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    Abstract 

Populist leaders often say they are restoring popular sovereignty against treaties, courts, 

trade rules, migration regimes, expert bodies, and international organizations. Yet their 

behavior toward international order varies. They may withdraw, renegotiate, obstruct, 

selectively comply, or perform public defiance while remaining inside institutions. This 

article explains that variation through mandate inflation: a process of turning a vote into 

a broader political claim in which an election or referendum is recast from a limited 

permission to govern into wider authority to challenge constraints in the name of the 

people. A structured comparison of Trump's ‘America First’ politics, Brexit's ‘take back 

control’ discourse, and Viktor Orbán's conflict with EU constraints shows four recurrent 

moves: mandate condensation, construction of ‘the real people,’ reframing of constraints 

as anti-democratic obstruction, and assertion of special authority to act. The argument 

does not replace material, institutional, or nationalist explanations. It shows how leaders 

present these strategies as the will of the people; it does not assume that audiences 

accepted those claims or that rhetoric alone caused policy choices. The article contributes 

to recent debates on global populism by showing why exit is only one possible outcome of 

populist constraint politics. 
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Introduction 

Populist leaders rarely challenge international order by saying only that a treaty, court or 

organization is inefficient. They often say something stronger. They argue that constraints on 

government action stand between the people and democratic control (Dijkstra & Ghassim, 2025). 

Trade agreements become “bad deals” made by globalist elites (Finbow, 2023). Courts become 

“foreign” or “unelected bodies.” Migration rules become “imposed commands.” Expert advice 

becomes “technocratic obstruction.” The point is not only policy disagreement. The point is 

authority (Wajner et al., 2024). 

This creates a puzzle for international relations as populist leaders do not respond to global 

constraint in a single way. Some withdraw from agreements. Some seek better terms. Some stay 

inside institutions while blocking decisions. Some comply with parts of a regime while attacking 

other parts. Some use defiant language even when policy change is limited. Recent research on 

global populism has made this variation clear (Pacciardi et al., 2024; Wajner & Giurlando, 2024). 

It has also shown that populist foreign policy is now a serious research programme rather than a 

side question for domestic politics (Ozdamar & Yanik, 2024; Wajner & Giurlando, 2024). What 

remains underdeveloped is the democratic authorization mechanism that makes such varied 

strategies appear legitimate to supporters. 

This article calls that process of turning a vote into a broader political claim “mandate inflation.” 

Mandate inflation is the process through which a populist leader recasts an election or referendum 

from a limited permission to govern into a wider claim of authority to challenge, override or rewrite 

constraints in the name of the people. The concept is deliberately narrow. It is not a synonym for 

nationalism, anti-globalism, sovereignty talk or ordinary treaty renegotiation. It is present when 

four claims appear together: a complex vote is condensed into one clear mandate; that mandate is 

attached to “the real people”; international or EU-level constraints are described as illegitimate 

barriers to that people; and the leader claims authority to act against those constraints. Mandate 

inflation is therefore observed in actors' claims; whether those claims generate public acceptance 

or independently cause policy outcomes is a separate empirical question. 

The argument matters because global constraints are not self-explanatory objects, and their 

political effects depend on observable factors such as legal form, institutional location, economic 

impact and domestic visibility. They can be legal commitments, institutional procedures, market 
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pressures, treaty obligations, policy standards, rights regimes or expert rules. Many have been 

voluntarily accepted by elected governments. Some are popular because they provide security, 

market access, rights protection or credibility. Others are weakly accountable, socially unequal or 

politically remote. Populist leaders exploit this mixed character. They do not need to prove that a 

constraint is legally invalid. They need to make it look democratically suspect (Ecker-Ehrhardt et 

al., 2025; Tallberg & Zürn, 2019). 

This is why the argument avoids a simple defense of global governance. It does not assume that 

international institutions are always democratically healthy or that popular control is a false 

problem. Many voters experience international commitments through job loss, austerity, migration 

pressure, border disputes, legal complexity or distant expert language (Bellodi et al., 2024; 

Scheiring et al., 2024a). The issue is not whether these concerns should be dismissed. The issue is 

how a leader turns them into an exclusive claim to speak for the people against constraints that 

may also have democratic authorization of their own. 

This article compares three cases: Trump's “America First” politics, Brexit's “take back control” 

discourse and Viktor Orbán's confrontation with EU constraints. The cases are not treated as 

identical. Trump shows presidential mandate inflation in a great power setting, with exit, 

renegotiation and symbolic defiance. Brexit shows how a referendum can be converted into a 

mandate to leave a regional legal order. Orbán shows that mandate inflation can also work from 

inside an institution through obstruction, selective compliance and public defiance. The cases vary 

by mandate source, institutional location and strategy toward constraint. This variation is useful 

because the argument does not predict one outcome. It explains how different strategies are 

justified through a similar claim about the people. The relevant actors are the Trump 

administration, the Leave-to-government coalition centered on the May government, and the 

Orbán government; campaign rhetoric, official government claims, legal acts and institutional 

responses are treated as distinct forms of evidence. 

The article makes three contributions. First, it adds a mechanism to recent work on populism and 

international affairs. Existing scholarship shows that populist governments affect foreign policy, 

international institutions, trade, migration, security and world order visions in uneven ways 

(Brusenbauch Meislova & Chryssogelos, 2024; Destradi & Plagemann, 2024; Wajner & 

Giurlando, 2024). Mandate inflation explains how this unevenness can still share a common 
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democratic grammar. Second, it connects populism research to work on international institutions 

and unilateral challenges. Institutions face not only legal non-compliance, but also domestic 

struggles over whether their constraints count as legitimate democratic commitments (Walter & 

Plotke-Scherly, 2025). Third, it separates voter-side causes from leader-side authorization. 

Economic insecurity, status grievance, territorial loss and backlash against globalization may help 

explain why populist appeals resonate(Carter & Pop-Eleches, 2025; Koenig & Mendelberg, 2026; 

Scheiring et al., 2024b). They do not by themselves explain how leaders turn a vote into authority 

to contest courts, treaties or international organizations. 

The article proceeds in five steps. It first places the argument in recent literature on global 

populism, foreign policy and international institutions. It then defines “mandate inflation” and its 

boundary conditions. The empirical sections trace the mechanism in the United States, the United 

Kingdom and Hungary. The comparative discussion explains why the same authorizing logic 

supports different strategies toward constraint. The conclusion draws implications for scholars and 

policy practitioners who face populist challenges to global governance. 

Populism, Mandate and Global Constraint 

The current literature no longer treats populism as a purely domestic problem. A large recent body 

of work asks how populism changes foreign policy, institutional behavior, trade politics, 

migration, security and the legitimacy of global governance. It builds on that debate but shifts the 

focus from populist impact to populist authorization. 

The first relevant stream is literature on populist foreign policy. Recent mapping work describes a 

developing research programme that studies populism as a force in international relations, not only 

as an ideology or electoral style (Wajner & Giurlando, 2024). Scholars now examine how populist 

leaders personalize foreign policy, politicize foreign ministries, escalate or avoid disputes, revise 

trade discourse, securitize migration and imagine alternative world orders. This research is 

important because it rejects a simple domestic-foreign divide. Populists govern, bargain, appoint 

officials, enter negotiations and make institutional choices (Wajner, 2022). 

The same literature also shows why a new mechanism is needed. Populist foreign policy does not 

have one stable content. Right-wing and left-wing populists do not approach international order in 

the same way. Even right-wing populists vary across trade, migration, security, health, climate and 

regional institutions. The 2024 International Affairs debate on global populism is especially useful 
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here. It shows that populist impact is real but uneven. Populist leaders may weaken international 

institutions, but they may also remain inside them, use them selectively or adapt foreign policy 

institutions rather than destroy them (Farias et al., 2024; Pacciardi et al., 2024; Wajner et al., 2024). 

The key question is therefore not whether populists are simply anti-international. It is how they 

claim authority for different ways of contesting constraint. 

A second stream studies international institutions, global governance and unilateral challenges. 

Work on unilateral challenges shows that states can withdraw, block, renegotiate or violate 

institutional commitments, and that institutions respond in different ways depending on design, 

membership and issue area (Walter & Plotke-Scherly, 2025). Other works show that global 

governance depends on information, expertise, public support, nonstate participation and 

institutional legitimacy (Carnegie, Clark, & Kaya, 2024; Carnegie, Clark, & Zucker, 2024; Ecker-

Ehrhardt et al., 2025; Pinto et al., 2025). These studies prevent a crude view of international 

constraints as either always democratic or always anti-democratic. Institutions can be voluntarily 

created and publicly useful, yet still become vulnerable when they seem remote, unequal or 

unresponsive (Ecker-Ehrhardt et al., 2025; Tallberg & Zürn, 2019).  

Populist leaders operate in that vulnerability. They often turn a legal or policy dispute into a 

democratic dispute. A trade agreement is not only costly; it is a betrayal (Brusenbauch Meislova 

& Chryssogelos, 2024; Finbow, 2023). A climate accord is not only burdensome; it serves 

outsiders (Trump, 2017). A regional court is not only intrusive; it blocks the people's will (Voeten, 

2020). An expert body is not only mistaken; it belongs to an elite system (Bellodi et al., 2024). 

Mandate inflation names the process through which constraints are recast in this way. 

A third stream explains why populist claims resonate. Recent work links populist support to 

globalization backlash, economic insecurity, social status, territorial loss, bureaucracy, 

performance and political resentment (Bellodi et al., 2024; Carter & Pop-Eleches, 2025; Koenig 

& Mendelberg, 2026; Scheiring et al., 2024b). These explanations are necessary. Populist mandate 

claims do not float above social life. They gain force from real grievances, unequal gains from 

integration, distrust in institutions and perceived loss of control. Yet demand-side explanations 

leave one step underexplained. They tell us why people may be receptive to anti-constraint politics. 

They do not fully explain how leaders translate that support into authority over international 

commitments (Cortijos-Bernabeu et al., 2026). 



Aslam 

 6 

Older foundational work remains useful, although it does not carry the writing's main explanatory 

burden. Populism is understood here as a politics that opposes a “real people” to “corrupt elites” 

and claims that politics should express the people's general will. Nationalism is related but distinct. 

It supplies language of nation, belonging and loss, while populism supplies the claim that the real 

people have been blocked by elites and that their voice should decide politics. Earlier work on 

backlash against international courts also showed that populist leaders can make international 

authority a target of domestic politics (Voeten, 2020). These works provide conceptual anchors. 

The main debate, however, is the recent IR debate on how populism affects global governance in 

practice. 

The gap is therefore precise. Scholars have shown that populist governments affect foreign policy 

and global institutions. They have shown that populist impact varies. They have shown that 

grievances and institutional features matter. What remains less specified is the mandate mechanism 

through which a vote is turned into authority over concrete constraints such as trade agreements, 

climate commitments, regional courts, migration rules, funding conditions and expert bodies. 

Mandate inflation fills that gap. 

Mandate inflation differs from nearby concepts in its focus and required evidence. Anti-pluralism 

is the claim that only one leader or movement represents the people. Populist constitutionalism 

concerns changes to constitutional rules. Sovereignty claims concern who has the right to decide, 

while attacks on institutions question whether courts or international organizations deserve 

authority. Mandate inflation requires a clear election or referendum and a connected sequence: the 

result is reduced to one message, attached to “the real people,” directed against a rule or institution, 

and used to justify action. It can overlap with these concepts, but it is not the same as any one of 

them. 

The Argument: Mandate Inflation 

Mandate inflation begins from an ordinary democratic fact. Elections and referendums authorize 

governments to act. They do not, however, speak in one voice without interpretation. Elections 

contain many reasons for support. Referendums answer a formal question but rarely settle every 

future policy choice. Winning a mandate gives leaders authority to pursue a programme, but it 

does not remove courts, legislatures, opposition, administrative rules, treaty obligations, federal or 

regional balances, future elections or public contestation. 



 Journal of Populism Studies (JPS) 

 7 

Populist leaders often change that baseline. They treat the mandate not as temporary and mediated 

permission, but as a direct expression of “the real people.” The people are not only all citizens or 

all voters. They become the real, forgotten, ordinary, patriotic, national or sovereign people. Those 

who question the leader's interpretation can then be described as elites, globalists, judges, 

bureaucrats, foreigners, experts or traitors. This does not abolish institutions on its own. It changes 

the public meaning of institutional constraint (Destradi & Plagemann, 2019; Wajner & Giurlando, 

2024).  

Global constraints are limits on domestic political discretion that arise from international 

commitments, cross-border interdependence, regional integration, legal obligations, economic 

pressures or expert governance. Constraints may include treaties, trade agreements, courts, climate 

commitments, migration and asylum rules, human rights regimes, market rules, international 

organizations, regional legal orders, funding conditions and technical standards  (Farrell & 

Newman, 2019; Pacciardi et al., 2024; Voeten, 2020; Walter & Plotke-Scherly, 2025). 

The term is analytical, not normative. It does not mean that such limits are illegitimate. They 

therefore structure what governments can do while affecting voters through jobs, prices, mobility, 

rights, administrative decisions or expert standards (Pinto et al., 2025; Scheiring et al., 2024b). For 

comparison, these constraints are grouped into four simple types: laws and EU rules; institutional 

procedures; economic and cross-border pressures; and expert or technical standards. Different 

types encourage different responses. Legal rules often produce court battles, procedures encourage 

obstruction, economic pressures encourage renegotiation, and expert rules are often attacked as 

elite interference (Pacciardi et al., 2024; Walter & Plotke-Scherly, 2025). 

Mandate inflation has four observable moves. The first is mandate condensation. A complex 

election or referendum is presented as one clear mandate. Ambiguity is reduced. Coalition support 

is treated as unity. The leader speaks as if the mandate has a single meaning. Here, condensation 

means simplification of the vote's meaning; the subsequent extension of that simplified mandate 

across issues and institutions produces the inflation. 

The second move is construction of “real people.” The mandate is attached to “real people,” not 

simply to a numerical majority. The people may be described as forgotten workers, ordinary 

citizens, patriots, the sovereign nation or a religious or national community, such as a Christian 
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national community. This gives the mandate moral weight and makes opposition look less 

legitimate. 

The third move is constraint reframing. A rule or institution is described as an illegitimate barrier 

to popular rule. The target may be a treaty, court, trade regime, migration rule, funding condition, 

expert body or international organization. The important point is not that the leader criticizes the 

rule. Criticism of rules is often found in democratic governments, but the populist move is to 

present the rule as anti-democratic and anti-patriotic because it blocks “the real people.” 

The fourth move is strategy justification: the claim that the leader has special authority. This does 

not usually mean a formal emergency or a legal state of exception. It means a claim that normal 

political checks should give way because the people are claimed to have spoken. Exit, 

renegotiation, obstruction, selective compliance or public defiance can then be presented as taking 

power back for the people rather than breaking institutional rules. The evidence therefore shows a 

claim of broader authority, not a new formal mandate from voters. 

These moves do not need to appear in one speech. They may be distributed across a campaign, an 

election, a referendum, policy documents, legal disputes and public confrontation with 

international bodies. Mandate inflation is strongest when the same sequence links a mandate event 

to the real people, identifies a constraint as illegitimate and supplies a strategy justification for 

action against it. Figure 1 summarizes this populist claim sequence and distinguishes it from the 

strategies that may follow. 

Figure 1. The mandate inflation authorization sequence. 

 

The expected evidence is straightforward. If mandate inflation is present, official and semi-official 

texts should do more than criticize global rules. They should connect policy change to a popular 

mandate, identify “the real people” whose voice is treated as decisive, and describe the constraint 

as a barrier to that people's control. If mandate inflation is absent, one should find ordinary 

bargaining language, legal argument, cost-benefit reasoning or expert criticism without the claim 
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that “the real people” have already settled the matter. The distinction is important because 

international politics is full of renegotiation. The concept applies only when renegotiation is 

presented as carrying out a populist mandate. 

The concept has clear boundaries. Not every treaty renegotiation is mandate inflation. A 

government may seek better terms for technical, economic or legal reasons without claiming that 

only it speaks for the people. Not every sovereignty claim is mandate inflation. States routinely 

defend their right to decide without constructing “the real people” against “elites.” Not every 

criticism of international institutions is mandate inflation. Some criticisms concern democracy, 

law or fairness without being populist. The concept applies only when a mandate claim, “the real 

people,” a rule presented as illegitimate and a strategy justification are connected. 

The concept also has scope conditions. Mandate inflation is more likely when leaders can point to 

a visible mandate event, such as an election victory or referendum. It is stronger when constraints 

are easy to name and personalize, such as Brussels, foreign courts, globalist trade deals or expert 

bodies. It is politically useful when full exit is costly, because the same claim can justify staying 

inside an institution while obstructing or bargaining. It is also strengthened when domestic 

opposition can be portrayed as siding with external constraint. 

Mandate inflation does not explain everything. Material interests shape which constraints are 

targeted. Party competition shapes timing and intensity. Institutions shape available strategies. 

Nationalism shapes the boundaries of the people. Bureaucracies and courts shape implementation. 

The claim is more limited and, for that reason, more useful. Mandate inflation explains how actions 

against international constraints are justified through claims of democratic authority. 

Cases and Evidence 

This article uses a structured comparison of three cases that are familiar enough to matter for the 

wider IR field and different enough to test the concept across settings. The United States under 

Trump, Brexit Britain and Hungary under Orbán each involved a strong populist claim about 

popular control, but they varied in political system, mandate source and relationship to 

international institutions. 
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The cases were selected for variation, not because they exhaust populist constraint politics. Trump 

is a presidential case in which the leader personalized the mandate and used executive authority, 

trade tools and public rhetoric to challenge international commitments. Brexit is a referendum case 

in which a single vote was repeatedly interpreted as a broad mandate to recover control from a 

regional legal order. Orbán is a parliamentary and party-dominant case in which a government has 

remained inside the EU while contesting migration, rule of law, funding and sovereignty 

constraints. Table 1 summarizes the controlled variation that structures the comparison. 

 

The evidence consists of official speeches, policy documents, legal and institutional records, and 

recent scholarship. The analysis looks for claim sequences rather than isolated phrases. A passage 

counts as strong evidence of mandate inflation when it links three elements: a mandate or popular 

claim, a claim about “the real people,” and a constraint described as illegitimate obstruction. Policy 

action is then traced to the strategy it supports: exit, renegotiation, obstruction, selective 

compliance or symbolic defiance. The unit of analysis is a claim episode: a limited period in which 

an identifiable actor links an election or referendum, the people invoked by the leader, an external 

constraint and a proposed strategy. Individual passages are coded observations within that episode, 

not separate cases. 

The same evidence rules are used to look for negative cases inside the positive cases. A court 

judgment, Commission report or government white paper may show ordinary legal mediation 

rather than mandate inflation. A policy document may support withdrawal for administrative 

reasons rather than populist reasons. These entries are not discarded. They are used to limit the 

claim and to show where the mechanism stops. This is especially important in Brexit, where formal 
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legal withdrawal and populist mandate rhetoric moved together but were not identical. The 

mechanism would be weakened where actors acknowledge the mandate's limits, defend a policy 

without a “real people” claim, accept parliamentary and legal checks as legitimate, or challenge a 

constraint solely through legal, material or expert reasoning. 

The appendix provides the evidence base for this claim, including the corpus register, coding rules, 

case evidence matrix, rival explanation checks and strategy map. It does not claim that rhetoric 

alone caused policy. It makes the narrower claim that mandate language supplied a public 

justification based on the people's will alongside material, institutional and partisan causes. The 

appendix provides the complete evidence base; Table 2 reports the corpus and coded observations 

used in the comparison. 

The primary corpus contains 38 sources (18 official and 20 scholarship) and 24 coded 

observations; contextual scholarship is kept separate from coded primary evidence. 

The corpus was assembled from official electoral, executive, parliamentary and judicial 

repositories, with targeted scholarly searches used for case context. Searches combined actor or 

episode names with terms including mandate, people, vote, sovereignty, control, treaty, court, 

Brussels, Paris Agreement, trade, migration and referendum. Sources were included when they 

established the legal limits of a mandate, contained an actor's claim, documented policy translation 

or recorded an institutional response. Duplicate versions, unstable commentary and material 

outside the episode windows were excluded. The author conducted the coding and a second rule-

based recoding; no inter-coder reliability statistic is claimed.  
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Trump and America First 

Trump's “America First” politics is the clearest case of presidential mandate inflation. The 2016 

election was treated not only as a victory for a party or candidate, but as proof that the forgotten 

“real people” had taken power back from “corrupt elites” (Lacatus, 2019). This mandate claim was 

then attached to trade agreements, climate commitments, migration rules, international 

organizations and foreign policy establishments. The episode covers the period from the November 

2016 election to the September 2018 UN General Assembly address and concerns the first Trump 

administration only. 

The inaugural address set the frame. Trump described a transfer of power from Washington to the 

people and spoke of forgotten citizens who would be forgotten no longer. The speech did not 

merely announce policy priorities. It cast the election as a democratic recovery from an 

establishment that had benefited while ordinary Americans lost jobs, factories and security 

(Trump, 2017). This is mandate condensation and people construction in one sequence. 

The target was not international order as a whole. It was a set of constraints presented as unfair, 

globalist or disconnected from American workers. Trade agreements were described as bad deals 

(Brusenbauch Meislova & Chryssogelos, 2024; Finbow, 2023). Migration was framed as a loss of 

control. Climate commitments were treated as burdens placed on American citizens for the benefit 

of outsiders (Trump, 2017). Multilateral bodies were criticized when they appeared to limit 

national discretion. The 2017 National Security Strategy made this language official by grounding 

foreign policy in sovereignty, competition and America First (Weaver, 2018). 

The Paris Agreement withdrawal showed how mandate inflation authorized exit. Trump's 

statement did not only make an economic argument about costs. It connected the decision to 

electoral representation and national peoplehood, including the claim that he represented American 

citizens rather than Paris (Bowen et al., 2020; Trump, 2017). The sentence worked because it 

turned a climate agreement into a choice between domestic democratic duty and external 

obligation. The legal ability to withdraw mattered, but the public justification was about whom the 

president represented. 

The United Nations speech in 2018 extended the same logic into symbolic defiance. Trump praised 

sovereignty and rejected globalism (Trump, 2018). This did not mean abandoning all international 

cooperation. The administration still used alliances, sanctions, trade negotiations and international 
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pressure. The point was that cooperation had to be recast as voluntary action by a sovereign people 

rather than submission to global rules. 

Trade politics followed the same pattern. The withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership, 

pressure on NAFTA and negotiation of the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement were not 

framed only as technical corrections. They were presented as recovery from deals that had betrayed 

American workers. Recent work on Trumpian trade discourse shows that this language continued 

beyond individual decisions and helped reshape the vocabulary of US-China trade politics 

(Skonieczny & Sherel, 2024). In mandate inflation terms, trade agreements became constraints 

imposed by elites and global competitors, while renegotiation became obedience to the people. 

This pattern also shows why the concept should be located at the level of authorization rather than 

at the level of policy content. Tariffs, renegotiation and industrial rhetoric can be justified by many 

arguments, including distributional fairness, strategic competition and bargaining leverage. What 

made “the America First” version distinctive was the claim that previous international 

commitments had separated government from its proper people. The policy could therefore be sold 

as repair of representation, not only as economic adjustment (Thierbach-McLean, 2019). 

The case also has counterevidence, which matters. The Trump administration's trade and climate 

decisions were not caused only by populist mandate claims. They reflected party ideology, 

business interests, fossil fuel politics, bureaucratic conflict, legal opportunity and strategic 

competition. Research on Trump's support base also complicates any simple image of a uniformly 

working class people (Kates et al., 2026; Koenig & Mendelberg, 2026). These facts do not weaken 

the concept. They clarify its role. Mandate inflation did not supply every motive. It supplied the 

democratic language through which varied motives could be tied to a claim of popular recovery. 

Trump also faced constraints. Courts blocked or revised migration measures (Supreme Court of 

the United States, 2017; Trump v. Hawaii, 585 U.S. 667 (2018), 2018). Congress shaped trade and 

spending (Office of the United States Trade Representative, 2017; United States Congress, 2018). 

Markets, allies and agencies limited implementation (Amiti et al., 2019; Corsini & Ongaro, 2025; 

Fajgelbaum et al., 2020). International dependence did not disappear (Chishti et al., 2019). This 

matters because mandate inflation is not a theory of unlimited leader success. It is a theory of how 

leaders make constraints appear illegitimate when they resist the leader's mandate. For example, 
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continued participation in NATO, the United Nations and the World Trade Organization shows 

that the rhetoric did not translate into general withdrawal from international institutions. 

The Trump case, therefore, shows three strategies. Exit appeared in the Paris withdrawal and TPP 

withdrawal. Renegotiation appeared in trade. Symbolic defiance appeared in attacks on globalism 

and multilateral constraint. The common thread was not policy content alone. It was the claim that 

these moves restored authority to the people who had spoken in 2016. 

Brexit and ‘Take Back Control’ 

Brexit is the strongest case of referendum-based mandate inflation. The referendum asked whether 

the United Kingdom should remain in or leave the European Union (UK Electoral Commission, 

2016). It did not specify the future trade relationship, the status of regulatory alignment, the 

Northern Ireland border, the role of courts, the timing of exit or the balance between parliamentary 

and executive authority (Department for Exiting the European Union, 2017; Keating, 2022; UK 

Electoral Commission, 2016; UK Supreme Court, 2017). Yet after the vote, the result was 

repeatedly condensed into a broad command to take back control. The episode covers the period 

from the June 2016 referendum to the July 2018 future-relationship white paper. 

This condensation was politically powerful because referendums appear direct. A general election 

can be interpreted as support for many things. A referendum produces a single result. That result 

made it easier to describe Brexit as the will of the people, even though voters supported leave for 

different reasons and with different expectations. The mandate was clear enough to authorize exit, 

but far less clear about the form of exit. 

Theresa May's Lancaster House speech translated the referendum into a governing programme. 

The speech identified control over laws, borders and money as central to Brexit and rejected 

arrangements that would leave the United Kingdom half in and half out (Prime Minister’s Office, 

2017b). The important point is not that May's government was populist in the same style as Trump 

or Orban. It is that the referendum mandate was interpreted through a populist grammar already 

established by the campaign: the people had voted, and institutions had to implement that 

command. 

The 2017 white paper and Article 50 letter made the conversion institutional. The white paper 

organized the future relationship around recovering control, while the Article 50 letter formally 
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notified the EU that the UK would leave (Prime Minister’s Office, 2017a). The referendum moved 

from a political result to a legal process. This is why Brexit is so useful for the concept. It shows 

how mandate inflation can take a democratic vote that is real and legally significant, then stretch 

it into authority for a long sequence of constitutional and international reordering. 

The constraint targets were clear. EU law, the Court of Justice of the European Union, freedom of 

movement, budget contributions and regulatory alignment were presented as barriers to self-

government. The phrase “take back control” worked because it placed multiple issues under one 

democratic story (Department for Exiting the European Union, 2017; Keating, 2022; UK Supreme 

Court, 2017). Control over borders, courts, money and law became parts of a single mandate rather 

than separate policy choices. 

Domestic institutions also became part of the story. Parliamentary debate, litigation and judicial 

review were often portrayed by hard Brexit actors as attempts to frustrate the people's decision. 

The Miller litigation, which required parliamentary authorization before Article 50 notification, 

did not stop Brexit (UK Supreme Court, 2017). But it became part of a wider political conflict over 

whether ordinary constitutional mediation was legitimate after a referendum. This is a central 

feature of mandate inflation: institutions that normally interpret and channel democratic authority 

are redescribed as obstacles to it. 

This was not a marginal rhetorical dispute. It shaped what counted as loyalty to the mandate. A 

softer exit, prolonged parliamentary scrutiny, court involvement or a negotiated compromise could 

be attacked not only as bad policy but as refusal to obey the people. That move mattered because 

the referendum itself had not answered the detailed questions that later divided Parliament and the 

public. Mandate inflation filled that gap by treating one answer as if it contained a complete 

governing instruction. 

Brexit also shows why the concept should not be inflated beyond its own evidence. Leaving the 

EU was a legally available choice. Many voters had democratic reasons for wanting withdrawal. 

EU governance has real accountability problems. The UK had long-standing party, sovereignty 

and constitutional conflicts over European integration (Kyriazi, 2025). Mandate inflation does not 

mean the referendum was false or that all Brexit arguments were populist. It means that key actors 

converted a narrow formal decision into a broad authority claim against constraints whose details 

had not been settled by the vote. 
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The policy outcome was not pure liberation from constraint. Brexit replaced one form of constraint 

with others. Trade frictions, border arrangements, regulatory choices, security cooperation and 

Northern Ireland all produced new forms of interdependence. The 2018 white paper on the future 

relationship showed the difficulty of combining sovereignty claims with economic and regulatory 

dependence (Dhingra et al., 2017; HM Government, 2018; Sampson, 2017). Later implementation 

confirmed that exit does not remove constraint. It changes where constraint appears and how it is 

negotiated. 

The Brexit case therefore shows mandate inflation through exit and the promise to bring power 

back home. The referendum was condensed into a command. The people were presented as 

sovereign and blocked by EU and domestic institutions. EU legal and institutional constraints were 

presented as a loss of control. Exit was presented as “taking back democratic control,” even as new 

constraints emerged. 

Orbán and Contestation from within the EU 

The Orbán case shows that mandate inflation does not require exit. Hungary has remained inside 

the European Union while repeatedly contesting EU constraints. This makes the case essential. 

Populist challenges to global governance often happen from within institutions, not only through 

withdrawal from them. For direct comparison, the main research covers the period from the EU 

migrant-relocation decision in September 2015 to the Court of Justice judgment in September 

2017; the later rule-of-law and funding disputes are treated only as contextual illustrations, not 

additional coded episodes. 

By the time of the coded episode, Orbán's government had governed through multiple election 

cycles, giving it an established institutional base. Its mandate claims rested on repeated elections, 

referendums and national consultations. These instruments are used to present the government as 

the voice of the Hungarian people against Brussels, liberal elites, migration advocates, foreign-

funded organizations and EU-level pressure. The people are presented as a national, Christian and 

sovereign community under threat from outside forces. This is not only normal democratic 

representation. It is a claim that the government carries a truer democratic voice than the 

institutions that constrain it (Batory, 2016; Government of Hungary, 2015, 2017; Hungarian 

National Election Office, 2016).  
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Migration made the pattern visible. During and after the 2015 migration crisis, EU relocation 

schemes, asylum rules and border debates were framed as external attempts to force unwanted 

policies on Hungary (Council of the European Union, 2015; Court of Justice of the European 

Union, 2017; Government of Hungary, 2015). Orban's speeches connected migration to national 

survival, Christian Europe and the right of Hungarians to decide who may live with them. The EU 

constraint was not only a legal disagreement over asylum and burden sharing. It was presented as 

a challenge to the democratic right of the Hungarian people to decide their future. 

National consultations reinforced the same sequence. Here, 'between elections' refers to the periods 

between national parliamentary election cycles; the exercises allowed the government to claim 

repeated public authorization. These exercises have been criticized for framing and fairness, but 

their political function is clear (Batory, 2016; Government of Hungary, 2015, 2017). They turn 

government positions into evidence that the people have spoken. When directed at Brussels, 

migration, sanctions or sovereignty, they renew the mandate claim and keep constraint politics 

alive between electoral cycles.  

Rule of law conflicts created another site of mandate inflation. EU procedures concerning courts, 

media, corruption, civil society and academic freedom were often presented by the Hungarian 

government as political punishment rather than legitimate oversight (Batory, 2016). The European 

Commission's 2024 action against Hungary's Defense of Sovereignty Act (European Commission, 

2024b), and its 2024 Rule of Law Report on Hungary (European Commission, 2024a), show the 

institutional side of this conflict. From the government's side, such constraints are framed as 

Brussels interference in national democracy. From the EU side, they are legal and institutional 

safeguards attached to membership (European Commission, 2024c). 

Funding conditionality shows why exit is not the only strategy. EU membership gives Hungary 

market access, funds and bargaining power (Council of the European Union, 2022). Full exit would 

be costly. Selective compliance and obstruction are therefore more useful than withdrawal. 

Hungary can contest conditions, make partial changes, bargain over funds and present conflict 

with EU institutions as defense of national sovereignty. The Council and Commission decisions 

on conditionality and funds made these constraints material, not only rhetorical. 
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This inside-institution setting is analytically important. If populist politics were only an exit 

impulse, Hungary would be a poor fit. Instead, it shows a different logic. The government can 

benefit from membership while questioning the authority of EU institutions to define rule of law, 

migration and sovereignty. Mandate inflation helps make this position coherent for domestic 

audiences. The government is not presented as rejecting Europe altogether. It is presented as 

defending the Hungarian people inside Europe against an elite version of Europe. 

The Court of Justice's 2024 penalty against Hungary over asylum policy added a further example 

of legal constraint becoming political conflict (Court of Justice of the European Union, 2024). The 

ruling concerned compliance with EU law. The political reception in Hungary fit the wider pattern 

in which supranational judgment is treated as an attempt to force migration policy on the country. 

Again, the issue is not whether Hungary had no legal obligations. It is how those obligations are 

framed domestically when they collide with the government's mandate claim. 

Orbán's strategy combines obstruction, selective compliance and symbolic defiance. Hungary has 

used veto threats and blocking tactics inside EU decision-making, including over migration, 

budget matters, sanctions and Ukraine-related decisions. These choices cannot be explained by 

populism alone. They also reflect bargaining for funds, party politics, geopolitical calculation and 

domestic coalition maintenance (Batory, 2016; Council of the European Union, 2022; Pacciardi et 

al., 2024). Mandate inflation explains how they are justified to domestic audiences: resistance 

becomes democracy because Brussels is said to be blocking the Hungarian people. 

The Orbán case also shows the limits of mandate inflation. EU law can constrain the government 

through binding court judgments; funding conditions can tie access to EU resources to remedial 

steps; and courts, markets and other member states can raise the costs of non-compliance (Council 

of the European Union, 2022; Court of Justice of the European Union, 2024). The government has 

sometimes adjusted policies or negotiated compromises (Council of the European Union, 2022; 

Nguyen, 2025). Constraint has not disappeared. But its meaning has changed. Compliance can be 

narrated as forced concession, while obstruction can be narrated as democratic defense. 
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This case completes the comparison. Trump shows mandate inflation through a personalized 

presidential mandate. Brexit shows it through a referendum mandate. Orbán shows it through 

repeated electoral and consultation claims inside a dense regional order. The outcome varies, but 

the authorization-oriented claim sequence is similar. 

Comparative Discussion 

The three cases show that mandate inflation is not a single policy outcome. It is a way of justifying 

action against constraints through a claim of popular authority. Trump, Brexit and Orbán vary in 

mandate source, institutional setting and strategy, yet each links a mandate claim to “the real 

people,” presents constraints as illegitimate and resistance as taking power back for the people. 

The first comparison concerns mandate source. Trump's mandate came from a presidential election 

and was personalized through the leader. Brexit's mandate came from a referendum and was 

therefore easier to present as a direct command. Orbán's mandate comes from repeated 

parliamentary victories and consultations, which allow the government to renew the claim over 

time. This matters because different mandates enable different forms of inflation. Elections are 

flexible but ambiguous. Referendums are direct but narrow. Repeated consultations are politically 

useful but institutionally weaker as evidence of consent. 

The second comparison concerns the construction of the people. Trump invoked forgotten 

Americans and patriotic workers betrayed by Washington and globalism. Brexit invoked the 

sovereign people who had chosen control over EU rule. Orbán invokes the Hungarian nation 

against Brussels, migration advocates and liberal elites. In none of these cases is the people merely 

a statistical majority. The people are presented as a real community whose mandate should 

outweigh ordinary political checks. 

The third comparison concerns constraint targets. Trump targeted trade agreements, climate 

commitments, migration rules and globalist foreign policy. Brexit targeted EU law, courts, free 

movement, budget contributions and regulatory alignment. Orbán targeted EU migration rules, 

rule of law procedures, funding conditions and EU-level oversight. These targets differ, but they 

play the same role in the claim structure. They become barriers between the people and control. 
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The fourth comparison concerns strategy. Trump used exit, renegotiation and symbolic defiance. 

Brexit centered on exit and bringing authority back home. Orbán uses obstruction, selective 

compliance and symbolic defiance from inside the EU. This is the main reason the concept is 

needed. If scholars look only for withdrawal, they will miss much of populist constraint politics. 

Many populists want the benefits of international institutions without accepting the full authority 

of their constraints. Table 3 brings the four observable moves and resulting strategies together 

across the cases. 

 

The rival explanations are strong and should be taken seriously. Material interest explains why 

trade, funds, migration and climate costs become attractive targets. Party competition explains why 

leaders intensify mandate claims at particular moments. Nationalism explains why the people is 

often imagined through borders, culture and history. Institutional design explains why some 

leaders can exit while others obstruct. Leader personality explains part of the style and intensity of 

confrontation. None of these explanations is wrong. They answer different questions. 

Mandate inflation answers a specific question: how are actions against international constraints 

presented as the people's democratic choice? Material interest does not explain why a climate 

agreement is described as betrayal of citizens. Nationalism does not by itself explain why a 

referendum is stretched into authority over courts and parliament. Institutional design does not 

explain why compliance is described as submission to elites. Mandate inflation shows how these 

factors are tied to the claimed authority of the people. The study does not test whether audiences 

accepted that presentation or whether it independently caused the subsequent strategy. 
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This has practical implications. International institutions facing populist governments should not 

assume that the threat is simply exit. The more common challenge may be contestation from 

within: blocking, selective compliance, rhetorical delegitimization, information withholding, 

budget bargaining and attempts to politicize institutional oversight. Recent research on 

international organizations under populism makes this point in different ways, including through 

studies of private participation and information suppression (Carnegie, Clark, & Kaya, 2024; 

Carnegie, Clark, & Zucker, 2024). Mandate inflation adds the domestic authorization side of the 

problem. 

Institutions also should not answer every mandate claim only with legal language. Legal authority 

matters, but populist contestation often begins before a legal dispute reaches court. It begins when 

a leader convinces supporters that a rule is not merely binding but democratically suspect. A 

response that ignores democratic legitimacy may strengthen the populist claim. This does not mean 

institutions should concede rule of law or rights protections. It means they need public explanations 

of why constraints exist, who authorized them, how they can be changed and how citizens benefit 

from them (Ecker-Ehrhardt et al., 2025; Pinto et al., 2025; Tallberg & Zürn, 2019).  

This point has consequences for institutional design. If rules are too opaque, if adjustment costs 

are ignored, or if domestic publics see only discipline and not voice, mandate inflation becomes 

easier. Institutions cannot prevent populist leaders from making anti-constraint claims, but they 

can reduce the plausibility of those claims by making authorization, review and contestation more 

visible (Carnegie, Clark, & Zucker, 2024; Ecker-Ehrhardt et al., 2025; Pinto et al., 2025; Tallberg 
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& Zürn, 2019). The lesson is not to politicize every technical decision. It is to recognize that 

technocratic insulation has political costs when leaders are ready to describe it as rule against the 

people. 

The comparison also warns against idealism in the opposite direction. Global constraints are not 

automatically democratic because they are multilateral or legal. Some are distant, unequal or 

highly technical. Populist leaders gain traction partly because international commitments can feel 

remote from ordinary political control. The democratic problem is real. The populist move is to 

answer that problem by claiming that one leader, party or mandate alone speaks for the people. 

Conclusion 

Populist challenges to global constraints are often described as nationalism, anti-globalism or 

backlash against international order. Those descriptions capture important parts of the story, but 

they miss the mandate mechanism. Populist leaders often claim that an election or referendum 

gives them authority not only to govern, but to challenge constraints in the name of the people. 

This article calls that process mandate inflation. It occurs when a complex vote is condensed into 

a clear mandate, attached to “the real people,” directed against rules presented as illegitimate and 

used to justify exit, renegotiation, obstruction, selective compliance or symbolic defiance. The 

concept explains why populist challenges to international order vary without becoming random. 

The comparison of Trump, Brexit and Orbán shows the mechanism across three settings. Trump 

used “America First” to connect electoral victory with withdrawal, trade renegotiation and public 

defiance of globalism. Brexit turned a referendum into authority to leave a regional legal order and 

recover control from EU institutions. Orbán uses repeated mandate claims to resist EU migration, 

rule of law, funding and sovereignty constraints from within the Union. The cases differ sharply, 

but each shows mandate claims doing political work against global constraints. 

The argument is limited by design. It does not explain why voters choose populists, why every 

policy decision occurs or why institutions succeed or fail in response. It shows how populist leaders 

use a vote to claim authority for strategies toward international constraints; whether people accept 

these claims and whether they cause policy changes remain questions for further research. That 

link matters because international institutions depend not only on legal commitments, but also on 

what citizens see as rightful authority. 
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Future research can test mandate inflation in populist left cases, Global South sovereignty politics 

and non-Western settings where anti-imperial claims interact with populist representation. It can 

also examine when institutions contain mandate inflation and when they unintentionally strengthen 

it. The central point is that struggles over global governance are also struggles over what a 

democratic mandate means. 
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