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OVERVIEW OF SESSION 
Populism 
•  What is populism? 
•  Why now? 
•  Three Underlying Trends 

•  Religion Resurgent 
 

Global Security 
•  Decline of democracy, increase in war? 
•  Case: what’s the bigger threat? populism or 

Salafi jihadism? 



POPULISM AND POPULISTS 
•  Distinguish between a “corrupt elite” [redundant] and 

“the people” 
•  Not pluralist: only one group is seen as legitimate. 
•  A moral or value-laden mission, only they can protect 

the people. 
•  Often paired with other ideas, including socialism or 

nationalism. 
•  Tends to be deconstructive rather constructive, anti-

establishment—kick the bastards out!—then what? 
•  Conspiracy minded—something is happening behind 

the scenes.  
• Even after in office, plots exist to keep them from 

succeeding in protecting the people. 
 
 
 





WHO SUPPORTS POPULISTS? 
Those left behind by technological change, the globalizing 

economy and increasing inequality. 
 Tend to be less educated, older citizens (especially white 
males in the West), who once were privileged, but now 
resentful. 

Compounded by: 

•  Increasing diversity in society along ethnic, racial and 
religious lines that leads to anxiety. 

•  The rise of terrorism, which has generated fear. 

•  All of which is manifested by a conviction that 
governments and elites are ignoring the people’s 
concerns. 



EARLY BREXITER 1? 



EARLY BREXITER 2? 



EARLY BREXITER 3? 



VOTING FOR POPULIST PARTIES, 
EUROPE, 1960S–2010S 



CULTURE VERSUS WEALTH 



CAMARADERIE AMONG 
POPULIST PARTIES 



CONSEQUENCES 
De-stabilizes societies, leading to: 
•  Rise in intolerance toward ”others”: 

xenophobia, racism, Islamophobia, and anti-
western sentiment. 

•  Deny basic human rights to ethnic and 
religious minorities, migrants and refugees. 

•  Skepticism of value of science and higher 
education 

•  Majority preferences trump individual rights. 
•  Globalism gives way to nativism. 



Why Now? Three Underlying 
Trends 



CAUSES OF THE GLOBAL 
SURGE IN POPULISM 

Convergence of three trends: 
• Modernization, its failure to deliver 
• Democratization, its capacity to 
deliver 

• Globalization, its promise to deliver 
(and upset) 



Modernization and its 
Discontents 
Three key aspects: 

• Modernity failed to eradicate poverty, 
disease, and war. 

• Backlash: reaction to perceived assault 
on traditional bases of authority and 
values. 

• Communications: facilitates recruitment, 
educational outreach, and coordinated 
attempts to gain increased influence 
within states. 



FREEDOM ON THE RISE 

Source: Freedom House Annual Survey	




GLOBALIZATION 
Globalization = diffusion of force, 

wealth, and ideational resources 
worldwide 

Costs of communication (trade, ideas) 
have dropped every year since 1945 

Low costs of communication increase 
the ability to agenda-set and aggregate 
efforts to expand political voice 



GLOBALIZATION OVER 
TIME 



REACTION, COUNTER-REACTION: 
POPULISTS FEEDING AUTOCRATS

  
Western populism emboldening autocrats? 

• China's Xi Jinping cracking down on dissidents 
• Egypt’s President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi  
•  India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi intensifying Hindu 

nationalism 
• Philippine’s President Rodrigo Duterte summary 

execution of drug users 
• Russia’s Vladimir Putin decrying the West’s hypocrisy 
• Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdoğan use of the coup to stifle 

all opposition, imposing emergency rule and 40,000 
arrests 

• Syria’s Bashar Assad violating the laws of war 



TRENDS IN RELATION 
TO POLITICS 

Modernization left many people behind. 
Democratization allowed for new leaders, a shift in 

principles of legitimacy, and the spread of their 
messages. 

Globalization allowed for the efficient exchange of 
ideas, goods, and people worldwide; but there 
are critical implications that follow from the 
magnitude and direction of exchanges (e.g. 
were social, political, and economic elites 
disproportionately benefitted by globalization?; 
and in which direction do most exchanges 
flow? North to South? West to East?)  

 
. 

 



RECAPPING THE GLOBAL 
SURGE IN POPULISM 
Convergence of three trends: 

• Modernization, its failure to deliver 
• Democratization, its capacity to deliver 
• Globalization, its promise to deliver (and 
upset) 

 
NB: these three also explain rise of 
religion worldwide 



The Global Resurgence of 
Religion 





Secular Suspicions and 
Predictions 

Religion deserves 4 “Ds” 
• It is: 

• Disappearing 
• Declining 
• Dictatorial 
• Divisive 



Is God “Dead”? 

Yes: modernization thesis 
No: modernization, 

democratization, globalization 



Modernization: Main 
Explanation For God’s “Death”  
Modernization: movement from traditional 

(rural and agrarian) to urban and 
industrial society 

Promises an end to poverty, disease, war. 
Individual over group as basic unit in 

society 
•  Choice over fate 

Religious, cultural, and linguistic traditions 
and customs diminish in importance 

•  Secularization as the new norm 



High Income and the 
Decline In Religiosity 
!
!
!
!

Source: Calculated by author from Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris, “Uneven Secularization in 
Western Europe and the United States,” in Thomas Banchof, ed. Democracy and the New Religious 
Pluralism (Oxford: Oxford University Press) Table 3.1. *Countries are Sweden, Netherlands, Australia, 
Finland, France, Canada and the United States, except for 1968 which excludes Australia and Canada, 
and 1990, which excludes Australia. 



Decline-perhaps; Disappearing-no 

Source: Calculated by author from Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris, “Uneven Secularization in 
Western Europe and the United States,” in Thomas Banchof, ed. Democracy and the New Religious 
Pluralism (Oxford: Oxford University Press) Table 3.1. *Countries are Sweden, Netherlands, Australia, 
Finland, France, Canada and the United States, except for 1968 which excludes Australia and Canada, 
and 1990, which excludes Australia. 



THE AMBIVALENCE OF 
RELIGION 

Can be a force for peace and 
liberalization 

But, can also be a force for 
conflict and violence 



MILITANTS FOR FREEDOM 
From 1972–2009 
• 78 global cases of political 
liberalization  

• Religious actors contributed to 
48 of 78 global cases (62%) 



BUT, ALSO MILITANTS FOR FAITH 
THROUGH VIOLENCE 
Civil wars are most common form of large-

scale violence and most destructive form 
of violence 
• Transitioning democracies/Anocracies and poverty 

are key facilitating conditions 
Religious civil wars are on the rise and now 

half of all active civil wars 
• More deadly against non-combatants and last 

longer 
• Muslim societies are involved in over 80% of all 

religious civil wars 



RELIGIOUS CIVIL WARS AS A 
PERCENTAGE OF ALL CIVIL WARS, 
1940–2014 (TOFT 2016) 
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Figure 1: Religious and Non-Religious Civil Wars, 1945-2014



TODAY’S TERRORISM IS 
DIFFERENT 
As with civil wars, religious 

terrorism more common: 
• 1980: 4 percent of known 
international terrorist organizations 
had a religious basis  

• 1994: 33 percent 
• 1995: 46 percent 
• 2004: 46 percent 

 





SMALL PROPORTION ARE 
JIHADIST, BUT GROWING? 

(Caucasus 
missing) 



GLOBAL SALAFI JIHAD 
Salafism: idea of collective 

responsibility for status of Islamic 
world—the Umma 

Salafi jihad: near-enemy (Israel, 
corrupt-sinful dictators, apostates) 

Global Salafi jihad: far-enemy (United 
States, Russia, Europe, infidels) 



GLOBAL JIHADI 
STRATEGY AND GOALS 

Strategy Interim 
Goals 

Ultimate 
Goal 

Wage Jihad •  Reawaken the 
Umma 

•  Defend Islam 
•  Defeat Enemies  

•  Apostates 
and infidels 

 

Re-establish the  
Caliphate 



NUMBER OF ATTACKS BY 
IDEOLOGY, 1981—2007 

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

1981-85 1986-90 1991-95 1996-2000 2001-07

SH
NS*
MI/NS
SJ**

* Includes M/NS category 
** Includes H category  

Source: Assaf Moghadam, October 29, 2008.  Coding: Shia (SH); Nationalist-Separatist (NS); Mainstream Islamist/
Nationalist Separatist (MI/NS); Salafi-Jihadist (SJ); Marxist/Nationalist-Separatist (M/NS); Hybrid (H) 



GLOBAL JIHAD 
MOVEMENT – HISTORY 
1984: Abdullah Azzam and 

Osama bin Laden (OBL) 
establish Makhtab al-
Khidamat 
• Recruit Arab fighters for anti-

Soviet jihad in Afghanistan 
• Provide relief services to 

local population 
•  Establish a base and 

legitimacy 
Mid-1980s: OBL wants to 

create separate Arab force 
1986: OBL constructs 

“Masadat al-Ansar” or 
“al-Qaeda al-askariyya” 

OBL in Afghanistan 1980s 

Azzam 



AUGUST 1988: FORMATION 
OF AL QAEDA 

OBL Azzam 

Arab military unit with global 
deployment 

First engagement in  
Palestine 

Global jihad Classical jihad 

Radical methods/terrorism Conventional military means 



AL QAEDA: 1988–2001 
1988–1992: Afghanistan 

•  Training camps 
•  No clear strategy 

1992–1996: Sudan 

•  Growing involvement with terrorism: 
•  Funding  (e.g. Bosnia) 
•  Operational cooperation (Somalia) 
•  Guidance 
•  Direction of attacks 

1996–2001: Afghanistan 

•  Declaration of global jihad 
•  Focus on far enemy 
•  Sanctuary under the Taliban 
•  Buildup of training camps after 1999 



AQ POST-2001 EVOLUTION 
•  Strategic evolution 

• Growing political sophistication 
•  Increased media production 
• Exploit weaknesses of the West 

•  Ideological evolution 

•  Ideological dilution from stridency, with populist 
rhetoric and a widened target audience 

• Frame local grievances in accordance with global 
narrative 

 



AQ’S NETWORK AND 
AFFILIATES 

The affiliate 
system: growing 
association with 
co-located 
groups 
• Haqqani Network 
• Pakistani Taliban 
•  Islamic Jihad 

Union 
• Boko Haram 
• Caucasus 

Emirate 
 

AQC	

AQI 
(2004-2014)	

AQIM 
(2007)	

AQAP 
(2009)	

Al-Shabaab 
(2012)	

Jabhat al-
Nusra (2013)	

AQIS (2014)	



THE GLOBAL JIHAD 
MOVEMENT SINCE 2014 

Al Qaeda Core 

AQ Affiliates/
Associates 

Inspired adherents  

Islamic State 

IS Affiliates/
Associates 

Inspired adherents  
Non-

aligned 
Jihadists 



CURRENT STATE OF THE 
GLOBAL JIHAD 
Jihadist movement remain largely divided into two 

large camps 
 AQ and IS main insurgent groups 
• Larger than traditional terrorist groups 
• Use multiple tactics 
• Seek to govern 

 
Media focus tends to be on IS, but an internal 

jihad war rages among the different groups and 
factions 



SUMMING UP ON RELIGION  

Religion is not disappearing or declining. 
Although it may be dictatorial and divisive, 

this occurs only under certain conditions. 
• It’s important to keep in mind that secular 
ideologies too did a lot of damage to societies 
and politics through the 19th and 20th Centuries. 

Therefore, 4 Ds is not a fair set of grades.  
Despite the salience of jihadism, the record is 

more ambivalent and positive than 
naysayers would have us believe. 



Populism and Global 
Security 



KEY ISSUES 
Democratic Peace? 
The Politics of Comparison and the 

Facebook Effect 
The Net Assessment of Benefits 

Problem 



Democratization is Messy 
and Divisive Business 

Opens political space to multiple 
views 

Legitimizes/de-legitimizes new actors 
• Privileges different views of proper to 
governance 

• Consultative and cooperative 
processes (bargaining) are costly in 
terms of time 





FROM GLOBAL PROGRESS 
TO BACKSLIDING? 

Fate of the post-Soviet space 
•  Communism → democracy 
•  Centrally planned economies → open 

markets 
•  Government control → private citizen 

control 
•  Soviet Union → European Union 
 
 



WHITHER DEMOCRACY? 



DEMOCRATIC PEACE 
THEORY 

Observes that democracies do not go 
to war with other democracies. 

Why? Hypotheses include: 
•  Shared norms 
•  Mechanisms for disputes in place 
•  Costs of war too high 
 
 



REGIME TYPE AND 
ENGAGEMENT IN VIOLENCE 

Belligerents Number of wars 

Democracies versus democracies 0 

Democracies versus non-democracies 166 

Non-democracies versus non-
democracies 

206 

Belligerents Number of incidents 

Democracies versus democracies 0 

Democracies versus non-democracies 18 

Non-democracies versus non-
democracies 

42 

Interstate wars, 1816–2005 

International violence incidents any kind, 1973–2005 

Sources: Singer and Small, SIPRI, PRIO, Marshall and Rummell  

Sources: Marshall, Rummell, SIPRI, PRIO 
 



DEMOCRATIC PEACE 
Populism affects democracies, where 

majorities rule, not authoritarian 
regimes. 

Jihadism affects authoritarian regimes, 
where minorities rule, not democratic 
regimes. 

Populism makes democracies look and act 
like authoritarian regimes. If 
democracies attack authoritarian 
regimes, and authoritarian regimes 
attack each other, war is much more 
likely. 



POPULISM AS ANTIDOTE 
TO RESENTMENT 

Populism plays into the natural 
question:  

”Knowing that I am a good sort of person, 
who is to blame for the observed gap 
between how I lived or others live (better) 
and how I live now (worse)?” 

Populism supplies the answer: 
“Corrupt elites” 
NB: logic the same for religion as antidote 

to resentment (Salafism: “corrupt/sinful 
elites”) 



THE POLITICS OF COMPARISON 
Example: the USSR and the VCR 

• Starting in mid-1980s, Soviet citizens 
could view smuggled videos of 
western TV shows, and their own 
standard of living compared 
unfavorably with what they saw 

• Other examples? Arab Spring? 
Refugee flows to Europe and to 
Germany 



KEY UNDERLYING FACTOR: 
DISTRIBUTION OF BENEFITS OF 
TRENDS 

The promised gains of modernization, 
democratization, and globalization 
were real, but  

Were rarely distributed evenly 

Also brought jarring changes to 
culture and identity (e.g. women’s 
rights), which could not be 
quantified so as to result in a net 
assessment of a trend’s benefits 



POLITICAL IMPLICATIONS OF 
POPULISM FOR IR 
Because Populist elite is supported by less 

educated people, it tends to substitute 
analysis of state challenges for broad 
romantic myths of past greatness that 
can be regained through abrogation of 
modernity, popular sovereignty, and/or 
free trade (cf. Salafism) 

Greatness is invariably tied to greatness in 
armed conflict, making aggressive 
military action much more “necessary” 
and likely 



CONCLUSION 
Populism and the rise of religion globally 

have very similar roots and pathologies 
Populism more dangerous because it 

makes war more likely than theocracy 
(as religion contains peace-making as 
well as war-making imperatives)? 

Fascism closely related to populism, but 
most war prone of all (violence against 
“enemies of the folk” necessary for 
legitimacy) 



What’s the Bigger Threat? 



POPULISM VERSUS 
ISLAMIC JIHADISM 

Both populism and Islamic 
jihadism stress the the 
importance of ideas, but there 
are critical differences… 
 
Which is the bigger threat to 
international politics, security 
and the global order? 
 
 



DIFFERENCES AND SIMILARITIES, 
ANY OTHERS? 

Populism Islamic jihadism 

Arises within states Transnational  

Supported by 

majorities 

Small minority of 

adherents 

Corrupted elites and 

system are the 

problem 

Corrupted elites and 

the system are the 

problem 

Change or bring down 

the system 

Bring down the 

system 

Violence secondary Violence necessary 

	



IMPLICATIONS FOR 
POLITICS AND POLICY 
IR theory seemed to explain much of the 

dynamics the Cold War, at least until the 
1970s 

However, it failed to explain either politics in 
many corners of the world, or the end of the 
Cold War 

Moreover, power as we know it may be 
changing, allowing ideas to play a greater 
role, particularly as modernization failed and 
globalization and democratization took off in 
the 1970s 



THANK YOU 



EXTRA SLIDES 
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Source: Ivan Arreguín-Toft, How the Weak Win Wars: A Theory of Asymmetric Conflict, p. 4. 

ASYMMETRIC 
CONFLICT OUTCOMES 

The nature of power is changing: materially 
weak actors have been winning more and 
more asymmetric conflicts over time. 



TERRORISM MORE LIKELY 
AGAINST DEMOCRACIES 



Agents of Violence, Africa 
1997-2013 

Source: Armed Conflict 
Location & Event Data 
Project 

Source: Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project 


