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Abstract 
The aim of this working paper is hence to retrace the academic international debate over conspiracist 

populism to create an original theoretical framework. The resulting structure and considerations will 

allow to formulate hypotheses that will guide the qualitative research afterwards and will help 

investigate further the chosen case study. Therefore, the paper is composed of two main parts. The 

first section delves into the academic debate on the nexus between populism and conspiracy theories. 

More specifically, this part considers the theoretical literature produced so far regarding conspiracist 

populism. The second section is the in-depth analysis of the functioning of conspiracist populism.  

Claudia Annovi, claudia.annovi@uniroma1.it, Doctoral School in Social and Sciences and Economics, 

Sapienza 

 

Introduction 
 

Over the last decade, conspiracy theories (CT) have turned into a daily expression and obtained 

growing attention. As in every period of crisis, the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic and the 

subsequent psychological and socio-economic distress it has created contributed to the growth of new 

conspiracy theories offering simple solutions to complex issues (Douglas, 2021). In some cases, CT 

have been also instrumentalized by populist leaders to incite violent insurrections: the January 6 

attack to Capitol Hill, for instance, was the result of the call to action of the former U.S. President 

Donald Trump, falsely claiming an electoral fraud in 2020 presidential elections. Interestingly 

enough, conspiracy theories seem to have become recurring features and frames also in mainstream 

politics, especially among populist parties.  

Conspiracy theories and populism seem to share a number of core features whose connection is still 

underexplored. Most notably, the main common denominator to these two concepts is the dichotomic 

paradigm through which they understand society and politics and that is fundamentally based on the 

core opposition between an in-group – the people or the virtuous community – and an out-group – 

namely, the corrupted élite or, broadly speaking, the Other (Bergmann, 2018). Moreover, the 
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totalizing and immersive dimension of conspiracy thinking, leading people to see secret plots 

everywhere and distrust anyone, closely resembles the way populists engage supporters by creating 

a sense of urgent and impeding threat to people (Moffitt, 2015; Urbinati 2022).  

The increasing exploitation of conspiracy beliefs by populists in power sheds light on the mutual 

strength they might draw from each other. On the one hand, promoting conspiracy thinking seems 

reinforcing the populist power struggle, while on the other, the institutionalization of conspiracy 

theories of any kind might facilitate their spread in society and politics and transform them into 

legitimate tools in the political arena. Against this backdrop, what role do conspiracy theories play in 

presidential populism? How can they represent both valid communicative tools and political tactics 

to conspiracist populism? 

The aim of this working paper is hence to retrace the academic international debate over conspiracist 

populism to create an original theoretical framework. The resulting structure and considerations will 

allow to formulate hypotheses that will guide the qualitative research afterwards and will help 

investigate further the chosen case study. Therefore, the paper is composed of two main parts. The 

first section delves into the academic debate on the nexus between populism and conspiracy theories. 

More specifically, this part considers the theoretical literature produced so far regarding conspiracist 

populism. The second section is the in-depth analysis of the functioning of conspiracist populism.  

Deconstructing conspiracist populism 
 

The concepts of conspiracy theories and populism have produced a significant amount of literature 

over the last decades. However, although conspiracy theories are increasingly moving out from 

extremist politics to enter the institutional political arena, the research on how CTs can be politicized 

and institutionalized by populists is still at its beginnings (Bergmann 2018; Bergmann & Butter, 2020; 

Pirro & Taggart 2023).  

Analyzing these two concepts comparatively allow to highlight some specific characteristics thereof 

that  might elude an approach based on a single perspective. On the one hand, considering conspiracy 

theories as potential communication tools and logic itself of populists in power sheds light on the 

protean nature of contemporary populism itself (Manucci, 2022), a phenomenon that changes 

according to the time and context in which it evolves. On the other, this cross analysis emphasizes 

that conspiracy theories are not simple morality tales “that produce vicious circles of internally 

consistent explanations and analogies” (Farinelli, 2021, p.5). On the contrary, when entering the 

political arena, they can turn into hegemonic and systemic political worldviews (Giry and Tika, 2020) 
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serving the communication as well as the mode of governance of populists. Against this backdrop, a 

deconstruction and analysis of conspiracist populism is deemed necessary. 

Literature on populism has flourished over the last three decades given the increasing importance of 

populist politics in various geographical areas (see Moffitt, 2016). At the same time, despite the vast 

amount of work that have been produced, populism-related research still suffers from the absence of 

a shared definition of the phenomenon, and the diverse approaches that have been elaborated so far 

can make the investigation more complex (Anselmi, 2017). Therefore, before delving into the 

discussion on the nature of populism, a brief overview of which approach is useful – and will be used 

– in this case is appropriate. 

Broadly speaking, two different approaches have been extensively used to investigate the 

phenomenon: the discursive approach, thinking at populism as a discursive device and a political style 

to overcome the subalternity of the people to the political élite (Laclau, 2005; Moffitt & Tormey, 

2014); and the ideational approach, framing populism as a thin-centered ideology revolving around 

the antagonism between the people and the corrupted élite and the general will as the expression of 

people’s general will (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017). Despite some similarities and the strong 

methodological benefits that both have, these different approaches are flawed insofar they investigate 

the phenomenon partially. On the one hand, the discursive approach tends to reduce populism to the 

dimension of communication, hence dismissing the potential social dynamics and political  ideologies 

behind it. On the other, the ideational approach risks being an analytical chimera, since in many cases, 

populist agendas are not defined by ideologies as much as by style.  

In this framework, the conceptualization provided by Jagers and Walgrave (2007) seems to bridge 

the gaps between the ideational and the discursive approach and, most importantly, provide useful 

methodological guidelines for investigating the phenomenon. Tellingly, the two scholars, while 

tapping into the traditional and recurring three elements of populism (the people, the anti-

establishment stances and  the anti-élite feelings),  establish a distinction between “thin” and “thick” 

populism. Thin populism is defined as a “political communication style of political actors that refers 

to the people” (p. 322). Consequently, it consists of a communicative master frame that is employed 

specifically by populist actors (but not only) to appeal to the people and that, methodologically, can 

be used as an operational tool to analyse the political discourses and search for thick forms of 

populism. In this light, then, thick populism is conceived as the result of a communicative reference 

to the people combined with a political opposition, both discursively and strategically, to the élite and 

the establishment (p. 323). This all-encompassing conceptualization seems to merge the insights from 
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the discursive and the ideational approaches, and proves useful to operationalize populism. Against 

this backdrop, it is possible to investigate properly the concept of conspiracist populism.  

The populist tendency to distinguish neatly between the innocent and pure people and a malignant 

powerful élite evokes the dichotomic conspiracist distinction among unknowing people and 

conspirators in power plotting against them (Bergmann, 2018). Such a Manichean worldview 

represents one of the main identifying feature of both phenomena, and influences their attitudes over 

a number of issues – first of all, politics. The inherent distrust towards the élite, on the one hand, and 

the glorification of popular sovereignty (for populism) or common people reasoning (for conspiracy 

theories), on the other, make both phenomena primarily majoritarian – hence opposing the idea that 

the majority of the people should be entitled to a certain degree of primacy in decision-making without 

interferences (Pirro & Taggart, 2023). In addition to this, conspiracy theories and populism seem to 

rely also on a sense of urgency that is expressed in slightly different ways: while conspiracy theories 

– especially referring to politics – are grounded on a sense of paranoia and urgency (Hofstader, 1969), 

populism rests on a performance of crisis (Moffitt, 2015) that enables it to grow, attract new 

supporters and, ultimately, have success. 

Besides these recurring observations highlighting the terms of convergence between populism and 

conspiracy theories, another common issue requires further attention – namely, an underlying anti-

pluralism (Muirhead & Rosenblum, 2019). Indeed, conspiracy theories see politics in a non-pluralistic 

way, resting on the assumption that powerful conspiring élites and powerless people are uniform 

entities (Pirro & Taggart, 2023). In the same way, “populists distinguish themselves because they 

rely on a moral notion of a homogenous and pure people that is united by a single common identity 

and interest, and it is them – the populist politicians – who represent, articulate or even embody, this 

single united interest” (Crum, 2019, p.2). The common claim of a moral monopoly of representing 

the people and the inherent and immovable opposition to power bloc shed hence lights on the strength 

they can draw from one another. Indeed, while conspiracy theories can represent potential 

performative and communicative methods to gain momentum, secure consensus and perpetrate a 

sense of crisis within society, populism can serve as the political benchmark for conspiracist actors 

to put forwards their claims and a gateway to enter the political arena. 

Far from being simple discursive devices, then, conspiracy theories can both play the role of the logic 

of populism (Fieschi, 2019; p. 160) and the trope thereof (Taggart, 2018), hence strengthening the 

rhetoric as well as the ideological groundwork of populist actors. In other words, conspiracy theories 

are force multipliers for populist politics, and conspiracist populism can be defined as an alternative 

to politics – or “unpolitics” (Taggart, 2018) – reinforced, ideologically and rhetorically, by the 
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recurring or systematic use of conspiracy theories. This reconceptualization can potentially help 

distinguish between thin forms of conspiracist populism – hence sometimes referring to the people 

through occasional conspiracist frames – and thick forms of populism – namely, incorporating 

conspiracy theories to support anti-pluralism and anti-establishment feelings. 

The functioning of conspiracist populism: an overview  
Against this backdrop, an overview of the fundamental features of conspiracist populism and their 

functioning is deemed necessary. A meaningful work that successfully broke down the architecture 

of conspiracist populism has been produced by Pirro and Taggart (2023). Indeed, the two authors 

identified the three core elements composing populist conspiracy theories – the “who” ( the targeted 

groups), the “when” (the set of conditions), and the “why” (the functional utility) – and highlighted 

how conspiracist populists maintain their anti-pluralistic and anti-establishment stance in different 

situations. In addition, the literature on this topic (Moffitt, 2015; Bergmann & Butter, 2020; Muller, 

2022) suggests that it is possible to identify a fourth core element – namely, the “how” (means and 

methods) through which they can do this. 

The first issue requiring attention is the set of external conditions that leads populist actors to adopt 

different types of conspiracy theories. Broadly speaking, we can identify three political moments 

driving populists to support and adopt CT: when they are part of the democratic game and they are, 

for instance, conducting an electoral campaign as opposition groups; when they lose elections of any 

kind; and when they are in power. Despite political advantages of CT are explored later in this section, 

some reflections regarding how they develop different types of narrative according to the phase they 

are necessary. Therefore, whenever in opposition, populist actors need to present themselves as the 

“outsider” candidates that are morally outside and above politics and are willing to change it radically 

(Taggart, 2018). Consequently, in this contexts populists tend to resort to conspiracy theories to 

mobilize support, demonize their opponents (frequently casting moral and ethical doubts on them), 

and to fashion themselves as the anti-establishment actors that will put forward “people’s real needs” 

(Bergmann & Butter, 2020). The type of conspiracy narratives they employ are different when they 

do not well at the pools – hence facing a fundamental contradiction. Indeed, populist actors must 

explain why the (allegedly) only legitimate representatives of the people failed at elections. In this 

case, as pointed out by Müller (2022, p. 614), populists might suggest that the majority of the people 

was consciously silenced, hence claiming that the corrupted élites manipulated the electoral process. 

A clear example of this mechanism is the claim of Donald Trump of an electoral fraud after his failure 

at 2020 elections. On the contrary, a different scenario emerges if populists are in power. In this 

context, conspiracy theories can represent fundamental tool to divert the attention from their newly-
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acquired establishment status and/or from their political failures in order to regain support (Pirro & 

Taggart, 2023).  

The second core element of conspiracist populism is the targeted groups populist CT usually address. 

Going beyond simple explanations of the power bloc conspiring against citizens, Pirro and Taggart 

(2023, p.4-5) explained meaningfully the architecture of “enemies” of conspiracist populists, hence 

identifying two outgroups: the internal outgroup and the external outgroup. The internal outgroup, 

simply put, corresponds to those individuals or groups that are sociologically and culturally proximate 

(e.g. part of the same country) and pose a direct domestic threat to populist actors and the people at 

large. Among these, they mention mainstream and non-aligned media, political opponents, opposition 

parties and, of course, the national powerful élite. Conversely, the external outgroup is perceived as 

more distant and usually includes foreign countries, international or supranational organizations, and 

immigrants. 

The functional utility of conspiracy theories for populists varies according to the political position 

they find themselves in and the challenges they are facing. In this sense, CT can serve various 

purposes. Two levels of functionality can be identified: gain or maintain the support among the people 

and perpetrate their power. Consequently, conspiracy theories can serve to attack their opponents in 

different circumstances to vilify them and undermine their credibility; present themselves as, 

alternatively, the heroes against or the victim of the power élite; depict the public enemy against 

which a political identity can be created; support and back their political manoeuvres or justify their 

failures; and, most importantly, foster a sense of permanent state of alert (Pirro & Taggart, 2023; 

Müller, 2022). 

Creating, performing and perpetrating a sense of crisis is the core element of how populist 

conspiracism works and it exemplifies the discursive and strategic capacity of CT for populists. As 

Moffitt (2015) pointed out, the existence of populism is strictly linked to a sense of real or perceived 

crisis, as populist actors constantly perform crisis in order to gain momentum. The six-steps model 

of populist performance of crisis elaborated by Moffitt can be hence useful to explain how 

conspiracist populism works.  

The first step of this process is identifying a failure – especially if it has some political salience – and 

bringing attention on that as a matter of urgency (Moffitt, 2015; p. 198). The next phase is to wisely 

link the chosen failure to others and locating it within a wider and structural framework, hence 

elevating the level of crisis. By recurring to a dramatized and simplified rhetoric, populists elevate 

this issue to a matter of national danger, where the temporal dimension is fundamental – therefore, 

stressing the need to take action immediately (p.200). The third step consists of identifying those 
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responsible for the crisis and demonize them as the enemy of the unknowing people who is suffering 

because of their actions and decisions. This very phase is crucial for conspiracist populism in two 

ways: on the one hand, it fosters the creation of a group identity against an enemy, as populist identity 

is more constructed against something that on something (Taggart, 2000); on the other, it is 

fundamental to “objectively” target their opponents, hence going beyond partisan feelings or 

prejudices (Moffitt, 2015; p.202). The subsequent step consists of an use of media (and social media) 

to propagate the crisis. Here a distinction from Moffitt’s model should be made: while the author 

focuses almost exclusively on traditional media, in the contemporary political arena – and when 

speaking of populist conspiracism –  the attention should be brought first and foremost on social 

media. Indeed, they not only contribute to create a context of infodemic (Annovi, 2021a) to exacerbate 

the crisis, but they also help replace scientific validation of an information with social repetition 

(Muirhead & Rosenblum, 2019). As a consequence, news does not acquire recognition because 

experts verified it, but because it has been spread by a lot of people. After a failure has been 

spectacularized and the sense of crisis has been spread, the next phase for populist actors is to present 

themselves as the heroes with the right solution. Three main performative methods are identified in 

this case by Moffitt (2015; p. 204); insisting on the incompetence of the political status quo; offering 

simple and straightforward remedies to the crisis; and finally, advocating for a radical change of the 

institutional functioning and the democratic process. In this framework, the Taggart’s concept of 

“unpolitics” (2018) to describe populist modus operandi and approach is relevant. As pointed out by 

the author, the distinctive trait of populism is the reject of the idea of politics as the rightful process 

to resolve conflicts. For this reason, they frequently present themselves as reluctantly political  and 

“will often claim to be in politics as a temporary measure to fix a crisis” (Taggart, 2018; p. 81). This 

perspective reinforces the suggestions made by Moffitt: the façade of the outsider that engaged in 

politics only in the name of the people strengthens populists’ credibility, but, at the same time, their 

need for simple explanations is indicative of their “unpolitical” strategy. The ultimate step of populist 

performance of crisis is hence the continuation of the propagation of crisis (Moffitt, 2015; p. 205). 

Since the survival of populism is strictly related to its capacity to persist in performing a sense of 

abiding urgency, these actors have to work in this direction and fight the loss of political salience or 

interest in the failures they have thrived on. One of the way they can attempt to do so is to shift their 

attention to another topic of public interest or concern – hence, for instance, replacing the issue of the 

corrupted political élite in power with the issue of the migration crisis. Another tactic is to exaggerate 

the extent and size of the crisis and include other new actors in the frame of enmity – such as foreign 

enemies or international institutions. 
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Conclusions 
The present working paper aimed at providing a literature review and critical analysis of the nexus 

between populism and conspiracy theories as well as the resulting form of conspiracist populism. The 

goal was to provide a proper theoretical background to support future research, and provide some 

methodological guidelines to carry it out.  

Two conclusions can be reached from the above analysis. On the one hand, the discursive and the 

ideological approaches, widely used within literature investigating populism, appear to be flawed in 

the specific study of the nexus between this phenomenon and conspiracy theories. On the contrary, 

the distinction between “thin” and “thick” forms of populism put forward by Jagers and Walgrave 

can bridge the gaps and offer new analytical tools to fully understand this intersection. On the other 

hand, considering the process of performance of crisis of conspiracist populism can shed light on the 

fundamental utility conspiracy theories can play for populists, especially those in power.  
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