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PREFACE

Handbooks are intended to give a systematic overview of a subject and its
most important sub-areas. This volume is not intended to compete with other
handbooks dealing with populism already on the market—there are excellent
handbooks. And, although this handbook is a stand-alone publication, its value
lies in how far it extends the discussions on important topics that are either
not covered in other volumes or not adequately represented. Of particular
note here are the highly important topics such as ‘Populism & Gender’ or
“The Psychology of Populism’. This handbook offers insight into some of the
most potent and relevant dimensions of populism’s expressions and thereby
extending our understanding and appreciation of the concept’s significance
within our contemporary political world.

Many thanks go out to not only the many authors of this volume who have
labored so diligently and tenaciously to draw out the many aspects and implica-
tions of populism and have sought to enlighten us about the less than obvious
hues and tomes of one of social science’s most compelling and demanding
subjects, but to those research assistants as well who have so generously and
selflessly devoted their time and dedication to this project’s progress and
completion, without whom this volume would not have been possible. First
and foremost, among those are Elena Broda and Mario Schifer who assisted
with editing and the essential task of careful and diligent communication with
the volume’s authors. I could not have done it without you! Also, many thanks
to my wife Valentina, and above all to my children, Ava and Levi.

Passau, Germany Dr. Michael Oswald
March 2021
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CHAPTER 1

The New Age of Populism: Reapproaching
a Diffuse Concept

Michael Oswald, Mario Schifer, and Elena Broda

Porurism As A CONCEPT

Populism has become one of the most frequently researched topics in political
science and its different conceptualizations are used in many other disciplines
such as communication, sociology, economics and its mother discipline history.
The dedication of whole conferences and journal issues to just one aspect of
populism—e.g. environmental populism—is a testimony to this development,
let alone the sheer numbers of publications: Google scholar lists just under
20.000 hits for populism in the year 2020 alone. The recent success stories
of populists, especially in Europe and the United States, have added to this
interest.

Researchers have conceptualized and defined populism since the term
evolved into an analytical tool in the 1950s but despite this large research
agenda, populism remains a contested concept. In fact, there are at least three
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different strands of populism research: populism as political strategy, ideology,
and as discursive style. This alone makes the field of populism fragmented thus
rendering the term less clear today than at any other point in time. In fact, an
extensive amount of literature has been devoted to this problematic nature of
populism in the first place. Much more than there is regarding possible syner-
gies among the different strands of research. Additionally, each generation of
researchers slightly varied the focus of populism research and thus the meaning
of populism itself.

Consequently, the term is used in and beyond science to refer to a myriad of
regionally different phenomena throughout varying historical periods. As such,
scholars have analyzed an agrarian movement in the United States during the
late nineteenth century, the evolvement of Latin American populism during
the twentieth century, and the current resurgence of populism in Europe all
under the same cloak (see for instance Betz, 1994; Dornbusch & Edwards,
1991; Jagers & Walgrave, 2007; Kazin, 1995; Mudde, 2007; Mudde &
Kaltwasser, 2017; Norris & Inglehart, 2019; Roberts, 1995; Taggart, 2002).

Moreover, the term is utilized to characterize parties, movements,
supporters of certain policies, attitudes and much more—sometimes even for
mainstream politicians if they imply to speak for the common people. On top
of that, some researchers apply a normative presumption—be it positively or
negatively—to the term. And in political discussions it is often utilized as a
means to defame people or issues. This broad span of populism research, the
different approaches, the pejorative connotation, and the arbitrary use of the
term leaves the analytical value of the concept slim. And yet, populism research
has made great progress identifying issues around populist attitudes and how
they can affect voters (e.g. Van Hauwaert & Van Kessel, 2018), the psycho-
logical roots of populism (Lilleker and Weidehase in this volume) as well as
the role of emotions (see Betz and Oswald in this volume), just to name a
few. These accomplishments show that we cannot just retire the term. After
all, it continues to be ubiquitous in research and politics. Therefore, we need
to ask what populism can mean today, especially regarding its suitability for
the scientific debate.

To that end, we briefly dip into the past, assess the historic roots of the
concept and identify common conceptual elements as well as elements that are
not constitutive from a conceptual point of view. We also discuss the relation
between populism and democracy further, especially in terms of the relation
between populism and extremism. Finally, we offer an eclectic definition and
propose a six-step orientation that should be viewed as an axiom as a means
to re-assert the scientific value of the concept of populism as well as populism
research writ large.

DEFINITIONS, PERSPECTIVES AND STRANDS OF POPULISM

The ambiguity of populism begins with a lack of consistency inasmuch as the
variety of definitions ranging from an interpretation as discourse over one as
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style to its strategic use. We have delineated nine different theoretical perspec-
tives which harbor commonalities but also, at times, contradict one another.
These perspectives are presented in Table 1.1, alongside a short definition and
exemplary authors.

There are certainly more viable approaches, like understanding populism as
a ‘Collective Action Master Frame for Transnational Mobilization’ (Aslanidis,
2018), so the list presented here is non-exhaustive. Yet, it goes to show just
how dispersed populism research has become. One of the major issues with
these different approaches concerns what populism actually constitutes and
what categories should subsequently be used for its analysis. Relatedly, it is
questionable if all of these approaches are suited to grasp the entire span of
populist phenomena within some 130 years.

In practice, it seems, we tend to go with an ‘you know it when you see
it’ approach when it comes to identifying populist phenomena, much like
Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart’s comparison to a definition of pornog-
raphy. This analogy is not that farfetched if we think about the fact that some
people despise nude magazines and others would reserve the word strictly for
more explicit material. Some would argue that the world needs pornography
while others warn of its dangers. Still, it is there and efforts to inhibit it are
futile. The same applies to populism.

Populism today is largely determined by a similar subjectivity and there-
fore what people we want to perceive as such—from establishment politicians
to extremists. Both are concerning: using the term for extremists is belittle-
ment; using it for politicians who might suggest a simple policy appealing to a
large segment of society can be distortive. A real ‘voice’ for the people against
unpopular policies can be denigrated if labeled populist even though some see
populist movements as a cure (Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017, cf. Huber
& Schimpf, 2016; Ostiguy, 2017). Further, the lack of anything resembling a
conceptual consensus in addition to the widened gap between perspectives
may sometimes lead to an increasingly ideological or normative stance on
the issue even within science. This fragmentation impacts operationalization,
analytical approaches as well as the quality of and trust in science.

In addition to conceptual challenges, populism became a ‘Kampfbegriff’
(“battle word’) within media discourse and political practice: a means to defame
policies that seem disagreeable, or to attack politicians, not necessarily for
policy content, rather categorically. It therefore attaches a stigma to polit-
ical movements or personalities—deserving or undeserving—and is often more
a means to lead a political battle than for scientific analysis. This pejorative
character of populism and the normative attachment that many add to the
concept gives rise to the assumption that populism either encompasses a dero-
gation from democratic norms or that it is a means to revive democracy for
the people. This sets the focus on both normative ends neglecting the more
relevant part for democracy that may lie in between.

The imbalance of today’s populism research is also found in the fact that the
term seems to imply right-wing populism (RWP) to some, inasmuch that even
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10 M. OSWALD ET AL.

specific RWP characteristics become elevated to general characteristics. Even
though RWP is at the political forefront, populism can occur in any political
spectrum, and it often does in left-wing discourses. According to Matthijs
Rooduijn and Tjitske Akkerman, the French PCF and the Italian PRC are just
as populist as the Sozialdemokratische Partei der Schweiz and Germany’s Die
Linke for instance (Rooduijn & Akkerman, 2017). This renders the question:
if the (democratic) left and the (democratic) right are nearly all ‘populist’,
what can the term ‘populism’ deliver in terms of understanding the political
landscape? Because this would mean we have a ‘non-populist’ political center—
even though mainstream politicians often are accused of ‘populists moves’—
populists to the left and right, and extremists on both fringes. The ongoing
difficulty of uniformly defining and conceptualizing populism is reflected in
this question and adds to the term’s scientific disvalue and its character as a
Kampfbegriff .

Despite these glaring issues, the populism concept is still of importance—
not just as a social phenomenon but also from a research perspective. On the
one hand, this is evidenced by the consistently high occurrence of populist
parties, social movements and related phenomena. On the other hand, the
sizeable research shows that the concept provides important, promising, and
resonant explanations. In any case, reflections on the origins of populism
should provide some interesting insights. A brief historical perspective allows
us to distinguish populism from other concepts and to develop some common
characteristics of populist strands.

THE NORMATIVE ATTACHMENT TO POPULISM

In the past years, there is a mainstreaming in populism research to measure
if and to what degree populism poses a threat to liberal democracy. This
carries the undertone that populism is per definition bad, partially arrived
through looking at all forms of populism and a broad time span with the
same perspective.

Generally speaking, the first forms of populism appeared in the United
States as early as the seventeenth century. Conflicts between government and
farmers, small business owners and miners occurred left those groups with the
feeling they had been cheated out of their political influence (Oswald, 2020).
Farmers, in particular, complained of low prices for their products and high
tax burdens. If uprisings such as the Shays Rebellion in Massachusetts or even
the French Revolution are counted—just think of Marat’s newspaper L’Ami
du peuple (The people’s friend)—populism has even contributed to the forma-
tion or improvement of democracy. Also, the Chartists as a working-class male
suffrage movement for political reform and the Narodnik revolutionaries in
Tsarist Russia were essentially populist movements in the nineteenth century.
Still, we believe one can only speak about a path dependent populism that we
can use in today’s understanding if we look at representative institutions as a
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yardstick. Based on this, we can date the populism we talk about today to the
Populist Movement and the People’s Party in the United States.!

The United States People’s Party was founded in 1892 and it initiated
impulses to social change (Clanton, 1984, p. 148). They called for unem-
ployment benefits, women’s suffrage and the direct election of senators,
strengthening the belief that Senate should be accountable to the people.
Overall, due to their commitment at the municipal, state and national level,
many regulations came into force, such as protective requirements for jobs or
innovations in health and housing policy. In many cases, these initiatives laid
the foundations for the far-reaching social reforms of the twentieth century.
At the federal level they were able to push for a reform of the public service as
well as some monopoly and railway regulations (Freidel, 1973, p. 84). Despite
these leading impulses, the party gradually became insignificant at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, mainly because its demands were finally adapted
by the two major parties (Clanton, 1984, p. 142). Richard Hofstadter aptly
described the People ‘s Party’s fate with an analogy of a bee: it died after it
had stung the political establishment (Hofstadter, 1955).

The People’s Party and the populist movement nevertheless left a legacy:
until the 2000s, populism in the United States was rather positively conno-
tated—and it still is more so than in other Western democracies. It is
sometimes even given a cultural value, since many citizens understand that
populists, as representatives of the ‘forgotten people’, fulfill the task of a
corrective. After all, not only the farmer’s protest in the late nineteenth century
but also impulses for the New Deal and the Civil Rights Movement were
populist struggles.

Nevertheless, the view on populism has changed quite a bit over the last
130 years. Until the mid-1950s, populism as a scientific term was used almost
exclusively by historians. And until then, the populist movement was mostly
described as a noble cause. Especially John D. Hicks’s Populist Revolt (1931)
made a large contribution in the sense that populists were understood as
fighters against an unbridled power of the economy and the political elite.
Since the 1950s, however, the paradigm changed, and populism has increas-
ingly been discussed critically—at least in academia (Oswald, 2020). Parts of
the populist movement were suspected to have been anti-Semitic (aversion to
Jewish bankers) and nativistic, plus it was increasingly seen as a forerunner
of the Coughlin movement and McCarthyism (Freidel, 1973, p. 83, see also
Anton Jiger in this volume). Although some of those theses are disputed, they
still defined the connotation of populism in most academic circles until today.

Even though the negative effects of populism are much more part of the
discourse, there is still a tradition that defends its positive effects: ‘Populists
aim to channel [an] authenticity and speak truth to power, bringing about
positive change on behalf of the people’ states Margaret Canovan (1999,
pp- 2-3). And Chantal Moutfte’s call For a Left Populism (2018) is just one
prominent example for a theoretical strand that makes a case for a ‘good
populism’ and calls to put an end to the liberal and elitist denigration of
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populism (Laclau, 2005a). This tradition sees populism as a means for eman-
cipation and to cope with right-wing populism. Granted, populism can give a
voice to those who do not feel represented and therefore, populism offers
perceivably ‘forgotten’ parts of the electorate a political home, improving
political responsiveness (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017). Furthermore ‘Populist
parties can shake up party systems where government has long been domi-
nated by the same (combination of) parties” (Verbeek & Zaslove, 2019, p. 8).
Thus, populism diversifies a rather homogenous political landscape without
any relevant alternative. As such, populist movements force governments or
traditional political parties to reflect on themselves and their positions.

In this sense, Cas Mudde and Cristébal Kaltwasser describe populists as the
‘(bad) consciousness of liberal [democracies]” (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017,
p- 116). They raise their voices to criticize multilateral organizations ‘lim-
iting the power of elected politicians’ (p. 117) to conduct the will of ‘the
people’ or to criticize the power of non-elected and non-responsive tech-
nocratic institutions, such as constitutional courts or the European Central
Bank. And ‘Populist actors revitalize social movements as well as public
opinion by emphasizing a conflictive dimension of politics’ (Huber & Schimpf,
2016, p. 874). This became clear during the presidency of Donald Trump in
which a couple of social movements have been revitalized and had a strong
impact on society. This also affected the 2020 voter turnout. The prospect of
Trump’s second term as President pushed more people to the ballot boxes
than ever—on both sides. Even though populism does not increase voter
turnout per se, populist parties characterize a self-protecting democracy to
promote competition and set a new strung of political thoughts to established
parties. Additionally, populists can bring already salient topics to the fore on
the agenda (Huber & Schimpf, 2016, p. 874). Still, populists often show disre-
gard toward democratic institutions such as systems of checks and balances as
well as the separation of powers (Huber & Schimpf, 2016, p. 875; Hawkins,
2003)—Donald Trump being a case in point. Even though, he complied with
court decisions and the checks and balances provided a stable foundation, the
disregard for institutions that perceivably distort the people’s will must be eyed
critically.

But instead of focusing on the ‘good’ or ‘bad’ character of populism we
should rather see it as a symptom of a political system’s graver problems.
And in light of the either too abstract definitions or concreter ones that in
return cannot account for all populist phenomena as well as the either posi-
tive or negative connotation of populism, it is still necessary to find a more
concise, rigid and meaningful definition. If some elements do not match,
logic requires that we steer back to the lowest common denominator and
take it from there. We agree with Rooduijn when he suggests, we should
‘carefully conceptualise populism, building on existing studies, and distin-
guishing it from related concepts” (Rooduijn, 2019, p. 366). Furthermore,
he cautions to employ precision, distinctiveness and a rather narrow frame-
work but remains open-minded exploring the literature and formulating novel
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hypotheses (Rooduijn, 2019, p. 362). However, it is not even clear which
criteria are widely accepted and why some approaches prioritize certain cate-
gories over others. In the following we thus set out to identify several ‘core
elements’ that most conceptual approaches to populism have in common.

Six categories can be reconstructed deductively from mostly accepted cross-
range populism definitions, which gives an opportunity to conceptualize
populism, building on existing studies. Therefore, we are not focusing on the
perspectives but the elements.

CoORE ELEMENTS OF PoruLisM
Anti-establishment, for the People’ and Projection on Out-Groups

First and foremost, researchers generally share the understanding of populism
as a dualism of ‘the elite’ vs. ‘the people’ (Comaroff, 2011, p. 104; Rooduijn,
2019, p. 364). This dichotomy is the central message of populists that claim to
represent and speak in the name of the ‘people’ on the one hand, and an out-
group which is very often named the ‘elite’. As part of the populist mindset,
the elite harm the people, either economically or culturally.

Yves Mény and Yves Surel see three essential aspects at the core of populism
in terms of this relationship: (1) The role of the people and their fundamental
position not only in society, but in the structure and functioning of the entire
political system. In this view, there is a discrepancy between the ‘privileged
few’” and the ‘underdogs’. (2) Thus, there is a betrayal by those who should
represent the people. (3) Lastly, there is the demand to restore the primacy of
the people and their place in society, replacing the elite by leaders who govern
for the good of the people (Mény & Surel, 2000, 2002b). In this sense, anti-
establishment politics refer to rhetorical appeals based on an opposition to
those in power (Barr, 2009, p. 44). These appeals also involve specific correc-
tions to remedy the shortcomings of the nation’s representative democracy.
This can range from simple demands to a replacement of the government by
those who supposedly embody the will of the people (Barr, 2009, p. 44).

Elites are also thought to look down on the common people who allegedly
do not understand the complexity of society or politics. This implies that
expertism is flawed and we should rather ‘rely on ordinary citizens’ common
sense’ (Galston et al., 2018, p. 34). Consequently, it is not necessarily an
external designation but an internal one of the disenfranchised, forgotten,
powerless group themselves.

It is noteworthy that ‘the elite’ and ‘the people’ can be viewed as empty
signifiers, meaning it is largely a matter of interpretation who specifically forms
part of either category. For instance, ‘the elite’ can refer to establishment
parties, the media, international businesses or international organizations.
Similarly, ‘the people’ can refer to a population based on a specific perception
of class or culture, as long as it remains a homogenous character of some sort.
Consequently, both terms can be more or less exclusive, depending on the
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respective interpretation. The terns ‘the people’ has taken on varying mean-
ings—in RWP it is typically constructed along cultural or ethnic dimensions,
whereas left-wing populism has generally taken a civic approach. What ‘the
elite’ is somewhat less clear. The term remains vague and appears to mostly be
constructed in its opposition to ‘the people’ (whatever the term may refer to
in any given context) rather than on a substantive basis of any elite group. It is
also noteworthy, however, that populist audiences often do not take issue with
the fact that their populist leaders often are part of some kind of elite. Finally,
in relation to the elite-people dichotomy, certain out-groups may emerge that
are blamed for perceived problems within society (Salmela & Scheve, 2017,
p. 574). Again, any group could be constructed as such but especially affected
are perhaps societal minorities.

Anti-status Quo (Protest Attitude) and Relative Deprivation

One notion, that was of importance in the past but appears to be sometimes
neglected nowadays is that there must be a disbalance in what a part of the
population wants and what the government does. Simply put: citizens who are
completely satisfied would probably not protest. Even though a utopian status
of contentment for all cannot be achieved, it is striking that dissatisfaction,
anti-elitism, the global rise of populism and globalization go hand in hand
ever since populist movements started in the late nineteenth century. Populism
therefore is often seen as ‘the product of a failure of the existing system of
political parties to provide credible representation for “neglected” groups of
citizens’ (Schmitter, 2019, p. 76). Still, many right-wing populist parties fared
best in some of the wealthiest countries in Europe such as Austria, Denmark or
Germany and they did so in the most affluent country-regions: the German-
language cantons of Switzerland, the Flemish part of Belgium and northern
Italy. Populism might be ‘closely linked to growing distrust of the formal insti-
tutions that organise social, economic and political power within individual
countries’ (Hadiz & Chryssogelos, 2017, p. 400) but one of the ‘neglected’
groups of citizens might also be affluent und decently represented. Thus, we
believe it is important to understand the neglect foremost as perception of
neglect or fear thereof.

One important typical aspect of this anti-status-quo-sentiment is ,feelings
of relative deprivation, referring to a perception of one’s own—or one’s
group’s—disadvantage in relation to others, and thus relative deprivation
should be seen as a favorable indicator of populism (Pettigrew, 2017). Rela-
tive deprivation can occur with loss of status or fear thereof. This includes
resentments against those who supposedly caused a personally disadvantageous
situation, but also those who stand for progressive change that, from such a
vantage point, leads to the loss of one’s own lifestyle. Interestingly, positional
deprivation in relation to the wealthiest deciles enhances support for the radical
left, whereas positional deprivation in relation to the poorest deciles causes
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support for the radical right (Burgoon et al., 2019, p. 84). The anti-status-
quo-sentiment and the perception that the country is on a losing track, create
the fear of loss, be it economically or culturally.

There certainly are neglected societal groups—and to some extent also
those that have been labeled losers of globalization. But the ‘modernization
loser thesis’ as an explanatory model for populism is obsolete since those
groups account for a rather small share of the vote. Overall, a frustration over
economic and cultural concerns might well be a better explanation than just
looking at ‘neglected groups’. There is more to the protest attitudes toward
the political leadership and their ideas of a society, which might even be just a
fear of loss.

Loss (Fear) Economic-Cultural

Anti-status quo (virulent protest attitude) and relative deprivation go hand in
hand with existing or perceived problems within specific segments of society.
Therefore, populism must always be viewed in the context of interaction and
social background.

Loss aversion is a powerful driver for both economic and cultural issues.
Populists from the left mostly use terms like ‘neoliberal reforms’ or ‘neolib-
eral politics’ and thereby insinuate that the government and financial elites
are using ‘the people’ for their own financial gain or implementing their
vision of a society over the people’s will. In the right-populist sphere often
both cultural and economic issues are seen as problematic. This particularly
encompasses immigration where populists claim to speak for the forgotten
and disadvantaged people in terms of leveraging alleged favorable socio-
economic conditions for migrants in comparison to their own. Due to this
alleged primacy given to migrants they feel unacknowledged. This also extends
to debates around free speech which is, accordingly, denied as a means of
maintaining the status quo, in particular by means of enforcing political
correctness.

The populist sentiment extends to taxation as well—opposition to taxes
being the original claim by populists from the nineteenth century. In the same
manner (though due to different reasons) left- and right-wing populists posi-
tion themselves against globalization since it is perceived as one of the main
reasons for the loss of manufacturing and lower skilled employment in many
Western countries, but also culture. Similar to the fear of job loss, populists
raise the issue of losing one’s social standing in society. By blaming glob-
ally acting ‘elites” who themselves enjoy favorable jobs and status advantages,
populists channel their anger.

Unimodality and Anti-pluralism

Anti-pluralism is an essential part of populism because of its homogeneous
conception of ‘the people’ and the idea of a uniform popular will. Though,
populists do understand that they are not speaking for society as a whole, they
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rather see the will of ‘the people’ as a majority rule representation of what the
‘ordinary people’ want.

This elevation of the will of a segment of the population as the one of ‘the
people’ per se renders ‘the people’ to be a monolithic group. This is considered
to be one of the major issues with populism from a democracy perspective
(Jagers & Walgrave, 2007, p. 322). As such, populism is often characterized as
anti-pluralist and as a counter-concept to liberalism, some even argue contrary
to democracy (Caramani, 2017; Miiller, 2016; Pappas, 2019; Riker, 1982):

[Dlividing a country’s population into the people and the others suggests that
some parts of the population are not really part of the people and do not deserve
to share in self-government. Individuals outside the charmed circle of the people
may therefore be excluded from equal citizenship, violating the principle of
inclusion that is part of Dahl’s definition of democracy. [...]. Imposing the
assumption of uniformity on the reality of diversity not only distorts the facts
but also elevates the characteristics of some social groups over others. To the
extent that this occurs, populism becomes a threat to democracy. (Vgl. Galston,
2018, pp. 37-38)

Taking a less pessimistic stance, Takis Pappas (2019) understands populism as
democratic illiberalism; as the opposite of political liberalism. This democratic
illiberalism puts populism on the same level as other ideologies (Pappas, 2013,
p- 33). Pappas therefore looks at populism in a reductionist way:

[M]odern populism is better understood as a novel political system that main-
tains electoral democracy while also working against the principles of political
liberalism. [...] [W]e may define populism simply as ‘democratic illiberalism’
[...]. (Pappas, 2019, p. 19)

Indeed, the exclusionary approach to populism may give way for more radical
and fundamental opposition in a Manichean ‘who-is-not-with-us-is-naturally-
against-us’ stance. This approach is sometimes extended to populism as overall
anti-democratic. Though, this is criticized by Yannis Stavrakakis and Anton
Jager because of its ‘essentialist rigidity” which reduces ‘democracy to liber-
alism’; they see it as ‘maybe fitting for a polemical pamphlet; yet one quickly
realizes what is at stake here’ (Stavrakakis & Jiger, 2018, p. 552). This is
certainly true considering the equation of liberalism and democracy, plus the
idea of majority rule representation is by definition not anti-democratic. Plus,
we must not forget that the idea of populism is that the will of the movement
is not represented. Certainly, the protest focuses on the issues this partic-
ular group wants to see represented. This seems to be very important—but
also neglected by theorists—since the anti-pluralism of issues might just be a
consequence of the perception that their issues are not represented.

Ultimately, the Manichean generalization might rather be described as a
political difference between diametrically opposed factions as Filipe da Silva
and Moénica Vieira suggest:
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Populism, we contend, is not synonymous with politics as such, but an
outgrowth of popular sovereignty and its egalitarian promise. Its primary logic
is not an oppositional logic of friend versus enemy, but a logic of resentment
between fellow citizens. (Da Silva & Vieira, 2019, p. 6)

There are indeed advantages of such minimal definitions and Pappas’ claim
that populism can serve as a means to dismantle liberal institutions is surely
right. But the generalization that populism is per se anti-democratic, cannot
be upheld. It can even be a means to make grievances and issues which are
vital to a segment of society salient in the first place. The shortcomings of
the definition as anti-democratic is often a theoretical fuzziness because the
conception of populism thereby stretches into other illiberal currents such
as authoritarianism or even extremism (see discussion on conceptual flaws &
distinguishment from other concepts).

In this context, we need to touch upon the diverging perspectives on
left- and right-wing populism and their relation to democracy. Left-wing
populism is often described as inclusionary and right-wing populism as exclu-
sionary. Granted, left-wing populist attitudes are directed primarily against
economic and political elites but mostly inclusive regarding other out-groups;
right-wing populists’ anti-elitism is directed against political elites, with lower
tolerance values for out-groups (Andreadis et al., 2018, pp. 33-34). Still, left-
wing populism cannot be labeled entirely inclusionary since the anti-pluralistic
stance is also advocated in the agitation against the elite out-group.

Adversity to Political Mediation and the Volonté Générale

Populism in most definitions is seen as adverse to political mediation. Populist
parties are often ‘anti-party-parties’ and usually there are calls to strengthen
direct democratic institutions such as referenda. This is part of the claim to
represent the majority of the people who are either silent or cannot project
the popular will into politics. From this perspective, representative politics are
perceived as being distortive. In some cases, there is an immediate contact
between the (charismatic) leader of the populist movement and the people
without intermediary institutions. Although we regard adversity to political
mediation as only being a minor characteristic usually, they simultaneously
demand to strengthen the Volonté Générale.

The Volonté Générale (popular will) is understood as being more than the
sum of all particular interests (volonté de tous, will of all). It is the articula-
tion of common interests within a community that serves the benefit of this
community as a whole. Thus, individuals on their own might err but ‘the
people’ who articulate a common will of what’s normatively desirable within a
society cannot. The vox populi is the ‘common sense’ which constantly chal-
lenges the status quo by criticizing complex issues by more simple answers
which can be deducted from simplistic assumptions. This general will can,
however, only be achieved by restoring a popular government in the sense
that it acts for the people and not for a corrupted elite. Therefore, populists
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often promote more ‘self-government’ and reject representative democracy
(Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017, p. 17). Thus, populism is perceived to be an
empowering force to give the people their voice back. The assumption of any
popular will is problematic, though. Surely, it would be impossible to even
come close to it within any pluralistic society due to the variety of different
interests. Elevating one will above others may thus serve to alienate in partic-
ular minorities. Further, it might very well justify illiberal tendencies (Huber
& Schimpf, 2016, p. 875).

Simplification

Most populist communication is shaped by what Canovan calls a “simple and
direct style” (Canovan, 1999, p. 3). Many populism definitions include this
simplification of complex issues and some of them cite it as a central feature:
Complex political issues are broken down in a simplified way and portrayed
as monocausal so that equally simple solutions can be formulated as answers.
This often results in policies that resonate with the population but often are
only geared toward short-term gains.

However, not just the communication style is characterized as simplistic
but the underlying assumptions as well. This does not only refer to how
populists frame political issues but to the very nature of the populist concept:
The dichotomization between ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’ is an example of
this. However, these clear and simplistic lines of argumentation reduce the
world’s complexity into general—albeit more feasible—categories. That being
said, breaking political issues down to simple categories to render them more
comprehensible is not always a sufficient condition for being labeled a populist.
The first chancellor of the Germany’s Federal Republic, Konrad Adenauer, is
famous for his ability of simplification, yet few would label him as such.

CONCEPTUAL FLAWS AND DISTINGUISHMENT
FROM OTHER CONCEPTS

There are a couple of features in populism definitions that are not gener-
ally valid in the sense that they are constitutive elements of the concept of
populism. We thus proceed with a non-exhaustive discussion of elements that
should not be included in definitions of populism.

Firstly, charismatic leaders are one such feature. Granted, in many cases,
strong leadership is conducive to the functioning of a populist project but
not all populist movements and parties do have a charismatic leader—at least
not always more than other parties and movements do. Thus, it should not
be regarded as a main characteristic even though populist movements favor
tendentially strong charismatic leaders.

Furthermore, the moralization and moralism approach is certainly inter-
esting but probably not a defining criterion. From a populist perspective, moral
virtues are mostly present among the people, not among the elites. Therefore,
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they see a moral renewal of politics necessary. Jan-Werner Miiller observes that
populists claim to represent the authentic people exclusively morally, which
is certainly a valid observation; but he even goes this far to say that ‘[t]he
core claim of populism is [a] moralized form of antipluralism’ (Miiller, 2016,
p. 20). We certainly talk about moral categories since the mere accusation of
governing not in the people’s interest as their representors is a moral flaw. But
this is problematic as Stavrakakis and Jiger pointed out:

the essentially moralistic (i. O.) profile of populist reasoning — the idea that
‘the key distinction in populism is moral’ (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017, p. 14),
that it involves a predominantly ‘moralistic imagination’ (Miiller, 2016, p. 19)
— bears striking resemblances to the stereotypical treatments of populism first
offered in the pluralist canon [...]. [T]he crucial problem with the criterion of
moralization is not its origins and/or is dubious intellectual trajectory; it is its
precise status as one of the minimal criteria for the differential identification of
populism. Indeed, one is left wondering what such a criterion really means and
how it could be effectively deployed. A series of interrelated questions seem
pertinent here: How exactly is the moralistic stress of populism to be defined?
Does moralization affect only populist discourse? Is it something unequivocally
dangerous? (Stavrakakis & Jiger, 2018, pp. 558-559)

These are important questions (to which Stavrakakis and Jiger give answers).
We cut it short and simply state if anything is moralistic, it is much of the
political mainstream in Western democracies.

As mentioned before, many people refer to right-wing populism in relation
to political mobilization of mass constituencies against established elites, and
some even count nationalistic exclusionism as a key characteristic of populism.
However, populism can be used to further any political project regardless of
the ideological outlook. Thus, right-wing populism is more of a sub-type of
populism rather than embodying the concept as such. In order to evaluate
movements, parties or single actors, the underlying ideologies need to be
scrutinized, not just the populism they use.

It is generally problematic that the term populism is used all too frequently,
and even more so if it is used for clearly authoritarian, demagogic or extremist
phenomena. This creates an overall vagueness in addition to rendering author-
itarianism, for instance, more harmless than it actually is.> Both authoritarians
and extremists might use populist methods and stylistic devices since populist
techniques generally deliver a means for all kinds of demagogues in order to
activate people’s emotions, especially their hopes and fears (Galston, 2014,
p. 18). But that does not mean one should conflate populism with these more
extreme phenomena, even if they bare resemblance. It very much depends on
the relation of parties and movements with democratic institutions, norms and
processes. Authoritarians and extremists are anti-democratic, and their goal is
to scrap democracy and install an authoritarian or even totalitarian regime;
populism’s relationship with democracy is more ambiguous as stated earlier in
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this chapter. Sheri Berman, for instance, suggests that right-wing extremists
should be labeled as populists:

Current right-wing extremists are thus better characterized as populist rather
than fascist, since they claim to speak for everyday men and women against
corrupt, debased, and out-of-touch elites and institutions. (Berman, 2016,
p- 43)

We, however, believe this to be wrong as measuring everything by the same
yardstick would render the term populism useless, and the belittlement of
grave anti-democratic tendencies frankly poses a danger itself. After all, we
would not categorize dictators as (just) populists, even if they use parts of the
populist playbook. And suppressing the feeling that the political game is rigged
against a part of society by labeling all populism extremism would not make
the phenomenon vanish. The issue of distinction from other concepts is not
exhausted with extremism or authoritarianism, of course. Rooduijn (2019),
for instance, discusses ‘nativism’ and ‘Euroscepticism’.

Even though it is important to distinguish populism from other (especially
graver) concepts, it should not be viewed as completely harmless either. The
question of the extent to which populist attitudes and actors pose a threat to
liberal democracies is very relevant. But this question can only be answered
within specific contexts and using correct terminology may actually be of
help as terminological precision renders the concept itself more meaningful
for scientific endeavor, ridding it of its current arbitrariness.

Naturally, terminological precision is only possible when there is conceptual
clarity in the first place. Having touched upon both constitutive and non-
constitutive elements of current conceptualizations of populism, we now turn
toward synthesizing the more constitutive elements into a definition.

DEFINING POoPULISM

Canovan stated in 1981 that an all-encompassing definition of populism
cannot be formulated (Canovan, 1981). She might be right taking into
account the current developments in science, the media and general discus-
sions on politics. Nevertheless, we have an abundant collection of definitions.
An evaluation of the saliency by the currently most used populism defini-
tion revealed that beneath the rich literature, few of the definitions are used.
Among the most salient are older ones like Edward Shils (1960), Margaret
Canovan (1999), Cas Mudde (2004) and Ernesto Laclau (2005a, 2005b) as
well as recent publications such as Jan-Werner Miiller (2016) and Cas Mudde
and Cristébal Rovira Kaltwasser (2017).3

Miiller built on a vast conceptualization of political logic tradition. Still, he
states we do not ‘have anything like a theory of populism, and we seem to
lack coherent criteria for deciding when political actors turn populist in some
meaningful sense’ (Miiller, 2016, p. 2). We second that there are not cohesive
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theoretical accounts, we rather deal with approaches and conceptualizations to
populism. Still, it is striking how close Miiller’s definition of populism is on
what has been around for more than 50 years:

The core claim of populism is [...] a moralized form of antipluralism. Populist
actors not committed to this claim are simply not populists. Populism requires
a pars pro toto [1.0.] argument and a claim to exclusive representation, with
both understood in a moral, as opposed to empirical, sense. There can be no
populism, in other words, without someone speaking in the name of the people
as a whole. (Miiller, 2016, p. 20)

For comparison, Shils (1956) definition is eerily similar in some aspects:

Populism proclaims that the will of the people as such is supreme over every
other standard, over the standards of traditional institutions, over the autonomy
of institutions and over the will of other strata. Populism identifies the will of
the people with justice and morality [...] and in the ,direct* relationship of the
people and their leader unmediated by institutions. Populism is not confined to
the ,left® and is not confined to the lower classes. (Shils, 1956 [1996], p. 98)

Shils emphasizes the primacy of the people’s will and a direct relationship
between the people and the government whereas Miiller highlights an exclu-
sionary and anti-pluralistic core of populism (Miiller, 2016, p. 20). Still,
we certainly see strong overlaps. This holds especially true if we boil down
Miiller’s approach to its essentials: His criteria for populism as a ‘political logic’
comprises the monist sentiment, the moralistic issue and the anti-pluralist as a
‘danger to democracy’ (p. 3). All of those were already evident in 1956 albeit
described in different terms. Shils” and Miiller’s approaches are even similar in
the sense that there is no clear distinction to extremism; Shils does not even
discriminate between dictators and populists.

Roughly ten years after Shils formulated his approach, George Hall made
an attempt of eclectically defining populism at the London Conference on
Populism in 1967:

Populist movements are movements aimed at power for the benefit of the people
as a whole which result from the reaction of those, usually intellectuals, alienated
from the existing power structure, to the stresses of rapid economic, social,
cultural or political change. These movements are characterized by a belief in
a return to, or adaptation of, more simple and traditional forms and values
emanating from the people, particularly the more archaic sections of the people
who are taken to be the repository of virtue. (Hall, 1967, p. 145)

Much like Shils definition it is also quite comparable to today’s conceptual-
izations, albeit perhaps a little too positive for today’s mainstream. But it has
the advantage that it adds a perspective of the origins of populism.* Still, both
definitions show that not that much has changed in populism theory. This
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begs the question why we haven’t made adequate theoretical progress in the
last 55 years but instead have rather witnessed a fragmentation into different
approaches.

The prominence of the Mudde and Kaltwasser publication reveals that there
is a trend to understand populism as ‘a set of ideas that, [that] in the real
world, appears in combination with quite different, and sometimes contra-
dictory, ideologies’ (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017).> Much like the critique of
Paris Aslanidis (2016) concerning the ‘thin ideology’ concept as such, these
conceptualizations bear the risk of being a little undifferentiated which may
lead to both ‘false positives’ as well as an over-stretching of the concept into
other phenomena. For example, from such a perspective, extremists could fall
into the populism category but also some legitimate critiques of an administra-
tion governing against a large share of the population’s interest. Furthermore,
conceiving populism as a ‘set of ideas’ basically renders the term useless since
everything in political thought can be viewed as a set of ideas. Put differently:
It is a very vague common denominator. Another issue is the sheer ,thickness®
of the term ,ideology itself, which overstretches its use for this phenomenon.
We understand ideology as a perspective of political reality based on values
and opinions that define a certain Weltanschanung (world view). Perceiving
ideas stemming from this world view as not implemented or even threatened,
would result in opposition to the respective cause. In case the perceived threat
is the elite and this dichotomy can be put in terms of the people vs. the estab-
lishment while operating within democratic norms, we would rather call it a
populist attitude than ‘ideology’.

To remedy some of the conceptual issues mentioned throughout this piece,
we provide a nine-fold definition of populism, which consists of the seven
operationalizable elements:

1. Anti-status quo attitude because specific interests are not met

. A resulting dualism between ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’

. Representation of the ‘disenfranchised’, often coupled with perceived
relative deprivation

. Simplified solutions

. Anti-mediated politics/direct democracy

. Anti-pluralism

. Simplification

. Projection on an out-group

. Working within democratic boundaries.
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In accordance with the elements, we propose the following working
definition which provides a frame for the different variations of populism:

Populism is a mode of political identification which gives rise to negatives atti-
tudes towards the country’s stewardship, claiming a neglect of the ‘common
people’ by ‘distant elites’. This resulting dualism is mostly a symptom of a
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deeper dissonance within political systems, championing simple — often curtailed
— solutions with a preference for direct democratic elements over political medi-
ation. Populist protests or politics are often illiberal based on a majoritarian
claim, an anti-pluralist outlook and a problem attribution to out-groups. Still,
populism is not necessarily anti-democratic and it can give voice to those who
feel unrepresented or affected by (relative) deprivation.

However, we also want to stress again what populism is decidedly #oz.
This particularly refers to distantly similar but distinct phenomena such as
extremism. In conjunction with this approach, we recommend using a six-
step orientation that can re-assert the scientific value of the populism concept
and populism research.

e First, do not overstress the issue of a specific perspective.

Second, separate populist actors and movements/followers (attitudes vs.
messages) but look at both.

Third, drop the normative attachment.

Fourth, go back to the roots and use widely accepted categories.

Fifth, use it with a clear distinction from other especially graver concepts.
Sixth, conceptually distinguish between populism and other phenomena
such as extremism.

Even if populism is a fragmented field today, it continues to play an impor-
tant role both in science and politics. And populist phenomena will not simply
evaporate any time soon. Re-asserting the scientific value of populism is thus
imperative in regard to the future study of populism. With this chapter we
have sketched out what such a re-assertion might look like.

1.

2.

NOTES

Jan-Werner Miiller (2016) claims that those were not populists but we beg to
differ as they have clearly embraced a populist discourse.

One can claim that populism is harmful to democracy but just thinking about
the effects of a label makes one wonder: Would more people vote with more
case for a populist or an extremist? In this perspective the answer to the issue of
harm seems obvious.

. Hanna Pitkin’s 1967 book ,The Concept of Representation ‘was the most

cited reference we found during our search. Pitkin did not address populism
as a concept but for populism research most relevant, she thoroughly elabo-
rated a philosophical discussion about representation and how to define it. One
whole chapter is dedicated to political representation, an aspect highly salient in
populism research. Although she does not mention populism per se, she deals
with populists’ sense of entitlement, namely to advocate for the vox populi and
represent the authentic people not the elite who should have done so.

. Also in 1967 one of the first scales to identify populism were developed (Axelrod,

1967).
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5. This is limited to the fact that it is not clear how many citations use the definition
critically.

6. The theoretizations of the term ,ideology ¢ might be able to fill a whole library;
adding this baggage to the populism-debate is another reason to refrain from
integrating the concept into the ,ideology ‘-debate.
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CHAPTER 2

The Past and Present of American Populism

Anton Jiger

* ok ok

What is the greatest threat to Europe today? In April 2010, a journalist put
that question to one of the EU’s leading officials, Belgian euro-president
Herman van Rompuy. It was a crisis moment for Europe: just weeks earlier,
anti-austerity insurrections had broken out in Greece and Spain, while in Italy
an elected government had been replaced by technocrats. In his conversation
with the German daily Frankfurter Allgemeine, the former offered a succinct
answer—‘the greatest danger to the contemporary West” he told German
colleagues, ‘is populism’ (Staubenow, 2010; Stavrakakis, 2013, p. 27). Curi-
ously, however, ‘populism’ was publicly embraced a few years later by none
other than the then undisputed leader of the West: Barack Obama. Speaking
to journalists in 2016, the American president addressed the advent of Donald
Trump, a figure regularly portrayed in the press as an avatar of ‘Populist’
politics. Obama took a different view, however:

I’m not prepared to say that some of the rhetoric that’s been popping up is
populist. You know, the reason I ran in 2008, and the reason I ran again, and
the reason even after I leave this office I will continue to work in some capacity
in public office is because I care about people and want to make sure every kid
in America has the same opportunities I had....Now I suppose that makes me a
‘populist.” ‘Now, somebody else, who has never shown any regard for workers,
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has never fought on behalf of social justice issues, who has, in fact, worked
against economic opportunity for workers, for ordinary people — they don’t
suddenly become ‘populist’ because they say something controversial in order
to win votes. That’s not the measure of populism. (Obama, 2016, no page)

The two examples illustrate longstanding and essential differences between
European and American understanding of populism. While the former tends to
associate the term with everything politically odious, the latter attaches a rather
different set of associations to it: memories of the Civil Rights movement, late
nineteenth-century farmer agitation, New Deal radicalism. This culture shock
has not stopped the rise of the global populism industry in the last ten years,
however, further encouraged by the 2016 Trump and Brexit votes as instances
of ‘populism’. The statistics speak for themselves: from 1970 to 2010, the
number of Anglophone publications containing the term rose from 300 to
more than 800. In the 2010s they jumped over 1000 (Mauger, 2014, p. 4;
Mudde etal., 2017, p. 9). In English, just over 500 academic publications have
appeared on the topic in the past year, while newspapers are currently running
special series on it (Eklundh & Knott, 2020; Finchelstein & Urbinati, 2018;
Goodwin and Eatwell, 2018; Judis, 2016; Moffitt, 2017; Mounk, 2018).

In Europe, two disciplines have proven particularly prominent in this recent
surge: political science and political theory. The first is based mainly in politics
departments and offers quantitative and qualitative insights into the recent
changes in mainly, but not exclusively, European party systems signaled by
the rise of ‘populism’. These traditions encompass research on Populist voting
patterns, party behavior, electoral bases, and policy platforms. Although empir-
ically rich and variegated, its grasp of the term ‘populism’ can sometimes
appear under-resourced, unable to fully pinpoint the phenomenon it is seeking
to trace. Political philosophy offers a welcome back-up here. This second disci-
pline’s work now spans a rich plethora of research traditions, ranging from the
‘ideational’ to the ‘discursive’ to the ‘strategic’. As the most prominent tradi-
tion represented by Cas Mudde and Jan-Werner Miiller, this first opts for a
‘thin ideological” approach, seeing populism as an ideology dividing a popula-
tion into two opposing camps: the people and the elite, both taken as perfectly
homogeneous, with politicians and government expected to enact this ‘will
of the people’ (Abts & Rummens, 2007; Mudde, 2016; Mudde & Kalt-
wasser, 2013). The second, discursive or performative tradition represented
by writers such as Yannis Stavrakakis, Mark Devenney, Benjamin Moffit, and
Ernesto Laclau sees populism neither as ideology nor as strategy but rather as
a ‘political logic’. In this view, a ‘populism’ is latently present in every political
space, seeking to build ‘fronts of equivalence’ against a ‘constitutive outside’
(Csigo, 2017; Laclau, 2005, pp. 17-18; Ostiguy, 2017; Rummens, 2016). A
third, strategic tradition not the political strategy mobilizes a ‘people’ against
an elite and solidifies its grip on state power through patrimonial networks,
based on ‘direct, quasi-personal contact, not on organizational intermediation’
(Weyland, 2017, pp. 48, 56-58).
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Each of these traditions shares their own points of convergence and diver-
gence. Taken together, however, they also exhibit a covert comsensus on the
nature of populism past and present. Firstly, all see populism as essentially
opposed to political mediation and hostile to intermediary bodies such as
parties, unions, or parliaments. This feature implies that Populists prefer direct
or plebiscitary democracy over parliaments or parties, which are seen as distor-
tions of popular power. Secondly, populists are said to privilege a politics of
identity over a politics of ‘interests’ or ‘issues’, preferring to unite a people
around cultural rather than economic markers. Thirdly, today’s populism is
cast as monistic. Populists adhere to a homogeneous vision of the people which
is uniquely deserving of representation on a state level. Fourthly, populism is
seen as more concerned with politics rather than policy. Fifthly, in all tradi-
tions, populism appears as particularly /eader centric (Breiner, 1996). Populism
is dependent on leadership for its functioning, in keeping with its distaste for
mediating structures. Its preconditions are tailored to this character: histori-
cally, this new mode of politics is said to arise out of the decomposition of
party democracy in Europe in the last thirty years, with declining member-
ship rates, increased volatility, and falling voter participation as its most acute
symptoms. All in all, populism thus appears as the ideology of an increas-
ingly ‘disorganized’ or ‘desociologized’ democracy, as Pierre Rosanvallon has
recently termed it (Rosanvallon, 2020; Selinger & Conti, 2016, pp. 548-562).

The literature surveyed offers powerful perspective on the transformations
of (mainly European) party democracy in the last decades (Bickerton, 2012;
Bickerton & Invernizzi, 2021; Mair, 2013). Three problems still persist within
it, however. The first is a question of definitional adequacy. In short, do all of
the movements classified as ‘Populist’ throughout history fit the characteristics
set out by different traditions? The question whether such variegated move-
ments as the Spanish Podemos, the French Front National, the Argentinian
Peron movement, the American People’s Party, or the Italian Five Start Move-
ment fit under the same rubric is hard to answer. A second, related problem
remains a lack of historical perspective. Although writers such as Federico
Finchelstein and Jason Frank have worked to remedy populism studies’ histor-
ical deficit, further work in this area still remains outstanding (Finchelstein,
2014; Frank, 2017). Theorists of populism simply know too little about
previous movements in history classified as ‘Populists’, often extrapolating
from the present into the past, or effacing qualitative differences between time
periods. A final and third issue remains one of normative bins. Most populist
theorists remain vulnerable to the accusation that they presuppose a partic-
ular order as normatively desirable, seeing ‘populism’ either as a supposed
derivation from liberal-democratic norms (as in Cas Mudde or Jan-Werner
Miiller’s work) or as a redemptive solution for the current democratic malaise
(as in the left populism of Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau) (Arditi, 2005;
Moulfte, 2018). Both historically and normatively, the contemporary populism
literature still shows some conspicuous gaps.
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A recent wave of scholarship has now sought to grant populism studies
greater historical depth. This has mainly involved discussions in the history of
political thought, a field in which the work of Pierre Rosanvallon and Nadia
Urbinati occupies a prominent place (Rosanvallon, 2006, 2019; Urbinati,
2019). To both scholars, the most suitable historical precedents for the current
Populist discussion are nineteenth-century discussions on French Bonapartism.
In these cases, a strong leader unified an atomized (peasant) population
against a liberal, parliamentary bloc. This populist solution was the outcome
of a specific dialectic between democracy and liberalism in the nineteenth
century. While French liberals desired an ‘undemocratic liberalism” with checks
and balances, new ‘illiberal democrats’ sought to maintain the elections and
popular sovereignty of French Revolution but openly disregarded liberal
norms. Like Populists today, Bonapartism accepted the necessity of general
suffrage and democratic authorization. But it sought to recast these ideals
into an increasingly anti-pluralist direction, turning democracy against itself.
The connection with today’s Populist discussion is intuitive and clear. Built
on an atrophied civil society, Bonapartism constructed its regime of Weberian
leadership democracy with voting bases mobilized in plebiscites—much like
Salvini, Orban, and Trump today (Korosényi et al., 2020). For its enemies,
the movement suffocated association, press freedom, and negated the idea
of a legitimate opposition. Although not a direct road to a totalitarian party
dictatorship, this pre-history gives a sharply authoritarian frame to the current
discussion—as Herman Van Rompuy’s statement also exemplifies.

Urbinati and Rosanvallon’s recasting of the contemporary discussion is also
conspicuous for what it leaves out—the late nineteenth-century American
Populist movement of the 1880s and 1890s, the activists who first intro-
duced the term ‘populism’ into our political language. These original Populists
also hardly fit their Bonapartist story. Very wary of strong presidential power
and executives, they first looked to civil society organizations for relief in
the 1880s and then began to construct a legislative route to reform. In the
1880s and 1890s, Populists hoped that co-operative organizing, constitutional
reform, and parliamentary pressure could save the farmers’ republic. Along the
way, they also rethought the fundamentals of the American republican tradi-
tion, from concepts of federalism to parliamentary power to its definition of
the ‘people’. And although they ran into the same problems as Rosanvallon
and Urbinati’s ‘Populists’—issues of democratic representation, complexity,
the exact boundaries of the ‘people’—they took their answer in a distinctly
different direction.

All of these characteristics make American ‘big p’ Populism somewhat of
a black swan event for the current literature. Contemporary researchers have
sought to deal with this problem in a variety of ways. Some exclude the late
nineteenth century from their theory and state that they restrict their inves-
tigation to populism in the last thirty years—a radically historicist option.
Others have bit the analytical bullet, among which Jan-Werner Miiller, whose
What is Populism? claims that ‘counterintuitive as it might seem... bitten the
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one party in US history that explicitly called itself “populist” was in fact not
populist’ (Miiller, 2016, p. 81). On the other side of the disciplinary fence, no
rapprochement is incoming either. Historians of the late nineteenth-century
Populist movement have been hesitant to connect their research with existing,
twenty-first-century debates, struck by a sense of (American) culture shock.
But what would it mean to connect these two conversations and grant ‘big p’
American Populism a place in the ‘small p” Populist debate?

* KK

In June 1892, a group of radical farmers gathered in the city of Omabha,
Nebraska to found a movement that was to run in elections the following
year. In the months before, their formation had morphed into a fully-fledged
party—the People’s Party—based on a vast and intricate network of Farmers’
Alliances and producer co-operatives, and in the early 1890s these Alliances
crystallized into the newly formed Party which gave the word the term
‘Populist’ (D’Eramo, 2013, pp. 5-28; Houwen, 2011; Stavrakakis, 2017).

The American Populists of the late nineteenth century stand out as one of
the most formidable social movements in American history—and uncomfort-
able outliers amidst today’s anti-populist consensus. From the 1870s to the
1900s, white and black Populists built movements which knit workers and
farmers together in a broad ‘producerist’ coalition. This coalition was repre-
sented by organizations such as the Farmers’ Alliance, the Grange, the Colored
Farmers’ Alliance, and the 1891 People’s Party. This coalition remade their
country’s republican tradition through the notion of a ‘co-operative common-
wealth’, temporarily uniting black and white farmers in a common cause. They
also broke with the individualism that had previously characterized American
agrarianism, building a parallel co-operative economy in farmers’ clubs, agri-
cultural brotherhoods, and labor unions. Unsurprisingly, some of the most
celebrated works of American history have been produced on this Populist
moment, from Charles Beard to Richard Hofstadter to C. Vann Woodward to
Charles Postel (McMath, 2008, pp. 209-217; Sanders, 2009, pp. 149-150;
McMath et al., 2008, pp. 1-35).

What—and, most importantly, who—did this original Populist movement
stand for? Its progenitors included agrarian co-operatives, trade unions, and
Granger clubs, can be traced back to at least 1877. Drawing on the Green-
back and Jeffersonian strands in American political thought, they revolted
against low grain prices and currency scarcity, while also defending the cause
of industrial workers. The movement rapidly gained traction in the last twenty
years of the century. In the 1880s, American farmers developed a vast and
intricate social movement organized around the Farmers’ Alliances, and in
the early 1890s these Alliances crystallized into the newly formed People’s
Party. Its 1892 Omaha Platform called for the nationalization of the Amer-
ican railroad system, the centralization of federal monetary policy, and the
burial of postbellum rivalries. It also advocated the ‘democratization’ of the
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federal government, in which the state apparatus would be handed back to
who Populists considered to be its legitimate owner—the people. As their
Omaha platform declared:

We meet in the midst of a nation brought to the verge of moral, political,
and material ruin. Corruption dominates the ballot-box, the Legislatures, the
Congress, and touches even the ermine of the bench.... The fruits of the toil of
millions are boldly stolen to build up colossal fortunes for a few, unprecedented
in the history of mankind; and the possessors of those, in turn, despise the
republic and endanger liberty. From the same prolific womb of governmental
injustice we breed the two great classes — tramps and millionaires. (Pollack,
1967, p. 60)

For a while in the early 1890s, American history seemed to be moving in the
Populists” direction. Their presidential candidate James B. Weaver achieved a
respectable 14% in the 1892 presidential election; in 1894, they captured a
sizeable number of legislative seats in Western and Southern states.

At the heart of the Populist story stands the Populist reinvention of Ameri-
ca’s ideal of republican democracy in the later nineteenth century. This was an
ideal first designed by a founding generation of American revolutionaries such
as Jefferson, Franklin, and Paine in the 1780s and 1790s. Until the 1870s, this
ideal possessed a number of clearly identifiable components. It relied on the
ideal of a self-sufficient, male and white farmer who owned a plot of land in a
country of ‘small but universal landownership’. Reliant on the forced labor
of women in the household and the expropriation of indigenous peoples,
it derived the notion of an independent will from the propertied indepen-
dence of male farmers. These farmers assured the latter’s status as productive
and, therefore, full citizens. These individuals would express their vote in
regular elections and without interference from parties or other intermediary
institutions, preferably on a state and not a federal level—a terrain which
opened the door to tyranny. In this sense, Jeffersonian republicanism relied on
the imaginary of a proprietary individual for its own regime of unmediated,
direct democracy. As an ideal, however, Jeffersonian democracy also barred
women, indigenous, and black subjects from full citizenship. It also shunned
the necessity for large-scale institutions between individuals and states. Instead,
Jeffersonians hoped that farmers could maintain their special influence on
a small state. This state would not take on any bureaucratic burdens, plan
production, or redistribute existing property patterns. From its inception in
the eighteenth century, Jefferson’s tradition thus insisted on the importance
of the small, male, white farmer to a political economy oriented toward agri-
culture. At times hostile to political institutions, this vision was strengthened
by the settler expansion of the Jackson presidency, which widened Jefferson’s
‘empire of liberty” across the West and strengthened the Southern slaveholding
system (Belich, 2013; Wood, 2009).
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In the late 1870s, however, this Jeffersonian vision of America faced three
enduring challenges. First, corporations emerged as the primary actors in a
new capitalist economy. Spurred by new ‘general incorporation laws’ decreed
at the close of the Civil War, thousands of new companies sprung up and
began to dominate a new commercial landscape. Their prominence under-
mined the belief that only ‘natural’ individuals like small farmers could count as
citizens and indicated that America had drifted away from its status as a farm-
ers’ republic. They also created new forms of mediation between citizens and
states, making previous direct democratic mechanisms unworkable. Second,
and together with this corporate perversion of citizenship, the emergence of
a host of new actors inevitably expanded and burst open previous definitions
of the ‘producer’: ex-slaves in a post-Reconstruction South, women’s clubs,
workers in the West’s new industrial theater. Although potential allies, their
claims on a newly activist state also threatened established privileges in existing
farmer communities. They also burst open the Jeffersonian notion of a proper-
tied and ethnically homogeneous people. Third, the dissolution of the Western
frontier and a tightening Southern land supply removed the last safety valves
that had shielded farmers from the market economy before. This left America’s
farming class entirely dependent on commerce. A reckoning between small-
holders and a new corporate class was poised to come, enabled by the might
of a rapidly growing federal government (Zavodnyik, 2011).

Populists proposed a specific problem to this vision. First, they began by
reclaiming the artificial person of the corporation to combat existing monop-
olies in railroads, credit provision, and banking in the 1870s and 1880s. In
this earlier period, the rural radicals put forward ideals of co-operative associa-
tion as new safeguards for republican government, relying on French theorists
such as Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, Alexis de Tocqueville, and Saint-Simon. By
relying on these thinkers of democratic association and pluralism, Populists
were able to reintegrate mediation into their democratic vision and reinvent a
more inclusive version of the ‘people’. When these efforts ground to a halt in
the late 1880s, Populists increasingly turned their eyes to the state. There they
hoped to expand state capacity without increasing administrative privileges and
hoped to engineer a public money supply. At this level they also faced the
original problem of Jefferson’s original anti-federalism: although large corpo-
rations could only be tamed with federal power, the expansion of this federal
power contained a potentially tyrannical seed.

To counter this problem Populists went for a ‘statutory’ rather than a
‘discretionary’ state, in which legislatures would remain the most powerful
entities (Novak, 1996, 2010, pp. 377-405; Sanders, 1999, p. 8). Legislatures
would here write ‘statutes’ which would allow farmers to take specific action
against corporations, rather than handing control to administrators which
would control prices. More than any of their contemporaries, the Populists
also obsessed over questions of monetary centralization and control. This
tradition was not without precedent. Since the 1860s, when President Lincoln
introduced greenbacks to remedy the Civil War’s deflationary dynamics, the
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idea that the American state might use its authority to control the money
supply from private banks had already stirred the radical imagination.
Populists extended these greenback efforts into the 1880s. One of the most
pressing problems of the decade was the scarcity of credit and currency in
rural areas, which drove an infernal spiral of deflation and price depression.
Loosening and widening the base of currency, Populists claimed, would fuel
productive investment, raise the price of agricultural produce, and break the
power of established merchants, whose hold on currency often went hand in
hand with price gouging. The most recurrent Populist response—pushed by
businessmen, small farmers, and intellectuals alike—to the problem of defla-
tion was a more elastic money supply and so-called fiat currency, terminating
America’s attachment to the gold standard. Once this ‘sound’ money dogma
was broken and the monopoly of private banks was brought to an end, a
fully public bank could freely issue currency and lessen the stringent credit
conditions of merchants and corporations. The most interesting of these was
developed by Texas businessman and self-taught heterodox economist Charles
Macune. In the late 1880s, faced with the failure of a more voluntary approach
that relied on farmers’ co-operatives, Macune began to rethink the Amer-
ican state’s role as a provider of credit in what he called a ‘subtreasury’ plan.
The plan’s set up was as radical as it was simple: the subtreasury would allow
American farmers to store their grain and other commodities in government-
tended warehouses and grant them interest-denoted vouchers, valid for up to
a full year, based on the amount of grain they stored. These vouchers would
circulate as money—not unlike gold—releasing farmers from costly borrowing
and freeing them to wait for opportune times to sell their crops. The plan
implied a system of state banks that could tend this deposit system and redirect
capital into agrarian communities (Macune partly drew on the French socialist
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s proposals for a ‘people’s bank’ in these writings,
which had also sought to facilitate credit creation across society) (Carruthers
& Babb, 1996; Destler, 1946, pp. 338-365; Macune, 1889, p. 166; Ritter,
1993, pp. 139-140). Envisioning a democratic credit system, Macune hoped
to update Jefferson’s vision of a community of smallholders to a corporate era.
This was a clear difference with contemporary populisms. Rather than
conquering the executive or supporting a Bonapartist president, parliaments
were the best conduit for the exercise of popular sovereignty. In the 1890s
such Populist calls for strong parliaments were increasingly coupled with
plebiscitary measures. These included 1892 pleas for referenda, popular initia-
tive, and direct election of federal judges and senators. Populist theorists
thereby expounded a vision of association and centralization that remained
thoroughly ‘pluralist’ by the standards of today’s discussion. They embraced
parliamentary representation, recognized the need for bureaucratic expansion
and affirmed the basic tripartite structure of American government. Although
they did advocate the ‘democratization’ of some federal organs (visible, for
example, in their 1890s proposals to make Supreme Court judges subject to
popular recall), they never questioned the legitimacy of checks and balances
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itself, most visible in their preference for legislatures as the ultimate sites for
popular power.

Even this moderate program was not accepted kindly in the United States of
the late nineteenth century. The Eastern bourgeoisie, for instance, was terri-
fied by the agrarian jacquerie coming from the West. In his private diaries,
future president Theodore Roosevelt wrote that the Populists ‘should be put
up against the wall and shot’, since their campaign was nothing less ‘than
an appeal to the torch’ (cited in Hesseltine, 1962, p. 71). Yet it was in the
Southern states that the Populists faced their mightiest and most ruthless
opposition. Their efforts to unite black and white tenant farmers against local
landlords and merchants were met with violent resistance on behalf of the
landed elite, which had a stranglehold over Southern commodity markets.
Anti-Populist tactics were not particularly sophisticated, in any region. In
the 1896 election, for example, Eastern banks sent representatives into
Midwestern towns, warning farmers that their homes would be foreclosed
on if they dared elect Populist lawmakers (Durden, 1963, pp. 397—423). In
the South, even more primitive instruments were used: Southern Democrats
fought off the Populist threat with physical intimidation, alcoholic bribes, and
stuffed ballot boxes.

Nonetheless, the Populists performed relatively well. Their candidate James
B. Weaver achieved a respectable 14 percent in the 1892 presidential elec-
tion; in 1894, Populists captured a sizeable number of seats in Western and
Southern states. In the South, however, Democrats escalated their attack on
Populist threat with full Klan terror, burning and looting houses, and killing
activists. The rest of the country in the meantime remained loyal to old party
machines. In desperation, Populists started looking for help within the estab-
lished parties themselves. In 1896, the Democratic Party co-opted the Populist
platform by nominating William Jennings Bryan as proponent of ‘free silver’
and a moderately inflationary policy for president (DeCanio, 2011; Nugent,
2015). After a bitter debate, the Populists decided to relegate Bryan’s name on
their own ticket rather than run a candidate against him. Bryan lost his elec-
tion to the Republican McKinley, however, and by 1897 the former Populist
party was disbanding across the spectrum. With it also went the last hopes of
enacting the 1892 Populist plans in their original form.

1896—the year in which the People’s Party lost its final presidential battle—
did not herald the official end of the ‘Populist vision’, however. As scholars
such as Elizabeth Sanders, Matthew Hild, and Charles Postel have shown, the
efforts of the Farmers’ Alliances continued to weigh on the legislative activity
in the Progressive era, with farmers making up constituencies for the Clayton
Antitrust Act of 1914, the 1913 Federal Reserve Act and 1914 Federal Trade
Commission Act. In all these cases, echoes of the Populist movement informed
state action in the Progressive Age. Nonetheless, the ambitious scope of the
Alliance effort faded from view, and by 1900 the dispersion of the Populist
coalition had become a fait accompli. A sizeable number of ex-members had
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joined the new Socialist Party, while a majority deserted the reform cause
altogether.

To these Populist survivors, the Progressive era yielded a peculiar and
painful paradox. While Populism had lost its battle at the ballot box, many of
its proposals found a way into Progressive platforms. The 1906 Hepburn Act
regulated railroad power. The 1914 Cotton Futures Act enacted some of the
market control proposed by Populists. The 1914 Federal Trade Commission
Act, in turn, owed much to Populist agitation, while the 1913 Income Tax and
the 1916 Revenue Act appeared as replicas of the Omaha proposals (Nadav,
2018; Sanders, 2019; Schlozman, 2015, pp. 110-115). American banking and
credit provision also lived in a Populist shadow. The 1913 Federal Reserve Act
was pushed through with farmer bases, while the 1916 Federal Farm Credit
Act resembled the sub-treasury’s proposal for credit injections. The party itself
declined, however; ‘as I write’, the political theorist Walter Lippmann noted in
1913, “a convention of the Populist Party has just taken place. Eight delegates
attended the meeting, which was held in a parlor’ (Lippmann, 1913, p. 275).
As the historian Elizabeth Sanders summarizes this paradoxical development:

The periphery agrarians worked to expand the power of the national state and
provided the political muscle for enacting the progressive legislative agenda of
1909-17. The roots of their statism lay not in the writings of the new social
intelligentsia but in the antimonopoly agitation of the 1870s, the Greenback
movement of the 1880s, the populism of the 1890s, and William Jennings
Bryan’s Democracy of 1896-1908... Here, then lies the paradox of Progressive
era state expansion: driven by social movements deeply hostile to bureaucracy,
it produced a great bureaucratic expansion. (Sanders, 1999, p. 389)

This partial adoption also explains why so many Populists could move into
unpredictable directions. The Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union extended
Populist efforts into a careful assault on the Southern planter system. Father
Coughlin and Huey Long channeled farmer unrest in the New Deal years,
openly deploying Populist rhetoric. In the 1940s, however, memories of
Populism drove Martin Luther King’s first civil rights efforts in the South,
who claimed he had always ‘identified with populism’ as reminiscent of ‘a time
when Negroes and whites found common ground’ (Rieder, 2009, p. 171). In
the 1960s, ‘Populist’ rhetoric (but not necessarily policy) could be found in
the campaigns of segregationists such as Barry Goldwater or George Wallace,
who supposedly drew on the Populist precedents in this region—even though
their Democratic forefathers had crushed the Populist movement itself (Postel,
2016, p. 81).

This Populist dispersal can also explain the differences in understanding
between Van Rompuy and Obama a hundred years later, however. The
Populist coalition of the 1890s had always been a rather broad church,
attracting political cranks of all stripes, such as the Minnesota writer Ignatius
Donnelly, who claimed that the unacknowledged author of Shakespeare’s plays
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was, in fact, Francis Bacon and who firmly believed in the existence of a
land named Atlantis. But Populist eccentricity could also assume more sinister
forms. The most explicit case was that of the Georgia Populist Thomas E.
Watson. Watson’s biography always read like a quintessential Southern epic.
The son of a Southern slave owner, the young Watson had spent his youthful
years in dire poverty due to the devastation wrought by the Civil War. His
father lost his plantation and spent the rest of his days mired in depression and
paralysis. Predictably, Watson’s youth was suffused with talk of the Lost Cause
and haunted by the memory of great Southern statesmen: John Calhoun,
Robert E. Lee, Thomas Jefferson.

But Watson was no ordinary apologist for the plantocracy. Like his hero
Thomas Jefferson, Watson was fascinated by the French Revolution and saw
himself as a defender of the commonwealth against aristocratic privilege.
Although a proud Southern secessionist, he later abandoned the Democratic
Party because of its collusion with the ‘moneyed interests’ and joined the
third-party crusade in the late 1880s. As a Populist organizer, Watson helped
broaden the Populist appeal across race and gender lines. In the 1890s, he
came out as an opponent of lynch laws, championed black voting rights, and
lauded the influx of women in the movement.

This more inclusive Populism was not viewed kindly in a South riven by
racial animosity. The year 1892 witnessed some of the most vicious campaigns
of racist violence in Southern history, many of them directed at Populist orga-
nizers. In May 1892, for example, Watson had to rally his supporters to ride to
the protection of the black Populist preacher H. S. Doyle, who had received
threats from Democratic opponents in the run-up to the presidential election.
His call was swiftly heeded. Over two thousand agrarian followers congre-
gated at Watson’s Georgia mansion, staying the night to fend off possible
Democratic attacks. The Democratic press was apoplectic. Southern newspa-
pers exclaimed that the South was ‘threatened with anarchy and communism’,
because of ‘the direful teachings of Thomas E. Watson’ (Hamilton, 1972,
p. 489). (The incident was recounted by the great Southern historian C. Vann
Woodward, who wrote laconically that ‘the spectacle of white farmers riding
all night to save a Negro from lynchers was rather rare in Georgia’ [Wood-
ward, 1938, p. 21]). But Watson’s racial liberalism was not to last. A fervent
supporter of black voting rights and progressive political causes in the 1890s,
Watson morphed into a race-baiting fanatic after Populism’s defeat in 1896.
In the 1910s, he fulminated against ‘Jewish billionaires’ in his magazine The
Jeffersonian and openly advocated the disfranchisement of blacks in Southern
states (Evans, 20006, pp. 238-239; Schmier, 1986, pp. 433—455). As such, he
helped to codify the new Jim Crow.

Watson’s temperament soured even further as the twentieth century
progressed. In the notorious Leo Frank case of 1913, he played an instru-
mental role in summoning Southern mobs to lynch the Georgia businessman,
who had been unjustly accused of murdering one of his underage hirelings,
the thirteen-year-old factory girl Mary Phagan. Watson’s anticapitalism now
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assumed an overtly reactionary form. While he himself had pleaded for several
Jewish clients in the early 1900s—even claiming, as a public defender, that
‘no Jew can do murder’—he now came to identify the ‘Hebrew menace’
as a threat to his republican vision. Even in the darkest days of his political
career Watson showed flashes of his earlier radicalism, however. In the wake
of Woodrow Wilson’s anti-communist witch hunt, Watson called Eugene V.
Debs ‘one of the greatest, truest, purest Americans now alive’ (Woodward,
1938, p. 463). He even voiced support for the Bolshevik government. To
Watson, Wilson’s US war plans were a conspiracy ‘to prevent Russia from
showing the world how a democracy may be established — thus setting a
bad example that may “infect” other submerged masses’. In a further twist,
Watson defended Rosa Luxemburg and her comrades in the German Revolu-
tion and opposed a bid by Henry Ford for the US Senate on the grounds of
the latter’s antisemitism. A similar story played out in in the Scopes ‘Monkey
Trial” of 1925, in which former Populists played the starring roles for both
the defense and the prosecution: William Jennings Bryan of Nebraska, who
defended Tennessee’s ban on teaching evolution, and Clarence Darrow of Illi-
nois, who opposed it (Mencken, 2006; Tontonoz, 2008). Again, former allies
now found themselves on the opposite sides of the spectrum.

Historians have repeatedly found themselves perplexed by the Jekyll-and-
Hyde-like paradoxes of Populist thought. How could a man committed to
biracial organizing in the 1890s turn into a racist patriarch in the 1910s?
And how could Populists both become creationists and evolutionists? Euro-
pean interpreters have here tended to focus exclusively on populism’s darker
side. In his latest book on populism, for instance, Jan-Werner Miiller relies
on Watson to construct a story of ‘exclusionary’ Populist logics. ‘Populism’,
Miiller notes, ‘is always and everywhere antipluralist’ and ‘always ends in
exclusion’ (Miiller, 2016, p. 20). Although several hypotheses have been put
forward, by far the most plausible traces this negativity to the rather partial
readings of the original Populist movement offered by American historians of
the 1950s—and one major historian in particular: Richard Hofstadter. These
Cold War-era accounts painted a picture of Populism as inherently conspirato-
rial and totalitarian. As Hofstadter saw it, Populists exemplified the ‘paranoid
style in American politics’, with mad ravings against the ‘money power’ and a
proclivity for racial phobias (Hofstadter, 1963). Together with Cold War intel-
lectuals like Daniel Bell and Seymour Martin Lipset, Hofstadter drew a straight
line from big-P Populism to American McCarthyism, arguing that both tradi-
tions share the same pedigree (Brinkley, 1998, pp. 137-140; Hofstadter, 1955;
Ostler, 1995, p. 1; Ross, 2018, p. 85).

Hofstadter’s vision is best understood in context. For a long time, American
historians had looked fondly on the Populist episode. In the 1920s, Progres-
sive historians like John Hicks and Vernon Parrington cast the Populists
as the last representatives of the great Jeffersonian tradition (Parrington,
1927). In these accounts, the Populists were the last bulwark against corpo-
rate capitalism, maintaining the settler spirit and fighting the United States’
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drift from republic to empire (Destler, 1963). In the 1940s, this vision
still reigned supreme. Marxist historians like Anne Rochester and Chester
McArthur Destler, for example, found a distinct brand of American radicalism
in populism: the socialist movement the United States never had (Destler,
1963).

Hofstadter and his colleagues disagreed. To them, the Populists were
not benevolent reformists or the last small-d democrats. Rather, they were
the forebears of figures like Joseph McCarthy and a host of other far-right
cranks who populated the postwar political landscape. According to Hofs-
tadter, commercially ambitious yet culturally nostalgic farmers wanted the new
economy’s benefits but could not live with its consequences. He contrasted
the Populist ‘agrarian myth’ with the commercial realities of the late nine-
teenth century, castigating farmers for engaging in pastoral posturing while
also seeking the benefits of market society. Their difficulty squaring the capi-
talist circle produced a kind of political nostalgia. This nostalgia could also take
far less innocent forms. Hofstadter claimed the Populists were essentially anti-
semitic and had activated much of the anti-Jewish sentiment in the Gilded Age.
In their ravings against the ‘money power’, they often slid into racial stereo-
typing, blaming the United States’ financial ills on the ‘evil Rothschilds’ (Bell,
1944, p. 15). The fact that Tom Watson himself became the main instigator
in the Leo Frank case only further proved his point.

Hofstadter’s thesis immediately faced objections. The debate, often referred
to as ‘one of the bloodiest episodes in American historiography’, lasted over
twenty years, eventually involving historians such as Walter Nugent, John
Hicks, and Comer Vann Woodward, all of whom wrote passionate defenses
of the Populist movement (Hicks, 1955; Woodward, 1972, 1960, 2012).
This quickly led to some embarrassing conclusions. Many of Hofstadter’s
claims—that the Populists were antisemitic; that they provided the social
basis for McCarthyism—turned out to be empirically unjustifiable. Nor could
Hofstadter explain the career of many later Populists, who joined Euro-
pean Jews in the American Socialist Party and became fierce critics of Henry
Ford. The claim that most former Populist states had become seedbeds of
McCarthyism—one of Hofstadter’s key arguments—also turned out to be
false. Hofstadter and his colleagues saw that most ex-Populist states strongly
supported the Wisconsin Senator. By the end of the 1960s, Hofstadter’s thesis
was in tatters (Goodwyn, 1991).

Yet while Hofstadter began to admit mistakes, European political scien-
tists became even more enthused with his version of small-p populism. In
the 1980s, Hofstadter’s thesis gained further traction in European political
science departments, most interestingly in France. In 1984, for instance, in a
text called ‘La rhétorique du national-populisme’, the French political scien-
tist Pierre-André Tagueiff introduced the term ‘national-populism’ to describe
the far-right National Front (FN) (Taguieft, 1984, 2013, p. 70). Swiftly,
Taguieff’s neologism established itself in media circles—accordingly, the orig-
inal Populists were quickly buried under three decades of ideology. Americans
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now find it difficult to convince Europeans that it once signified something
other than pure demagoguery and protofascism. One need only look to the
most recent literature on populism to confirm this trend. Jan-Werner Miiller’s
aptly titled What is Populism? declares it a political philosophy that’s not
only anti-elitist, but also anti-democratic, anti-pluralist, and moralistic, all in
extremely dangerous ways. As he writes:

The core claim of populism is thus a moralized form of antipluralism... Populism
requires a pars pro toto argument and a claim to exclusive representation, with
both understood in a moral, as opposed to empirical, sense. There can be no
populism, in other words, without someone speaking in the name of the people
as a whole. (Miiller, 2016, p. 20)

Perhaps the most interesting features of Miiller’s book come to the fore when
comparing it to the work of his pluralist predecessors. Here is Hofstadter’s
colleague Edward Shils in 1956:

Populism proclaims that the will of the people as such is supreme over every
other standard, over the standards of traditional institutions, over the autonomy
of institutions and over the will of other strata. Populism identifies the will of
the people with justice and morality. (Shils, 1956, p. 98)

These similarities throw up an interesting question: why has so little changed
in populism studies? Although some later Alliance members such as Watson
definitely fit the bill of populism as anti-pluralist authoritarians, this history
hardly comprises their whole legacy. Today Donald Trump might count as a
‘Populist’, with compatriots such as Vladimir Putin, Viktor Orban, or Marine
Le Pen. Seen in light of original American history, however—as Obama
pointed out in 2016—that ascription feels far more fraught (Frank, 2020).
Involving original, ‘big p’ Populisms in the current discussion would have at
least three unsettling advantages. Firstly, it would inject a degree of historical
consciousness into the contemporary populism literature and expand its range
of possibilities, beyond the Bonapartism now centered by writers. Secondly,
it would impose some definitional accuracy on existing definitions, forcing
scholars to account for an interesting outlier to the literature—thereby desta-
bilizing suppositions governing the current populism debate. Thirdly, it would
enrich the range of concepts and sources available to political philosophers
working on populism, pointing out alternative trajectories for the Populist
‘people’ beyond the exclusionary versions familiar to us today. Not all ‘pop-
ulisms’ scorned foreigners, loathed mediation, conducted culture wars, or
sought direct democracy in a presidential leader. In fact, most of history shows
that the original American Populists were hardly ‘Populist’ at all.
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CHAPTER 3

Populism Is Hegemony Is Politics? Ernesto
Laclau’s Theory of Populism

Benjamin Arditi

INTRODUCTION

Ernesto Laclau was one of the most gifted political thinkers of his generation.
The work of many of us would not have been the same without his intellectual
influence. It is difficult not to be bowled over by the elegance of his writing—
the turns of phrases, the conceptual wizardry, the frequent use of examples,
the ease with which he weaves his arguments by drawing from the work of
philosophers, linguists, psychoanalysts, or historians.

He also had a knack for luring critics into his conceptual territory by reading
their work through the lens of his own terminology. When this was not a viable
option, he was equally skillful at undermining or dismissing criticism with
responses that were meant to have the force of syllogisms. On both counts
Laclau followed in the footsteps of Louis Althusser, who was also comfort-
able with intertextuality and always strived to present his arguments as if they
were self-evident. Althusser was no stranger to him given that his theories
framed his first book of essays, Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory (1977).
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Laclau parted ways with the thought of the relative autonomy of the super-
structures and the determination in the last instance by the economy in the
writings leading to the publication of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985).
What still resonated there as well as in New Reflections (1990) and On Populist
Reason (2005) is Althusser’s talent for giving a semblance of seamlessness to
his discourse.

On Populist Reason (hereafter OPR) is a fascinating read. It is written in a
way that renders the subject matter a continuation, enhancement and confir-
mation of his post-Gramscian theory of hegemony. Hegemony is the medium
through which populism unfolds and, as we will see, it is often difficult to
tell them apart except for the fact that populism emphasizes the splitting
of political space into two antagonistic camps. Laclau addresses the theo-
ries of Margaret Canovan, Kenneth Minogue and various contributors to the
Ghita Ionescu and Ernest Gellner book on populism. He also discusses what
Gustave Le Bon, Gabriel Tarde, William McDougall and Sigmund Freud have
to say about groups, crowds and leaders. This prepares the reader for his own
interpretation of populism.

I won’t distract readers with a summary of Laclau’s thoughts on Canovan
et al., or with didactic explanations of discourse, equivalence, articulation,
antagonism and other terms of his lexicon. I will go directly to his theory of
politics-as-populism, highlighting things he did not perceive or did not want
to see.

DEMANDS AND THE PEOPLE

Laclau develops his argument in two stages. He first uses a series of simpli-
fying assumptions that he will abandon gradually to deliver what he calls his
“fully fledged notion of populism” (Laclau, 2005a, p. 159). The passage from
one stage to the other involves the introduction of floating signifiers in a
discourse that until then had relied on empty signifiers. The latter serves him
for explaining the construction of popular identities when frontiers between
a collective and its surroundings are stable. Floating signifiers allow him to
contemplate the displacement of those frontiers when populist forces are
engaged with their adversaries. Yet the impression one gets from reading OPR
is that instead of two versions of his theory of populism we have different
tonalities of the same conceptual core. This is because the ideas—and often
the structure of sentences as well as the theoretical summaries Laclau himself
provides from time to time—are similar in both accounts, the simplified and
the fully fledged ones.

He develops his theory of populism in six steps that apply to any of the
two stages of the argument. These are: (1) when a series of social demands
cannot be absorbed differentially by institutional channels (2) they become
unsatisfied demands that enter into a relationship of solidarity or equivalence
with one another and (3) crystallize around common symbols that (4) can be
capitalized by leaders who interpellate the frustrated masses and thus begin to
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incarnate a process of popular identification that (5) constructs the people
as a collective actor to confront the existing regime with the purpose of
(6) demanding regime change. This narrative is governed by the claim that
politics-as-populism divides the social scene into two camps and produces an
antagonistic relation between them. Also, by recurrent references to empty and
floating signifiers, the idea of a constitutive lack he borrowed from psycho-
analysis, heterogeneity, the distinction between naming and concepts, and the
primacy of representation.

Demands, or more precisely, social demands, function as his minimal unit
of analysis. The term signifies both a request and a claim. The passage from
the first to the second provides one of the defining features of populism,
which conceives all requests as claims (Laclau, 2005a, p. 73). Laclau then
distinguishes between intra- and anti-systemic demands, or those that can be
accommodated within the existing order and those that challenge it. He calls
the former democratic demands, and those against the system popular ones.

When democratic demands are fulfilled, they become absorbed and posi-
tioned as differences within the institutional ensemble. For example, workers’
suffrage: it was initially rejected by the liberal state, but after decades of
labor mobilizations, liberals relented and praised it as a sign of institutional
strength. In the terminology of Antonio Gramsci that Laclau used in the
1980s, democratic demands are characteristic of transformism, that is, of a
hegemony that seeks to absorb dissent as internal differences within its discur-
sive space. Transformism is a kind of gatopardismo, an expression coined by
Giuseppe di Lampedusa in his novel The Leopard to indicate that something
must change for everything to remain the same: transformism deactivates a
radical questioning of the institutional system.

In contrast, popular demands are those that remain unfulfilled. These are
the ones that interest Laclau because they are the embryo of populism, the
starting point for the constitution of the people that will confront the status
quo (Laclau, 2005a, pp. 74, 127). The key operation in this process is the
convergence of multiple unfulfilled social demands into a chain of equivalence
and the concomitant division of society into two antagonistic camps. The iden-
tity resulting from this relation of equivalence is wider than the particularisms
that make up that chain, but it does not annul the differential nature of each
discrete demand or group linked together in the popular camp. The shared
identity constitutes their common denominator. This is consistent with how
Gramsci conceived hegemony: a circumstantial political alliance like an elec-
toral coalition leaves the identity of the intervening forces untouched, whereas
hegemony modifies them by virtue of the ensemble of shared values and ideas
that bring them together in a historic bloc. This is how hegemony produces
a superordinate identity, something in excess of the participating individual
entities.

The construction of the popular camp is intimately connected with how
Laclau understands the “people”: both as plebs and popuinus. He borrows
his distinction from Roman thought, although he also praises the notion of
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demos of Jacques Ranciere and compares it to his own notion of the people.
For Ranciere, the demos are not a preexisting sociological category but the
name of an outcast, “of those who are denied an identity in a given order”
(Ranciere, 1992, p. 61). The demos appear in the interval that opens between
their de-classification from the place they occupy in the existing order and
their simultaneous identification with an equality that is not properly theirs
yet (61). Demos is the part of those who have no part in the community
and identifies its name with the name of the community (Ranci¢re, 1998,
pp. 8-9; 2010, pp. 33-34). Rancicre’s ideas reverberate in Laclau’s account
of the people. On the one hand, because he sees the construction of the
people as a political task and not a fact of the social structure (Laclau, 2005a,
p- 224), which echoes Ranciére’s distinction between the demos and a preex-
isting and counted sociological group. On the other hand, like the demos,
Laclau’s people is internally split between populus and plebs, whole and part,
the sum of citizens and the underprivileged, and the populist construction of
the people requires an operation that presents the plebs as the totality of the
populus (81, 93 ft.).

But they differ, among other things, on the role of legitimacy. For Ranciere,
politics arises when the people appear as a supplement of all empirical counts
of the parts of the community (Ranciere, 2010, Thesis 6). Legitimacy is not
part of how he conceptualizes the noise introduced by the demos into the
partition of the sensible. The legitimacy of this disruptive noise is either one
of the stakes of a disagreement or is simply not relevant for the emergence
of the “outline of a vanishing difference” he calls politics (Ranciere, 2010,
p. 35). For Laclau, however, “in order to have the ‘people’ of populism, we
need something more: we need a plebs who claims to be the only legitimate
populus” (Laclau, 2005a, p. 81). The quote is eloquent: Laclau sees legitimacy
as a constitutive feature of the populist plebs. But it is difficult to tell how we
are to understand the role legitimacy plays in a populist challenge, or what
is it that enables a set of demands to generate a legitimate claimant. Laclau
introduces this qualifier of the plebs without developing it, maybe because he
thought it was self-explanatory or wanted to leave it vague on purpose.

Legitimacy is implicit in the classic distinction between the real and the
legal country: populists invariably assume that genuine legitimacy lies in the
former. But claiming that populism involves “a plebs that claims to be the only
legitimate populus” is troubling for democratic politics. Nadia Urbinati (2019)
reminds us that populism is not simply a pars pro toto, for then it would be a
commonplace occurrence: this is how political representation works. Laclau’s
populist plebs tunctions differently: it challenges the establishment and declares
itself deserving of supremacy because it is the good part, the only legitimate
one (Urbinati, 2019, pp. 70, 79, 80). This turns populism into a potentially
disruptive force for democracy as it opens the door for it to govern only for
that special part (80, 95).

Laclau’s silence about the source of legitimacy pushes his theory in the
direction of formalism and reveals a normative deficit like the one in Carl
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Schmitt’s decisionism. For Schmitt, a norm is only valid in a normal situation,
and the sovereign is whoever makes the decision about whether to call for a
state of exception to restore it when compromised (Schmitt, 1988, p. 13).
Given his endorsement of Hobbes’ theory of political obligation, protecto ergo
0bligo, he claimed that whoever could guarantee a normal situation had to be
obeyed, even if it meant obeying the Nazi authorities. The corollary is that
order, no matter what kind, is always preferable to disorder, so legitimacy ends
up resting on the ability to maintain it. Laclau describes the populist plebs as
the one that challenges order, but he doesn’t provide criteria to identify who
can lay claim to the title of legitimate populus, or why. Does it refer to any
collection of unfulfilled demands that coalesce in a plebs that challenges the
institutional system, whether they want more social justice or ethnic homo-
geneity? Is success the measure of legitimacy? If it is, what would deter the
triumphant plebs from treating the opposition, or at least some of it as illegiti-
mate through an inverted image of the internal enemy of the national security
doctrine advocated by the U.S. during the Cold War? For this doctrine, the
armed forces are meant to combat a country’s external threats, but when
these arise from within as a bad part defined as Marxist political formations,
the military is authorized to treat groupings of their own nationals as enemy
combatants. Latin American military regimes invoked it to justify the repres-
sion of those they defined as subversives. Laclau talks of a good part authorized
to overturn the institutional system because it is the legitimate populus but is
mum about what makes it legitimate.

THE UNIFICATION OF THE Plebs AS AN EFFECT
OF ITS IDENTIFICATION WITH A LEADER

Laclau links the role of the leader in unifying a plebs to naming and singu-
larity. His starting point is that a chain of equivalence exists if one of its
links condenses all the others. In situations in which the institutional system
is shaken and fails to fulfill the task of keeping society together, “the name
becomes the ground of the thing”, to which he adds: “[A]n assemblage
of heterogeneous elements kept equivalentially together only by a name is,
however, necessarily a singularity” (Laclau, 2005a, p. 100). Singularity is
whatever functions as the principle of unity of an assemblage of groups and
demands.

This is the prelude to a sequence that takes him from equivalence to the
name of the leader. Says Laclau: “the equivalential logic leads to singularity,
and singularity to the identification of the unity of the group with the name
of the leader” (Laclau, 2005a, 100). He is not referring to actual persons
but to the name of the leader as a structural function, an empty or pure
signifier of unity. Yet when he invokes two stalwarts of the Western canon
to shore up this idea, he quickly shifts from the name to actual individuals.
First Hobbes, for whom only an individual can really incarnate the indivisible
nature of sovereignty, and then Freud, who says that “the symbolic unification
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of the group around an individuality [...] is inherent in the formation of a
‘people’” (100). The corollary of this personalization of the principle of unity
is that without a leader there can be no people and therefore no politics either.
Readers of Laclau in Argentina, Bolivia, Spain, Venezuela and elsewhere took
the centrality of the leader as an axiom, either when writing on populism or
embarking in politics.

Those closer to Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari would balk at this by
recalling a provocative passage in A Thousand Plateaus: “is a general necessary
for » individuals to manage to fire in unison?” (1987, p. 17). Deleuze and
Guattari say that zhere can be action in concert without a master of ceremony
because they think in terms of rhizomes or systems that do not require an artic-
ulatory center. Rhizomes resemble the distributed communications systems of
network theory. Some have built on this to propose the multitude, not the
populist plebs, as the subject of emancipatory politics. Paolo Virno depicts it
as “a plurality which persists as such in the public scene, in collective action, in
the handling of communal affairs, without converging into a One, without
evaporating within a centripetal form of motion. Multitude is the form of
social and political existence for the many, seen as being many” (Virno, 2004,
p. 21). The multitude embraces the # of the many without the +1 of identity
found in chains of equivalence. This is how many saw the cycle of protest inau-
gurated in 2011 with the occupation of Tahrir Square in Egypt and followed
by the Spanish indignados of the 15M movement, Occupy Wall Street (OWS)
in the United States, #YoSoyl32 in Mexico, or the Chilean protests of 2019
for a new constitution. These insurgencies refused to build their unity in the
way Laclau proposes, i.c., they were not a singularity kept together through
an identification with a leader.

The strong attachment to a leader is an issue even if one is not prepared to
endorse the notion of multitude or succumb to the fascination of the general
assemblies of OWS or 15M. This is because the leader is not only an empty
signifier but also a person, so Laclau’s endorsement of the Freudian “symbolic
unification of the group around an individuality” (Laclau, 2005a, p. 100) must
address the underside of the argument. He focuses on the mechanics of the
populist mode of unification of the people without examining the objections
of those who worry about walking the line between following a leader and the
cult of personality. He does not discuss unedifying traits such as the infallibility
of the leader, her being beyond good and evil, her role as indisputable broker
among factions, the suppression of dissent in the name of the unity of the
people, the belief that challenges to the leader means treason or that criticism
is a virtual casus belli. Hugo Chavez was undoubtedly a great political leader
who attempted a re-foundation of the Venezuelan republic based on social
justice. Yet he kept a tight control of his movement: followers who strayed
from his views were criticized and marginalized. This underside of a personalist
leadership turns the populist empowerment of the plebs into something fragile.
It lasts while people don’t dispute the dictates of a leader and is often diluted
with the death of the leader or her departure from power.
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The problem of succession in highly personalistic systems is not trivial. The
plebs identifies with the name of the leader, which is a signifier of unity, but
we have seen that she is also an actual person. If populism mounts a challenge
to the institutional system with the purpose of re-instituting it, and if the new
is always born with traces of whatever forces brought it to life, then those new
institutions will bear the marks of those forces, and of the leader with whom
the plebs identify. Who can fill the shoes of whoever led the populist challenge
when she’s gone? Who can measure up to an institutional setting that has been
made to suit its original and “natural” dweller? How to prevent the outgoing
leader from maneuvering to appoint her successor, like when Chéavez desig-
nated Nicolds Maduro? In Latin America strong leaders like Alberto Fujimori
of Peru, Evo Morales of Bolivia, and even Chavez tried to lift constitutional
limits to reelection. When this is not an option, their departure from the
government (think of Rafael Correa in Ecuador and Morales, although in the
case of Bolivia things turned out better than expected) puts their achievements
at risk and reveals the fragility of Laclau’s model of a populist construction of
order.

Progressive governments are equally marred by personalism and the temp-
tation to characterize their critics as virtual enemies of the people. Podemos
in Spain is a textbook example. Pablo Iglesias and Inigo Errejon, two of the
founders of the party, took their inspiration from Laclau to build a political
project around what they called the populist hypothesis. After a meteoric rise
in polls and parliamentary seats, Podemos stalled and started to reduce its
political footprint even being part of a center-left governing coalition. For
Samuele Mazzolini and Arthus Borriello (2021, p. 13), “an excessive depen-
dence on the leader and the presence of a vertical and centralist structure
made Podemos more exposed to electoral volatility and prone to disregard
the work of construction of organization and insertion in different spaces of
society”. Lluis de Nadal (2020) says that Secretary General Iglesias referred
to himself as “signifier Pablo Iglesias” (5). He describes the vertical and
personalist decision-making structure promoted by Errejon, then Podemos’
organization secretary, as one with limited checks and balances to protect dissi-
dent groups and contain the concentration of decision-making in the leader
(13-15). Errejon discovered the perils of this structure when he clashed with
Iglesias: he was ostracized and eventually quit Podemos.

This casts doubts on whether politics-as-populism can really give rise to
what Laclau calls “forms of democracy outside the liberal symbolic framework”
(Laclau, 2005a, p. 167). He says nothing more about it, so readers have no
way of knowing what he meant by non-liberal democracy. The worrying signs
appear when one puts together the role of the leader with the claim that the
people of populism are the sole legitimate plebs. Urbinati (2019, pp. 79-80)
reminds us that then the legitimacy of other plebs flounders. Claude Lefort
questions any symbiosis of leaders, people and power. For him democracy is a
regime in which the space of power must remain empty. This is not because
it entails a power vacuum but because the site of power can be occupied by
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anyone and none can embody it—not a person, a group, a party or a social
class (Lefort, 1988, p. 17). The role Laclau assigns to the leader in politics-
as-populism contradicts the emptiness of the space of power. In successful
populist challenges to the status quo the leader is the architect and tenant
of power in institutions that will be tailor-made for her.

Laclau does not have to conceive democracy in Lefort’s terms, but his
theory should not dodge the problem of personalism either. One must ask
whether the democracy he associated with politics-as-populism is preferable to
the liberal one, if it expands participatory mechanisms beyond elections, or
even if it can be considered a priori democratic.

HEegeEmoNY Is PoruLrism Is PoLrrTics

In Laclau’s understanding of politics, the frontiers between hegemony, poli-
tics and populism are fuzzy. This is because he construes the subject matter
of OPR with conceptual building blocks that are similar and often identical to
those he used to develop his post-Gramscian theory of hegemony with Chantal
Moutffe in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (hereafter HSS). Both refer to
articulation, difference, equivalence, frontiers, antagonism, and many other
familiar terms of Laclau’s vocabulary. One noticeable absence is dislocation,
which in New Reflections functions as a central category and in OPR is used
so sparingly that it is not even worthy of an entry in the index. If in HSS he
tends to equate politics with hegemony, in OPR it is populism that blends with
politics (or at least with radical politics) through the language and practice of
hegemony. Populism becomes the truth of the political or the privileged road
to comprehend it. I want to look at this convergence of politics-as-hegemony
with politics-as-populism.

In HSS hegemony “is, quite simply, a political type of relation, a form, if
one wishes, of politics” (Laclau & Moutffe, 1985, 139). This is a way of saying
that the hegemonic form of politics has an ontic, not an ontological status.
Yet in the closing lines of the book Laclau and Mouffe describe “the field
of the political as the space for a game which is never “zero-sum”, because
the rules and the players are never fully explicit. This game, which eludes the
concept, does at least have a name: hegemony” (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985,
193). The quote leaves little to the imagination: if the political is a field for a
game called hegemony, then the semantic territory of politics and hegemony
overlap. This might explain why Laclau is critical of a politics of the multi-
tude. The cohesiveness of the multitude does not require, and even rejects,
the chains of equivalence and the superordinate identity of hegemony. It is a
mode of collective action outside the hegemonic form of politics outlined in
HSS.

In OPR the argumentative sequence also takes us from a form of politics
to politics proper. Laclau begins by saying that “Populism is, quite simply, a
way of constructing the political” (Laclau, 2005a, p. xi). Later he adds that
“populism is the royal road to understanding something about the ontological



3 POPULISM IS HEGEMONY IS POLITICS: ERNESTO LACLAU’S ... 57

constitution of the political as such” (67), and that “by ‘populism’ we do not
understand a zype of movement ... but a political logic” (117). 1 will let the
casual reference to “the ontological constitution of the political” pass for now
to highlight that all three passages depict populism as one possibility of poli-
tics, leaving the door open for non-populist ways of constructing the political.
Populism has an ontic status. Yet its distance from politics begins to shrink
when one reads that “there is no political intervention which is not populistic
to some extent” (Laclau, 2005a, p. 154), a claim he reiterates almost verbatim
when referring approvingly to Meny and Surel’s assertion that there is no poli-
tics that does not have a populist streak (Laclau, 2006b, p. 57). Populism
is a component of all politics. Whatever distance exists between them disap-
pears when Laclau states that populist reason, insofar as it is the very logic
of construction of the people, “amounts ... to political reason tout court”
(Laclau, 2005a, p. 225). At this point populism ceases to be a way of under-
standing the political or of constructing the people: it has become the analog
of both.!

It might seem unreasonable to infer so much from these remarks, but
Laclau reiterates the point elsewhere when he says: “If populism consists in
postulating a radical alternative within the communitarian space, a choice
in the crossroads on which the future of a given society hinges, does not
populism become synonymous with politics? The answer can only be affirma-
tive” (Laclau, 2005b, p. 47). Given this synonymy, one wonders why we need
two words, populism and politics, to describe the same class of phenomena—
primarily the construction of the people—or why Laclau chose to call his book
On Populist Reason if the subject matter is political reason or the type of reason
operating in radical variants of politics.

In OPR one also finds the construction of the relation between hegemony
and populism as one of genus to species. Laclau does so through the rhetorical
figure of catachresis, “a rhetorical displacement [occurring | whenever a literal
term is substituted by a figural one” (Laclau, 2005a, p. 71). He uses catachresis
as a way of naming an absent fullness—in this case, the absent fullness of
community. This absence is not an empirical deficiency but a constitutive lack
in the Lacanian sense of “a void in being” or “deficient being” (Laclau, 2005a,
pp. 112, 116) like the one experienced whenever a demand is not met (85).

Lack and catachresis work together as two aspects of the same argument.
First, if catachresis refers to “a constitutive blockage in language which requires
naming something that is essentinlly unnameable as a condition for language
functioning” (Laclau, 2005a, p. 71), then hegemony is a catachresical oper-
ation because it consists of the “operation of taking up, by a particularity,
of an incommensurable universal signification” (70). The hegemonic identity
resulting from this operation will be of the order of an empty signifier because
the particularity in question seeks to embody a totality /universality: in a word,
to embody an impossible object. Hence Laclau’s paradoxical formula: full-
ness is unachievable yet necessary (Laclau, 2005a, pp. 70-71). And second,
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he describes the lack by following Joan Copjec’s characterization of the Laca-
nian objet petit a: it is a partial object that elevates the external object of the
drive to the dignity of the Thing (Laclau, 2005a, pp. 119-120; also, 2000a,
p. 671). Laclau draws a strong conclusion from this. He says: “[I]n political
terms, that is exactly what I have called a hegemonic relation: a certain partic-
ularity which assumes the role of an impossible universality”, and “[ T Jhe logic
of the objet petit o and the hegemonic logic are not just similar: they are iden-
tical” (Laclau, 2005a, pp. 115-116; also 226). This three-fold identity results
in the formula hegemony = catachresis = logic of the objet petit a. All three
are interchangeable insofar as they are ways of dealing with a constitutive lack
and producing that impossible yet necessary object, the fullness of community.

Populism replicates this scheme. Its construction of the people is
catachresical because it attempts to give a name to the absent fullness of
community (Laclau, 2005a, p. 85). The populist plebs (a part) aspires to
become the sole legitimate populus (the whole) and handles the question of
deficient being by “introducing ‘ordering’” where there is basic dislocation”
(Laclau, 2005a, p. 122). Following Copjec’s psychoanalytical narrative, the
populist construction of the people elevates a partial object to the dignity
of the Thing/Whole. This partial object is the good part embodied by the
chosen plebs, which will eventually undermine political representation itself by
becoming not just a primus inter pares but the only legitimate part.

I mentioned earlier that the specific difference that populism introduces vis-
a-vis hegemony is the division of society into two camps. The purpose of this is
to produce a relation of equivalence among demands and construe an antago-
nistic relation with those in the other camp. Thus, populism can be said to be a
species of the genus hegemony, the species that calls into question the existing
order with the purpose of constructing another (Laclau, 2005a, pp. 122-123).
This genus has one other species, institutionalist discourse, whose essence is
to maintain the status quo and functions as the target of populist politics.

LAcrau’s SECOND THOUGHTS
ABoUT PorULAR SUBJECT POSITIONS

This reinforces the lingering suspicion that Laclau’s intellectual itinerary from
his first essay on populism in Politics and Ideology in 1977 to OPR in 2005
could be read as a continual rewriting of the theory of politics-as-hegemony
or as an intellectual enterprise where populism is less a subject matter than
the cognitive backdrop or even the unacknowledged instigator of his political
thinking.

Laclau readers will also notice that in the interval between the publication of
HSS and OPR there was a change in his position about the desirability of split-
ting the political arena in two. In HSS this is the effect of a popular subject:
“We shall use the term popular subject position to refer to the position that is
constituted on the basis of dividing the political space into two antagonistic
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camps; and democratic subject position to refer to the locus of a clearly delim-
ited antagonism which does not divide society in that way” (Laclau & Moulfte,
1985, p. 131). Laclau and Mouffe did not generalize the explanatory validity
of these struggles because they associated the popular subject position with
the Third World. Advanced capitalism was dominated by democratic subject
positions that multiplied the points of antagonism and prevented the dichoto-
mous division of the field of conflict (Laclau & Moutffe, 1985, p. 131). These
antagonisms arose from class divisions, as well as from gender, racial, ethnic,
religious and other cleavages without aiming to split the political space in two.

This is partly because Laclau abandons the opposition between advanced
and peripheral capitalism and because what HSS described as an unacceptable
aspect of the Gramscian conception of hegemony is brought back in politics-
as-populism. We see this when Laclau maintains that “populism requires the
dichotomic division of society into two camps—one presenting itself as a
part which claims to be the whole; that this dichotomy involves the antag-
onistic division of the social field; and that the popular camp presupposes,
as a condition of its constitution, the construction of a global identity out
of the equivalence of a plurality of social demands” (Laclau, 2005a, p. 83).
He is not referring to something that happens in “specific conjunctures”: he
is saying that populism requires such division. A few pages later he reiter-
ates this: “populism involves the division of the social scene into two camps”
(Laclau, 2005a, p. 87). The division of society into two antagonistic fields,
which is what popular subject positions do, is now generalized as constitu-
tive of populism. The latter becomes the basis for an emancipatory politics
that subverts the institutional order to create a new one. Laclau’s theorization
of politics-as-populism becomes an ad hoc revision and re-elaboration of the
narrative of hegemony to adjust it to the subject matter of OPR. This creates
a continuous slippage between populism and hegemony, and between these
and politics.

Is A Crisis A CONDITION OR AN EFFECT
OF PoLiTics-As-PoruLism:

Laclau portrays institutionalist discourse as “one that attempts to make the
limits of the discursive formation coincide with the limits of community”
(Laclau, 2005a, p. 81). It aims for a coincidence of the inscription with the
inscribed, or the institution with the instituted. The instituted is the given,
the site of the populist challenge and the target of its interruptive drive. In
populism, a part identifies itselt with the whole—the plebs that presents itself
as the sole legitimate populus. It disputes the claim of institutionalist discourse
of having achieved a coincidence between the discursive formation (the insti-
tution) and the community (the instituted). The populist interruption of the
given would appear to confirm the constitutive role of the political. But is this
really the case?



60 B. ARDITI

Another comparison with Ranciere can be revealing. For him, political
agency or, more precisely, political subjectification, consists of naming a subject
to reveal a wrong and creating a community around a dispute. Politics ss a
practice of dissensus; all it requires is a mode of subjectification, “the produc-
tion through a series of actions of a body and a capacity for enunciation
not previously identifiable within a given field of experience, whose identifi-
cation is thus part of the reconfiguration of the field of experience” (Ranciere,
1998, p. 35). The de- and re-structuration the field of experience occur
through subjectification, regardless of whether the given has been unsettled
beforehand.

Laclau concurs with Ranciere that the political is constitutive: “the political
has a primary structuring role because social relations are ultimately contin-
gent, and any prevailing articulation results from an antagonistic confrontation
whose outcome is not decided beforehand” (Laclau, 2006a: 664). He reiter-
ates this in OPR: populism interrupts the given by presenting itself “both as
subversive of the existing state of things and as the starting point for a more or
less radical reconstruction of a new order wherever the previous one has been
shaken” (Laclau, 2005a, p. 177, his italics).

If the order was shaken by the subversive practice of populism, then there
is no doubt that populist politics secks to undo the given and to rebuild it.
But textual evidence suggests that for Laclau a situation of disorganization is
more of a prerequisite than an effect of populist politics. This is clear in his
distinction between the ontological function of producing order and its ontic
fulfillment. Says Laclau: “when people are confronted with radical anomie,
the need for some kind of order becomes more important than the actual
ontic order that brings it about” (Laclau, 2005a, p. 88). He does not explain
why there is this need. He lets the evocative force of anomie (a breakdown of
social norms, the crisis of belief systems) do the legwork of persuading us. The
word conjures images of disorder like hyperinflation, lines in front of super-
markets, uncontrollable criminality, an inoperative judiciary, an incompetent
political class insensitive to people’s needs, corruption, ungovernability and, at
the limit, being caught in the chaos of failed states.

There is a subtext behind the descriptive tone he uses to outline the rela-
tionship between anomie and order. First the need for order, which might
simply be a criterion of practical reason. But a text that introduces the relation
between anomie and order as part of a theory must explain why there is such
need. Second, the idea of order as a psychological need, something inherent
in our human nature, turns order into an ontological fetish that subverts the
contingency of what it means to be human. This is because in situations of
radical anomie “the need for some kind of order becomes more important than
the actual ontic order that brings it about” (Laclau, 2005a, p. 88). But then
the desire for order becomes a pre- and extra-discursive assumption. Order
would turn out to be a necessary feature of what it means to be human, which
might be true, but it is an untheorized ontological claim.
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The third observation about the subtext is the absence of normative criteria.
If Laclau is serious about the claim that people prefer an order regardless of
the content of that order, then in principle, they are indifferent to whether
that order promotes ethnic cleansing or the respect for human rights and the
democratic process. Such indifference makes the theory ethically and morally
suspicious and moves it away from emancipatory thought. Enrique Peruzzotti
raises the question of the normative deficit in Laclau’s theory by reference to
the subversive role of populism. He says that for Laclau, “The creative force of
populism is linked to its desire to transcend the status quo, indistinctively of
the order that might result from such intervention”, which ultimately leaves
us with “a theory predicated on a transcendental politics that nevertheless is
devoid of clear normative horizon” (Peruzzotti, 2019, p. 40). And again: “If
the theory cannot account for the normative and institutional order to which
a populist intervention gives rise, how can its democratic status be defended?”
(Peruzzotti, 2017, p. 218). I think that Peruzzotti is right on both counts.

This again brings Laclau’s arguments closer to Schmitt’s, as we saw in the
analogy between decisionism and the formalistic assumptions about the legiti-
macy of the plebs. Both take for granted the goodness of order. Yet Schmitt saw
crises as signs of danger to the existing order and proposed the state of excep-
tion to restore a threatened status quo. Laclau, in contrast, welcomes crises
or moments of radical anomie because they are an opportunity for a populist
mobilization: crises, as situations in which the community has been shaken,
are conditions of possibility for the occurrence of populist challenges to the
institutional order.

The role of anomie resurfaces when Laclau states that “some degree of
crisis in the old structure is a necessary precondition of populism” (Laclau,
2005a, p. 177) and contrario sensu, “when we have a highly institutionalized
society, equivalential logics have less terrain on which to operate; as a result,
populist rhetoric becomes a commodity lacking any sort of hegemonic depth”
(Laclau, 2005a, p. 191). He is quite explicit about a crisis being a precondition
of populism: when the institutional order is successful, populism is reduced
to “a commodity lacking any sort of hegemonic depth”. He considers this
as a virtual axiom: equivalential logics cannot flourish unless there is some
de-institutionalization that unsettles the old order. Without such disturbance,
populism cannot rise above “petty demagoguery” (Laclau, 2005a, p. 191).
The conclusion is that critical junctures are windows of opportunity for devel-
oping a relation of equivalence among unsatisfied demands, and thus for the
emergence of populism.

The link between crisis and populism is recurrent in the literature. Margaret
Canovan (1999) speaks of how the widening of the gap between pragmatic
and redemptive politics increases the chances of success of populism. There
is also a host of writers who see populism as a response to the breakdown
of political representation (Weyland, 2018), to a social and political cris