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Before there was Covid, there was Populism.  

It is now difficult to comprehend life before the Coronavirus, which seems to have changed 

everything, including what sociologists write about, in a remarkably short space of time. Yet 

between early 2020, when the world moved into its various novel states of exception, and the 

perceived shocks of the Brexit referendum result and the election of Donald Trump, both of 

which occurred in 2016, it was ‘populism’ which took centre stage. Journalists and some 

academics liked to talk of tidal waves of populism sweeping across the world, the political 

eruptions in the Anglosphere awakening their interest in political populists operating in other 

countries – the most obvious being Modi in India, Bolsonaro in Brazil, Duterte in the 

Philippines – that otherwise they may not have felt quite so much interest in. Talk of tidal 

waves and tsunamis may have equally well been directed towards the vast number of op-ed 

pieces, and then academic books, chapters, and articles, that appeared with gathering force in 

the years after the apparently fateful year of 2016.  

Then Covid altered the optics, and ‘populism’ retreated from the analytical scene, as 

intellectuals, finding themselves stuck at home for months on end, and apparently without end, 

decided to muse on lockdown, social distancing, masks, and all the other paraphernalia of the 

pandemic. While populism infected only the body politic, Covid was seen to infect both that 

and biological-organic bodies as well. When populism was still mentioned, it was generally in 

relation to how badly populist politicians who were in power – from London to Manila, and 

many points in-between – had handled the crisis, and what the death toll was as a result in those 

countries. Yet even the decidedly un-populist Social Democrat-led government in Sweden 

seemed to have seriously botched the response to Covid, so ‘populism’ could not account for 

every instance of mismanagement and complacency in political circles. 

Although Populism in the Civil Sphere bears a 2021 publication date, it is very much a BCE 

(Before Covid Era) book. It is a product of the period indicated above, when ‘populism’ was 

very much the Big Thing in the social sciences. I say that not as any sort of criticism, for the 

editors, and the authors they have brought together, set out their respective stalls – in a 

conference held at Yale – before Covid appeared suddenly on the global scene and exploded 

onto academic agendas. Instead, I mention the BCE-period genesis of the book as a necessary 

point in relation to textual hermeneutics, which is itself a key element in the form of cultural 

sociology that Jeffrey Alexander has proposed over the last several decades, and which is here 

applied to the study of populist politics. How does the book read now that readers have travelled 

through, and will keep on travelling through for some time and perhaps forever more, the 

crucible of Covid-19 in all its multiple forms and consequences? 

A brief summary of the contents of the book is necessary in answering such a question. The 

structure is slightly unusual. A brief introductory piece sets the tone, briefly recapitulating the 

main premises of Alexander’s now well-known arguments about the ‘civil sphere’, and then 

indicating how these, and the wider analytic apparatus of Yale School cultural sociology, may 

be applied to the issues of populism that have exercised myriads of political scientists and other 

specialists since populism became the major socio-political issue of pre-Covid times. It is 



appropriate that the Alexandrine approach to such matters, as is announced on page 1, will be 

to cut the Gordian knot surrounding, and constituted of, academic studies of populism. This 

introductory text, while concise and to-the-point, is to my taste rather too brief. I would have 

liked to have heard more, and also more directly, from the person whose work is the major 

inspiration for the various chapters which follow. Some of those chapters cut the Gordian knot 

more forcefully than others. I feel that this introductory chapter could have been significantly 

expanded, in order really to pinpoint key analytical, conceptual, and methodological issues 

raised by this version of populism studies. Still, the basic approach to populist matters is clearly 

conveyed, and if one needs a brief exegesis of this analytical orientation, then this chapter will 

meet that requirement. 

The first full chapter is one by Marcus Morgan which sets out various definitions of populism 

and finds them mostly lacking, with a cultural sociological and civil sphere approach a la 

Alexander presented as a better way into the issues. Then the text moves on to applications of 

the Alexandrine civil sphere approach to various national contexts: the Philippines, Turkey, 

Mexico, Poland, Czechia, Germany, Sweden, China (demonstrating the presence of a certain 

sort of populism in a non-democratic context), and the US. Carlo Tognato offers a Commentary 

chapter, and the book finishes with a theoretical reflection by Peter Kivisto and Giuseppe 

Sciortino. This latter piece is for me the standout contribution in the book: if a reader wants a 

briefly expressed but conceptually overarching sense of what the approach to populism 

outlined by civil sphere theory involves, this is the text to go to. Some nice points are made 

there, such as Bernie Sanders not really being classifiable as a populist in any precise analytical 

sense. He is better understood as a neo-New Deal leftist who plays by the established 

constitutional rule-book, a point recently proven by the fact that he has not yet called for baying 

mobs to storm the Capitol. 

As can be seen from the list of national contexts mentioned above, the national gaps in the 

coverage offered by the book seem almost too obvious to mention: the Brexiting UK, neo-

fascist Italy, the leftist populisms of Spain and Greece and their rightist counterparts, Brazil, 

Argentina, and Venezuela, to name just those more obviously on the Eurocentric map of the 

world.  

However, national gaps, which are empirical in nature and driven by the exigencies of who 

attended the original conference that the book came out of, or who could be recruited as an 

author, are not so important if a text is primarily a theory (and by dint of that, a methodology) 

book, working out conceptual points through specific national materials, and that is indeed the 

case here. It is not intended as a comprehensive catalogue of world populisms, in the manner 

that some types of political scientist may want to produce. Moreover, the methodological 

nationalism of the case-study chapters may be strategically defensible. Populist politicians 

work within national political systems and talk incessantly about the nation, even if they copy 

each other’s playbooks and cooperate with each other, overtly or covertly, across national 

borders. So, to have chapters that deal with mostly ‘national’ phenomena, and do not look much 

at trans-national connections, is understandable in this context.  

Future iterations of the theory should, however, engage with precisely those trans-national 

phenomena not dealt with here. That, however, may cause some challenges for a neo-

Durkheimian theoretical edifice that is primarily about national phenomena, and arguably is 

fundamentally rooted – critics might say stuck, although I personally do not subscribe to that 



viewpoint – in the late Durkheim’s analysis of the classificatory systems internal to specific 

tribal groups. Still, Durkheim himself was attendant to trans-tribal connectivities, and how they 

produce emergent cultural phenomena, and that conceptual resource, as yet apparently 

untapped by the brand of nationally-oriented analysis on offer here, could be drawn upon in 

future studies of how national populists are part of trans-national networks of imitation and 

emulation, and how their rhetorics, performances and symbolisms are trans-national and to 

some extent hybrid entities, albeit ones presented to audiences as intrinsically national 

phenomena. 

Everyone of course knows, or thinks that they know, that edited books will be lacking in one 

way or another. The fact that this one does not cover all of the more obvious, and many of the 

less obvious, national cases of recent political populisms, is not a very interesting form of 

criticism. And another standard criticism of such enterprises – that they lack ‘coherence’ – does 

not really apply here, as the jumping-off point for almost everything is Alexander’s set of ideas 

as to the civil sphere and his cultural sociological analyses of politics. When there is an ur-

source from which all else flows forth, and to which it flows back, then conceptual and 

terminological coherence is not going to be much of a problem, and so it proves here. One does 

not complain of Marxists that their writings come out of and go back to Das Kapital. 

All stand-alone texts will be seen to be ‘flawed’ in one fashion or another – unless of course 

one is a particularly orthodox enthusiast for such perfect, sacred texts as the Bible, Das Kapital, 

La Distinction, Reassembling the Social, and Gender Trouble. More important considerations 

arise if we look at the book not as a single text but rather as a specific contribution to a particular 

genre. Populism in the Civil Sphere is productively viewable as a contribution to the genre of 

social theory takes on contemporary politics (here, pre-Covid politics). It thereby challenges 

both the political scientists whose terrain, academically speaking, populism primarily seems to 

be, and also the political journalists, whose bailiwick populism is in terms of the practice of 

everyday reportage.  

But two issues arise with this genre, both in general and in this instance. First, often within the 

national case study chapters, one feels that the reportage is, in the thick of the empirical 

narration, predominating over the theory, and that the accounts we are being given of particular 

populist actors in specific national arenas seem to be of the variety that an intelligent 

intellectual journalist, operating with non-sociological categories, could also offer. Second, and 

conversely, despite the foregrounding of theory, some conclusions can seem unremarkable and 

could have been made without the surrounding theoretical appurtenances. Thus, radical right-

wing populism is found to be more dangerous to democracy than most left-wing populisms, a 

point that seems true in an uncontroversial way, but which also seems like one that did not need 

a big theoretical excursion to demonstrate it. But maybe the obvious sometimes needs to be 

demonstrated through theoretical reasoning. 

Still, the key strength of the book is that it is a clear sociological type of response to matters 

populist. The value of sociological thinking for understanding what populism is and what it 

does is made pretty apparent by the end of the book. Perhaps more empiricist and 

instrumentalist political science analyses of populism will be augmented by scholars turning to 

the theoretical approach advocated and demonstrated here, which puts to the forefront political 

drama and dramaturgy, and the emotionally charged nature of political performances. 



Yet it is not sociological approaches in general which are championed here as ways of 

understanding populism, but one type of sociology alone, which is presented as being a master-

template for future studies of populism within sociology and outside it. It is of course perfectly 

legitimate for any given sociological school of thought to present itself as a very good way into 

certain issues, and a superior one in some ways to its rivals. But the price paid for pushing 

one’s own vision may be to exclude or ignore other approaches, whether wilfully or not, to the 

detriment of a broader, more theoretically diverse (civil?) sociological programme for 

understanding both populism(s) and politics tout court.  

For example, Alexander’s long-term critical target, Pierre Bourdieu, is dismissed in one 

sentence in the former’s introductory piece. But the latter’s essay ‘The Uses of the People’ 

(Bourdieu, 1990) surely still stands as a suggestive work of sociological analysis of precisely 

the sorts of phenomena that today go under the umbrella term of ‘populism’. This book 

assiduously avoids uses of terms Bourdieu apparently still seems to have under intellectual 

copyright. But this is to cede important empirical phenomena to the control of the theoretical 

antagonist. The Alexander approach highlights that populist politicians perform themselves 

into existence; but the performances often involve projection of what is meant to be understood 

by audiences as ‘popular’ habitus. Thus, Matteo Salvini seeks to give a strong sense of being 

an ordinary guy who lives on the same strada as ‘ordinary’ Italians. It is a performance of 

habitus, rooted in habitus; and whether the ‘real’ and ‘performed’ habituses match, or are seen 

by audiences to be disconnected, is surely at the heart of whether performances succeed or fail 

in the eyes of specific audience segments, one of the very points that the Alexander-inspired 

dramaturgical orientation is otherwise built to account for.  

By ceding the ancient concept of corporeal habitus to Bourdieu, and thereby abjecting it 

theoretically, some important things are lost, or at least apparently so. That is true not just in 

terms of populist political performers but also in terms of their audiences. The book certainly 

sensitises one to what the likes of Erdogan and Duterte are trying to do when they do what they 

do in public contexts, and what some of the ensuing ramifications are for ‘democracy’. Yet the 

cultural sociological focus on political actors and their textual scripts and performed 

symbolisms has arguably still not yet been adequately connected, conceptually and 

methodologically, to audiences, perhaps especially as regards the habitus of different social 

sectors. That wider conceptual and empirical challenge seems to be manifest in this book too. 

We see a lot about various populist politicians’ performances; but how these are responded to 

by different sorts of onlookers is mostly inferred, not sufficiently shown or demonstrated 

empirically enough, and that gap in turn derives from the conceptual and methodological 

orientation of the central theoretical apparatus. The camera is primarily trained on the political 

actors’ stage, and not so much on all those people looking at the stage from different positions 

within national societies. And in that sense the overall analytical orientation, whatever its other 

merits are, seems still rather too narrow and somewhat too conventional, and in need of some 

augmenting ‘civil repair work’ of its own.  

The world is perhaps still waiting for sociologies of populism and of politics that can come at 

things from more unconventional and/or productively peculiar angles than that offered here or 

which come from some other existing conceptual terrain. I am not sure what that could be, but 

it would probably involve training the camera away from the stage of public performances, and 

towards more hitherto unobserved social nooks and cultural crannies. More remains to be said, 

perhaps especially about how people in political audiences are construable as more than just 



audience members observing certain sorts of civil and anti-civil performances. They also can 

be willing, semi-willing or unwilling, as well as conscious, semi-conscious or unconscious, 

facilitators and enablers of populist politicians’ programmes to change social and political 

orders. A Leave voter in the Brexit Referendum is in some ways just as much an active populist 

political actor – and therefore just as culpable, if you do not like Brexit – as those who actively 

planned and led the populist Leave campaign, although their respective modalities of action 

are different, if also necessarily overlapping. This book’s analytic sights would presumably be 

primarily trained on the Brexit campaign leadership, but the Leave voter – who is also more 

than an audience member – is arguably just as much of interest for the purposes of 

understanding ‘populism’. This is so if populism is understood not only as involving political 

programmes, politicians’ rhetorics, and activities directly related to these, but also as a much 

wider and more diverse ‘total social fact’, encompassing a multiplicity of factors well beyond 

the formal political arena and, as is theorised here, the civil sphere.  

Nonetheless, as Kivisto and Sciortino note, the research programme that the book expounds, 

involving the conjunction of civil sphere theory and empirical populist politics, is one open to 

expansion and revision as time goes on. As with all theoretical approaches, it will be interesting 

to see how flexible the guiding theoretical apparatus is, and with which kinds of flexibility it 

can respond to new and incoming empirical phenomena of populism, as these occur in politics 

around the world and are reported on by journalists and social scientists alike. 

Despite the critical points drawn above, Populism in the Civil Sphere is undoubtedly a very 

worthwhile read. It is most likely an essential reference point for future studies of populism, 

and certainly not only those that are avowedly sociological in nature. A book entitled Populism 

in the Covidized Civil Sphere, or Covid in the Populist-ed Civil Sphere, would be a worthy, if 

unsettling, sequel. 
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