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This article provides a comparative conceptual analysis of the logic of populism and the logic of
(constitutional) democracy.Populism is defined as a thin-centered ideology which advocates the sovereign
rule of the people as a homogeneous body.The logic of this ideology is further developed in reference
to the work of Carl Schmitt and is shown to generate all the characteristics typically ascribed to populism.
The logic of democracy is analyzed on the basis of the work of Claude Lefort and defined as a regime
in which the locus of power remains an empty place. This analysis replaces the widespread model of
constitutional democracy as a paradoxical combination of a constitutional and a democratic pillar.This
two-pillar model fails to appreciate the internal coherence and some of the main features of the
(constitutional) democratic logic. Thereby, the two-pillar approach gives rise to an understanding of
populism as continuous with the democratic promise of constitutional democracy. In contrast, our analysis
explains populism as the closure of the empty place of democracy. This highlights the antagonistic
discontinuity between the logic of populism and the logic of democracy.

Populism and democracy both contain a central reference to the sovereign rule of
the people.This raises questions about their mutual relationship.Whereas some
have hailed populism as the purest form of democracy (Tännsjö, 1992), others
have repudiated it as potentially tyrannical and disruptive of some of the core
elements of a democratic regime (Taguieff, 1995; Urbinati, 1998). At first sight,
the contradiction between these two views seems easily explained by an ambi-
guity within the concept of democracy. Advocates of populism conceptualize
democracy first and foremost as the direct rule of the people and, therefore,
tend to identify populism with democracy. Opponents of populism, on the other
hand, hold a more constitutional conception of democracy, emphasizing the
importance of representation, individual rights and the balancing of powers and
interests.

However, even after making this distinction and restricting the original question
to the relationship between populism and constitutional democracy, opinions still
vary widely.Although some authors indeed consider populism to be a dangerous
threat to constitutional democracy (Urbinati, 1998), most scholars argue that the
relationship is more ambiguous (Mény and Surel, 2002b; Panizza, 2005).While
populism can be a potentially dangerous underside of democracy, it also functions
as a redemptive force or democratic promise within the democratic system (Arditi,
2003). Populism has been analyzed as a means to reveal and even amend the
shortcomings and the broken promises of the representative system (Bobbio,
1987; Hayward, 1996; Taggart, 2002; 2004). It can bring back the disruptive noise
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of the people and, thus, prevent the closure of the formal political system (Arditi,
2003, p. 26). Similarly, Michael Kazin (1995) and Ernesto Laclau (2005, p. 167)
understand populism as a strategy to include new social groups within the
democratic process, while Margaret Canovan (1999) conceptualizes populism as
a redemptive style of politics, which agitates within the framework of modern
democracy against the alienating effects of the dry pragmatism of representative
politics.

The ambiguity of the relationship between populism and democracy has been
connected to an inherent duality or paradoxical tension within constitutional
democracy itself (Canovan, 1999; 2002; 2004; Mény and Surel, 2002a). Mostly,
such analyses come down to the so-called two-strand model, which considers
constitutional democracy to be a paradoxical combination of a liberal or consti-
tutional pillar, emphasizing individual rights and the rule of law, and a democratic
pillar, emphasizing participation and popular sovereignty (Mouffe, 2000). Subse-
quently, populism is analyzed as continuous with this democratic pillar and, thus,
automatically as an inherent element of constitutional democracy. Therefore,
populism only becomes a real threat when this populist element gets the upper
hand and tends to dominate or marginalize other elements in the paradoxical
combination.When this happens, however, is ‘a matter of political judgment and
cannot be settled by conceptual fiat’ (Arditi, 2003, p. 29).

Although we do not deny that the two-strand model provides an interesting and
to some extent enlightening perspective on the issue at hand, we think it has two
main shortcomings. First, it overestimates the paradoxical nature of constitutional
democracy and therefore fails to capture its coherence and some of its essential
characteristics. Secondly, by emphasizing the conceptual continuity between
populism and the democratic pillar, it no longer provides the necessary concep-
tual means to analyze how and when populism becomes dangerous.

Therefore, we try to improve on the two-strand model by switching to a model of
three logics. Building on the work of French philosopher Claude Lefort, we
maintain that (constitutional) democracy is characterized by its own coherent
logic, essentially determined by the demand that in a democratic regime the locus
of power should remain an empty place. This democratic logic can, however,
degenerate in two different, pathological ways. In the logic of liberalism the locus
of power disappears and is replaced by a totally anonymous rule of law. In what
we will call the logic of populism, on the other hand, the empty place of power
is closed by a substantive image of the people as a homogeneous unity.We will
argue that this populist logic is paradigmatically exemplified by Carl Schmitt’s
theory of democracy.

The introduction of the model of three logics serves two main purposes. First, it
involves an analysis of the logic of populism with which we want to contribute
to the ongoing debate about the proper conceptualization of populism.We hope
to show that our definition of populism can provide a coherent account of many
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of the characteristics attributed to populist parties, policies and practices. Sec-
ondly, the analysis of the logic of (constitutional) democracy not only tries to
illustrate the internal coherence of this allegedly paradoxical mixture but, most of
all, provides a clear way to compare populism and democracy.As is suggested by
our title, our conclusion will be that both logics are antagonistic, that populism
and democracy are discontinuous and that populism, by its nature, should be seen
as a dangerous threat to democracy.

Our presentation proceeds first with an overview of the main characteristics
attributed to populism and with a statement of our own definition. Next, we
briefly analyze the two-strand model and the way in which it relates populism to
the so-called paradoxical nature of constitutional democracy. After introducing
the model of three logics, we proceed to the central part of our argument, where
we develop the logic of populism and compare it to the logic of democracy.We
conclude with some remarks on the paradoxical nature of populism itself.

In this article, we use ‘populism’ and ‘populist democracy’ interchangeably. Also
interchangeable are ‘constitutional democracy’, ‘representative democracy’ and
simply ‘democracy’.This latter usage of course reflects our preference for iden-
tifying ‘democracy’ with ‘constitutional democracy’. This preference will be
clarified by our analysis of the unpleasant implications of populist ‘democracy’.
However, readers who object to this identification can simply read our article as
an investigation into the relationship between ‘populist democracy’ and ‘consti-
tutional democracy’.

Populism: Characteristics and Definition

The conceptualization of populism is a matter of some confusion in contempo-
rary political analysis. A first approach suggests that populism is essentially a
strategy of political mobilization using a typical style of political rhetoric (Betz,
2002, pp. 197–205; Betz and Johnson, 2004; Canovan, 1999, pp. 3–4; Kazin, 1995,
pp. 1–7). Populist parties and leaders appeal to the power of the common people
in order to challenge the legitimacy of the current political establishment. Other
approaches analyze populism as a type of organization and a style of politics.
Populism refers to a mobilization characterized by a politics of personality
centered on a charismatic leader who is said to embody the will of the common
people and who is able to speak on their behalf.Thereby, this populist mobili-
zation is characterized by a particular style of communication (Taggart, 2000; Tarchi,
2002, pp. 126–30). Populists offer simplistic solutions to complex political prob-
lems in a very direct language, appealing to the common sense of the people and
denouncing the intellectualism of the established elites.

Although we recognize that political mobilization, charismatic leadership and
simplistic language are typical and important features, they do not yet define the
core of populism. Indeed, we believe that these features should be understood as
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symptoms or expressions of an underlying populist ideology.This ideology can foster
certain action frames (Snow et al., 1986) and make them intelligible, but cannot
itself be reduced to these action frames. Drawing on the approach developed by
Michael Freeden (1998), Canovan (2002) has argued that populism needs to be
understood as a thin-centered ideology. Populism does not provide a comprehensive
vision of society. It only gives a precise meaning and priority to certain key
concepts of political discourse, thereby generating a certain ideological picture of
parts of the political domain. Since populism mainly focuses on concepts such as
‘the people’, ‘democracy’ or ‘sovereignty’, we suggest, more specifically, that
populism provides a thin-centered ideology concerning the structure of power in society.
Three elements of such a populist ideology are recurrently highlighted in the
literature.

First, it is argued that populism revolves around a central antagonistic relationship
between ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’ (Canovan, 1981; 1999; 2002; Laclau, 1979; 2005;
Mény and Surel, 2002a; Mudde, 2004; Stavrakakis, 2004; Taggart, 2000). Popu-
lism, according to Canovan, is an ‘appeal to “the people” against both the
established structure of power and the dominant ideas and values of society’
(Canovan, 1999, p. 3).The establishment is attacked for its alleged privileges, its
corruption and, especially, for its lack of accountability to the people. Elites are
accused of representing only their own interests and of being alienated from the
real interests, values and opinions of the common man (Schedler, 1996).

Secondly, populism tries to give power back to the people and restore popular
sovereignty. Populists believe that politics should be based on the immediate
expression of the general will of the people. They speak and behave as if
‘democracy meant the power of the people and only the power of the people’
(Mény and Surel, 2002a, p. 9). Populist ideology favors more direct forms of
democracy, such as majority rule or referenda, which should replace current
representative and intermediary institutional arrangements. Thereby, the will of
the people is considered to be transparent and immediately accessible to those
willing to listen to the vox populi. Thus, populism is wary of compromise and
accommodation, and emphasizes the need for a politics of will and decision
(Canovan, 2002, p. 34; Taggart, 2000, pp. 91–5; Urbinati, 1998, pp. 116–8).There
is no need for elaborate discussion or party politics, but a need for charismatic
leaders who can speak and act directly on behalf of the people. Populist democ-
racy can be understood as an attempt to achieve an immediate identity of
governed and governing. Populists claim to present and proclaim, not to repre-
sent, the essentialist will of the people. In this way, populism opts for the idea of
popular sovereignty, if necessary at the expense of constitutional guarantees.

Thirdly, the transparency of the will of the people is possible because populism
conceptualizes the people as a homogeneous unity (Canovan, 1999; Taggart, 2000).
In populist ideology, ‘the people’ function as a central signifier which receives a
fundamentally monolithic interpretation.The people are united and indivisible,
fully formed, self-aware and identifiable by the majority of numbers.Accordingly,
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the people are not seen as a heterogeneous collection of social groups and
individual subjects with diverse values, needs and opinions. On the basis of a
supposed shared identity, the people are considered to form a collective body,
which is capable of having a common will and a single interest and which is able
to express this will and to take decisions (Canovan, 2002, p. 34). Populist ideology,
however, only implies that the people constitute a homogeneous body, it does not
say what this substantive identity should be.All actual populist movements need to
supplement their thin-centered populist ideology with additional values and
beliefs that give content to this substantive unity. Paradigmatic possibilities here
would be a leftist version of populism that identifies the people in socio-
economic terms as the working class exploited by a bourgeois elite, or a right-
wing populist movement that refers to ethnonational characteristics to identify
the people with the (ethnic) nation. The presumed unity of the people also
implies that populism cultivates antagonistic relationships towards those who do
not fit in and therefore threaten the homogeneity. Depending on the specific
nature of the populist image of the people, this might include, for example,
cultural and economic elites, foreigners, minorities, welfare recipients or others.

On the basis of these three core elements of populist ideology and in line with the
original analysis of Canovan (2002), Cas Mudde has recently proposed to define
populism as ‘an ideology that considers society ultimately separated into two
homogeneous and antagonistic groups, “the pure people” versus “the corrupt
elite”, and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale
of the people’ (Mudde, 2004, p. 543). Although we agree that the antagonism
between the people and the elite, contained in the first part of Mudde’s defini-
tion, is an essential element of populism, we will show later on that this antago-
nism is already implied by the idea of popular sovereignty contained in the second
part. Therefore, in order to provide the most concise definition possible, we
propose to define populism more frugally as a thin-centered ideology which advocates
the sovereign rule of the people as a homogeneous body. How this definition generates
a populist logic that implies not only an antagonism between the people and the
elite, but also most of the characteristics of populism mentioned, has already been
hinted at throughout this section.A further elaboration will be postponed to the
fourth section. First, we want to have a look at the two-strand model as a means
to analyze the relationship between populism and democracy.

The Democratic Paradox

According to many authors, the rise of populist movements within democratic
regimes needs to be understood on the basis of the paradoxical nature of
constitutional democracy (Canovan, 1999; 2002; 2004; Mény and Surel, 2002a;
Papadopoulos, 2002).Although different analyses tend to stress different aspects of
this democratic paradox, in our view they are all best understood as minor
variations of the same two-strand model.According to this model, constitutional
democracy is an uneasy combination of a constitutional and a democratic pillar
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(Habermas, 1998, pp. 239–64; Leca, 1996; Mouffe, 2000; Riker, 1982). Both
pillars, or strands, are characterized by their own, incompatible logics, which have
been elaborated on and defended within two opposing traditions of political
theory.

The liberal pillar refers to the liberal tradition, which claims that the supreme
authority in the state should reside with the law.This anonymous rule of law serves
as a means to protect the individual rights of all citizens against the arbitrary
exercise of power by the state or by other citizens. This power needs to be
constrained by means of an array of checks and balances and by a system of
representation which guarantees that different individual and group interests can
keep each other in check.The model is universalistic because it emphasizes the
equality of individuals and attributes rights indiscriminately.

The democratic pillar, on the other hand, refers to the democratic tradition, which
emphasizes that the anonymous rule of law is not as innocent as it seems.The law
usually institutes and conceals the dominance of particular groups in society such
as, for instance, white, male, property owners. Therefore, political legitimacy
requires that supreme authority reside not with the law but with the people.The
model focuses on the public autonomy rather than on the private autonomy of
its citizens.Through participatory democratic processes, the general and common
will of the people is established and enacted.This model of popular sovereignty
is more particularistic. It requires a preliminary distinction between those who
belong to the people and those who do not. Moreover, it legitimizes the will of
the majority over and against the will of the ‘excluded’minority, thereby inspiring
the liberal fear of a tyranny of the majority. Real-life constitutional democracies now
combine elements of both traditions.They provide constitutional guarantees for
individual rights and at the same time allow for democratic rule by the people or
their representatives, whereby this democratic rule often includes the possibility
of democratic constitutional reform. Constitutional democracies thus seem to
embody a delicately balanced compromise between the apparently incompatible
logics of the liberal and the democratic pillar, which supposedly keep each other
in check (Mouffe, 2000, pp. 44–5).

This two-strand analysis of constitutional democracy suggests a straightforward
explanation of populism: populist resentments arise when constitutional democ-
racy is perceived to be out of balance in favor of the constitutional pillar. Too
many checks and balances and the idea that elected representatives are out of
touch with the popular will generate the feeling that popular sovereignty is
undermined. Populism then gives voice to the desire to restore power to the
people by referring to the democratic pillar of constitutional democracy. Popu-
lism thus challenges constitutional democracy from within, in the name of
democracy itself. It claims to embody a counteracting democratic promise by
insisting on the need for a more pure or undiluted democracy.

This general mechanism has been put forward in several slightly different ver-
sions. Yves Mény and Yves Surel (2002a), for instance, focus on the idea of
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representation as a typical element of the constitutional pillar. Current dissatis-
faction with constitutional regimes is traced back to the perceived democratic
deficit generated by the ‘constitutive tension between [democracy’s] ideology (the
power of the people) and its functioning (the power of the elites chosen by the
people)’ (Mény and Surel, 2002a, p. 8, emphases added).Therefore, populism tries
to capitalize upon this dissatisfaction by reclaiming for the people the power that
has been illegitimately taken from them by the representative system.

We believe that two famous analyses of populism by Canovan also embody two
instances of a two-strand analysis. In one of her contributions, Canovan (2002)
refers to the paradoxical tension between the ideology and the practice of democ-
racy.The ideology of democracy is full of populist themes, ‘stressing sovereignty
against accommodation,majority against minorities, transparency against intricate
procedures’ (Canovan, 2002, p. 43). Democratic practices, however, are full of
precisely these opaque and intricate procedures and forms of accommodation of
minorities.They are democratic in the sense that they try to generate inclusive
policies that have been influenced by the participation of all citizens. Populism
now tries to attract voters by claiming to combine the ideal of democratic
transparency with the practice of inclusive empowerment by entrusting their
interests to a directly chosen leader (Canovan, 2002, p. 29). In an earlier article,
Canovan (1999) already provided another influential interpretation of the rise of
populism. Here, drawing upon a distinction between a ‘politics of faith’ and a
‘politics of skepticism’, introduced by Michael Oakeshott (1996), she refers to the
tension between a redemptive and a pragmatic style of politics. Pragmatic politics is
mainly devoted to ‘coping peacefully with the conflicts of modern societies by
means of a highly contingent collection of rules and practices’, whereas ‘the
notion of popular power lies at the heart of the redemptive vision: the people are
the only source of legitimate authority’ (Canovan, 1999, p. 10). Populism is now
analyzed as an appeal to the redemptive promise of democracy as a response to the
grubby and complex business of pragmatic politics.

Although Canovan disagrees (1999, p. 10; 2002, p. 38; 2004, p. 244), we submit
that both of the paradoxical tensions she analyzes can be reduced to the tension
between democracy and liberalism. The tension between the ideology and the
practice of democracy is in fact a tension between the ideology of pure or
populist democracy and the practice of constitutional democracy. More specifi-
cally, the element of inclusiveness she refers to is, according to the two-strand
model, a typical element of the liberal pillar of constitutional democracy. With
regard to her earlier article, the quoted characterizations make it very clear that
the redemptive and the pragmatic components of (constitutional) democracy
refer to different views of where power should reside and thus refer to the
democratic and liberal strands of constitutional democracy, respectively. As even
Oakeshott admits, the style of government and the way the democratic autho-
rization of government is to be understood are closely related (Oakeshott, 1996,
p. 131).
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Although two-strand analyses undoubtedly explain the origins of some of the
populist feelings within the citizenry, these analyses face important conceptual
limitations. First, they fail to provide a coherent account of democracy and are
unable to decide, for instance, whether democracy is about the will of the
majority or the inclusion of the interests of all citizens; whether representative
institutions hamper the more immediate expression of the will of the people or
rather constitute an essential part of democracy; or whether democracy should be
transparent or inclusive. Secondly, since the two-strand approach construes popu-
lism as a reference to the democratic promise embodied in the democratic pillar
of constitutional democracy, it becomes hard to escape the conclusion that all
democratic politics is populist since it all necessarily contains the same reference.
Thus, the conceptual distinction between ‘populism’ and ‘democracy’ becomes
highly problematic (Laclau, 2005, p. 154, p. 169).

In view of these problems, we submit that constitutional democracy should not
be analyzed as a historically contingent and paradoxical mixture of two pillars,
whose incompatible logics keep each other in check. Although a more demo-
cratic and a more liberal aspect can be identified, these aspects and their specific
roles need to be understood on the basis of the proper and coherent logic of
constitutional democracy as such.

A Model of Three Logics: Populism, Democracy
and Liberalism

A powerful analysis of the proper logic of constitutional democracy can be found
in the work of French philosopher Claude Lefort. He has repeatedly argued that
(constitutional) democracy is determined by the fact that the locus of power is an
empty place (Lefort, 1988, pp. 17–19, pp. 224–35). He explains his thesis by making
a historical comparison. In the monarchy of the Ancien Régime, the locus of power
was embodied by the king. In his person the king guaranteed, represented and
embodied the substantial unity of the political community.Thereby, his power was
legitimated by his mediating position between the transcendent authority of God
and the people. In a democratic regime, however, the locus of power can no
longer be embodied by anyone, but has to remain an empty place. Democratic
rulers cannot identify themselves with the locus of power; instead, they only hold
public offices on a temporary basis, subject to a regular political and electoral
competition.

Although in democracy the locus of power retains its twofold function as a
representation of unity and a reference to otherness, its meaning changes radically.The
unity of the political community is no longer conceived as the organic unity of
a homogeneous body, but instead refers to the unity of the political stage. On this
stage political battles are fought, which are the politically transformed and
transfigured representations of the social conflicts and tensions within an irre-
ducibly diverse society.The idea of otherness no longer refers to the otherness of
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some transcendent authority, but rather to the constitutive gap between, on the
one hand, all factual exercise of democratic power, all specific interpretations of
the identity and the will of the people and, on the other hand, the symbolic locus
of power, which transcends all actual and temporary interpretations and, there-
fore, remains empty. Because of the ever-changing diversity of the needs and
beliefs of the citizens, the identity and the will of the people can never receive a
final interpretation and the democratic process can never come to a closure.

Lefort’s analysis helps to explain why in our view the liberal and the demo-
cratic aspects of constitutional democracy should not be seen as incompatible,
but rather as essential and, to use an expression of Jürgen Habermas, co-original
aspects of the more original logic of the empty place of power. Both aspects are
essential because they allow a political community to remain open and to
realize the freedom of its citizens (Habermas, 1996; 1998, pp. 239–64; Lefort,
1986, p. 272; 1988, p. 30, pp. 39–40; Rummens, 2006; forthcoming-a). The
typically liberal individual rights are constitutive elements of the constitutional
democratic logic because they guarantee the irreducibility of the diversity of
society and prevent the despotic imposition of a tyrannical will of the majority.
The sovereignty of the people, on the other hand, refers to the fact that the
democratic process generates temporary interpretations of the essentially open
identity of the people. This identity does not reflect the singular will of the
people as a collective but rather reflects the identity of a community which
respects the irreducible individuality and diversity of its citizens. By including
the possibility of constitutional reform, democratic processes can prevent con-
stitutional rights from embodying the interests of a particular group in society
and thereby becoming despotic themselves. Only the mutual interdependence
of individual rights and the democratic construction of temporary interpreta-
tions of the will of the people allow for the realization of the diversity-in-unity
which defines constitutional democracies.

This analysis also helps us to understand the logics of the ‘pure’ democratic pillar
and the ‘pure’ liberal pillar, as referred to in the two-strand model, in a different
manner. Lefort explains how the original logic of the empty place of power can
degenerate in two different ways. First, in the liberal illusion of diversity-in-itself the
idea of the unity of the political community disappears from sight (Lefort, 1988,
pp. 232–3). Individuals are conceived as presocial, instrumentally acting agents,
who coordinate their actions by means of an anonymous rule of law.The political
struggle is reduced to a mere struggle between particular interests, where no
reference is made to the idea of the ‘common good’ or the idea of democracy as
a common project.The major problem with the liberal logic is that it fails to grasp
the way in which the political stage allows for the symbolic integration of society,
by representing social conflicts in such a way that differences are recognized while
at the same time political unity is maintained.When this process of representation
fails, there is a risk that the empty place of power is perceived as an effective
emptiness and that society is threatened with disintegration.
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This possibility is all the more dangerous, as it might engender susceptibility for
the second and opposite illusion of unity-in-itself, where the need for a represen-
tation of the unity of society is met with the imaginary fiction of the people-as-one
(Lefort, 1986, pp. 273–291; 1988, pp. 19–20, pp. 233–5).The phantasmal image of
the organic unity of the political community tries to provide the security of a
clear and well-defined collective identity, which eliminates the need for the
laborious democratic construction of temporary interpretations of this common
identity.This fictional belief in the homogeneous unity of the political commu-
nity generates a logic which disregards the idea of otherness at the heart of
democracy and aims at the suppression of diversity within society.This logic thus
implies the closure of the locus of power and imposes the sovereign rule of the
people-as-one.

As we will argue in the remainder of this article, we believe that the logic
generated by this closure of the place of power should be identified as the logic
of populism. If this holds true, our approach turns the two-strand analysis of
populism upside down. Constitutional democracy is now no longer analyzed as
a paradoxical mixture of the two more original logics of liberalism and democ-
racy.Rather, constitutional democracy is characterized by the original logic of the
empty place of power and the two pillars of the two-strand model are analyzed
as two different pathological degenerations of this more original logic: in the
liberal logic the locus of power dissolves into pure diversity; in the populist logic the
locus of power is occupied and closed by a substantial image of the people as a
homogeneous body.

One obvious objection to our identification of populism with the closure of the
empty place of power relates to the work of Lefort himself. Lefort, indeed, takes
this closure as the starting point for his analysis of totalitarianism and not of
populism. This is not a surprise, since he developed his work on democracy
mainly in view of a critical analysis of post-war communist totalitarianism. In
response, we agree that the fictitious image of the people-as-one is a defining
characteristic that populism shares with totalitarianism.We accept, therefore, that
in our analysis populism appears as a proto-totalitarian logic and we will briefly
indicate some of the consequences of this affinity in our concluding remarks.
Nevertheless, we also believe that the semantic collapse of populism and totali-
tarianism can and should be avoided.The crucial difference between the two is
that populism still respects the differences between the political domain and other
domains such as the economy, law, education or culture.Totalitarianism, on the
other hand, involves a project of homogenization of the people-as-one that
encompasses the whole of society. In order to take this difference into account,
we will therefore assume, as an additional element in our definition of populism,
that populism respects the autonomy of the political sphere and restricts its
attempts at a homogenization of the people accordingly.

This restriction implies, of course, that Lefort’s impressive analysis of totalitari-
anism will prove ill suited as an analysis of the populist logic. Instead, we turn to
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the work of German legal philosopher Carl Schmitt. We submit that Schmitt’s
theory of democracy provides a systematic elaboration of what we have called the
logic of populism (Urbinati, 1998). Indeed, Schmitt defines democracy as the
substantial identity of all citizens (Schmitt, 1928, pp. 223–238; 1988 [1923], pp.
8–15, pp. 22–32).This means that the citizens, as a political community, constitute
a homogeneous political body with a singular popular will, the volonté générale
(Rousseau, 1994 [1762], § I.6). Importantly, the substantial identity of all
members of the political community also encompasses the identity of rulers and
subjects. The logic of identity thus provides a specific interpretation of the
sovereign rule of the people (Schmitt, 1988 [1923], pp. 14–5), whereby the
legitimacy of democratic leaders is exclusively based on the fact that they
participate in the common and homogeneous identity of the political community
and, thus, give voice to the general will of the people (Schmitt, 1928, p. 237).This
clearly shows that democracy as identity coincides with our earlier definition in
the second section of populism as the sovereign rule of the people as a homo-
geneous body. Additionally, Schmitt has emphasized that the political homoge-
neity of the people does not imply that all forms of heterogeneity should be
eradicated or that a highly centralized or, as we now would call it, ‘totalitarian’
government becomes necessary (Schmitt, 1996 [1932], pp. 37–9; Schwab, 1970,
pp. 145–7). Although the substantive identity of the people is always based on
other pre-existing identities of a religious, nationalist, ethnic, economic or other
nature, it does not require homogeneity in all of these domains. It suffices that one
domain becomes dominant and provides a substantive and homogeneous identity
as a criterion for deciding who belongs to the political community and who does
not.

Populism versus Democracy

In this section, we elaborate the implications of the populist logic as defined by
the closure of the empty place of power in favor of a fictitious image of the people
as a homogeneous and sovereign political body. This analysis will be partially
based on Schmitt’s model of democracy and will provide the necessary justifi-
cation for our definition of populism. We are, of course, not suggesting that
Schmitt himself intended to provide an analysis of populism.The identification of
the closure of the empty place of power with populism is not Schmitt’s (nor is it
Lefort’s) but expressly ours. We submit that the supporting evidence for this
identification is provided by the fact that our analysis of the populist logic in this
section yields implications which correspond nicely with some of the main
characteristics generally attributed to populism in the literature as we have
sketched them in the first section. In this section, the elaboration of the populist
logic simultaneously serves as a comparison with the logic of democracy, in which
the place of power remains empty.This comparison highlights the strong discon-
tinuities between the two.Whereas democracy is based on the idea of an open and
diverse society, which is symbolically integrated on the political stage, populism is
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based on the imaginary fiction of a closed, collective identity, which suppresses
individual differences.

First of all, the populist logic of identity is at odds with the typically (constitu-
tional) democratic idea of representation.As both Schmitt and Rousseau agree, the
people cannot be represented, because they would thereby renounce their
sovereignty (Rousseau, 1994 [1762], § III.15; Schmitt, 1928, p. 205). Since there
needs to be an immediate identity between rulers and subjects, rulers can only
represent their subjects in some kind of immediate representation, which needs to be
understood as a kind of direct presentation or embodiment, whereby populist leaders
give voice to the singular will of the people (Schmitt, 1928, pp. 204–20, p. 44,
p. 262).According to the democratic logic, on the other hand, the people need to
understand themselves as unified-in-diversity. On the political stage social conflicts
(de facto) can be symbolically integrated and ‘resolved’ by representing them in a
transposed and transfigured manner as political conflicts (de jure) (Lefort, 1988,
p. 227).Therefore, the political stage in general and parliament in particular are
essential representations of a political unity that refuses to suppress otherness and
that allows the will of the people to appear as an open, ongoing and mediated
construction.

In light of the importance of a mediated representation of the will of the people, we
disagree with attempts to legitimize populist criticism of the representative system
as an appeal to a redemptive democratic promise. Benjamin Arditi, for instance,
has argued that these kinds of criticism can be seen as the ‘disruptive noise of the
people’,which tries to prevent the closure of the will of the people by a pragmatic
democratic system (Arditi, 2003, pp. 26–7). Although Arditi even invokes Lefort
to support his argument, clearly Lefort’s model implies quite the opposite
position. Of course, a parliamentary system can be legitimately criticized, for
instance for being too much in the grip of corporatist or party interests.However,
as soon as this critique is couched in populist terms and targets the representative
system as such, thereby advocating the substitution of more mediate forms of
representation by an immediate rule of the people, this critique becomes itself a
potential threat to the constitutive openness of the democratic system.

According to Schmitt the parliamentary system claims to embody a kind of
rationality which guarantees that the outcomes of parliamentary debate reflect a
mediated, neutral and universal truth. However, such a cognitive surrogate for the
particular and immediate expression of the existential will of the people under-
cuts popular sovereignty (Schmitt, 1928, pp. 315–6; 1988 [1923], pp. 4–8,
pp. 33–50). The volonté générale cannot be constructed or discovered through
extensive deliberative processes, but manifests itself directly by means of popular
acclamation. Gathered together at public places or political meetings, the people
express their will by cheering their leaders and acclaiming the proposals put
forward (Schmitt, 1928, pp. 243–6; 1988 [1923], pp. 16–7). In contemporary
societies, public opinion, as revealed for instance by opinion polls, provides an
up-to-date form of these kinds of popular legitimation. Since the substantial
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identity of the people is supposed to be given and stable, political decisions are
merely direct reflections of the longings and opinions of the people as a political
body.

Whereas the populist logic considers deliberations and secret elections to be
redundant impediments to a direct expression of the popular will, the democratic
logic of the empty place of power construes them as essential elements of a
democratic regime. According to Lefort, the secret elections characteristic of
modern societies symbolize the fact that society does not consist of a homoge-
neous body of citizens, but of an irreducible plurality of individuals, each casting
their own individual vote on the basis of their own particular opinions and needs
(Lefort, 1988, pp. 18–9).This same plurality also implies the need for democratic
processes of deliberation and participation.Through democratic deliberations, both
in the formal sphere of representative institutions in the wider, informal sphere of
the public space, temporary interpretations of the common good are constructed
which are sensitive to the variety of beliefs and wants of the citizens (Habermas,
1996, pp. 329–88; Lefort, 1988, pp. 39–44; Rummens, forthcoming-a;
forthcoming-b). The fact that all temporary interpretations can in turn be dis-
cursively challenged on the basis of new arguments, referring to changing
circumstances or to hitherto neglected needs, guarantees that this construction is
an ongoing and open-ended process that leaves intact the constitutive gap
between actual interpretations of the common good and the empty place of the
symbolic locus of power. Again, this marks an essential difference with the
populist goal of an immediate democracy, in which the leader can speak directly
on behalf of the collective body of citizens. In the populist logic there is no need
for empowerment or active citizenship.

The opposition between populism and democracy is not limited to their diver-
gent interpretations of the role of parliament, democratic deliberation or elec-
tions. The populist logic entertains a tense relationship with the constitutional
guarantees for the individual liberties of citizens. Since the people are supposed to
be sovereign and their authority, therefore, the supreme authority in the state,
these constitutional rights embody external and ‘undemocratic’ constraints on the
will of the people (Schmitt, 1928, pp. 236–7, pp. 255–9). Consistently, Schmitt
recognizes that democracy as substantial identity can ultimately become dictato-
rial (Schmitt, 1928, p. 237; 1988 [1923], p. 28). A ‘democratic’ leader who
embodies the will of the people need not constrain his actions in any way. Since
the people are conceived as a homogeneous body, the real freedom of individuals
is defined to coincide with the free will of this collectivity.Therefore, by forcing
the individual to abandon her individual rights and to comply with the volonté
générale, she is legitimately ‘forced to be free’ (Rousseau, 1994 [1762], § I.7,
§ IV.2; Schmitt, 1988 [1923], pp. 25–6).

In contrast, as already mentioned, the democratic logic of the empty place
necessarily presupposes respect for diversity and for the individual freedom of
citizens. The openness of democracy refers to the irreducible otherness of all
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individuals as concrete and particular others, who need to be recognized as such.
Therefore, constitutional liberties are not external constraints on the will of the
people, but rather constitutive conditions of the possibility of the democratic
process. Individual freedom is at the heart of the democratic logic (Lefort, 1986,
p. 272; 1988, p. 30, pp. 39–40). Moreover, in the democratic state, the interpre-
tation and elaboration of the constitution becomes itself subject to democratic
deliberation. Therefore, the constitution does not embody a fixed amount of
closed power, but remains symbolically open as well.

The logic of identity does not just explain why populists tend to reject more
mediated forms of representation; it also explains populism’s vertical structure of
antagonisms. As Schmitt aptly remarked, the inclusion of what is identical or
homogeneous necessarily also requires the exclusion or even destruction of what
is non-identical or heterogeneous (Schmitt, 1988 [1923], p. 9). More generally,
Schmitt considers the distinction between friend and enemy to be the essence of
the political, just as morality is based on the distinction between the good and the
bad and esthetics on the distinction between the beautiful and the ugly (Schmitt,
1996 [1932], p. 26).Now, according to the logic of identity, the enemy is the other
whose strangeness threatens our own substantial identity in an existential manner.

In the populist logic, centered on the sovereign rule of the homogeneous people,
this antagonistic structure of friends and enemies becomes a twofold vertical structure
(Cuperus, 2003).First, there is the much-emphasized vertical antagonism upwards
between ‘us, the people’ and ‘them, the established elites’ at the top of society.The
intellectual, economic and political elites are not part of the ‘common people’ and,
therefore, abuse the power positions they hold.Hence, the power that legitimately
belongs to the people should be retrieved and popular sovereignty restored
(Canovan, 2002, p. 34). Clearly, as part of this antagonism, all political forms and
offices which institute mediated forms of representative power will be targeted as
inimical to the direct rule of the people.

Secondly, there is the vertical antagonism downwards between the people and all
those at the supposed bottom of society, criminals, foreigners, profiteers and perverts,
who threaten the purity of the people and thereby endanger its natural way of
being, its Art Existenz.Thus, the populist reference to the people never aims at an
integration of the people as a whole, but only refers to the ‘good people’,
identified on the basis of an imaginary construction of the true nature of the
popular identity (Canovan, 1999; 2004; Schmitt, 1928, pp. 228–34; 1988 [1923],
pp. 9–10; Ware, 2002). The precise content of this identity and, therefore, the
precise nature of the antagonistic relations it entails, are not determined by the
core content of the thin-centered populist ideology. Additional ideological ele-
ments are needed and these will distinguish different forms of populism. As
mentioned earlier, more left-wing versions of populism will probably refer to
social and economic relations and perhaps identify the people with the laborers
or the farmers. Right-wing or conservative versions of populism will probably
refer to what PaulTaggart (2000) has called an idea of the heartland, a fictitious and

418 KOEN ABTS AND STEFAN RUMMENS

© 2007 The Authors. Journal compilation © 2007 Political Studies Association
POLITICAL STUDIES: 2007, 55(2)



mythical idea of a more original and harmonious community in the past. More
nasty forms of xenophobic, extreme-right populism might in turn refer to ethnic
characterizations of the true people (Betz and Johnson, 2004; Swyngedouw and
Ivaldi, 2001). In all cases, the specific conceptualization of ‘the people’ defines the
essence of the collective identity and identifies, at the same time, the alleged
negative and inimical forces in society.Thereby, populism legitimizes the exclu-
sion of what is conceived as strange or ‘other’.

The populist logic of vertical antagonism also implies a rejection of the normal,
democratic logic of horizontal agonism. Within the logic of the empty place of
power, political conflicts appear on the political stage, which provides a common
background for both opposing parties. The political stage refers to the non-
substantial political unity of the community and provides the common symbolic
space in which democratic conflicts can be represented and integrated (Mouffe,
2000, p. 13, pp. 102–3; 2005a, p. 20).Thus, the opposing party no longer appears
as an enemy to be destroyed, but rather as an adversary with whom we compete
for the temporary acquisition of democratic power. In spite of their sometimes
radically different opinions, our adversary is respected as a legitimate contester.
Although we might challenge their opinions and proposals, we do not challenge
their right to defend their ideas in the political arena. Thus, the opposition
between democratic adversaries presupposes a moment of mutual recognition
and inclusion. In contrast, the populist vertical structure of antagonism implies the
delegitimization of the political opponent. Because the populist party and the
populist leader identify themselves with the people as a whole, their political
opponents can no longer appear as legitimate representatives of the popular will.
A stranger to the common and genuine popular identity, the political opponent
becomes an enemy.They are an undemocratic obstacle for the direct rule of the
people and should, therefore, be removed from the political domain or even from
society itself.Whereas the democratic logic allows for the symbolic representation
of difference on the openness of the political stage, the populist logic of homo-
geneity rejects the common symbolic framework that allows for the inclusion and
recognition of what is different and strange.

Conclusion: The Populist Paradox

In the scientific literature on populism, there seems to be no agreement on the
precise relationship between populism and democracy. Lately, several authors have
tried to analyze populism as a reference to the democratic promise inherent in the
democratic pillar of constitutional democracy. We believe, however, that such a
two-strand analysis gives populism too much credit and overestimates its demo-
cratic legitimacy. We agree that the representative institutions of constitutional
democracy on many occasions fail to be sufficiently responsive to the needs and
complaints of citizens and that, therefore, populists often capitalize on legitimate
forms of dissatisfaction with the actual workings of constitutional democracy.
However, the populist logic, in which populists tend to couch these criticisms, has
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many important undemocratic implications.Whereas both populism and democ-
racy refer to the constitutive idea of popular sovereignty, only the democratic
logic acknowledges that the will of the people has to be a mediated and ongoing
construction which necessarily escapes final determination.Thus, the democratic
logic refers to the empty locus of power and the irreducible diversity of modern
society. The populist logic, on the other hand, cherishes the fiction of the
substantial homogeneity of the identity and the will of the people and, thereby,
aims at the suppression of diversity and at a closure of the empty place of power.
In our analysis, populism is not a promise continuous with one of the pillars of
constitutional democracy, but rather embodies a discontinuous degeneration of its
democratic logic.

This conclusion, however, does not imply that all forms of ‘popular politics’,
where politicians use certain populist elements in their political style and strategy,
are automatically to be considered illegitimate forms of populism.Actual so-called
populist movements obviously provide only partial embodiments of the ideal-
typical populist logic we have analyzed and tend to combine ideologically
incompatible elements which pertain to both the populist and the democratic
logic. Indeed, by explaining the ideological coherence between the many differ-
ent characteristics often associated with populism, our ideal-typical analysis pur-
ports to provide a benchmark against which to assess the populist quality of the
actual actions and propositions of political parties. Importantly, our approach
thereby emphasizes that the populist nature of parties does not merely depend on
a specific style of communication or strategy of mobilization, but is essentially
determined by the often implicit ideology that inspires and guides their actions.
For instance, when parties argue for their proposals by referring to the ‘will of the
people’, a further analysis of their actions is required to establish whether they
envisage a homogenizing and closed interpretation of this will, or whether their
proposals are meant as a contribution to the mediated construction of the
common good. Or, as already mentioned, when parties criticize the actual
corporatist workings of the parliamentary system, their democratic legitimacy
will depend on whether they target the representative system as such and want to
foster the illusion of a direct rule of the people, or whether their criticisms serve
the realization of a more responsive democratic system.

The extent to which political parties approach the ideal-typical populist logic
might also be an important factor in trying to assess their possible political careers
(Schedler, 1996, pp. 304–6).With regard to their participation in the democratic
political process, populist movements seem to be caught in a paradoxical situation.
Populist parties,which present themselves in the electoral system of representative
democracies, have to manifest themselves within a system they ultimately reject as
‘undemocratic’. Democracy thus succeeds in representing on the political stage
the opposition between populism and democracy itself. Insofar as democracy
thereby provides an outlet for the populist resentments of parts of the population,
we could argue that democracy is able to neutralize the threat of populism.
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Taggart, for instance, has emphasized the episodic and self-limiting nature of
populist movements constantly confronted with all kinds of institutional dilem-
mas (Taggart, 2000, pp. 99–107).

However, we believe that this neutralizing power of democracy should not be
overestimated. It is true that populist parties in opposition can provide an outlet
for certain resentments. It is also true that populist parties that come to power
often abandon part of their strong populist discourse and choose a path of
moderation.They engage in some form of ‘politics as usual’ and are thereby more
or less normalized as an ordinary player in the political field. To the extent,
however, that the ideology of the populist movement approaches the strong and
consistent populist logic we have sketched, another scenario becomes more
plausible. Populist leaders who advocate the rule of the people and claim to
embody the will of the people in their own person have to consider their political
opponents, parliament and the constitution as obstacles to be ignored or even
removed. If they are able to acquire sufficient power, such leaders are therefore
likely to try to bypass essential parts of the representative and constitutional
checks and balances. Moreover, the survival of such a regime depends on the
successful preservation of the fictitious image of the people-as-one that brought
them to power. This requires a continuous effort to delegitimize all possible
opponents and to suppress all possible political divergence. In the end, a populist
regime can, therefore, only survive if it becomes authoritarian and despotic
(Urbinati, 1998, p. 122).

At this point, we are also able to understand in what sense populism could be
called proto-totalitarian. Indeed, although we believe such a scenario to be very
unlikely in most current democratic regimes, the need to protect the fictitious
unity of the people might ultimately lead to totalitarianism (Panizza, 2005, p. 29).
As Chantal Mouffe (2000, pp. 54–5) remarked, Schmitt failed sufficiently to
appreciate the fact that the substantive identity of the people cannot be based on
some given or natural identity.All identity is ultimately the result of an imaginary
construction and is, therefore, always fragile.Thus, even if a despotic regime would
succeed in eliminating all political diversity, other forms of cultural, social or
economic diversity would remain and would put constant pressure on the
political sphere and on the image of a homogeneous political body. Lefort (1986,
pp. 273–306) has convincingly analyzed how this pressure can ultimately engen-
der a vicious dynamic in which the regime engages in a relentless attempt to
eliminate all possible diversity throughout all domains of society, thereby no
longer respecting the boundaries of the political and, thus, becoming totalitarian.

Although currently remote, the ever-present possibility of an authoritarian or
ultimately totalitarian derailment illustrates the vulnerability of democratic
regimes. Indeed, even though the emptiness of the place of power can be partly
protected by the provision of constitutional checks and balances and the appro-
priate design of democratic arrangements, its preservation also essentially requires
the active support of citizens. In this sense, the inclusive and democratic nature of
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society ultimately depends on the integrity of the democratic ethos of the people
and is, therefore, threatened as soon as citizens are lured by the fictitious image of
a substantive collective identity.

In this regard, the potential danger of populist movements is often underesti-
mated. Mouffe (2005a, pp. 64–76; 2005b), for instance, links the recent rise of
(extreme) right-wing populist parties in Western Europe to the presence of a
‘Third Way’ political consensus among traditional political parties that prevents
them from providing attractive political alternatives to dissatisfied voters.
Although we are sympathetic to this analysis of the source of current populist
resentment, we strongly disagree with the conclusions Mouffe draws with regards
to the treatment of populism. Indeed, Mouffe analyzes what she calls the ‘moral
condemnation’ of these parties and the attempts to isolate them behind a ‘cordon
sanitaire’ as further instances of democratic consensus politics. Portraying populists
as moral enemies reinforces the consensus between ‘us, the good democrats’ by
creating an antagonism with ‘them, the evil populists’.According to Mouffe, this
antagonism hampers the proper functioning of democracy because it prevents us
from taking the populist resentments seriously. She suggests, therefore, that the
best way to approach populist parties is to treat them like all other legitimate
political adversaries on the political terrain and allow them, if need be, access
to power.

We agree, of course, that legitimate sources of resentment have to be addressed by
the political system on the basis of a party landscape that covers a wide range of
political positions.We have also mentioned that it might perhaps sometimes be
true that parties with only superficial populist traits can be normalized by
allowing them access to power. Nevertheless, we believe that as the underlying
party ideology comes closer to the ideal-typical populist logic, the situation
changes. Populists adhering to the populist logic no longer share the symbolic
framework that defines the political stage for democratic political struggles.The
fundamental ethico-political values of ‘liberty and equality for all’ (Mouffe, 2000,
pp. 103–4; 2005a, pp. 31–2) at the core of an open and inclusive conceptualization
of popular sovereignty are gradually replaced by a homogenizing and exclusion-
ary interpretation of the will of the people. Therefore, populists are no longer
ordinary adversaries, but political enemies who hold an incompatible view of the
symbolic structure of the locus of power itself. In these cases, the legitimation of
populists by accepting them as equal democratic adversaries or by allowing them
access to power constitutes a disavowal of the democratic logic and might, as a
result, contribute to a corrosion of the democratic ethos of the people. Conse-
quently,we believe that it is important that populist parties, to the extent that they
are inimical to democracy, should be revealed as such, treated accordingly and, if
necessary, isolated from power. Indeed, it is one of the lessons democrats can learn
from Schmitt that the proper identification of the enemy is an essential part of the
art of politics.
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