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CHAPTER 15 

Conclusion: How to Confront the Populist Challenge? 

 

Bart van Klink and Ingeborg van der Geest  

 

 

1.  From description to evaluation  

 

This volume offers an academic study of the phenomenon of populism. In the foregoing 

chapters populism is discussed from a multidisciplinary perspective, both on the level 

of form and the level of content. As a form or performance, populism constitutes a 

certain way of ‘doing politics’ that to a greater or lesser extent deviates from the 

supposedly normal way of doing things in politics. Populist politicians challenge current 

codes of decent or appropriate behavior, for instance by insulting their opponents, 

using vulgar expressions and refusing to substantiate their controversial claims. On 

the content level, populist discourse addresses various topics, such as the opposition 

between the ‘real’ people versus the elite, the longing for a ‘Heimat’ as a paradise lost, 

and the appeal to a crisis situation that requires immediate governmental action, 

leaving no room for democratic deliberation and judicial control. 

The question we want to raise here is whether academic research can remain 

fully independent from the political struggles that take place in society around the 

concept of populism. As La Torre argues (Chapter 3), this concept is often used for 

political purposes, that is to discredit certain politicians, political parties and political 

views. Calling someone a populist may be a strategic manoeuvre that aims at placing 

an opponent outside the circle of reasonable people and thus at banning his or her 

views from the public debate. Most of the contributions to this volume do not want to 

participate in these political controversies, but aim to understand from an academic, 

either linguistic or legal and political theoretical, point of view what populism is and how 

it manifests itself in discourse. Starting from a current conception of populism (either 

as a ‘thin centered’ ideology or as performance), they describe the political themes it 

addresses and the ways in which populist discourse may violate certain linguistic or 

other codes. Some authors, however, do evaluate populism from a normative point of 

view, based on a particular conception of democracy and the Rule of Law. Henderson 

(Chapter 11), for instance, criticizes populism when it denies the right of democratic 

representation and participation to some people (for instance Muslims or Jews). She 

favours an inclusive form of populism that speaks on behalf of some neglected groups 

in society without depriving others from their political rights. Corrias (Chapter 10) 

argues that populism is right to criticize the ‘bad universalism’ of liberal political theory, 

but he considers the ‘bad particularism’ offered by populism no viable alternative, since 

it is based on a static and nostalgic notion of ‘Heimat’.  

 Is it possible to use ‘populism’ as a purely descriptive concept? Laclau (2007, 

p. 3) claims it is not: ‘Midway between the descriptive and the normative, ‘populism’ 

intends to grasp something crucially significant about the political and ideological 



realities to which it refers.’ In his view, populism not only displays the general logic of 

the political – which creates antagonistic distinctions within society on the basis of 

language – but it also carries with it an evaluation of the phenomenon it describes. It 

is true, as said before, that the concept of populism is often used in political discourse 

in a negative or pejorative sense, meant to discard a certain way of doing politics as 

harmful both to democracy and the Rule of Law. Academic analysis is part of this 

broader social context and by using this concept it inevitably invokes the predominantly 

negative connotations attached to it. 

More fundamentally, the question may be raised whether one can fully 

distinguish the descriptive and normative elements in the analysis of populism. For 

instance, a linguistic description of populist discourse departs from some standard of 

‘normal’ or ‘reasonable’ communication, which populist discourse seems to violate. 

This standard does not, or not only, describe how communication takes place in real 

life and which normative expectations speakers normally have; it may be argued that 

it also prescribes what good communication entails and which codes should be 

respected. For instance, one may expect that a politician who endorses a stance 

should be prepared to substantiate his or her claim with arguments, when it is 

contested. By using this standard, linguistic analysis may be said to repeat – perhaps 

willy-nilly – the common rejection of populism as ‘unreasonable’ (linguistic and social) 

behavior.1 

At the meetings with the authors, which we organized in the various stages of 

the volume’s production, we discussed this issue at length. Opinions appeared to differ 

considerably. Some authors argued that an academic study of populism can never be 

neutral, because it cannot be separated from the broader ideological struggle that 

nowadays take place in many countries worldwide between mainstream liberal, social 

and Christian democratic parties on the one hand and more extreme political fractions 

(left-wing or right-wing) challenging established notions of liberal democracy on the 

other hand. Most authors claimed, however, that the task of a scholar is limited to 

understanding phenomena and that they should refrain from expressing value 

judgments. As scholars, they only want to describe, analyze or explain populist 

discourse from a linguistic, legal or political theoretical perspective, building on a 

conventional understanding of populism (either as ideology or performance).  

What many authors seemed to agree upon, was that the choice for populism as 

an object of research is not neutral, but springs from some interest. This can be an 

intellectual interest: as scholars, we want to know what populism is, how it differs from 

other types of political discourse, where it comes from, whether it challenges liberal 

democracy and how, and so on. It can be, and mostly is, also a political interest: as 

citizens, we are worried about the strong divisions that populist discourse creates in 

society between us and them, between the common people and the elite, and between 

the people that matter and those who don’t.2 Populism can strengthen democracy by 

 
1 Similarly, in his discussion with Searle, Derrida (1988, pp. 134-138) criticized the notion of ‘normality’ 
in speech act theory. 
2 Trump (as cited in Müller, 2017) said in a campaign speech (May 2016): ‘The only important thing is 
the unification of the people – because the other people don’t mean anything.’ 



giving voice to people that are underrepresented or not represented at all. It becomes 

dangerous, when it claims for some social group the exclusive right to speak in the 

name of the people and denies this right to other groups. As Laclau (2007, p. 82) puts 

it, the part attempts to take the place of the whole. Admittedly, these and other moral 

concerns, apart from academic curiosity, were an important incentive for starting this 

project. Whether the research that follows from this non-neutral and pre-scientific 

choice can be neutral, remains open for discussion.   

While we as editors acknowledge that many contributions to the present volume 

primarily have a descriptive purpose, we will now, by way of conclusion, try to derive 

from these contributions some normative recommendations for how to confront the 

populist challenge. This is an exercise of what may be called ‘hypothetical reasoning’: 

If you want to criticize (some aspects of) populist discourse from within the normative 

framework of liberal democracy, what suggestions could the previous chapters offer? 

From an academic point of view, we of course cannot ask everyone to accept this 

premise. But if you do, the suggestions below may be helpful for devising a suitable 

response to populism. 

 

 

2.  Towards a response to populism 

 

Politicians, scholars and citizens in general who consider themselves reasonable, 

often feel helpless, when confronted with populist utterances and actions that they 

deem to be utterly unreasonable. How can one, for instance, deny the fact of climate 

change and the role of human agency contributing to it? And what would be an 

adequate response? How should one react to unsubstantiated accusations that hold a 

certain group, such as immigrants, accountable for a variety of problems in society? 

There seems to be a deep disagreement in world view and truth conditions, which 

makes a true dialogue between these self-acclaimed reasonable people and the 

populists speaking in the name of the ‘real’ people’, very difficult if not impossible. 

Where to find a common ground which can enable a fruitful exchange of arguments? 

In order to get closer to solving this disagreement, it seems important that 

politicians who reject populism, take notice of the problems that underlie populist 

opinions and beliefs. Zarefsky and Mohammed (Chapter 2) argue that people are 

confronted with the ‘experience of vast and seemingly uncontrollable social and 

cultural change’. Moreover, due to social fragmentation, the traditional bonds that tie 

people together are weakened. These observations connect with causes for populism 

that are mentioned in the literature (see, for instance, Mounk 2018, Ch. 6), such as 

feelings of deprivation (some people fail to profit from the economic globalization), 

alienation (some people do not feel at home anymore in their own country due to the 

steady growth of immigrants), powerlessness and exclusion (decisions are taken 

elsewhere by some elites) and so on. As Müller (2016) points out, the problems 

populists address have to be taken seriously, but one should not accept the way they 

frame them. For instance, one can give symbolic recognition to certain groups in 

society that feel excluded without, but this should not result in denying the right to 



representation – as populists usually do. The challenge is to address these 

understandable concerns, without compromising one’s dedication to democracy and 

the Rule of Law. 

On a more fundamental level, La Torre (Chapter 3) argues that the discussion 

on populism is indicative of the contemporary crisis of democracy: increasingly, politics 

is turned into a spectacle which reduces citizens to the passive role of spectators. 

Political parties do no longer fulfill their traditional function as an intermediary between 

citizens and the process of decision-making. Lembcke (Chapter 12), in this connection, 

discusses Mair’s claim that a division of labor is created between established parties 

that govern and populist parties that represent dissatisfaction in society. This could 

lead, in Mair’s view, to a ‘partyless democracy’.3 Charismatic political leaders of 

populist parties or movements seem to be more successful in forging a direct bond 

with their voters than traditional politicians. One may think here of the Italian politician 

Salvini, who visited several beaches in Italy during the summer of 2019 as part of his 

on-going election campaign, acting as a DJ and taking selfies with his supporters. 

Instead of disqualifying politicians who succeed in establishing a close relation with 

their voters as ‘populists’, one should, according to La Torre, focus on the deeper 

problem: the malfunctioning of our democratic institutions and its causes. In his view, 

the success of populist politics reminds us of the fact that representative democracy is 

inseparable from direct democracy. At the same time, democracy cannot do without 

representation and mediation, for which people increasingly have no patience.  

La Torre’s critical diagnosis may be taken as an incentive to renew and revitalize 

our democratic institutions and to think about alternative ways of involving people in 

decision-making. The Five Star Movement in Italy, for instance, encourages its 

members to submit, discuss and change legislative proposals via the Internet. 

Decisions may be taken by online voting, and proposals that are accepted are 

submitted in parliament. A more far-reaching proposal can be found in van Reybrouck 

(2018). As an alternative to the modern parliamentary system based on elections, he 

proposes the old method of sortation, used in ancient Athens and later in Venice and 

Florence: the random selection of small groups of people by lottery who get the task 

to prepare legislation on a specific topic. 

 

In terms of a response, we acknowledge that academic research has limited power to 

change society and its democratic institutions. Although it will not be possible to 

provide a full answer to the challenge of populism, insights from linguistics and legal 

and political theory may help to understand and address the issue at hand. If academic 

insights are taken up by people in other social practices, they might affect the concepts 

and arguments people use and the ideas they adhere to. 

What linguistic research can do is providing an analysis and, possibly, a critique 

of how populist discourse is constructed by means of language and, by doing so, to 

display and debunk its rhetorical strategies. How do populist politicians construe their 

 
3 As cited by Lembcke (Chapter 12). In his view, however, the relation between established and populist 
parties is more dynamic than Mair supposes. 



image and establish their authority? What arguments do they give to justify their claims 

(if any) and what other means of persuasion do they use? In what ways does populist 

discourse violate current linguistic codes?4 Subsequently, legal and political theory can 

deepen our understanding of what is normatively at stake in populist discourse. Why 

is it, for instance, problematic to create a divide in society between the elite on the one 

hand and the ‘real’ people on the other hand? Why is it wrong, as Corrias claims 

(Chapter 10), to long for a ‘Heimat’ that never existed? How can one think of identity 

in another, non-populist and pluralist way? Along these lines, linguistic analysis and 

legal and political theory can each in their own way contribute to the ‘civic education’ 

that, according to for instance Mounk (2017, Ch. 9) and Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 

(2017, p. 112), is needed to confront populism. 

In addition to the existing and steadily growing literature on populism,5 we would 

like to offer some ‘building blocks’ which could help to devise a suitable reply to 

populism. What suggestions can be derived from the various contributions to this 

volume, either from a linguistic point of view or from a legal and political theoretical 

perspective? Since these suggestions are part of a communication strategy, we have 

grouped them in the three means of persuasion, as distinguished in classical rhetoric: 

logos, ethos and pathos. We will first discuss the use – or lack – of argumentation and 

reason (logos) in populist discourse, and some responses that might be fruitful. 

According to Aristotle in Rhetoric, ordinary people (in contrast to the educated) cannot 

be persuaded by arguments only; they also have to trust the speaker and to be brought 

in the right mood or frame of mind.6 What follows, therefore, is a short discussion of 

the populist appeal to character (ethos) and the appeal to emotions (pathos), as they 

are addressed in this volume. 

 
Logos 

 

When populist politicians shy away from rational political debate, not willing to play the 

'argumentation game’, as Wolthuis (Chapter 8) calls it, logos is at stake. A first 

response could be to address this issue, point out that there is a lack of reason in the 

discussion and explain what exactly is causing it. Van Haaften and van Leeuwen 

(Chapter 7) argue that populist politicians may violate decency standards for 

parliamentary debate to create the image of a political outsider. Some of these 

standards are closely connected to logos, such as the rule that MPs must argue, i.e. 

defend standpoints with arguments and engage seriously with the arguments of others 

– especially when asked to do so. Van Haaften and van Leeuwen demonstrate in a 

linguistic-stylistic analysis how the Dutch politician Geert Wilders violates this rule: his 

style is primarily aimed at offering little room for discussion, instead of exchanging 

arguments in an open debate. In order to fulfil his rhetorical strategy, Wilders applies 

 
4 See the chapter of van Haaften and van Leeuwen in this volume (Chapter 7).  
5 See, among many others, Appiah (2018), Fukuyama (2018), Moffitt (2016), Mounk (2017), Mudde & 
Rovira Kaltwasser (2017) and Müller (2018). 
6 Aristotle (2007, book II). 



several linguistic techniques, such as leaving standpoints implicit and using definite 

particles as well as grammatical structures that allow him to state his opinions as facts. 

Subsequently, one could show, as part of civic education, what negative 

consequences may result from violating standards that are related to logos in political 

debate. According to Wolthuis, the populist unwillingness to participate in 

argumentation games not only damages liberal democracy, but it also destroys the 

very foundation of politics in general. Politics, as it was developed in ancient Greece 

and is still practiced today in many European countries and elsewhere, is a deliberative 

activity based on reason. A reasonable exchange of arguments – as exemplified in the 

argumentation games of Refutation and Justification – helps to reach good, well-

considered and well-founded, political decisions. Wolthuis claims that engaging in 

argumentation games is not just a matter of decency; the functioning and survival of 

our political practice as deliberative democracy (liberal or not) depend on it: ‘(…) 

politicians who break the rules of these games destroy more than we probably were 

aware of before we became aware of these games. It means they undermine politics 

as we know it (as we have known it for millennia).’ 

 

Populist discourse does not necessarily evade any appeal to reason or reasonable 

argumentation. Villadsen’s case study (Chapter 9) shows how a populist politician, 

Peter Skaarup of the Danish People’s Party, uses what seem to be rational means of 

persuasion in a newsletter to demonstrate that politics is not science and, therefore, 

may resort to common sense and emotions. His text displays, in her words, ‘an air of 

logos appeal: the theoretical topic, ‘emotions and politics’, the chronological overview, 

the citing of epistemic authorities ancient and contemporary, the explanatory tone with 

examples and elaborations of abstract points all contribute to the ‘lecture’-like tone.’ 

The newsletter is an example of what Villadsen, after Saurette and Gunster, calls 

‘epistemological populism’, which favours popular belief – what the ordinary people 

believe to be true – over scientific knowledge, or what the experts have established as 

true. Paradoxically, in this newsletter seemingly reasonable means of persuasion are 

used to undermine mainstream notions of reasonableness.  

In this case a similar response strategy could be followed: one could point out 

that in this newsletter logos plays a subordinate role, and that this may have severe 

negative consequences. Villadsen considers this way of employing pseudo-

reasonable means to be a danger to deliberative democracy, as described by Wolthuis, 

since it attempts to replace an exchange of arguments by a direct appeal to the will of 

the people: ‘This again means that ideals of deliberative democracy and extended 

political processes including reflective analyses are challenged on the assumption that 

some politicians have direct and immediate access to ‘the will’ of ‘the people’ and that, 

assuming such a unified will exists, promoting this would be a ‘pure’ kind of politics – 

a utopian vision at best.’ 

 

In line with Wolthuis and Villadsen, Zarefsky and Mohammed (Chapter 2) notice that 

populism may have some ‘destructive tendencies’, that need to be addressed. In 

addition, they provide a specific response to counter this type of tendencies. They do 



not consider it fruitful to give up on defending the ‘people’ or to become the advocate 

for the ‘elite’, nor to surrender the term ‘populism’ to the right wing. Instead Zarefsky 

and Mohammed suggest a rhetorical strategy that is based on and appeals to logos: 

‘What may be a more promising path is what Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

(1958/1969) called dissociation.’ Dissociation entails that a notion considered to form 

a unitary concept is separated into two new notions. The authors distinguish between 

two notions of ‘populism’, that stress different aspects of this concept: ‘In this case 

there is a distinction that can be drawn between a phony and a genuine populism. 

Claiming that ‘Trump took advantage of your grievances, took your votes, and then 

sold you down the river rather than solving your problems’ may open a line of argument 

that potentially could detach portions of Trump’s base that he captured in 2016. Of 

course, this charge cannot be advanced by the very politicians whose perceived 

failures made Trump’s appeal credible in the first place.’ 

 

A different counter-strategy, taken from argumentation theory, is zooming in on the 

argumentation in the discourse and evaluate its quality. We are familiar with the 

procedure of fact checking, carried out by ‘serious’ newspapers, which became 

necessary after what Zarefsky and Mohammed call the ‘democratization of evidence’ 

(Chapter 2). Plug and Wagemans (Chapter 14) claim that besides checking the factual 

statements put forward in populist discourse, an additional test should be carried out. 

They propose to apply ‘rhetoric checking’, and, more specifically, the procedure of 

‘bridge-checking’, that is aimed at assessing the quality of the supportive relationship 

between the central claim and the premise of an argument, that is the ‘bridge’ 

connecting these elements in a chain of reasoning. The procedure consists of asking 

specific critical questions that are relevant to the type of bridge that is being evaluated. 

Plug and Wagemans show how this procedure may establish whether a factual 

statement does indeed fulfill its argumentative function of supporting a conclusion, be 

it a statement of fact, of value or a statement of policy. 

Snieckute (Chapter 13) proposes a similar procedure to criticize populist 

argumentation. She focuses on checking the argumentative use of values that are 

intrinsic to the key concepts of populism. Populists bring these values into the 

discourse by using arguments from values and arguments about values. The critical 

questions that Snieckute applies to evaluate these arguments, target the acceptability 

of a symptomatic, causal or analogical relationship between a claim and premises. She 

illustrates the testing procedure with examples from a speech of Hungarian Prime 

Minister Viktor Orbán. 

 Plug and Wagemans argue that empirical research is needed to establish the 

effectiveness of their tool as a strategy for opposing populist discourse. Snieckute sees 

ways of applying this tool as a way to tackle populist discourse: ‘Critical questions are 

also counter-strategies by which populist actors are drawn into a debate as legitimate 

discussion partners.’ In her opinion, values should be one of the most important issues 

to talk, even to fight about. Furthermore, she thinks it is useful to focus on the 

performative power of populists' actions, i.e., society polarization. In that respect she 

sees possibilities to further elaborate the assessment procedure of critical questions 



by also taking into account other relevant argumentation theoretical insights, e.g., on 

‘deep disagreements’. Such deep disagreements, which arise from the absence of 

common starting points in a discussion, should be treated in constructivist terms: they 

‘are not simply out there, preventing a debate to be launched due to irreconcilable 

premises; rather, deep disagreements are also hammered when populists talk. If we 

get more insight on how these deep disagreements are made, we would be in a better 

position to dismantle them too.’ 

The technique of asking critical questions to draw populists into a debate, can 

be seen as part of a strategy to try to include populists in and invite them to a 

discussion. As Müller (2016, p. 84) argues, talking with the populists is not the same 

as talking like a populist. As such, a response to populism that aims for interaction 

could help to continue communication between the different political groups in society, 

which is important in order to maintain the peace and to sustain a civilized society.7 

Keeping a dialogue open is also a precondition for discussing the problems and 

concerns that underlie populism, which is necessary in order to get closer to solving 

the disagreements we discussed earlier in this section. 

 

Ethos 

 

A response to populist discourse can also be found in ethos, the appeal to the 

character of the speaker. Ethos can take different forms, and an important counter-

strategy is to describe these forms and how populist politicians create them. 

 

Villadsen (Chapter 9) describes how the Danish politician Skaarup makes use of this 

rhetorical means: he builds the persona of a knowledgeable and sensible politician 

with an authentic respect for the population’s concerns. Villadsen shows that linguistic 

analysis can reveal the inner tensions within the ethos populist politicians construct for 

themselves. As mentioned before, she notices that the politician’s newsletter has ‘an 

air of logos appeal’, brought about, among other things, by the theoretical topic, the 

citing of epistemic authorities and the ‘lecture’-like tone. This is how the politician is 

building confidence: ‘In this way, Skaarup, who is a high school graduate with no higher 

education, but dresses and behaves like ‘elite’ politicians, performs a kind of a rational 

approach usually associated with mainstream parties on the “high”, combining ethos 

and logos. This knowledgeable, experienced, and almost avuncular ethos also comes 

about through tone: It strikes a balance between acting calm and reasonable and 

venting frustration against the political establishment.’ As van de Wetering (Chapter 6) 

argues, former US president Obama was seen as ‘aloof’ and ‘professorial’, and thus 

as part of the elite, through his eloquent speeches.8 By contrast, current president 

Trump positioned himself as an outsider by – among other things – cultivating his 

image of a successful self-made businessman. 

 
7 According to Moffitt (2018, p. 10), the discussion between populism and anti-populism has ended in a 
deadlock, with each side making a caricature of the other’s position. In his view, many critics of populism 
conflate populism with nationalism, whereas nationalism is the real object of their concern.  
8 Van de Wetering cites here Formisano.  



 

Populist politicians do not only try to strengthen their own ethos, they will also attempt 

to weaken the ethos of their opponents. Van Haaften and van Leeuwen (Chapter 7) 

show how the Dutch politician Wilders regularly uses personal attacks focused on 

ministers and fellow politicians, that are aimed at harming their ethos. His efforts 

display a variety of linguistic choices: he links negative descriptions with diminutives 

and pejorative metaphors, and additionally refers to his colleagues using their first 

name, in a patronising way. In this way Wilders violates certain decency standards of 

Dutch Parliamentary debate, that prescribe that MPs should play the ball, and discuss 

in a dignified way: ‘He emphatically plays the man, not the ball, and in doing so makes 

numerous linguistic choices that in conjunction mean his language can be 

characterized as offensive.’ 

 

In classical rhetoric, ethos refers to the character the speaker construes of herself 

through her speech. In contemporary discourse, ethos can also refer to the character 

of a group of people or an organisation.9 Typically, populist discourse construes a 

people with a fixed identity. Populist politicians speak in the name of the ‘united’ people, 

the ‘ordinary’ people or ‘our’ people belonging to a nation or an ethnic group, as 

opposed to the others who threaten their identity: the elite, foreigners, immigrants and 

so on (Canovan, 1999, pp. 4-5). As Laclau shows (see above), populist discourse 

typically uses the rhetoric figure of synecdoche: the part stands for the whole of society, 

ignoring or suppressing other parts in society or banning them altogether. Populist 

leaders pretend to know what the real people really want and they promise to give 

power back to the people – ‘to take back control of our country’, as Nigel Farage put it 

in his Brexit campaign.10 In an election speech held on 23 January 2010, Hugo Chávez 

(2010), even displayed a total identification with the people by saying to his followers: 

‘I am not an individual; I am the people.’ 

What academic research can do, is to show that the unification of the people is 

a construction based on rhetorical operations, that there is no such thing as ‘one’ 

people, and that modern society is fragmented into various social groups consisting of 

people who have different wishes and interests.11 A good example of this debunking 

strategy can be found in Demir’s argumentative analysis of strategic maneuvering in 

Erdoğan’s speeches (Chapter 5). According to her, Erdoğan resorted to populist and 

nationalist discourse, not as an ideological choice, but as a way to unite the Turkish 

nation, to gain support for his political actions inside as well as outside Turkey and to 

secure his re-election:  

 

The fact that Erdoğan exhibits populist and conservative nationalist sentiments 

in his rhetoric is not an ideologically-motivated phenomenon as he has not 

always been identified with populist politics. It is the result of his political 

 
9 See, for instance, the entry in the Cambridge English Dictionary: 
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/ethos. 
10 See, for instance, Farage’s tweet posted on 20 June 2016 (Farage, 2016). 
11 See Priban (2018). 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/ethos


transformations which were driven by pragmatically evaluating the results of 

pursuing certain politics at home and abroad, and revising or changing them in 

order to consolidate his supporters in the elections. 

 

For the purpose of unifying the nation, he had to make a strict distinction between us 

and them, friends and enemies: ‘A ‘national’ stand requires supporting the government 

in its pursuit of national interests and acting as a ‘one unified nation’, for those who 

object to this operation are our ‘external and internal enemies’ that try to overshadow 

the safety, security, and peace of our nation.’ 

Henderson (Chapter 11) argues there should always be the possibility to dispute 

the terms of unity, in order to ensure that all groups in society have a voice. According 

to her, populism does not need to be exclusionary. She distinguishes authoritarian 

populism from radical democratic populism. Authoritarian populism considers the 

identity of the people as pre-given and fixed and excludes everyone who, in this 

conception, does not belong to the political community. Radical democratic populism, 

on the contrary, presupposes a more flexible identity and leaves the boundaries of the 

polis open to contestation. So, in her view, democracy – in the sense of radical 

democracy12 – and populism are not incompatible, as long as contestation remains 

possible: ‘A radical democratic populism is one that opens up the boundaries of the 

political community to competing claims of inclusion and one that does not restrict the 

ability to ensure the ever-continuing contestation necessary for democracy – even 

while potentially challenging current conceptions of individual rights.’ If, however, some 

groups in society have no access to information and are denied voice, populism 

becomes authoritarian. To prevent this from happening, it must always be possible to 

put the given unity of the people into question: ‘By making possible the continuing 

contestation of the terms of unity and exclusion within a political community, the risk of 

the “totalitarian impulse” (…) is mitigated. The democratic impulse must be the ever-

present willingness to revisit the fiction of the united people (…).’13 

In his linguistic analysis of Dutch parliamentary speeches (Chapter 4) Pander 

Maat, following Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser (2017), makes a similar distinction 

between inclusionary and exclusionary populism. According to him, the Dutch 

Freedom Party (PVV), led by Wilders, is an example of exclusionary populism, 

because of its nationalistic orientation and hostility towards foreigners who allegedly 

threaten the Dutch identity and the elite that is accused of supporting them. The Dutch 

Socialist Party (SP), on the contrary, seems to be more inclusionary in its speeches, 

since it speaks only in terms of the people (as human beings, or ‘mensen’) as opposed 

to the elite and avoids ethnically charged concepts such as ‘Dutchmen’ 

(‘Nederlanders’) or ‘people’ (as an ethnic unity, or ‘volk’) and no references to foreign 

outgroups (immigrants and migrants) are made. 

Van de Wetering (Chapter 6) also distinguishes inclusionary populism from 

exclusionary populism. As an example of inclusionary populism, she refers to US 

 
12 Broadly defined as ‘an approach to democratic politics that attempts to further democratize both 
institutionalized practices and non-institutionalized ways of living and acting together.’ 
13 Henderson refers here to Staten. 



governor Huey Long who defended the rights of the working class against the rich. 

Moreover, in her view, the distinction between inclusionary and exclusionary populism 

is not absolute, but gradual. In comparison to US president Trump, Obama is more 

inclusionary: ‘Contrasting the Obama and Trump administrations, the 

former articulates a more inclusive economically-based narrative by which ‘the 

people’ is temporarily fixed as the hardworking people who want to achieve middle 

class status and which needs to be protected against Wall Street.’ 

Like Henderson, Corrias (Chapter 10) considers the possibility of contesting a 

given identity as essential. From a phenomenological perspective, he characterizes 

the public sphere as the space where the values of a collective are represented. 

Inevitably, every representation is partial and provisional and, therefore, contingent 

and contestable. Contestation makes it possible to question current representations 

and, accordingly, to redefine the collective’s identity. According to Corrias, the central 

function of the public sphere is precisely this, ‘to provide the space to distance the 

collective self from given representations by the possibility of invoking yet another We.’ 

As an example, he refers to the recent protests led by female MP’s in Hungary against 

the conservative Christian morality which does not recognize women as workers but 

only as mothers or wives: ‘By leading the protests, climbing the podium, making 

themselves visible, they challenged and reinterpreted the values that form the 

presumably firm foundation of Hungarian identity.’ A similar plea for a more dynamic 

understanding of identity can be found in Appiah (2018). According to him, identity is 

a construction based on religion, nation, race, class, or culture. All these dimensions 

are ‘contestable, always up for dispute: who’s in, what they’re like, how they should 

behave and be treated’ (ibid., p. 12). He argues instead for an identity that draws from 

our common humanity: ‘When it comes to the compass of our concern and 

compassion, humanity is not too broad a horizon’ (ibid., p. 219). 

 

Pathos 

 

The third means of persuasion, as distinguished in classical rhetoric, is pathos, the 

appeal to emotions. According to Henderson (Chapter 11), ‘[t]apping into the emotions 

and passions of the people is an important part of the discursive strategy of populism.’ 

This is the gist of the newsletter aptly entitled ‘Politics is first and foremost emotions’ 

by the populist politician Peter Skaarup of the Danish People’s Party, as analyzed by 

Villadsen (Chapter 9). According to Fukuyama (2018, p. 22-23), the desire to be 

recognized as equal (isothymia) or as superior (megalothymia) are important driving 

forces in human history.  

Populist politicians use pathos to appeal to emotions, such as feelings of fear 

or dissatisfaction, of the public at large, their constituency and potential voters. Van 

Haaften and van Leeuwen (Chapter 7) show how the Dutch politician Wilders, unlike 

his colleagues, overstates issues in parliamentary debate by speaking in hyperbolic 

language: Islam, for instance, is an ‘enormous danger’, which poses a ‘megaproblem’ 

for the country; and the government is ‘failing dramatically’ on ‘all the themes that are 

so important to the Dutch people’. His frequent use of superlatives serves to polarize 



both societal and political relationships, and can therefore be seen as a violation of 

one of the decency standards of the Dutch parliament. 

The question is what a response to the use of pathos in populist discourse 

should entail. Henderson, following Mouffe, considers emotions – if ‘properly 

understood and properly mobilized’ – as an integral part of a well-functioning 

democracy. She criticizes advocates of liberal democracy, like Michael Walzer, for 

purifying politics from emotions and reducing it to rational decision-making. In her view, 

appeals to emotions fulfill an important function in democracy: ‘The passions of the 

people can be used to combat political apathy and to activate marginalized groups to 

claim the right to meaningful political participation.’ 

Corrias (Chapter 10) also accuses liberalism of ignoring the affective side of 

politics. In the liberal conception of the public sphere, deliberation as a rational 

formation of public opinion plays a key role (as Wolthuis’s contribution shows, see 

Chapter 8). No attention is paid to the attachments people have to their territory, culture 

and history. Corrias considers this to be, as said earlier, a case of ‘bad universalism’. 

Populism does acknowledge the need for roots by putting the question of belonging in 

the political center. The public sphere is the space to which only people belong who 

share the same national, cultural and historical bonds; for the others this ‘Heimat’ offers 

no place. The collective’s identity is constituted by its roots, which are taken to be pre-

given and unchangeable: ‘Populists seem to claim that the collective has a direct and 

immediate access to its attachments. Its history, culture and the territory on which it 

lives form direct and unproblematic markers of identity. The collective is one with its 

attachments.’ Corrias dismisses this as ‘bad particularism’.  

 

So, instead of banning emotions fully from the public sphere, one has to ask what kind 

of emotions are allowed and how they may be mobilized. Following Henderson and 

Corrias, one may argue that an appeal to emotions is justified, if it helps to give voice 

to people who are not, or not sufficiently, represented and if it does not bereave other 

people from their right to speak. The totalitarian logic, typical for exclusionary populism, 

according to which the part seeks to take over the whole – as if, in Trump’s words ‘the 

other people don’t mean anything’14 –, should be rejected. So respect for other voices, 

and more generally, pluralism in society, are important preconditions for a responsible 

use of pathos in political discourse.  

 

 

3.  Civilizing populism 

 

In this ‘age of anger’ (Mishra 2017), one can expect or suspect that populism is here 

to stay for a longer time. According to Moffitt (2016, p. 160), ‘populism is a permanent 

feature of contemporary democratic life that deserves to be taken far more seriously.’ 

As Canovan (1999) argues, democracy has two faces: a pragmatic and a redemptive 

face. Democracy shows its pragmatic face, when it turns government into a 

 
14 See footnote 2. 



bureaucratic or technocratic operation which tries to find, with the help of experts, 

efficient solutions for social problems. The redemptive face of democracy contains the 

promise that the people are in charge instead of some (bureaucratic or other) elite. The 

tension between these two faces makes populism possible. Contemporary democracy 

has the tendency to slide into technocratic government, which alienates itself from 

(large parts of) the population. When this happens, populist leaders rise up, promising 

to give back power to the people. According to Canovan (ibid., p. 16), technocracy 

inevitably invokes a populist backlash: ‘[A]ttempts to escape into a purely pragmatic 

interpretation of democracy are illusory, for the power and legitimacy of democracy as 

a pragmatic system continues to depend at least partly on its redemptive elements. 

That always leaves room for the populism that accompanies democracy like a shadow.’  

In his party system analysis, Lembcke (Chapter 12) shows that populist parties 

in Europe have some ‘pet issues’, such as immigration and EU skepticism. For the rest 

they are quite flexible, which enables them to exploit political controversies and 

‘cleavages’ in their favor. The lack of a coherent party program seems to be an 

advantage rather than a disadvantage, in particular when it is combined with a powerful 

redemptive rhetoric that promises to give back power to the people. This mechanism 

requires, as Lembcke suggests, further research: ‘the implicit trade-off between a 

‘freshly styled’ augmentation of democracy, portrayed as the vox populi, and a lack of 

coherent policy-making, acceptable to a broader public, is an issue of concern for 

normative and empirical research on democracy alike.’ 

As its permanent shadow – or ‘spectre’ as La Torre (after Gellner) calls it – 

populism reveals the blind spots of contemporary democracy and technocratic 

government by giving voice to parts of the population that are, or are felt to be, 

underrepresented or not represented at all. That we consider to be a good thing. 

However, populism becomes dangerous, when it tries to curb fundamental freedoms 

and to exclude other parts of the population from democratic representation. As van 

de Wetering argues (in Chapter 6): 

 

Indeed populism should be seen as a mixed bag, because meanings attached 

to representation of ‘the people’ can both be used for good or destructive ends. 

Populism can also help to invigorate a democracy. Positively, populism gives 

voice to a group of people whose issues have been overlooked which are 

identified by populist politicians. It mobilises those who do not feel represented. 

(…) That said, exclusionary populism particularly can erode institutions that are 

there to protect rights of the people over time, including minority rights. 

  

It is this double face of populism that we in this volume aimed to analyze and to address 

from a multidisciplinary perspective, by offering theoretical reflections as well as case 

studies that show populism in its diverse manifestations. While many contributions 

primarily have a descriptive purpose, we have – in an exercise of ‘hypothetical 

reasoning’ – derived from these contributions some building blocks for devising a 

suitable response to populism The challenge is to canalize populism and to redirect its 

negative energy in more positive directions, in short to civilize it. The suggestions 



offered in this volume are primarily located on the level of logos, whereas populist 

discourse mainly mobilizes the other two means of persuasion, ethos and pathos. That 

may raise serious questions about their efficacy. Academic research operates on a 

symbolic level and can be only effective when it informs social and political practices. 

What this volume offers is partly an analysis and partly a critique of populist discourse 

and suggests alternative ways of thinking about identity and democratic 

representation. A central concern underlying many contributions is that the vox populi 

is monopolized and abused to suppress other voices. ‘The people’ is not one and 

speaks with many voices.  
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