minority rights discourse.  

While the populist message in Poland targeted the “cheat-elites” and fed off of the 

disillusionment with the state of the country’s economy and democracy, in Slovakia the populist 

mix focused on threats to Slovak sovereignty from the outside (primarily the EU) but also from 

the inside. And it will be groups inside the Slovak polity that will be hurt the most by the 

populist revival, especially if it serves as a transitional period legitimating nationalist attitudes. 

 

Conclusion  

 

If we encounter a budding populist take-over in a young democracy, how worried should 

we be about lasting damage to the fragile political process that endows the new system with 

legitimacy? The anchoring of the Polish case in economic realities combined with populist 

claims about transition-fuelled corruption and threats to traditional values lay at the heart of the 

populist defeat in 2007. Paradoxically, although economic growth usually benefits parties in 

power, the improvement in the life of average Poles, however marginal, took the wind out of the 
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populist sails (FT, 2007). The fears of foreign takeovers of Polish businesses, seen as a threat to 

the Polish people, proved unfounded. Furthermore, the economic reforms that had initially 

disadvantaged small farmers and gave the green light to big business elites also had the effect of 

giving a boost to the Polish economy as a whole. Part of the populist argument was thus 

expunged by continued economic developments and reduced frustration within the society. The 

story was slightly more complicated with the anti-corruption agenda but, ultimately, the Law and 

Justice party was unable to build on that momentum. Akin to the fate of many anti-systemic 

parties (Barr, 2009, Schedler, 1996), once Law and Justice became part of the government, the 

burden of eliminating corruption fell on their shoulders – whatever success they had would eat 

away at their original agenda, any failure would undermine the party’s credibility to tackle the 

issue.  

In Slovakia, by contrast, the nature of the unresolved minority-majority tensions that 

reentered political discourse in the country post-EU-accession hints at a much more resilient and 

potentially damaging phenomenon. The damage, this paper argues, comes in the form of the 

effect that the discursive, and in some cases policy change has had on the voice of minorities in 

the country. Economic indicators in Poland represent facts that remain unaffected by what 

politicians say about them. Ethnic minorities, on the other hand, are deeply vulnerable to 

irresponsible turns in political discourse and if they fight back, they risk making the situation 

worse. That is, if they have the means of responding to the changes in the dominant discourse on 

the issue. The even more worrisome story has been developing in the case of the Roma minority, 

whose already poor participation rates are unlikely to increase in the changed climate.  

This paper considers the differences between the two cases in intra-coalition 

programmatic balancing. In Poland, the Law and Justice party co-opted some of the rhetoric 
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from its more extreme partners, as the latter eventually began to struggle electorally. Even this 

move was not sufficient, however, to maintain the populist agenda at the forefront and led to the 

replacement of Law and Justice with center-right forces that were more accepting of EU 

membership and the road taken to reach it. By contrast, in Slovakia the first post-accession 

governing coalition formally united the left-leaning populism of the SMER party with the 

extreme right agenda of especially the Slovak National Party. The arrangement raised concern 

even with the European Parliament and led to the exclusion of SMER from the socialist platform 

within EP. The partnership resulted in official endorsement of the more damaging stream of 

populist rhetoric targeting vulnerable domestic political groups.  

Thus, the Slovak political left no longer presented a purely leftist agenda, nor did the 

extreme nationalists settle for their usual set of issues.  A shift on the part of SMER to co-opt 

some of the nationalist rhetoric and the electorate’s apparent acceptance of the strategy has 

enabled the survival of the minority-excluding position. Unlike in Poland, however, the move 

extended the longevity of the post-accession populist episode into the next electoral cycle. If we 

were to revisit figures 3 and 4 and chart the positioning of the relevant parties after their 

government tenure, we would find that in Poland the coalition dynamics led to a dilution of the 

original populist positions, whereas in Slovakia the inclusion of initially limited-reach rightwing 

parties who pressed to revisit minority rights threatened to continue the regression along the 

quality of democracy scale. The threat in the Slovak case did not come directly from these 

parties’ agenda – after all, extreme right sentiments were represented in the Polish case as well. 

The real danger lay in a cooptation of their rhetoric by the opportunistic coalition partner 

(SMER), which led to a sprawling discursive occupation of the debate about proper place for 

both economic elites and vulnerable groups. 



22 

 

The comparison of Poland and Slovakia shows that the consequences of populism for the 

quality of democratic discourse vary, depending on whom the populist coalitions target. In other 

words, it matters whether the straw man threatening “the people” erected by populist politicians 

hails from abroad or lives much closer to home and whether he lives in a shiny high-rise, in an 

urban ghetto, or an isolated region. The anticipated threats to the Polish people were remedied by 

sufficient transitional arrangements with the EU and parallel reforms within the government. As 

a result, the populist straw man began to fall apart. In Slovakia the same straw man became only 

more life-like when the anti-minority talk gained prevalence. In Poland, the hope that the 

populist spell would be short-lived was justified (Rupnik, 2007). In Slovakia, the slippery slope 

of shirking minority-rights guarantees became even more noticeable and trickled into policy, as 

the minorities responded with equally sharp rhetoric. And those without means to speak up could 

hardly expect a speedy elimination of the barriers keeping them from doing so.
7
 (Nagy , 2004) 

Far from seeking to exonerate populism as a harmless political strategy, I call for a 

differentiation between the effects that it can have on the quality of participation in these new 

democracies that holds lessons for their peers elsewhere. I agree with authors suggesting that 

populism tends to harness radical forces and then move them closer to the center (Rupnik, 2007) 

– a scenario clearly illustrated by the developments in Poland. As the Slovak populist episode 

suggests, however, we need to pay close attention to the coalitional dynamics underlying the 

populist appeals, which can threaten to undermine the position of vulnerable groups and their 

already fragile voice in the young democracies of Eastern Europe. 
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Figure 2: Placement of Poland’s and Slovakia’s populist parties  

  (prior to coalition building) in the typology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Target groups 

relatively immune 

to attacks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Focus on                   Focus on 

external                domestic 

threats to              threats to 

the people             the people

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vulnerable 

target groups 

Poland 

 

SLOVAKIA 
 

            SMER    

    

        

                       PiS 

           Self-Defense 

                           

                                        HZDS 

         

      

                                      

 

League of Polish Families 

               

SNS

  



25 

 

 

Figure 3: Poland, Electoral Party Preferences 

 (Parliamentary Elections: September 2005, October 2007, October 2011) 

 

 

 
 

Source: Centrum Badania Opinii Społecznej (Center for Public Opinion Research, Poland) 
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Figure 4: Slovakia, Electoral Party Preferences 

 (Parliamentary Elections: June 2006, June 2010, April 2012) 

 

 

 
 

Source: FOCUS Agency, Slovakia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



27 

 

Works Cited: 

ALBRIGHT, J. J. 2010. The multidimensional nature of party competition. Party Politics, 16, 699-719. 

ART, D. 2007. Reacting to the Radical Right. Party Politics, 13, 331-349. 

ARZHEIMER, K. A. I. & CARTER, E. 2006. Political opportunity structures and right-wing extremist 

party success. European Journal of Political Research, 45, 419-443. 

BARR, R. R. 2009. Populists, Outsiders and Anti-Establishment Politics. Party Politics, 15, 29-48. 

BOSTON, J. & BULLOCK, D. 2012. Multi-party governance: Managing the unity-distinctiveness 

dilemma in executive coalitions. Party Politics, 18, 349-368. 

BÚTORA, M. 2007. Nightmares from the Past, Dreams of the Future. Journal of Democracy, 18, 47. 

CANOVAN, M. 1999. Trust the People! Populism and Two Faces of Democracy. Political Studies, 

XLVII, 2-16. 

CANOVAN, M. 2004. Populism for Political Theorists? Journal of Political Ideologies, 9, 241-252. 

DAHRENDORF, R. 2003. Acht Anmerkungen zum Populismus. Transit. Europäische Revue, 25, 156. 

DECADEWATCH 2007. Roma activists assess the progress of the Decade of Roma Inclusion. In: 

NICOARA, M. (ed.). DecadeWatch. 

DIAMOND, L. J. & MORLINO, L. (eds.) 2005. Assessing the Quality of Democracy: Johns Hopkins 

University Press. 

DOSTÁL, O. 2008. Právo príslušníkov menšín zúčastňovať sa na riešení menšinových záležitostí – 

ústavné zakotvenie a reálna prax v Slovenskej republike. [Right of minority members to 

participate in addressing minority issues - consitutionally secured rights and actual situation in 

Slovakia]. In: HARASZTI, I. & PETŐCZ, K. (eds.) Ethnic Stability – Ethnic Changes. 

Participation of minorities in the decision-making process. Šamorín Forum Minority Research 

Institute. 

ECONOMIST. 2011. Poland's Election: Tusk triumps. The Economist, October 9. 

EPSTEIN, R. A. & SEDELMEIER, U. 2008. Beyond conditionality: international institutions in 

postcommunist Europe after enlargement. Journal of European Public Policy, 15, 795–805. 

FT 2004. Former Polish political outcast gains popular ground. Financial Times, 1. 

FT 2007. High expectations of everyday life. Financial Times, 1. 

GOODWIN, M. J. 2009. The Contemporary Radical Right: Past, Present, and Future. Political Studies 

Review, 7, 322-329. 

HAUGHTON, T., NOVOTNÁ, T. & DEEGAN-KRAUSE, K. 2011. The 2010 Czech and Slovak 

Parliamentary Elections: Red Cards to the ‘Winners’. West European Politics, 34, 394 - 402. 

HOWARD, M. M. 2000. Can Populism be Suppressed in a Democracy? Austria, Germany, and the 

European Union. East European Politics and Societies, 15, 18-32. 

IVO 2011. Summary assessment of the quality of democracy in Slovakia in the fourth quarter of 2010, by 

issue area. [Súhrnné hodnotenie vývoja kvality demokracie v SR v štvrtom štvrťroku 2010 pre 

jednotlivé oblasti]. IVO Barometer ed. Bratislava: Institut pre Verejne Otazky. 

JAGERS, J. A. N. & WALGRAVE, S. 2007. Populism as political communication style: An empirical 

study of political parties' discourse in Belgium. European Journal of Political Research, 46, 319-

345. 

JESENSKÝ, M. 2009. Rómovia postavili domobranu [Roma defend their homes]. SME, August 7. 

KACZYNSKI, L. 2007. Address to National Forum on Europe. Dublin. 

KERN, M. 2009. Minorities according to Ondruš: Gypsies and Fags. [Menšiny podľa Ondruša: Cigáni a 

buzeranti]. Sme, December 21. 

KOLARSKA-BOBINNSKA, L. 2008. Citizens’ Activity and Social Protests. In: KOLARSKA-

BOBIŃSKA, L., KUCHARCZYK, J. & ZBIERANEK, J. (eds.) Democracy in Poland 2005-

2007. Warsaw: Institute of Public Affairs. 

KOLARSKA-BOBIŃSKA, L., KUCHARCZYK, J. & ZBIERANEK, J. (eds.) 2008. Democracy in 

Poland 2005-2007, Warsaw: Institute of Public Affairs. 



28 

 

KORDA, E. 2011. Smer: Je na čase reagovať na facky z Budapešti [Smer: It is time to respond to slaps 

from Budapest]. Sme, June 7. 

KRASTEV, I. 2007. The Strange Death of the Liberal Consensus. Journal of Democracy, 18, 56. 

KUCHARCZYK, J. 2008. Introduction: Democracy in Poland 2005–2007. In: KOLARSKA-

BOBIŃSKA, L., KUCHARCZYK, J. & ZBIERANEK, J. (eds.) Democracy in Poland 2005-

2007. Warsaw: Institute of Public Affairs. 

KUCHARCZYK, J. & WYSOCKA, O. 2008. Poland. In: MESEŽNIKOV, G., GYÁRFÁŠOVÁ, O. & 

SMILOV, D. (eds.) Populist Politics and Liberal Democracy in Central and Eastern Europe. 

Bratislava: Institute for Public Affairs. 

LACLAU, E. 2005. On Populist Reason, London, Verso. 

LEVITZ, P. & POP-ELECHES, G. 2010. Why No Backsliding? The European Union’s Impact on 

Democracy and Governance Before and After Accession. Comparative Political Studies, 43, 457-

485. 

MESEŽNIKOV, G., GYARFÁŠOVÁ, O., BÚTORA, M. & KOLLÁR, M. 2008a. Slovakia. In: 

MESEŽNIKOV, G., GYÁRFÁŠOVÁ, O. & SMILOV, D. (eds.) Populist Politics and Liberal 

Democracy in Central and Eastern Europe. Bratislava: Institute for Public Affairs. 

MESEŽNIKOV, G., GYÁRFÁŠOVÁ, O. & SMILOV, D. (eds.) 2008b. Populist Politics and Liberal 

Democracy in Central and Eastern Europe, Bratislava: Institute for Public Affairs. 

MUDDE, C. 2004. The Populist Zeitgeist. Government and Opposition, 39, 542-563. 

MUDDE, C. 2007. Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 

MUDDE, C. 2008. The Populist Radical Right: A Pathological Normalcy. Willy Brandt Series of Working 

Papers in International Migration and Ethnic Relations, 3/07. 

MUDDE, C. 2010. The Populist Radical Right: A Pathological Normalcy. West European Politics, 33, 

1167 - 1186. 

MUNGIU-PIPPIDI, A. 2007. EU Accession is No "End of History". Journal of Democracy, 18, 8. 

NAGY, L. 2004. Romsky problem moze rozvratit krajinu [The Roma problem can disrupt the country]. 

Pravda, 30 May. 

NDI 2006. Roma Participation in the 2006 Slovak Parliamentary Elections. 

OLSEN, J. 2000. The European Radical Right: Back to the Future? East European Politics and Societies, 

15, 195-200. 

PETKOVA, Z. 2011. Minorities to Wait Years for Language Use. [Menšiny si na jazyk počkajú roky]. 

SME, May 25. 

PIS 2005a. Abbreviated Party Program: Justice for All. 

PIS 2005b. Party Program: Justice for All. 

PLATTNER, M. F. 2005. A Skeptical Perspective. In: DIAMOND, L. J. & MORLINO, L. (eds.) 

Assessing the Quality of Democracy. Johns Hopkins University Press. 

PRAVDA 2007. Duka-Zolyomi Kritizoval SR na Pode EU [Duka Zolyomi Criticized SR before the EU]. 

Pravda. 

PRUŠOVÁ, V. 2012. Fico will not reveal why his son did not pursue a trade. [Fico mlčí, prečo syn nešiel 

na remeslo]. Sme, May 2. 

ROGUSKA, B. 2008. Public Opinion on Democracy. In: KOLARSKA-BOBIŃSKA, L., 

KUCHARCZYK, J. & ZBIERANEK, J. (eds.) Democracy in Poland 2005-2007. Warsaw: 

Institute of Public Affairs. 

RUPNIK, J. 2007. From Democracy Fatigue to Populist Backlash. Journal of Democracy, 18, 17-25. 

RZECZPOSPOLITA 2006. Searching for Gays. [Szukają gejów]. Rzeczpospolita. 

SAMOOBRONA. 2004. Selfdefense of the Republic of Poland: Who We Are and What We Stand For 

[Online]. Warsaw.  [Accessed March 2 2008]. 

SCHEDLER, A. 1996. Anti-Political-Establishment Parties. Party Politics, 2, 291-312. 

SME. 2012. Labor unions criticized the old government, Fico earned applause [Odborári kritizovali 

bývalú vládu, Fico si vyslúžil potlesk]. Sme, May 1. 

SMER 2006. Smerom k Ľuďom [Towards / In the "Direction" of People] - SMER Election Program. 



29 

 

STANLEY, B. 2008. The thin ideology of populism. Journal of Political Ideologies, 13, 95-110. 

TAGGART, P. 2000. Populism, Buckingham, Open University Press. 

TESSER, L. M. 2003. The Geopolitics of Tolerance: Minority Rights Under EU Expansion in East-

Central Europe. East European Politics and Societies, 17, 483-532. 

TRŠKO, M. 2012. Govermnent to fire people guarding minority rights. [Úrad vlády prepúšťa ľudí, čo 

strážili práva menšín]. Sme, April 29. 

VACHUDOVA, M. A. 2008. Tempered by the EU? Political parties and party systems before and after 

accession. Journal of European Public Policy, 15, 861-879. 

VAGOVIČ, M. & KOVÁČOVÁ, M. 2009. Ešte sa vrátim, odkazuje nežiadúci maďarský prezident [I will 

be back, says the unwanted Hungarian President]. SME, August 21. 

VALLACH, L. 2008. Magyar Hírlap: Fico spomína cirkus, dvojaký meter a svetovú vojnu [Fico speaks 

of a circus, double standards and a world war]. SME, 2 May. 

VELŠIC, M. & KRIVÝ, V. 2003. Ľudia majú strašiaka, voľný trh. [People have a scarecrow, the free 

market]. Bratislava: Institutte for Public Affairs. 

WEYLAND, K. 1996. Neopopulism and Neoliberalism in Latin America: Unexpected Affinities. Studies 

in Comparative International Development, 31, 3-31. 

WEYLAND, K. 2001. Clarifying a Contested Concept: Populism in the Study of Latin American Politics. 

Comparative Politics, 34, 1-22. 

YODER, J. A. 2000. West-east Integration: Lessons from East Germany's Accelerated Transition. East 

European Politics and Societies, 15, 114-138. 

ZASLOVE, A. 2009. The Populist Radical Right: Ideology, Party Families and Core Principles. Political 

Studies Review, 7, 309-318. 

 

 



30 

 

Notes: 

                                                           
1
 EPSTEIN, R. A. & SEDELMEIER, U. 2008. Beyond conditionality: international institutions in postcommunist 

Europe after enlargement. Journal of European Public Policy, 15, 795–805, LEVITZ, P. & POP-ELECHES, G. 

2010. Why No Backsliding? The European Union’s Impact on Democracy and Governance Before and After 

Accession. Comparative Political Studies, 43, 457-485. 
2
 The initially high enthusiasm for EU accession declined in most new member countries after they attained this goal 

but the numbers bounced back and ever surpassed the initial support as early as 2007. Standard Eurobarometer 

Surveys, 2004-2007. 
3
 GOODWIN, M. J. 2009. The Contemporary Radical Right: Past, Present, and Future. Political Studies Review, 7, 

322-329, MUDDE, C. 2007. Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 
4
 More recently, unfounded fears concerning possible Hungarian regional autonomy were revived, and the 

interpretation of actions by the representatives of this minority as conspiring with revisionist Hungary against 

Slovakia have become increasingly popular.  
5
 As these patterns started to be captured in the regular statistics collected by the State Statistics Office, the Prime 

Minister conveniently stopped the collection of this data. Other public opinion surveys, however, confirm the 

lagging popularity of the main government party and while some of it was certainly caused by the deteriorating 

economic conditions caused by the global economic downturn, the rising appeal of anti-minority parties (SNS in 

particular) is telling. 
6
 The August 2009 extreme right marches resulted in worries about Roma safety. 

7
 Observers frequently point to the extremely poor access of the Roma minority to the political process. For instance 

a former chair of the Parliamentary committee for minorities Laszlo Nagy stated that while the Hungarian minority 

is an active force in Slovak politics, its Roma counterpart is unable to exist without the support and solidarity of the 

state. (Nagy, 2004) 


