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ABSTRACT

Research on populism is more abundant than ever, but the Ukrainian case is
usually neglected in the comparative literature. This article fills this gap by
providing a systematic analysis of the populism of Zelensky's Servant of the
People (SN) at the time of its electoral breakthrough in 2019, and it does so
by adopting a broader European perspective. We argue that the success of
Zelensky’s SN in 2019 should not be interpreted as something idiosyncratic
or country-specific. On the contrary, we show that Zelensky's SN is the
Ukrainian manifestation of valence populism, a populism variety typically
found in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). By combining qualitative and
quantitative evidence, the analysis reveals that Zelensky's SN, like the other
valence populists in the CEE region, focused its agenda on non-positional
topics, such as anti-corruption appeals, political transparency and moral
integrity. At the same time, similarly to the other valence populist parties, the
positions of Zelensky’'s SN on economic and socio-cultural issues were
intentionally blurry and elusive, to reach a broader group of voters. The
conceptualization of SN suggested in the article allows for a better
integration of the Ukrainian case into future comparative research on populism.
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Introduction

Ukraine is often overlooked in the comparative literature, and this also
applies to the analysis of populism, one of the buzzwords of our times.
Most notably, the Ukrainian case is neglected in the cross-national
research on the topic (cf. Kuzio 2010; March 2017; Zulianello 2020).
Among other things, this tendency is connected to the difficulty of
applying the ideational approaches to populism dominant in the West
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(Mudde 2004) to Ukrainian party politics, with its limited ideological
coherence (Yanchenko 2021). In this article, we turn to the case of Volo-
dymyr Zelensky’s party Servant of the People (Sluha Narodu, SN) to show
that these analytical tensions can be resolved within the ideational
approach by examining the Ukrainian case from the perspective of
valence populism (Zulianello 2020; Zulianello and Larsen 2021; Zulia-
nello and Larsen 2023).

Although the rise of SN in the 2019 elections is often interpreted
through the lens of populism (e.g. Ash and Shapovalov 2022; Mashtaler
2021), existing research lacks a solid analytical framework capable of
inserting the Ukrainian case into a pan-European context. This article
combines insights from political and communication sciences to make
sense of the core features of Zelensky’s SN message at the time of its
breakthrough in the 2019 elections, and it does so by complementing
the study of the Ukrainian case with a broader, European perspective.

The contribution is structured as follows. The first section explains
why studying Zelensky’s SN matters for comparative research on popu-
lism and outlines the key concepts and methods used in the article.
Then, by qualitatively analyzing programmatic documents and speeches
of both Zelensky and his party, we determine what issues and positions
were at the core of SN’s agenda in the early phase. Subsequently, by
using data from the 2019 round of the Chapel Hill Expert Survey
(CHES; Jolly et al. 2022), the case of SN is put into comparative perspec-
tive by juxtaposing the key features of its profile with those of other
parties in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). Before concluding the
article, we reflect on potential explanations behind the concentration of
parties akin to Zelensky’s SN in the CEE region.

Studying Zelensky’s Servant of the People in a comparative
perspective

On 21 April 2019, the Ukrainian producer, actor, and comedian Volody-
myr Zelensky defeated the incumbent Petro Poroshenko in the second
round of the Ukrainian presidential elections (73.22% versus 24.45%;
The Central Election Commission of Ukraine 2019). Zelensky’s first pol-
itical decision after the inauguration was to dissolve the Verkhovna Rada
(the unicameral parliament) of the 8th convocation, which meant early
parliamentary elections, hence a chance for Zelensky to ride a wave of
success and secure the maximum votes for his newly created SN party.
From the outset, SN was a typical personalized-centralized party
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(Rahat 2022), with Zelensky’s recognition being its main political asset.
SN was also a brand-new party, which allowed it to effectively detach
from the established political elites in the eyes of Ukrainian voters. In
July 2019, as a result of early parliamentary elections, SN became the
first political party in the history of independent Ukraine to win a
majority of seats in the Verkhovna Rada.

The rise of Zelensky’s SN is usually interpreted by evoking the notion
of populism (e.g. Viedrov 2022; Yanchenko 2022), so it is important to
begin by defining this hotly contested concept. Despite the plurality of
different perspectives available in the literature (for an overview, see
Rovira Kaltwasser et al. 2017), the so-called ‘ideational approach’ to
populism has become increasingly popular among scholars. As Cas
Mudde (2017: 47) underlines, ‘even though it is still far too early to
speak of an emerging consensus, it is undoubtedly fair to say that the
ideational approach to populism is the most broadly used in the field
today’. According to this approach, populism is understood as a particu-
lar set of ideas characterized by a moral and Manichean conflict between
the “pure people” and the ‘corrupt elite’ and focused on the glorification of
the ‘general will of the people’ (Mudde 2004: 543). Populism is con-
sidered a thin-centred ideology that typically interacts with other
‘thicker” ideological elements (Mudde 2017). This feature results in its
‘chameleonic’ nature (Taggart 2004: 275): populist actors are found
across the whole political spectrum, and it is appropriate to speak of var-
ieties of populism (e.g. Zulianello 2020).

As for the Ukrainian case of populism, focusing on it is particularly
important considering the long-acknowledged challenges of studying
populism in post-Soviet states, where the application of the ideational
approach is hampered by the lack of ideologically distinct political
parties (March 2017; Yanchenko 2021). As a result, research on Ukrai-
nian populism is mainly represented by single-case studies (cf. Kuzio
2010). This applies equally to the recent interpretations of Zelensky’s
SN, as the studies tend to be country-specific and idiosyncratic (cf.
Chaisty and Whitefield 2022). In this respect, putting Ukrainian popu-
lism in a broader comparative context is much needed to improve our
knowledge of the populist phenomenon beyond the geographical areas
more typically studied by scholars (Western Europe, Northern and
Latin America).

The goals of this paper are thus three-fold. First, we assess whether
Zelensky’s SN was populist at the time of its electoral ascendancy in
2019 and identify the specific features of its message beyond

3



populism; second, by adopting a broader comparative perspective, we
determine if similar cases are found elsewhere in Europe; and third,
we utilize the cross-national literature on populism to situate Zelens-
ky’s SN and similar political parties in a wider historical and geo-
graphic context.

In methodological terms, these tasks are achieved by adopting a
mixed-method research strategy, combining qualitative and quantitative
approaches and sources. First, by means of the qualitative analysis of
key primary sources such as election programmes, interviews, speeches
and debates (Table 1), we determine the core ideological features of
Zelensky’s SN. To carry out the qualitative analysis we adopt the so-
called ‘causal chain approach’, which enables us to determine the
‘importance of the various features within the [...] ideology as a
whole’ (Mudde 2002: 23). More specifically, such an approach is
aimed at ‘discovering the hierarchy of the various features [...] of the
ideology. This is done by following the direction of the argumentation
and assessing what is the prime argument, what is the secondary argu-
ment, etc.” (Mudde 2002: 23). After the qualitative analysis of the core
ideological features underlying SN’s message at the time of its rise in
2019, we assess whether those features are similar to other parties in
Europe. Particularly, by using data from the 2019 round of the CHES
(Jolly et al. 2022), it is possible to complement the qualitative evidence
with a broader quantitative analysis, which reveals that the key features
of Zelensky’s SN are the same as in a populist variety commonly found
in CEE, namely valence populism.

Table 1. Primary sources used in the analysis.

Material Publication date Source
Zelensky's official election platform 25 January 2019 Zelensky (2019a)
SN's official election platform 09 June 2019 Sluha Narodu (2019)
Zelensky's interview for Dmitry Gordon (part 1) 26 December Visiting Dmitry Gordon
2018 (2018)
Zelensky's interview for ‘Ukrainska Pravda’ 21 January 2019 Kravets and Sarakhman
(2019)

Zelensky's interview for ICTV featuring his wife Olena 22 March 2019 Detector Media (2019)
Zelenska

Zelensky's interview for TSN.Tyzhden 24 March 2019 TSN (2019a)

Zelensky's interview for ‘RBC-Ukraine’ 18 April 2019 RBC-Ukraine (2019)

Zelensky's speech in the studio of ‘Pravo na Vladu' 18 April 2019 TSN (2019b)
political talk show

Zelensky's performance at the debates with 19 April 2019 TSN (2019c¢)
Poroshenko

Zelensky's inaugural speech at Verkhovna Rada 20 May 2019 Zelensky (2019b)




The core features of Zelensky’s Servant of the People

In the following pages we investigate whether Zelensky’s SN actually
manifested the core features of populism, namely people-centrism,
anti-elitism, and the general will of the people, at the time of its electoral
breakthrough. Then, we determine what topics and issues dominated
SN’s agenda in 2019.

The people, the elite, and the general will

People-centrism has always been an important element of Zelensky’s'
political appeal, from his party’s very name, the eloquent ‘Servant of
the People’, to one of his most popular slogans - ‘Each of us is the Pre-
sident’ (Zelensky 2019b).”> Indeed, Zelensky systematically emphasized
his proximity to ‘the people’ in public communication:

Could I have ever imagined that I, an ordinary guy from Kryvyi Rih, would fight
for the president’s seat against the person whom we ... elected as the president of
Ukraine in 2014?... I myself voted for Mr. Poroshenko. But I was wrong. We
were wrong. (TSN 2019c¢)

Zelensky granted ‘the people’ a morally superior status, in a typically
populist fashion. In this respect, it is worth underlining that the Ukrai-
nian people were often discussed by Zelensky with reference to
outward migration: ‘Nine million Ukrainians have left. This is a disgrace,
a nightmare. We have not retained the most valuable thing we have - our
people’ (Zelensky’s first TV talk show appearance, TSN 2019b: 31:30-
31:40).

Frequent references to ‘the people’ related Zelensky’s SN to many
other political parties that competed in the 2019 elections, yet there
were important differences. Most notably, Zelensky’s people-centrism
was emphatically inclusive while most other parties and their leaders
tended to discursively exclude certain segments of the Ukrainian popu-
lation from the ‘we’ in-group. For instance, political communication of
The Opposition Platform - for Life (OPZZh) targeted almost exclusively
the older electorate with pro-Russian sentiments and nostalgia for the
USSR; in turn, Poroshenko’s European Solidarity (YeS) mainly focused
on the more patriotic electorate from central and western Ukraine

"Here, the distinction between Zelensky and SN is not useful due to the highly personalized nature of the
latter.
2All translations from Ukrainian and Russian languages were made by the authors.



(Yanchenko 2021). The rhetoric of Yuliia Tymoshenko’s All-Ukrainian
Union ‘Fatherland” (BA) was more inclusive, yet the party failed to
attract younger and more educated voters (Ilko Kucheriv Democratic
Initiatives Foundation 2019). Therefore, compared to other political
actors, SN’s people-centrism was more comprehensive.

Another pillar of Zelensky’s political message was anti-elitism. Build-
ing upon the image shaped in the Servant of the People TV series, where
Zelensky’s character scolded ‘corrupted’ Ukrainian politicians, Zelensky
capitalized on that image during the 2019 campaign. The targets of his
anti-elitist attacks were ‘the oligarchs’, embodied in the incumbent Por-
oshenko - Zelensky’s main political rival and one of the wealthiest people
in Ukraine: “Today, he [Poroshenko] is the main leader, who is in oppo-
sition to the Ukrainian people. And this is the worst’ (RBC-Ukraine
2019). The figure of Poroshenko was also used to more broadly criticize
what Zelensky dubbed ‘the power’: T am disappointed in all of today’s
authorities ... It's just that he [Poroshenko] is...the leader, which
means that the greatest emphasis is placed on him’ (Visiting Dmitry
Gordon 2018, 58:25-58:33). One of Zelensky’s main promises during
the presidential campaign was to ‘bring in new professional people and
break the [Ukrainian political] system’ (TSN 2019b, 30:59-31:40).
Later, the same goal was declared in SN’s manifesto, which explained
Ukraine’s alleged stagnation in terms of ‘the old political system - that
of corruption, lies and arbitrariness’ (Sluha Narodu 2019).

Closely related to anti-elitism, anti-establishment rhetoric was another
key component of Zelensky’s communication. Anti-establishment rheto-
ric can be understood as the manifestation of scepticism towards a given
political system in general, rather than to some specific political actors
(Hartleb 2015). Thus, Zelensky’s main principle when recruiting people
to his presidential team and to SN was to filter out those candidates
who had any previous experience in politics, regardless of which party
or faction they represented. Zelensky emphasized this rule frequently
in public, including in those cases when he himself violated it: ‘Oleksandr
Danyliuk. Hell be responsible for international relations, economy,
financial and banking policy. Oleksandr was a minister ... this is the
only drawback. But I believe such professionals are necessary to
destroy the old system’ (Zelensky introduces his team during the first
talk show appearance, TSN 2019b, 04:25-04:48). According to the
survey data, anti-establishment appeals were crucial for Zelensky’s and
his party’s success in 2019. The majority of Ukrainians who were going
to vote for Zelensky in the first round of the presidential elections
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explained their choice with the following rationale: ‘He is a person
outside the system, “a new face” in politics’ (Kyiv International Institute
of Sociology 2019).

Compared to those who voted for other Ukrainian political parties,
SN’s voters were significantly more likely to believe that all Ukrainian
parties offered identical programmes and were essentially the same
(Chaisty and Whitefield 2022: 123), which is a common indication of
strong anti-establishment sentiments (Hartleb 2015: 41). The fact that
such types of voters rallied around SN means that, from their perspective,
Zelensky’s party was perceived as being significantly different from the
others.

Another remarkable feature of SN was how it embraced the idea of
popular sovereignty. Thus, the very first section of SN’s 2019 manifesto
raises the issue of accountability of the authorities in Ukraine and pro-
poses specific steps to increase people’s sovereignty:

Abolish the immunity of the people’s deputies; introduce a mechanism for
recalling deputies who have lost the confidence of voters; create a mechanism
of the people’s veto on the recently adopted legislation; introduce mechan-
isms of citizens’ impact on decision-making via referendums. (Sluha
Narodu 2019)

Apart from that, Zelensky made numerous symbolic gestures suggesting
that following the ‘will of the people’ was essential to his political vision.
For example, Zelensky engaged Ukrainians in joint writing of his presi-
dential election programme, which, according to his team, resulted in
107,539 policy proposals from ‘the ordinary people’ (Mashtaler 2021).
Similarly, during the highly televised election debates between Zelensky
and Poroshenko, the former claimed that all of the questions he was
posing to his rival were collected from Ukrainians, specifically for that
occasion (Horbyk 2020). In contrast, references to popular sovereignty
were almost absent from the political platforms of other Ukrainian
parties (Manifesto Project 2022).

The core issues of SN beyond populism

The analysis so far suggests that in 2019, Zelensky’s SN possessed all the
constitutive attributes of populism as identified by the ideational
approach. But what were the main features of the party beyond
populism?

One of the central issues for Zelensky was a promise to eradicate cor-
ruption. Anti-corruption appeals could be found both in Zelensky’s
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presidential programme under the section ‘Not fighting corruption, but
defeating it’ (Zelensky 2019a) and in SN’s manifesto, where the party
pledged to ‘introduce mandatory confiscation of the corrupt officials’
property’ and ‘ensure real independence of anti-corruption bodies’
(Sluha Narodu 2019). At the same time, Zelensky himself was rather
vague about how exactly he was going to fulfil those goals. For
example, in his first big interview after the nomination announcement,
Zelensky showed quite a naive understanding of the issue:

We will clean up all corruption ... And we will have one law for all. Just as I have
been taught at Law school - so it will be in life ... No exceptions. [Journalist: And
how are you going to do it?] Very easy. We'll set the rules, and everyone will live
by those rules. [Journalist: Do you really think it’s that simple?] I don’t think - 1
dream of it. (Kravets and Sarakhman 2019)

Later, SN linked its intention to fight corruption with another program-
matic point, namely the transformation of Ukraine into a ‘digital state’.
Thus, Zelensky and his team argued that corruption would be decreased
through digitalizing the ‘maximum possible number of public services’
(Sluha Narodu 2019), with the idea of minimizing occasions when a
civil servant might potentially ask for a bribe.

The heightened attention of Zelensky’s SN to corruption resonated
with the public sentiment in Ukraine. As a 2018 poll shows, most Ukrai-
nians regarded corruption as the main problem hindering the country’s
development (e.g. 79% in August 2018, Ilko Kucheriv Democratic Initiat-
ives Foundation 2018). In 2019, such sentiments were fuelled further by
the release of journalistic investigations exposing corruption in the
highest echelons of power (Horbyk 2020). Due to the salience of the
topic of political corruption in the media, the established parties tried
to downgrade the issue by ignoring it in their public communication,
and this especially applied to Poroshenko’s YeS.

The quest for political transparency was also among the core goals for
Zelensky’s SN. The idea of Ukraine ruled by a mysterious elite club with
puppets in the government was unambiguously articulated in the Servant
of the People TV series (Makarychev 2022: 115-135). Zelensky and his
team offered an alternative to such a vision - an increasing openness
in politics. For example, this is how Zelensky commented on his presi-
dential campaign strategy:

I really want an open election campaign. I want people to see everything we do in
real time: Building up our team, writing our program, our congress meetings,
going to the CEC [Central Election Commission]. We will broadcast and show



all of this. I believe that we should have an open country with an open govern-
ment. (Kravets and Sarakhman 2019)

In its party manifesto, SN also announced an electoral reform aimed at
increasing the transparency of elections: (We will] introduce the pro-
portional elections system with open lists and electronic voting’ (Sluha
Narodu 2019). This intention, however, was also declared by other Ukrai-
nian political parties, for instance, Sviatoslav Vakarchuk’s ‘Holos’ (Mani-
festo Project 2022).

Lastly, during his campaign, Zelensky paid special attention to the
moral dimension of politics. He promised to bring people of high
moral standards to the government and called for the moral integrity
of MPs of the 8th convocation during his inaugural speech: ‘Hang pic-
tures of your children [in your cabinets] and look them in the eye
before making any decision” (Zelensky 2019b). While criticizing an
immoral and cynical establishment, Zelensky tended to position
himself as an honest man, e.g. ‘[My parents] gave me moral pointers,
they gave me intolerance to lies. That is why I always react so painfully
to any lie ... This is the main trait that my parents gave me’ (Visiting
Dmitry Gordon 2018, 01:57-03:19).

The image of Zelensky as a family man and decent person was extre-
mely important in the eyes of Ukrainians. A study based on 25 in-depth
interviews with Zelensky’s voters showed that for all of them, Zelensky’s
moral qualities were more important than his professional competence
(Yanchenko 2022). Zelensky understood this well. In his parting words
before the first round of the presidential election, he advised Ukrainians:
‘Just choose a candidate who is closer to you’ (Detector Media 2019).

The elusive economic and socio-cultural positions of SN

The conducted analysis suggests that, in addition to populism, the core
topics for Zelensky’s SN were the fight against corruption and the
quest for moral integrity, political transparency and political reform.
Interestingly, all of them are non-positional in nature: in fact, they are
valence issues that are ‘uniformly liked ... or disliked among the electo-
rate’ (Curini 2018: 13). And yet, what was SN’s agenda in respect to
the most pressing positional issues?

In the phase of its electoral breakthrough, Zelensky’s SN attributed only
limited importance to positional issues related to economic, social and
cultural policy domains. Furthermore, such issues were typically dis-
cussed in a very ambiguous way. For example, Zelensky’s main economic
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advisor Danyliuk claimed that ‘neither the president nor the government
should interfere with the development of business activities in the
country’ (Korniienko 2019); SN, in turn, promised to ‘introduce a “Ukrai-
nian citizen’s economic passport” that guarantees that every child obtains
a share from the exploitation of natural resources’ (Sluha Narodu 2019).
Another vivid illustration of SN’s eclectic economic position is rep-
resented by the deoligarchization law (a step towards increasing state
control over Ukraine’s richest and reducing social inequalities) and the
creation of a land market in Ukraine (a step towards economic liberaliza-
tion), both initiated by Zelensky and his team. Furthermore, SN’s mani-
festo promised to introduce beneficial conditions for foreign investors,
which aligns with the right-wing belief in open markets; yet on the
other hand, the same document discussed the need to create a ‘National
Economic Strategy’ aimed at achieving a ‘higher-than-average European
income and quality of life for Ukrainians’, which reflects the left-wing
belief in government intervention in the economy to improve social
welfare (Sluha Narodu 2019). Thus, Zelensky’s SN with its economic
eclecticism was different from most other Ukrainian parties, which tra-
ditionally adhered to left-wing economic agendas (Vox Ukraine 2019).

Zelensky was also little interested in specifying his position in regard to
the socio-cultural dimension. In various interviews, he could not intelli-
gibly answer questions about his views on the language and memory poli-
tics in Ukraine (e.g. Kravets and Sarakhman 2019; TSN 2019c, 07:36-
08:28), while the section on national identity was absent from SN’s mani-
festo. The only manifesto section partly related to the socio-cultural
policy domain was the concluding one, called ‘National Unity and
Civil Accord’ (Sluha Narodu 2019). There, the main emphasis was
again placed on the inclusive construction of ‘the people’ through the
‘humanitarian policy that will promote the cultural, civic and spiritual
unification of Ukrainian citizens’ (Sluha Narodu 2019). Survey data
shows that Zelensky’s reluctance to take a clear stance on the most sen-
sitive socio-cultural issues did help him to attract political supporters:
Zelensky’s voters were ‘more likely to hold moderately strong or
neutral opinions on key [positional] issues in Ukrainian politics and to
mix both Russian and Ukrainian languages in their daily lives’ (Ash
and Shapovalov 2022: 460) than voters of other political parties. In this
regard, Onuch and Hale (2022: 24) argue that in 2019, established
parties overestimated the narrative about the great socio-cultural divide
allegedly determining Ukrainian politics and ‘obscured the middle
ground into which Zelensky tapped’.
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A unicum? Zelensky's Servant of the People in a comparative
perspective

The qualitative analysis of Zelensky’s SN message revealed that it mani-
fested the core features of populism at the time of its electoral break-
through in 2019. Furthermore, the case-study also indicated that the
agenda of Zelensky’s SN emphasized non-positional issues, such as cor-
ruption, rather than focusing attention on economic or socio-cultural
issues. However, a key question remains unanswered: what was the
specific variety of populism embodied by Zelensky’s SN? Did it represent
an idiosyncratic manifestation of the populist phenomenon tailored to
the specific features of Ukrainian politics and society or, on the contrary,
did it resemble other cases in Europe?

Ash and Shapovalov (2022: 461) argue that the ‘theories explaining far-
right, far-left or even centrist/technocratic populism would struggle to
explain the rise of Zelensky and Sluha Narodu’. We agree that neither
of these concepts is appropriate to account for the distinctive features
of Zelensky’s SN, and yet this does not imply that we are dealing with
a unicum. On the contrary, we argue that Zelensky’s SN in 2019 is best
understood as a case of valence populism, which is substantially
different from the other populist varieties found in contemporary
Europe (Zulianello 2020; Zulianello and Larsen 2021; Zulianello and
Larsen 2023).

The literature suggests that right-wing and left-wing populists
combine populism with a ‘thick’ ideological element - an exclusionary
notion of the people in the former (Mudde 2004) and some form of
socialism in the latter (Mudde 2017; see also Katsambekis and Kioupkio-
lis 2019). Valence populists, instead, difter from both right-wing and left-
wing populists in at least three respects (for details, see Zulianello 2020;
Zulianello and Larsen 2021; Zulianello and Larsen 2023). First, valence
populists lack a ‘thick’ ideological element in their profile, meaning
that the only core element of their ideology is a ‘thin’ one - populism
itself. Second, valence populists deliberately avoid clear ideological posi-
tioning along the left-right dimension: for this reason, the use of the
labels ‘left-wing’, ‘right-wing’ and even ‘centrist’ to refer to such actors
is inappropriate because they are all intrinsically positional in nature.
Third, valence populists primarily compete by focusing on non-pos-
itional issues, such as corruption, moral integrity, political transparency
and political reform, rather than by taking more or less clear positions
on the economic or socio-cultural (left-right) dimensions. Valence
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populism tends to be particularly common in the CEE region (Zulianello
and Larsen 2021).

To show that the features of Zelensky’s SN in 2019 are consistent with
those of valence populist parties® in CEE (Table 2), we use data from the
extensive Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES; Jolly et al. 2022). Even
though Ukraine is not covered by such a dataset, by focusing on
specific items of the 2019 round of the CHES (Table 3), it is possible to
interpret in a comparative fashion the core features of Zelensky’s SN,
as identified by the qualitative analysis carried out earlier in this paper:
the predominant focus on non-positional issues, especially corruption,
and its elusive economic and socio-cultural positions.

The core issues of valence populism in CEE

Following the conceptualization of valence populism (Zulianello 2020;
Zulianello and Larsen 2021; Zulianello and Larsen 2023), the first 2019
CHES item useful for comparing the case of Zelensky’s SN with other
cases in CEE is the salience of reducing political corruption, a typical
example of non-positional competition because voters hold identical pos-
itions on that issue (Stokes 1963). This is different from the case of pos-
itional or spatial issues, over which voters realistically take different
positions, for example abortion, the European Union, immigration, taxa-
tion (Adams et al. 2005). Indeed, political corruption is an issue that is
consistently disliked by the electorate and was considered as a paradig-
matic instance of valence issues even in the original formulation of the
concept by Stokes (1963).

As previously discussed, Zelensky’s SN paid paramount attention to
the issue of corruption, including the very ambitious goal of ‘defeating
it’ (Zelensky 2019a), a point that makes it consistent with other valence
populists in CEE. As shown in Figure 1, the average values for the salience
given to political corruption by valence populists (7.39) are considerably
higher, not only in comparison to non-populist actors (5.67) but also in
comparison to the other populists* in CEE (5.78).

3Valence populist parties are identified following Zulianello and Larsen (2021). The Bulgarian ITN and the
Latvian KPV LV were not included in the list by Zulianello and Larsen (2021) because the former did not
contest the 2019 EU election, while the latter party gained less than 1% of the vote on that occasion.
However, both present the defining features of valence populism and can be classified as such (see,
respectively, Spirova 2021 and Petsinis and Wierenga 2021).

“To distinguish between populist and non-populist parties, we follow the classification by Zulianello
(2020) and Zulianello and Larsen (2021). Out of the 17 parties that fall in the category ‘other populists’,
16 belong to the category of right-wing populism and only one to that of left-wing populism (the Slo-
venian The Left).

12



Table 2. List of valence populist parties in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) included in
CHES 2019.

Country Party

Bulgaria Citizens for European Development of Bulgaria (GERB)
Bulgaria Party of Slavi Trifonov / There is Such a People (ITN)
Croatia Bridge of Independent Lists (Most)

Croatia Human Shield (ZZ7)

Czech Republic Action of Dissatisfied Citizens (ANO 2011)

Latvia Who owns the state? (KPV LV)

Lithuania Lithuanian Centre Party (LCP)

Slovakia Ordinary People and Independent (OLaNO)

Slovenia List of Marjan Sarec (LMS)

If we focus at the level of the individual valence populists, an outstand-
ing score emerges in the case of the Slovak OLaNO (9.69); the party
founded by Igor Matovi¢ was not only the one with the highest emphasis
on reducing political corruption in CEE, but also across all the 32
countries included in the CHES dataset. OLaNO is commonly described
as a party whose raison d’étre is an anti-corruption agenda (Petrovic et al.
2022: 8), and whose vision is centred on a ‘radical, uninhibited political
performance’ (Hlousek et al. 2020: 101). While, on average, valence
populists tend to emphasize corruption more than the other parties,
according to the CHES 2019 data, a valence populist party that signifi-
cantly differed from the others is the Bulgarian GERB, with a salience
of 4.95. This may be due to its long period in power (2009-2021),
during which GERB ‘developed some characteristics of a clientelist
party’ (Stoyanov and Lyubenov 2022: 98).

While valence populists clearly differ from both populist and non-
populist parties in terms of their emphasis on reducing political corrup-
tion - a paradigmatic non-positional issue - they are more similar to the
other varieties of populism when it comes to their stance on anti-

Table 3. Items of the 2019 CHES used in the analysis.

Item Measurement

Salience of reducing political corruption 0= Not important at all; 10=
Extremely important

Salience of anti-establishment and anti-elite rhetoric 0 = Not important at all; 10 =

Extremely important
Relative salience of economic issues in the party’s public stance 0= No importance; 10 = Great

in 2019 importance
Relative salience of libertarian/traditional issues in the party’s 0 = No importance; 10 = Great
public stance in 2019 (GAL-TAN) importance
How blurry was each party’s position on economic issues in 2019 0 = Not at all blurred; 10 = Extremely
blurred
How blurry was each party’s position on libertarian/traditional ~ 0= Not at all blurred; 10 = Extremely
issues in 2019 blurred
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1) Salience of reducing political corruption 2) Salience of anti-elite rhetoric
Valence populists - —_————— _—————
Other populists 4 —_—— —_———
Non-populists 4 —_— —_—
3) Salience of economic issues 4) Salience of socio-cultural issues (GAL-TAN)
Valence populists - —_—— —_————
Other populists 4 —_— —_————
Non-populists 4 —_—— —_—
5) Blurry positions on economic issues 6) Blurry positions on socio-cultural issues (GAL-TAN)
Valence populists - —_—— —_————————
Other populists 4 —_—— —_—
Non-populists 4 —_—
OTO 2‘5 STO 7‘5 10‘0 OIO 2,5 5,0 7‘5 10‘.0

Figure 1. Mean and standard deviations of valence populists, other populists and non-
populist parties in CEE. Total number of observations N = 103. The analysis includes 9
valence populists, 17 other populist, and 77 non-populist parties.

establishment and anti-elite rhetoric (Figure 1). In this respect, while the
average value of valence populists (7.33) is more than twice the average
value of the universe of non-populists (3.76), it is pretty similar to that
of other populist parties (7.54). The reason for this similarity between
valence populists and the other populists is two-fold. First, and more
obviously, the salience of anti-establishment and anti-elite rhetoric is a
defining feature of the populist phenomenon itself. As Mudde (2010:
1177) underlines, ‘the ideological feature of populism can only be
studied through its anti-elite or anti-establishment side’. Second, and
less trivially, ‘the “valence content” of anti-elitism is of course not a
perfect one’ (Curini 2020: 1418). Unlike a typical valence issue such as
corruption (Stokes 1963), anti-elite and anti-establishment messages
are characterized by ‘quasi-valence’ features because ‘anti-elitism is not
a value shared by the entire electorate’ (Curini 2020: 1418). In other
words, it could be said that although anti-establishment and anti-elite
messages bear some similarities to valence issues, they are not ‘pure’
valence issues. While keeping these caveats in mind, it can nevertheless
be noticed from Figure 2 that valence populists tend to emphasize both
reducing corruption, a typical non-positional issue, and anti-elitism, a
‘quasi-valence’ issue.
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Figure 2. Salience of reducing political corruption and anti-elite rhetoric (labels refer to
valence populist parties). Legend: m =valence populist; A =right-wing populist; "x =
left-wing populist; @ = non-populist.

It is important to recall that the CHES 2019 provides data on only one
of the key non-positional issues that can be mobilized by valence popu-
lists (i.e. corruption), but not on the other relevant non-positional issues,
such as political transparency, moral probity and democratic perform-
ance (Zulianello 2020). The literature suggests that two partial exceptions
to the trend shown in Figure 2, the Slovenian LMS and the Czech ANO
2011, indeed focused on non-positional issues that are typical of valence
populism but cannot be accounted for by using the 2019 CHES data. For
instance, the Slovenian LMS focused on ‘the need to fundamentally revise
the political game’ (Krasovec and Dezelan 2019: 317), while the Czech
ANO 2011 concentrated its efforts on presenting itself as ‘a technocratic
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and competent party, successfully managing the state finances and acting
to resolve people’s problems effectively’ (Hlousek et al. 2020: 52). More
generally, it is worth underlining that valence populists in CEE often
emphasize technocratic solutions (e.g. Guasti and Bustikova 2020;
Havlik 2019).

The elusive economic and socio-cultural positions of valence
populism in CEE

The qualitative analysis of Zelensky’s SN suggested that in the phase of its
electoral breakthrough, it presented very elusive, if any, positions on
economic and socio-cultural issues. Figure 1 suggests that positional
competition, whether along economic or socio-cultural lines, is not in
the primary focus of valence populists. Valence populists in CEE
present, on average, a lower emphasis (5.52) on socio-cultural issues
(GAL-TAN) in comparison with both other populist (7.75) and non-
populist parties (6.35). However, when it comes to economic issues,
valence populists present a lower emphasis (6.03) in comparison to
non-populists (6.47) but higher than the other populists in the area
(5.39). In that regard, it is important to stress that the salience given by
valence populists to economic issues does not imply that they primarily
compete by focusing on positional issues, as the emphasis given to the
economy (6.03) is much lower than the emphasis they place on reducing
corruption (7.39).

The key point is that even though some valence populists pay substan-
tial attention to economic or socio-cultural issues, such a salience is often
the consequence of very elusive and ambiguous positions, possibly with
the goal of reaching a broad and cross-cutting group of voters. Indeed,
emphasizing the economy or socio-cultural domain does not imply
that a given party primarily engages in positional competition, and this
point is well exemplified by the two Bulgarian parties under analysis.
The already-mentioned GERB presents a considerably higher emphasis
on economic issues (8.00) in comparison to the other valence populists
in CEE, while ITN displays the highest emphasis on socio-cultural
issues (9.00). However, despite its high emphasis on the economy,
GERB ‘can be considered as a party without ideology [as it] is not
based on a specific ideology or political profile, even though it is a part
of the European People’s Party (EPP) and defines itself as “centre-
right” and “Christian-democratic” party’ (Todorov 2018: 52). Similarly,
despite its attention to socio-cultural issues, ITN does not have ‘a clear
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ideology’, as its ‘programme seem(s] to be limited to a populist agenda’
(Kanev 2021: 66). Both GERB and ITN are often considered by scholars
to be devoid of a specific ideology because, like other valence populists,
their profiles lack an apparent ideological core.

Indeed, valence populists are not constrained by the presence of a
‘thick’ ideology (such as nativism or socialism), and for this reason
their positions on economic and socio-cultural issues are typically
unclear and/or erratic. As the previous pages suggested, this also
applied to the agenda of Zelensky’s SN in its early phase. SN’s similarity
with the other cases of valence populism in the CEE can be illustrated by
focusing on the 2019 CHES items measuring the blurriness of party pos-
itions on economic and socio-cultural issues. Figure 1 clearly indicates
that valence populists have, on average, considerably more blurry pos-
itions on both economic (6.40) and socio-cultural issues (4.74), not just
in comparison to non-populist parties (3.75 and 3.21, respectively), but
also vis-a-vis other populists (5.08 and 1.74, respectively).’

Figure 3 enables a visual representation of the positional blurriness of
political parties in CEE in terms of economic and socio-cultural issues. As
can be seen, it suggests that valence populists have ambiguous positions
on both economic and socio-cultural issues, similarly to the case of
Zelensky’s SN. Most notably, while right-wing populists (the triangles
in Figure 3) present blurry positions on economy but are very clear
when it comes to socio-cultural issues — in line with the findings by
Rovny and Polk (2020), it can be seen that valence populists display a ten-
dency towards position blurring on both the economic and the socio-cul-
tural dimensions.

Moving to the individual cases, the Bulgarian ITN and the Lithuanian
LCP emerge as the parties with the highest levels of position blurring on
economic issues, not just in CEE but also across the entire CHES 2019
dataset (respectively, 9.00 and 8.40). Nevertheless, it can be noticed
that the Lithuanian LCP is an outlier on socio-cultural issues, where it
presents only negligible levels of position blurring (0.67). As Figure 3
suggests, the valence populist party with the highest levels of position
blurring on socio-cultural issues is the Croatian ZZ (6.83). In fact, the

®As previously mentioned, only one case of left-wing populism was found in CEE among the parties
included in the CHES 2019. For this reason, it worth underlining that the blurriness of the economic
positions of the populist parties indicated in figure 1 is due to the predominant number of right-
wing populists in the sample. In fact, in line with the previous findings in the literature (e.g. Rovny
and Polk 2020), the data suggests that Slovenian The Left, the only left-wing populist included in
the present analysis, is characterized by clear positions on the economy (1.57), while right-wing popu-
lists in the CEE have much more blurry positions in this dimension (5.29).
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Figure 3. Blurry positions on economic and socio-cultural issues (labels refer to valence
populist parties). Legend: m = valence populist; A = right-wing populist; |?[= left-wing
populist; @ = non-populist.

ideological features of the party are described as “‘unclear’ (Albertini and
Vozab 2017: 5), also because of its ‘syncretic scope that aim[ed] to accom-
modate heterogeneous demands’ (Petsinis 2020: 9).

Zelensky’s SN as part of the populist phenomenon in the CEE
region

As can be seen from the previous section, the phenomenon of valence
populism is concentrated within the CEE region, and this also holds
true if we consider Zelensky’s SN to be representative of the same
variety of populism. This geographic pattern is not completely novel:
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since the collapse of the USSR, the CEE region has seen different waves of
parties belonging to this type, even though scholars use different terms
when referring to the populist parties we consider to be valence populists,
such as centrist populism (Ucenn 2007) or exclusively populist parties
(Havlik and Pinkova 2012). In particular, Ucen (2007: 54) observes
that in the late 1990s, numerous CEE countries witnessed the emergence
of populist parties that ‘shied away from ideological pledges” and built
their political appeal on promises of ‘curbing corruption, improving
responsiveness, and promoting economic development’.®

When addressing the question of the regional concentration of valence
populism, we should reflect on why certain populist parties in CEE
choose not to attach to ‘thicker’ ideologies and instead compete along
non-positional issues. Most authors link this peculiarity with the
region’s communist past, which prevented CEE countries from preser-
ving or developing ideologically distinct political parties (e.g. Tisma-
neanu 1996). According to Stanley (2017: 143) ‘Central and Eastern
European party politics is ... ideologically “hollowed out” in comparison
to its Western European counterpart, with parties competing over claims
to competence and moral probity rather than distinct policy platforms’
(Stanley 2017: 143). This ‘ideological vacuum’ (March 2017) is especially
typical of post-Soviet countries that were integrated into the communist
regime longer and more firmly than the former USSR’s ‘satellite states’.
Communist legacies thus resulted in less institutionalized, more person-
alized, and more opportunistic politics in CEE and generated public
demand for non- or sometimes even anti-ideological parties (Ucen
2007). In Ukraine, Zelensky and SN managed to fill this space during
the presidential and parliamentary campaigns of 2019.

The communist past shared by CEE countries not only resulted in
their blurry ideological landscapes during the post-Soviet era but was
also associated with a certain type of political culture. For example,
Stanley (2017: 143-144) argues that ‘the obligatory nature of political par-
ticipation under communism ... inculcated an attitude of political cyni-
cism among the citizens of communist regimes’. It is not surprising
that in most CEE countries, this attitude was converted into strong
anti-ideological and anti-party sentiment after the fall of the USSR, creat-
ing fertile ground for the anti-establishment rhetoric of valence populists.

SUcen (2007: 52) referred to such parties as, for example, the Party of Civic Understanding (SOP) in Slo-
vakia, New Era (JL) in Latvia, Res Publica (RP) in Estonia, National Movement of Simeon Il (NDSV) in
Bulgaria, etc. On the shortcomings of the very term ‘centrist populism’, see Zulianello (2020) and Zulia-
nello and Larsen (2021).
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Similarly, the communist era’s flawed economies, undeveloped civil
societies, and prevalence of informal institutions resulted in corruption
becoming a major issue in CEE (Engler 2016; Engler et al. 2019). Particu-
larly in 2019, Ukraine, along with most other CEE countries, was con-
siderably worse in the Corruption Perception Index than their Western
European counterparts (Transparency International 2019), which
explains why certain populist actors in the region decided to prioritize
anti-corruption and other valence issues. These are just some of the
potential explanations behind the tendency of valence populists to pro-
liferate in CEE, yet they may serve as a starting point for further investi-
gation of this phenomenon.

Conclusion

In this article we asked whether at the time of its electoral break-
through Zelensky’s SN was an idiosyncratic manifestation of Ukrai-
nian politics or if, instead, similar parties can be found elsewhere.
First, by means of a qualitative analysis of Zelensky’s SN profile, we
argued that it should be qualified as populist. Second, using data
from the 2019 round of the CHES we showed that the populism
embodied by Zelensky’s SN was hardly country-specific or unique.
On the contrary, Zelensky’s SN can be interpreted as part of a
broader phenomenon typical of CEE, namely valence populism (Zulia-
nello 2020; Zulianello and Larsen 2021; Zulianello and Larsen 2023).
Lastly, we also discussed some of the reasons for the disproportionate
presence of valence populist parties in CEE in comparison to the rest
of Europe, arguing that post-communist political landscapes and cul-
tures play a key role here.

Our study revealed that, like other valence populist parties, Zelensky’s
SN consistently focused its agenda on typically non-positional issues,
most notably corruption, transparency and moral integrity, and displayed
blurry and elusive economic and socio-cultural positions not by accident,
but by design. This is due to the fact that the stances of valence populists
in relation to economic and socio-cultural issues are not inspired by a
‘thick’ ideology, as in the case of right-wing and left-wing populism.
Instead, the economic and socio-cultural positions of Zelensky’s SN
are, like other valence populists, ‘primarily informed by an unadulterated
conception of populism (with other ideological elements, if any, playing a
marginal or secondary role), and are therefore flexible, free-floating and,
often, inconsistent’ (Zulianello 2020: 332).
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Even though our findings are based on the analysis of materials from
2019 election campaigns, they are equally applicable to the first half of
Zelensky’s presidential term - up until the beginning of the full-scale
Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, when Zelensky’s political
rhetoric changed profoundly. Still, the most up-to-date official document
dedicated to SN’s political profile describes the party’s ‘ideology’ as
‘Ukrainian centrism’, but in fact it manifests the same reluctance to
take a clear ideological position as identified in our analysis: ‘We are
neither “right” nor “left”. Neither nationalists nor separatists... We
strive to build a country where peace, order and prosperity will reign -
and not some utopias or ideological myths’ (Sluha Narodu 2020).

A broader implication of this article is that it conceptualizes SN in a
way that allows for a better integration of the Ukrainian case into pan-
European research on populism. Although in the past, scholars have
shown interest in populism in Ukraine (e.g. Kuzio 2010; Makarychev
2022), a meaningful comparison of Ukrainian populism with the
broader populist waves in other European countries has always been hin-
dered by the lack of ideological coherence in Ukrainian party politics
(Yanchenko 2021). This feature makes the application of an ideational
approach challenging, because it typically expects populism to attach to
a ‘thicker’ ideological element. Nevertheless, as we have shown in this
article, if the concept of valence populism is incorporated as part of the
analytical toolkit of the ideational approach, the seemingly idiosyncratic
nature of many parties in the post-communist area no longer represents
an analytical problem, allowing for innovative research agendas on popu-
list politics integrating insights from both the East and West.
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