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INTRODUCTION

Populism and _—_o. Mirror of Democracy

FRANCISCO PANIZZA

Reading populism

It has become almost 2 cliché to start writing on populism by lamenting
the lack of clarity about the concept and casting doubts about its useful-
ness for political analysis.! Populism is a contested concept and
agreements on what it means and who qualifies as a populist are difficult
because, unlike other equally contested concepts such as democracy, it
has become an analytical attributon rather than a term with which most
political actors would willingly idendfy® But unless we perform a
Brechtian gesture and abolish the people, populism is part of the
modern political landscape and will remain so in the future. However,
while thete is no scholarly agreement on the meaning of populism, it is
possible to identify an analytcal core around which there is a significant
degree of academic consensus. This core is both theoretically elegant
and, as the contributions to this volume show, provides the basis for rich
empitical analysis. After briefly sutveying the main approaches to
populism, I will present populism’s analytical core in terms of three
elements: a mode of identification, a process of naming and a dimen-
sion of politics. In the following sections, I look at the conditions of
emergence of populism and address three key questions necessary for
understanding it: Who are the people? Who speaks for the people? How
does populist identification take place? I illustrate my arguments with
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references to cases of populist politics from the contributors to this
volume as well as examples taken from studies of populism in Latin
America and elsewhere. I conclude this insroduction with some reflec-
tions on the relations between politics, populism and democracy.

What is Populism?

There is litle purpose in attempting to summatise the many studies of
populism in the already vast academic literature on the topic. However,
as part of the intelleciual inquiry leading to the concept’s analytical core
it is important to distinguish between three ways of approaching
populism, whick in turn have significant internal variations. The purpose
of this overview is not to look in detail at contending theories of pop-
ulism, but rather to highlight the problems raised by the different
approaches, as well as to draw attention to some shared assumptions
that will be examined in more detail in the discussion of the concept’s
analytical core. For this purpose T will divide approaches to populism
into three broad categorics: a) empirical generalisations; b} historicist
accounts; and ¢) (following Stavrakakis in Chapter 9, this volume)
‘symptomade readings’.

The empiricist approach looks at alleged cases of populism in an
atternpt to extract a set of positive definitional characteristics that could
provide a distinctive group of attributes to charactetise the phenomenori.
One of the catliest examples of this approach is Peter Wiles’ definition of
populism that includes tweaty-four different features, which unless we are
told what their mutual relation is, makes the categorisation meaningless.’
Other schotars list 2 morte limited number of attributes and blend them
together in a loosely descriptive definition, but the results are scarcely
more illuminating® Some empiricist studies of populism construct
rypologies of the concept. But while typologies have a useful role to play
in political analysis, if they are not built up around a conceptual core they
cannot accouat for the common element that binds together their other-
wise heterogeneous clements. Most observers assume the common
element to exist when they use the term populism but, for the most part,
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they do so implicitly and intuitively rather than explicitly and analytically.
Yet such assumptions ate by no means self-evidently justifiable.’

A second approach consists in linking populism to a certain histotical
petiod, social formation, historical process or set of historical circum-
stances. Typical of the historicist reading is the vast literature on Latin
American populism that restricts the term to the golden era of populist
politics, spanning from the economic crisis of the 1930s to the demise
of the import-substitution-industtialisation (ISI) model of development
in the late 1960s, This approach stresses the close association between
populist politics - as a class alliance under the leadership of a charismatic
leader such as Juan Domingo Petén in Argentina, Getilio Vargas in
Brazil and Lazaro Cirdenas in Mexico — and the ISI development strat-
egy’ While the considerable number of populist regimes that were in
power in the region over that period needs to be accounted for, this
restricted interpretation of populism fails to justify its self-imposed
narrow geographical and temporal limits, which exclude earlier and later
cases of populism in Latin Ametica and elsewhere.

In contrast with the previous approaches, a symptomatic reading of
populism incorporates some of the features that characterise populism
according to the empiricist and historicist approaches, but justifies their
inclusion in terms of the concept’s analytical core, based on the consti-
tution of the people as a political actor.” This approach understands
populism as an anti-status quo discourse that simplifies the political
space by symbolically dividing society between ‘the people’ (as the
‘underdogs’) and its ‘azher’® Needless to say, the identty of both ‘the
people’ and “#he other’ are political constructs, symbolically constituted
through, the relation of antagonism, rather than sociological categories.
Antagonism is thus a mode of identdfication in which the relation
between its form (the people as signifier) and its content (the people as
signified) is given by the very process of naming — that is, of establish-
ing who the enemies of the people (and therefore the people itself) are.
An anti-status quo dimension is essential to populism, as the full consti-
tution of popular identities necessitates the political defeat of ‘zbe other’
that is deemed to oppress ot exploit the people and therefore to impede
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its full presence. The specific content of a given populist appeal varies in
accordance with the different ways this antagonistic relationship is
defined. The ‘offer’, in opposition to “the people’, can be presented in
political or economic terms or as a combination of both, signifying ‘the
oligarchy’, ‘the politicians’, a dominant ethnic or religious group, the
“Washington insidets’, ‘the plutocracy’ or any other group that prevents
the people achieving plenitude. The antagonism between the people and
its gther and the promise of plenitude once the enemy is vanquished is
neatly presented in the following popular song, sung in Peru by support-
ers of Alianza Popular Revolucionaria Americana (APRA), one of Latin
America’s historic populist partes:

Aptista forever forward

Aprista we st fight

‘The oligarchy will eventually be defeated

And there will be happiness in our mothetland?

Populism is thus a mode of identification available to any political actor
operating in a discursive field in which the notion of the sovereignty of
the people and its inevitable corollary, the conflict between the powerful
and the powetless, are core elements of its political imaginary.® As Ross
Perot put it, with striking clarity, “We [the people]’re the owners of this
country...’, a statement echoed with a more rhetotical flourish by
Venezuela’s leader Hugo Chavez: ‘T declare the people to be the only and
the true owners of their sovereignty. I declare the Venezuelan people the
true owners of their own history’!!

The notion of the sovereign pegple as an actor in an antagonistic relation
with the established order, as the core element of populism, has a long
tradition in the writings on the topic. Bdward Shils claimed that pop-
ulism involves subscription to two cardinal principles: the notion of the
supremacy of the will of the people, and the notion of the direct rela-
tionship between people and the government.' Elaboratng on Shils’
insights, Peter Worsley summarised this commonality when he noted
that, at its very loosest, the term ‘populism’ had been used to describe
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any movement invoking the name of the people.” More recently,
Margaret Canovan advances a definition of populism that shares with
Worsley, Shils and Laclau the claim that the consdtution of popular iden-
tities is at the heart of the populist appeal, by arguing that populism in
modern democratic socicties ‘is best seen as an appeal to “the people”
against both the established structure of power and the dominant ideas
and values of sodety.

The populists” claim to embody the will of the people is hardly new
or original. Notions of ‘the people’ and of popular sovereignty are at the
heart of the narratives of political modernity and, as Canovan notes, are
related to key questions about the meaning and nature of democracy.
Moteovet, in modern politics almast every political speech appeals to the
people or claims to speak for the people, which could make it impossi-
ble to distinguish populist from non-popilist political entities. But if - we
want to remain within a non-essentialist notion of populism we need to
agree that ‘the people’ bas no fixed referent or essential meaning, which
amounts to concurring with the Humpty Dumpty-like assertion that the
term means what its users choose it to mean.”® However, to claim that
‘the people’ has no ultimate meaning or fixed referent is not the same as
saylng that it has no meaning at all. Ravher, it is to atgue that its meaning
is constituted by the very process of naming or, as Oscar Reyes puts it
in Chapter 4, that it is determined by a process of naming that retro-
actively detertnines its meaning,

Worsley notes that appeals to the people embrace and wean from existing
attachments “workets, peasant/farmers, micro-entrepreneurs, tribesmen;
anyone small, threatened, zenophobic [...] offering to all these a new
communal transectional identity [...] #be 170/&.'¢ This double process of
de-identification and re-identification — Wossley’s ‘embracing and
weaning’ — is central for the constitution of collective identities. Chantal
Mouffe (Chapter 2) highlights the centrality of antagonism in the
process of deconstruction and reconstruction of identities when she
claims — against all those who believe that politics can be reduced to indi-
vidual motivations and is driven by the pursuit of self-interest — the
populists are well awate that politics always consists of the creation of
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an “Us’ versus a “Them’. In its extreme form, antagonism may include an
element of physical violence. In his analysis of Palestinian nationalism
Glenn Bowman (Chapter 5) shows how violence plays a constitutive role
in the formation of nationalist identitics. But antagonism is not neces-
sarily about physical violence ot even the threat of violence. Rather, it is
a mode of identification. As Ernesto Laclan argues in Chapter 1, the
constitution of the political frontler between the underdogs and the
powerful requires that the partculatities that make up the signifier ‘the
people’ become elements in a chain of equivalences in which they only
have in common the relation of aatagonism itself. In other words, we
can only name the people by naming its ‘ether’ because, paraphrasing
Bowman, in oppressing all of them, the oppressor simultaneously
tenders alt of them ‘the same’.

The constitutive role of antagonism in processes of identification can
be illustrated by the events of September 11, 2001, The inhabitants of
the US are deeply fragmented by race, class, gender, religion and other
markers of identity. Prior to September 11, they were also deeply divided
politically, following an election that raised serious questions about the
legitimacy of George W. Bush’s victory. However, the terrorist attack
of September 11 temporarily suspended the web of differences that
rraverse American society and made the people of the US identify them-
selves as ‘Americans’ — that is, as a single people threatened (in this case)
by a violent external enemy. It would be wrong, however, to equate the
appalling physical viclence of the 9/11 attack with the constitution of
a relation of antagonism. The attack itself was a material event that
only acquired its meaning by being placed within a certain discursive
framework in which the relation of antagonism was constituted. It was
rot the planes crashing into the Wotld Trade Center but President Bush’s
famous ‘Bither you are with us, or with the terrorists’ that crystallised
this antagonism. In his dichotomisation of the political space Bush
erased all internal differences among the US people and constituted
them into a collective “Us’ against a “Terrotist Other’, In this formulation,
the positive value of the Us’ derives not so much from the abstract
opposition between ‘us and them’ but from the normative value implicit
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in the actual naming of the ‘them’ as the terrotists. Terror, and not any
‘ther?’, is the normative constitutive outside of Bush’ ‘Us’.

The process of naming -- Bush’s ‘Us™- did not create an American
people out of a blank canvass, as obviously there was an American
identity before September 11. As Sebastidn Barros (Chapter 10) puts it,
novelty is never completely new but always bears the traces of the rela-
tive structutality of the dislocated otder, which sets up its conditions of
production and reception. While US soclety was subject to different
forms of fragmentation and dislocation prior to September 11 it was
nonetheless a society in which social relations structured relatively stable
identities. This means that Bush’s process of constituting the Us” of
Armerican identity was pattially grounded in existing forms of American
patdotism and previous versions of what it is to be American. And yet,
Bush’s naming was not just the retrieving of an already fully constituted
identty. Tt also redefined what the meaning of being American is. As he
put it in his State of the Union address of January 2002, perhaps
unaware of the full implications of his remark: ‘Yot affer America was
attacked, 7 was as if our entire country looked into a mirror and saw our better
selves” He was, of course, the one holding the mirror for the people to
identify with and to make sense of 9/11. And he used the mitror of
identification to redefine what it means to be Ametican, Remarkably for
a right-wing individualist, Bush’s American people embraced collective
goals and self-sactifice in a way reminiscent of Kennedy’s phrase, much
maligned by the libertatian right, ‘Ask not what your nocbﬂ.w can do for
vou; ask what you can do for your country”

We wete tetninded that we are citizens, with obligations to each other, to
our couniry, and to history. We began to think less of the goods we can
accumlate, and more about the good we can do. For too long our culture
has said, “If it feels good, do it” Now America is embracing a new ethic
and a new creed: “Let’s roll” In the sacrifice of soldiers, the fierce brothet-
hood of firefighters, and the bravery and generosity of ordinary citizens,
we have glimpsed what 2 new culture of responsibility could look like.
We want to be a nation that serves goals larger than self.”
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The collective “Us’ named by Bush was pregnant with ambiguity, as it
begs the question of whotn he was talking about when he divided the
political space between ‘them and us’. Did the ‘Us’ refer to the Ametican
people? And if so, to all of them or just some of them? Did it include
non-American people? And if so, who were these others? The West?
Those who share American values? Those who, itrespectively of their
, are against tetrotism? Similar questions arise about the terrotist
them-other’. The ambiguity of the expression overflowed the ‘with us

values
.

or against us’ divide with a richness of meaning, However, Bush fixed.

the significance of the events of September 11 within a certain ideolog-
ical tradition. By claiming that the event was the work of evil people and
an attack against freedom, he crystallised the meaning of 9/11 in terms
of a moral absolute that identified America as the incarnmation of
freedom, the master signifier of America’s political discourse.™ The con-
stitutive force of Bush’s signification of 9/11 as an attack on freedom
was reinforced rachet than diminished by his use of the term “freedom’.”?
For the Ametican people, traumatised by the attack, it provided a simple
answer to the complex question of why the attack and why them.

IDoes Bush’s constitution of a discursive antagonism between ‘them
and us” make him a populist? A non-essentalist reading of populism
mixes awkwardly with attempts at labelling certain parties or politicians
as ‘populists’, although in practice it is hard not to do so. Populism refers
tr modes of identification rathet than to individvals or partics. As
Michael Kazin put it, the use of the term ‘populist’ should be under-
stood not to signify that his subjects were populists, in the way they were
unionists or socialists, liberal Democtats or conservative Republicans,
but rather that all these people employed populistn as a flexible mode of
persuasion to redefine the people and their adversaries® And to say
mode of persuasion is also to say mode of identification, because one is
no longer ‘the same person’ after having been persuaded of a certain
proposidon.?!

The ‘other’ of Bush’s war on terrotism refers to a2 mainly external
enemy defined in terms of evilness, rather than as the oppressor of the
American people, but, as noted above, its ultimate meaning is never
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clear. The search for alleged tetrorists inside the US, the suspicions
aroused by Arab Americans, the calls to the people to be vigilant at
home, and the detention without tral of American residents as virtual
ptisonets of war suggest that there is indeed an enemy within. There
may be no traces in Bush’s discourse of the conflict berween the people
and the ptivileged few, which would mark it as a populist mode of iden-
tification. But in his speeches about September 11 there are plenty of
appeals to ordinary Ameticans as a virtuous people, which is part of the
country’s populist tradition.”? And while ‘the people’ may be an empty
signifier that has no fixed signified, as Joseph Lowndes puts it in Chapter
6, it always evokes the traces of a certain content shaped by language and
history. :

The conditions of emergence of populism

Populist practices emerge out of the failure of existing social and polit-
ical institutions to confine and Hn@mmﬁn.mor.mn& subjects into a relatively
stable social order. It is the language of politics when there can be no
politics as usual: a mode of identification characteristic of times of
unsettlement and de-alignment, involving the radical redrawing of social
borders along lines other than those that had previously structured
society. It is a political appeal that seeks to change the terms of political
discoutse, articulate new social relations, redefine political frontiers and
constitute new identities.

To explose further the process by which populist politics can take
hold of a political formation it is necessaty to look at Laclau’s notion of
2 *chain of equivalences’ and at Worsley’s “weaning and embracing” iden-
tides. Laclau (Chapter 1} argues that the condition leading to & populist
rupture is 2 situation in which a plurality of demands coexists with an
increasing inability of the institutional system to absorh them. In this
process, a populist identity emerges out of the dislocation of the specific
identities of the holders of particularistic demands (neighbours, workers,
peasants, the unemployed, women, ethnic groups, ctc.) and their recon-
stitation in the imaginary unity of the people.
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The image of a chain of unfulfilled demands implies the notion of
politically mobilised actors advancing their demands against a political
system that is unwilling or unable to address them. Thus, the notion of
unmet demands presupposes an already existing political identity —
however precatious and incomplete this may be — upon which the
demands can be predicated, as their holders need to know who they ate
in order to know what they want that cannot be provided by the system.
The process that transforms these demands into an antagonistic relation
with the established order thus becomes an aggregation of discontents
that crystallises in a new popular identity.

it is possible, howevet, to radicalise Laclau’s arguments about the con-
stitutive nature of representation by arguing, as Reyes (Chapter 4) does,
that the demands are constructed by the othet, by desire and identifica-
ton. At their most radical, populist practices operate within a social
space in which people have grievances, desires, needs and wants that
have not yet been constituted as political demands or, to put it in another
way, people do not know how to name what they ate lacking® In his
study of Peronism, Alejandro Groppo cites old Peronist militants’
claims that Perdn ‘awoke the workers’ and that Perén awarded the
workers some welfare benefits which ‘the workers had never even
dreamt about’? A superficial reading of these quotes would take them
as an example of the paternalistic, top-down natare of populism. And
yet, as GGroppo poiats out, it is possible to interpret the workers’ words
as signifying a political relation in which private wants and needs were
transformed into public demands by the leader’s action of bringing them
into public discourse. As Howard Gardner put it, the leader who
will succeed is the one who best senses and delivers what an audience
already desires. This rapport is exemplified by Steve Stein when he says
that Victor Ratil Haya de la Torre, the founder and historical leader of
Perus APRA, ‘served as supteme interpreter and ditector [in the words
of an Aprista publication] of the vague and imprecise desires of the
multitude’

The metaphor of awakening suggests a dormant identity that
was ‘already there’, but the ‘awakening’ can be best understood as the
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constitution of new political identities and the politicisation of issues
that had previously not been part of the political agenda. Thus, populism
is not just about a crisis of representation in which people are weaned
off their old identities and embrace a new “popular’ one. It is also about
the beginning of representation, allowing those who have never been
represented because of their class, religion, ethnicity or geographical
location, to be acknowledged as political actors: Populist leaders appeal
to both the never-enfranchised and the newly disenfranchised, but there
is no populist leadership unless there is a successful constitution of new
identities and of a representative link with those identities. In both cases
we arc dealing with new telations of representation that become possi-
ble because of distocations of the existing political order,

Tradidonally, fallures of representation ate characteristics of dmes of
political, cultural, social and economic upheaval, as it is at these times
that previously relatively stable relations of representation and subordi-
naton become unsettled and dealigned, and thus open to new forms of
identification. Without sceking to make a comprehensive typology of
the conditions of emetgence of populist politics, below are some of the
circumstances in which relations of representation become dislocated and
populistn is more likely to become a dominant mode of identification.

The first is a2 breakdown of social order and the loss of confidence in
the political system’s ability to restore it. Typical of these sitrations are
economic crises manifested in phenomena such as hyperinflation.
Fconomic crises are always about more than economics. Hyperinflation
brought Hitler to power in Welmar Germany, as it did for populist politi-
cians elsewhere, because money is a crucial institution of modern
societies, articulating social relations and symbolising national identities.
High inflation produces deep social dislocations as it affects notions of
social time and disrupts the myriad collective and individual relations
that depend on monetary exchanges. Incomes and jobs are obliterated,
and the economy becomes de-institutionalised as its mooting in the
national curtency, the tax system and other public institutdons — includ-
ing the political system — is dangerously loosened” Breakdowns of
social order can also be produced by civil wars, ethnic conflicts or natural
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catastrophes. But ctises are often a combination of the economic and
the political. These citcumstances can be exemplified by the conjuncture
in which Alberto Fujimori won the Peruvian election in 1990. At the
time of the election, hyperinflation and the activities of the Shining Path
guerrilla group produced a breakdown of social order that affected all
sectors of Peruvian society. It was in this conjuncture of extreme polit-
ical and economic instability that the figure of Fujimoti emerged. As
John Crabtree notes, Fujimor was the product of a desperate situation
in which the alternatives appeared so much less attractive. He was not
chosen by the electorate because of his political programme — he made
few specific promises — but because he presented himself as 4 complete
outsider with no links with the political establishment.”

A second situadon is the exhaustion of political traditions and the
discrediting of political parties. Allegations of corruption, malpractice
or, more generally, the control of public life by a non-accountable and
self-serving political elite are typical of the situation in which populism
takes the form of the ‘politics of anti-politics’, as politicians and polit-
ical parties become the ‘othet’ of the people. In these circumstances
traditional ideological templates such as left and right lose their power
to organise political discourse, and parties that may have been in office
for a long time are swept from power. An example of this phenomenon
is the dismissal of the partidocracia in Venezuela, where the discrediting
of Accién Democritica (AD) and Copei, the two political parties that
had dominated Venezuelan politics for the second half of the past
century, led to their collapse and the electoral victory of former military
officer Hugo Chéavez in December 1998. In Europe, corruption scan-
dals effectively finished off the Christian Democrat and Socialist
partics” political machines in Italy, and allowed the emergence of Silvio
Berlusconi; and — as Chantal Mouffe shows in Chapter 2 - the voters’
rejection of the Social Democratic and Conservative Parties’ colonisa-
ton of the Austrian state was behind the rise of Jorg Haider’s Freedom
Party.

A third circumstance favouring the emergence of populist politics are
changes at the level of the economy, culture and society, such as processes
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of urbanisation and economic modernisation, shifts in the demographic
balance between social classes, and between regional and ethnic groups,
as well as, more recently, globalisation. Social turmoil and social mobility
alter established identities, loosen traditional relations of subordination
and open up new forms of identification, Not by chance were the 1930s
and 1990s characterised by a floudshing of populist politics in Latin
America, since these decades saw radical transformations in the region’s
models of development. In 1930s Argentina, a new working class com-
posed of migrants from the rural provinces to the new industries in cities
such as Buenos Aites and Rosatio became the social base of Peronism in
the 1940s. A similar process took place in Brazil over the same petiod. In
the 1990s, economic liberalisation went hand in hand with populist poli-
tics in 2 number of Latin American countties, including Asgentina, Brazil
and Peru. But as Kurt Weyland suggests, in contrast to the 1930s and
1940s, in this case it was the growing urban informal sector rather than
the shrinking industrial wotking class that provided the social bases for
the new breed of populist leaders.” For instance, Albetto Fujimori’s elec-
toral triumph has been linked to the decline in the Lima-based white sialls
establishment historically represented by Peru’s traditional parties, and the
emergence of new groups of rural migrants who have adopted urban
ways, and a new ‘mestizo’ middle class.™ .
Finally, populist politics ate also linked to the emergence of forms of
political representation outside traditional political mstitutions. The
emergence of the radio as a form of mass communication was associ-
ated with the first wave of populist leaders in Latin America and
elsewhere. In Brazil, Getilio Vargas used a radio programme, ‘A Voz do
Brasil’, broadcast daily by a national network of radio stations, to appeal
to the Brazilian people in a country that had very few means of national
integration at that time. The ghost of Citizen Kane in the US and, more
recently, Ross Perat’s hugely successful ‘infomercials’ show that the mass
media is also a powerful vehicle for populist politics in a country of con-
tinental size such as the US, And in Europe the rise of Pim Fortuyn in
Holland was linked to his popularity as a TV social commentator.
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Who are the people?

The people that is immortal will rebel energetically, drawing from within
the all-conquering intelligence and the sirong and vengeful arm ... Let the
people be, do not obstruct het and do not fear her excesses. The people
in its fury is like the Nile, it overflows but then it fereilises.

Political and economic crises do not necessarily lead to populist politics,
Other outcomes are possible under condidons of ctisis, such as author-
itatian governments, military dictatorships or the renewal of political
institutions.” Populism is more than just a response to a political break-
down: it is an ingrained featute of the way in which politics is conducted,
detived from the gap that exists between leaders and the led and the dif-
ficuitics encountered by political ofganisations in mediating between
them effectively.* However, crises of representation open up the possi-
bility of the emergence of modes of identification that seek to bridge
the gap between representatives and the represented in the name of the
people.

But who are the people? And how does a fragmented and divided
society become ‘one people’? The question has received a variety of
answerts through history that are at the heart of issues of sovereignty and
democracy. Tracing back the imaginary constitution of the people to
early political modernity, Frangois-Xavier Guerra notes that in the eartly
nineteenth century the people were imagined as a living entity that
‘spoke’, “wanted’ ot ‘acted” in 2 unanimous way, either through patticu-
lar spokesmen or by its own actions. These imaginary—real people wete
seen as oppressed by the powerful and prevented by them from aiting
their grievances, so that most of the time it remained unheard except
when it burst into histoty, often in a brutal and uncontrolled way.®

As a social category the people were identified as zhe plebs, ef vulgo, the
popuiace; that is, as the lowest sectors of society defined in terms of their
intellectual, cultural and socio-economic inferioriey in telation to civilised
society. This multitude, akin to #/ papolo minuie of medieval Italian towns,
was constituted by the inhabitants of the urban slums, craftsmen, those
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petforming menial jobs, the unemployed -and those engaged in petty
crime, With no formal education or political tights, this underclass
erupted into pelitical life as actors in sporadic uptisings and brutal and
often unpredictable riots. Characteristically, these uprisings were perceived
as events in which emotions and passions threatened not just public
ordet but also the ratlonality and manners of civilised society that under-
pinned order. Thus, in the nineteenth century the dividing line between
this dangerous and unpredictable mob and the men of good standing
was often construed as the divide between civilisation and barbarism,

With the democratisation of political life there was a fundamental shift
in the imagining of the people, Under democracy, the people came to be
identified as the holdets of sovereignty and the term became coextensive
with the citizen. However, traces of the original image of the people as
dangerous and irrational plebs still resonate in late modern politics, in an
uneasy articulation with that of holders of democratic rights. Thus, the
people of the populist imaginary can be both dangerous and noble. As
Michelet points out, the people embodies two treasures: “first is the virtue
of sacrifice, and second the instinctual ways of life that are more precious
than all the sophisticated knowledge of the so-called cultured mer’.%
Talking about the US populist tradition, Kazin notes that it involves the
belief that “virtue resides in the simple people, who ate the overwhelm-
'ing majority, and in their collective tradidons’*” In contrast, analyses of
" populism rooted in theoretical tradidons as different as Marxism and
~ modernisation theory have often stressed the lower qualities of the fol-
“lowers of populism. So, for instance, Gino Germani, an exponent of the
* latter, attributes the tise of Peronism in the 1940s to an exptession of the
“irrationality of the newly mobilised, politically inexpetienced and unedu-
cated masses.®

Those with fitst-hand experience of the eruption of the people
“onto the political scene have often expressed the feats raised within the
establishment by the actions of the mobilised people. Referring to the
birth of populism in Peru in 1930, during which working-class people
staged demonstrations and tiots that destroyed the residences of some
| prominent persons, army general and future president Oscar Benavides
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wrote: ‘Unfartunately it appears as if a streak of ignorance, of madness,
has invaded us, wresting from us our innermost feelings of nationality’;
while another conservative commentator noted that ‘the very bases of
civilised life threaten to disappear’.®

Both lewd and virtuous, both irrational and an embodiment of the
nation’s true values, both a threat to democracy and the holders of sov-
ercignty, contested and often mutually contradictory visions of the
people determine the political terrain in which populist politics battles
with its enemies to define and redefine who are “the people” and what are
their role in society. The social makeup of the people in different pop-
ulist politics is diverse. The people of populist politics are not necessatily
the poor, and have litde to do with Marxist notions of class alliances
against the economically dominant class. They are those who consider
themselves as disenfranchised and excluded from public life.

In the Ametican populist tradition — both in its eatly progressive
version and the later conservative one — the people were identified with
the ordinary (white) working man. In Canada, as David Laycock puts it
in Chapter 7, they are ordinary, hard-working Canadians who have
financed an unfaitly te-distributive and freedom-denying regulatory
welfare state, In mid-twentieth-century Latin Ametica they were the new
industrial working class and natonal entrepreneurs, and in its late-twen-
tieth-century version, which associated populism with neoliberal
econotmics, they were the unemployed and self-employed of the urban
informal sector. In apattheid South Africa the people were the disen-
franchised black majority, and in its post-apartheid society they were
the alienated whites of Eugene Terreblanche. In Greece, they were
those that identified themselves with the orthodox religious tradition
(see Stavrakakis Chapter 9), while in contemporaty western Furope they
are ofien the same working-class people that voted Communist or social-
ist in the past.

At the heatt of populist identification is an image of the fullness of the
people, which is always incomplete, achieved by the exclusion of an outside
that can never be fully vanquished. As Ernesto Laclau points out in Chapter
1, populism depends not only on a sense of internal homogeneity, but

FRANCISTO PANIZZA. 7

also on a constitutive outside — a threatening heterogeneity against which
the identity is formed. The ‘other’ of populist identities is as diverse as
the identity of the people of which it is the outside: Washington insid-
ers and financier plutocrats epitomised the enemy of the people for
America’s conservative populism, as much as the threat from the black
ghetto and the so-called liberal establishment. The landed elite and
foreign interests represented the enemy of the people in classic Latin
American populism, and corrupt politicians became its othet in its late-
twentieth-century version. Special interests, minority groups and rights
movements such as feminists and environmentalists are the other of the
people in the discourse of the Canadian right. Welfare recipients, immi-
grants, critninals, asylum seckers and the techno-bureaucracy of the
European Union are the constitutive enemies of the people for right-
wing European populists.

Political battles between the ‘us and them’ of populist politics involve
struggles to fix and unhinge the divides that constitute populist identi-
ties, and set up new political frontiers. These battles are as much against
the ‘other’” of the people that prevents popular identity from achieving
complete fullness as they are against the enemy within, which seeks to
divide the popular ficld or set up alternative claims to represent the
people. But when the political frontier between the people and their
‘other’” breaks down, the previous dichotomist division of the political
"space ceases to operate, and a number of alternatives become possible:
“a system of differences may develop within which a plurality of ident-
‘ties becomes institutionalised in a renewed pluralist political system;
“aiternatively, a redefinition of the populist antagonism can also emerge
Hlong different lines. For instance, in Bolivia, ethnic groups that were
subsumed into a unified image of the people identified by a white or
mestize political leadership in early versions of Latin Amertican populism
have in its later versions used their own cultural and ethnic differences as
r=w materials for the constitution of new populist identities based on
¢thnic identification. Finally, the dissolution of populist identities can
“Iead to the atomisation of social identites and a collapse of all relations
of reptesentation.”’
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Who speaks for the people?

I am a little of all of you
Hugo Chévez, President of Venezucla®

Most studies of populism regard the populist leader as an essential
element of the concept. Arguably, populism does not necessarily depend
on the existence of a leader. Populist parties have survived the death
of their leader, as in the case of the Justicialista (Peronist) party in
Argentina. In these citcumstances, populist becomes a tradition embed-
ded in the party’s myths, institutions and official discourse. However,
more than a quarter of a century after his death, the figure of Perén still
constitates the myth that binds the party together, and although we
can talk of populist parties, governments and regimes, it is mostly the
relation between the leader and his/her followets that gives populist pol-
itics its distinct mode of identification, .

Populist leaders share with the broader category of candillos and other
types of similatly strong, personalist leaders a style of politics based on
the prevalence of personal allegiances and top-down reptesentation over
party support and institutional debate. In common with caxdiflos, and in
contrast with the political forms of liberal democtacy based on strong
institutions and checks and balances, populist leaders are a disturbing
intrusion into the uneasy articulation of liberalism and democracy, and
raisc the spectre of 2 tyranny with popular support. As Juan Pablo
Litchmajer put it in relation to candillisme, populist leadets establish 2
relationship with their followers that goes against republican forms of
political identification. Wheteas the lateer allegedly emerge out of a
rational identification with. the universal institutions of the republic, the
former is associated with an irrational, instinctive and spontaneous iden-
tification with the strong leader.*

The foliowing excerpt from the 1944 manifesto of Ecuador’s Liberal
party attacking populist leader José Marid Velasco Ibarra conveys widely
shared assumptions about the archaic and backward nature of the
candifios:

- the return of the leader carries with it a promise of rede
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The times ate not made for idolatry. They cannot be because the time
for providential men has gone away. The true statesman that embodies
principles, personifies collective aspirations and synthesises ideals has
replaced the demagogne and the caundillo. The organisation of political
parties as orlenting forces of political life of nations implies the extinction
of old-fashioned personalistic forms of government.*

And yet, against the assumptions of political modernisers, populist
leaders ate not anachronistic figures to be superseded by the political
institutions and rational debate of modetn demacracy. Mouffe’s chapter
in this volume traces the rise of populism in contemporary Europe and
analyses its very modetn conditions of emergence. And as Ardit,
following Manin, suggests in Chapter 3, in contemporary ‘audience
democracy’ the populist mode of representation becomes more salient
due to the personalisation of the link between candidates and voters,

- rather than being an awkward anachronism. In short, populism is here
1o stap™

‘The attribution to the leadet of ill-defined charismatic powers is a

" common featute of the analysis of populism. However, an historical

study of some of the most prominent populist leaders would show that

“most of them were neither particularly charismatic nor necessarily

budding tyrants. Rather, the figute of the leader functions as a signifier
to which a multiplicity of meanings can be attributed or, as Jason Glynos
put it, as an enigma that promises meaning: the promise of 2 fully
reconciled people.® In other words, if populism can be redefined as a
process of naming that retroactively determines what is the name of
“the people’, the name that best fills the symbolic void through which

“identification takes place is that of the leader himself.

The leader’s populist enigma is never more evident than when he is
physically absent because of exile or other reasons, as has been the case

~ of many populist leaders, including Velasco Ibarra in Ecuador, Haya de

ki Torre in Peru, and Perén in Argentina. In the leader’s absence, his/
her return becomes a longing that crystallises every political demand as
tign. In his.,
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absence, the leadet’s political message becomes a floating signifier as
every utterance, letter or statement becomes open to conflicting intex-
pretations by his followers, while the authority of the absent enunciator
cannot be used to fix its ‘true meaning’.

In Ecuadot the exiled former President Velasco Ibatra came to be
known as the ‘Great Absentee’ (El/ Gran Ausents). From exile, he became
the candidate of a broad alliance of political groups with conflicting
ideologies and interests, which was possible because the return of the
exiled Velasco came to embody the solution to all the country’s prob-
lems. Meanwhile in Perd, Haya de la Torre refetred to his long period in
exile in the following terms: :

I waited eight yeats in petsecudon, in prison, and in exile. Bight years of
solitude which were eight years of unflagging determinatdon. Often I
was alone. Often I knew the tremendous reality of being misunderstood and
Jargotzen. But I never faitered. The decision to conquet, in spite of all
abstacles, 1 never abandoned for a single day.*

The physical presence of the leader does not necessarily make
populist discourse fess ambiguous or less open to conflicting interpre-
tations. People identify with 2 leader chiefly through the stories he or
she relates not only with words but, more broadly, by the use of
symbols, including the leader’s own body and personal life. As in any
other political narrative, the narrative of populism articulates a variety
of mychs, symbols, ideological themes and rational arguments,
telling its audience where the people come from, how to make sense
of their present condition, and offering a path towards a better future.
The ultimate impact of the leadet’s appeal depends on the particular
story that he/she relates or embodies, and the audience’s reception to
the story.

At the heatt of populist narratives 18 populism’ relation with the
political. Populism both depoliticises and hyper-politicises social
relations. 'To this effect, the populist leader often places him/herself
symbolically outside the political realm, by claiming that he/she is not a
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“politician, or at least that he/she is ‘not a politcian like the others’, The
" construction of the leader as an outsider has little to do with his/her
political career or institutional position. Jorge Pacheco Areco, president
of Uruguay in the late 1960s, addressed the citizens in the following way
- after several years in office as president:

I am not a politician, at least not in the common sense of the term. I am a
matt who fights with all his force against everything which is not in the
national interest. .

Mine is the conduct of the affairs of the state, mine are the decisions which
1 have been taking — frequently and alone — to defend you from violence, infla-
tion and the country’s international discredit and economic delinquency.
Today I came to tell you that, more than ever, I regard miyself as respon-
sible not just for leading the nation towards peace and well-being but also
that, without any infermediary, 1 intend with renewed vigour to bring forward
the solutions required by the new circumstances.*®

Through his metaphorical loneliness, Pacheco placed himself discur-
sively outside the political system and in direct relationship (‘wéthons
any intermediary’) with the people. Politics is what traditional politicians
do. The politicians, all except him, even politics as such, are not
geared towhards the fight against ‘evetything that is not in the national
mterest’,

The leader’s petsonal qualities straddle the personal/political divide.
4s a political figure who seeks to be at the same time one of the people
gad their leader, the populist leader appeats as an ordinary person with
extraordinary attributes. Successes in business or other private pursuits
= used to legitimise the leader’s political persona by showing that his or
her qualities are both different to and more valuable than those of ordi-
mary politdcians. As an outsider who has ‘made it’, the leadet’s journey to
political leadership is not different to that of ordinary people who,
derough their efforts and endeavours, made it to the top of society. Ross
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Perot’s image as a folk billionaire is 2 case in point. His personal biogta-
phy embodied the American Dream that any ordinaty citizen can imptove
their lot in life through hard work and determination.® In a very differ-
ent context, in Feuadot, Abdald Bucaram presented himself as a petson
from a humble background, who belonged to the people and was dis-
criminated against by the elites because he was the son of Lebanese
immigrants. However, Bucaram sought to make clear that even if he
was of the people, he was much more than the people. In his books,
speeches and interviews Bucaram nartated in detail how his humble
social origins had not prevented him from becoming a successtul lawyer,
politician and businessman, thus presenting himself as proof that ordi-
aary people can achieve wealth and power in spite of the opposidon of
the establishment.”

In populist discourse, politics and political parties are often consid-
ered as divisive institutions that should be eliminated, or at least purified
of factions and particularistic interests, to allow the people to become
united, Institutions, partics and established politicians that pretend to
represent the people muffle the voices they claim to represent and betray
their followers. In contrast, the leader claims to have a direct rapport
with the people that allows him to advance their interests without
becoming prisoner to the powerful. Ross Perot highlights this condition
as follows:

The principle that separates me [from other presidential candidates] is that
five and one-half million people came together on theit own and put me
on the ballot. T was not put on the ballot by either of the two parties, by
any PAC money, by any foreign lobbyist money, by any special interest
rnoney. This is a movement that came from the people. This is the way the
framers of the Constirution intended our government to be, a govern-
ment that comes from the people.’!

In order to talk politics while denouncing it as a dirty game, the populist
leader often substitutes political discourse for the discourse of meorals,
and uses universal abstractions to contrast the high moral grounding of
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bis/her message with the corruption and betrayal of the Huommn,& estab-

...ﬁmrgmbn. Moral divides also disqualify political adversaties, without

eaving room for legitimate dissent. But moral universals acquire a diffes-

“eat meaning by their articulation with political signifiers. The populist

appeal of Greece’s Archbishop Christodoulos (see Stavrakakis, Chapter
9 ) was based on his articulation of a religious and a nationalist discourse,

“in which religion defines the national identity. But lay politicians likewise

appeal to lofty universals to make political points. Here is Ecuadot’s
Velasco Tharra:

All of you, in this solemn moment of the nation’s history, are showing the

© world that the material is only a transitory aspect of the life of man; that
which is etetnal is the striving for moral greatness, for progress and for
liberty.*?

Against the corruption of politics, populism offers a promise of eman-
cipation after a journey of sactifice. For instance, Haya de la Totre’s
peeches included themes of agony, martyrdom and regeneration, blood
and purification. Suffeting was the source of the spititual energy that
could transform what was corrupt and of a material nature into 2 supe-
zior moral being, In Haya’s own words;

We must not forget that the Aprista has to suffer to be strong. We must
not forget that in the Peruvian case we struggle againse barbatism, against
a caste sick with hatred, envy, old age, and lack of culture that sees with
disdain the sise of a supetot, austete, united, and young force.s

Edentification, however, is not a process in which the leader interpellates
4 passive addressee. As Gatrdener notes, the audience is not simply a
Blank slate waiting for the first, or for the best, story to be etched on its
mazginal tablet. The stories of the leader must compete with many other
cxtant stories and if the new stories are to succeed, they must transplant,
sappress, complement, or in some measures, outweigh the eatber story

zs well as contemporary oppositional counterstories.™
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The populist gaze

The singer [Abdald Bucaram, a presidential candidate in Ecuador in 1996,
who used to sing popular songs in his political rallies} gathered all the
filth from the most pestilent sewers to throw them at the face of its audi-

ence with no other intention than to petform a spectacle.®

It has been claimed that populist leadets manipulate their followers,
blinding them to their true interests by a mixture of propaganda and
charisma. And yet manipulation and ignorance are often in the eyes
of the criic. As was suggested above, the other side of populism’s
depoliticisation of the political is the hyper-politicisation of social tela-
dons. Populism blurs the public—private dividing line and brings into the
political realm both individual and collective desires that previously had
no place in public life. If the feminist movement shifted the public—
private divide by claiming that the personal is political, populism erases
it by making the political personal and incorporating into public life
issues that were left outside the political realm by the hegemonic dis-
course: “The success of Bucaram’s electoral style was explained by his
politicisation of everyday interactions. Many voted for him to reject the
candidate of their bosses. They also voted for a candidate that symbol-
ised plebeian culture and mannerisms’® In some cases of populist
politics the erosion of the divide between the personal and the political
takes the torm of relations of patronage and subotdination:

Sanchez Certo, on the other hand, generally avoided references to
recognised occupational or social caregories, emphasising instead his one-
to-one commitment to each and every Peruvian The masses’
idendficatdon with the cholo candidate [Sianchez Cerrol, in turn, helped to
convey 4 fundamental theme of his campaign: potential supporters conld

approach Sénchez Cerro personally to ask for individual favours.”’

Relations of patronage are contingent and by no means characteristic
of all cases of populism. However, even in those cases in which patronage
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“is part of the populist mode of identification, the relation of exchange
:between the leader and his/her followers entails more than the subordi-
aatfon of the client to the patron. Personal needs are met by the
: mediation of the leader rather than as a matter of tights, but patronage
- exchanges ate often invested with an element of social justice. A brief
analysis of the testimony of Julio Rocha, an eighty-five-year-old follower
of Haya de la Torre, illustrates the articulation of the personal and the
political in the populist mode of identificaton. Asked why he was a fol-
ower of Haya, Rocha answered:

The reason is the affection, the love and the care he has had for all of us.

{He is] a gentleman that has shown appreciation for evetybody, from the

lowest person to the highly placed and from the highly placed to the

lowest, from the millionaire to the poor. Not everybody does this. In the
. public meetings, for instance, at the very least he shook your hand and this
showed such kindly affection ... [We follow him] because of this and at
the same time because of the struggle he brought to us, to elevate our-
selves 2 little, to make us aware of our human rights, of the rights that we
58

all ought to have.

otable here is the erosion of the dividing line between the personal
d the political, as it is both Haya’s personal love and affection and his
Sringing the struggle to the workers to make them aware of their rights
that are cited by Rocha as the reasons for his identification with Haya.
Personal and political dignity (recognition) ate inseparable in Rocha’s
sarrative, as in many other accounts of populist identification. In a
yatext in which the divide between the elite and the lower sectors of
sodety was as deep as in Peru in the 1930s, the rituals of everyday life
changes between members of the elite and the people reinforced the
ers of subordination. Within this context the typical politician’s

mure of shaking hands with ordinary people acquired a different
zrension from the routine nature of the gesture in more equal soci-
egies: 1t became a martker of political equality and personal recognition.

Higwever, Rocha was not a politically naive person who could be

TES
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contented with empty gestures. He had been a trade unionist before
Haya came to public life. He continued to fight for the rights of the
Peruvian people under his leadership, and he stressed the fight for
workers’ rights that was part of Haya’s political campaign.

As noted above, a key element in many accounts of populist identifi-
cation is the dignity and recognition that the leader brings to his/her
followers. As a Brazilian worker wrote to President Vatgas of Brazil in
1939, in contrast with his predecessot, who looked down on the workers,
Vargas had acknowledged that they were ‘worthy people’ and “legitinate
sons of Brazil’, and he had granted-them ‘wise and patriotic laws’. In
other words, Vargas had for the first time in Brazil’s history imbued the
workers with personal dignity and political legitimacy, as well as passing
tegislation to advance their interests.®® As was said of the relation of
FEecuador’s Velasco Tbarra to his followers, ‘He made them feel impot-
want, like participants in charting Ecuadot’s destinies’®

While material concessions are an important element for the identifi-
cation of the leader with his followers, the symbolic dimension of the
process cannot be separated from its material elements. Slavoj ZiZek notes
that imaginary identification is identification with the image in which we
appear likeable to ourselves. Zizek points out that the trait by which we
identify with someone is by no means necessarily a glamorous feaiure,
This trait can also be a certain failure, weakness or even the guilt of the
other, so that by pointing out the failure we can unwittingly reinforce the
identification.” Identification with an appatent failure of the other
explains why it is that the more their adversaties demonise the populist
leaders, the more it usually reinforces the people’s identification with
them.

Identification is strengthened by the leader’s adoption of cultural
elements that are considered markers of inferiority by the dominant
culture. In the US, George Wallace putposely mispronounced words to
create an image of an uneducated hiltbilly, a trait that highlighted both his
distance from the centres of power and his proximity to the people (see
Chapter 6). From Peron’s vindication of the shirtless — for descamisades — in
contrast to the suited followers of his country’s traditional partes, to the
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wearing in public space of the traditional poderz (clothing associated with
indigenous women) by Remedios Loza, a congtesswoman for La Paz,
Bolivia, populist leaders transform what the dominant culture considers
signs of inferiority into symbols of the dignity of the people. In Ecuador, -
Abdals Bucaram’s lack of manaers and unorthodox campaigning style,
incorporating profanities and verbal improprieties, was presented by the
media as an embartassment to the country’s civility, and proof that he
was unfit for high office. However, as Catlos de la Torre notes, by con-
sciously embodying the dress, language, mannetisms and masculinity of
the common people, who wete despised by elites and their middle-class
imitators, Bucaram presented himself as a man of common origins who
had ascended through society, and who desetved to be the leader of the
nation: ‘Bucaram inverted the meaning of accusations that he was
“crazy” (Joed) and unfit for the presidency, transforming himself into the
beloved Jguits (the diminutive of /oss) Abdald.’®

Populist identification also detives from what Oscar Reyes calls ‘the
“solidarity of the dirty secret’.® The populist leader who says what “we
“all secretly think but feel guilty about’ changes the rules of political
“discourse, and transforms what the hegemonic discoutse regards as the
irrational prejudice of uneducated people into part of the political
agenda. Wallace’s use of racial coding to appeal beyond his traditional
outhern constituency was an example of this discursive operation, as
was Pim Fortuya’s ability to articulate popular conceras about immi-
grants within the Netherland’s liberal hegemonic discourse (we cannot
tolerate more Muslim immigrants because they discriminate against
women and will destroy our tolerant culture).
Howevet, populism’s idealisation of the ‘good common people” — an
mage as far removed from the complexity of popular culture and beliefs
3s the upper-class denigration of the populace as irrational ignoramuses
= also serves to legitimise relations of domination. By turning upside
down the traditional view of the southern rednecks as backward bigots,
znd transforming it into the vety essence of what being American was
zhout, Wallace was legitimising a vision of America that consolidated
the marginalisation of black people and the acceptance of the racial
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status quo. And while Fortuyn’s political discourse was ideologically
much more complex than Wallace’s, he nonetheless gave political
respectability to prejudices against immigrants.

Populism, politics and democracy
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of populism. Antagonism is central to politics, because it is through
antagonism. that political identities are constituted, and radical alterna-
tives to the existing order can be imagined. As Laclau argues, without the
traces of social division we have no politics but administration. But
Laclaw’s argument is vulperable to the mistepresentation that the only
form of politics is the permanent revolution, in which the creation and
recreation of an enemy is a necessary condition for political acdon.
However, if populism is politics par excellence (based as it is on relations
of antagonismy), it also represents the negation of politics. The unified
people at one with its leader, as represented in the populist imaginary,
defines the end of history as much as liberalism’s illusion of pluralism
without antagonism, the social order of Hobbes’ Leviathan or Marx’s
classless society, Of course, the final unity of the people is an fllusion, as
is a classless society. As Laclau reminds us, because it is impossible to
erase the traces of the particular from the universal, identification always
fails to produce full identities. Rather, it gencrates a dialectic of aspira-
tion, disappointment, and grievances.™

Politics is about challenging the institutional order with the radical
language of the excluded, but it is also a dimension of the practices that
make institutions operative, and ‘contribute to both their subsistence and
erosion through time. As such, it operates in the spaces between the
political logic of the permanent revohrtion and the technocratc logic of
the end of history. The fact that rights are legally codified in modern
liberal democracy does not mean that their existence is only conceivable
in legal or administrative discourse. Democratic demands are as much
constitutive of the political in modern societies as is the chain of equiv-
alences that subvert the said order.
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This brings us to some final considerations on the relations between
populism and democracy, a topic that is addressed by several of the con-
tributors to this volume (see particularly Mouffe and Ardit). Populism
has traditionally been regarded as a threat to democracy. The vertical
relation between the populist leader and his/her followers; the alleged
appeal to the raw passions and basest instincts of the crowd; the disre-
gard for political institutions and the rule of law — all make populism an
easy target for those who use it as a term of derision. In most cases of
populism, top-down control tends to outweigh the empowerment that
may arise from political mobilisation.®® :

However, Canovan taises a disturbing question when she asks why, if
notions of popular power and popular decision ate central to democracy,
are populists not acknowledged as the true democrats they say they are.%
As Mouffe in this volume reminds us, behind the rise of right-wing
populism in contemporary Europe is an attempt to reassert popular
sovereighty as the essence of democracy, an aspect that has been sub-
stantially underplayed in actually existing liberal democratic regimes.

Populism may expose liberalism’s democratic blindspots, but its
relation with democracy is also problematic. If democracy is about the
enactment of the will of the people, its survival depends on the
acknowledgement that the people’s will can never be fully enacted, and
that the people do not exist except as part of an evet-receding imaginary
horizon. In other words, because there could only be contested versions
of who the people are, and who has the right to speak on their behalf,
we can only have provisional versions of popular sovereignty, and there-
fote the argument for the toleration of differences is not only a liberal
argument but a democratc atgument as well. As Claude Lefort reminds
us, in a ,&nBOnHmQ power is an ‘empty place’ that can only be provision-
ally occtpied.”” If the uncertainty associated with a place of power which
remains ‘empty’ is negated by a politcal discourse that claims to speak
for the people as its unmediated reptesentative — and which, under the
covet of this identification, seeks to appropriate the place of power — it
is democracy itself, and not just liberalism, that is being denied. Taken to
the extreme populism descends into totalitatianism. Democracy, .as a
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space of contest, hinges on recognising both the constitutive lack at the
centte of being and the longings for wholeness that people invest in
identification with others; a double recognition that helps to keep open
the space of contestation by, in William Connolly’s words, ‘loosening
demands for a generalized way of being’*®

This does not mean that populism is necessarily a form of totalitari-
anistr, or that it is always the enemy of democracy. Attempts to enact
the will of the people are an intrinsic part of democratic struggles, which
have always involved a great deal more than parliamentary procedures.
As Worsley puts it:

There is always a tension in our conception of 2 just society between the
tights of minorities and the tights of the majority. Insofar as pepulism
plumps for the rights of majorities to make sure — by “intervening’ — that
they arc not ignored (as they commonly are} populism is profoundly \

compatible with &E.:onnmnm.%

Populism reminds us of the totalitarian ghosts that shadow democ-
racy. But it also reminds us that z2ll modern democratic societies are a
compromise between democratic and non-democratic logics, and that
the checks and balances of modern liberal democracy simultaneously
guarantee and limit the popular will (as they were originally intended to
do by the constitutionalists). In modern global society, populism raises
uncomfortable questions about those who want to appropriate the
empty site of power, but also about those who would like to subordinate
politics to technocratic reason and the dictates of the market. By raising
awkward questions about modern forms of democtacy, and often
representing the ugly face of the people, populism is neither the highest
form of democracy nor its eaemy, but a mirror in which democracy can
contemplate itself, warts and ail, and find out what it is about and what
it is lacking. If the reflection is not always a pretty sight, it is because, as
the ancient Greeks alteady knew, democtacy has an undetside, which
they called demagogy, because democratic representation can never live
up to its promise, and because even the most democratic political regime
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is a mixture of elements of democracy with others of a non-democratic
nature in which principles of technocratic rationality and guardianship
constrain or override the principle of the sovereignty of the people.




Populism: What's in a Name?

ERNESTO LACLAU

Any definition presupposes a theoretical grid giving sense to what is
defined. This sense — as the very notion of definidon asserts — can only
be established on the basis of differentating the defined term from
something else that the definition excludes. This, in tura, presupposes a
terrain within which those differences as such are thinkable. It is this
rerrain which is not immediately obvious when we call a mavement (7),
an ideology (7), a political practice (7}, populist. In the first two cases —
movements or ideologies — to call them populist would invelve differen-
tiating that attribute from othet characterisations at the same defining
level, such as “fascist’, ‘liberal’, ‘communist’, etc. This engages us imme-
diately in 2 complicated and ultimately self-defeating task: finding that
ultimate redoubt where we would find ‘pure’ populism, irreducible to
those other alternative characterisations. If we attempt to do so we enter
into a game in which any attributiosn of a social or ideological content to
populism is immediately confronted with an avalanche of exceptions.
Thus we are forced to conclude that when we use the term some actual
meaning is presupposed by our linguistic practices, but that such a
meaning is not, howeves, transtatable into any definable sense, Further-
more, we can even less, through that meaning, point to any identifiable
referent {which would exhaust that meaning).
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What if we move from movements or ideologies as units of analysis,
to political practices? Everything depends on how we conceive of that
move. If it is governed by the unity of a subject constituted at the level
of the ideclogy or the politdcal movement, we have not, obviously,
advanced a single step in the determination of what is specifically pop-
ulist. The difficulties in determining the populistic chatacter of the
subjects of certain practices cannot but reproduce themselves in the
analysis of the practices as such, as far as the latter simply expresses the
inner nature of those subjects. There is, however a second possibility —
namely, that the political practices do not express the nature of social
agents but, instead, coms#itute the latter. In that case the political practice
would have some kind of ontological priotity over the agent — the latter
would merely be the historical precipitate of the former. To put it in
slightly different terms: practices would be more ptimary units of analy-
sis than the group - that is, the group would only be the result of an
articulation of social practices. If this approach is correct, we could
say that a movement is not populist because in its politcs ot ideology
it presents actual comtents identifiable as populistic, but because it shows
a particular Jgic of articnlation of those contents — whatever those
contents ate.

A last rematk is necessary before we enter into the substance of our
argument. The category of ‘articulation’ has had some currency in theo-
retical language over the last thirty or forty years — especially within the
Althusserian school and its area of. influence. We should say, however,
that the notion of articulation that Althusserianism developed was
mainly limited to the owie contents entering into the articulating process
(the economic, the political, the ideological). There was some oniological
theorisation as far as articulation is concerned (the notions of ‘determi-
nation in the last instance’ and of ‘relative antonomy’), but as these
formal logics appeared as necessatily derived from the ontic content of
some categories (for example, the determination in the last instance
could enly correspond to the economy), the possibility of advancing an
ontology of the social was strictly limited from the very beginning
Given these limitations, the political logic of populism was unthinkable.
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in whar follows, T will advance three theotetical propositions: 1) that
ink the specificity of populism requites starting the analysis from
s smaller than the group (whether at the political or at the ideologi-
tevel); 2) that populism is an ontological and not an ontic category —
Le. irs meaning is not to be found in any political or ideclogical content
entering into the desctiption of the practices of any particular group, but
in a particular mode of articulation of whatever social, political or ideolog-
ical contents; 3) that that atticuladng form, apart from its contents,
produces structuring effects which primarily manifest themselves at the
level of the modes of representation.

Social demands and socinl totality

As we have just asserted, our starting point should be the isolation of
smaller units than the group and the consideration of the social logics of
their articulation. Populism is one of those logics. Let us say, to start
with, that our analysis postulates an asymmetry between the community
as a whole (‘society”) and whatever social actor operates within it. That
, there is no social agent whose will coincides with the actual workings
of society conceived as a totality. Rousseau was petfectly aware that the

is

constitution of a general will ~ which was for him the condition of

democracy — was increasingly difficult under the conditions of modern
societies, where their very dimensions and their heterogeneity make the
recourse to mechanisms of representation imperative; Hegel attempted
to address the question through the postulation of 2 division between
civil and political society, where the first represented particalatism and
heterogeneity (the ‘system of needs’) and the second the moment of
totalisation and universality; and Matx reassetted the utopia of an exact
ovetlapping between commusitarian space and collective will through
the role of a universal class in a reconciled society. The starting point of
our discussion is that no attempt to bridge the chasm between political
will and communitarian space can ultimately succeed, but that the
attempt to construct such a bridge defines the specifically political
arrculation of social identities.
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* We should add, to avoid misunderstanding, that this non-overlapping
between the community as a totality and the actual and partial wills of
social actors does not lead us to adopt any kind of methodologically
individualistic approach to the quesdon of agency. The latter presupposes
that the individuals are meaningful, self-defined totalities; it is only one
step from there to conclude that social interaction should be conceived in
terms of negodations between-agents whose identities are constituted
around clear-cut interests. Qur approach is, on the contrary, entirely holis-
tic, with the only qualification that the promise of fullness contained in
the notion of an entirely self-determined social whole is unachievable. So
the attempt at building communitarian spaces out of a plurality of collec-
tive wills can never adopt the form of a contract — the lattet ptesupposing
the notions of interests and self-determined wills that we are putting into
question. The commumitatian fullness that the social whole cannot
provide cannot be transferred either to the individuals, Individuals are not
coherent totalities but merely referential identities which have to be split
up into a seres of localised subject positions. And the articulation
between these positions is a social and not an individual affair (the very
notion of ‘individual’ does not make sense in our approach).

So what are these smaller units from which our analysis has to start?
Our guiding thread will be the category of ‘demand’ as the elementary
form in the building-up of the social link. The word ‘demand’ is ambigu-
ous in English: it has, on the one hand, the meaning of reguest and, on
the other, the more active meaning of impasing 2 request — a claim — on
somebody else (as in ‘demanding an explanation’). In other languages,
like Spanish, there are different words fot the two meanings: the word
cottesponding to our second meaning would be refvindicarién. Although
when in our analysis we use the term ‘demand’ we clearly put the stress
on the second meaning, the very ambiguity between both is not without
its advantages, because the theoretical notion of demand that we will

‘employ implies a certain undecidability between the two meanings ~ in

actual fact, as we will see, they cortespond to two different forms of
political articulation. Let us also add that there is a common hidden
assumption underlying both meanings: namely that the demand is not




36 POPULISM AND THE MIRROR OF DEMOCRACY

self-satisfied but has to be addressed to an instance different from that
within which the demand was originally formulated.

Let us give the example of a straightforward demand: a group of
people living in a certain neighbourhood want a bus route introduced to
transport them from their places of residence to the area in which most
of them work. Let us suppose that they approach the city hall with that
request and that the request is satisfied. We have here the following set
of structural features: 1} a social need adopts the form of a reguest — ie.
it is not satisfied through self-management but through the appeal to
another instance which has the power of decision; 2) the vety fact that
a request takes place shows that the decisory power of the higher
instance is not put into question at all — so we are fully within out first
meaning of the term demand; 3) the demand is a punctual demand,
closed in itself — it is not the tip of an iceberg or the symbol of 4 large
variety of unformulated social demands. If we put these three features
togethet we can formulate the following important conclusion: requests
of this type, in which demands are punctual or individually satisfied, do
not construct any chasm or froatier within the social. On the contrary,
social actors are accepting, as a non-verbalised assumption of the whole
process, the legitimacy of each of its instances: nobody puts into ques-
tion either the tight to present the request or the right of the decisory
instance to take the decision. Bach instance is a part (ot a differential
point) of a highly institutionalised social immanence. Social logics opet-
ating according to this institutionalised, differendal model, we will call
dogics of difference. They presuppose that there is no social division and that
any legitimate demand can be satisfied in a non-antagonistic, administra-
tive way. Examples of social utopias advocating the universal operation
of differential logics come easily to mind: the Disraclian notion of
‘one natiory’, the Welfare State, ot the Saint-Simonian motto: ‘From the
government of men to the administration of things’.

Let us now go back to our example. Let us suppose that the request is
rejected. A situation of social frustradon will, no doubt, derive from that
decision. Butif it is only o demand that is not satisfied, that wiil not alter
the situation substantially. If, however, for whatever reason, the variety of
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demands that do not find satisfaction is very large, that multiple frustra-
tion will trigger social logics of an éntirely different kind. Tf, for instance,
the group of people in that area who have been frustrated in their request
for better transportation find that their neighbours are equally unsatisfied
in their claims at the levels of secutity, water supply, housing, schooling,
and so on, some kind of solidarity will arise between them all: all will
share the fact that their demands remain unsatisfied. That is, the demarids
share a negaive dimension beyond their positive differential nature,

A social situation in which demands tend to reaggregate themselves on
the negative basis that they all remain unsatisfied is the first precondition
— but by no means the only one — of that mode of political articulation
that we call populism. Let us enumerate those of its structural features
that we can detect at this stage of our atgument: 1) While the institutional
arrangement previously discussed was grounded on the logic of differ-
ence, we have here an inverse situation, which can be described as 2 Jogte
of equivalence — i.e. one in which all the demands, in spite of their differen-
tial character, tend to reaggregate themselves, forming what we will call
an egavalential chain. This tneans that each individual demand is constitu-
tively split: on the one hand it is its own particularised self; on the other
it points, through equivalential links, to the totality of the other demands.
Returning to our image: each demand is, actually, the tip of an iceberg,
because although it only shows itself in its own particularity, it presents
its own manifest claim as only one among a larger set of social claims. 2}
The subject of the demand is different in our two cases. In the first, the
subject of the demand was as punctual as the demand itself. The subject
of a demand conceived as differential particularity we will call democratic
subject, In the other case the subject will be wider, for its subjectivity will
result from the equivalential aggregation of a plurality of democratic
demands. A subject constituted on the basis of this lopic we will. call

..  bopsiar subject. This shows clearly the conditions for either the emergence

or disappearance of a popular subjectivity: the more social demands tend
to be differentially absorbed within a successful instittional system, the
weaker the equivalential links will be and the more unlikely the constitu-
ton of a popular subjectivity; conversely, a situation in which a plurality
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of unsatisfied demands and an increasing inability of the institutional
systemn to absorb them differentially co-exist, creates the conditions
leading to a populist rapture. 3) It is a corollary of the previous analysis
that there is no emergence of a popular subjectivity without the creation
of an internal frontier. The equivalences are only such in terms of a lack
pervading therm all, and this requires the identification of the source of
social negativity, Equivalendal popular discourses divide, in this way, the
social into two camps: power and the underdog. This transforms the
narure of the demands: they cease to be simple requests and become
fighting demands (reivindicationes) — in other words we move to the second
meaning of the term ‘demand’.

Equivalences, populac subjectivity, dichotomic construction of the
social around an internal frontder. We have apparently all the structural
features to define populism. Not quite so, however. A crucial dimension
is sdll missing, which we have now to consider.

Empty and floating signifiers

Our discussion so far has led us to recognise two conditons — which
structurally require cach other — for the emergence of a populist rupture:
the dichotomisation of the social space through the creation of an inter-
nal frontier, and the construction of an equivalential chain between
unfulfilled demands. These, strctly speaking, are not two conditions but
two aspects of the same condition, for the internal frontier can only
result from the operation of the equivalential chain. What is important,
in any case, is to realise that the equivalential chain has an an#-snstitutional
character: it subverts the particularistic, differential character of the
demands. There is, at some point, a short-circuit in the relation between
demands pur to the ‘system’ and the ability of the latter to meet them.
What we have to discuss now are the effects of that short-circuit on both
the nature of the demands and the systemn conceived as a totality.

The equivatential demands confront us immediately with the problem
of the representation of the specifically equivalential moment. For,
obviously, the demands are always particular, while the more universal
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dimension Hinked to the equivalence lacks any direct, evident mode of
teptesentation. It is our contention that the first precondition for the
representation of the equivalential moment is the totalisation (through
signification) of the power which is opposed to the ensemble of those
demands constituting the popular will. This should be evident: for the
equivalential chain to create a frontier within the social it is necessary
somehow to teptresent the other side of the fronder. There is no pop-
ulism without discursive construction of an enemy: the anden rigime, the
oligarchy, the Establishment or whatever. We will later return to this
aspect. What we will now concentrate on is the transition from demo-
cratic subject positions to popular ones on the basis of the frontier
effects detiving from the equivalences.

So how does the equivalence show itself? As we have asseried, the
equivalential moment cannot be found in any positive feature underlying
all the demands, for — from the viewpoint of those features — they are
entitely different from each other. The equivalence proceeds entirely
from the opposition to the power beyond the frontier, which does not
satisfy any of the equivalental demands. In that case, however, how can
the chain as such be represented? As I have argued elsewhere,! that rep-
resentation is only possible if a particular demand, without entirely
abandoning its own particularity, statts also functioning as a signifier
representing the chain as a totality (in the same way as gold, without
ceasing to be a particular commodity, transforms its own materiality into
the universal representation of value). This process by which a particular
demand comes to represent an equivalential chain incommensurable
with it is, of course, what we have called hggemony. The demands of
Solidarnosé, for instance, started by being the demands of a particular
wotking-class group in Gdansk, but as they wete formulated in an
oppressed society, where many social demands were frustrated, they
became the signifiets of the popular camp in a new dichotomic discoutse.

Now there is a feature of this process of constructing a universal
popular signification which is particularly important for understanding
populism. It is the following: the mote the chain of equivalences is
extended, the weaker will be its connection with the pardcularistic
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demands which assume the function of univexsal representation, This
leads us to a conclusion which is crucial for our analysis: the construc-
tion of a popular subjectivity is possible only on the basis of discursively
oroducing fendentially empty signifiers. The so-called ‘poverty’ of the
populist symbols is the condition of their political efficacy — as their
function is to bring to equivalential homogeneity a highly heterogeneous
reality, they can only do so on the basis of reducing to a minimum their
process reaches a point where

particularistic content. At the imit, this
pure name: the name of

the homogenising function is carried out by a
the leader.

“I'hete are two other important aspects that, at this point, we should
cake into consideration. The first concerns the particular kind of distor-
that the equivalential logics introduce into the construction of the
and ‘powet’ as aniagonistic poles. In the case of the ‘people’,
as we have seen, the equivalential logic is based on an ‘emptying’ whose
consequences are, at the same tme, enriching and impoverishing,
Entiching: the signifiets unifying an equivalendal chain, because they
st cover ail the links integrating the latter, have a wider reference than
a purely differential content which would attach a signifier to just one
signified. Impoverishing: precisely because of this wider (potentially uni-
versal) reference, its connection with patticular contents tends .to be
drastically reduced. Using a logical distinction, we could say that what it
wins i exzension it loses in iiension. And the same happens in the con-
struction of the pole of power: that pole does not simply function
through the materiality of its differential content, for that content is the
bearer of the negation of the popular pole (through the frustration of the
latter’s demands). As a result, there is an essential instability which per-
meates the various moments that we have isolated in our study. As far
as the particular demands are concerned nothing anticipates, in their
isolated contents, the way in which they will be differentially or equiv-
alentially articulated — that will depend on the historical context -~ and
nothing anticipates either (in the case of the equivalences) the extension
and the composition of the chains in which they participate. And as for
the two poles of the people /power dichotomy, their actual identity and

tion
‘people’
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structure will be equally open to contestation and redefinidon. France
had experienced food riots since the Middle Ages but these tiots, as a
rule, did not identify the monarchy as their enemy. All the complex
.wmmbmmoﬂgmmoa of the eighteenth century werte required to reach a stage
in which food detnands became part of revolutionary equivalendal
chains embracing the totality of the political system. And the American
populism of farmers, at the end of the nineteenth century, failed
because the attempt at creating chains of popular equivalence unifying
the demands of the dispossessed groups found a decisive obstacle in a
set of structural differential Timits which proved to be stronger than the
populist interpelladons: namely, the difficultes in bringing together
‘black and white farmers, the mutual distrust between farmets and urban
workers, the deeply entrenched loyalty of Southern farmers to the
Democratic Party, and so on.

This leads us to our second consideration. Throughout our wHoﬂ._o:m
study, we have been operating under the simplifying assumption of the
de facto existence of a frontier separating two antagonistic equivalential
chains. This is the assumption that we have now to put into question.
Our whole approach leads us, actually, to this questioning, for if there is
no a prioti reason why a demand should enter into some particular
equivalential chains and differential articulations rather than into othets
we should expect that antagonistic political strategies would be based OH.H
different ways of creating political frontiers, and that the latter would be
exposed to destabilisations and transformations.

If this is so, out assumpdons must, to some extent, be modified.
‘Each discursive element would be submitted to the structural pressure of
contradictory articulating attempts. In out theorsation of the role of the
empty signifiers, their very possibility depended on the presence of a
‘chain of equivalences which involves, as we have seen, an internal fron-
#er. The classical forms of populism — most of the Latin American
populisms of the 1940s and 1950s, for instance — correspond to this
description. The political dynamic of populism depends on this internal
frontier being constantly reproduced. Using a simile from linguistics
we could say that while an institutionalist political discourse tends to




42 POPULISM AND THE MIRROR OF DEMOCRACY

privilege the syntagmatic pole of language — the number of differential
locations atticulated by relations of combination — the populist dis-
course tends to privilege the paradigmatic pole, ie. the relations of

substitution between elements (demands, in out case) aggregated around

only two syntagmatic positions.

The internal frontier on which the populist discourse is grounded can,
however, be subverted. This can happen in two different ways. One is to
break the equivalential links between the various particular demands,
through the individual satisfaction of the latter. This is the road to the
decline of the populist form of politics, to the blurring of the internal
frontiers and to the transition to a higher level of integration of the
instirutional system — a transformist operation, as Gramsci called it. It
corresponds, broadiy speaking, to Disraeli’s project of ‘one nation’, or to
the contemporary attempts by theoreticians of the Third Way and the
‘radical centre’ at substituting administration for politics.

The second way of subverting the internal frontier is of an entirely
different nature, Tt does not consist in efminating the frontiers but in
changing their political sign. As we have seen, as the central signifiers of a
popular discourse become partially empiy, they weaken their former
links with some particular contents — those contents become perfectly
open to a zariey of equivalential rearticulations, Now, it is enough that
the empty popular signifiers keep their radicalism —~ that is, their ability
to divide society into two camps — while, however, the chain of equiva-
lences thar they unify becomes a different one, for the political meaning
of the whole populist operation to acquire an opposite political sign. The
twentieth century provides countless examples of these reversals. In
America, the signifiers of popular radicalism, which at the time of the
New Deal had a mainly lefe-wing connotation, were later reappropriated
by the tadical Right, from George Wallace to the ‘moral majority’”. In
France the radical ‘tribunicial function’ of the Communist Party has, to
some extent, been absorbed by the National Front, And the whole
expansion of fascism during the inter-war petiod would be unintelligible
without making reference to the right-wing rearticulation of themes and
demands belonging to the revolutionary tradition.
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What is important is to grasp the pattern of this process of rearticu-
ladion: it depends on pardally keeping in operation the central signifiers
of popular radicalism while insctibing in a different chain of equiva-
lences many of the democratic demands. This heégemonic rearticulation
is possible because no social demand has ascribed to it, as 2 ‘manifest
destiny’, any a ptiori form of inscription — everything mnvﬂ.&m on a
hegemonic contest. Once a demand is submitted to the mEQEﬁOQ
attempts of a plurality of antagonistic projects it lives in a no-man’$-land
vis-a-vis the latter — it acquires a partial and transitory autonomy. To refer
to this ambiguity of the popular signifiers and of the demands that they
artculate we will speak of floating signifiers. The kind of structural relation
that constitutes them is different from the one that we have found oper-
ating in the empty signifiers: while the latter depend on a fully fledged
internal frontier resulting from an equivalental chain, the floating signi-
fiers are the expression of the ambiguity inherent to all frontiers and of
the impossibility of the latter acquiring any ultimate stability. The distinc-
tion is, however, mainly analytic, for in practice empty and floating
signifiers largely overlap: thete is no histosical situation where society is
so consolidated that its internal frontier is not submitted to any subver-
sion or displacement, and no organic ctisis so deep that some forms of
stability do not put limits on the operativity of the subversive tendencies.

Populism, politics end representation

Let us put together the various threads of our argument so as to formu-
late a coherent concept of populism. Such a coherence can only be
obtained if the different dimensions enteting into the elaboration of the
concept ate not just discrete features broughe together through simple
enumeration, but part of a theotetically articulated whole. To start with,
we only have populism if there is a seties of politico-discursive practices
constructing a popular subject, and the preconditon of the emetgence
of such a subject is, as we have seen, the building up of an internal
frontier dividing the social space into two camps. But the logic of that
division is dictated, as we know, by the creation of an equivalential chain
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between a series of social demands in which the equivalential moment
prevails over the differential nature of the demands. Finally, the equiv-
atential chain cannot be the result of a purely fortuitous coincidence, but
has to be consolidated through the emergence of an element which gives
coherence to the chain by signifying it as a totality. This clement is what
we have called empiy signifier.

These ate all the structural defining features which enter, in my view,
into the category of populism. As can be seen, the concept of populism
that I am proposing is a strictly formal one, for 2ll its defining features are
exclusively related to a specific mode of articulation — the prevalence of
the equivalential over the differential logic — independently of the actual
contents that are articulated. That is the reason why, at the beginning of
this cssay, 1 asserted that ‘populism’ is an ontological and not an ontc
category. Most of the attempts at defining populism have tried to locate
what is specific to it in a particular ontic content and, as 2 result, they
have ended in a self-defeating exercise whose two predictable alternative
results have been either to choose an empirical content whick is imme-
diately overflowed by an avalanche of exceptions, ot to appeal to an
“inmition’ which cannot be translated into any conceptual content.

This displacement of the conceptualisation, from contents to form,
has several advantages (apart form the obvious one of avoiding the naive
sociologism which reduces the political forms to the preconstituted unity
of the group). In the first place, we have a way of addressing the recur-
zent problem of dealing with the ubiquity of populism — the fact that it
can emerge from different points of the socio-economic structuze. If its
defining features are found in the prevalence of the logic.of equivalence,
the production of empty signifiers and the construction of political
frontiers through the interpellation of the underdog, we understand
immediately that the discourses grounded in this articulatory logic can
start from amy place in the socio-institutional structure: clientelistic
political organisations, established political patties, trade unions, the
army, revolutionary movements, and so on. ‘Populism’ does not define
the actinai politics of these organisations, but is a way of articulating their
themes — whatever those themes may be. ,
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Secondly, we can grasp bettet, in this way, something which is essen-
tial for the understanding of the contemporary political scene: the
circulation of the signifiers of radical protest between movements of
entirely opposite political signs. We have made reference before to this
question. To give just one example: the circulation of the signifiets of
Mazzinism and Garibaldianism in Italy during the war of liberaton
{1943—45). These had been the signifiers of radical protest in Iraly, going
back to the Risorgimento, Both fascists and comumunists tried to atticu-
late them to their discourses and, as a result, they became partally
autonomous vis-3-vis those various forms of political articulation. They
retzined the dimension of radicalism, but whether that radicalism would
move in a tight or in a left direction was at the beginning undecided — they
were floating signifiers, in the sense that we have discussed. Tt is obviously
an idle exercise to ask oneself what social group expresses itself through
those populist symbols: the chains of equivalence that they formed cut
across many social sectors, and the radicalism that they signified could be
articulated by movements of entixely opposite political signs. This migra-
tion of signifiers can be described if populism is conceived as a formal
principle of articulation; notif that principle is concealed behind the pat-
ticular contents that incarnate it in different political conjunctures.

Finally, approaching the question of populism formally makes it
possible to address another, otherwise intractable issue. To ask oneself
if a movement 7 of s ot populist is, actually, to start with the wrong
question. The question that we should, instead, ask ourselves, is the fol-
lowing: #o what extent is 2 movement populist? As we know, this queston
is identical to this other one: to what extent does the logic of equivalence
dominate its discourse? We have presented political practices as operat-
ing at diverse points of 2 contnuum whose two reductio ad absurdum
extremes would be an institutionalist discourse, dominated by 2 pute
logic of difference, and a populist one, in which the logic of equivalence
operates unchallenged. These two extremes are actually unteachable:
pure difference would mean a society so dominated by administradon
and by the individualisation of social demands that no struggle around
internal frontiers — ie. no politics — would be possible; and pute
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equivalence would involve such a dissolution of social links that the very
notion of ‘social demand’ would lose any meaning — this is the image of
the ‘crowd’ as depicted by the nineteenth-century theorists of ‘mass psy-
chology’ (Taine, e Bon, Sighele, etc). :

It is important to realise that the impossibility of the two extremes of
pure difference or pure equivalence is not an empitical one — it is Jogical.
The subversion of difference by an equivalential logic does not take the
form of a total elimination of the former thtough the latter. A relation
of equivalence is not one in which all differences collapse into identity,
but one in which differences are still very active. The equivalence elimi-
nates the separation between the demmands, but not the demands
themselves. If a series of demands -~ transpott, housing, employment
and so on, to go back to our initial example — ate unfulfilled, the equiv-
alence existent between them — and the popular identity resulting from
that equivalence — requires very much the petsistence of the demands.
So equivalence is still definitely a particular way of articulating differ-
ences. Thus between equivalence and difference there is a complex
dialectic, an unstable compromise. We will have a vasiety of historical sit-
nations which presuppose the presence of both, but at the same time, their
fension. Let us mention some of them:

1) An institutional system becomes less and less able to differentially
ahsorb social demands, and this leads to an internal chasm within
society and the construction of two antagonistic chains of equiva-
lences. This is the classic experience of a populist or revolutionary
rupture, which results generally from the types of ctisis of tepresen-
tation that Gramsci called ‘organic crises’.

2) The regime resulting from a populist rupture becomes progressively
institutionalised, so that the differental logic starts prevailing again
and the equivalential popular identity increasingly becomes an inopet-
ative langue de bois governing less and less the actual workings of
politics. Peronism, in Argentina, attempted to move from an initial
politics of confrontation — whose popular subject was the descamisado
(the equivalent of the sens-culotte) to an increasingly institutionalised
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discoutse grounded in what was called ‘the organised community’
(la comunidad organizada). We find anothet variant of this increasing
asymmetry between actual demands and equivalential discourse in
those cases in which the latter becomes the lngue de bois of the state.
We find in them that the increasing distance between actual social
demands and dominant equivalential discourse frequently leads to the
tepression of the former and the viclent imposition of the latter.
Many African regimes, after the process of decolonisation, followed
this pattern.

3) Some dominant groups attempt to constantly recreate the internal
frontiers through an increasingly anti-insdmutional discourse. These
attempts generally fail: Let us just think of the process, in Prance,
leading from Jacobinism to the Directoite and, in China, the vatious
stages in the cycle of the ‘cultural revolution’.

A movement or an ideology — of, to put both under their common
genus, a discourse — will be more or less populistic depending on the
degree to which its contents are articulated by equivalential logics. This
means that no political movement will be entitely exempt from pop-
ulism, because none will fail to interpellate to some extent the ‘people’
against an enemy, through the construction of a social fronter. That is
why its populist credendals will be shown in a particularly clear way at
moments of political transition, when the future of the community is in
the balance. The degree of ‘populisty’, in that sense, will depend on the
depth of the chasm separating political altetnatives. This poses a
problem, however. If populism consists in postulating a radical alterna-
tive within the communitatian space, a choice at the crossroads on which
the future of a given society hinges, does not populism become synony-
mous with politics? The answer can only be affirmative. Populism means
putting into question the institutional order by constructing an underdog
as an historical agent — i.¢. an agent which is an ether in relation to the
way things stand. But this is the same as politics. We only have politics
through the gesture which embraces the existing state of affairs as a
system and presents an alternative to it (or, conversely, when we defend
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that system against existing potential alternatives). That is the reason why
the end of populism coincides with the end of politics. We have an end
of politics when the community conceived as a totality, and the will
representing that totality, become indistinguishable from each other. In
that case, as [ have argued throughout this essay, politics is replaced by
administration and the traces of social division disappear. Hobbes’
Leviathan as the undivided will of an absolute ruler, or Marx’s universal
subject of a classless society, represent parallel ways — although, of
course, of an opposite sign — of the end of politics. A total, unchal-
lengeable state and the witheting away of the state are both ways of
cancelling out the traces of social division. But it is easy, in that sense, to
see that the conditions of possibility of the political and the conditions
of possibility of populism are the same: they both presuppose social
division; in both we find an ambiguous demos which is, on the one hand,
a section within the community (an underdog) and, on the other hand,
an agent presenting itself, in an antagonistic way, as the whole community.

This conclusion leads us to a last considetation. As far as we have
politics (and also, if our argument is correct, its detivative which is pop-
ulism) we are going to have social division. A corollary of this social
division is that a section within the community will present itself as the
expression and representation of the community as a whole. This chasm
is ineradicable as far as we have a pelifiral society. This means that
‘people’ can only be constituted in the terrain of the relatons of
representation. We have already explained the representative matrix out
of which the ‘people’ emerges: a certain particularity which assumes 2
function of universal representation; the distortion of the identity of
this particularity through the constitution of equivalential chains; the
popular camp resulting from these substitutions presenting itself as
representing society as a whole. These considerations have some impot-
rant consequences. The first is that the ‘people’, as operating in populist

the

discourses, is never a primary datum but a construct — populist discouse
does not simply express some kind of original popular identity; it actually
constitntes the larter. The second is that, as a tesult, relations of represen-

ration ate not a secondary level reflecting a primary social reality
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constituted elsewhere; they are, on the contrary, the Huaﬁﬁ.% terrain
within which the social is constituted. Any kind of political transforma-
tion will, as a result, take place as an internal displacement of the
elements entering the representation process. The third consequence is
that representation is not a second best, as Rousseau would have had it,
resulting from the increasing chasm between the universal communitar-
ian space and the particulatism of the actually existing collective wills.
On the contrary, the asymmetry between community as a whole and
collective wills is the source of that exhilarating game that we call
politics, from which we find our limits but also our possibilities. Many
important things resuit from the impossibility of an ultimate universality
— among others, the emergence of the ‘people’.




The ‘End of Politics” and the Challenge
of Right-wing Populism

CHANTAL MOUFFE

The theme of populism has recently been put at the centre of attention.
in Burope. The unexpected qualification of Jean-Marie Le Pen for the
second round of the presidential elections in France in May 2002 and the
excellens results of the Pim Fortuyn List, which came second in the
Dutch legislative clections on May 15 — after the murder of their leader
_ have created a shock which has forced Western democracies to finally
take seriously the growth of right-wing populism. To be sure, such
parties have already existed for some time, but they were considered
marginal and their strong presence in countries like Austria was
explained by specific national idiosyncracies, so it was possible to dismiss
them as a ghost from the past, soon to-be rwcmw& away by the advances
of the process of ‘modernisation’

However, the increasing success of right-wing populist parties in most
Furopean countries and their increasing popular appeal makes it very dif-
ficulr to maintain such a thesis. So instead of being scen as an exception,
those parties are now presented as the main threat’ to. our democratic
insticutions. But the fact that they have become a central subject of dis-

cussion has not meant that progress has been made in coming to terms .

with their nature. The reason is that the théoretical framework informing
most democratic political thinking precludes grasping the roots’ of
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populist politics. Enmnn the &mmﬁ,@ in ﬁ?nw all those who proclaimed
the end of the mmﬁwmmn& ‘model of polidecs find themselves. Having
announced the mmdﬁ ‘of a consensual politics ‘beyond left and right’, they
are suddenly confronted with the emergence of new political fronters
which pose a real challenge to their post-political vision. By constructing
an opposition between ‘the people’ and the ‘establishment’, not only does
right-wing populism shatter the consensual framework, it also brings to
the fore the shallowness of the dominant theoretical perspective. Indeed
if, as I will argue, the attraction exerted by right-wing populist discourse
is the very-consequence of the ‘end of politics” Zeitgeist which prevails
nowadays, we should not be sutprised by the incapacity of most theotists
to aMQE..b what is currenily happening, .

The thesis that T want to put forward is that, far from being 2 return
of the archaic and itrational forces, an anachronism in times of ‘post-
conventional’ identities, to be fought thtough mote modetnisation and
“Third Way’ policies, tight-wing populism is the consequence of the
post-political consensus. Indeed, it is the lack of an effective democratic
debate about possible alternatives that has led in many counities to the
success of political parties claiming to be the *voice of the people’.

The shortcomings of the liberal conception

An important part of my argpument will be of a theoretical nature
because I am convinced that in order to understand the appeal of right-
wing populist discourse it is necessary to question the rationalist and
individualist tenets which inform the main trends of democratic politi-
cal theory, The refusal to acknowledge the political in its wuﬁmmoammn
&.Bnnmmonu and the concomitant incapacity to grasp the central role of
passions in the constitution of collective identites, are in my view at the
root of political theory’s failute to come to terms with the phenomenon
of populism.

While of course not new, those Sﬁmucmm have been reinforced by
the recent evolution of liberal democratic societies and the effects of the
prevailing ideological framework. This framework presents two aspects:
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r ‘free market on one side, human tights on the other. Jointly they provide
the content of what is today generally understood by ‘democracy’. What
is striking is that the reference to popular sovereignty — which constitutes
the backbone of the democratic ideal — has been almost erased in the
current definidon of liberal democracy. Popular sovereignty is now
usuallv seen as an obsolete idea, often perceived as an obstacle to the
implementation of human rights. .

Whar we are wimessing, actually, is the triumph of a purely liberal
interprematon of the nature of modern democracy. According to many
: secondery with respect to liberal principles. As
instance, puts it, “Liberalism and democracy are
relation, it seems to me, consists largely in demo-
iz the best means for protecting the principles

roesiny with Lermore that liberalism and democracy are
: & thet the reladon that exists berween them
umenl ane of means/ends, as many liber-
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Since then the history of liberal democracies has been charactetised
by the sometimes violent struggle between: social forces whose objective
was to establish the supremacy of one tradition over the other, This
struggle has served as a motor for the political evolution of Western
sacieties, and it has led to temporary forms of stabilisation under the
hegemony of one of the contending forces. For a long time this adver-
sarial form of confrontation was considered legitimate, and it is only

recently that this model has been declared outdated. For some, the end

of the confrontation means the victory of libetalism over its adversary;
while for others, the most democratically minded liberals, it means the
end of an old antagonism and the reconciliation between liberal and
democratic principles. Both groups, however, see the present consensus
as a great advance for democracy.

What those liberals fail to grasp is the necessary tension which exists
between the logic of Hberalisn and the logic of democracy, and the

impossibility of a final reconciliation. In fact to announce the end of the -}

confrontation signifies accepting the prevailing liberal hegemony, and

toreclosing the possibility of envisaging an alternative to the existing i

v, they cannot be considered the only ,. ordet. )

ithour effective democtatic pattic- The liberal conception also misses the crucial symbolic role played by
5 oooteTning e common life, there can be no the democratic conception of popular sovereignty. The legitimacy of
modern liberal democracy is grounded on the idea of popular sover-
eignty, and those who believe that it can be discarded are profoundly
mistaken. The democratic deficit that manifests itself in a multiplicity of
ways in a growing number of liberal democratic societies is no doubt a
consequence of the fact that people feel that no real scope is left for
ent irzditions: the liberal : what would be a meaningful participation in important decisions. In M
several countries this democratic deficit has conttibuted to the develop- |
ment of right-wing populist parties claiming to tepresent the people and m

vzt

to defend its rights, which have been confiscated by the political elites] It -
is worth noting that they are usually the only parties which mobilise the
theme of popular sovercignty, viewed with suspicion by traditional

democratic parties.

..;Jum&nmmmmwuﬁwmmmﬂ%mOmnonnwmu
S orceic revolngon: liberal democracy,

. TEDOTRSEEITS COETROLTIACY, MuMHmm.BmeﬂmH%. ’

‘moims o the Tact that we are

esmiFshed between liberal and
W Pherson ndicated?, was that

mree Therefore different.
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The end of politics?

The effacement of the theme of popular sovereignty in liberal-demo-
cratic societies constitutes & first important element for apprehending
the current rise of right-wing populism, and we can already see how it
has to do with the kind of liberal consensus existing today both in polit-
~ical life and in political theory.,/ There is indeed a striking convergence
berween the lack of effective alternatives offeted to citizens in advanced
industrial societies and the lack of an adequate theoretical grasp of the

_complex relationship existing between democracy and liberalism. This.

" explains in my view why it has become so difficult to challenge the pre-
vailing liberal hegemony. Think for instance of the way in which, in one

" form or the other, most social-democratic parties have been converted
to the ideology of the “Third Way’. Nowadays the key terms of political
discourse are ‘sood governance’ and ‘non-partisan democracy’.

Politics in its conflictual dimension is deemed to be something of the
ast, and the type of democracy that is commended is a consensual, com-
pletely depoliticised democracy. This ‘polites without adversary™ chimes
with the consensual way in which the discourse of human rights is
utilised. Indeed the subversive potential of human rights is neutralised by
their articulation with the neoliberal dogma. Human rights are reduced to
providing the morzl framework that such a politics needs to support its
claims of representing the general interest beyond partisan fractions.

As a consequence of neoliberal hegemony, most crucial decisions
concerning social and economic relations have been removed from the
political rerrain. Traditional democratic political parties have become

“unable to face socieral problems in a political way, and this explains the
increasing role plaved by the juridical sphere as the realm where social
conflices can find a form of expression. Today, because of the lack of a
democratic political public sphere where a political confrontation could
take place, it is the legal system which is made responsible for organising
human co-existence and for regulating social relations. This displace-
ment of the political by the legal terrain as the place where conflicts ate
resolved has very negative consequences for the workings of democracy.
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No doubt this fits with the dominant view that one should look for %
‘impartial’ solutions to social conflicts, but this is precisely whete m:mﬁr
problem lies. There are no impartal solutons in politics, and it is m.:.m\
fllusion that we now live in societies where political antagonisms wmﬁx\v
been eradicated that makes it impossible for political passions to _uo\
channelled through traditonal mnBonHmmn parties. e

In my view, it is the incapacity of traditional parties to provide distific- 4 -
tive forms of identifications around possible alternatives that has created W(..
the terrain for the flourishing of right-wing populism. Indeed, right- °
wing populist parties are often the only ones that attempt to mobilise
passions and create collective forms of identifications. Against all those
who believe that politics can be reduced to individual motivations, and
that it is driven by the pursuit of self-interest, they are well aware that
politics always consists in the creation of an ‘us’ versus a “them’ and that
it implies the creation of collective identities. Hence the powerful appeal
of their discourse, becanse it provides collective forms of identification
around ‘the people’,

If we add to that the fact that, under the banner of ‘modernisation’,
social-democratic pardes have in most countties identified themselves
more or less exclusively with the middle classes, and that they have
stopped representing the interests of the popular sectors — whose
demands are considered ‘archaic’ or ‘retrograde’ — we should not be

jisurprised by the growing alienation of an increasing number of groups
iwho feel excluded from the effective exercise of citizenship by the

‘enlightened’ efites. In a context where the dominant discourse proclaims
that there is no alternative to the curtent neoliberal form of globalisa-
tion, and that we have to accept its laws and submit to its dikeats, it is
small wonder that more and mote workets are keen to listen to those
who claim that alternatives do exist, and that they will give back to the
people the power to decide. When democratic politics has lost its capac-
ity to shape the discussion about how we should organise our common
life, and when it is limited to securing the necessaty conditions fot
the smooth working of the market, the conditions ate ripe for talented
demagogues to atticulate popular frustration.
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The current state of liberal-democratic societies is therefore particu-
larly favourable for the development of right-wing populism. The
displacement of the idea of popular sovereignty dovetails with the idea
that there is no alternative to the present order, and this contributes to
the creation of an anti-political climate that is easily exploited to foment
paopular reactions against the governing elitess We should realise that, to
a great extent, the success of tight-wing populist parties comes from the
fact that they provide people with some form of hope, with the belief
that things could be differens;, Of course this is an illusory hope,
founded on false premises and on unacceptable mechanisms of exclu-
sion, where xenophobia usually plays a central role. But when they are
the only ones to offer an outlet for political passions, their pretence of
offering an alternative is seductive, and their appeal is likely to grow. To
be able to envisage an adequate response, it is urgent to grasp the eco-
nomic, social and polidcal conditions that explain their emergence. And
this requires the elaboration of a theoretical approach that does not deny
the antagonistic dimension of the political.

Politics in the moral register

1 think that it is also crucial to understand that it is not through moral
condemnation that those parties can be fought, and this is why most
answers have so far been completely inadequate. Of course, a moralistic
reaction chimes with the dominant post-political perspective, and it had
to be expected. This is why it is worth examining it in some detail since
this will bring us important insights into the way political antagonisms
manifest themselves today.

As we saw earlier, the dominant discoutse announces the end of the
adversarial model of politics and the advent of a consensual politics
bevond left and right. However, politics always entails an us/them
distinetion. This is why the consensus advocated by the defendets of the

¢ ‘non-partisan democracy’ cannot exist without drawing a frontier and
¢ defining an exterior, a ‘them’ which assures the identity of the consen-
: sus and secures the coherence of the “us’. To put it in another way, the
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consensus at the centre, which is supposed to include everybody in our
post-political societes, cannot exist without the establishment of a fron-
tiet, because no consensus — or no common identity, for that mateer —
can exist without a fronter. Thete cannot be an ‘us’ without a ‘them’,
and the very identity of a group depends on the existence of a ‘consti-
tutive outside’. So the ‘us of the good democrats’ needs to be secured by
the determination of a ‘them’. Nowadays the ‘them’ is provided by what
is designated as the ‘extreme right’. This term is used in a very undefined
way to refer to an amalgam of groups and parties whose characteristics
and objectives are extremely diverse and it covets a wide spectrum which
goes from fringe groups of extremists, skinheads and neo-nazis to the
authoritarian right and a vardety of right-wing populist parties.

Such a heterogeneous construct is of coutse useless to grasp the

- nature and causes of the new forms of right-wing politics, But it is very

useful to secure the identity of the ‘good democtats’ and to procure a
positive image of the post-political consensus. It is clear that, since®,
politics has supposedly become ‘non-adversarial’, the ‘them’ which is
necessary to make possible the ‘us’ of the good democtats cannot be
envisaged as a political adversary, and the-frontier has to be drawn in the \L
register. So, to draw the frontier between the ‘good democrats’
“and the ‘evil extreme-right’ is vety convenient, since the ‘them’ can now
be consideted as a sort of moral disease which needs to be condemned
morally, not fought politically. This is why no attempt is made to try to
understand the reasons for its existence — an understanding, in any case,
made impossible by the amalgam on which the very notion of ‘extreme-
tight” is based. Moreover, attempts at understanding are deemed suspect,
and perceived as a move towards condoning something which is morally
unacceptable. As 2 consequente, moral condemnation and the nmnm_u_.mm%
ment of a cordon sanitaire have become the dominant answers to zpm
rise of right-wing populist movements. —
The increasing moralisation of political discourse that we are witness-
ing goes hand in hand with the dominant post-political perspective.
Far from indicating 2 new stage in the triumphant march of democracy,
such 2 phenomenon represents a very negative development. Let’s not

u..w..w...w’




38 POPHLISE AXD THE MIREQR OF DEMOCRACY

misunderstand my poinz. It is not my intenton to defend Realpolitik and
to deny that normative concerns should play a role in politics. But there
i is a big difference between morality and moralism, which Hmits itself to
the denunciation of evil in others. Yet today’s good democrats are so
confident that thev have rhe truth, and that their mission is to impose it
on others, that they refuse to engage in debate with those who disagree.
It is no doubt easier to present them as a moral enemy, to be destroyed
~and eradicazed, instead of having to envisage them as adversaries in the
: political rerrain,

In fact what is happening is very different from what the advocates of
the post-political model, like Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens, would
want us ro believe. It is not that politics with its old antagonisms has
been replaced by moral concerns about ‘life issues” and human rights.
The political in its antagonisdc dimension is very much alive, and politi-
cal antagonisms are still with us. The main characteristic of our ‘end of
politics” age is that politics is now played out in the register of morality,
and rhar antagonisms are being framed in a moral vocabulary. Far from
having disappeared, frontets between us and them are constantly drawn,
but nowadays they are drawn in moral categories, between ‘good’ and
‘evil’, berween the ‘good democrats” who defend the universal values of
liberal democracy and the ‘evil extreme right’, racist and xenophobic,
which must only be ‘eradicated’.

What T am suggesting is that what has been presented as the disap-
pearance of antagonism is in fact the generalisation of a different form
of its manifestation. To be sure, the moralistic type of rhetoric is not
new. It has been used before, and the Ameticans are particularly fond of
it. Remember Reagan’s ‘evil empire’, not to mention the current crusade
of George W. Bush against the ‘axis of evil! But this language was
usually reserved for international relations, while now it petvades
domestic politics. And in that field the consequences are different,
because such a thetoric transforms the very way we envisage the work-
ings of democratic politics.

When politics is played out in the moral register, democracy is endan-
gered. Besides preventing us from adequately grasping the nature and
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causes of current conflicts, this motalisation of politics leads to the
emergence of antagonisms that cannot be managed by the democratic
process and redefined in what I propose to call an ‘agonistic’ way — i.e.
as a struggle not between enemies, but between ‘adversaries’ who respect
the legitimate right of their opponents to defend their position.* It is
cleat that when the opponent is defined in moral terms, it can only be
envisaged as an enemy, not as an adversary. With the ‘evil them’ no-
agonistic debate is possible. This is why moral condemnation teplaces
political -struggle and why the strategy consists in building a cordon
sanitaire to quarantine the affected sectors. As far as right-wing populist #
patties are concerned this strategy is generally counterproductive since,
as we have seen, their appeal is often linked to their anti-establishmen
thetoric, so their exclusion by the governing elites setves to reinforce ¢
their oppositional image. p

Thete is an urgent need to understand that it is the incapacity to attic-
ulate proper political alternatives around the confrontation of distinctive
socio-economic projects that explains why antagonistms are nowadays
articulated in moral terms. Since there is no politics without an us/them
discrimination, when the ‘thetn’ cannot be envisaged as a political adver-
sary it is constructed as ‘evil’, as' a moral enemy This explains the
floutishing of moralistic political discoutse in citcumstances where the
adversatial model of politics has lost its capacity to otganise the political
system, and when its legitimacy has been undermined by Third Way
theorists. The ‘extreme right” is thetefore very handy for providing the
‘evil them’ necessary to secure the ‘good us’. This of course is not meant
to deny the existence of something that should be properly called
‘extreme-tight’, but to insist on the danger of using this category to
demonise all the parties who defend positions that are seen as a challenge
to the well-meaning centre-establishment. ‘

Right-wing populism in Ausiria

I have chosen the case of Austria to illustrate my argument because this
will give me the opportunity to examine the two aspects of my thesis: the
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aegative consequences of consensus politics, and the inadequacy of the
moralistic answer to the challenge of right-wing populism.®

To grasp the reasons for the success of the Freiheitliche Partei
Osterreichs (FPO) it is necessary to recall the type of politics that pre-
vailed in Austria since the beginning of the second Austtian Republic.
When Austria was reestablished in 1945 the three existing parties — the
Socialist Party (SPO), the People’s Party (OVP) and the Communist
Party (KPC)) — decided to govern in coalition in order to avoid the con-
flicts that had dominated the First Republic, which had exploded into
a civil war in 1934, The KPO was quickly excluded because of the
effects of the Cold War, and the coalition reduced to the SPO and the
OVP. Those parties wete the representatives of the Christian-conserva-
dve and the Socialist Lagers around which Austrian society was
organised after the break-up of the Habsburg monarchy. They devised
a form of co-operation through which they managed to establish theit
control on the life of the country in a variety of fields: political, eco-
noiic, social and cultural. Thanks to the ‘Proporz system’ the most
important posts in the banks, hospitals, schools and nationalised indus-
tries were divided berween their respective elites. Furthermore, the
development of social and economic partnership secured co-operation
berween the organisations representing employers and employees in
order to reach acceptable compromises, thereby avoiding industtial
conflicts and steikes, ‘

To be sure, this kind of consensus politics played an undeniable role
in providing the basis of stability for the political system, and when in
1955, after ten vears of Allied occupation, Austria won its sovereignty

and independence, it had recovered its confidence and prosperity. But

the fact that — except for the years between 1966 to 1983 —the SPO and
the OVP formed a Grand Coalition to govern the country led to the
blocking of the political system, since very little space was left for any
type of contestation not directed against the system itself. Indeed, even
when governing alone, the two main pardes continued to maintain
close contacts through the ‘Sozialpartnerschaft’. This created the con-
ditions which were later to allow a gifted demagogue like Jérg Haider to
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articulate the diverse forms of resentment against the governing coali-
tion and its bureaucratic machine, in the name of ‘democracy’ and
‘liberty’.

When Haider took control of the Freedom Party of Austria (FPO)
in 1986, the party was facing extinction.® The FPO, which in 1956 had
succeeded the League of Independents (VDU), founded in 1949, was
heir to the third component of the Austrian political structute — the
Getman national-liberal Lager which had supported national-socialism
and had therefore been marginalised after the wat. Since 1960, the FPO
had tried to redefine itself as a centrist third party under the leadership
of a former S8 officer, Friedetich Peter, by cultivating an image of a pro-
mﬁnw.ﬂwn. liberal party. But it had been weakened by three years of
participation as a junior partner in a coalition with the SPO, between
1983 and 1986, and its potential vote was estdmated at between 1 and 2
pet cent.” The situation was therefore critical, and intra-party disputes
culminated in 1986 at the Innsbruck conference. in the ousting of the
patty chairman, Norbert Steger. Things changed quickly with the new
leadership of Jérg Haider, who drastically transformed the party’s otien-
tation, and from then on the FPO experienced a dramatic upsurge in
clectoral support. Notwithstanding temporary setbacks, its share of the
vote increased steadily untl the November 1999 elections when it
became the second party in the country, slightly overtaking the OVP
with 27 per cent of the vote. Despite lengthy negotiations the OVP and
the SPO were unable to agree on terms for reconvening their coalition,
and a new coalition government was established between the OVP and
the FPO in February 2000.This alliance was violenty denounced in
Austria and abroad, and the other EU members retaliated with a sedes
n.y.m measutes aimed at isolating the new government. Howevet, the
OVP/FPO coalition managed to withstand this opposition, and when it
collapsed in September 2002 it was because of an internal struggle, not
external pressure. I will come back to these events when I discuss the
response to right-wing populist pardes, but we first need to examine the
tise of the FPO under Haider.
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Haider's strategy

As soon as he assumed the leadership, Haider transformed the party into
a protest party against the ‘Grand Coalition’. He actively mobilised the
themes of popular sovereignty and freedom of choice in order to artic-
ulate the growing resistance to the bureaucratic and authotitarian way in
which the countty was governed by the consociational elites. At first his
campaigns were directed against the federal government, which he
accused of cotruption, excessive political patronage, and presented as
being responsible for rising unemployment. He advocated the privatisa-
tion of state-owned enterprises, lower taxes and a reduction of
regulation on business and individuals. From the 1990s onwards, starting
with the federal parliamentary campaign in Vienna, the theme of immi-
gradon began to play a central role, and the discourse of the party
acquired a clearly populist character. It was at that moment that the party,
presenting itself as the voice of the ‘little man’ against the ‘establish-
ment’, began to appeal to working-class voters disillusioned with the
SPO#

An imporrant element to take into account in this shift of loyalties
was the profound impact of the transidon to a post-fordist form of cap-
italist regulation on the compositon and forms of organisation of the
wortking class. Its consequence was the erosion of the traditional links
between the workers and the SPO. The forms of d:m&-nmnmﬁnmmﬂu
which existed before became ercded, as the workers lost several of the
benefits of the consociational system. Since, in the meantime, the
Socialist Patty under the leadership of Franz Vragpitzky, had moved
towards the polideal centte — renaming themselves ‘social-democrats’
and becoming more middle class in orientation — the terrain was laid for
the workers to be attracted by the populist rhetoric of Haider.? Besides
providing a channel of expression for the increasing disaffection with
the political system, the FPO aiso served as an outlet for the growing
anxiety and fears induced by the process of globalisation. By articulating
ail the diverse forms of resentment through a xenophobic discoutse,
the party could present itself as defending the mterests of ‘the people’
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both against the uncaring political establishment and the mow.nmmdmnmn.
visualised as a threat to the jobs of ‘good hard-working Austrians’ and

their traditional way of life. No doubt the unconditional support given

to Haider by the popular daily Kronen Zeitung, read by around 3 million

Austrians, also contributed greatly to the amazing growth of the FPO

during those years.

The discutsive strategy of Haider' consisted in constructing a fron-
tier between an ‘us’ of all the good Austtans, hard workers ‘and
defenders of national values, against a ‘them’ composed of the parties -
in power, the trade union buteaucrats, foreigners, and left-wing artists
and intellectuals who were, all in their own way, contributing to the sti-
fling of political debate. In his book Dée Fresbeiz, die izh meine he declares:

The ruling political class has got the formation of -public opinion in its
hands and individual opinion is neglected. A dialecticai process of exten-
sive nationalisation of society and socialisation of the state has broken the
classic separation of state from society. Ideas and opinions of the citizens
cammot be conveyed directly but have been usurped by institutons,
interest groups and parties. Between them and the state a power game takes
place, leaving little scope for individual freedom and self-determination, !!

In his view one of the main issues where popular consultation is
foreclosed is the queston of immigration and multiculturalism. He
forcefully argues for the people to be able to decide how many immi-
grants to allow: “The question is, Who should decide which path to take?
In my opinion: the people. Whoever doubts the role of the people as the
highest sovereign, questions the very essence of democracy. People have
the right not just to go to the polls every four years but are entitled to.
have 2 say in questions which are decisive for the future of their
countty.!?

A debate has been raging in Austria and elsewhere concerning the
nature of the FPO, many people insisting that it should be described as
right-wing extremist, even neo-nazi.”® There is no doubt that an aspect
of the FPO's rhetotic was also aimed at rallying the nostalgics of the
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Third Reich, and one should not overlook the specificity of the Austrian
situation and the complex relatonship of many Austrians with their
past. Moreover, coming from a nazi family, Haider has a very ambiguous
attitude towards the crimes of nazism that he tends to minimise.* But it
would be a serious mistake to overemphasise this element and to attrib-
ute the FPO success to it. Thosé nostalgic sectors correspond only to
a very small fracdon of its electorate and, although they cannot be
denied, the references to the nazi years do not play an important Vmﬁ in
the party’s ideology. To claim that Haider and his party are ‘neo-nazi’
completely misses the specificity of this new form of right-wing politics.
It might satisty the good conscience of those who reject any type of
collaboration with them, but it does not help anyone to grasp the causes
of their success and their appeal for so many workers and young people.

In fact it can be argued thar the strategy of Augorengung aimed at per-
maneatly excluding the FPO from government, thanks to the cordon
sanitaire established by the two main parties, contributed to its remark-
able rise in the last decades. 'The refusal of the SPO and the OVP under
the last two legislhtures even to consider the possibility of an alliance
with the Freedom Party allowed it to be perceived as ‘victhm® of the
polidgcal establishment, and reinforced its populist appeal. Indeed it
could appear to be like David fighting against Goliath, defending the
“little people’ against the elites in power.

1t is clear that Austrian politics was trapped in a vicious circle. On-one
hand, the lack of a real democratic discussion about possible alternatives
resulting from consensual polidics was at the origin of the success of the
FPO: on the other, success contributed to the permanence of the coali-
ton, whose main justification had become to stop Haider coming to
powert. The negatve consequences of such a simation wete exacerbated
by an attempt by the government to arrest the progress of the FPO by
implementing some of the policies that it was advocating, mainly in the
field of security and immigration.'

It must be stressed that this strategy to win back voters was accompa-
nied by a strident motal condemnation of Haider’s xenophobia, and by
his demonization as ‘naxzi’. Of course, such a hypocritical stance made it
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impossible to challenge the FPO seriously. But the moralistic response
to the rise of Haider was vety convenient for the governing parties,
because it exonerated them from making any autoctitique, and from

acknowledging their responsibility in his success.

The impasse of moralism

It is always very tempting to claim the moral high ground, but it does not
provide a political strategy and it is fikely to dectease the appeal of right-
wing populist movements. In that respect the case of Austtia is very
instructive, and it brings us important insights concerning the mistakes.
to be avoided. Indeed, I believe that the European reactions to the for-
mation of the coalition government between the OVP and the FPO
represent the very definition of the wtong strategy. We witnessed an
explosion of moral indignation, which led France and Belgium —
worried by the possibility of similar alliances at home — to a seties of
bilateral measures against the new Austrian government. In the name of
the defence of Huropean values and the struggle against racism and
xenophobia — of course always easier to denounce in others than to fight
in your own country — the other fourteen Buropean governments
ostracised the new coalition before it had even done anything that could
be deemed reprehensible. All the good democtats saw it as their duty to
condemn the coming to powet of a supposedly ‘nazi’ party and raised
the alarm against a return of the ‘brown plague’, .

I do not want to deny that there was some cause for concern, or that
precautionary measures were legitimate. But this does not justify the
near-hysterical outcry that took place. The fourteen could easily have
issued 2 strong warning to the new coalition, announcing that they were
going to be under serious observation, and threatened them with sanc-
tions in case of any deviation from democratic norms. However, moral
condemnation replaced political analysis. No setious attempt was made
to scrutinise the natare of the FPO, nor the reasons for its success.
It was enough to point to the past history of Austria, and to declare
that the problem was that it was never properly ‘denazified”. People
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overlooked the fact that, far from being a specific Austrian phenome-
non, right-wing populist parties were already on the rise in many other
European countries: Belgium, France, Ttaly, Norway, Denmark, the
Netherlands and Switzetland. Led by a militant press, only too happy to
have found a new devil to fight, an incredible campaign of demonisation
was launched, which quickly came to focus on all of the Austrians,
perceived as being collectively responsible for the rebirth of the “fascist
danger’.'

What we witnessed during this episode was a typical case of ‘self-
idealisation’ — that is, the condemmnation of the ‘bad Austtians” served to
construct the ‘us’ of the good democrats, morally beyond reproach. We
are here dealing with a very petverse mechanism, since it allows people
to assert their virruous nature through an act of rejection. Itis also a very
powerful way of mobilising passions and creating unity among people
who feel that their conscience is bolstered by the very act of excluding
others. This is no doubt one of the teasons for the seductiveness of the
moralistic approach, and its increasing role in politics.

A few months later the fourteen European governments realised that
the ‘sanctons’ were counterproductive, and that they had to find a way
out of the impasse without losing face. Again unable to envisage a polit-
ical approach, they acted this time on the juridical terrain, deciding to ask
three ‘wise men’ to scrutinise the natute of the Freedom Party. When
theit report concluded that the party, ‘despite the presence of extremist
elements’, was not ‘neo-nazi’ but ‘right-wing populist’, and that it did not
contravene democratic norms, the bilateral sanctions were lifted.”” Of
course, both sides claimed victory. The FPO announced that its legiti-
macy had been vindicated, while the fourteen declared that, thanks to
their reaciion, the new coalition had been kept in check.

Clearly the whole episode had negative consequences for the EU.
For instance, it antagonised small nations like the Danes, who felt that
such treatment would not have been used in the case of a more impot-
tant country. And, as was demonstrated by the lack of European
reaction to the much more dangerous coalition established by Berluscont
in Italy with Bossi’s Lega Norte and Fini's Allianza Nationale, they were

CHANTAL MOUFFE- - - 67

right. Moteover, this stragegy of moral denunciation did not have the
intended effect of arresting the growth of right-wing populist parties.
Witness the good results of the Progress Party in Notway in September
2000 (14.6 per cent of the vote), the People’s Patty in Denmark in
November 2001 (12 per cent), the Pitn Fortuyn List in Netherlands in
May 2002 (26 per cent), not to menton the 18 per cent gained by
Le Pen in the second round of the French presidential elections on 5
May 2002. :

Particulatly interesting for my atgument is the case of the Viaams
Blok (VB) whose strong performance in the national Belgian elections -
of October 2000 should also bring about some rethinking of the effects
of the cordon sanitaire. By the way, doubts in this regard had been
expressed by Patrick Janssens, the president of the Flemish Socialist
Party, one of the very few Belgian politicians to have criticised the meas-
ures against the Austrian government. In an interview published in the
Belgian daily Le Soir onn 7 Februatry 2000, he affirmed that in his view the
best way to fight the VB was not t6 establish a ‘sacted union’ among all
the good democrats from right to left, but on the contrary to revive the
opposition between left and right, in order to offer the voters real alter-
natives, instead of leaving to the populist right a monopoly of the
opposition to the existing order. :

It is important to note the obvious similarities berween the Belgian
and Austrian cases. As in Austria, where the grand coalition between the
SPO and the OVP allowed the FPO to appear as the only real alterna-
tive to the ‘system’, so in Antwerp the centre of VB power (whete it
reached 33 per cent of the vote in the last elections), a coalition between
Socialists and Christian-democrats has monopolised political power for
several decades. The effect of the cordon sanitaire was of course to rein-
force the image of ‘outsider’, and therefote the appeal of the VB.!®

However, the best argument against the strategy of ‘Ausgrenzung’ is
provided by what has been happening in Austria since the establishment
of the OVP/FPO coalition. In the elections that took place in
November 2002 the FPO’s share of the votes was reduced to 10 per
cent, after having reached 27 per cent in November 1999, This proves
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2t pardcipation in the Austrian government was fateful for the patty.
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-ining neoliberal themes with xenophobic ones — to attract groups with
soposed interests, but once in power that was no longer possible. As a
rzsult it began to lose ground in all local elections: Styria in October
, Burgerland in December 2000 and Vienna in March 2001. When
. Haider tealised that the situation was becoming critical, he
arrempred to regain the initiative by openly opposing several policies of
the government. But his conp de force backfired, provoking a split in his
party and the resignation of several FPO ministers. The outcome was
the dissolution of the coalition government and the organisation of elec-
tions, which saw the tesounding victory of the OVP, which with 42.3 per
cent of the vote managed to overtake the SPO, which lost the leading
position that it had long occupied. Reduced to third place and having lost
two-thirds of its electorate, the FPO was in deep crisis, and its appar-
ently irresistible tise had been stopped. The OVP-FPO coalition was
re-established after the elections of 2002, and the decline of the FPO
continued. In the Buropean elections of June 2004 they only received 6.3
per cent of the vote, and the very survival of the party is now at stake.

A similar conclusion can be drawn from what happened in the
Netherlands, where the centre-tight coalition established with the Pim
Fortuyn List collapsed after less than 100 days in power because of an
internecine power struggle in the party of the murdered politician. Since
then the party’s popularity has drastically declined. To be sure, this is in
part due to the disappearance of their leader, which created disarray
in the party, but it is very likely that bringing it into the government
— instead of allowing its populist thetotic to flourish in opposition —
accelerated the crisis.

Back o politics!

Let’s recall the main points of my thesis. First I want to emphasise that
my aim has not been to propose an exhaustive explanation of the
phenomenon of righe-wing populism, but only to put the accent on one
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aspect that is generally overlooked in the literature on this topic. Itis my
contention that a crucial dimension of the recent success of right-wing
populist parties in Eutope is usually omitted. This is due to the fact that
most studies are informed by a fationalistic theoretical framework that
prevents them understanding the specificity of the political. They tend
to adopt an approach inspired by either an economic or a moral frame-
work, which prevents them from realising the ineradicability of
antagonism, as well as the central role played by passions, in the forma-
tion of collective political identiies. Although this evasion of the
political in its antagonistic dimension has always been one of the main
shortcomings of the liberal approach, in recent years theoties about the
end of the adversarial model of politics have amplified this problem. I
a political conjuncture in which the move towards the centre by formerly
socialist parties has led to the blurring of the frontiers between left and
right, this has created a situation in which the cleavage between ‘us’ and
‘them’ constitutive of democratic politics can no longer take place within
the context of the traditional democratic patties. As [ have tried to show,
this has created a void which is currently occupied by right-wing populist
demagogues who, by articulating a diversity of feats and resentments,
have been able to constitute a new form of us/them oppositon through
a populist discourse in which ‘the people’ is constituted on the basis of
a chain of equivalences between all those who are, in one way ot another,
presented as being oppressed by the ‘power bloc’ constituted by the
political elites, the bureavcracy and the intelligentsia.

What is problematic is not the reference to ‘the people’. Indeed,
T have argued that it is necessary to reassert the democratic side of liberal
democracy, and this implies reactivating the notion of popular sover-
eignty. The problem lies in the way in which this ‘people’ is constructed.
What makes this populist discourse right-wing is its strongly xenophobic
character, and the fact that in all cases immigrants are presented as a
threat 10 the identity of the people, while multiculturalism is perceived
as being imposed by the elites against the popular will. In most cases this
populism also contains a strong anti-EU element, European integration
being identified with the authotitatian strategy of the elites.”
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To be able to offer a counter-strategy, it is necessary to acknowledge
that, for several decades, important changes have taken place in
Furopean countries without real popular consultation and discussion of
passible alternatives. It is therefore not surprising that a sense of frus-
tration exists among all those who have not profited from those changes,
or who feel that they are jeopardising their present conditions ot future
prospects. As long as traditional pardes refuse to engage with those
issues, with the argument that this evolution is,a necessary one and that
there is no alternative to the neoliberal model of mwovmmmwmonu it is likely
that right wing populist patties will continue to grow. And it is certainly
not moral condemnation that will make them disappear; it might even
have the contrary effect.

it is no doubt encouraging o see that the appeal Om those parties
diminishes once they become patt of the government, and that they
seem able to strive only when in oppositdon. This teveals their structural
limits. However, without a profound change in the workings of demo-
cratic politics, the problems which have led to the emergence of
right-wing populism wil! not disappear. If a serious attempt is not made

to address the democratic deficit that charactetises the ‘post-political’ mmm.

that neoliberal hegemony has brought about, and to challenge the
growing inequalities that it has created, the diverse forms of resentment
are bound to persist; and there is even the danger that they will take
maore violent modes of expression.

But let’s not be too pessimistic. At the moment right-wing populism
might be on the rise, but there are also some positive signs that things
are beginning to change on the left. The recent evolution of the ‘anti-
globalisation” movement shows that, after a ‘negative’ phase limited to
the critique of insdtudons like the IMF and the WTO, serious attempts
are now being made to construct a positive alternative to the neoliberal
order, and this is very promising. ‘The success of the Social Forums
reveals that what is at stake in this emerging moverment is not, as some
would have it, a somewhat futile rejection of a supposedly ‘neutral’
process of globalisation, but the ctitique of its neoliberal mode and the
struggle for another globalisation, informed by a different political
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project; a globalisation aiming at a different wortld order, where inequal-
ities would be drastically reduced, and where the concerns of the most
exposed groups would be addressed — instead of an exclusive focus on
the welfare of the middle classes. It is by engaging fully with such a
project that we will be able to offer an effective political answer to ﬁro
challenge of right-wing populism.




Populism as an lnternal Periphery
of Democratic Politics

BENJAMIN m_ﬂ_u_._._

The verbal smoke surrounding populism

Neopopulism and necocorporatism are regular entries in our political
lexicon, vet the meaning assigned to the prefix ‘neo’ is not as clear in the
former as itis in the latter. The rather unambiguous meaning of neocor-
poratism detives from the conceptual stability of its classical referent in
the mainstream literature of political science. In the case of neopop-
ulism, the prefix has not fared so well, pattly due to the contested status
of populism as such. .

One only needs to look at the cluster of meanings associated with the
rerm. The account offered by the sociology of modernisation prevailed
throughout the 1960s, at least in the developing world. A classic expo-
nent of this apptoach is Germani, who sees populist mobilisation as a
deviation in the standard path from traditional to modetn society.!
i Tella proposes a modified yet equally functionalist interpretation. He
conceives of populism as the result of the convergence of two anti-
status quo forces, the dispossessed masses available for mobilisation and
an educated vet impoverished elite that resents its status incongtuence —-
the gap between tising expectations and job satisfaction — and broods on
ways of changing the cutrent state of things.” Other theotetical interpre-
tations move away from this view of populism as an alternative road to
the modernisation of class-divided, traditional societies. Lasch sees it as
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a response to the crisis of modernity; Laclau, at least in his initial neo-
Gramscian approach to populism, conceives of it as a dimension of the
popular—democratic imaginary, and argues that its class nature varies in
accordance with contending discutsive articulations of the concept;
Cammack opts for the revival of a Marxist standpoint that associates the
phenomenon with resistance to neoliberal capitalism, although he adds
a functionalist touch by linking the changing status of neopopulism to
the requirements of capitalist teproduction.?

Moteovet, as Worsley maintains, the term is wide enough to encom-
pass right- and left-wing variants, to appear in advanced countries and
in developing ones, in towns and in the countryside, and amongst
wotkers and the middle classes as well as peasants.” It includes political
phenomena ranging from the Russian sarodwichestve of the nineteenth
century to William Jennings Bevan and small farmer movements in the
US during the 1930s, and Latin American populism of the 1940s and
1950s. The latter, exemplified by Argentina under Perén and Brazil
under Getilio Vargas, had trademark characteristics usually seen as
something of a general matrix of classic urban and industrial populism.
Among them, strong pationalism; the perception of the state as both
a political bounty and the prime mover of economic activity;
economic programmes based on subsidies and price controls, import
substitution and the protection of local industry; a cavalier allocation of
government resources to reward followers and punish opponents, and
the use of public spending to build netwotks of patronage disregarding
criteria of fiscal or monetary responsibility; the enfranchisement of the
urban undexclass of descamisados (shirtless) ot caberitas negras (dark heads),
and their mobilisation against the oligarchy; the creation of mass
political parties; the growth of trade union militancy, shadowed by gov-
ernmental control of organised labour and its use as a reserve army for
mass demonstrations in support of the party or the leader; the cult of
personality that aggrandises the stature of the leader and turns him or
her into a quasi-messianic figure; and the role of leaders as political
brokers who bypass formal mechanisms of representation whenever it
suits them.
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On the political side of the disagreement around populism, those
who have focused on the mote worrsome traits, like the messianic
nature of its leaders or the submission of trade unions to the govern-
ment, see it as a purely negative phenomenon. Others find it hard to
reject many of its avowed goals when these are taken at face value, as
they read like a wish-list for a socialist and radical-democratic agenda.
Por example, the emphasis on welfare policies and employment; the
continual appeal to the people, the claim to empower the ‘common
man’ and the capacity to motivate largely un-political individuals to
participate; or the professed aimn of restoring some dignity to politics,
which, instead of representing the aspirations of society, often func-
rions as a pork-barrel business run by corrupt and cynical political
imptesarios. This, together with the anti-liberal bias that I will discuss
below, helps to clarify why in the 1960s and 1970s parts of the Third
World intelligentsia — among them, socialist intellectuals who nrmawp;
oned nationalist and anti-impetialist demands — saw populism as a
positive phenomenon. .

Things have changed quite radically in recent years, without dispelling
the polemic around the meaning of the term. Populism today seems to
have very lide in common with its classical urban-industrial referent,
except, pethaps, for the self-perception of the leader as a saviour of the
nation and the standard — albeit often demagogic — observance of the
premise that “wriue resides in the simple people, whe are the overnbelming mafor-
ity and in their wlisctive traditions.’ This begs the incvitable questions of
who ‘the people’ are and how the meaning of the term vaties from one
case to another.’ Nationalism and economic protectionism are virtually
gone, and popular mobilisation tends to be minimised; in its wake, we
are left with what some describe as a marriage of convenience between
neoliberal economics and neopopulist politics.” To talk of a marriage
does not settle the question either, for despite the general advocacy of
market liberalisation, the differences in the policies they follow once in
office remain far too large to allow us to identify this as a common
denominator that could function as the genus of the more recent incar-
nations of the populist experience.
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To complicate matters further, the populist drive seems to be virtually
indistingnishable from the ‘politics of faith’ ~ as Qakeshott calls it — that
has characterised a wide range of reform movements throughout modet-
nity?® For example, the will to renew politics, the exaltation of the people,
and the presumed immediacy of their link with the leader or the party are
present in political movements that are not usually branded populist,
Besides, one cannot fail to notice that the terms we have been using -
populistn, modern politics, democtacy and reform — do not cease to
overdetermine or contaminate one another, and as a result, the concep-
tual frontiers between them become rather unstable. This puts a limit to
any pretension to disambiguate fully the ‘as such’ of populism vis-a-vis
politics. The conceptual contours of the term remain fuzzy, and its theo-
retically contested status unabated, to the extent that we might want to
describe populism as an ‘anexact” object. T take this paradoxical expres-
sion from Deleuze and Guattari, who in turn borrow it from Husserl’s
wititings on protogeometry or science that studies vagabond or nomadic
morphological essences. ‘Protogeometry’, they say, “is neither inexact like
sensible things nor exact like ideal essences, but anexact yet rigorons (“essen-
tally and not accidentally inexact”), The citcle is an organic, ideal, fixed
cssence, but roundaness is 2 vague and fluent essence, distinct both from
the citcle and things that are round (a vase, a wheel, the sun) ... At the
limit, all that counts is the constantly shifting bordetline’.? The interesting
thing about this notion is that it falls outside the binary opposition
between exact and inexact, for the vagueness of the contours of anexact
objects is a requisite condition and cannot be formalised as a clear truth-
value. Consideting the range of interpretations and positions mentioned
above, populism could well be an anexact object, and therefore any
precise description faces 4 real and perhaps insurmountable limit,

This does not mean that the phenomenon is intractable. Worsley puts
it quite fittingly when he says that ‘since the word Aas been used, the
existence of verbal smoke might well indicate a fire somewhere’.™® T this
fire sufficiendy distinct to beget an acceptable descriptive concept? 1
have some teservations about how precise one can get, although there
is a growing awareness that populism might be less of a stand-alone
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—memomenon than one that intertwines with contemporaty politics.

Hzward sees it as a response to the failores of elitist democracy in the
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Semween the pragmatic and the redemptive faces of democracy.!! Laclan
=n this idea further, suggesting that we should regard 4/ politics
=list to some extent. ‘If populism consists in postulating a radical
within the commanitarian space, a choice in the crossroads
on which the future of a given society hinges, does not populism
come svnonymous with politics? The answer can only be affirma-
dve’ i There is some truth to this view, but one needs to say something

more in order to avoid a simple and direct conceptual ovetlap between

nolitics and populism, as well as to account for non-radical instances of

the populist appeal.

One possible step in this direction would be to explore the pertinence
of situating the phenomenon in its relation to both modern politics and
democracy. The evidence for this link is mixed. In the more intuitive use
of the rerm, populism, old and new, is 2 label applied to crowd-pleasing
politicians who are hard to distinguish from demagogues, who will make
anv kind of promise, no matter how unattainable, as long as it advances
their cause, and who will tweak legal procedures and institutional
arrangements shamelessly to adjust them to their needs. This, of course,
applies to other political movements too. The common-sense use of the
term also describes an ambiguous observance of democratic practices
and a general dislike of liberal institutional settings. Whether they are in
government or in opposition, the populists’ impatience with formalised
decision-making processes leads them to invoke their trademark distrust
of elites as a sweeping device to overtide institutional constraints on
their actions. Perhaps one can attribute this to their inexperience with the
intricacies of the legislative and judicial process, for they see themselves,
legitimately or not, as poliical outsiders. Whatever the freason, their
disdain for the procedural channels and for the checks and balances of
the democratic process reflects a strong anti-establishment ethos that
might explain why liberals are not particularly keen on populism. They
see populism, especially the urban-industrial one, as a variant of old
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Caesatism with a democratic dressing. Yet, even when latter-day pop-
ulists warp the operational mechanisms of a lberal-democratic
framework of politics — representation, partisan competition, accounta-
bility and due process of law — they invest considerable energy in
defending their democratic credentials and reassuring critics of their
observance of that framework. Either as mere posturing or as an actual
practice, the democratic vindication is part of the-populist imaginary,
although the persistence of authoritarian variants is a reminder that one
must keep 2 level head when thinking of its relation to democracy.

Following this lead, T will suggest that populism is a recurrent feature
of modezn politics, one that iterates itself within both democratic and
undemocratic settings, and examine three possible modes of the phe-
nomenon. If one looks at it from the standpoint of the political
subsystem, populism appears to be a fellow traveller of contemporary,
media-enhanced modes of representation at work in both emerging and
well-established democracies. This mode would be fully compatible with
the institutional regime form of liberal-democratic politics. A second
possibility shifts the focus to the more turbulent modes of participation
and political exchange lurking behind the normality of democtatic pro-
cedures. In this case, the populist mobilisation would be a symptom or
paradoxical element capable of both disturbing and tenewing the oper-
ation of democratic politics: it would function as a mirror whete the
latter can look at the rougher, less palatable edges that remain veiled
by the gentrifying veneer of its liberal format. These rwo modalities of
populism can thrive in a democratic setting, but the third one works as
an underside that endangers this setting. It also emerges from within
democratic politics, but as a ‘misfire’ whereby populism can morph all
too easily into authoritarianism. This is a reminder that the phenomenon
can be something more dangerous than a mode of representation or a
disturbance of democracy, as it can also signal an actual interruption of
democracy. Taken together, these three possibilities of populism — as a
mode of representation, as a politics at the more turbulent edges, and as
a threatening underside — will enable us to recast the populist experience
as an internal periphery of liberal-democratic politics.
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Populism os o mede of political representation

The first mode positions the discussion at the level of the political regime:
we can tegard populism as 2 mode of representation that has become part
of mainstream democratic pelitics. In specifying this link, it will become
clear that the reciprocal applies too. Macpherson’s work on liberalism and
democracy illustrates this double link very well. He claims that while the
expansion of suffrage rights in the second half of the nineteenth century
led to the democratisaion of liberalism, the permanence of market
soclety and representative governmnent conttibuted to the liberalisation
democracy.”? This gave birth to the syatagm ‘liberal democracy’. Similarly,
the presence of a populist mode of tepresentation in liberal democracies
is not just an arithmetic addition to that setting; it also brings about a geo-
mettic dislocadon insofar as it permeates the practice of democratic
politcs itself. Pur differenty, if populism is a mode of representation
compatible with liberal-democratic politics, the lattet is not left untouched,
as it also incorporates some of the traits of populist representation.

How do we describe a populist mode of representation — warts and
all — as part of the territory of democratic politics? One way of
approaching this is to draw from authors who have referred to a populist
stvle or mode of persuasion. Knight conceives it as a set of features —
rapport with the people, a confrontational mentality, personalism, and
mobilization ~ and claims that style is the basis for a loeser model of
populism that actually fits better with the phenomenon.'* ‘Fit” might not
be the most felicitous term, for despite the avowed instrumentalism and
nominzlism of his definition of the populist style,'® it evokes, at least
implicitly, the problems associated with a correspondence theory of
truth, However, if one leaves this issue aside, the features Knight men-
tions, and his emphasis on the relevance of a mote flexible view based
on the idea of style, open up a productive line of inquiry. It tacitly
accepts the impossibility of establishing a Cartesian-style definition of
the populist phenomenon, which in turn confirms Oakeshott’s well-
known claim that the political vocabulary of modernity cannot extricate
itself from some degree of ambiguity.®®
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Canovan also speaks of style, which she desctibes as the ability to
communicate in tabloid-like language, offer political analyses that are as
simple and direct as the solutions they propose, and a general knack for
appeating to be the embodiment of transparency.” Similatly, Kazins
study of populism in the US refers to it as a style of political rhetoric or
as a mode of persuasion, one whereby speakers use everyday ‘expres-
sions, tropes, themes, and images to convince large numbers. of
Americans to join theit side or to endotse their views on patticular
issues’.” In the US, he says, this language has undergone matty transfor-
mations. The nineteenth-century heritage of Americanism and its virtues
— the producer ethic constituting ‘the people’, and an elite that opposes
and exploits ‘the people’ — has drifted into a mote conservative territory
in the late twenticth centuty, with the appearance of the moral majority,
the criticism of ‘Big Government’, the scorn for the cultural elite, and
s0 on.V

Once again, this seems quite cotrect. My hesitation here is that a.pop-
ulist persuasion built on the strength of a simple and direct language,
which entails a reduction of the complexity of the issues presented to
the electorate, also seems to be characteristic of contempaorary politics
generally. Likewise, the appeal to the people or the interpellation of the
common people against the status quo is also a distinctive trait of
democracy, or at least of those who mobilize the redemptive side of
politics. Pethaps the distinction is a matter of degree, in the sense that
populism radicalises the appeal to the people, but then there is the
problem of measuring the intensity of the appeal. Schmitt faces a similar
problem when he invokes the criterion of intensity to define a political
opposition. He wants to differentiate friend-enemy oppositions
according to him, the political opposition pat excellence — from all
others according to the ctiterion of intensity: political oppositons are
the most intense because they are the only ones that can lead to the
extreme or decisive case of war? Yet as Derrida has shown, this presup-
poses a zelos of intensity. If an opposition becomes more political
because it has the possibility of reaching the extreme case of war, then,
conitary to what Schmitt claimed, war would become not the lmit case
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but the quintessence of the political® T suppose that a similar problem
would plague a distinction between populism and democtacy based on
the appezl to the people, or the use of a certain rhetoric or mode of
petrsuasion.

T am not saying that we should abandon this argument, as it seems to
me that it is quite relevant for the study of populist discourse. I suggest
instead that we shift the focus to the field of representation, for this has
the double advantage of mainiaining a family resemblance with both
style and rhetoric, and of connecting populism with mainstream politics.
The usual way of dealing with this link is to say that populism ariscs as
the result of a crisis of reptresentation, as a response to either the inca-
pacity or the refusal of elites to respond to people’s concerns. Thete is
some evidence to support this view. The populist right often exploits
xenophobia to swell its ranks and disqualify (other) professional politi-
cians. For example, they blame establishment politicians for the rise in
unemployment among domestic labourers, because they are lax on
immigration controls, thus encouraging the influx of foreign workers. A
crisis of representation would then constitute 2 fertile terrain for the
emergence of populism. However, the reference to ‘crisis’ also narrows
down the scope of the populist experience to moments when politics
fails to address partcipatory, distributive or other demands. Here we
could build on Panizza’s advice to distinguish ‘populism in the streets’
from ‘popultism in power’,” and argue that the emphasis on the excep-
tion does not allow us to differentiate populist politics in opposition,
when the motf of the breakdown of representation is more likely to
be salient, from populism in government, when the possibility of such
a crisis tends to be dismissed, though a populist mode of representation
might remain in place all the same.

Instead of focusing on the moments of crisis, then, we could look at
the very idea of representation and see how populism takes it on.
Representation means rendering present, bringing into presence through
a substiture, ‘the making present of something that is nevertheless
absent’, or, more in tone with the specifically political sense of ‘acting for
others’, representation ‘means acting in the interest of the represented,
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in 2 manner responsive to them”* This acting for others does not mean
that the ‘others’ are left completely at the mercy of their representatives,
for they also act upon them, if only because of their participation in

public debates and their capacity to punish or reward elected officials by -

exercising their suffrage rights. However, ‘tepresentation’ does have at
least three elementary yet important presuppositions. First, the existence
of two levels of playing field, that of the represented and that of those
who act for them as their representatives. Second, that there is a gap
between these levels, which prevents collapsing one into the other and
therefore distinguishes representation from self-government. Finally, if
the ‘re-’ of representation involves a repetition whereby the people
return through a substitute,® then that which returns cannot be reduced
to an unaltered sameness, to a mere expression of pre-constituted iden-
tities and interests. Like any teturn, which is governed by what Derrida
calls the law of iterability or the paradox of a repetition whose sameness
incorporates something other,?® the task of ‘rendering present’ intro-
duces a differential element that modifies the absent presence of the
people, for othetwise, instead of representation we would have the
simultaneous presence of the people and their delegates. The main point
here is that the presence of ‘the people’ is at once indirect and constitu-
tively impute. Its presence is at least in part an effect of representation,
insofar as the latter involves a drive to configure the identity and inter-
ests of the represented by addressing the classical political @ﬁnmnonm of
‘who we ate’ and ‘what we want’.

Populists are nototiously ambiguous about this. On the one hand,
they have always claimed to speak in the name of the people and to use
their language, to be the voice of those who have no voice and the
agency that summons their presence to the political stage. This is often
more the expression of a desire than a reality, for, among other things,
De Ipola’s reminder that the gap between the conditions of production
and the conditions of reception of appeals to the people does not
guarantee the success of those appeals.” On the other hand, populism
has also been rather hazy about who the people are, conceiving them
vatiously as the dispossessed, the hard-working middle classes, the
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burdened tax-payers, the ‘common may’, the moral majority, and so
on. One might say that this is not a relevant point, for the populist
rendering-present of the people is still committed to distinguishing
hetween a certain ‘us’ and ‘them’ characteristic of political oppositions.
That is, populism must make an effort to configure the identity of the
people and to specify the disagreement that pitches them against
named adversaries — the elites, the oligarchy, Big Government, or what
have you. This is correct, but even then, the populist “us’ remains
conveniently vague, It is a deliberate vagueness, for it enables it to blut
the contours of ‘the people’ sufficiently to encompass anyone with a
arievance structured around a perceived exclusion from a public
domain of interaction and decision hegemonised by economic,
political or caltural elites.

A similar ambiguity surrounds the gap between the absent presence
of the people and the action of representing them. The gap is bridged
by a ‘presentation’ that forgets the iterability at wotk in the ‘re-’” of rep-
resentation. First, because of the presumed immediacy of the relation
between the people and the leader or his movement, in which case there
is no absence but only a joint presence without representation. Second,
because populism claims that the trusted leader is a vehicle for the
expression of the popular will, which once again dissolves the gap
berween the represented and the representatives, except that in this case
we are only left with the latter by flat of tacit authorisation. What we
have here is a mirror game, an alleged double and simultaneous full
presence, of the people and of those who act for them. A representa-
tion that pretends not to be such reflects a clear bias for presence. Like
Rousseau, populists distrust representation as a corruption of the
general will, and see themselves less as representatives than as simple
placeholders or spokespeople for the common man, but unlike
Rousseau they also distrust autonomous initiatives that empower
citizens and encourage them to act by themselves. This ambivalent
oscilladon between the glorification of the independent action of the
people (they are metely their placcholders) and the instrumental appro-
priation of that action (they incarnate the people and speak in their
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name) furnishes populist representation with a convenient permanent
alibi. Indeed, just as Barthes obsetved that myth always appears to have
an ‘elsewhere” at its disposal that allows it to avoid admitting its condi-
tion as a second-order semiological system,” populism seems to have
one too, which it uses to put the spin on its position vis-3-vis represen-
tation, participation and mobilisation. This ambivalence explains. why
some say that populism releases the unadulterated energies of the
pcople, while others claim that it is little more than the shackle that con-
demns people to a position of subservience to a movement or to its
leader. Yet in both readings the leader appeats to be a symbolic device.
As the presumed incarnation of the popular will, or as a trustee of the
people, his (or her) role is to simplify the issues and to disambiguate the
identity of the populist camp.

What does this tell us about the populist mode of representation? We
have noticed that it revolves around a seties of themes: the promise of
inclusion and intervention in the public sphere, the ambivalence concern-
ing the ‘immediacy” of the relationship of representation, and the role of
the leader as a symbolic condensation of the movement. Why is this dif-
ferent from the conventional take on political representation? In order to
tespond to this question we have to go back to Pitkin’s argument, When
she discusses political representation, she discards Hobbesian authorisa-
tion, for it entails a complete disappearance of the represented: the
authotisation that they grant to their representatives is so exhaustive that
all the actions and judgments of the latter are valid and binding? She alkso
discards the ‘standing for’ that defines symbolic representation — when a
symbol takes the place of an absent object, as in the case of a flag that
stands for the unity of the nation — because this tells us nothing about the
action of representation propet.” Instead, she settles for ‘acting for others’,
for she believes that this formulation deals with the substance of the
activity of political representation itself instead of the formal arrange-
ments sutrounding the action. Populist representation departs somewhat
from this view. This is not because it cancels Pitkins ‘acting for others’,
but because it is a2 mode of representation arsing from a crossover
between the standard ‘acting for others’ of political representation in
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liberal democracies, the re-entry of a Hobbesian authorisation of sorts
under the guise of #wst for the leader, and a strong symbolic dimension.
The latter presents the leader as the element that articulates diversity and
that seeks to produce an effect of vittual immediacy; that is, an imaginary
identification that suspends the distance between the people and their rep-
resentatives, My contention is that today the crossover that characterises
populist representation is prevalent within liberal democtacy itself.

The waork of Manin can provide some clues to construe this relation-
ship berween populism and contempotaty forms of reptesentative
democracy. Despite the widespread belief in a crisis of representation, he
says, what we are expetiencing today is a metamorphosis of representa-
tion.™ He identifies three consecutive forms of political representation in
the West. These are classic English parfamentarianisn, from 1832 to the
insroduction of male universal suffrage in 1867; pardy democray, an effect
of the entry of the underclass into the political system and the emergence
of mass political parties, which prevailed in Europe and elsewhere since
then and throughout most of the twentieth century; and audience democracy,
which started to emerge in the 1970s with the decline of mass parties, the
impact of the mass media on electoral campaigns, and the formation of a
veritable ‘stage’ for politics. They all share the same principles — the elec-
tion of representatives, the autonomy of the representatives, the role of
public opinion, and trial by discussion — although these appear differently
in each of these forms of representative government, We are familiat with
the second form, which Kelsen described as Partefensiaat or party govern-
ment,” whose demise many continue to mourn as a loss of the grapifas
of politics. The old hegemony of fiery leaders and disciplined party
apparatuses is eclipsed in the wake of audience democracy, with its media-
enhanced candidates hasking in the cool glow of technopolitical expertise.
The democracy of ‘audience’, says Manin, is akin to a supply-side politics
that aims to identify the relevant cleavages within the clectorate in order
to differentiate the candidate from its adversaries, Media experts replace
party bureaucrats and activists, or at least put an end to their eatlier promi-
nence, and electoral discipline weakens due to the volatility of party
loyalties from one clection to the next.?
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~ For its critics, andience democracy transforms politics into a specta-
cle run by media and marketing professionals. Former US president
Gerald Ford refers to this type of politics in a caustic remark about the
dangers of pointless manipulaion when he speaks of ‘candidates
without ideas hiring consultants without convictions to run campaigns
without content”” There is some truth to this clairn, but it might also be
a somewhat unfair rendering of audience democracy. Opinion polls and
electoral marketing might replace the serious pondering of party mani-
festos and electoral promises, says Manin, but they also help voters by
teducing the complexity of the issues and loweting the cost of access to
information on those issues.** Moze importantly, at least for the putpose
of our inquiry, in audience democracy there is a personalisation of the
link between candidates and voters. For Manin, today people tend to
vote for a person instead of an electoral platform or 2 party, and while
patties do not lose their central role as electoral machines, they tend to
become instruments in the service of the leader. He gives two reasons
for this, both of which support out claim that populist representation
has gone mainstream. .

One is that the channels of political communication, mainly radio and
television, affect the nature of the representative relationship: candidates
can now communicate directly with theit constituents without the medi-
ation of party netwoiks.™ In a way, he says, this entails a return to the
face-to-face character of representation in the parliamentatianism of the
nineteenth century, This is true, but also imprecise, since mediations have
been reconstituted rather than disappeared. We can provide a more rigot-
ous depiction of the phenomenon by arguing that the mass media enable
a semblance of immediacy or, better still, that they give rise to a mode of
political representation chatacterised by the ‘as if” of virtual immediacy.
This “as if” sublimates the representative link by veiling the gap between
the people and those who act for them. This virtual immediacy coincides
with the populist presumption of enjoying a direct refation with the
people. The second reason Manin gives for the personalisation of politi-
cal options is that the scope of governmental activity has expanded
substantially, and elected officials must make decisions on a wide 4»&0@.
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of issues that a party platform can neither foresee nor specify in advance.
In fact, he says, governmentality requites something analogous to what
Locke called ‘prerogative’ power; that is, a certain discretionary margin
whereby elected leaders can ‘take decisions in the absence of pre-existing
Jaws’, which means that the personal frust in the candidate becomes an
adequate basis of selection.®® Manin concludes that ‘representatives are
thus no longer spokesmen; the personalisation of electoral choice has,
to some extent, made them trustees™” Once again, we can see 2 clear
analogy between prerogative power based on trust and the role of pop-
ulist leaders as trustees of the people and as political brokets,

In many ways, then, audience democtracy intertwines with populist
representation conceived as 2 crossover between acting for others,
authorisation, and the strong role of symbolic imagerty. The election of
Arnold Schwarzenegger as governot of California in 2003 is a good
illustration of ‘trust’. Exit polls conducted on election day ‘suggest that
for those who voted for Schwarzenegger, his personal qualities mattered
far more than the position he had on the issues”® We can also see this
at work in the case of Mexico. In 2000, Vicente Fox, the victorious pres-
idential challenger who put an end to the seventy-two-yeat hegemony of
the ruling Partido de la Revolucién Institucional (PRI), obtained the
nominasdon of bis centre-right Partido Accién Nacional (PAN) not by
lobbying the party hierarchy or mobilising the faithful inside the patty
apparatus, He obtained it thanks to an ad hoc organisation, Awmigos de Fox
{(‘Friends of Fox’), which mounted an impressive media campaign to
present him as a no-nonsense candidate in touch with the mmnmbmm“ of
ordinary people. The popularity of Fox rested on his communication
skills and the work of the team of advisers that designed his campaign.
His success hinged on the way he connected this popularity with the
claim for political renewal. People #rusted Fox and felt they had a direct
rapport with him. This allowed him to acquire supra- and extra-partisan
legitimacy, which the leadership of his own party did not like but could
not stop either; so in the end it had ligtle choice but to follow the lead of
public opinion and anoint Fox as its candidate. The PAN and its allies
benefited from the pro-Fox electoral tide; they gained mote elected
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"positions than they would otherwise have had, although they obtained

fewer votes than Fox himself.

Opinion polls and electoral studies conducted in the aftermath of the
general elections of 2 July 2000 agree that those who voted for Fox did
so less for what he said than for what he symbolised. People saw him as
the most credible option for ousting the PRI, says Flores, to the extent
that the majority of those who voted for him and his electoral coalition
were betting on the idea of change regardless of the specific content of
that change.” This is similar to what happened with Schwarzenegger in
the California elections. In Manin’s terminology, Fox’s advisers perceived
that the central cleavage within Mexican society was one between conti-
nuity and change - and not, as the centre-lefe PRD had calculated,
between the sovereign nation and the forces of neoliberalism. If we look
at this from the standpoint of discoutse theoty, ot at least of one of its
vatiants,* the virtue of Fox’s campaign managets was that they correctly
identified ‘change’ as the empty signifier needed to suture the Mexican
political field in 2000, More importantly, they succeeded in presenting
their candidate rather than his party as the agent capable of effecting a
symbolic approptiation of that signifier. Either way, this shows that Fox
built his electoral strategy around a typically populist mode of represen-
tation — one that welded ‘acting for others’ and the symbolic ‘standing
for’ with authossation based on trust — that has become intertwined
with contemporary politics. He developed a virtual or media-based face-
to-face relation with the electorate, presented himself as the
representative of the will of the people, was graced by the trust that
people invested in him regardless of the actual platform on which he
campaigned, and became the torchbearer of the idea of change.

Populism as a symptam: politics on the edges of democracy

If the former mode of representation defines populism virtually as a
phenomenon that coexists with mainstream politcs and transforms it,
the second modality moves into a different territory, which positions
it together with other radical movements in the rougher edges of
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democratic pelides. Here the argument concerning the link between
nopulism and democracy begins to shift from the institutional site of the
polidcal regime to the democratic imaginary of modern polides. To put
it in a schematic manner, and drawing from psychoanalysis, we could
interpret populisin as the return of the repressed, or better sdll, as a
symprom of democracy; thatis, as an internal element of the democratic
system which also reveals the limits of the system and prevents its
closure in the pure and simple normality of institutional procedures,

At times Freud thinks of the symptom in the usual medical sense of
a sign of illness, but this is not what he wants to highlight in his study of
the psychic apparatus. He conceives it mainly as a substitutive formation
that stands in for a frustrated desire, or for something amiss in our lives.
It shields us from danger by masking a traumatic experience. He men-
tions the case of a patient with obsessive neurosis. The padent, who was
living apart from her husband, was prone to running from one room to
another and then calling the setvant, but upon her arrival she would
forget why she had summoned her, or instruct her to do something
trivial, ‘The patient eventually came to realise that her obsessive behav-
iour both imitated and disguised her husband’s behaviour during the
wedding night. Affected by impotence, he would go back and forth from
his room to his wife’s chambets trying — unsuccessfully — to consummate
the matrimony, and worrying that the servants would put him to shame
if they discovered his failure. The symptom-formation — the compulsive
act of going from one room to the other and summoning the servant —
was the mechanism whereby the patient’s ego attempted to dispel the
frustration caused by the husband’s sexual failure, It 2imed to remove her
from a sitvation of danger. This turns the symptom into something akin
to the formation of a compromise between repressed representations
and repressing representations. The phenomena of symprom-formation
are, then, an exptression of the repressed of, to be more precise,
they indicate the refarn of the repressed through more or less tortuous
paths.?!

Freud offers us an additional explanation. He says: ‘Symptoms are
derived from the tepressed, they are, as it were, its representatives before
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the ego; but the repressed is foreign territory to the ego — internal
foreign tettitory — just as reality (if you will forgive the unusual expres-
sion) is external foreign territory’.* This characterisation of the
repressed through the metaphor of the ‘internal foreign tertitory’ is
ingenious and helpful for our inquity. On the one hand, the i generis
status of the symptom destabilises a clear frontier between inside and
outside: it opens up a play or negotiation between propery internal phe-
nomena and phenomena that are internal yet somewhat impropetly so —
they are part of an intetnal foreign tettitory. On the other hand, it gives
us clues for understanding the second modality of populism as an inter- -
nal foreign territory ot internal petiphety of democratic politics, as a
phenomenon that develops in its edges or more turbulent regions. I want
to develop this point through Zifelk’s social and political reading of the
symptom, as he, too, proposes this play between the proper and the
improper. In his interpretation — which iterates and hence reformulates
Freud’s through a reading inspired by Lacan — the symptom is ‘a partic-
ulat element which subverts its own universal foundation, a species
subverting its own genus’* In this respect, Marxist critique is sympto-
matic, for the working of ideology, he says, requires not so much a false
consciousness among those who participate in a given social reality but
rather that they ‘do not know what they are doing’. This misrecognition
was already present in the case of the woman with obsessive neurosis
mentioned by Preud, in which case a symptom could be defined as “a
formation whose very consistency E.%mam a certain non-knowledge on
the part of the subject™ the subject can “enjoy his m%BHunoB only in so
far as its logic escapes him’.*

Zisek illustrates this through an example borrowed from Matx’s
theory of commodity exchange, or rather from Alfred Sohn-Rethel’s
reading of it. The universality of the commodity form presupposes that
every exchange is always an exchange among equivalents. Yer, this
universality happens to be an empty or counterfeited universality; he
calls it an ideological universal insofar as the labour force is a special
commodity whose use — the actual expenditure of labour — generates
surplus value over and above the market value of the Iabour force itsel£%
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That is why the system gives rise to an equivalent exchange, but also to
‘a particular paradoxicat exchange — that of the labour force for its wages
— which, precisely as an equivalent, functions as the very form of
exploitation”.* TLabout powet, he says, is a special commodity, one ‘rep-
resenting the internal negation of the universal principle of equivalent
exchange of commodities’. This negation of universal equivalence is
internal to equivalent exchange and not merely its violation. Zisek caps
this by saying that utopia consists of “a belief in the possibility of & us-
versal without a symptomr, without the point of exception functioning as its
internal negation’,*” which suggests that the symptom is not an accident
but rather 2 distinctive trait that can be found in the actual working of
any system. We can add that if the mistecognition of this fact is required
to maintain the semblance of equal exchange, and therefore to enable
the effectiveness of commodiry exchange, then any effort to unveil the
special stazus of labour power as the site where equivalence breaks down
— which is precisely what working-class and socialist movements have
been doing since the nineteenth century — introduces a measute of
disruption into the system, although this does not necessarily entail its
implosion.

Let us connect this with the discussion about the reladonship of inte-
riority of populism and democracy. What is the status of this interiority?
Farlier we described it as a mode of representation, but the symptom
offers us a different angle. As a symptom of democracy, populism func-
dons as a paradoxical element that belongs to democracy by sharing with
it the standard traits of participation, mobilisation, informal exptession
of the popular will, and so on and, at the same, time interrupts its
closure as a gentrified or domesticated political order by ovetlooking
standing procedures, institutional relations, comforting rituals. We can
illustrate this through an analogy with the discomfort caused by the
ardval of 4 drunken guest at a dinner party. He is bound to disrupt table
manners and the tacit rules of sociability by speaking loudly, interrupt-
ing the conversations of others, and perhaps flirting with the wives of
other guests. The hosts might not be particulatly happy with the
awkward visitor, but having invited him they probably cannot get rid of
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him either, so they will do their best to downplay his antics in order to
make the rest feel as comfortable as possible. Populism plays the role of
the awkward guest; it is a paradoxical element that functions both as an
internal moment of liberal democtacy and as that which can disrupt the
gentrified domain in which politics is enacted. This is because represen-
tative politics generally entails the ptiotity of institutional mediations
ovet chatistma, the presence of checks and balances to limit the discre-
tionary powers of political leaders, the widespread practice of reaching
agreements through negotiations among political elites, and so on. These
are the ‘table manners’ governing democratic politics. Populism disrupts
them by mounting its challenge to the redemptive face of democracy, at
titnes in detriment of law and order. As a promise of redemption, the
populist mobilisation exerts pressutes on the presuppositions of repre-
sentative democracy, and to some extent warps them through the
mohbilisation of the people to bypass institutional constraints. Yet even if
this mobilisation: can be an irritation, one cannot affitm unequivocally
that it is external to democtatic practice as such. The populist ‘noise’, irti-
tating as it may be, is in fact its intexnal foreign territory. In principle, its
challenge undermines the fullness of any democratic expression of the
will of the people, including its own.

How, though, do we distinguish this symptomatic noise from other
possible noises? If every distuption of systemic normality — whether it
is a demonstration that ends in distuthances or any other non-electoral
expression of the popular will — is 2 symptom of democracy, then the
semantic field of the concept of symptom would be stretched so much
as to lose its explanatoty value. More precisely, it would become useless
in accounting for populism in telation to democracy. This poses 4 real
difficulty, but not necessarily an insurmountable one. As mentioned,
Macpherson claims that the democratisation of liberalism entailed a lib-
eralisaion of democracy. This does not mean that from then on
democtacy and liberalism became synonymous. We regularly speak of
‘detnocratic liberalism® and use the hyphenated expression ‘liberal-
democracy’, which prevents the closure of democracy in its liberal
format of electoral representation or, what amounts to the same thing,
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is a teminder that the tension between the terms keeps their refationship
open. If anything, liberalism managed to hegemonise democracy, not to
suppress the alternatives that exceeded electoral tepresentaton -
demonstrations, sit-ins, takeovers of buildings, and the like. Populism,
like many other radical movements, can be democratic ot not, but when
it is, invoking the participatory supplement of institntional procedures,
it puts to the test the obviousness of what passes as a normal demo-
cratic order. Following Ranciére’s reference to the disagreement or
polemicisation as that which singulatises an operator of difference —
‘equality’, “freedom’ or what have you — by putting it to the test in order
to see In what it is a universal and in what mere power,”® we are com-
pelled to put the populist disturbance to the test too. That is, we must
judge — and confronr cur judgment with those of others — whether
non-electoral manifestations of the popular will are part of normal
political exchanges that take place within liberal democracies, if they
function as the symptoms of such orders, or if they simply fall outside
their scope and become the nemesis of democracy. I must underline
the reference to political judgment, first, because there can be no
certirude when we speak of politics, and second, because between the
norm, the sympiom, and that which falls outside the system lies 2 grey
area that prevents any Cartesian reasoning. Hefice, the symptomatic
character of the populist mobilisation with regard to the acceptable
rules of a gentrified democratic order cannot be adjudicated outside of
a disagreement.

[ borrow the reference to gentrification from Nmmmwu who in tutn uses
it to recast Lefort’s distincton between politics and the political®
In Zi%ek’s reading, politics is the site where the contingency and
negativity of the political are gentrified in a political ‘ncormality’, forgot-
ten in an otder that has the sratus of one sub-system among others.™
Gentrification here stands for the domestication of the political, for
what Foucault describes as a continuation of war by other means: polit-
ical normality is the institutional end-result of war®' We can think of it
cither as the self-perception of liberal democtacy or as the horizon
towards which it aims ot, to put it in Zizek-speak, as the means through
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which citizens enjoy their symptom in liberal democtacies. As in the Ppre-
sumed universality of commodity exchange that masks the special case
of labour power, it creates a semblance of impersonal institutional virtue
that conveniently overlooks the shadier deals concocted regulatly among
the political and economic elites. Populism functions as the symptom
of this gentrified domain by bringing back the disruptive ‘noise’ of the
people; it puts objectivity at stake by announcing the retutn of the
founding negativity of the political. In short, by disrupting gentrifica-
tion, the populist mobilisation, like all radical challenges, is a reminder of
the contingency of political arrangements,

We can also look into this from a perspective closer to political and
philosophical language, as is Ranciére’s conception of politics as the
enactment of a disagreement. While he does not speak directly of pop-
ulism, one could argue that gentrification corresponds to what he calls
the order of police or partition of the sensible. These conceive the city
as a distribution of parts without remainder, as a hierarchy of parts and
their functions that aims to cancel out the polemic nature of politics.5
Populism disrupts gentrification by summoning the demos, that is, what
Ranciére would call ‘the party of the poor’. But the demos, he says, can
only be an zmproper part, for the poor — or in the preferred language of
populism, the common people — represent the part of those who have
no real part in the polis except for the empty propetty of their freedom.
For him, the impropriety of the demos, which is the scandal of democ-
racy, brings into play the constitutive torsion or disagreement of politics.
To the extent that populism mounts its challenge on the strength of its
mobilisation of the demos, it prevents any reconciliation of the commu-
nity, and therefore interrupts the closure of liberal democracy as pure
clitism or as detached pragmatism.

Drawing from this discussion, we can say that populism functions in
two senses as a symptom of democratic politics. As a promise of
redemption and as an index of what Canovan calls the reaction against
politics as usual, populism disrupts the gentrified democratic order and
expands — or at least claims to expand — the scope of citizen involvement
in public affaits. Perhaps it would be appropriate here to speak of
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populism as a response to “formal’ democtacy, as long as we agree that
the adjective is not understood in the dismissive sense of a mere travesty
of a ‘real’ or substantive democtacy. Following a distinction suggested by
Badiou, one could then argue that populism as a symptom recuperates
the idea of mass democracy, which he labels ‘romantdc” and associates
with ‘collective general assembling, crowded gatherings, riots, and so or’,
in contrast with the perception of democracy as designating the config-
uration of the state, which he calls formal’> Yet as the awkward guest
or element that ‘falls out” of the gentrified system, it positions itself in
the rougher edges of democratc politics, in a grey area where it is not
abways easy to distinguish populist mobilisation from mob rule. In this
interpretation, populism might not necessarily break loose from a
democratic setting, but it becomes something of an unstable and desta-
bitising phenomenon. In the terms suggested eatlier, and corroborated
by the metaphor of the symprom as a ‘internal foreign territory’, it
becomes part of the internal periphery of the democratic order.

Papulism as an underside of democracy

Having said this, the very fact that it has a capacity to disrupt democratic
politics compels us to inquire about the darker possibilities that can
come along with populism. As  political practice that takes place at its
rougher edges, populism can be conceived both as 2 mirror in which
democracy can scrutinise its more unsavoury traits, and as an experience
that can become {or not) its underside.

Here we can mention Canovan’s depiction of populism as a shadow
of democracy. Following Oakeshott, who distinguishes between faith
and scepticism as the two styles whose interplay characterises modern
politics, Canovan speaks of the two faces of democracy — redemption
and pragtmatism — that require one another and cohabit as two squab-
bling Siamese twins.>* She claims that the populist mobilisation arises in
the gap between them, primarily as a way to counteract the pragmatic
excesses of established democracies. By locating populism in this gap,
Canovan manages to develop a conception of populism that retains a
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relation of interlority with democratic politics. Populism is not the
‘other’ of democracy, but rathet a shadow that follows it continually.
This is a very good observation, and I would like to take it as a start-
ing. point to discuss a supplementary semantic connotation of the
metaphor of the shadow, one that is required if one wishes to avoid
losing populism in the vastness of democratic politics. For this is the
issue: to establish the connection between populism and democracy
without overlooking the gap that separates them. What is missing in the
metaphor is its additional meaning as a sign of danger or an underside.
From horror films to mystery novels, the literaty device of the shadow
is a topos of something ominous; it functions as a signpost to announce
the perils that may lurk ahead. It is no different in this case. Critics have
warned against the allute of populism by citing the dangers it poses for
democtacy. The cult of personality can transform leaders into quasi-
messianic figures for whom accountability is not a relevant issue, and the

populist disregard for institutional checks and balances can encourage

rule by decree and all sorts of authoritarian behaviour while maintaining

a democtratic fagade. In addition, the Manichean distinction between -

good common people and corrupt elites can become an excuse for using
strong-arm tactics against political adversaties, and the continual invoca-
tion of the unity of the people can be used as means to dispel pluralism
and toleration.

Yet democracy is always exposed to the threat of an undetside, pop-

ulist or otherwise. If democracy, as Lefort describes it, 1s ‘instituted and -

sustained by the ditsolution of the markers of certaingy’, by a process of ques-
tioning Implicit in social practice, and by a tepresentadon of unity
dependent upon political discourse bound up with ideological debate,
then in limit situations its very functioning may provide the conditions
of possibility for the underside. This danger, he says, arises with the
exazcerbation of conflicts that cannot be resolved symbolically in the
political sphere, and when 2 sense of social fragmentation pervades
society. When this happens, there is a real possihility for the ‘the devel-
opment of the fantasy of the People-as-One, the beginnings of a quest
for a substantial identity, for a social body that is welded to its head, for
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an embodying power, for a state free from division’.” Lefort associates
this with the emergence of totalitatian phenomena, but the fantasy of a
unity without fissures is equally present in the populist temptation to
confuse the government with the state, which amounts to a perversion
of representation.”” This confusion, of course, refers to populism in
government, whose sense of possession rather than occupancy is con-
ducive to a patrimontal use of state resources.

The tempration of a substantial identity will also appear when the
internal paradox of the populist mode of representation mentioned
carlier is resolved on behalf of the leader — that is, when the leader no
longer acts for others because he or she presumes to incarnate those
others, and therefore believes him- or herself to be authorised a priori.
Oakeshott refers to this as the messianic twist of the politics of faith,
There are plenty of examples. In the authoritarian corner one might
consider the experience of Peru under Fujimori, and on the mote pro-
gressive side, at least with regard to his social base and egalitarian
discourse, we can illustrate it with Hugo Chivez in Venezuela, a pro-
gressive vet often troubling leader imbued with an overriding sense of
purpose.”” Here, the gap that differentiates representatives from the
represented — and that sets limits to representation as ‘acfing for others’
— operates haphazardly. Instead of the crossover between acting for
others, ‘standing for’ and authorisation, populist representation gradu-
ally slips into the symbolic ‘standing for’ and ultimately into a
Hobbesian authorisation whereby the gap is dissolved de facto in favour
of the representative.

Lefott also tefets to the populist invocation of social justice,” a key
element of urban-industrial populism that has sustained its appeal
among the dispossessed, as well as among progressive intellectuals.
I'le examines this when he says that populist movements often build
their relation with the masses through the mediation of welfare policies,
and that this relation might have a negative effect on the health of
democratic practice and on the prospects for empowering individuals.
While this might sound like a conservative atgument against social
justice, he is not trying to question equality but to cridcise the vertical
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relation with the people. Social justice and the redistributive policies
through which it comes about certainly imptrove the life of people by
satisfying basic needs. Yet populists see this mostly as a top-down
process, as a vertical link connecting political leaders and governmental
decision-making bodies with grateful masses. The problem with this
type of link s that being grateful turns easily into the demand to submit
to the dictates of the patty, the government or the leader. In Lefort’s
words:

[1t] instigates what de la Boéde called ‘a voluntary setvitude’. Being drawn:
to populism and to the leader, or putting the destiny of all in the hands of
the leader, merely highlights this form of setvitude. ... What is the point
of social justice if all the measures are decided by a government that seeks
the obedience of its citizens as repayment for the rewards it offers, and if
such a justice does not awaken in the people awareness of their rights, of

their sense of endeavour, or of their freedom of association?®!

What he tells us here is that servitude, voluntary or otherwise, turns cit-
izenship into an empty shell and distributive justice into an instrument
of domination. This disempowerment of citizenship — despite verbal
reassurances to the conitary — is a reminder that populism can also
project a datker shadow on democtacy. Just as Canovan could claim that
democracy — or at least, and mote precisely, modern politics generally -
has two faces, redemptive and pragmatic, we may contend that the pop-
ulist shadow does too, for it follows democratic politics as a promise and
as an underside. As a promise, it can. contribute to political renewal
by harnessing the participatoty energy issuing from the redemptive drive
of modern politics, but as an underside, populism can turn out to be
dangerous. Reiterating Canovan’s analogy, the promise and the underside
resemble a pait of squabbling Siamese twins. The problem is that while
the promise might merely disturb the more gentrified functioning of the
democratic process, as in the case of populism as a politics in the
rougher edges of democracy, when the underside gets the upper hand,
democracy is ready to leave the political stage.
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What can we say in summary about the triple characterisation of
democracy described here? 'To begin with, that the contouts of populism
emerge in the shape of a double bind that describes not the democratic
nature of the phenomenon — for we have seen that this cannot be
decided by dectee, as there can be undemocratic populism too — but the
ambiguous and often tense relation of interiority it maintains with the
practice of democracy. Populism can flourish as a fellow traveller of
democratic reform movements and put democracy in jeopardy. This
double bind suggests that people like Canovan, but also Worsley and
Maywatd, ate tight in proposing that any inquiry about populism is at the
same time an inquiry about democratic politics. Yet it also shows that
this works as a conceptual strategy only if one stipulates that it
can also refer to its more turbulent aspects, to a reflection about
politics played at the rougher edges of democracy. Mote precisely, one
could speak of three modalities of populism with regard to modern
democratic politics — as a mode of representation, as a symptom, and as
an underside. The actual valence it adopis is undecidable, as it can go in
any of these three directions. However, determining when the mode of
representation and the disruptive edge cross the line and become an
underside of democracy is 2 matter of polideal judgment, and cannot be
settled by conceptual fat.

That is why I refer to the phenomenon as an internal periphery or
‘internal foreign tertitory” of democracy and of modern politics gener-
ally. 'The expression safeguards the relation of interiority with democracy
that I have developed here, but it also conveys the ideas of an edge and
a possible undetside, and more importantly, the undecidability associated
with the term. Like any border or frontier, a periphery is always a hazy
territory that indicates simultaneously the outermost limit of an inside
and the beginning of the exterior of a system. Populism can temain
within the bounds of democracy but also reach the point where both
enter into conflict, and perhaps even go their own separate ways. I believe
that this internal periphery portrays the paradoxical and contested status
of the relationship between populism and democratic politics.

Skinhead Conservatism: A Failed Populist Project

OSCAR REYES

Between 1997 and 2001 the British Conservative Party was unable to
challenge the polideal dominance of Tony Blait’s Labour Governrient.
The most popular account of this failure blames the Conservatives’
unpopular right-wing populism. Instead of emphasising a coherent
strategy that dealt with welfare issues like health and education, William
Hague drove the party down a serfes of populist cul-de-sacs — on Europe,
crime, asylum and public morality. In June 2001, the inevitable happened
and Hague’s fight-wing bandwagon was washed away by the ‘clear blue
watet” of electoral defeat. Like all good stories, this one works better as a
description of what happened in the 1997-2001 period than as an expla-
nation. For if we take sctiously the emphasis it places on public service
provision, we might be left baffled as to how the Thatcher government
ever won while it consistently trafled Labour on these same key issues.
This chapter attempts to remedy this deficiency by presenting an account
of recent British Conservatism as a failed populist—hegemonic project.

I begin by revisiting Stuart Hall’s interpretation of Thatcherisni as
authoritarian populism, defined as an attempt to forge a reactionary
common-sense. Although it is now commonplace among political scien-
tsts to see this as a crusade that failed, the opinion poll evidence they
present does not account for the distnctive unity of the populist issues

[
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