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A Portuguese exception to right-wing populism
Rodrigo Quintas da Silva1

ABSTRACT

Many European countries have witnessed the rise of right-wing (nativist and authoritarian)

populist parties over the last few years, which have gained significant votes and sometimes

threatened the position of traditional parties. In Portugal, however, right-wing populism has

failed to gain electoral support, and the populist discourse is scarcely found in Portuguese

politics. In this comment, we offer four tentative hypotheses that explain why right-wing

parties with a populist discourse are not present in Portugal: low levels of Eurospecticism, low

immigration rates, lack of political space to develop, and lower engagement in communicating

that same populism. We conclude that these dynamics create a special balance, and a rather

specific political situation in Portugal that does not facilitate the spread of right-wing

populism. This balance, we also argue, may be compromised if any of these dynamics

suddenly change, potentially paving the way for right-wing populists in Portugal to achieve

more political prominence.
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Right-wing populism: what do we mean?

In the last few years, right-wing populist parties have been
receiving increased support in some European countries.
Marine Le Pen, Geert Wilders, Viktor Órban, Norbert Hofer

and Nigel Farage have personified the rise of right-wing populism
in Europe. However, populism itself is one of the most complex
concepts to define in political science. The main literature agrees,
however, on two important elements. The first claims that the
government should act according to the will of the people
(Albertazzi and McDonnell, 2008; Jagers and Walgrave, 2007;
Mudde, 2004, 2007; Taggart, 2000). This “people”, as Taggart
(2000) stresses, is not the entire national population, but rather a
section of the population, regarded as “virtuous” and pure. The
second element concerns the inability of the government, or the
political establishment, to represent the people’s interests, due to
its reputation for publicly exposed corruption. The role played by
the populist leader would be to free the people from the distorted
politics practiced by the political elite. As Mudde (2004, p 543)
simplifies, populism is then “an ideology that considers society to
be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic
groups, ‘the pure people’ vs. ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues
that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale
(general will) of the people.”

In order to further contextualize this comment, it is also
essential to understand the “chameleonic quality” (Taggart, 2000)
of populism. Michael Freeden (1996) suggested that there are
some ideologies which can be combined with other main ideol-
ogies. Populism, as the literature shows, is one example of those
(Albertazzi and McDonnell, 2008; Jagers and Walgrave, 2007;
Lucardie and Voerman, 2012; Mudde, 2004; Stanley, 2008; Tag-
gart, 2000). One must always take into consideration populism’s
positioning on the right–left spectrum (Huber and Schimpf, 2017;
Otjes and Louwerse, 2015, p 63). Hence, populism does not exist
alone, but is linked to other political ideologies.

In this context, populist parties are labeled “right-wing” if
nativism and authoritarianism are their most important com-
mitments (Mudde, 2007). The “people”, in this context, are the
national habitants of the country, while non-natives are regarded
as a threat to the country (Mudde, 2007).

The radical right in Portugal
In Portugal, the radical right has not had the opportunity to
develop with significant importance since the revolution that
ended the dictatorship on the 25 April 1974 (Marchi, 2013). Since
1974, the date of the democratic revolution, “the various
nationalist factions, which were rather fragmented during the
final years of the deposed regime, were unwilling to coalesce
around a shared project. Instead, these factions opted to organize
autonomously into a handful of small parties” (Marchi, 2013, p
133). During the 1980s and 1990s, the Portuguese radical right
suffered from this division, but by the 2000s, “radical activists
were eager to try to gain a foothold in the political arena and take
advantage of the winds of populism, identity politics, and protest
that were beginning to sweep across Europe in the new millen-
nium” (Marchi, 2013, p 135).

Nowadays, the radical right in Portugal is represented by the
National Renovator Party (Partido National Renovador, PNR),
that in the parliamentary election of 2015 (during the economic
crisis), obtained only 0.5% of the popular vote (27,269 votes;
Ministério da Administração Interna, 2015). The PNR’s agenda is
mainly focused on identity and nativist issues (especially against
immigration; see, e.g., Marchi, 2013, p 141), fitting in with the
right-wing criteria presented by Mudde (2007).

In Portugal, no other party in parliament includes anti-
immigration policies in its program, and only two parties defend

the exit or reform of the European Union or the Euro Zone: the
Portuguese Communist Party (Partido Comunista Português,
PCP) and the Left Bloc (Bloco de Esquerda, BE), both left-wing
parties (for a better overview of left-wing populism, see March,
2007, 2011).

Naturally, a more detailed academic analysis is required in
order to fully understand the lack of force of right-wing populism
in Portugal. However, there are some variables that may help us
to understand the occurrence of this phenomenon. In this com-
ment I touch upon four elements present in European right-wing
populism: pro (or anti) Euroscepticism, immigration, national
party composition, and the communication skills of its campaign.

The immigration factor
European right-wing populist parties place an emphasis on anti-
immigration, an important theme in their discourse. The entrance
of immigrants and refugees in some of the most powerful
countries in the continent is regarded by European right-wing
populists as a threat to the Western model of civilization. The
European radical right constantly uses the wording “threat” and
“invasion” to mention the influx of immigrants—sometimes with
a religious factor involved. Marine Le Pen, Geert Wilders, Nigel
Farage, and Viktor Órban use this rhetoric to their own conclu-
sions and judgments.

The same situation is not found in Portugal, which has a lower
immigration rate than the United Kingdom, Germany, or France.
Currently, in Portugal, there are 500,000 Muslim individuals, the
majority of them from former colonies such as Mozambique,
India or Guinea Bissau; but also from Bangladesh, Senegal, and
Morocco (Público, 2015). Generally speaking, Portugal registered
in 2015 a gross immigration rate of less than 3%. This number is
inferior when compared to other countries like France (5.5%),
United Kingdom (9.7%), Holland (9.9%), Germany (18.9%), or
Austria (19.3%) (Pordata, 2017a)—where right-wing populism
registered a significant increase.

The financial crisis of 2009 hit the immigrant population with
special relevance (Borges, 2015), which in some cases registered a
higher unemployment rate than that of nationals (Pereira and
Esteves, 2017, p 149). This led to a decline in the immigration
rates. Although immigration rates have been slowly recovering
(Serviço de Estrangeiros e Fronteiras, 2016, p 10), the most
striking reasons for this rise are the general sense of security and
fiscal security that Portugal offers, which primarily benefit
immigrants from Western Europe (Público, 2016).

If we attend to refugees in particular (one of the main targets of
right-wing populist discourse, including in Portugal), the rates are
still low when compared to other Western European countries
due to bureaucracy and personal choice of refugees (Expresso,
2015). As Luís Gouveia, adjunct national director of the Portu-
guese Service for Foreigners and Borders (Serviço de Estrangeiros
e Fronteiras) in 2015 affirmed, Portugal is not the first choice for
people requesting asylum and has little history of attributing that
status to the requesters (Expresso, 2015).

Moreover, and as aforementioned, the majority of immigration
to Portugal comes from countries which have Portuguese as their
mother-tongue, in particular Cape Verde, Angola and Brazil
(Serviço de Estrangeiros e Fronteiras, 2016; Pordata, 2017b)
Despite the challenges, this immigration has been well integrated
in the Portuguese society, including the Muslim community
(Público, 2015) Even if we consider other ethnicities/races, the
levels of immigration in Portugal raises little to no worries for
political leaders. Immigration from Eastern Europe, for example,
accounts for 383,759 legal residents in Portugal, a substantial
majority that is also well integrated into society (Pordata, 2017b).
Prime Minister, António Costa, who has lead the government
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since the parliamentary elections of 2015, stated that from the
beginning of 2016 onward, Portugal would be able to accept more
than 4000 people requesting asylum, 1250 of them immediately,
and if necessary, “overcoming bureaucratic difficulties in Eur-
opean legislation” (as cited in Diário de Notícias, 2016).

Portugal is pro-European union
Another banner of European right-wing populists has been
Eurocepticism, which also finds little support from Portuguese
parties and society in general. Concerning the parliamentary
representation, only the aforementioned PCP and BE contain
Eurosceptic elements in their programs, and they are both left-
wing parties. The PCP is economically one of the most orthodox
and conservative Communist parties in Europe; and the BE, a
more recent party in the Portuguese political spectrum, calls not
for Portugal’s exit from the European Union, but for reform of
the European Union itself (which is, according to BE, very distant
from the European citizens). These two parties represented, in the
2015 elections, 18.44% of the votes. The more pro-European
parties, therefore, accounted for 80% of the parliamentary com-
position that stem from the 2015 elections.

In addition, according to the Eurobarometer (Eurobarometer
2016), the majority of the Portuguese felt themselves to be Eur-
opean Union citizens (75%) and “the values of trust in the Eur-
opean Union are more positive for Portugal (43%)”
(Eurobarometer, 2016). An updated version published in early
2017 goes even further and indicates that “Portugal, which was, in
the fall of 2013, the European country with the highest levels of
dissatisfaction towards the European Union, has now approval
rates higher than 50% and similar to the European average”, and
that “most Portuguese rejects the idea that the country could have
a better future outside the Union”1(European Commission, 2017).
The reasons behind the strong Portuguese support towards the
European Union might be found in a report written by the
European Union Commission, which affirms that “for more than
half of the Portuguese […] the free circulation of people, goods
and services, and peace among European countries are the two
most positive results of the EU”2(European Commission, 2016).
We highlight these reasons as especially important for the Por-
tuguese people, as the country has a wide diaspora of around 2.3
million people, mainly settled in other European countries
(Observatório da Emigração, 2015). In spite of low approval rates
towards the European Union during the financial crisis, these
same rates have rebounded since 2014 (European Commission,
2016).

Hence, Eurocepticism has little room to develop in Portugal,
and may not be used as populist tool by PNR or any other right-
wing group in the country.

The limits of party offer
The existing parties in Portugal also explain right-wing populists’
lack of force. The National Front, UKIP or AfD, which base their
discourse whether on immigration or Eurocepticism (or both),
were essentially protest parties that, over time, gained sufficient
support to threaten the traditional political parties—liberal and
pro-European. Their growing voting share happened due to the
high flow of immigrants and the sense of general insecurity,
accompanied with appeals to the national identity against the
supranationalism of the European Union. In Portugal, however,
unemployment (62%) and the economic situation (30%) are the
main concerns of the average citizen—a consequence of the
financial crisis and the strong austerity measures imposed by the
European Commission, IMF, and European Central Bank. In the
aftermath of the 2011 crisis, with rising unemployment and
falling purchasing power, parties which represented a rupture

with the economic program were the ones that grew in impor-
tance. Even the Socialist Party (PS) and the Social Democratic
Party (PSD), that have been rotating in power for more than 40
years, have not lost their presence on the political scene in the
same way the French PS and the Republicans lost in favor of Le
Pen; or the Spanish PSOE in favor of Podemos and the Liberals.
As André Freire said, there are in Portugal parties for which the
Portuguese electorate channels its protest vote: BE and PCP (Neto
et al., 2016). This protest reflects the main concerns of the Por-
tuguese, mostly socio-economic (and not migratory or
European).

This phenomenon has led Marco Lisi to stress in 2014 that,
“Portugal is experiencing a huge economic and social crisis that
has not triggered—at least until now—significant changes in the
political system, as it happened in Greece or Italy” (Lisi, 2014, p
229). In other cases in Europe, political disengagement by the
citizens has led to higher support for populist parties (see, e.g.,
Magni, 2017, Goodlife, 2012, Webb, 2013), but the same did not
happen in Portugal, in spite of witnessing that same political
disengagement. For example, in the parliamentary elections, the
abstention rates exceeded 40% in 2009, 41% in 2011 at the peak of
the crisis, and 44% in 2015. The withdrawal from the electoral
process presents itself as the main response from the disgruntled
Portuguese citizens.

Hence, data shows that, in Portugal, political disengagement by
citizens does not automatically mean higher support for right-
wing populist parties (and specifically to PNR, who has registered
continued voting rates in the same period mention above), as
shown by high abstention rates allied with an unaltered and
unperturbed political system (Lisi, 2014; Raimundo and Pinto,
2014).3

Communicating populism
A handful of authors have more recently addressed a new aspect
of populism, namely the way it communicates its message and
influences political opinions and attitudes (Alvares and Dahlgren,
2016; Burack et al. 2012; Hameleers and Schmuck, 2017; Engesser
et al., 2017; Krämer, 2017; Higgins, 2017; Hameleers et al., 2017).
Populism has, in fact, taken advantage of Internet to spread its
message and twist the public opinion since the beginning of
Internet’s birth (Bimber, 1998), with the purpose of “restructur
[ing] political power in a populist direction” (p 143).

It is an insightful perspective, yet requires further research to
be fully understood. A set of literature, however, has addressed
this issue in several countries in Europe where populist parties
have gained some terrain, such as Italy (Lanzane and Woods,
2015), Finland (Herkman, 2017), France (Mondon, 2014; Nilsson,
2015; Williams, 2011), the Netherlands (Bos and Brants, 2014;
Pas et al., 2011; Hameleers and Schmuck, 2017), the UK (Cushion
et al., 2015; Deacon and Wring, 2016; Reed, 2016), or Sweden
(Nilsson and Carlsson, 2014).

In our comment, we only take social media into account
because (1) there are around 2.46 billion people social media
users worldwide in 2017 (Statista, 2017), (2) social media allows,
as mass media tool, “a variety of actors”, political included, to
become appealing in the eyes of media users (van Dijck and Poell,
2013), and consequently, because (3) “political communications
has become dependent on social media for gathering and orga-
nizing support, as well as for conveying consistent political slo-
gans and themes” (Higgins, 2017, p 3). Social media has thus been
used by right-wing populist parties across Europe to influence
citizens in believing in their causes and voting for them.

In Portugal, contrary to Marine Le Pen or Geert Wilders’
parties, PNR has only around 30,000 likes on Facebook, and little
more than 1300 followers on Twitter. Moreover, its leader José
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Pinto Coelho has around 4600 likes on Facebook and 1300 fol-
lowers on Twitter. The Party (and the Portuguese far right in
general) takes little advantage of social media platforms as a
means to influence Portuguese public opinion. TV and news-
papers are the most relevant media platforms that PNR uses to
communicate its populist message. This situation is more
notorious, naturally, during elections, in which Pinto Coelho and
PNR are allowed to have more “media space” to communicate
their ideas. Social media platforms, however, have fallen behind
TV for the Portuguese right-wing populism to influence public
opinion. The Party’s visibility on social media platforms like
Facebook or Twitter may be higher in specific moments such as
elections or well-attended political rallies, but apart from that,
they have little visibility and influence, and considerably lower
than Marine Le Pen, Geert Wilders, or Nigel Farage. These lea-
ders captivate and appeal to a large proportion of their voters
through their strategy on social media: whether through emo-
tional messages or through bold and controversial posts and
tweets that spark a polemic and fierce debate among civil society
(thus bringing even more visibility to their campaigns). Right-
wing populists in Portugal, on the other hand, have failed to
accomplish any of these goals with their social media strategy.

Conclusion and future prospects
Portugal has stayed apart from the general rise of right-wing
populism in Europe, Right-wing populism has not found the
visibility and influence it has in other European countries, and
traditional parties have kept their presence in the Portuguese
political spectrum. We have brought several hypotheses to the
discussion that can help us understand the lack of force of right-
wing populism in Portugal. The most relevant are the low
immigration rate in the country, and the relatively high levels of
political and social identification of the Portuguese population
with the European Union. Allied to these two elements, there are
other (left-wing) parties, such as BE and PCP, to which the
population channels their protest vote—mainly based on socio-
economic reasons, and not securitarian or identitarian. Finally,
the Portuguese right-wing populists do not possess the same
communication skills on social media that other right-wing
populists in Europe, like Marine Le Pen or Geert Wildeers do.
These leaders captivate and appeal to most of their voters through
their strategy on social media, which José Pinto Coelho and the
PNR have not managed to accomplish.

Naturally, some of the dynamics aforementioned may suffer an
abrupt change and dissolve this delicate balance that prevents the
emergence of right-wing populism in Portugal. A sudden massive
influx of immigrants may change the perceptions of the Portu-
guese population in general, both in terms of national identity or/
and national security (it is highly relevant to point out that, so far,
Portugal has not witnessed any terrorist attack on its soil). A
potential collapse of the European Union also has the potential to
spark the more nationalist portion of the population, especially
Eurosceptics represented in part by the far-right PNR. Finally, a
more robust and effective communication strategy by right-wing
populists in Portugal may also bring more visibility to their cause,
and spark more fierce debates among the civil society groups and
individuals concerning their national security or identity, or
incapacity of the political establishment to represent the “will of
the people” as portrayed by Cas Mudde. So far, this balance has
not been eroded, and the political system has not changed con-
siderably in favour of right-wing populists. Only the future will
test and prove the strength of this stability in Portugal.

The importance of this comment lies on the fact that Portugal
has not witnessed right-wing populism resurgences that have
threatened its political system, unlike other European countries

that are now witnessing it, or have witnessed it several times in
previous decades. In a future where faster communication net-
works, higher levels of migration rates and nativist/authoritarian
movements are sweeping Europe and the world, we argue that
Portugal is so far an insulated case worthy of analysis.

Received: 17 September 2017 Accepted: 14 December 2017

Notes
1 Translated by the author.
2 Translated by the author.
3 There are two different scholarly perspectives on how the Portuguese political system
has been configuring in the past few years: Marco Lisi (2010) defends that the voting
trend is a more fragmented scenario, leading to the end of the majority tendency from
previous decades; while others, such as Magalhães (2012) defend that continuity is the
most important trend (Raimundo and Pinto 2014, p 4).
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