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Abstract. Populism is increasingly widespread in the EU countries, part
of which aims to become reality in Kosovo as well. Populist style is present
in Kosovo politics, but no previous work measures populism in this
country. Kosovo politicians constantly repeat the EU membership goal,
but at the same time, they have a populist style. This paper uses content
analysis to examine speeches of the three Prime Minister candidates during
the election campaign in 2017, looking at the phenomenon of populism
development in relation to the declarations for the goals of European
integration. The measurement will be initially encoded with words containing
populist style and then compared with the words used by these candidates
for their positions concerning the EU integrations. Earlier research on the
populism in the EU countries has shown an increase of this phenomenon,
while this paper aims to reflect the possible spread of populism in Kosovo,
as a country targeting EU membership. The results of this study indicate
that populism was present in the 2017 General Election.
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Introduction

Populism is widespread in Kosovo, but so far there have been no scientific
studies related to this topic. In general, populism studies have focused on
Western Europe and then to Central and Eastern Europe, while there are few
studies for the post-Yugoslav states1. Precisely, this paper contributes to dealing
with the youngest state in the western Balkans, Kosovo. Populism is increasingly
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widespread in the European Union countries, part of which aims to become
reality in Kosovo as well. No previous work measures populist style spread in
Kosovo. Politicians in Kosovo constantly repeat the EU membership goal, but at
the same time, they have a populist style.
Two hypotheses have been raised in the paper:
– Candidates for Prime Minister use populism more as nationalism than a
typical ideology or as a communication style;
– EU integration topic was dominant in candidates’ speeches.
2017 General Elections were the third elections held since Kosovo declared
its independence in 2008. For the first time in Kosovo, in 2017, were created
three competing political forces:
• PAN alliance – PDK (Democratic Party of Kosovo), AAK (the Alliance for
the Future of Kosovo) and NISMA),
• LAA alliance – LDK (Democratic League of Kosovo), AKR (New Kosovo
Alliance) and ALTERNATIVA, a new party) and
• VV (self-determination party) who entered the race alone.
PAN was called war wing alliance because three parties were derived from
KLA (Kosovo Liberty Army) Commanders: Kadri Veseli which is the leader of
PDK, Ramush Haradinaj is the leader of AAK and Fatmir Limaj, the leader of
NISMA. Therefore, in 2017 General Elections, there were three candidates for
Prime Minister: Ramush Haradinaj, from PAN, Abdullah Hoti, from LAA and
Albin Kurti, from VV.
The general election was held on 11th June 2017. It resulted in a tight victory
of PAN coalition which takes the highest number of seats at the Assembly while
VV increases its mandates to 32 from 16 in previous elections. Therefore, PAN
has the right to form the government.
This was the first time in the history of Kosovo’s general elections that
coalitions were created before the elections. This happened because the previous
elections of 2014 needed a Constitutional Court judgment to determine the right
to form the government and henceforth, this right is granted to the party or preelection coalition that wins the most votes. In 2017 General Election, PDK-led
coalition claimed the victory and forms the government together with AKR and
minority parties. Ramush Haradinaj becomes Prime Minister of Kosovo.
This paper uses content analysis to examine speeches of the three Prime
Minister candidates (Haradinaj, Hoti, and Kurti) during the general election campaign
in Kosovo in June 2017, looking at the aspect of population development and
putting it in relation to the declarations for the goals of European integration.
The speeches of the three Prime Minister candidates from the three largest political
coalitions in these elections were analyzed to measure populism on three
dimensions – as a political ideology, as a communication style, and as nationalism.
The measurement will be initially encoded with words containing populist style
and then compared with the words used by these Prime Minister candidates for
their positions concerning the EU integrations. The election campaign lasted ten
days. All three candidates held more than one rally a day, while our study included
speeches in the seven major cities: Prishtina, Mitrovica, Prizren, Peja, Gjakova,
Gjilan, and Ferizaj.
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Political parties in different forms have used populism in Kosovo and the
paper aims to analyze their political attitudes regarding the path of Kosovo towards
the European Union and the populist elements that contradict this objective. In
the 2017 general elections, the three candidates for Prime Minister have developed
various electoral strategies seeking to create a discourse that presents them as
Kosovo’s rescuers and state border protectors.
The notion of ‘populism’ is still a controversial concept. Margaret Canovan2
described it as a ‘notoriously vague term’. Robert Jansen3 defines populism as
“any sustained, large-scale political project that mobilizes ordinarily
marginalized social sectors into publicly visible and contentious political action
while articulating anti-elite, nationalist rhetoric that valorizes ordinary people.”
This paper deals with populism in three different dimensions, populism as an
ideology4, populism as a communication style5 and populism as nationalism6.
Bonikowski and Girdon7 argue the importance of “focusing on the common features
of the phenomenon across contexts – without ignoring the specificities of its
particular instantiations” and the third dimension is the result of this paper’s focus.
Populism as an ideology – According to Cas Mudde8, populism is “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 people”.
Populism as a communication style – Jan Jagers and Stefaan Walgrave9
consider populism as a “political communication style by political actors that

————————
1 The Post-Yugoslav states are Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Kosovo,
Serbia and Slovenia
2 Margaret Canovan, “Trust the people! Populism and the two faces of democracy”, Political Studies,
Vol. 47, No. 1, 1999, p. 3.
3 Robert Jansen, “Populist Mobilization: A New Theoretical Approach to Populism”, Sociological
Theory, Vol. 29, No. 2, 2011, p. 82.
4 Cass Mudde, “The populist Zeitgeist”, Government and Opposition, Vol. 39, No. 4, 2004; Daniele
Albertazzi and Duncan McDonnell, “Introduction: A new spectre for Western Europe”, D. Albertazzi, and D.
McDonnell (Eds.), Twenty- rst century populism: The spectre of Western European democracy, Palgrave
Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2008.
5 Jan Jagers and Stefaan Walgrave, Populism as Political Communication Style: An Empirical Study of
Political Parties’ Discourse in Belgium”, European Journal of Political Research, Vol. 46, No. 3, 2007;
Benjamin Moffit and Simon Tormey, “Rethinking populism: Politics, mediatisation and political style”,
Political Studies, Vol. 62, No. 2, 2014; Dick Pels, “Aesthetic representation and political style. Re-balancing
identity and difference in media democrac”, J. Corner, Pels, D. (Eds.), Media and the restyling of politics:
Consumerism, celebrity and cynicism, Sage, London, 2003.
6 Matthijs Rooduijn, A populist Zeitgeist? The impact of populism on parties, media and the public in
Western Europe, UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository), University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, 2013;
Karin Priester, Populismus: Historische und aktuelle Erscheinungsformen, Campus, Frankfurt a. M., 2007.
7 Bart Bonikowski, Noam Girdon, “Multiple Traditions in Populism Research: Toward a Theoretical
Synthesis”, APSA Comparative Politics Newsletter, Vol. 26, No. 12, 2016, p. 13.
8 Cass Mudde, “The populist Zeitgeist”, Government and Opposition, Vol. 39, No. 4, 2004, 2004, p. 543.
9 Jan Jagers and Stefaan Walgrave, “Populism as Political Communication Style: An Empirical Study of
Political Parties’ Discourse in Belgium”, European Journal of Political Research, Vol. 46, No. 3, 2007, p. 322.

148

ALBAN ZENELI, GËZIM QERIMI, DREN GËRGURI

4

refers to the people”. Moffit and Tormey10 conclude that “populism does not
need to be understood as an ideology to examine it as a political style”. But, what
is a communication style? Dick Pels11 defines it as “a heterogeneous ensemble
of ways of speaking, acting, looking, displaying, and handling things, which
merge into a symbolic whole that immediately fuses matter and manner, message
and package, argument and ritual”. Kevin Deegan-Krause and Tim Haughton12
makes the distinction between populism as ideology and as style arguing that
populism can be a characteristic of political style rather than an identity of politicians
since it “shifts our assessments from binary opposition – a party is populist or
not – to a matter of degree – a party has more populist characteristics or fewer.”
Populism as nationalism – “Populism, in its various forms, is prevalent
across countries and regions”13. Matthijs Rooduijn distinguishes two groups of
scholars, “those scholars who have conceptualized populism as a form of
organization have mainly focused on Latin America, and those authors who have
conceived of populism as a style have primarily investigated populism in Western
Europe”14. Another meaning of populism is when it is used as nationalism and
this can be found in Western Balkan states because as Karin Priester15 says, it
depends on the contextual conditions. The case of Kosovo brings a change in
this dimension of populism, distinguishing between populism as an ideology
related to terms like “people”, “workers”, “activists”, “equality” and populism
as nationalism when talking about Kosovo War with Serbia at the 90’s, the Union
with Albania or the support of local products.

The KOSOVO CASE

Earlier research on populism in the European Union countries has shown an
increase of this phenomenon while “in many countries, they have managed to
obtain seats in the national parliament, and in some countries, they have even
assumed office (e.g., Italy, Austria, Switzerland, the Netherlands)”16 . This paper
reflects the spread of the populism in Kosovo as a country targeting EU
membership.
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Figure 1: The ratio of words to the EU compared
to the populist words of all three styles identified in the paper.
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Starting from the measurement made for the 21 speeches of three candidates
for Prime Minister of the Republic of Kosovo, one can clearly notice a great
discrepancy in the presence of the vocabulary for the European Union in relation
to the populism vocabulary identified in speeches through the coding book. In the
case of the first candidate (in alphabetical order), Albin Kurti, the words used to
refer to the European Union are at a great discrepancy. If we look at percentages,
from all the words of the coding book, Kurti has mentioned only six percent of
the words referring to the EU, while in 94 percent he used some populous words.
Based on the data released after analyzing the speeches of the “Lëvizja
Vetëvendosje” candidate, Albin Kurti, it turns out that he mostly uses the type of
population associated with nationalism. In 40 percent of cases, Kurti has used
populism language in his speeches they have been linked to the style of nationalist
populism. However, two other types, the one of the populism as an ideology is
used in 38 percent of Kurti’s speech, while the other type of populism is used as
a communication style in 22 percent of the cases in the analyzed speeches.

Figure 2: Types of populism in Albin Kurti’s
speeches during the 2017 general elections.
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The LDK candidate, Avdullah Hoti, during his speeches that were part of the
analysis, has also shown a great discrepancy in favor of the populism over the few
words for the European Union. According to the findings of the paper, Hoti in 86
percent of his speeches has expressed populism despite the fact that for the European
Union has spoken only in 14 percent of cases. According to the findings, the city
where Hoti has spoken most about the European Union is Gjilan, where during the
electoral meeting in this town had a guest from the European People’s Party. On this
occasion, Hoti had mentioned four times the words referring to the EU, despite 22
times in which he had used populist words previously identified by the coding book.

Figure 3: Population Identification of Prime Minister Avdullah Hoti, in relation
to the words used for the EU (data from speeches in the seven major cities).

Based on the results of the content of speeches held in the seven main cities
by the LDK candidate, Avdullah Hoti, it turns out that he has used almost in a
balanced manner the types of populism identified in this paper. According to
data from the results of the analysis of his speeches, Hoti in 38 percent of cases
used populism as an ideology, in 33 percent of cases there was populism linked
to nationalism and 29 percent used the populist style of communication. A very
interesting indication of the dominant type of populism as an ideology in the
case of Hoti is that he belongs to a declared right-wing party, but nevertheless he
uses this type of communication usually associated with a left orientation party.

Figure 4: Population Types used in the June 2017
election campaign by LDK candidate Avdullah Hoti.
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The third candidate based on the alphabetical order, Ramush Haradinaj of the
PAN coalition, from the results of the findings of this paper, can be considered as the
leader with a better balance regarding populism with speeches on Kosovo’s European
integration. The results show that Haradinaj candidate in 23 percent of cases in his
speeches analyzed has been referred to the European Union and in the same speeches,
he has used populism by 77 percent. If compared to two other candidates, Haradinaj
has been more balanced in using these two elements in his speeches, although a
great discrepancy is noticed. According to the findings of the paper, Haradinaj
has achieved the best balance in these two elements of the words, the European
Union and populism, in his campaign in the town of Mitrovica, where the EU was
referenced 11 times while using the alleged populist words in total 12 times.

Figure 5: The ratio of words to the EU compared to the
populist words of all three styles identified in the paper.

From the findings of this paper, it can be said that Haradinaj has used the
style of populism as nationalism. Such dominance is observed since Hardinaj
has produced populism at 49 percent in the analyzed speeches and he has done
so using nationalism. This might provide an understanding when considering his
past as a former Kosovo Liberation Army soldier and the fact that he belonged to
a coalition consisting of three major parties formed by former military leaders.
Haradinaj during his speeches also used 38 percent of the populism as an ideology,
while in only 13 percent he used populism as a communication style.

Figure 6: The populism styles used by Ramush Haradinaj
in the analyzed speeches of the June 2017 elections.
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In comparing the results of the three candidates for Prime Minister in the
General Elections 2017, it can be noticed that the dominant style of politics used
by politicians is the populism associated with nationalism. Afterward, the use of
ideological populism is invoked even though, apart from the VV, which has been
declared as a left-wing party, all other parties in the pre-election coalitions that
comprised the LAA and PAN have declared either center-right parties or rightwing parties.

Figure 7: The ratio of the population types used
by the candidates for Prime Minister in the 2017 general elections.

Also, based on the results derived from the book of codes, in their speeches, all
the candidates have, without exception, used more types of populism
communication than they mentioned the path of Kosovo to the EU. This is especially
apparent to the VV candidate, Albin Kurti, and is slightly more balanced on the
PAN’s candidate for Prime Minister, Ramush Haradinaj.

Figure 8: The ratio of words used to the EU with the words defined
as populism based on the codebook for the three candidates for Prime Minister.
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Populism in the last general elections in Kosovo has had a fairly large
distribution. Populism was present in the 2017 General Election, as an ideology,
and as a communication style. Prime Minister’s candidates have used most of
the nationalist-style populism while using less two other types of populism, the
ideological type and what is known as the style of communication.
Candidates for Prime Minister in their campaign speeches are mainly focused
on nationalism-populism issues, leaving aside addressing the problems of Kosovo’s
integration into the European Union.
The VV candidate, Albin Kurti used more populism than the other two
candidates. Ideological populism was dominant on Kurti’s and Hoti’s speeches,
while Haradinaj was focused more on nationalist issues.
Given the two hypotheses raised in this paper, it can be said that the first
hypothesis has been partially proven since two of the candidates use nationalist
populism as one of their important forms of communication. So, based on the
results of the research, it can be said that the first hypothesis “Candidates for
Prime Minister use populism more as a nationalism than an ideology or as a
communication style” has been proved since in the case of two candidates whose
speeches nationalism has emerged as part of this research as the fastest form of
populism. In the first candidate, Albin Kurti – VV, of all the populist sentences
40 percent of them had content of nationalism. Also in the case of Ramush
Haradinaj – PAN candidate, nationalism populism-style occupies 49 percent of
his populism vocabulary. While, in the case of the candidate, Avdullah Hoti –
LDK, the nationalism populism style dictionary constitutes 33 percent of his
vocabulary, this percentage is the second while in the first place for separation
in the case of this candidate is the type of populism as an ideology with 38
percent.
In the case of the second hypothesis, “EU integration topic is dominant in
candidates’ speeches”, it can be concluded that the hypothesis is not confirmed.
Candidates have left behind sentences that clarify the path of Kosovo in the EU
integration process. Based on the findings of this paper, the vocabulary used to
promise or clarify the path of Kosovo to the EU by the candidates for Prime Minister
was very poor. Suffice to look at the differences expressed in graphs to see a high
dose of populism, while sentences describing the EU are at a very low level.
A general conclusion to the 2017 general elections in Kosovo highlights the
great presence of populism in the vocabulary of politicians, especially the
candidates for Prime Minister. In all three cases measured through this paper, it
can be concluded that populist vocabulary is quite common in Kosovo, although
there is no previous study to show the rise or fall of this phenomenon in
politicians’ speeches.
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