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Abstract
Existing work sees populist governments undermining the rule of law because
they seek to dismantle institutional constraints on their personalistic plebisc-
itarian rule. We argue that populist rulers pose a greater threat to legal
impartiality, equality, and compliance when they face a legacy of weak rule
of law. We find empirical support for this assertion after applying synthetic
control methods to a cross-country sample that includes up to 51 populist
events spanning the period from 1920 to 2019. Our results remain consis-
tent across a range of robustness checks including, the consideration of a set
of contextual variables that can potentially determine the capacity of pop-
ulist governments to sweep away institutional constraints, different populist
event classifications, and different ways of measuring the rule of law. In coun-
tries, like the United States, with a robust rule of law tradition, the deleterious
impact of populists on institutions will be limited but not negligible.

Populism is spreading across the world. Analyzing data
from a sample of up to 60 independent countries rep-
resenting more than 95% of world GDP in 2015, Funke
et al. (2023) provide evidence highlighting a signifi-
cant shift in the geographical distribution of populism
over the last four decades. Prior to 1980, populism
was predominantly observed within the Latin Amer-
ican region and affected up to 17% of the countries
in their sample. However, post-1980 and by 2020,
populism had expanded beyond Latin America to
become a governing force in 47% of the nations under
consideration.

What is populism? One prominent definition sees it
as “an ideology that considers society to be ultimately
separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic
groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and
which argues that politics should be an expression
of the volonté générale (general will) of the peo-
ple” (Mudde, 2004, p. 543). Another strand of work
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sees populism as “a political strategy through which
a personalistic leader seeks or exercises government
power based on direct, unmediated, uninstitution-
alized support from large numbers of mostly unor-
ganized followers” (Weyland, 2001, p. 14; see also
Weyland, 2017). Regardless of the definition, scholars
agree that populism poses a threat to liberal demo-
cratic institutions that constrain majority rule and
by extension a populist leader’s power. Mudde (2004)
argues that populism is inherently hostile to the insti-
tutions of liberal or constitutional democracy that
include an independent judiciary and whose function
is to guarantee the rule of law, freedom of expression,
minority rights, and the separation of powers (see also
Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017, 2018). Populists are impa-
tient with the rule of law because, they argue, this may
limit the expression of the will of the “pure” people
that they represent (Friedman, 2019; Grzymala-Busse,
2017; Lacey, 2021; Pappas, 2019). Populists strive to
remove institutional constraints that stand in the
way of their personalistic and unmediated rule (Li &
Wright, 2023; Weyland, 2020). They practice “discrim-
inatory legalism” or “rule by the law” by using formal
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2 POPULISM AND THE RULE OF LAW

legal authority to promote cronies and supporters and
punish critics and opponents (Lacey, 2021; Müller,
2017; Weyland, 2013).

In this paper, we consider how institutional legacies
can influence the extent to which populist govern-
ments can affect the rule of law. There is no single
definition of what constitutes the rule of law. Fuller
(1969) identifies a range of procedural requirements
that include generality (explicit rules widely applicable
and impartially applied), clarity, consistency, stability,
and the possibility of compliance (see also Rodriguez
et al., 2010). Weingast (1997) sees it as “a set of stable
political rules and rights applied impartially to all cit-
izens” (p. 245). Fukuyama understands it as rules that
are equally binding on all members of society, regard-
less of how powerful they are (Fukuyama, 2011, 2014).
After reviewing various definitions, Versteeg and Gins-
burg (2017) draw from Rothstein and Teorell (2008),
and identify government impartiality as an essential
dimension of the rule of law. From this, we define the
rule of law as the extent to which laws are complied
with by public officials and impartially and equally
enforced. We argue that the capacity of populists to
undermine the rule of law depends on the degree to
which the law is respected and is equally and impar-
tially enforced before populists take office. A strong
tradition or legacy of rule of law, in the guise, for
example, of independent courts and impartial pub-
lic administrations, is likely to limit the damage that
populists will inflict. Conversely, in countries with
a weak tradition, the deleterious impact of populist
governments on the rule of law is likely to be stronger.

By way of illustration, consider the experience of
South Africa and Venezuela under left-wing populist
rule. These two countries had similar levels of eco-
nomic development at the time when populists gained
power—South Africa’s real GDP per capita in constant
2011 US dollars (Maddison project database 2020)
was 10,873 when Jacob Zuma took over in 2009 while
Venezuela’s was 13,669 when Hugo Chávez did so in
1999. However, according to a measure of the rule
of law that we will fully describe below, the rule of
law in South Africa in 2008 was stronger than that
in Venezuela in 1998 (.790 vs. .524 on an indica-
tor that ranges from 0 to 1). All other things being
equal, we would expect the rule of law to be more
resilient in South Africa compared to Venezuela after
the ascent of populists in each. Consistent with this,
Zuma faced push-back from the courts during his
two terms in office and well into his second term
(which ended in 2018). In 2014, the Public Prosecu-
tor found that the appointment of a Zuma loyalist
to head the South African Broadcast Corporation was
illegal and the Supreme Court of Appeal removed
him from his position (Chipkin, 2018). In October
2017, the same court upheld a lower court’s rein-
statement of corruption charges against Zuma, and

in December, the High Court ordered the removal of
a chief prosecutor seen as loyal to him and rejected
his efforts to block an inquiry into accusations of
influence-peddling (Cowell, 2017). In Venezuela on the
other hand, in the same year of winning the presi-
dency, Chávez was able to adopt a new constitution
that increased executive power (Selçuk, 2016). While
the constitution enshrined judicial independence de
jure, de facto it was undermined in the early years
of Chávez’s rule by “hectoring judges, calling pub-
lic demonstrations, threatening noncompliance and
replacing judges” (Taylor, 2014, p. 249).

This is not to say that the differential paths that the
rule of law took after the entry into office of populists
in either country may not be due to other factors. For
example, as argued by Weyland (2020), the existence
of large oil revenues and an acute economic crisis
upon entering government may have ensured massive
public support for Chávez thus allowing him to under-
mine constraints on executive power. On the other
hand, the erosion of institutions by Zuma’s govern-
ment should have been facilitated by a parliamentary
system that, in theory, should have been less con-
straining on the African National Congress’s (Zuma’s
party) parliamentary majorities.

The comparison of South Africa and Venezuela
underscores the complexity of drawing meaningful
comparisons between distinct national experiences.
To address this challenge and gauge the causal effect of
populism on the rule of law, we rely on synthetic con-
trol methods (SCMs) as outlined in Abadie et al. (2010).
SCMs are well-regarded in the social sciences as an
empirical strategy for estimating treatment effects of
policy interventions (Athey & Imbens, 2017).1 The
fundamental principle of SCM lies in constructing a
synthetic counterfactual or doppelganger country that
emulates the trajectory of the variable of interest (the
rule of law) under a hypothetical scenario where pop-
ulists never assume power. This synthetic control is
formed by a combination of untreated countries that
closely align with the pretreatment trajectory of the
chosen variable in the treated country. A key assump-
tion underlying this approach is that, in the absence of
a populist party assuming power, both the treatment
and the synthetic control would exhibit similar trajec-
tories concerning the variables of interest. Therefore,
by comparing the evolution of the rule of law in the
synthetic doppelganger and the treated unit after the
populist event, we can assess the effect of populism
on the rule of law. To study the influence of institu-
tional legacies on this relationship, we compare the
effect of populism on the rule of law across two sets of
countries, characterized by different levels in their rule
of law index before the populist government assumed
power.

1 For a review of SCM, see Abadie et al. (2015) and Abadie (2021).
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KYRIACOU and TRIVIN 3

Our empirical results reveal that, on aggregate, the
rise of populist governments leads to an immediate
and substantial decline in the rule of law. The impact is
pronounced, resulting in a 4.7 percentage point (pp.)
reduction within the first 5 years, and an 11.4 pp.
decline after 15 years. Notably, our research under-
scores the role of pre-existing rule of law traditions,
showing that populism has a more enduring impact
when the level of the rule of law prior to the ascent of
populists to power is comparatively low. Specifically,
where a legacy of impartial and equal enforcement
and compliance with the law is weaker, the rule of
law plummets by 17.5 pp. 15 years after the ascent of
populist governments. By contrast, in countries with
strong rule of law in the year prior to the ascent of
populists to power, the decline is less severe, with a
5.8 pp. reduction observed 15 years post-event. Our
results are robust to a barrage of robustness checks
that include the consideration of alternative factors,
different populist event classifications and rule of law
measures, and placebo tests conducted both spatially
and temporally.

The paper is structured as follows. First, we review
previous research on the impact of populism on the
rule of law, and we follow this by highlighting the sig-
nificance of institutional legacies. We then describe
our data and empirical strategy, present and discuss
our results, and assess the robustness of our findings.
We conclude the paper in the last section.

LITERATURE

Like the case of Venezuela presented above, descrip-
tive accounts of the efforts of populists to dismantle
institutional constraints that support the rule of law
abound in the literature. In Ecuador, Rafael Correa
used constitutional reform to put loyal supporters
in the electoral tribunal and the judiciary (Mudde &
Kaltwasser, 2017; Selçuk, 2016). Victor Orbán in Hun-
gary and Jaroslaw Kaczyński in Poland moved against
judicial independence by passing laws forcing the
retirement of judges and centralizing the appointment
of new ones, with the aim of packing the courts with
supporters (Grzymala-Busse, 2017; Grzymala-Busse
et al., 2020; Müller, 2017). In Turkey, Recep Tayyip
Erdoğan’s government increased executive power and
reduced judicial independence through constitutional
amendments, the adoption of new legislation, and
the appointment of more pliable judges (Özbudun,
2015; Selçuk, 2016; Tahiroglu, 2020). In Peru, Alberto
Fujimori suspended the judiciary and centralized the
bureaucracy, and after a period of down-sizing in
line with his liberal economic policies, new appoint-
ments to the public administration evaded strict
hiring requirements making them more suscepti-
ble to his government’s influence (Bauer & Becker,

2020; Echebarría & Cortázar, 2007). Similarly, Orbán,
Kaczyński/PiS, Trump, López-Obrador, Chávez, and
Maduro undermined the impartiality of the public
administration by dismissing or sidelining opposing
bureaucrats and/or appointing loyalists (cronies) to
key positions (Bauer & Becker, 2020; Bauer et al., 2021;
Peters & Pierre, 2019).

The appointment of cronies to electoral bodies, the
judiciary, and key positions in the public administra-
tion weakens institutional constraints that support the
rule of law. Another way that populists can harm the
rule of law is through mass clientelism or the distribu-
tion of state resources to voters. Populists may engage
in mass clientelism, including the mass appointment
of loyalists at all levels of the state bureaucracy,
to shore up political support (Müller, 2017; Pappas,
2019). In doing so, they will again undermine the
rule of law, which requires the allocation of public
resources following explicit rules identifying needs or
merits, rather than political affinity. Populist govern-
ments may moreover injure the rule of law, insofar
as they promote corruption. Corruption implies the
misuse of public authority for private gain and, like
clientelism, is antithetical to the impartial and equal
application of the law (Rothstein & Teorell, 2008).
While populists may mobilize voters through the nar-
rative of a corrupt elite working against the people,
their removal of institutional constraints can also facil-
itate corruption (Kossow, 2019). Moreover, populists
may use corruption and cronyism to control individ-
uals who may potentially threaten them (Weyland,
2022). Voters may turn a blind eye to corruption and
cronyism by populists who are perceived to protect the
people from the “immoral” elite (Müller, 2017).

One group of studies has provided empirical evi-
dence on the impact of populists on the rule of
law drawing from specific country examples. Corrup-
tion indicators in Hungary (Guriev & Papaioannou,
2022) and the United States (Kossow, 2019) wors-
ened after the ascent to power of Victor Orbán and
Donald Trump, respectively. Fazekas and Tóth (2016)
employ public procurement data and network analy-
sis to show that the election of Orbán in 2010 benefited
companies linked to him and his party Fidesz. Based
on data from Italian municipalities from 1998 to 2020
and a regression discontinuity design, Bellodi et al.
(2024) find significant reductions in professional pub-
lic administrators with the ascent of populist mayors.
Three studies have employed cross-country samples.
Houle and Kenny (2018) draw from a sample of 19
Latin American countries over the period 1982 to 2012
and report ordinary least squares (OLS), instrumental
variable (IV), and quasi-experimental–based evidence
that populism undermines the rule of law, executive
constraints, and judicial independence. Zhang (2024)
controls for fixed effects in a sample of 155 countries
from 1960 to 2020, and finds that populism increases
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4 POPULISM AND THE RULE OF LAW

corruption in the executive. Funke et al. (2023) apply
SCM to a sample of up to 53 populist episodes over
the period 1900 to 2020 to consider the impact of pop-
ulism on a range of outcomes. While their focus is
on macroeconomic variables (real GDP, consumption,
inequality, openness, debt, and inflation), they also
report that populism reduces judicial constraints on
the executive by around 9 pp. after 15 years.2

Previous work has also identified a range of con-
textual variables potentially influencing the extent
to which populism may undermine the rule of law.
Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017) suggest that populists’
capacity to change institutions is undermined by
membership of organizations with liberal democratic
values, like the EU (see also Friedman, 2019). The
most comprehensive discussion of contextual factors
is undertaken by Weyland (2020).3 One factor is a his-
tory of institutional instability as reflected, for exam-
ple, by constitutional breakdowns and replacements.
Such instability weakens constitutional constraints on
the executive and facilitates its control of institutions
(before the ascent of Chávez, Venezuela had gone
through 26 constitutions since 1981). Another factor
is the existence of checks and balances populated
by partisan veto players that make it more difficult
for populist-led majorities to enact change. Beyond
institutional instability and the checks and balances
in place, Weyland (2020) points to two “conjunctural
opportunities,” namely, the existence of severe but
resolvable crises (e.g., an economic crisis in Turkey
and Peru on the ascent of Erdoğan and Fujimori,
respectively) or a resource windfall (in Latin America,
Chávez, Morales, and Correa, enjoyed hydrocarbon
windfalls). The resolution of acute crises, or access to
windfall benefits that can be distributed to support-
ers, can increase popular support for populists and
facilitate their dismantling of the rule of law.

THE IMPORTANCE OF INSTITUTIONAL
LEGACIES

In this paper, we add to these insights the proposi-
tion that the extent to which populist governments
will undermine the rule of law also depends on a
country’s institutional legacy. Specifically, we argue
that in countries with a strong tradition of upholding
and impartially enforcing the law, the ability of pop-
ulist leaders to damage the rule of law is significantly
reduced.

2 Although we utilize populist events from these authors and follow a simi-
lar empirical strategy (see section “Data and Empirical Strategy” below), our
research differs from theirs since we focus on the impact of populism on the
rule of law and, more importantly, we explore the critical importance of rule
of law legacies.
3 See Weyland (2024) for a book-length treatment.

We propose that the strength of a country’s rule of
law tradition ultimately depends on the prevalence
across society—the general public but also across pub-
lic sector agents including judges, bureaucrats, and
politicians—of social norms that define respect for
the law as expected or appropriate behavior. In this,
we are guided by work that has identified the impor-
tance of social norms for the way people behave.
Social norms are “the unwritten codes and informal
understandings that define what we expect of other
people and what they expect of us” (Young, 2015,
p. 360). March and Olsen (1996) argue that people
follow norms, rules, or practices that are publicly
known, anticipated and accepted, and act “on the
basis of a logic of appropriateness associated with
roles, routines, rights, obligations, standard operating
procedures and practices” (March & Olsen, 1996, p.
249). This does not imply that people will only fol-
low social norms or rules consistent with the rule of
law. As March and Olsen (2011) explain “[t]he fact that
a rule of action is defined as appropriate by an indi-
vidual or a collectivity may reflect learning of some
sort from history, but it does not guarantee techni-
cal efficiency or moral acceptability” (p. 2). In some
countries, practices such as cronyism, clientelism, and
corruption may be the norm or expected behavior,
and even people who personally may disapprove of
such conduct may engage in it, to avoid being “priced
out” from accessing scarce public resources (Fisman &
Golden, 2017). Social norms are enforced by positive
social sanctions for those who comply with them, and
negative sanctions for those who do not (Kubbe et al.,
2024).

Empirical work has confirmed the importance of
norms or expectations in explaining behavior that
either respects or violates the rule of law. For exam-
ple, Fisman and Miguel (2007) show that diplomats
accredited to the United Nations, who could avoid
paying parking fines because of diplomatic immunity,
accumulated parking violations in proportion to the
level of corruption in their home country. They inter-
pret this as support for the idea that (home country)
corruption norms impact on the extent to which indi-
viduals obey the law (see also Barr & Serra, 2010).
Corbacho et al. (2016) exploit survey evidence from
Costa Rica and report that people’s willingness to
engage in corruption increases with their belief or
expectation that corruption is more prevalent across
society (see also Dong et al., 2012; Köbis et al., 2015;
Persson et al., 2013). Similarly, tax compliance (or
alternatively evasion) has been found to depend in
part on the extent to which individuals believe or
expect that such behavior is the prevalent norm (Alm,
2019; Sheffrin & Triest, 1992).

In this context, we argue that in countries where
respect for the rule of law is considered appropriate
or expected behavior, the negative impact of pop-
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KYRIACOU and TRIVIN 5

ulist governments on the law will tend to be weaker
because courts, public administrators, and voters are
more likely to oppose populists who try to remove legal
constraints on the exercise of their power and because
populist governments themselves are more likely to
comply with legal or administrative decisions check-
ing their plebiscitarian rule. Conversely, in countries
where expected behavior implies little respect for the
law, the negative impact of populist governments will
tend to be much stronger. Populist executives are more
likely to ignore adverse legal or administrative deci-
sions, and courts, public administrators, and voters
are less likely to resist populist attempts to weaken
institutional constraints. Consistent with this, Pierre
et al. (2021) argue that in countries where patronage
appointments in the public administration are “busi-
ness as usual,” bureaucracies may find it difficult to
resist the appointment of loyalists by populist govern-
ments (see also Kenny, 2017). Similarly, Taylor (2014)
argues that in Venezuela, the Supreme Court did not
push back when the National Constituent Assembly
issued a decree to appoint a new Supreme Court
because it was weakened by a “history of corruption
and politicization” (Taylor, 2014, p. 250).

The prevalence of law-abiding social norms before
the ascent of populists to power will, moreover, rein-
force formal rules designed to protect the indepen-
dence and professionalism of the judiciary and the
public administration and, as a result, strengthen their
ability to act as bulwarks against populist excesses.
Rothstein and Teorell (2008) point out that for formal
rules to be applied impartially, they must be but-
tressed by norms defining impartiality as appropriate
behavior. More generally, North (1994) and Williamson
(2000) have argued that the extent to which formal
rules influence behavior depends on their congru-
ence with informal rules such as norms, customs, or
traditions. Consistent with this, legal scholars have
proposed that popular support for the rule of law is an
important determinant of the capacity of the judiciary
to resist political pressures (see, e.g., Ginsburg & Ver-
steeg, 2017; Helmke & Rosenbluth, 2009). Alternatively,
there is little evidence that de facto judicial indepen-
dence is determined by de jure independence: While
Hayo and Voigt (2007, 2019) report a weak positive
relationship between indicators measuring both types,
other authors find no relationship in democracies
(Melton & Ginsburg, 2014), or even report an inverse
one (Gutmann & Voigt, 2020). The capacity of courts
to resist populist attacks on the rule of law will be
greater if their de jure independence is accompanied
by shared norms embracing the rule of law. A similar
story emerges concerning public administrations. A
key element determining the ability of public adminis-
trations to uphold the law is meritocratic recruitment
(Charron et al., 2017; Dahlström et al., 2012; Rauch
& Evans, 2000). But it does not seem to be the case

that meritocratic recruitment or respect for the law is
the result of a highly formally regulated public service
(Dahlström & Lapuente, 2017). Meritocratic recruit-
ment is more likely to occur if the prevalent norm is
one of impartiality rather than cronyism and clien-
telism (Schick, 1998). Ultimately, legally independent
public administrations supported by norms consistent
with the rule of law, will be better able to uphold the
law in the face of populist attacks (Pierre et al., 2021).4

In light of this discussion, we propose that the
heritage of the rule of law is an important determi-
nant of the capacity of populist-led governments to
undermine compliance with, and impartial and equal
enforcement of, the law. We empirically explore this
proposition in the remainder of the paper.

DATA AND EMPIRICAL STRATEGY

Data

To measure the rule of law we employ the vari-
able v2x_rule from the V-Dem data set (version 13.0).
This reflects “To what extent are laws transparently,
independently, predictably, impartially, and equally
enforced, and to what extent do the actions of gov-
ernment officials comply with the law?” (Coppedge
et al., 2023).5 Ranging from 0 to 1, higher values
indicate a stronger rule of law. This variable is a
composite measure, consolidating various subcom-
ponents, including assessments of the independence
and accountability of the judiciary; the impartiality of
the public administration; the executive’s adherence to
the constitution and its compliance with judicial deci-
sions; the transparent and predictable enforcement of
laws; the prevalence of corruption in the public sec-
tor, including the judiciary, the public administration,
and the executive; and the extent to which individu-
als enjoy secure and effective access to justice (refer to
Table A.2 in Online Appendix A for details).

The V-Dem methodology is based on coding
by country experts—typically five per country-year
observation—and as such raises a series of issues.
Experts might interpret the component variables dif-
ferently based on their country’s legal system and
traditions and they may not distinguish between the
different components focusing instead on their gen-
eral conception of the rule of law. In addition, in
countries experiencing a populist government, experts
may be biased against coding the rule of law as strong
(“bad-vibes bias”). This said, the V-Dem methodol-
ogy does have some safeguards against such bias

4 These authors identify shirking or even sabotage as potential strategies that
public administrations can employ to resist populist bosses (see originally
Brehm & Gates, 1999).
5 Table A.1 in Online Appendix A defines the various variables utilized in this
paper.
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6 POPULISM AND THE RULE OF LAW

that include the coding of the separate subcompo-
nents on an ordinal scale with set definitions for
each item, and the aggregation of expert responses
so that those experts who diverge from other experts
in directionality (e.g., coding lower scores higher)
have their contribution adjusted downwards (Knut-
sen et al., 2024). Ultimately our choice of the V-Dem
data set is guided by its conceptual correspondence
to the definition of the rule of law that we adopt, its
broad country-year coverage, and the unavailability of
more “objective” indicators that cover the wide range
of populist events that we consider in this paper.6

Populist episodes are obtained from Funke et al.
(2023), who compiled a comprehensive new data set
of populist leaders at the level of central governments.
Spanning from 1900 to 2020, the analysis encom-
passed 60 major countries, collectively representing
95% of world GDP in both 1955 and 2015. Drawing
upon the workhorse definition of populism within
political science (Mudde, 2004), the authors define
leaders as populists if they focus on an alleged conflict
between “the people” and “the elites.”

The methodology employed comprises two steps:
First, Funke et al. (2023) established a country-specific
chronology of government leaders from 1900 to 2020
utilizing the Archigos data set (Goemans et al., 2009)
and web-based resources, leading to the identification
of 1482 heads of state (1853 leader spells).7 In a subse-
quent phase, they discern populist leaders using a “big
literature” approach, where they analyze 770 scholarly
documents on populism and populist governments.
This facilitates the identification of leaders who exten-
sively relied on an anti-elite, people-centric discourse,
assessing whether their campaign and tenure were
dominated by an anti-establishment rhetoric.

They identify 51 populist leaders with 72 govern-
ment spells in 28 countries. In their econometric
analysis, these 72 spells were condensed into a set of
53 discrete populist episodes or events, amalgamating
sequential spells featuring the same populist leader or
those affiliated with the same party, allowing for brief
interruptions of up to 2 years, and excluding events
that began during a World War. From their classifica-
tion, we focus on 51 events due to data limitations.
Specifically, we exclude two populist occurrences in
Slovakia (in 1993 and 2006) due to insufficient obser-
vations regarding our variables of interest.8 Table A.4

6 In Table A.3 in Online Appendix A, we report the correlation matrix of the
different components of the rule of law indicators. It shows pairwise correla-
tions ranging from .55 between compliance with the high court and executive
bribery and corrupt exchanges, to .96 between access to justice for men and
women (all statistically significant at the 99% confidence level).
7 Because some heads of state serve several terms, the number of leader spells
is greater than the number of heads of state. For example, in Ecuador, José
María Velasco won the presidency repeatedly corresponding to the following
event years in our sample: 1934, 1952, 1960, and 1968.
8 As we explain below in detail, our empirical analysis uses a 15-year observa-
tion window preceding a populist event to identify the populist effect. Given
Slovakia’s status as an independent country only after 1993, both events are
excluded from our analysis.

in Online Appendix A displays the 51 events included
in our study.

Empirical strategy

Assessing the impact of populism on the rule of law
poses challenges due to endogeneity issues, primar-
ily associated with the complexities of accounting
for the influence of time-varying unobserved factors
using conventional econometric approaches. SCMs,
introduced by Abadie and Gardeazabal (2003) and
Abadie et al. (2010), offer a promising alternative that
enables the quantification of the impact of a pol-
icy intervention by comparing the treated unit with a
synthetic doppelganger country. SCMs address endo-
geneity concerns by creating synthetic matches for
each country in the treatment group (countries expe-
riencing a populist event), utilizing a pool of “donor
countries” (countries without a populist event dur-
ing the specific period under analysis), and aiming for
similarity in behavior before the populist event. The
method hinges on the presumption that the synthetic
doppelganger replicates the trajectory the populist-
led country would have followed without the election
of a populist government. We formulate the synthetic
control by employing a data-driven algorithm to ascer-
tain the best combination of countries from the donor
pool, mimicking the pre-intervention values of the
outcome variable in the treated country.9

Formally, we construct a synthetic match for each
country in the treatment group by solving the follow-
ing optimization problem:

∀i ∈ Treatment group,

W ∗
i = arg min

wi
j

∑(
Yit −

J∑
j=1

wi
j ⋅ Yjt

)2

t ∈Estimation window

(1)

s.t.
J∑
j

wi
j = 1 and wi

j ≥ 0,

where Yit denotes the outcome variable for treated
unit i at time t, Yjt represents the same outcome
variable for potential control units j = 1,2,…,J, and
wj

i is the weight of control country j to be deter-
mined. The optimal weighting vector W ∗

i for country
i is calculated using the estimation window, which
does not include the period of intervention and it is
typically selected as some period before the event.

9 A detailed, non-technical description of SCM is provided in Online Appendix
F. The donor pool for each populist event is drawn from the same set of 60
countries employed in Funke et al. (2023) to study the impact of populism on
the economy. For the list of countries, please refer to the notes in Table A.4 of
Online Appendix A.

 15405907, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ajps.12935 by R

oyal D
anish L

ibrary, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [01/12/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



KYRIACOU and TRIVIN 7

The constraints
∑J

j wi
j = 1, wi

j ≥ 0, imply that synthetic

controls are generated as weighted averages of units
within the donor pool.

Following the determination of optimal weights, we
define the synthetic country i (Ŷit) and the effect of
populism (τit) as:

Ŷit =
J∑

j=1

w∗i
j ⋅ Yjt ,

𝜏it = Yit − Ŷit . (2)

In our benchmark exercise, we construct the syn-
thetic counterfactual considering a ±15 years window
around the populist event to study the short- and
medium-run effects of populism on the rule of law.
We match on all pretreatment observations of the
outcome variable, except the one exactly before the
event in order to decrease concerns about anticipation
or reverse causality. Considering yearly pretreatment
information on the outcome variable ensures the SCM
creates a synthetic counterfactual that replicates both
the level of the rule of law and its yearly variations
during the pretreatment period. From the donor pool
associated with each event, we only include coun-
tries with observations for the full period (31 years),
while excluding countries that encountered populist
events within that timeframe. While the SCM typically
generates a synthetic counterfactual using a unique
combination of countries from the donor pool (i.e.,
the solution to Equation (1) corresponds to a unique
vector of weights W), this may not always be the case.
To be on the safe side, we exclude those events from
the main analysis. Below, we show that this occurs
in a relatively limited number of instances. Addition-
ally, we omit events from the analysis where there is
no variation in the variable of interest during the pre-
treatment period. This does not alter the list of events
included when examining the rule of law, and excludes
a very small number of events when considering its
subcomponents.

Given that we have multiple treated units with partly
staggered adoption, we follow Acemoglu et al. (2016) to
estimate the average effect. Particularly, we compute
the effect of intervention as

𝜙t =

∑
i∈Treatment group

Yit−Ŷit

�̂�i∑
i∈Treatment group

1

�̂�i

, t ∈ [−15, 15] , (3)

where

�̂�i =

√√√√√ ∑
[Yit − Ŷit]

2

t∈Preintervention period

T
.

Here, 𝜙t denotes the intervention at event time t
and is computed for the ±15 years window.10 1∕�̂�i
measures the match quality in the preintervention
period, which spans a length of T. This computa-
tion implies that the average intervention effect is a
weighted average across various populist events, with
greater weight assigned to better fitting events in the
pretreatment period. This weighting is advantageous
since the discrepancy between the actual rule of law
and its synthetic counterpart holds more informative
value about the intervention when we can more accu-
rately predict the rule of law of the country during the
preintervention period.

Table A.4 in Online Appendix A presents compre-
hensive details about the events included in our anal-
ysis. Initially comprising 51 events, our core sample
consists of 34 events that consistently maintain obser-
vations across the entire ±15 years window.11 Within
this core sample, we exclude five events for which the
vector of weights W is not unique. Consequently, our
benchmark analysis on the rule of law focuses on 29
events that feature observations for every year within
the ±15 years window around the event and have a
unique vector of weights. The last column in Table A.4
showcases the three countries with the highest weights
used in constructing the doppelganger for each event.

POPULISM AND THE RULE OF LAW

Baseline results

Figure 1 illustrates the weighted average gap between
the treated and control groups concerning the rule of
law. The vertical dashed line at t = −1 represents the
period just before the populist event. Initially, both
groups exhibit no significant differences in their rule of
law values, confirming the effectiveness of the match-
ing procedure detailed in Equation (1). However, a
marked divergence emerges following the ascent of a
populist party to power, leading to a persistent nega-
tive impact on the rule of law, evident even 15 years
after the populist government’s inception.

The sharp reduction in the rule of law soon after
populists take office suggests that populist leaders,
propelled by their electoral mandates, immediately
proceed to attack institutions and quickly manage to
do a great deal of damage. Five years after the pop-
ulist takeover, the rule of law experienced a decline
of 4.7 pp. compared to what it would have been in
the absence of the populist government. This adverse

10 A good match in the preintervention period implies that the synthetic
doppelganger effectively reproduces the outcomes of the treatment unit.
Consequently, �̂�t is expected to be close to 0 for t < 0.
11 The excluded events do not meet this criterion because the event occurs
after 2005. The exception is Germany 1933, which is excluded due to missing
values on the rule of law for the period 1945–1948.
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8 POPULISM AND THE RULE OF LAW

F I G U R E 1 The effect of populism on
the rule of law. Note: The vertical dashed line
at t = −1 represents the period just before the
populist event. Y-axis represents percentage
points on a 0-1 scale.

trend intensifies over time, culminating in an 11.4
pp. decrease 15 years post-event. Considering the
weighted average value of .669 for the rule of law
before the populist party assumes power, this indicates
a 7% reduction after 5 years and a 17% decline after 15
years compared to what it would have been without
the influence of the populist government.

To evaluate causal inference, we follow Abadie et al.
(2015) and employ “placebo” or “falsification” tests.
These tests involve randomly permuting the treatment
status across untreated units (“in-space” placebo) or
pretreatment periods (“in-time” placebo). Detailed
results of these tests are presented in Online Appendix
B. Overall, our placebo tests support the conclusion
that our analysis captures a genuine causal effect
of populism on the rule of law, confirming that the
observed effect is not merely a spurious outcome
resulting from our empirical approach.

The relevance of rule of law legacies

We argue that the ability of populist governments to
undermine the rule of law depends on the strength of
the rule of law prior to them gaining office. Specifically,
we expect the deleterious effect of populist govern-
ment to be weaker/stronger where there is a heritage
of a strong/weak rule of law. To explore this empiri-
cally, we classify events into two categories based on
the level of their rule of law index in the year before
the occurrence of the event. Specifically, an event is
designated as “high (or low) rule of law” if, the year
before the populist party assumed power, its rule of
law index exceeded (or was below) the median value
(.761) across the full sample of 60 countries used
throughout the paper and spanning from 1900 to 2020.

Applying this criterion to the 29 events consid-
ered in the preceding section, 9 are identified as high
rule of law events, while the remaining 20 events

exhibit a rule of law index below .761.12 Figure 2 illus-
trates the weighted average gap for both groups. As
before, a gap close to 0 before the event confirms the
effectiveness of the matching procedure detailed in
Equation (1) regardless of the rule of law group under
consideration.13

The blue dashed line reflects the rule of law differ-
ence between the treated and synthetic doppelganger
for events characterized by a relatively high rule of law
before their occurrence. The graph demonstrates the
resilience of the rule of law in the high rule of law
legacy grouping, with no decline until approximately
5 years after the populist party assumed power. Sub-
sequently, a modest deterioration occurs compared to
the non-populist counterfactual, leading to a rule of
law 5.8 pp. lower 15 years after the populist event. By
contrast, the solid red line showcases the rule of law
gap for events marked by a relatively low rule of law
prior to their occurrence. Here, a significant decline
is observed soon after the populist government takes
office, with the rule of law dropping by 9.7 pp. com-
pared to the non-populist counterfactual within the
initial 5 years. This adverse effect persists, resulting in
a 17.5 pp. reduction of the rule of law 15 years after the
event. It seems that populist leaders are quickly able to
undermine the rule of law in countries with a weak rule
of law heritage and their deleterious effect increases
over time. Alternatively, populist governments find it
more difficult to subvert the rule of law in countries
with a stronger rule of law heritage.

12 The high rule of law events encompass Argentina in 1928 and 1989, Italy in
1994 and 2001, Japan in 2001, Poland in 2005, South Korea in 2003, Taiwan
in 2000, and Turkey in 2003. Detailed information is available in column 4 of
Table A.5 in Online Appendix A.
13 It is worth noting that the impact of the intervention outlined in Equa-
tion (3) is now contingent upon the group. Consequently, the relative
significance of the events differs between Figure 2 and Figure 1, precluding
a direct comparison between the two figures.
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KYRIACOU and TRIVIN 9

F I G U R E 2 The effect of populism on
the rule of law: High versus low rule of law
events. Note: The vertical dashed line at t =
−1 represents the period just before the
populist event. Y-axis represents percentage
points on a 0-1 scale.

ROBUSTNESS

Alternative explanations

While our previous findings underscore the relevance
of institutional legacies for the ability of populist
parties to influence institutions from a position of gov-
ernmental authority, it remains plausible that other
factors may influence our results. For example, if it is
the case, as Weyland (2020, 2024) argues, that pop-
ulists find it easier to remove institutional constraints
to their power during periods of acute but resolvable
economic crises, our results might be inadvertently
encompassing this effect, particularly if populist par-
ties assuming power during crisis periods are predom-
inantly concentrated within the low rule of law group
in our data set.

In this section, we consider if this or other fac-
tors proposed by previous work could explain our
results. In particular, we consider the length of tenure,
a history of democratic breakdowns, the availability
of natural resource income, the occurrence of eco-
nomic crisis, and the extent of unified party control.
We assume that the capacity of populists to under-
mine the rule of law may increase with the length
of their tenure in power since, presumably, this gives
them more time to chip away at institutional con-
straints. Weyland (2020, 2024) informs on the other
factors. Democratic instability can make institutions
more vulnerable and facilitate the weakening of insti-
tutional constraints on the executive. Resource boons
or solvable economic crises allow populists to, respec-
tively, distribute windfall gains to supporters or resolve
the crises, thus potentially increasing popular support
and allowing them to sweep away institutional con-
straints underpinning the rule of law. Finally, unified
party control reflects the absence of partisan vetoes
that can block populist attempts to change institu-

tions. Partisan vetoes have also been advanced as a
possible source of judicial independence above and
beyond shared norms of respect for the law (Helmke
& Rosenbluth, 2009; Vanberg et al., 2023).

Populist governments are defined as having a long
tenure if they exceed 4 years in government. For the
rest of the variables, we use information from V-Dem.
Democratic breakdowns (e_democracy_breakdowns)
are linked to an event if there is evidence of at least
one documented occurrence in the past (refer to Boix
et al., 2013, for details). We determine the availabil-
ity of income from natural resources based on a real
value of petroleum, coal, and natural gas produced per
capita (e_total_fuel_income_pc) at the commence-
ment of office above $100 (for details on the variable,
see Haber & Menaldo, 2011). A period is designated as
a crisis if there is at least 1 year of negative economic
growth (e_gdppc) in the event year or within the pre-
ceding 3 years. Unified party control (v2psnatpar_ord)
occurs when a single multiparty coalition or a single
party controls the executive and legislative branches of
the national government. This is true almost by defini-
tion in a parliamentary system where a single coalition
or single party gathers together a majority of seats
(Coppedge et al., 2023). Table A.6 in Online Appendix
A presents the key attributes of the core events con-
sidered in our analysis when focusing on alternative
explanations.

Figure 3 shows the effect of populism on the rule of
law when countries are classified into different groups
according to the indicators mentioned before. The
results provide some support for the alternative fac-
tors put forward by previous work. Specifically, the rule
of law seems to decline further if populists gain power
after a history of democratic breakdown supporting
the idea that democratic instability makes institutions
more vulnerable to the populist threat. Moreover, we
find that the negative impact of populist government
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10 POPULISM AND THE RULE OF LAW

F I G U R E 3 The effect of populism on the rule of law: Assessing the role of alternative explanations. Note: The vertical dashed line at t =
−1 represents the period just before the populist event. Y-axis represents percentage points on a 0-1 scale.

on the rule of law is greater in the presence of income
from natural resources or an economic crisis, in line
with the expectation that these circumstances pro-
vide opportunities for populists to increase popular
support to the ultimate detriment of institutional con-
straints on their power. On the other hand, we do not
find that a longer tenure in government or the absence
of partisan vetoes makes a difference in the capacity
of populists to weaken the rule of law. This last result
does not support the proposition that a divided gov-
ernment will strengthen judicial independence and, as
a result, the rule of law.

To consider whether rule of law legacies matter in
the presence of these alternative explanations, we fur-
ther stratify the sample of events categorized under
potential alternative factors into high versus low rule
of law, as in the previous section. The rationale behind
this stratification is to discern whether the predeter-
mined level of the rule of law plays a pivotal role in
shaping outcomes, even amidst the influence of these
alternative explanations. Consistent with this, Figure 4
demonstrates a more pronounced fall in the rule of
law after the ascent of populists, when there is a weak
rule of law legacy in the context of longer tenures, the
presence of democratic breakdowns, natural resource
boons, economic crises, or unified party control. This
said, Weyland (2020, 2024) argues that it is the combi-
nation of factors, for example, a history of democratic
breakdowns coupled with a natural resource boon
and economic crisis as in Venezuela, that explains
the capacity of populists to undermine liberal democ-
racy. While not negating the combined role of multiple
factors, our results emphasize the importance of rule

of law legacies when explaining how populists may
impact democratic institutions.14

Disaggregating the rule of law index

To further explore how populism affects the rule of
law and the importance of rule of law legacies, we
disaggregate the rule of law index down to specific
subcomponents that capture different dimensions.

The rule of law index is derived from a Bayesian
factor analysis of 15 indicators, as detailed in Table
A.2 in Online Appendix A.15 Rather than directly ana-
lyzing the 15 V-Dem components in this section,
we opt for indices generated by V-Dem that amal-
gamate these components through various methods.
This choice stems from the ordinal nature of V-Dem
components.16 Directly employing these components
often fails to yield a unique vector of weights W in our
SCM. Utilizing V-Dem indices that combine multiple
components helps capture related concepts, enhances

14 Unfortunately, due to data limitations, we cannot disentangle the rela-
tive importance of multiple combinations of factors in comparison with
institutional legacies. Something similar arises regarding the influence of
supranational institutions, such as the EU. For example, within our core sam-
ple, all EU countries exhibit a relatively high rule of law, making it impossible
to disentangle the distinct roles of institutional legacies and the EU in this
context.
15 For a detailed explanation of the method used to calculate the index, see
Pemstein et al. (2023).
16 Ordinal data are transformed to interval by a measurement model. The
measurement model aggregates the ratings provided by multiple country
experts and, taking disagreement and measurement error into account, pro-
duces a probability distribution on a standardized interval scale (usually
between –5 and 5).
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KYRIACOU and TRIVIN 11

F I G U R E 4 The effect of populism on the rule of law: Comparing alternative explanations versus the importance of institutional
legacies. Note: The vertical dashed line at t = −1 represents the period just before the populist event.

variability, and enables a better match on the variables
of interest during the pretreatment period. Like the
aggregate rule of law index, the indices in this section
range between 0 and 1, and as such an index change is
interpretable as a percentage point variation.

We thus disaggregate the rule of law index down
to the following subcomponent indices: judicial con-
straints on the executive (v2x_jucon) that refers to the
extent to which the executive respects the constitu-
tion and complies with court rulings, and the extent
to which the judiciary can act independently; access
to justice (v2xcl_acjst) defined as the extent to which
men and women enjoy secure and effective access to
justice; and political corruption (v2x_corr) that cap-
tures the pervasiveness of corruption in the public
administration, the executive, the legislature, and the
judiciary.17

Figure 5a–c show the weighted average gap between
the treated and the synthetic control group for the
different subindices. For each variable, the gap is
calculated using the same methodology outlined in
section “Empirical strategy.” Initially, we construct the
synthetic control for each populism event by solv-
ing Equation (1), employing the outcome variable’s
pretreatment values as predictors. Subsequently, we
calculate the weighted average gap using Equation (3),
giving more weight to events that are more closely
aligned during the pretreatment period.

The outcomes are noteworthy: Irrespective of the
dimension or index under scrutiny, the rise of pop-
ulism appears to detrimentally impact various facets
of the rule of law. It results in a weakening of judi-

17 Tables A.2 and A.7 in Online Appendix A, respectively, define each variable
and display the specific components encompassed within each index.

cial constraints on the executive, a reduced access to
justice, and a notable increase in political corruption.
Specifically, the results suggest that after 15 years of the
ascent of populists to power, judicial constraints and
access to justice decline by 5.3 and 9.9 pp., respectively,
while political corruption increases by almost 3 pp.18

While one might be inclined from this to infer the
relative contribution of each subcomponent to the
aggregate decline in the rule of law observed earlier,
several reasons deter us from doing so. First, the good-
ness of fit for each event during the pretreatment
period (1∕�̂�i) is specific to each variable, implying that
the relative significance of these events may fluctuate
based on the particular outcome under examina-
tion. Second, within our core sample, Equation (1)
might fail to generate a unique vector of weights for
certain variables, resulting in potential differences in
the event samples across the outcomes scrutinized in
this paper.19

In Figure 5d–f, we turn to the differential effect of
populism on each subindex in high versus low rule of
law legacy settings. As highlighted earlier, the prede-
termined level of the rule of law emerges as a critical
factor influencing the impact a populist government
can have on institutions. We now consider whether
this influence extends across all three dimensions of
the rule of law outlined earlier. The results show that

18 The influence of populism on corruption appears comparatively less pro-
nounced compared to the other dimensions. However, it is worth noting
that the weighted average of the corruption index at time t = −1 is .224.
Consequently, a decade after the event, the corruption index surged by
approximately 19%, underscoring its substantial impact over the specified
period. Table A.8 in Online Appendix A presents the weighted average at event
time t = −1 of the variables employed in this paper.
19 See Table A.9 in Online Appendix A for a detailed list of events considered
for each variable.
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12 POPULISM AND THE RULE OF LAW

F I G U R E 5 The effect of populism on subcomponents of the rule of law: Aggregate analysis and high versus low rule of law events. Note:
The vertical dashed line at t = −1 represents the period just before the populist event. Y-axis represents percentage points on a 0-1 scale.

the patterns observed in figures a–c are driven by
populist events occurring in contexts with a relatively
weak rule of law heritage. In such cases, the impact
on various indices is notably more pronounced com-
pared both to the high rule of law cases shown in
the same figures and the aggregate results presented
in figures a–c. Fifteen years after the ascent of pop-
ulist governments, judicial constraints deteriorate by
6.5 pp., access to justice falls by 14.5 pp., and political
corruption increases by 10.3 pp. Alternatively, in high
rule of law settings, the corresponding numbers are .4
(judicial constraints), 4.3 (access to justice), and .8
(corruption). All in all, our results indicate that the
presence of a robust rule of law at the time of the pop-
ulist party’s ascent to power prevents the deterioration
of all the components considered.

Varying the high/low rule of law groupings
and the sample

Figure 6 further pursues the robustness of our results
by testing alternative criteria for classifying events into
groups and by considering the inclusion of events
lacking complete information within the±15 year win-
dow. Specifically, Figure 6a considers events based on
a 10-year average of the rule of law preceding the inter-
vention and, again, employs the median value of .761
to split events into the high and low rule of law group-
ings. This approach aims to mitigate the impact of rule
of law shocks related to populist events and highlight
the role of institutional legacies. With this approach,
Argentina 1989, Taiwan 2000, and Turkey 2003 are
excluded from the high rule of law group that now con-

tains six events.20 Moreover, Figure 6b includes events
for which it is not possible to observe the full 15-year
window after the event, but that have a unique vector
of weights W, which implies including 46 out of the 51
events considered in this paper.21

Regardless of the rule of law classification criteria or
the sample employed, a consistent pattern emerges.
Countries with stronger adherence to the rule of law
before populist parties assumed power experienced
less severe declines in their rule of law index compared
to those with a weaker rule of law heritage.

Additional robustness checks

In the Online Appendix, we provide a detailed explana-
tion of additional robustness checks that, due to space
constraints, we briefly summarize here. Specifically,
we demonstrate that our results remain robust when
using alternative criteria for coding populist events
and different proxies for the rule of law. Additionally,
we examine whether the rise of populist governments
is associated with previous declines in the rule of law
or other institutional variables.

In our study, we have relied on the populist clas-
sification from Funke et al. (2023) due to its broad
coverage of episodes. In Online Appendix C, we
demonstrate that our findings remain robust when

20 We obtain very similar results when we employ a 30-year pretreatment
average.
21 The five events not considered are Chile 1920, India 1966, Israel 1996, Mex-
ico 1970, and New Zealand 1975. All of them belong to the core sample but are
excluded from the analysis here because they do not have a unique vector of
weights W. See Table A.5 in Online Appendix A for details.
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KYRIACOU and TRIVIN 13

F I G U R E 6 Robustness: Varying the high/low rule of law groupings and the sample. Note: The vertical dashed line at t = −1 represents
the period just before the populist event. Y-axis represents percentage points on a 0-1 scale.

using an alternative classification, specifically that of
Hawkins et al. (2019). By employing this classification,
we identified 35 events within our data set of 60 coun-
tries, from which we can include 23 in the analysis
using SCM. In this subset of 23 events, we only have 10
populist events previously considered in our core sam-
ple of 29 populist events. Despite the large difference
in the sample composition, our results consistently
show that the rule of law declines following the elec-
tion of a populist party and that this effect is more
pronounced in contexts where there is a weak rule of
law heritage.

When discussing the proxy for the rule of law used
in our analysis, we previously noted that relying on
the coding provided by country experts raises sev-
eral challenges relating to how experts might interpret
and distinguish the various rule of law components,
and how the rise of populist parties in government
may influence their perceptions of the rule of law. To
assess the robustness of our results against alterna-
tive measures of the rule of law, Online Appendix D
presents two exercises: one using the rule of law index
from the Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGI) and
another using the occurrence of constitutional events
(amendments or reforms) from the Comparative Con-
stitutions Project (CCP).

The rule of law index from the WGI is also a sub-
jective measure. However, unlike the V-Dem indicator,
it incorporates perceptions from a broader range of
sources, including surveys of individuals, domestic
firms, and nongovernmental organizations. Unfortu-
nately, WGI’s coverage is much more limited than
V-Dem, having only information since 1996. This limi-
tation reduces the number of populist events we can
consider to seven. Despite this boundary, our SCM
analysis still reveals a negative effect of populism on
the rule of law, driven by events occurring in the
context of a relatively weak rule of law heritage.

To further assess the potential impact of subjective
bias on our findings, we employ an alternative objec-
tive measure namely, constitutional amendments or

replacements, from the CCP. This measure is rele-
vant because populist leaders might undermine the
rule of law through constitutional reforms or replace-
ments. If this is the case, we would anticipate an
increase in such events following populists’ ascent to
power.22 However, because this indicator is a dummy
variable, we cannot utilize the SCM to estimate the
causal effect of populism on the rule of law. Instead,
we conduct a panel event study, which reveals that
populists are more likely to replace the constitution
within 5 years of taking office, but they do not amend
the constitution more frequently than non-populist
counterfactuals. Again, this result is driven by populist
events in countries with a weak rule of law tradition.

Finally, we examine the context in which populist
parties rise to power. While our primary focus is
on the impact of populism on the rule of law, the
emergence of populism may also be intertwined with
declines in other dimensions of governmental qual-
ity that are not directly measured by our rule of law
index. For instance, populists may gain power when
citizens perceive a decline in government responsive-
ness, transparency, or accountability. It could also be
the case that previous changes in the rule of law might
predict the ascent of populists to power. In such sce-
narios, the observed decline in the rule of law might be
linked to broader issues affecting institutional quality
or pre-event changes in the rule of law, rather than the
populist event itself.

In Online Appendix E, we explore whether prede-
termined macroeconomic and institutional variables
are associated with the rise of populist governments
compared to non-populist ones. Our findings indi-
cate that populist events are difficult to predict and
that prior changes in the rule of law or other broader
institutional variables are not significantly related to
the emergence of populist governments. These results

22 In Online Appendix D, we provide an extensive discussion on the limita-
tions of using constitutional changes as an alternative measure of rule of law
variations.
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14 POPULISM AND THE RULE OF LAW

alleviate concerns that our findings might be driven
by unobserved institutional changes or by previous
trends in the rule of law.

CONCLUSIONS

Populists are a threat to the rule of law. They pur-
port to defend the “pure people” against the “corrupt
elite” and aim to remove institutional constraints on
their personalistic plebiscitarian rule. In this paper, we
argue that the capacity of populists to sweep away
constraints on their power depends on rule of law
legacies that spring from shared norms consistent
with upholding and ensuring the impartial and equi-
table enforcement of legal standards. The prevalence
of these norms will help endow countries with inde-
pendent and accountable judiciaries, impartial public
administrations, executives that respect the constitu-
tion and comply with the courts, limited public sector
corruption, and effective access to justice. In the con-
text of such legacies, populist-led governments are less
likely to succeed in undermining the rule of law. Con-
versely, in countries where behavior such as cronyism,
clientelism, and corruption are the norm, the insti-
tutional configuration of countries will tend toward
politicized judiciaries and public administrations, lit-
tle respect by executives of the law, corrupt public
sectors, and limited access to justice. In countries with
such an institutional legacy, the rule of law is likely
to suffer even further with the ascent of populists to
power.

We explore the role of institutional legacies empir-
ically based on an international sample of up to 51
populist events starting in 1920 and ending in 2019
and the application of SCMs. We find that, on aggre-
gate, the ascent of populists to power reduces the rule
of law measure we employ by up to 11.4 pp. after
15 years. Consistent with the importance of rule of
law legacies, we also find that this reduction is much
greater in countries with a weak rule of law heritage: a
fall of 17.5 pp. compared to a fall of 5.8 pp. for countries
where the rule of law is historically stronger. These
results are robust to a range of treatments that include
the consideration of alternative, potentially confound-
ing factors, and different ways of classifying populist
events and measuring the rule of law.

The empirical evidence indicates that institutional
resilience to populist attacks depends on how strong
the rule of law is when populists enter office. We
have suggested that an important factor explaining
the strength of the rule of law is the prevalence of
social norms that identify compliance with the law,
as well as impartiality and equality in its enforce-
ment, as appropriate behavior. It is our opinion that
a systematic examination of the processes driving the
emergence and evolution of such norms, as well as the

factors that determine adherence to them (see, e.g.,
Bicchieri, 2017; Cialdini et al., 1991; Fisman & Golden,
2017; Kubbe et al., 2024; Young, 2015), are important
research topics for the populism research agenda.
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