
Conclusion

Examining	the	current	conjuncture	in	Western	Europe,	I	have	argued	that	we	are
living	through	a	‘populist	moment’.	This	is	the	expression	of	resistances	against
the	 post-democratic	 condition	 brought	 about	 by	 thirty	 years	 of	 neoliberal
hegemony.	This	 hegemony	has	now	entered	 into	 crisis	 and	 this	 is	 creating	 the
opportunity	 for	 the	 establishment	 of	 a	 new	 hegemonic	 formation.	 This	 new
hegemonic	 formation	 could	 be	 either	 more	 authoritarian	 or	 more	 democratic,
depending	on	how	those	resistances	are	going	 to	be	articulated	and	 the	 type	of
politics	through	which	neoliberalism	will	be	challenged.

Everything	 hinges	 on	 the	 discursive	 and	 affective	 register	 through	 which
meaning	 is	 going	 to	 be	 assigned	 to	 the	 manifold	 democratic	 demands	 that
characterize	 this	 ‘populist	 moment’.	 The	 possibility	 of	 implementing	 counter-
hegemonic	practices	to	bring	an	end	to	the	post-political	consensus	requires	the
construction	of	 a	 political	 frontier.	According	 to	 the	 left	 populist	 strategy,	 this
frontier	should	be	constructed	in	a	‘populist’	way,	opposing	the	‘people’	against
the	 ‘oligarchy’,	 a	 confrontation	 in	 which	 the	 ‘people’	 is	 constituted	 by	 the
articulation	 of	 a	 variety	 of	 democratic	 demands.	 This	 ‘people’	 is	 not	 to	 be
understood	as	an	empirical	referent	or	a	sociological	category.	It	is	a	discursive
construction	 resulting	 from	 a	 ‘chain	 of	 equivalence’	 between	 heterogeneous
demands	whose	unity	is	secured	by	the	identification	with	a	radical	democratic
conception	of	citizenship	and	a	common	opposition	to	the	oligarchy,	the	forces
that	structurally	impede	the	realization	of	the	democratic	project.

I	have	underlined	the	fact	that	the	objective	of	a	left	populist	strategy	is	not
the	 establishment	 of	 a	 ‘populist	 regime’	 but	 the	 construction	 of	 a	 collective
subject	apt	to	launch	a	political	offensive	in	order	to	establish	a	new	hegemonic



formation	 within	 the	 liberal	 democratic	 framework.	 This	 new	 hegemonic
formation	 should	 create	 the	 conditions	 for	 a	 recovery	 and	 deepening	 of
democracy,	 but	 this	 process	 will	 follow	 different	 patterns	 according	 to	 the
various	national	contexts.

What	 I	 am	 proposing	 is	 a	 specific	 strategy	 of	 construction	 of	 the	 political
frontier	 and	 not	 a	 fully	 fledged	 political	 programme.	 Parties	 or	 movements
adopting	a	left	populist	strategy	can	follow	a	diversity	of	trajectories;	differences
will	exist	among	them	and	they	do	not	have	to	be	identified	by	that	name.	It	is	at
the	analytical	level	that	they	can	be	referred	to	as	‘left	populist’.

It	 is	 to	be	expected	that	 this	 left	populist	strategy	will	be	denounced	by	the
sectors	 of	 the	 left	 who	 keep	 reducing	 politics	 to	 the	 contradiction	 of
capital/labour	 and	 attribute	 an	 ontological	 privilege	 to	 the	 working	 class,
presented	as	the	vehicle	for	the	socialist	revolution.	They	will	of	course	see	it	as
a	 capitulation	 to	 ‘bourgeois	 ideology’.	 There	 is	 no	 point	 in	 answering	 those
criticisms	that	proceed	from	the	very	conception	of	politics	against	which	I	have
been	arguing.

But	there	are	other	types	of	objections	worth	taking	into	account.	Given	the
very	negative	connotation	conveyed	by	the	term	‘populism’	in	Western	Europe,
doubt	has	been	raised	from	several	quarters	about	the	appropriateness	of	using	it
to	qualify	a	type	of	politics	which	might	possibly	be	more	easily	accepted	under
a	different	name.	Why	call	it	populist?	What	is	to	be	gained	by	that?	I	would	like
to	 point	 out	 that	 this	 negative	 connotation	 is	 specific	 to	 the	 European	 context
and,	as	I	have	earlier	indicated,	it	corresponds	to	an	attempt	by	the	defenders	of
the	post-political	status	quo	to	disqualify	all	the	forces	that	challenge	their	claim
that	 there	 is	 no	 alternative	 to	 neoliberal	 globalization.	 Such	 a	 pejorative	 label
serves	 to	 present	 all	 those	 movements	 as	 a	 danger	 to	 democracy.	 In	 other
contexts,	however,	‘populist	movements’	have	been	viewed	in	a	positive	way,	as
was	for	instance	the	case	with	the	American	People’s	Party	born	in	1891	which,
as	 Michael	 Kazin	 explained	 in	 his	 book	 The	 Populist	 Persuasion,1	 defended
progressive	policies	aimed	at	strengthening	democracy.	The	People’s	Party	did
not	 last	 long,	but	 the	policies	 that	 it	defended	were	adopted	by	the	liberals	and
were	influential	in	the	New	Deal.

Despite	the	emergence	later	in	the	US	of	an	important	current	of	right-wing
populism,	the	term	has	remained	open	to	positive	uses,	as	we	can	see	today	with
the	wide	appreciation	of	the	politics	of	Bernie	Sanders,	whose	strategy	is	clearly
a	left	populist	one.

Once	it	is	granted	that	populism	can	provide	a	political	strategy	to	strengthen
democracy,	 we	 can	 begin	 to	 envisage	 the	 importance	 in	 the	 current	 Western



European	conjuncture	of	re-signifying	this	term	in	a	positive	way,	so	as	to	make
it	 available	 for	 designating	 the	 form	of	 counter-hegemonic	 politics	 against	 the
neoliberal	 order.	 In	 a	 post-democratic	 moment,	 when	 the	 recovery	 and
radicalization	 of	 democracy	 is	 on	 the	 agenda,	 populism,	 by	 emphasizing	 the
demos	as	an	essential	dimension	of	democracy,	 is	particularly	suited	 to	qualify
the	political	logic	adapted	to	the	conjuncture.	Understood	as	a	political	strategy
which	underlines	the	need	to	draw	a	political	frontier	between	the	people	and	the
oligarchy,	 it	 challenges	 the	 post-political	 view	 that	 identifies	 democracy	 with
consensus.	 Furthermore,	 by	 referring	 to	 the	 construction	 of	 a	 collective	 will
construed	as	an	articulation	of	democratic	demands,	it	acknowledges	the	need	to
take	account	of	a	variety	of	heterogeneous	 struggles,	 instead	of	envisaging	 the
collective	political	subject	exclusively	in	terms	of	‘class’.

Another	decisive	aspect	of	the	populist	strategy	is	its	recognition	of	the	role
of	 the	 affective	 dimension	 in	 the	 political	 forms	 of	 identification	 and	 the
importance	 of	 the	mobilization	 of	 common	 affects,	 an	 aspect	which	 is	 usually
absent	from	the	traditional	forms	of	left	politics.	It	is	for	all	those	reasons	that,	in
the	 struggle	 to	 establish	 a	 new	hegemonic	 formation,	 it	 is	 essential	 to	 adopt	 a
‘populist’	strategy.

But	why	call	it	‘left’	populism?	This	is	indeed	the	question	that	is	raised	by
several	people	who	agree	on	the	need	to	foster	a	populist	strategy	aimed	at	 the
radicalization	of	democracy,	but	who	question	 the	convenience	of	qualifying	 it
as	‘left’.	Some	of	them	propose	to	speak	rather	of	‘democratic’	populism,	others
of	 ‘progressive’	 populism	 or	 ‘humanist’	 populism.	 Two	 reasons	 are	 usually
given	for	 the	 refusal	 to	speak	of	 ‘left’	populism.	The	first	one	 is	 that,	with	 the
conversion	 to	 neoliberalism	of	 the	 social-democratic	 parties	 –	which	 are	 often
identified	with	‘the	left’	–	the	left	signifier	has	been	totally	discredited	and	has
lost	all	progressive	connotation.	Since	they	do	not	want	to	be	identified	with	the
other	type	of	left,	 the	one	claiming	to	represent	the	‘true’	left,	 the	advocates	of
the	 populist	 strategy	 prefer	 to	 discard	 the	 ‘left’	 label.	 I	 share	 the	 concerns	 of
those	 who	 want	 to	 underline	 the	 distinctiveness	 of	 the	 populist	 strategy	 with
respect	to	the	two	current	meanings	of	‘left’,	but	I	believe	that	speaking	of	left
populism	is	sufficient	to	distinguish	it	from	the	usual	understandings	of	the	term.

There	is	another	reason	which	is	adduced	to	abandon	this	term:	the	fact	that
it	is	not	suited	to	the	transversal	character	of	the	populist	strategy.	It	is	claimed
that	in	general	the	‘left’	expresses	the	interests	of	specific	socioeconomic	sectors
and	neglects	demands	that,	according	to	the	populist	strategy,	should	be	included
in	the	construction	of	the	collective	will.	I	consider	this	to	be	a	more	substantial
objection.	 In	 truth,	 when	 it	 is	 envisaged	 from	 a	 sociological	 perspective	 as



representing	 the	 interests	of	determinate	 social	groups,	 the	notion	of	 the	 left	 is
not	appropriate	for	qualifying	a	‘we’,	a	‘people’	resulting	from	the	articulation	of
heterogeneous	 democratic	 demands.	 The	 construction	 of	 a	 ‘people’	 in	 a
transversal	 way,	 with	 the	 aim	 of	 creating	 a	 popular	 majority	 independent	 of
previous	political	affiliations,	is	indeed	what	distinguishes	the	populist	political
frontier	from	the	traditional	one	of	left	and	right.

It	 is	 in	 that	 sense	 that	 the	claim	by	movements	 like	Podemos	 that	 they	are
‘neither	 left	 nor	 right’	 should	 be	 understood.	 Not	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 they	 are
pursuing	 a	 politics	without	 frontier,	 in	 the	mode	of	 the	 ‘third	way’,	 but	 in	 the
sense	that	they	construct	the	frontier	in	a	different	manner.	The	problem	is	that
such	a	position,	by	not	making	explicit	the	partisan	way	in	which	the	‘people’	is
constructed,	leaves	unclear	its	political	orientation.

It	is	to	avoid	this	political	indeterminacy	that	I	believe	that	it	is	important	to
speak	 of	 ‘left’	 populism	 in	 reference	 to	 another	 meaning	 of	 ‘left’,	 which
concerns	 its	 axiological	 dimension	 and	 signals	 the	 values	 that	 it	 defends:
equality	and	social	justice.	This	is	a	dimension	that	I	consider	crucial	to	uphold
in	the	formulation	of	a	populist	strategy	aiming	at	radicalizing	democracy.	When
it	 is	recognized	that	 the	‘people’	can	be	constructed	in	different	ways,	and	that
right-wing	populist	parties	also	construct	a	‘people’,	it	is	essential,	for	eminently
political	 reasons,	 to	 indicate	 which	 kind	 of	 people	 one	 aims	 at	 constructing.
Despite	 all	 the	 claims	 about	 their	 obsolescence,	 the	 metaphors	 of	 ‘left’	 and
‘right’	 still	 constitute	 in	Western	 European	 societies	 key	 symbolic	markers	 in
political	discourse	and	I	do	not	think	that	it	is	judicious	to	abandon	them.	What
is	 necessary	 is	 to	 restore	 the	 political	 nature	 of	 the	 confrontation	 and	 to	 re-
signify	the	meaning	of	the	left.

The	 left/right	 distinction	 can	 be	 visualized	 both	 as	 a	 cleavage	 and	 as	 a
frontier.	 In	 our	 post-political	 times	 the	 difference	 between	 left	 and	 right	 is
usually	envisaged	in	terms	of	a	‘cleavage’	–	that	is,	as	a	type	of	division	which	is
not	 structured	 by	 an	 antagonism	 but	 signals	 a	 mere	 difference	 of	 position.
Understood	 in	 that	 way,	 the	 left/right	 distinction	 is	 not	 suited	 to	 a	 project	 of
radicalization	of	democracy.	It	is	only	when	it	is	envisaged	in	terms	of	frontier,
indicating	 the	existence	of	an	antagonism	between	 the	 respective	positions	and
the	 impossibility	 of	 a	 ‘centre	 position’,	 that	 this	 difference	 is	 formulated	 in	 a
properly	 political	 way.	 I	 believe	 that	 this	 ‘frontier	 effect’	 is	 more	 difficult	 to
convey	with	notions	 like	 ‘progressive’	or	 ‘democratic’	populism	and	 that	 ‘left’
populism	brings	more	clearly	to	the	fore	the	existence	of	an	antagonism	between
the	 people	 and	 the	 oligarchy	 without	 which	 a	 hegemonic	 strategy	 cannot	 be
formulated.



Instead	 of	 seeing	 the	 populist	moment	 only	 as	 a	 threat	 to	 democracy,	 it	 is
urgent	to	realize	that	it	also	offers	the	opportunity	for	its	radicalization.	To	seize
this	opportunity	it	is	vital	to	acknowledge	that	politics	is	by	nature	partisan	and
that	it	requires	the	construction	of	a	frontier	between	‘we’	and	‘they’.	It	is	only
by	 restoring	 the	 agonistic	 character	 of	 democracy	 that	 it	 will	 be	 possible	 to
mobilize	 affects	 and	 to	 create	 a	 collective	 will	 towards	 the	 deepening	 of	 the
democratic	ideals.	Will	this	project	succeed?	There	is	of	course	no	guarantee,	but
it	 would	 be	 a	 serious	 mistake	 to	 miss	 the	 chance	 provided	 by	 the	 current
conjuncture.
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