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Our projects in Helsinki

Whirl of Knowledge (WhiKnow): Cultural 
Populism and Polarisation in European Politics 
and Societies (AF funded project for 2019-22) 

@whi_know blogs.Helsinki.fi/whi_know

EP elecions on Twitter and Facebook in several 
European countries (emotions & politics)

Mainstreaming Populism Consortium (MAPO) 
Academy of Finland (2017–2021)

blogs.helsinki.fi/populismi (facebook)

comparative work: with populists in power and 
contesting in Hungary, Finland, Turkey, Venezuela, 

Austria, France, Hungary, Spain, Italy…



Research on Hungarian polarization and populism, 
transforming hegemony, politics of memory, symbols, 

intellectuals, Fidesz from 1999 to today…

Some articules:
2018. Performing the nation: the populist foundations of illiberalism in Hungary, Journal of Contemporary 
European Studies (open access) 
2012. Transition to Crisis in Hungary: Whistle-Blowing on the Naked Emperor, Politics & Policy.
2011. Rupture and continuity: Fidesz and the Hungarian revolutionary tradition, La Révolution française. 
http://lrf.revues.org/353 (open accesss)
2009. Political Polarisation and Populism in Contemporary Hungary, Parliamentary Affairs, 2009 



The 
shake-up 
effect of 
populism! 

Challenges traditional 
conceptualisations of 
democracy and politics

Political meaning-making 
central

Politics as rhetoric-
performative

What is democracy?



Practicing freedom: governance/democracy
“Learning by doing” (Bauhaus approach) engaging 
with local associations since 2010 in Helsinki led to 
action research 2012-2016 grass-roots-led 
“Democracy Initiatives” & planning of a multifunction 
local building (library, youth c., civic education unit), 
on lack of local democracy in Helsinki, Finland. 

Steven Griggs, Aletta Norval & Hendrik 
Wagenaar (2014) Practices of Freedom,
Cambridge University Press.

2018. with Kanerva Kuokkanen, Post-

Political Development and Emancipation: 

Urban Participatory Projects in Helsinki, in 

Sabine Knierbein & Tihomir Viderman

eds. Public Space Unbound. Urban 

emancipation and the post-political 

condition, Routledge.

https://www.routledge.com/Public-Space-Unbound-Urban-Emancipation-and-the-Post-Political-Condition/Knierbein-Viderman/p/book/9781138213098


Different meanings of “populism”:
Party family, nationalism, populism

Populism is NOT 
nationalism

(e.g. Jan Werner Müller 
2016/17 conflates)
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Can get entangled with 
nationalism and racism, 
xenophobia

02

Let’s talk about racism 
and xenophobia 

Not populism as an 
euphenism



Populism as “thin-centred ideology”

Thin-centered
ideology with people 
vs. elite as core? 

(Cas Mudde)

1

Michael Freeden
(2017): a thin-centred
ideology, core is an 
empty shell

2

Hence: 

populism has no 
content it has a form

3

Populism=UsAffects1+FrontierAffects2

(Palonen 2018)



Populism is an empty form

Populism as articulation and logic

The content of populism is not people vs. elite

The content of populism is a form

Populism is about belonging, identification

Populism is not constant: there are POPULIST MOMENTS

Populism is not an ideology but it entangles with ideologies



Logics of politics, political logic
• Drawing on theory of hegemony (Laclau & 

Mouffe)

• Emphasis on emotions in different ways

• Mobilisation

• Some populism is necessary for democracy

• Not too much

• Radical, democratic political change always 
requires populism!

• Populism is related to hegemony
= it’s a battle over meaning-making

• Populism vs. institutionalism

• Keeping the “us” open, several “us”

• Several frontiers, not just one

• Avoid polarization, show things are not 
black and white

• Anti-populism is also a form of populism



What makes populism vital for democracy?

• questions the already embedded lines of 
identification in politics but generating new ones, 

• generates new points of identification 

• new awareness of struggles and rallying points

• brings together groups that would not otherwise 
bee seen under the same heading, slogan or 
platform symbolised maybe by a leader, us or 
otherness

As populism is empty

What fills or 
entangles populism?

Koen Vanmechelen, Gösta, Mänttä, Finland 2018

Separate, incoherent ideologies
Concrete demands from below
Where?



People do not want to engage as 
a set of characteristics

Offering real opportunity to have 
impact and belong

Institutionalisation vs. populism

Keep structures open and engage

Patricia Piccinini, GOMA, Brisbane, 2018

Populism and 
“anti-demographic”
politics
Who “the people”?



Learning from populism for co-governance 
and citizen-led participation?

Emergence of new forums 
for engagement, political 
identifications, interaction, 
engaging with other 
perspectives, meeting the 
other

How it is possible to have 
real impact? Does this 
generate less feeling of 
exclusion? (Or more, if it is 
not successful.)

Articulation of “us” against 
them who impede our 
cause, hence articulation 
of political demands –
although in this case the 
dichotomies was kept 
fluid, not one single radical 
frontier

Populism generates a 
consensus within (Palonen 
2009): 
How to integrate dissensus
and multiple lines of 
disagreement? 

Naming and becoming the 
people, move beyond 
“pure populism” of 
NIMBYism. Be inclusive, be 
aware of the potential pre-
mordial bias include 
people as people not as 
predefined groups!

Processual engagement 
rather than mere 
procedure. 

How to challenge 
institutionalisation?

Working on emotions and 
belonging goes hand in 
hand with concrete 
demands

Realise your power, 
especially when it 
institutionalises, and 
engaging with and 
challenging the elite, 
powerful officials

Conclusion: although 
aspects may appear, these 
practices of freedom 
would combat the 
negative aspects of 
extreme populism



Maunula Democracy 
Project (MDP) pilot
Emerged from CSOs horizontal network in 2012, and selected as one of 
ten grass-root-driven Democracy Pilots by the Mayor of Helsinki for 
2013. 

MDP called for “democracy spaces” and participatory budgeting. One 
of the democracy spaces was a plan of a cultural centre housing the 
library, youth centre and civic adult education unit, and the aim was to 
“get under the officials’ skin” in the planning process. 

Instead of adopting a method of participatory planning, it designed a 
new one 

The generally smooth cooperation among the street level and leading 
bureaucrats, architects and planners was successful, and lead to a co-
governance model for the whole multi-function building.

Once the building opened, the locals are involved at various levels of 
governance alongside the three municipal functions.

The model has been seen as exemplary in the city, as a potential form 
of local democracy both for planning and co-governance.

The new libraries in Helsinki were hailed as response to populism: but 
in Maunula bottom-up mobilization and becoming, temporarily, the 
people was central

Not a “mini-public” or a “demographically representative” body



Space-time matters: 
open future and one-plus
The space (or spaces – both physically and 
mentally) for interaction would then generate a 
public (Massey 2005)

Conflict, common cause, what gets people 
engaged

How one can imagine future together, feel that 
being there matters? 

Can we imagine through the future users of 
spaces, the future of democracy and keep the 
“us” open enough for new people, new 
imaginings, new demands?

We always, fail to represent but still need to be 
more than what we are… > Inclusion 

Representation constitutes the people but one 
can always be aware of the failing to fully 
represent them, seeking to move from the 
constitutive lack to the continuous need to 
become more than one/ourself (“one-plus”)



Thank you!

Emilia.Palonen@helsinki.fi

@epalonen


