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Two images of populism are well-established: it is either labelled as a
pathological political phenomenon, or it is regarded as the most authentic
form of political representation. In this article I argue that it is more
fruitful to categorize populism as an ambivalence that, depending on the
case, may constitute a threat to or a corrective for democracy. Unfolding
my argument, I offer a roadmap for the understanding of the diverse and
usually conflicting approaches to studying the relation between populism
and democracy. In particular, three main approaches are identified and
discussed: the liberal, the radical and the minimal. I stress that the latter is
the most promising of them for the study of the ambivalent relationship
between populism and democracy. In fact, the minimal approach does not
imply a specific concept of democracy, and facilitates the undertaking of
cross-regional comparisons. This helps to recognize that populism interacts
differently with the two dimensions of democracy that Robert Dahl
distinguished: while populism might well represent a democratic corrective
in terms of inclusiveness, it also might become a democratic threat
concerning public contestation.
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Introduction

Populism is not a marginal phenomenon in the contemporary world. Since the
1990s, both in Europe and Latin America a (re)emergence of populist actors and
parties has taken place. This has generated an intense scholarly debate, in which
theoretical issues and practical questions are addressed. There has been an
explosion of literature discussing not only the concept of populism, but also the
impact of populism on democracy. The growing interest in the topic arguably is
due to the common opinion that populism embodies a dangerous trend, which,
by emphasizing the idea of popular sovereignty, may pursue problematic goals
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such as the exclusion of ethnic minorities. However, populism can also be
conceived of as a kind of democratic corrective since it gives voice to groups
that do not feel represented by the elites, and forces them to react and change
the political agenda.

Yet, in the literature on populism and its relationship with democracy there is a
dearth of scholarly attention to cross-regional research. Virtually all studies that
have investigated populism so far have focused their empirical and theoretical ana-
lyses on one specific region. To fill this research gap, this article sets out to examine
the body of literature on European and Latin American populism with the aim of
gaining insight into the relationship between populism and democracy. I argue that
the European and Latin American experiences of populism are different both in
terms of their purpose and strength. Accordingly, a comparison of the literature
dealing with these experiences is a promising way of studying the various forms
in which populism may affect democratic regimes.

Furthermore, I will show that the problems of analysing the relationship
between populism and democracy depend to a great extent on normative assump-
tions and preconceptions of how democracy should function. While authors who
adhere to the model of liberal democracy usually see populism as pathology,
scholars who sympathize with the notion of radical democracy tend to think of
populism as a positive force that strengthens political representation. Thus, the
impact of populism on democracy has tended to be less an empirical question
and more a theoretical issue, which is answered mostly by speculations deriving
from an ideal standpoint of how democracy should be.

How to overcome this normative bias? I maintain that the most promising
way is to follow those authors that develop a minimal approach to studying
populism vis-à-vis democracy. The advantage of this kind of approach is that
it focuses the debate on the core aspects of populism, and in consequence,
does not make broader generalizations about the potential impact of populism
on democracy. In other words, since minimal definitions of populism do not
have a preference for an ideal model of democracy, they are less prone to
develop normative biases that predetermine the findings. Moreover, minimal
definitions are very useful for doing cross-regional research, because by offering
a ‘lowest common denominator’ they help avoid conceptual stretching, that is,
the distortion that can result when a concept developed for one set of cases is
extended to additional cases for which the characteristics of the concept do
not apply.2

The article is structured as follows. First, I offer an outline of what I call the
liberal, radical and minimal approaches to studying populism vis-à-vis democracy.
I show that each of these approaches proposes a particular relationship between
populism and democracy, and I maintain that the minimal approach is the only
one that permit us grasp that populism can be both a threat to and a corrective
for democracy. Relying on this idea, in the following section I make use of
Robert Dahl’s3 distinction between two dimensions of democracy – inclusiveness
and public contestation – arguing that each of them interacts differently with
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populism. Finally, I present a short conclusion in which the main findings of the
article are summarized.

The liberal approach: populism as a democratic pathology

The guiding question of the liberal approach to studying the relationship between
populism and democracy is about the reasons behind the emergence of the populist
‘syndrome’, that is, why certain societies in a particular point in time develop
features that permit the rise of populist forces. From this angle, populism is
usually understood not only as a multi-class movement and/or political party,
but also as a kind of passive consequence of macro-level socioeconomic develop-
ments.4 For instance, it is common to hear that in times of crisis – linked to devel-
opments like modernization, economic transformation or mass immigration – the
electorate may change their preferences, facilitating the emergence of populist
leaders.5 As I will argue, this implies that within this approach, populism is
perceived as a reaction to the malfunctioning of democratic rule.

To a great extent, the liberal approach is rooted in the study of European nation-
alism and more specific in the analysis of fascism. In this regard, Lipset’s6 study
represents a seminal work. Based on an empirical analysis of the supporters of
fascism, he revises the social basis of diverse modern mass movements, and con-
cludes that the middle classes played a key role.7 Given that the latter embodied the
core constituency of fascism, Lipset argues that in every social stratum is it possible
to find both democratic and extremist political positions.8 It is worth noting that
this thesis counters the common argument that the bourgeoisie is the driving
force of democracy.9 In addition, it assumes that under certain conditions – for
instance an economic crisis or growing political polarization – the middle
classes tend to support extremist political positions.10

In the cited book, Lipset analyses not only fascism but also the rise of populism
in Latin America. The cases that he has in mind are the emergence of Perón in
Argentina and of Vargas in Brazil. For him, both examples represent a phenomenon
similar to fascism, although here the core constituency did not come from the
middle classes, but rather from the lower classes. Thus, the singularity of this
‘Latin American variation of fascism’ lies in its leftist roots, because it relied on
social groups that normally tend to support communism or socialism.11 Following
this idea, Gino Germani elaborated his own interpretation of Latin American popu-
lism. In his view, this phenomenon is related to an abrupt modernization process.
Since countries like Argentina and Brazil experienced a quick industrialization and
urbanization, there were new masses available to mobilize. In consequence,
Germani defines populism as a multi-class movement that ‘[. . .] usually includes
contrasting components such as claim for equality of political rights and universal
participation for the common people, but fused with some sort of authoritarianism
often under charismatic leadership’.12

A problem that concerns the framework developed by Germani in particular
and the liberal approach in general is its emphasis on the multi-class nature of
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Latin American populism. From this point of view, populism’s broad appeal gave
their parties heterogeneous followings that were unwieldy but also very effective in
both reaching newly enfranchised voters and mobilizing different social strata.13

Due to the formation of this more or less open alliance between very dissimilar
groups, the leader is argued to be the most significant component of the movement
in order to maintain and manage the coalition. Although this argument has some
plausibility, it is worth noting that the generation of a broader alliance between
different social classes is one of the key features of mass political parties, in
which the inner organization and not necessarily the external leadership is decisive
for electoral success.14 Accordingly, the multi-class character does apply, for
instance, to the Christian and Social Democratic parties in Europe and not only
to the Latin American populist movements.15

Despite this kind of problematic assumptions, Germani’s work develops an
interesting perspective for the study of populism and is a prime example of the
liberal approach. His standpoint is actually very close to the historical sociology
of Charles Tilly who argues that ‘when things happen within a sequence affect
how they happen’.16 Indeed, Germani understands populism as a consequence
of a singular path towards modernity experimented by Latin American countries
like Argentina and Brazil, in which – as was previously stated – the rapid trans-
formation of the social structure, not only impeded the formation of strong
social democratic parties like in Western Europe, but also enabled the emergence
of populist movements.17

Germani’s perspective for the study of populism is still very influential for scho-
lars working on Latin America. A good example of this is the position of Philip
Oxhorn. In attempting to develop a theoretical framework for the study of populism,
Oxhorn argues that in Latin America ‘[. . .] the heterogeneous class structure char-
acterizing the popular sectors creates collective action problems that historically
have resulted in popular sector mobilization by populist elites’.18 His standpoint
rests upon some of Germani’s arguments as well as new theoretical contributions,
so that he is capable of developing a framework which can be seen as a contempor-
ary example of the liberal approach. Oxhorn emphasizes that given its economic
structure, Latin America is distinguished by a small working class and a big
informal sector. Since this class structure is marked by societal inequality and
heterogeneity, it makes it difficult to create encompassing collective identities
that could serve as a basis for autonomous mass-based collective action. Instead
of this, in Latin America populist movements are likely to appear when the existing
political parties and representative institutions are incapable of responding to
widespread frustration and discontent.19 From this it follows that if a country has
a strong political party system and a functioning liberal democracy, there is little
room for the formation and maintenance of populism.20

Nevertheless, the vitality and up-to-dateness of the liberal approach can be
noticed not only in the study of Latin America, but also of Europe. In effect, it
is common to hear the idea that the contemporary emergence of right wing popu-
lism in Europe goes hand in hand with the constitution of a new social stratum: the

Democratization 187



so-called ‘modernization losers’.21 The latter is composed of those social groups
that, during the last decade, experienced an objective or subjective loss of their
own status due to the implementation of economic reforms that reduced the pres-
ence of the European welfare state. However, some authors criticize the empirical
validity of this thesis.22 In fact, populist radical right parties have shown a great
success precisely in those regions of Europe where the structural prerequisites
for their rise were hardly existent: Norway, Switzerland, Flanders and the northeast
of Italy are regions of Western Europe in which economic prosperity is very high
and unemployment is very low. In this sense, it is plausible to say that ‘[. . .] every
European country has a (relatively) fertile breeding ground for the populist radical
right, yet only in some countries do these parties also flourish in elections’.23 From
this angle, the answer to the populism puzzle is not to be found in the formation of a
new constituency in favour of populism, but rather in the establishment of parties
capable of developing a new political ideology, that is, the party supply.

Beyond the differences between the analysis of Latin American and European
populism, those authors that can be classified within the liberal approach tend to
share the idea that populism is disadvantageous for democracy. In fact, they
assume that populism is a democratic pathology because it brings about disruptive
forces that transgress both individual rights and representative institutions. This
challenge goes back to the classical analysis of Alexis de Tocqueville24 and his
concern with the emergence of a ‘tyranny of the majority’. In saying this, he criti-
cized the formation of a democratic rule in which the opinion of the majority
achieves the same status as the king in an aristocratic rule, so that both the interests
and existence of the minorities are likely to be in danger.25 To overcome this chal-
lenge, de Tocqueville and many other authors advocate the institutionalization of a
system of ‘checks and balances’. In this model, the people do not govern directly,
but rather through the control and selection of their representatives, although this
does not mean that the latter have to implement the wishes of the electorate.26

However, liberal democracy and representative politics do not always perform
well. When the links between the demos and the political elite are failing it may
lead to a breeding ground for the emergence of populism. In this sense, populism
epitomizes a reaction to the malfunctioning of representative politics and their
difficulties both in explaining and legitimizing complex policy initiatives, such
as, for example, the governance structure of the European Union.27 Based on the
idea that popular sovereignty is the primary value of democracy, populism not
only assumes the existence of a dividing line between ‘the people’ and ‘the
elites’, but also aspires to construct a political model in which representative insti-
tutions are not necessary.28 Paul Taggart has summarized this view clearly:

The fact that populism is a reaction against representative politics means that it has
nothing substantial to offer in its place. [. . .] For positive alternatives populism
has to turn to the ideologies to which it attaches itself. Populism qua populism has
little to offer representative politics other than as an indicator of the latter’s
ill-health.29
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As this quote from Taggart shows, those who adhere to the model of liberal
democracy tend to assume that populism is a ‘syndrome’ or ‘pathology’. This stand-
point is based on normative assumptions about the way in which democracy should
function. The latter is seen as a regime that follows the rule of law with the aim of
limiting the power of the state and allowing for a legitimate process of collective
decision-making. Accordingly, the question of the legitimacy of the democratic
regime is answered by saying that the people have the power to oppose the govern-
ment and even sanction it via elections. However, the sympathizers of the model of
liberal democracy usually overlook that the people might be conceived of not only
as constituted power but also as constituent power, that is, the people can play an
active role in terms of (re)founding and updating the higher legal norms and pro-
cedural rules that regulate the exercise of power. As Böckenförde30 has argued,
the constitution that defines the democratic character of the state is a human con-
struction, in which the people as such define a set of rules in order to determine
the nature of the constituted power. In other words, the legitimacy of the democratic
order relies not only on the principles of majority rule and the rule of law, but also on
the very idea that the people are the constitutional creator and, in consequence, at
times might exceed and transgress the established political order.31

In summary, the model of liberal democracy does not offer a convincing
solution to the so-called boundary problem: how to define which actors have the
right to participate in collective decision-making?32 An answer such as ‘the
people are the adult population of the nation-state’ is much too simple. The term
‘the people’ has often been defined as a narrower category than that of the popu-
lation, sometimes because it designated an exclusive group of privileged citizens
(for example, only whites, or only men), and sometimes – conversely and confus-
ingly –, because it meant precisely those excluded from that elite (for example, the
‘common people’).33 In fact, liberal as well as deliberative theories of democracy
try to solve this boundary problem by referring to the ‘contingent forces of history’,
that is, peoples are formed by accident, convention and more often than not, by
wars.34 From this angle, the question of the legitimacy of the democratic order
emerges once the people are constituted, but there is little space for either being
aware of the people as constituent power, or analysing how democratic the very
process of generating, maintaining and transforming a political peoplehood
really is. Not surprisingly, those who adhere to the model of liberal democracy
are prone to argue that populism must be seen as a dangerous ‘excess’, because
it is against political representation and constitutionalism.35

The radical approach: populism as an essential element of democracy

In contrast to the liberal approach, the radical one considers populism to be an inte-
gral part of democracy and not as pathological expression of it. As Tännsjö36 has
formulated, populism can be seen as the purest form of democracy. From this point
of view, the question is not about the populist threats to democracy, but rather about
to what extent a particular democracy is populist. Hence, populism is defined as a
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discursive practice characterized by a particular logic of articulation. To understand
the peculiarity of this approach, I will first examine the foundational work of
Laclau and Mouffe,37 where a new theoretical framework for the analysis of
contemporary democracy was outlined. Then, in a second step, I will focus on
the radical approach to populism.

Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics38 is
a book that had significant impact not only within democratic theory, but also – and
in the long run most notably – within political theory. In consonance with the
(revival of the) research on civil society, the authors emphasized the necessity of
going beyond the state and the market in order to expand the democratic
horizon. For this purpose, Laclau and Mouffe refer to Gramsci’s theory of hege-
mony to identify an unnoticed problem: the new social movements defend and
promote democratization, but they do not have the chances to articulate their differ-
ent emancipatory demands with the aim of generating a new political order.39

Whereas the civil society theorists looked at the new social movements as channels
to generate more democracy, Laclau and Mouffe went a step further by asking
about the possibility of building a new hegemony capable of challenging the
existing political order.

Laclau and Mouffe wanted to criticize the economic determinism present in
most interpretations of Marx and, by the same token, they argued that it was a
mistake to think that working classes are the only or main agents of change.40

The new social movements are ‘new’, precisely because they call into question
some forms of oppression that usually are not seen as such either by the ruling
or by the working classes. Examples include the ecological and feminist discourses
or that of sexual minorities. Although this ‘new’ scenario implies a step forward
towards democratization, for Laclau and Mouffe it is necessary to expand the
chains of equivalents between the different struggles against oppression. Such a
project can be achieved only through the construction of hegemony and hence
the articulation between different democratic struggles.41

This position is quite different from that of the defenders of both liberal democ-
racy and deliberative democracy. Whereas the first assumes that it is central to
promote the rule of law and the respect of individual liberty, the second believes
that it is crucial to support public debate and deliberative procedures. In neither
model much space is given to the rise of social antagonisms and the construction
of hegemony, that is, those elements that are vital for radical democratic politics.42

In fact, Laclau and Mouffe argue that the excessive emphasis on advocating for
rational consensus and for a form of politics which pretends to go beyond left and
right is jeopardizing the future of democracy. Moreover, Mouffe43 sees precisely in
this sacralization of consensus one of the main reasons for the emergence and expan-
sion of populist right wing parties in Europe. In this increasingly ‘one-dimensional’
world that tries to go beyond left and right, they are – in many cases – the only ones
trying to occupy the terrain of contestation deserted by the traditional parties.

A critical question to ask at this point is how these authors define populism. In
line with their analysis of hegemonic relations, populism must be seen as a
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discursive practice characterized by a particular logic of articulation. In view of the
fact that this conceptualization of populism relies on an intricate jargon – at least
for those who are not familiar with the work of both authors – it is helpful to intro-
duce one important distinction between two forms of articulation: the logic of
difference and equivalence. Let me paraphrase an example offered by Laclau44

to explain the logic behind these two concepts. In a neighbourhood, a group of
people want a bus route introduced to transport them from their places of residence
to the area in which most of them work. Having the request satisfied or not by the
respective authority (for example, the city hall), a particular and punctual demand
has been put forward. There is no criticism of the right of the respective authority to
take the decision. Each instance is a part of a highly institutionalized system, in
which different demands do not have contact or potential aggregation. In this
case, the mode of political articulation follows the logic of difference.

Let us imagine now that the request is rejected. Only one demand was not
satisfied so there will be no big altercations. If, however, ‘[. . .] the variety of
requests that do not find satisfaction is very large, that multiple frustration will
trigger social logics of an entirely different kind’.45 For instance, if the group of
people that is frustrated in their request for better transportation notices that their
neighbours are also unsatisfied in their claims regarding public security, schooling,
and so on, some kind of solidarity will arise between them all. In this case, there is
fertile soil for a mode of political articulation that follows the logic of equivalence:
in spite of the existence of different demands, they tend to aggregate themselves,
paving the way for the constitution of a popular subjectivity along with its opposite,
that is, ‘the establishment’. In other words, what is normally categorized as ‘the
people’ does not exist prior to the populist experience but is instead constituted
as a political subject through this experience.

This brief explication is helpful to get a better understanding of the radical
approach to study populism. Populism is seen here as a discursive mode of political
articulation, in which the logic of equivalence operates and in consequence differ-
ent demands are integrated. Moreover, as a discursive logic of political articulation,
populism follows a particular path involved in hegemonic politics: first the linking
of heterogeneous demands, then the formation of a collective identity through the
recognition of an enemy (that is, ‘the establishment’), and finally the affective
investment in one leader that represents ‘the people’.46 In summary, populism
incarnates the normative ideal of a radical democratic project, that is, a form of pol-
itical articulation that not only tries to aggregate different demands, but also
emphasizes social antagonism.

However, Laclau goes a step further in his theoretical treatment of populism.
He assumes not only that populism is intrinsic to democracy, but also that
without populism there are no politics: ‘Since the construction of “the people” is
the political act par excellence – as opposed to pure administration within a
stable institutional framework – the sine qua non requirements of the political
are the constitution of antagonistic frontiers within the social and the appeal to
new subjects of social change’.47 This passage shows a relevant problem of
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Laclau’s theory of populism. Given that he assumes that ‘the pure administration’
extinguishes the political realm, ‘a stable institutional framework’ – as, for
example, a functioning liberal democracy in which there is little space for the
logic of equivalence – is anything but a political order. Nevertheless, instead of
endowing populism with the attributes of the political, it is more fruitful to
follow the main idea of the radical approach and, therefore, to argue that populism
is a way of constructing the political.

As Arditi48 rightly points out, Margaret Canovan49 developed the outline for
conceiving populism in this way. She argues that modern democracy implies an
interplay between a redemptive and a pragmatic style of politics. Whereas the
redemptive face of democracy means salvation through politics and popular sover-
eignty as the only source of legitimate power, the pragmatic face of democracy
involves institutions and a way of coping peacefully with the conflicts of modern
societies. The interesting point is that every democratic regime is confronted with
these two faces, generating tensions between them that are not only inescapable,
but that also provide the stimulus to the populist mobilization that follows democracy
like a shadow.50 By saying this, she implicitly assumes that populism should be seen
as a body that always accompanies democracy. Thus, is it not possible to aspire to
build a democratic order without the existence of (a certain degree of) populism.
Accordingly, populism represents an internal periphery of democratic politics that
usually is avoided by those who adhere to liberalism.51

To sum up, it is important to note the normative assumptions behind the radical
approach of studying populism vis-à-vis democracy. For Laclau, the positive view
of populism derives from the idea that it represents a particular type of discourse,
which not only calls into question existing forms of subordination, but also allows
for linking different demands and defining a struggle against the ‘power bloc’.
However, this positive account tends to overlook the tension between maintaining
the autonomy of these different demands and constructing, at the same time, a
common front.52 Moreover, this positive view about populism does not seriously
take into account the negative role that the leader might play in the development of
a radical democratic project. As authors like Arditi53 and Žižek54 have argued,
Laclau deals only cursorily with the potential underside of a populist leader,
which by incarnating the unity of the people, might produce a travesty of empow-
erment by subjecting ‘the people’ to his/her dictates.

The minimal approach: populism as a democratic ambivalence

Unlike the liberal and the radical approach to studying populism, the minimal one
is less normative than the other two.55 This approach is therefore more modest but
at the same time ambitious, in the sense that it aims to offer a minimal definition of
populism that encompasses quite different cases and that also can be employed in
empirical research. Due to its emphasis on generating an unprejudiced conception
of what populism is, the minimal approach is inclined to make no general state-
ments about the effects of populism on democracy. This relationship must be
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understood as contingent, depending of each particular case if there is (in)compat-
ibility between democracy and populism.

This way of thinking about populism has important consequences. Most
notably, it differs from usual interpretations that assume a clear relationship –
either positive or negative – between populism and economic liberalism. For
instance, it is common to hear that populism in Latin America is characterized
both by the promotion of state-led economic development that permits economic
redistribution to excluded sectors56 and by an irresponsible economic policy that
provides benefits to a wide part of the population, yet avoiding necessary
reforms.57 At the same time, some authors are of the opinion that European right
wing populism is distinguished, among others features, by a neoliberal economic
programme.58 Instead of this, the minimal approach opposes the very idea that a
certain economic doctrine is a primary issue or defining attribute of populism.

Kurt Weyland is one of the contemporary authors who vehemently argues
against a conception of populism that links the term with certain economic policies
or socioeconomic structures. Indeed, he defines populism as a political strategy with
three characteristics: an appeal to a heterogeneous mass of followers, many of
whom are subjectively or objectively excluded; a low level of institutionalization
of the movement; and finally a direct relationship between the leader and the
followers.59 Having in mind the examples of Menem in Argentina (1989–1999),
Collor de Mello in Brazil (1990–1992) and Fujimori in Peru (1992–2000), he
refers to the unexpected affinities between neopopulism and neoliberalism. In his
view, all these leaders used political populism to impose economic liberalism,
and in turn used economic liberalism to strengthen their populist leadership.
Neopopulism and neoliberalism, then, experienced a sort of ‘marriage of
convenience’ during the 1990s in Latin America.60

Since the majority of Latin American countries are currently governed by left
wing leaders and some of them postulate a kind of populism that is beyond liberal
democracy,61 Weyland’s thesis regarding the unexpected affinities between neopo-
pulism and neoliberalism has lost some of its relevance. Nevertheless, he offered a
minimal definition of populism that is precise and useful. It concerns a specific way
of competing for and exercising political power in which there usually is no
organizational intermediation between the leader and the followers. He posits:
‘By contrast to the strong organization provided by an institutionalized party
and the stable connections established by patron-client ties, the relationship
between populist leaders and their mass constituency is uninstitutionalized and
fluid’.62 However, this idea has been criticized by some scholars, because it
takes for granted that the informal sectors are disorganized and thus tend to be
simply mobilized by a charismatic leader. For instance, Auyero63 demonstrates
in his ethnographic study about the political practices of the Peronist Party in
shanty towns of Buenos Aires that the latter provides a series of informal networks
that distribute resources, information and jobs to the poor. In this sense, it is pro-
blematic to assume that Latin American populist parties have little organization
and the only thing that counts is the charismatic leadership.64
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The scepticism about establishing a clear relationship (either positive or nega-
tive) between populism and democracy is the defining condition of scholars that
adhere to the minimal approach. Particularly in the last few years, some authors
that deal with Europe have begun to reflect on the possible formation of a new
kind of democracy that, among other features, is characterized by its populist
nature.65 What do these scholars mean by this? To some extent, they share the
same thesis: Europe is experiencing an objective and/or subjective increasing
separation of the political class from its base and therefore populism appears to
be a very common way to deal within this new scenario. As such, populism
cannot be described as anti-democratic per se, but rather as a way to fill the
vacuum that is being left by the growing chasm between governed and governors.66

Consequently, it is important to take into account the tensions inherent in con-
temporary democracy in order to develop a proper definition of populism. For this
purpose, Mény and Surel67 underline the existence of a tension between two pillars
that are constitutive of modern democracies: popular will and constitutionalism.
Whereas the first one implies the very idea that the demos is the sovereign and
the majority principle must be enacted, the second one entails that institutional
arrangements (for example, the rule of law) are necessary to protect the citizens
from the government and the discretionary or arbitrary power of the people’s repre-
sentatives. Although there is no agreement within the scholarly community over
the correct balance between both pillars, there is a broad consensus that modern
democracies are founded on these two components.68 Moreover, it is plausible
to state that, particularly in Europe – in part due to the expansion of the European
Union – constitutionalism is becoming more and more developed, but at the cost of
the popular will. In fact, in most European democracies, the political decision-
making has undergone some substantial changes during the last few decades. A
new model has emerged, in which ‘[. . .] sometimes official bodies merely ratify
proposals made by public bureaucracies after concertation with the representatives
of organized interests. It is not an exaggeration to say that these procedures are
frequently opaque and selective’.69 This diagnosis of what is happening today in
Western European democracy gives ground to suppose that populist politics, and
its claim according to which the people have been betrayed by those in power, is
going to have a prosperous career in the twenty-first century.70

Where is the basis for such an assumption? The main reason for this lies in the
fact that the European political parties are failing to perform their traditional func-
tions. Indeed, they have growing problems in engaging the ordinary citizen. This
can be illustrated by three empirical indicators: declining turnout, falling party
membership and increasing voter volatility.71 Since the linkage between voters
and governments was historically organized by political parties, their erosion
implies a slow but steady transformation of the democratic order. Following this
idea, Mudde72 offers a minimal definition of populism, which is not reserved for
the study of xenophobic parties and movements of the far right. With the aim of
fostering empirical research, he conceives of populism ‘[. . .] as a thin-centered
ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous
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and antagonistic camps, “the pure people” versus “the corrupt elite”, and which
argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general
will) of the people’.73

By using the notion of ideology, Mudde proposes a discursive approach to
populism. Nevertheless, his position is not related to the theory of authors like
Laclau or Mouffe, but rather to the work of Freeden.74 Based on his framework,
Mudde defines populism as a ‘thin-centred ideology’, which has the notion of
‘the people’ as its core. This implies that particular expressions of populism are
commonly combined with very different (thin and full) ideologies, such as for
example, conservatism, liberalism, nationalism or socialism.75 From this point
of view, it is quite clear why populism per se neither can be characterized as left
nor as right. Moreover, as Mudde states, this definition is broad and open to
many usages, but ‘[. . .] this does not mean that all political actors are (at every
time) populist. Despite the move towards a more catch-all profile, the ideological
programs of most mainstream parties still accept the pluralist view of liberal
democracy’.76 The main point is that populist ideology is at odds with pluralism
and, consequently, populism assumes that once ‘the people’ have spoken,
nothing should constrain the implementation of its will. In other words, populism
is a sort of democratic extremism, which is not shared by actors and parties that
defend the existence of constitutional limits on the expression of the general will.

In sum, the minimal approach is characterized by the construction of a clear
definition of populism – understood either as a political strategy (for example,
Weyland) or an ideology (for example, Mudde) – which has several advantages
for analysing populism’s ambivalent relationship with democracy. For the sake
of clarity it is worth emphasizing the following three points. First, the minimal
approach shows that there is no ground, on the one hand, to use medical metaphors
and speak of populism as a democratic ‘pathology’, and on the other hand, to build
a romanticized view of populism and refer to it as the ‘purest form of democracy’.
As I have shown, these negative and positive accounts regarding populism rely
on normative assumptions about the way in which liberal and radical democracy
should function. By contrast, the minimal approach sketched above suggests
that the effects of populism on democracy should not only be studied based on
ideal models of democracy, but rather by also doing empirical analysis which
may demonstrate to what extent populism represents a threat or a corrective to
democracy in concrete cases.

Secondly, the minimal approach offers a two-strand analysis which helps to
understand that the balance between popular will and constitutionalism is always pre-
carious and in a continuous process of adjustment. From this angle, it is not possible
to assume the existence of a people and from here on proceed with the discussion
of legitimacy.77 Populism reminds us that the definition of who the people are, is
eminently a political operation by which a distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’ is con-
structed. Furthermore, under certain circumstances the people might portray itself as
the constituent subject par excellence, calling for a (re)foundation and update of the
higher legal norms and procedural rules that regulate the exercise of power.78
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Thirdly and finally, the minimal approach proposes a minimal definition of
populism that allows for the analysis of its impact on different democratic
regimes. Actually, by establishing a ‘lowest common denominator’, minimal
definitions are very helpful when it comes to comparing very dissimilar cases and
undertaking cross-regional research.79 In fact, this kind of definition permits, on
the one hand, the observation of a common phenomenon in different parts of
the world (for example, populism) and, on the other hand, the identification of
subtypes of the common phenomenon in question in specific regional contexts
(for example, exclusionary populism in Europe and inclusionary populism in
Latin America80).

So, in which ways is it possible to apply the minimal approach to study the
ambivalent relationship between populism and democracy? Without trying to
provide a comprehensive answer to this question, which is beyond the scope of
this article, in the following I will make use of Robert Dahl’s approach to democ-
racy, in order to hypothesize under which circumstances populism might become a
threat or a corrective to democracy.

The ambivalence of populism: threat to contestation, corrective to
inclusiveness

To demonstrate that populism maintains an ambivalent relationship with democ-
racy poses a challenge, not only because of the notion of populism, but also
because of the definition of democracy. Indeed, the concept of democracy is also
a highly contested concept within the realm of social sciences.81 It is outside the
scope of this article to enter into this debate. Instead I will simply refer to one of
the most used and accepted theoretical frameworks, namely the one developed
by Robert Dahl.82 In his classic book Polyarchy. Participation and Opposition,
Dahl83 argues that democracy is above all an ideal, which in reality can never be
fully achieved. The reason for this is that democracy refers not to a definitive
state of affairs, but rather to a dynamic and open-ended process – democratization
– that always remains incomplete.84 Accordingly, Dahl reserves the notion of
democracy for a desirable goal, and proposes the concept of ‘polyarchy’ to
analyse the actual democratic systems.

With the aim of fostering empirical research, Dahl developed a list of eight
guarantees85 that must be provided in order to catalogue a particular regime as a
polyarchy. At the same time, he remarks that these eight guarantees ‘might be fruit-
fully interpreted as constituting two somewhat different theoretical dimensions of
democratization’.86 The first dimension is ‘public contestation’ and refers to the
development of a system of political competition, which implies the possibility
to oppose the government and to offer alternative points of view. The second
dimension is ‘inclusiveness’ and denotes the breadth of the right to participate in
the system of public contestation. It is important to note that both dimensions of
polyarchy are independent, and consequently there are regimes that can be very
advanced in one dimension, but not in the other (see Figure 1). For instance, the
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United States has a very highly developed system of public contestation, yet the
black population in the South de facto obtained the vote only in the second half
of the twentieth century. By contrast, Cuba is a country in which there is universal
suffrage, but where a system of public contestation hardly exists.

It is worth mentioning that Dahl maintains that inclusiveness refers mainly to
the right to participate in elections and office. But he is aware of the fact that
inclusiveness consists also of the capacity of the people ‘to participate on a more
or less equal plane in controlling and contesting the conduct of the government’.87

Therefore, it is not surprising that he stresses that a high level of socioeconomic
exclusion has a negative impact on inclusiveness, because it limits the capacity
of achieving effective participation.88 The latter consists not only of the right to
vote, but also of the access to political resources – such as knowledge, skills,
and incentives – that are used by the citizens to protect and advance their inter-
ests.89 At the same time, the dimension of public contestation involves primarily
the classic liberal freedoms, because they define a set of rules that permit the
development not only of oppositional forces, but also of a peaceful competition
between candidates and parties that aspire to win the elections. In order to
achieve such a system of political competition, Dahl argues that both elites and
masses must learn to cope with conflicts in a democratic way.

These two dimensions of polyarchy are crucial to analyse the ambivalent
relationship between populism and democracy. From a theoretical point of view,
there are good reasons to think that populism may well be a threat to public con-
testation, but under certain conditions it can also be a corrective to inclusiveness.
This might be particularly true for societies with high levels of socioeconomic
exclusion, because then populism – understood as either a political strategy (for
example, Weyland) or an ideology (for example, Mudde) – can be an effective
method for fostering the participation of disadvantaged groups. It is Dahl
himself who provides some arguments that support this thesis. By discussing the
notion of ‘the beliefs of political activists’, he claims that when a vast group of
the society has little possibility to exercise its rights, it is probable that this
group will support more political participation at the cost of public contestation.
The example that Dahl offers for this hypothetical case is the epitome of populism:
Peronism. In his opinion, Perón’s government in Argentina

Figure 1. Two theoretical dimensions of democratization.
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thought to do what no previous regime had done, to incorporate the working strata
into Argentinean life – economic, social, and political. [. . .] Not that Perón believed
or supported polyarchy; under his rule oppositions were increasingly suppressed. Yet
Peronism stood and even today stands for the full inclusion of the working strata in
the political system, and although it may grant legitimacy to dictatorship it denies
legitimacy to any system that excludes or discriminates against the working strata
or their spokesman.90

Dahl’s interpretation of Peronism is very relevant, since it permits the
hypothesis that in societies where there are significant problems in the dimension
of inclusiveness, populism might well represent a sort of democratic corrective. In
fact, by following the minimal approach developed above, it is possible to identify
that all versions of Latin American populisms fight for the entrance of excluded
masses into politics. This means that Latin American populism can be understood
as a particular ideology and/or political strategy, which is promoted by leaders of
different political colours with the aim of mobilizing excluded sectors of the
society and improving their economic and political integration. In this vein,
Collier and Collier91 have observed that one of the principal effects of ‘classical
populism’ was its capacity to achieve the incorporation of certain groups –
mainly the labour force – into the political arena. Moreover, authors like
Roberts92 and Weyland93 have convincingly demonstrated that neoliberal popu-
lists implemented economic policies that generated exclusion of a variety of
organized sectors such as state employees, but also inclusion of the very poor
thanks to targeted distributive policies. Finally, in the case of the current Latin
American populist leaders, it is beyond question that they are trying to implement
new policies of economic, cultural and political incorporation.94

Without doubt, the way in which the different versions of Latin American
populism have intended and intend to augment inclusiveness is problematic in
terms of the other dimension of polyarchy, namely public contestation. As
Carlos de la Torre95 has pointed out, almost every Latin American populist
leader tends to define political competition as a total war between the people
and their enemies. From this angle, the respect of certain rules of the democratic
game tends to be a secondary issue. In this sense, the minimal approach developed
in this article does not imply either a defence of Latin American populism or a
romanticized view of it. This approach, however, suggests that since a great part
of the Latin American population lives in poverty and suffers different forms of
exclusion, populism is a phenomenon that might well foster inclusiveness but at
the cost of public contestation.

For those who are more familiar with the European context, the affirmation that
populism could promote inclusiveness might be a surprise. Indeed, in this region
populism is characterized less by promoting the inclusion of underprivileged
groups,96 but rather by seeking to exclude certain sections from society, particu-
larly immigrants. Though this is true, it is relevant to stress that the minimal
approach permits us to differentiate populism per se from certain features that
are not necessary intrinsic to it. Mudde97 has highlighted that in Europe populist
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radical right parties share a core ideology of nativism, authoritarianism and
populism. It is this particular combination of ideological features that makes the
exclusionary nature of European populism. Since the latter is based on an ethnic
definition of ‘the people’, it claims that immigration should be stopped or radically
reduced, and immigrants already living in the country should assimilate.98 By
contrast, in Latin America populist actors do not necessarily rely on an ethnic
definition of ‘the people’. This is particularly evident in the case of Evo
Morales, who until now has had a continuous electoral success precisely
because of his inclusionary strategy, that is, his movement deliberately intends
to attract support from members of different ethnic and social groups.99

The example of Evo Morales shows us that populism is not necessarily linked
to an exclusionary definition of ‘the people’. This link seems to be true in the case
of current Europe, where the debate on multiculturalism is much more important
than in Latin America. Thus in the European context, populism and the radical
right are experiencing since the 1980s a sort of ‘marriage of convenience’.
However, this does not mean that the former is always related to the latter. More-
over, we should be aware of the fact that populist radical right parties might help to
give voice to groups that do not feel represented by the establishment, particularly
by putting forward the topic of immigration. By saying this, I am not intending to
deny that these parties represent a democratic challenge. The point is only that in
Europe shortcomings concerning inclusiveness are much less pressing than in
Latin America. After all, the European populist radical right parties – as well as
most Latin American populist actors – show little respect for the rules of political
competition. Since they tend to foster a moralization of politics, the antagonism
between ‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite’ cannot be solved in a peaceful
way. The political struggle is conceived as a zero sum game in which the flowering
of one collective identity is only possible with the degradation up to the extermina-
tion of the identity of the other. From this angle, the main question is about the
possibility of socializing the populist forces into the rules of public contestation.

Conclusion

Although there are no doubts about the inherent tension between populism and
democracy, current scholarship shows no consensus on how the former impacts
the latter. While many authors argue that populism should be seen as a pathological
phenomenon, others are of the opinion that it embodies the purest form of political
articulation. This article has sought to show that these opposing views are based
mainly on normative assumptions about how democracy should function. From
this angle, the variable that determines if populism must be conceived of as a
threat to or a corrective for democracy is the preference for the ideal of either
liberal or radical democracy.

I argue that to overcome this normative bias, minimal definitions of populism
are very useful. In fact, the minimal approach offers a concept that can foster
empirical research and that does not intend to answer a priori what populism
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subtracts or adds to a certain ideal model of democracy. In this line of thought,
Mudde100 defines populism as a distinct ideology that conceives society to be sep-
arated into two antagonistic camps: ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’. In a
similar vein, Weyland101 considers populism as a political strategy through which a
personalist leader seeks or exercises government power based on direct support
from large numbers of mostly unorganized followers.

These kinds of definitions are a good starting point to study populism as such.
This implies that it is possible to separate populism from features that might
regularly occur together with it, but are not part of it. These additional features
do certainly vary in different cases, and are probably related to the particular
grievances of distinct societies. For instance, in Europe multiculturalism seems
to generate a cleavage, which fosters the emergence of a type of populism that is
marked by a xenophobic discourse. On the other hand, in Latin America populists
of both the right and the left demonstrated having a propensity to develop cliente-
listic linkages with the electorate. As these illustrations reveal, it is important to
disentangle features that in different national and/or regional contexts tend to
appear with populism but are not necessarily inherent to it.

This article also suggests a line of inquiry for further research. Drawing on
Dahl’s102 approach to the study of democracy, I argue that populism seems to be
negative with regard to public contestation, but it can be positive in terms of
fostering inclusiveness. This hypothesis relies on the idea that when a society is
characterized by high levels of economic, political and social exclusion, populism
is a method through which disadvantaged groups may give their voice and lead to
the implementation of policies that they prefer. In fact, existing research on Latin
America reveals that populism tends to generate inclusion of sectors of the society
that were previously excluded. However, this does not imply that Latin American
populism has been a purely democratizing force, since it seems to be at odds with
the rules of public contestation that are necessary for the endurance of any demo-
cratic regime.

Further studies should put much more emphasis on cross-regional research.
Through wide comparisons is it possible to gain new insights about the conditions
that may determine when, why, and how populism works as a threat to or a correc-
tive for democracy. To address this puzzle, future research should examine the
way in which populist actors define both ‘the people’ and ‘the elites’, since
these concepts are empty signifiers that are always constructed in a particular
manner determining who should be included and excluded from the polity. More-
over, it is also necessary to investigate if the impact of populism on democracy is
related to the maturity of the latter, that is, if ‘old democracies’ are more resilient to
the potential negative effects of populism, given that their rules of public contesta-
tion are much more internalized and institutionalized than in ‘young democracies’.
As these kinds of questions illustrate, cross-regional studies based on the minimal
approach sketched in this article are necessary to develop a research agenda that
produces far more empirical evidence to develop well-founded statements about
the link between populism and democracy.
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67. Mény and Surel, ‘The Constitutive Ambiguity of Populism’, 7–11.
68. A good example of this consensus and the difficult balance between both pillars –

popular will and constitutionalism – can be found in a recent book of Adam Prze-
worski. His standpoint is illustrated by the following formulation: ‘I have sympathy
for the position according to which fundamental rights should be monitored by
specialized bodies, but in the end the laws and public policies must be decided by
majoritarian procedures. This issue has been warped by an ideological formulation
that juxtaposes rule of the majority to “the rule of law”, as if the law could be
something independent of the will of the majority structured within the institutional
framework’. Przeworski, Democracy and the Limits of Self-Government, 170.

69. Papadopoulos, ‘Populism, the Democratic Question, and Contemporary Govern-
ance’, 55.

202 C. Rovira Kaltwasser



70. Albertazzi and McDonnell, ‘Populism and Twenty-First Century Western European
Democracy’.

71. Mair, ‘Ruling the Void’, 34–45.
72. Mudde, ‘The Populist Zeitgeist’.
73. Ibid., 543. It is worth noting that Kirk Hawkins proposes a similar concept for the

analysis of Latin American populism, and offers an interesting methodology to
measure populism through the speeches of chief executives. See Hawkins, ‘Is
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