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Transnational Populism in Context: The UN,

the EU, and Beyond

Kolja Möller

10.1 Introduction

Nationalist movements are on the rise; the long list ranges from Donald
Trump’s presidency to the successes of right-wing parties in the EU. Not
least, nationalist alliances between governments, the media, and social
movements have been able to undermine trans- and international insti-
tutions or to constitute blocking minorities (Petersmann 2021). These
developments are often described as populist: In contradistinction to
blunt authoritarianism or fascist ideology, right-wing populism—at first
sight—draws intensely on a democratic discourse by aspiring to mobilise
popular sovereignty against the ‘established power structure’ (Canovan
1999: 3). When it comes to the question of how to grapple with these
tendencies, we witness two strands of reaction: The first emphasises
the risks that come along with the populist invocation of the people
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(Müller 2016; Urbinati 2014). Accordingly, the challenge involves the
defence of liberal democracy not only against nationalist, but also all
holistic conceptions of peoplehood that rely on the totalising gesture of
embodying the people as a whole within public deliberation. The second
strand takes another route: It aspires to ‘lever out’ the rise of nationalism
by trying to represent the ‘people below’ against the ‘elite above’ from a
democratic-inclusive standpoint (Howse 2019; Vergara 2020). Progres-
sive varieties of populism should give dissatisfaction, lack of self-efficacy,
protest against democratic deficits, and broader social crisis tendencies
an adequate expression instead of reifying a closed national people pitted
against the ‘others’.

Against this background, the questions that resurface concern whether
a transnational populism, whose constituency moves beyond the national
people, is already observable and if it qualifies as a timely political
strategy (Henderson 2020; De Cleen et al. 2019). In the following, this
contribution examines transnational populism’s potentials and limita-
tions. It argues that it should not be conceived of as a free-standing type
of discursive entrepreneurship, but rather a dynamic which already oper-
ates from within the co-evolution of the political system and its consti-
tutionalisation in international contexts, such as the United Nations or
the European Union. The argument is structured as follows: The first
part elucidates how populist politics are connected to the political system
and its inter- and transnational layers (10.2). Using these insights, it is
possible to draw distinctions between different variants of transnation-
alisation (10.3). Then, the contribution reconstructs two paradigmatic
cases: The first case is the strive of the non-aligned alliance of developing
countries from the global south for a New International Economic Order
in the UN of the 1960s and 1970s (10.4). The second case is the rise of
anti-austerity populism as a reaction to the Euro-Crisis in the EU in the
2010s (10.5).

As it is demonstrated, transnational populisms remain entangled in a
basic antinomy: On the one hand, it is possible to address crucial social
divisions by invoking a transnational people. On the other hand, the
political system in the international sphere is—up until now—constitu-
tionalised in a way that privileges nationalist invocations and, thereby,
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makes it difficult to pursue transnational politics. However, this anti-
nomy may not necessarily be a sign of weakness. To the contrary, it can
also be seen as a characteristic strength: Transnational populisms reveal
the symptomatic truth that inter- and transnational constitutionalisa-
tion has to be re-oriented in times of global challenges, such as climate
change, migration movements, and growing interdependencies.

10.2 Populism and Popular Sovereignty

In order to clarify the potentials and limitations of transnational
populism, it is necessary to explore its basic structure. In the research
literature, the term populism is used to capture a specific type of poli-
tics that revolves around the claim to incarnate the people’s will and
oppose it against the elites. There is an ongoing debate about whether
populism is situated on an ideational level (relying on a specific thin
ideology), is a strategic rhetoric, or even expresses the logic of the polit-
ical as such.1 However, in all of these approaches the distinction between
‘people’ and ‘power-bloc’ remains the defining feature. Looking at the
history of populist movements, we encounter a rather pluralised land-
scape where different movements, politicians, or parties have casted their
people from a variety of angles—be it a rural people which opposes the
dominance of big cities’ finance, as was the case in US populism of the
1890s; the working people which has always been the starting point of
labour populism; a liberal rights-based people of individual entrepreneurs
that encourages (neo-) liberal varieties of populism; or a notion of
homogenous peoplehood in the case of authoritarian populism.2

By taking this perspective further, it becomes possible to step beyond
the nation-state and conceive of populism in the inter- and transnational
sphere (Moffitt 2017; De Cleen et al. 2019). Until now, the research on
populism beyond the nation-state has introduced a distinction between
international and transnational populism. International populism can
be observed when agents coordinate their actions and raise common

1 For an overview, see Kaltwasser et al. (2017).
2 For studies on the history of populism, see Rosanvallon (2020), Möller (2020).
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political claims in the international sphere by pitting the sovereignty
of their respective national peoples against the elites (De Cleen 2017:
355).3 In contrast, transnational populism is defined by a transgressive
movement which overcomes the reliance on a national people. It appeals
to a ‘transnational people-as-underdog as a political subject that super-
sedes the boundaries of the nation-state, rather than merely linking up
national people-as-underdogs’ (ibidem). Possible examples mostly stem
from social movement activities which criticise international institutions
as elite-driven, such as the alter-globalization movement, Occupy move-
ment, or the recent ‘Democracy in Europe 2025 (DiEM25)’ initiative in
the context of the EU (De Cleen et al. 2019; De Cleen 2017: 355).
However, the focus on populism as a discourse or ideology which is
deliberately picked up by agents exhibits explanatory problems. A sound
approach would not only have to observe free-standing discourses, but
also provide a framework which makes it possible to clarify the condi-
tions for the appearance, success, and/or decay of populism. Research
on populism often resurrects an imagined scenario where politics mainly
revolves around a free-standing battle of constructions rather than given
opportunity structures of the already existing political system. In the
following, a slightly different route will be taken: The role and func-
tion of populism will be elucidated as a form of politics which inherently
creeps within constitutional contexts on the national as well as inter- and
transnational level.

The inherited notion of politics as it is constitutionalised in the
nation-state can serve as a starting point for such a systemic perspec-
tive: Here, politics revolves around the differentiation between a political
system and its capacity to take collectively binding decisions which
claim to constitute and bind society as a whole (Luhmann 2002: 84;
Marx 1972: 354). In his writings on the political system, the German

3 A recent example is contemporary right-wing populism. Populist governments are in the
course of building alliances in order to restore national sovereignty. Admittedly, there is talk in
this political scene about clashing civilisations or ethno-pluralistic conceptions of peoplehood,
but ultimately their strategy assumes the primacy of given national or cultural identities which
can and should not be transgressed (see, e.g., for right-wing populism in eastern Europe: Kim
[2020]; for a general perspective on identity-issues: Kempf [2020]). This is why right-wing
populism stands in contradiction to self-transformative and, in the case of this contribution,
transnational varieties of populism.
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systems theorist Niklas Luhmann expanded this wide-spread view. He
argued that the advent of democracy transformed the scene. By acknowl-
edging legitimate opposition, the ‘top’ of the political system is ‘split’
(Luhmann 1987: 132) and the government is confronted with an
opposition which can replace the governing elite. Hence, the polit-
ical system is characterised by a communicative self-reference where
the binary coding—power-superiority/power-inferiority—is reframed as
government/opposition (Luhmann 2002: 97). In order to connect to the
political system, one has to reach beyond aims, values, or programmes.
At least from a certain point on, one has to engage with legislation and
the destitution of or the strive for public office in the system’s centre.
But it is important to note that the political system does not operate in
complete isolation from other systems. In order to stabilise its own self-
reference and allow the interplay of government and opposition to be
processed, it has historically carried out a privileged relation to law. The
legal system provides the necessary underpinning for enduring proce-
dures. This is acknowledged in an overarching constitutionalism which
can be defined as a ‘structural coupling’ between both systems that ‘reacts
to the differentiation of law and politics and their need for mutual
connection’ (Luhmann 1990: 180; see also Luhmann 2004: 381 ff.). The
constitution sets the scene for the relative autonomy of both systems by
distinguishing between the circuits of political power and a legal system
which constitutes and, at the same time, binds political procedures.

However, the available avenues within the political system reach
beyond the interplay of government and opposition. This is due to
the fact that modern constitutionalism is characterised by a higher-
ranking second-order dimension. It revolves around the question of how
simple first-order procedures are constituted. Simple communications
are observed, confirmed, and revised by reference to the higher-ranking
code ‘constitutional/unconstitutional’ (Luhmann 2004: 407). Then,
whether simple first-order procedures adequately express the constitu-
tional essentials is reflected on and discussed. In this context, a specific
type of politics enters the stage—one which addresses not only the rela-
tion of government and opposition, but also the foundational dimension
of the polity: In such second-order politics, the question is not whether
or not a legislative act, a specific policy proposal, or a public official
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should be supported, rather it functions to revise the whole order (e.g.,
how power is distributed, how procedures are constituted, how officials
are operating, etc.) and asks if it is still in line with the constitutional
commitments. Most importantly, such constitutional politics becomes a
vital option in cases where democratic popular sovereignty amounts to a
foundational norm: Can the existing order as it has evolved still claim to
be connected to the people as constituent power? This opens up the field
for originalist, societal, liberal, conservative, juridical, etc. approaches to
conceive of the people as well as for fierce battles about its meaning and
purpose.4

In the light of these insights, it becomes possible to more precisely
locate populism: It is a mechanism of contestation which activates
popular sovereignty from below and pits it against the established struc-
ture of power. But it is important to note that it does so in a distinct
way, namely, through ‘re-entry’5: Popular sovereignty as a second-order
dimension re-enters the regular first-order circuits of political commu-
nication. Thus, populism blurs the line between regular and constitutional
politics by re-inserting the claim to embody the people against the elites
within the regular procedures of the political system. It not only challenges
the periphery of the political system (public opinion formation) or the
constitutional self-understanding, but it also affects its centre (legisla-
tion and public offices). Thereby, it presents itself as an effective option
for making societal protest a clearly political matter which threatens the
existing officials of disempowerment or replacement by new represen-
tatives. This characteristic re-entry distinguishes populism from other
political options, such as regular oppositional politics (which operates on
the policy level and aspires to constructively change legislation), social
movement politics (which aspires to influence the periphery of public
opinion formation), and pure constitutional politics (which is confined
to extraordinary second-order politics and does not engage in power
struggles or the strive for office). Admittedly, populist movements are
often connected to social movements. In some cases, social movements

4 For an investigation into such constitutional politics in the case of the US: Ackerman (1989).
See also populist approaches to constitutionalism which oppose juridical expertocracy: Tushnet
(2000: 177 ff.).
5 For the general role of re-entries in social systems, see Luhmann (1993).
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set the scene for populist forms of politics; in other cases, they evolve in
the shadow of populism (Grattan 2016). Not least, populist personalities
often present themselves as being part of broader movements which tran-
scend the confines of the existing political parties. But what makes them
populist is their reliance on the structure of the political system with
a view to embodying popular sovereignty within parliamentary and/or
presidential representation. In sum, populism stands in a certain contra-
diction. It is an avenue of political contestation which aims at dissolving
power-concentration and elite-dominance. However, it is also vulner-
able to reificatory tendencies. In these cases, the distinction between the
people and the elite undergoes a peculiar twist. Here, the notion of the
‘people’ no longer reacts to elite-dominance, rather it is stylised as an
identity-based entity whose supremacy is in constant danger of being
diluted by the ‘others’ and, more importantly, by even more vulnerable
social groups ‘from below’.

10.3 Inter- and Transnational Contexts

It is important to note that popular sovereignty as a foundational consti-
tutional norm has always been situated within international constitu-
tionalisation. As insights into the evolution of international law demon-
strate, the world-wide spread of democratic popular sovereignty after
the Second World War was not just a matter of distinct national devel-
opments and popular social change on the nation-state level (Anghie
2005: 196 ff.; Brunkhorst 2014: 422 ff.; Fisch 2012); the reinvigoration
of international law in the framework of the UN in 1945 contributed
immensely to this spread. By acknowledging public authorities on a
given territory as representing a national people within clearly demar-
cated borders and accepting their order as ‘state’, the international sphere
took part in the constitution of national sovereignty. The UN Charter
enshrined ‘the principle of equal rights and self-determination of peoples’
(UN-Charter Art.1 (2)), ‘the principle of sovereign equality of all its
members’ (Art.2 (1)), the protection of ‘territorial integrity’, and ‘polit-
ical independence’ (Art. 2 (4)). In sum, it provided a normative grammar
of self-determination which permeated national constitution-making.
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As Chris Thornhill has argued in his investigations into the history of
constitutionalism, one has to depart from a co-evolution of international
law and national-statehood. The ‘globalization of democracy’ was heavily
driven by the advent of international law:

(…) in many cases of democratic polity building after 1945, national
populations only became sovereign citizens in their own societies as a
result of externally imposed norms, and on the foundation of external
constructions of legitimate sovereign power. The achievement of demo-
cratic sovereignty, classically conceived as the free act of the collective
body of national citizens, was widely realized as the consequence of
international normative directives and expectations. (Thornhill 2018:
167)

In particular, decolonialisation played a key role in polity making:
National liberation movements succeeded in Africa, Asia, and Latin
America and constituted new nation-states. Drawing on the right to
self-determination, they were included in an international commu-
nity which—at least formally—acknowledged their sovereignty (Anghie
2005: 197). However, the UN did not replicate crucial distinctions
between government and opposition as can be identified on the national
level. Instead, it was oriented towards consensus-procedures (Ley 2015a:
38 ff.). The UN General Assembly was not designed as a transnational
legislation in which government and opposition collide; it was designed
to create a forum for inter-state dialogue and the furthering of common
objectives. As scholarly discussions on the emerging ‘world power system’
emphasise (Albert 2016), this international community opened up a
peculiar context where the characteristic power-code could be processed.

More specifically, the international order conceived of itself as both the
result of state-consent and as polity. Therefore, politicisation has always
oscillated between two poles (Koskenniemi 2005): On the one hand,
the international community reflected itself as emanating from a partly
pre-legal state sovereignty. On the other hand, one could always make
sense of this sovereignty from an overarching juridical and rights-based
standpoint. From this perspective, the status of being a sovereign state
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depended upon the adherence to the higher-ranking laws of the inter-
national community (ibidem: 224 ff.). Thus, the acknowledgement of
the state as sovereign entity could only occur under international law.
These paradoxical foundations always pre-formed the available options
when it came to contentious politics: Either politicisation referred to
the sovereign leeway for states (here, the right of nation-states to pursue
their own pathways is highlighted) or the primacy of international
law to binds its parts was invoked. In the latter case, political claims
were framed as expressing shared transnational principles. Thus, politics
within the international community has consistently been characterised
by an oscillation between ‘ascending’ claims to state sovereignty and
‘descending’ doctrines which stressed the primacy of the international
community (ibidem: 225).

Now, if this is a formative aspect of the systemic context, one has
to depart from the following assumption (which may seem, at first
sight, counter-intuitive): Though the UN lacks the symbolic inven-
tory of national public spheres, populist re-entries may not be confined
to the national political system. The basic structure of the UN even
triggers a type of contestation where agents invoke the principle of
self-determining popular sovereignty and oppose it to the elites (be
it powerful nation-states or international functionaries, etc.). In the
absence of regular legislation and the existence of only weak scopes
for non-foundational opposition-politics (Ley 2015b), national govern-
ments tend to begin with the right to self-determination and sovereign
state equality. This can lead to huge imbalances: Transnational soci-
etal contradictions and substantive challenges are likely to collapse into
a power-play between distinct national peoples. Admittedly, this state-
centred setting has come under pressure in the last decades. Transnational
activism and the politicisation of global governance regimes can be
observed and are often portrayed as disseminating new forms of the polit-
ical (Teubner 2018; Horst 2013; Fischer-Lescano 2012). However, for
the purpose of determining the role of transnational populism, it remains
crucial to identify re-entries where the claim to ‘we, the people’ against
the elite serves as the starting point for engaging with the existing avenues
of the political system.
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Inter- and transnational forms of distinct parliamentary representa-
tion may constitute another explicit context for such re-entries. The
EU is often portrayed as a form of supra-national constitutionalism
which partly de-couples the notion of the people from the nation-state
(Fossum and Menéndez 2011). From the 1970s, the institutional setup
started to expand beyond the judicial sphere and intergovernmental
decision-making through the European Parliament. The mixed character
of the EU—which combines inter-state bargaining in the Council (repre-
senting the peoples of Europe), parliamentary deliberation in the Euro-
pean Parliament (potentially representing the European people), and
the strong role of the European Commission—has provoked recurring
controversies about its status as a political system sui generis, a federative
super-state, or a still intergovernmental institution. However, the advent
of the European Parliament has always been considered as constituting a
distinct transnational sphere of politics (Patberg 2014). In the framework
of the European Parliament, it should become possible to pursue regular
oppositional politics within the confines of the legislative procedure
(Art. 294 TFEU). From that perspective, the European Treaties can be
reconstructed as replicating the two-level structure of constitutionalism.
But the European Parliament is characterised by explicit non-popular
concomitants; it takes part in controlling and shaping legislation, but
its working structure is highly complex and dissolves into ‘deformalized’
politics under the auspices of trialogue-negotiations between Council,
Commission, and Parliament (Achenbach 2016: 27). Clear mechanisms
which reduce complexity with a view to staging political conflict and
processing the binary power-code are still weak. The parliament takes
part in the appointment of public offices, but at the same time the latter
do not yet assume the necessary symbolic power which is needed in order
to establish an interplay of government and opposition. Admittedly, the
European Parliament and the EU have regulations concerning the role
of political parties and parliamentary groups. However, meaningful mass
partisanship which stands in privileged relation to the parliamentary
scene has not yet developed and remains episodic (White 2014). This is
also reflected in the European elections which are still tied to the national
level, the respective national public spheres, and the national parties
which determine the lists. In sum, the European Parliament assumes an
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undetermined status. It arouses the expectation of a popular legislation
which is, in return, undermined by its procedural framework and lack of
symbolic power. Against this backdrop, it is not surprising that, over the
last decades, one can observe not so much the spread of transnational-
Europeanised populisms, but rather a growing scene of national-populist
currents which exploit the European Parliament’s status (Mudde 2007).
They take part in the parliamentary processes, but at the same time they
either stage themselves as victims of an all too mighty European super-
state (in need of curtailment) or they emphasise that the parliament has
no power because of its un-rootedness in respective national cultures.
Thereby, populist currents are able to scandalise the non-popular bias
by resorting to national sovereignty. In comparison, the national layer
seems to symbolise political power and to provide the capacity for taking
effective decisions ‘in the name of the people’.

In sum, it turns out that in both contexts—that of the UN and the
EU—the political system is configured in a way that allows for and even
triggers populist re-entries. While the transnational setting often lacks
resonance in the public sphere as well as the role of mass partisanship,
it seems debatable whether it is ‘far more diffuse, open and unfamiliar,
making the constitutive process of speaking for “the people” more diffi-
cult’ (Moffitt 2017: 8). Drawing on the re-entry approach, the opposite
could in fact be the case: Although lacking the symbolic inventory, the
systemic contexts in the inter- and transnational sphere even tend to
privilege populist contestation. However, it would be misleading to over-
look that populism in the respective contexts is not unilaterally doomed
to stage a reified national people. The following sections exemplify that
dynamics of transnational peoplehood can be discerned.

1. Rooted transnational populism: As insights into the history of
populism demonstrate, there have always been variants of inclusive
populisms. These aimed at representing all those who are dominated by
the power-bloc. Possible examples stem from nineteenth-century labour
and peasant populism (Calhoun 1982), popular mass politics of the
1920s and 30s which paved the way for Roosevelt’s New Deal (Kazin
1995), and left-populism in Latin America (Linera 2014). In these cases,
the invocation of popular sovereignty does not necessarily collapse into
a nationalist reification of the people. Rather, it is observable that such
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populisms reflect on their constituency and are, in principle, open to
shifting their boundaries. The transnational dynamic resides on the level
of reflexivity, namely, how these movements determine the power-bloc
and how they reflect on the boundaries of their respective people. Inclu-
sive populisms can be reconstructed as transgressing the boundaries of
the national constituency when they remain open to outsiders’ perspec-
tives. This is the case when they consider those who are not yet included
and are situated beyond national borders as essential parts of their
‘people’. Thereby, they anticipate a transnational people from within the
national political scene. Such trajectories can be reconstructed as rooted
transnational populism. As shown in the third part of this contribution,
we can find examples in the contemporary political landscape of the EU.

2. Transformative international populism: Recent research literature on
populism investigates whether populist movements enter international
coordination (De Cleen 2017: 355). Given the centrality of sovereign
state equality in the international sphere, governments regularly appeal
to democratic self-determination. Thus, it is not surprising that the inter-
national coordination of such resistances can be observed: Governments
coordinate their actions and invoke the sovereignty of their particular
national people. Hence, it seems necessary to distinguish such interna-
tional populisms from a transformative variety of international populism.
In transformative international populisms governments coordinate their
activities and invoke popular sovereignty as well, but they do it in a
different way: They stick to a ‘plebian’ standpoint (Vergara 2020), i.e.,
they react to given power-blocs and elite dominance. Thereby, they
leave notions of peoplehood open to transformation. They cast their
constituency in border-transgressing terms when they appeal to the
people as ‘global masses’, the ‘global south’, the ‘developing world’, etc.
Further, they coordinate their activities with a view to the establishment
of new inter- and transnational orders which differ from unilateral re-
nationalisation. Here again, a transnational dynamic may step in which
revises reified variants of the people/power-bloc distinction. An exem-
plary case that is discussed in the next section is the surge of developing
countries and their strive for a New International Economic Order in
the UN of the 1960s and 70s.
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3. Full-blown transnational populism: The option of a full-blown
transnational populism also remains. It appeals from the outset to a
transnational people and operates chiefly beyond the nation-state. Not
least, one can observe recurring social movements which claim to repre-
sent non-national constituencies. In recent years, transnational protest
has emerged (Volk 2018). In cases such as the movement against climate
change, the world social forum, the alter-globalization movement, or
solidarity with migrants and refugees the role of the people is de-coupled
from national peoplehood. However, it is a characteristic feature of these
movements that they raise holistic claims of representation and pit these
against the national governments, transnational corporations, or inter-
and transnational institutions. Yet there is a crucial difference between
these movements and populism since they do not perform the neces-
sary re-entry into the political system or strive for immediate changes
in legislation and public offices. In transnational protest movements, we
can discern a variety of strategies: Some aim at influencing the ‘sluices of
administrative power’ (Habermas) from the standpoint of civil society,
others aim at building a counter-society at a distance from existing insti-
tutions, still others confront the power-bloc through civil disobedience
or symbolic attacks. Thus, transnational protest movements only turn
into populism if they engage with legislation, the existing institution-
alised political decision-making, and public offices. Hence, full-blown
transnational populism may have a precarious status because it has to
grapple with the re-entry into the circuits of the political system.

In the following, such transnational dynamics is scrutinised within the
contexts of the UN and the EU: The strive of the ‘developing world’
for a new economic international order is reconstructed as transfor-
mative international populism (10.4). In the context of the EU, the
anti-austerity populism, which reacted to the Euro-Crisis in the 2010s,
exhibited a mixture of rooted and full-blown transnational populism
(10.5).
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10.4 Transformative International Populism:
The Quest for a New International
Economic Order

It is often overlooked that the foundation of the UN was also entan-
gled in the process of decolonialisation (Anghie 2005: 197 ff.). Former
colonial powers were forced to give up their territories and, in return,
nation state formation evolved in Asia, Latin-America, and Africa. This
change was driven by national liberation movements which aimed at
self-determination. In many cases, they stood at a distance from both
western capitalism and real existing socialism. Though pursuing different
national pathways, these countries engaged in international coordina-
tion with a view to effectuate changes in world politics, most notably
against the strive of the powerful nations to exert dominance through
foreign military interventions, economic exploitation, and neo-colonial
dependencies (Bockman 2015). The so-called ‘non-aligned countries’
established the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development
(UNCTAD) in 1964 and organised themselves as the ‘Group of 77’.
The significant power potential resided in its name. Through the mere
number of its members, the group was able to constitute a majority in the
UN’s General Assembly. Finally, it established the resolution of a New
Economic International Order (NIEO) in 1974 which was to dissolve
the dominance of former colonial powers and establish more sustainable
pathways of economic development (UN Declaration on the Establish-
ment of a New International Economic Order, Res. 3201, 1974). This
emerging counter-power alarmed conservatives and (neo-) liberals all
over the world. The industrialised north still profited from the depen-
dency of the third world and experienced fierce internal cultural battles
about its colonial history. Further, economic globalisation was underway
and financial flows, foreign investment, and transnational companies
discovered new schemes of expansion. An organic intellectual of the
international free trade system warned: ‘The catalogue of development-
political demands as i.a. formulated in the Charter of Algier (1967)
and the action program of Lima (1971) by the trade-union-like orga-
nized Group of 77 leads to a revolutionary overall revision of traditional
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international economic law from the viewpoint of development policies’
(Petersmann 1976: 496).

If we take a closer look at the trajectory of the non-aligned bloc, we
can identify a re-entry structure: While the General Assembly lacked a
legislative function, it was used for claims to popular sovereignty. The
Group of 77 reflected itself as representing a broader constituency of the
world’s masses and underdogs against the former colonial powers. The
NIEO resolution stated: ‘The developing countries which constitute 70
per cent of the world’s population, account only for 30 per cent of the
world’s income. It has proved impossible to achieve an even balanced
development of the international community under the existing interna-
tional economic order’ (UN Declaration on the Establishment of a New
International Economic Order). The main division resided in the contra-
diction between the ‘developed’ and the ‘developing countries’. Further,
the declaration raised a holistic claim to restructure the international
community as a whole. An influential figure of the non-aligned bloc,
the international lawyer Mohammed Bedjaoui, saw the movement as the
forerunner of the world community because it proposed ‘new world-wide
legal, economic and political order, based on the integrated development
of the whole earth and on the right to progress of all peoples’ (Bedjaoui
1979: 13; see also Özsu 2015: 131). The Charter of Economic Rights
and Duties of States echoed these ambitions (UN Charter of Economic
Rights and Duties of States, General Assembly Resolution 3281: 1974).
Thus, ‘joint consideration of and concerted action regarding interna-
tional economic problems’ was called for in order to take steps in the
direction of a ‘just and rational development of all parts of the world’
(UN-Charter of Economic Rights, Preamble). The charter envisaged an
international order which combined transnational cooperation with the
scope for developing countries to decide on their economic policies.
This project had already resonated in the speech of the Chilean Pres-
ident Salvador Allende before the UNCTAD in 1972. Here, Allende
began with the observation that ‘our community is not homogeneous,
but divided up into peoples that have grown rich and peoples that have
remained poor’ (Allende 1973: 349). He emphasised the ‘emergence of
specific possibilities for constructing new international trade patterns’
(ibidem: 352) and ‘self-respecting international relations’ (ibidem: 356).
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In his speech, he also referred to ‘us, the peoples of the third world’
(ibidem: 349) and accused the ‘affluent countries’ of pursuing their
selfish interests with ‘bulldog tenacity’ (ibidem: 350).

However, this transnational project, which revolved around the
distinction between a selfish power-bloc and the developing world, was
operating under the central role of national sovereignty. The NIEO
declaration invoked the ‘sovereign equality of states’ (UN Declaration,
para 4a), rejected foreign interventions into national self-determination,
and assured sovereignty over national resources. More importantly, it
stated that every country should have ‘the sovereign and inalienable
right to choose its economic system as well as its political, social and
cultural systems in accordance with the will of the people, without
outside interference, coercion or threat in any form whatsoever’ (UN
Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of States, Chapter II, Art. 1).
This emphasis on self-determination was an important weapon since it
mobilised constituent principles of international law. Further, it reacted
to the growing threats from first-world countries, such as the toppling
of national governments by foreign military intervention and new forms
of economic dependency (Pahuja 2019). One can qualify the contesta-
tion of the non-aligned bloc in terms of a transformative international
populism: On the one hand, it referred to a transnational constituency
and aimed to dissolve the power-bloc of developed countries. It did
not envisage a unilateral re-nationalisation, but rather new types of
international socialisation. On the other hand, it drew heavily on the
defence of national sovereignty against foreign interventions. In this case,
sovereignty ‘articulated the hope of experiencing the thrill of having one’s
life in one’s own hands. This is what sovereignty meant for those who
struggled against theocratic rule in early modern Europe or invoked it to
fight decolonization in the twentieth century’ (Koskenniemi 2011: 70).

Subsequently, the non-aligned movement triggered reactions which
were ultimately successful: A neoliberal counter-reaction was able to
undermine these tendencies (Slobodian 2018: 263 ff.). It made use
of military force in order to block democratic socialism in Chile, El
Salvador, and Nicaragua, for example. Further, it set in motion populist
types of political mobilisation, such as what Margaret Thatcher and
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Ronald Reagan did. Most importantly, it instigated a type of constitu-
tionalisation which was, from the outset, meant to block democratic
socialism: Inter- and transnational institutions should constitutionalise
neoliberal economic policies and property relations on a higher-ranking
level in order to make them unavailable to alternative economic poli-
cies (Gill and Cutler 2014; Möller 2018). In this context, the re-entry
of non-liberal concerns was blocked and could be ruled out as un-
constitutional from the outset. Until the financial crisis of 2008, this
counter-movement proved successful and established an international
economic order under the auspices of neo-liberalism. But it remained
precarious and set in motion vast disintegrating dynamics. It was recur-
rently haunted by crisis and is, nowadays, being challenged by populist
contestation.

10.5 Anti-Austerity Populism
in the European Union

What about populism in contexts where separate layers of transnational
parliamentary representation already exist? European integration is the
prime case for a constitutionalisation which displays clear signs of a
distinct polity. One has to acknowledge that the aspirations for transna-
tional populism in Europe are a relatively new tendency. There have
always been conceptions of Pan-Europeanism: Moderate conservatives
engaged in cross-border dialogue in order to establish the European
Treaties and exhibited a ‘transnational’ mindset (Wolkenstein 2020),
communist parties engaged in ‘Eurocommunist’ strategies in the 1970s
(Heurtebize 2014), social movements in the late 1990s and 2000s gath-
ered in European Social Forums and, more recently, the ‘Pulse of Europe’
movement highlighted pro-EU attitudes. But in all of these cases, the
transnational people was not part of a populist strategy: Either it was not
seen as ‘plebian’ people reacting to the dominance of elites and power-
blows within the EU or it did not perform the re-entry into the realm of
political decision-making by being confined to the civil societal sphere.

More specific transnational patterns did not play a role until the
political conflicts around the Euro-Crisis after 2010, where a distinct
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anti-austerity populism was on the rise. New left parties, such as Syriza
in Greece and Podemos in Spain, emerged. Social democratic parties,
such as Labour in the UK, abandoned their attachment to third way
approaches and former socialist parties engaged with populist approaches
and transformed their political function (Stavrakakis 2014; Agustín and
Briziarelli 2017). This development reacted to the crisis of financial capi-
talism and its emphasis on rigorous austerity. While Germany managed
the global financial crisis after 2008 through anti-cyclical investment
programmes, it resisted transferring this Keynesian turn to the Euro-
Zone (Tooze 2018: 319 ff.). Instead, it insisted on austerity policies and
the non-socialisation of debts on the European level (Brunkhorst 2020).
The Euro-Crisis would have been a crucial opportunity to re-orient the
EU and the Euro-Zone with a view to economic cohesion. However,
the reaction pattern was different, even reinforcing austerity and inter-
state competition. A separate fiscal compact, which partly circumvented
the existing procedures of European law, established a regulatory regime
which was meant to supervise and put pressure on southern European
countries to reduce their state deficit (Fischer-Lescano 2014).

In order to contest these tendencies, a distinct anti-austerity populism
became successful in the following situations: In Greece, Syriza had a
major impact. In Spain, the newly founded party Podemos was growing
and in Portugal left forces were on the rise. The characteristic trait of this
political surge was the fact that it relied on a populist mode of mobili-
sation: It campaigned against the austerity power-bloc and the Troika
(an institutional alliance composed of the IMF, the European Commis-
sion, and the European Central Bank [ECB] which should supervise the
effective realisation of austerity policies). In this case, the people was
casted not in nativistic or ethnic terms but in inclusionary and plural
terms: Podemos referred to a plural notion of la gente as popular subject
which included migrants, local regional identities, and outsiders’ perspec-
tives (Iglesias 2015, 185; Errejon and Mouffe 2015). Syriza defined its
constituency as ‘plural, inclusive and active subject unbound by ethnic,
racial, sexual, gender or other restrictions’ (Stavrakakis and Katsambekis
2014: 135). Further, the anti-austerity surge did not primarily appeal to
the restoration of national sovereignty, but also envisaged shared crisis
policies on the European level (Varoufakis 2017: 78 ff.).
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After entering the circuits of the political system, these movements
aimed at overtaking governmental power in the member states and using
the European Council and the Euro-Zone meetings as forums of contes-
tation. Given the non-simultaneity of timing and majority-building on
the nation-state level, it was only in Greece that Syriza entered the
government in 2015. At the outset, the Prime minister Alexis Tsipras
was careful not to resort to national populism. In a speech at the Parlia-
mentary group of Syriza on 17 February 2015, he claimed to defend
the European Treaties against the ‘power-bloc’ of conservative govern-
ments. Tsipras accused the Troika of breaching European Treaties whose
‘fundamental elements are common values of democracy and the prin-
ciple of popular sovereignty’.6 Tsipras stated that, ‘to us, the European
Treaties are binding’ and not ‘the obsessions of conservative governments
in the EURO zone’ (ibidem). In a similar vein, the finance minister
Yanis Varoufakis underlined Syriza’s ‘pro-European’ stance and aimed at
proposing a ‘new programme’ of ‘debt-restructuring’ on the European
level (Varoufakis 2017: 77).

It was not surprising that, ultimately, Greece refused to leave the
Euro-Zone and instead accepted the so-called ‘Memorandum of Under-
standing’. This was not only a matter of economic feasibility, but it
was also caused by the fact that Syriza’s approach to Europe was not
a sovereigntist variety of national populism. It favoured a more cohe-
sive crisis politics: ‘Our government will proceed under the maximum
cooperation with the well-constituted legal institutions of the Euro-
pean Union (…). But with a tripartite committee (…) whose logic we
consider anti-European (…), we have no intention to cooperate’ (Varo-
ufakis 2017: 170). However, the national bias struck back. The conflict
was suddenly reframed as a power conflict between the self-interest
of competing national governments and their peoples (Offe 2016). In
the public sphere the Euro-Crisis was debated as the Greece-Crisis. In
the absence of Europeanised possibilities to further the conflict, Syriza
had to resort to a national referendum in 2015. Accordingly, the refer-
ence to national sovereignty acquired a more prominent stance. The

6 See his speech, https://www.zeitschrift-luxemburg.de/rede-des-ministerpraesidenten-griechenl
ands-alexis-tsipras-vor-der-syriza-fraktion-im-griechischen-parlament-am-17-02-2015 (last access:
26/05/2021).

https://www.zeitschrift-luxemburg.de/rede-des-ministerpraesidenten-griechenlands-alexis-tsipras-vor-der-syriza-fraktion-im-griechischen-parlament-am-17-02-2015
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Greek government stood alone and could not ally itself with progressive
governments as they evolved later in Portugal and Spain, while potential
anti-austerity majorities, such as in Germany, did not materialise.

Syriza’s trajectory had huge repercussions on the scene of socialist,
social-democratic, and progressive parties in Europe, as well as on
transnational social movements (Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis 2019).
While an enduring transformative international populism did not enter
the scene, rooted and full-blown transnational dynamics can be discerned
in the aftermath. Two cases serve to illustrate this tendency: The devel-
opment of the left party Die Linke in Germany can be considered an
explicit case of rooted transnational populism (1), while the movement
Democracy in Europe 2025 (DiEM 25), which emerged from struggles
around the Euro-crisis, exhibited a variety of full-blown transnational
populism (2).

1. The turn to a rooted transnational populism can be reconstructed
in the case of the German party Die Linke. In the 2010s, explicit
battles and decisions around transnational populism took place. As an
established part of the German political system, Die Linke emerged
from the former party of democratic socialism in 2007 and played the
role of a left-leaning party whose ‘central purpose has been to chal-
lenge austerity based-measures’ (Campbell 2018: 157). By following the
experiences of anti-austerity populism in other countries, the party lead-
ership, which was elected in 2012, pursued a strategic aggiornamento and
instigated ‘processes of Party modernization’ (ibidem). While the party
has always had a positive approach to European integration, the lead-
ership nevertheless reinforced cross-national coordination. It opposed
established strong ties with Syriza, Podemos, and the Labour Party. In
a longer manifesto titled ‘The Coming Democracy’, the party presi-
dents, Katja Kipping and Bernd Riexinger, called for a more thorough
engagement with a ‘new left populism’ which should explicitly transcend
the ‘confines of nation-state mentality’ (Kleinstaaterei) and establish a
popular coalition of ‘all those affected’ (Kipping and Riexinger 2015:
9).7

7 Cf. also the English translation of the manifesto ‘The Coming Democracy: Socialism
2.0. On the duties and opportunities of a party of the future in the Europe of
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This approach was not left undisputed. In 2013, two promi-
nent party figures—former party-leader Oskar Lafontaine and member
of Bundestag Sarah Wagenknecht—aimed at orienting the party
programme towards re-nationalisation. They presented proposals for a
more flexible construction of the EURO and pleaded in favour of
exit strategies for its members (Hickel 2013). Further, they seemed to
welcome the societal effect of such currency discussions, namely, to posi-
tion the party in an ‘anti-EURO’-constituency which was at that time the
raison d’être of the emerging right-wing party Alternative für Deutsch-
land. However, Lafontaine and Wagenknecht failed to change the party
programme at the decisive congress in Dresden in 2013.

A second attack was launched in the aftermath of the ‘summer of
welcome’ in 2015. The country was challenged by migration move-
ments and large parts of society were engaged in the establishment of a
‘welcoming culture’ (Willkommenskultur ). Die Linke participated in this
social movement by emphasising the right to asylum and taking a pro-
migration stance. However, it demanded an inclusive ‘social offensive’
to strengthen public infrastructures in order to create win–win effects
on the side of both migrants and local communities.8 In this context,
Lafontaine and Wagenknecht accused the party of taking an idealistic
position on migration. They bemoaned a neglect of social justice issues
and a betrayal of what they considered the German working class. Finally,
they designed the website Aufstehen in 2017 together with a couple
of journalists and writers (Weisskircher 2018) as the starting point for
a populist movement which was meant to replace the existing party
structure.

The overall aim of this attack was not so much situated on the
policy level. Discussions about how to cope with migration movements
were already under way. Influential party branches called for the estab-
lishment of an inclusionary ‘migration law’ which should ‘not wither

tomorrow’ (http://linkewochezukunft.die-linke.de/2015/dokumentation/zukunft-der-linken/the-
coming-democracy-socialism-20) (last access: 26/05/2021).
8 See the party congress’ resolution ‘More for all. A social offensive for an open country’
(https://archiv2017.die-linke.de/partei/organe/parteitage/magdeburger-parteitag-2016/beschl
uesse-und-resolutionen/mehr-fuer-alle-eine-soziale-offensive-fuer-ein-offenes-land) (last access:
26/05/2021).

http://linkewochezukunft.die-linke.de/2015/dokumentation/zukunft-der-linken/the-coming-democracy-socialism-20
https://archiv2017.die-linke.de/partei/organe/parteitage/magdeburger-parteitag-2016/beschluesse-und-resolutionen/mehr-fuer-alle-eine-soziale-offensive-fuer-ein-offenes-land
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away borders’, but ‘deprive them from their exclusionary effects and,
in the long term, overcome them’.9 It would have been possible to
connect to these proposals and argue for more restrictive approaches
or protectionist policies. However, the Aufstehen circle circumvented
all constructive discussions. It concentrated on media appearances and,
thereby, aimed to shift the societal standpoint of the party towards right-
wing discourses. It did so by rejecting their central tenets and adhering
to their story: The circle bemoaned a ‘loss of control’ with regard to
migration, talked of ‘Merkel’s invitation to come to Germany’ and used
cultural insecurities as leverage.10 The website Aufstehen casted its enemy
as ‘Merkel’s government’ and ‘arrayed behind (…) were a less typical crew
for the left: an alliance of migrants (…) and the naïve leftists who loved
them’ (Slobodian and Callison 2019: 44). Admittedly, Aufstehen tried
to circumvent outspoken racism. However, ‘the consistent take was to
recast migrants as either pawns in the game of financial capital or as
phony poster children of misguided urban idealists’ (ibidem: 44). The
conflict mainly revolved around the people: Should Die Linke consider
only native Germans as its primary constituency? Or is Die Linke already
part of an ‘Einwanderungsgesellschaft ’—a migration society—where the
commitment to represent ‘people below’ makes it necessary to engage
with migration backgrounds and their inclusion? Ultimately, Aufstehen
failed and the party once more reinforced its stance at the party congress
in Leipzig in 2018.11 In the case of Die Linke, one could speak of a
conscious decision in favour of a rooted transnational populism which

9 See the conception for a refugee and migration law: https://www.die-linke.de/fileadmin/dow
nload/debatte/einwanderungsgesetz/137i_Konzeption_LINKE_Fluechtlings_und_Einwanderung
sgesetzgebung_neu.pdf (last access: 26/05/2021). Party Leader Katja Kipping rejected this
conception and called for the establishment of ius solis, reminiscent of the French Jacobin
constitution in 1793 in a speech at the German Institute of Economy (DIW): https://www.
diw.de/de/diw_01.c.564740.de/bri_katjakipping_13092017.mp3.html (last access:26/05/2021).
10 A condensed version can be found in the book ‘Das Gespenst des Populismus’, where one
passionate figure of Aufstehen, the theatre-maker Bernd Stegeman, outlines central ideas and
bemoans that ‘Merkel sent a signal to the refugees to come to Germany’ and ‘abandoned the
primacy of control’ among other statements (Stegemann 2017: 125).
11 See the motions: https://www.die-linke.de/partei/parteistruktur/parteitag/leipziger-parteitag-
2018/news-default-detailseite/gegen-rassismus-und-rechte-hetze-unsere-alternative-heisst-soziale-
gerechtigkeit/ (last access: 26/05/2021).

https://www.die-linke.de/fileadmin/download/debatte/einwanderungsgesetz/137i_Konzeption_LINKE_Fluechtlings_und_Einwanderungsgesetzgebung_neu.pdf
https://www.diw.de/de/diw_01.c.564740.de/bri_katjakipping_13092017.mp3.html
https://www.die-linke.de/partei/parteistruktur/parteitag/leipziger-parteitag-2018/news-default-detailseite/gegen-rassismus-und-rechte-hetze-unsere-alternative-heisst-soziale-gerechtigkeit/
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combines the appeal to a transnational people with the rootedness in the
national political system.

However, in the aftermath of the Leipzig congress and the European
Elections in 2019, the party faced serious problems by performing the
re-entry into the political system. The central issues with regard to the
EU in the public sphere have been climate change and the defence of
European Integration against the rise of national populisms. These issues
gave rise to a considerable switch by former left voters to Greens (Schle-
mermeyer 2019). However, in its electoral campaign, Die Linke stuck to
central tenets of anti-austerity populism: It claimed that the EU needed
a non-neoliberal ‘new start’ which combined social reforms, democrati-
sation, and treaty changes.12 This ‘old-song’ was highly problematic: In
the media, the long history of battles around migration and the EU were
not reflected as, ultimately, reinforcing the transnational ambition, but
casted Die Linke as an insecure candidate when it came to defending the
existing achievements of European Integration. Further, Die Linke was
not able to situate its anti-austerity agenda as a credible option within
the quest for ecological change. While remaining relatively stable in the
national polls between 8 and 10 per cent and having crucial success
(11.3 per cent) that same day in the city state of Bremen (where it
entered a coalition government) and in September in the federal state
of Thuringa (31 per cent) in 2019, Die Linke only gained 5.5 per cent.
The locomotive of history had toppled anti-austerity populism.

2. A second example for a transnational turn in anti-austerity
populism is an initiative which resulted from the battle of the Syriza
government. Journalists, writers, citizens, and, most prominently, the
former Greek minister Yanis Varoufakis led the ‘DiEM 25’ movement. It
started from the conclusion that it is necessary to fundamentally reform
the EU in order to circumvent its decay. The driving force for this
would be a European-wide movement to push for democratic procedures
on the European Level, treaty changes, and new deal politics (Patberg
2020; De Cleen et al. 2019). In the founding manifesto, it was stated
that ‘we have to regain control over our Europe from “unaccountable”

12 See https://en.die-linke.de/news/ep-election/election-programme/ (last access: 26/05/2021).

https://en.die-linke.de/news/ep-election/election-programme/
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technocrats, complicit politicians and shadowy institutions’.13 DiEM
called for a ‘European Constituent Assembly’ and highlighted transna-
tional forms of democratic disobedience. As pointed out in the research
literature, it pursued a full-blown account to the European level by
taking an ‘anti-nationalist’ and ‘populist-cum-democratic-constitutional
approach’ (Blokker 2019: 347). In its manifesto, DiEM made use of the
people/power-bloc distinction:

For all their concerns with global competitiveness, migration and
terrorism, only one prospect truly terrifies the Powers of Europe: Democ-
racy! They speak in democracy’s name but only to deny, exercise and
suppress it in practice. They seek to co-opt, evade, corrupt, mystify, usurp
and manipulate democracy in order to break its energy and arrest its
possibilities. For rule by Europe’s peoples, government by the demos, is
their nightmare.14

The background assumption was that a ‘transnational strategy for the
democratisation of Europe is necessary because of the existence of a
transnationally connected elite that negates the democratic rights of the
people’ (De Cleen et al. 2019: 158). From the outset, it was clear that
such a movement—at least from a certain point on—had to engage
with the existing institutional setup in order to constitute a counter-
power. Accordingly, it did not remain a civil society movement with
some populist penchants but amounted to a real example of transna-
tional populism by running for the 2019 European elections. However,
the way that the European elections are organised undermined DiEM’s
transnational aspirations; it had to determine different national lists in
order to participate. This was a delicate issue: The organisation which
was mainly led by scientists, journalists, and artists hit the hard ground
of party landscapes. In many countries, social-democratic, green, and
socialist parties which support claims of anti-austerity and new deal poli-
tics do exist. Clearly, the movement estimated that it was possible to
attract voters through its full-blown programme. Hence, it entered into

13 See DiEM’s manifesto: https://diem25.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/diem25_english_l
ong.pdf (last access: 26/05/2021).
14 Ibidem.

https://diem25.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/diem25_english_long.pdf
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national strategic party interaction from above. It could not count on
an established network of constituencies and experienced party func-
tionaries. Ultimately, the ambitious re-entry of DiEM 25 into national
political systems failed. In Germany, its list acquired a voter turnout of
0.25 per cent. Paradoxically, the attempt to perform a populist re-entry
undermined the movement’s credibility as a potentially popular agent.

These cases reconstruct how anti-austerity populism in Europe has
brought rooted as well as full-blown varieties to the fore. However, they
also demonstrate how these attempts grappled with performing the re-
entry into the communicative circuits of the political system—either not
being able to address the relevant societal divisions through the inherited
pathways of anti-austerity populism (Die Linke) or having to re-enter
the national political layer from above (DiEM 25).

10.6 The Future of Transnational Populism

This contribution analysed the systemic contexts of populism in the
inter- and transnational sphere. As it turns out, the political system is
configured in a way that privileges populist types of contestation and
is likely to reproduce a setting where governments invoke the popular
sovereignty of their national people as a strategy of resistance. Notwith-
standing this configuration, transnational dynamics can be identified in
rooted, transformative, or full-blown varieties. Subsequently, this contri-
bution exemplified these dynamics with regard to the UN and the EU.
While the quest for a NIEO, as it was put forward by the ‘developing
world’ in the UN, can be reconstructed as transformative international
populism, the European anti-austerity populism which evolved as a reac-
tion to the Euro-Crisis after 2010 exhibited a combination of rooted and
full-blown characteristics.

By scrutinising how these attempts had to deal with the typical
populist re-entry, this contribution emphasised that popular sovereignty
remains a contradictory device: On the one hand, it serves as the starting
point for contestation and transformative demands. On the other hand,
the state-centred setting is likely to undermine these aspirations. The
initial problems are prone to being distorted into simple inter-state
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power struggles which privilege national populism. But, as argued in this
contribution, the societal real-contradictions and economic interdepen-
dencies cannot be entirely repressed. They incite recurring transnational
dynamics. The fact that their politicisation clashes with the state-centred
grammar may not be a sign of transnational populism’s weakness, but—
at least from a long-term perspective—its potential. It reveals the huge
imbalance between the need for dissolution of power concentrations in
order to cope with the apparent challenges of today’s world and the state
of existing constitutionalisation. Against this backdrop, a transnational
popular politics may be a complicated but almost inevitable course of
action: By performing a re-entry, it could be possible to make these chal-
lenges a matter of collectively binding decision-making and effectuating
societal transformations from within the political system. It could be
that by ‘working around’ this antinomy such a politics can pave the way
for more reliable pathways of transnational constitutionalisation. Sound
politics, as Bertolt Brecht once noted, emanates from ‘the capacity to
operate with antinomies’ (Brecht 1989: 578 f.).
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