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In a number of papers I have written during the last years I have tried to

find some answers to the question of what populist aspirations and pol-

itics, on the one hand, and the newly emerging structures of “populist

democracy”, on the other hand, and their interactions do to democracy

in general, and to political communication and intermediation more in

particular (e.g. Puhle 2020, 2018, 2017, 2015a). With regard to the topic

of this volume one might have to go a bit further and look more into the

mechanisms of agitation and propaganda, into the factors and vectors

that constitute “Deutungsmacht” (within the new constellations of the

public sphere), and the various processes of resemanticization and shift-

ing of meanings that could be noticed in the orbit of populist mobiliza-

tion and politics. For a start, the basic question might be put like this:

Are contemporary populisms particularly prone (and how and why) to

subverting, disfiguring and transforming the terms and topoi of politi-

cal discourse and propaganda? And do populists (have to) rely more on

“fake news” and “alternative facts” than others?

Here, we first would have to explain what we mean by “contempo-

rary populisms”. Who are the actors (and authors)? This obviously is a

complex agenda and the analysis requires two short summaries: one of

thefindings on the varieties of populisms through the twentieth century,

and another of the relevant dimensions and repercussions ofwhat I have

called the rise of “populist democracy”, as one of the consequences of
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a new structural change of the public sphere (“Strukturwandel der Öf-

fentlichkeit”,Habermas 1962) during the last decades around the turn of

the century (Puhle 2017).Then, in a third point, some populist strategies

of semantic reallocation will be identified.

1. Varieties of Populisms

There is no such thing as populism as such. What we are dealing with

are varieties of populisms (the plural is important). First we find two ba-

sic types, one for more developed, and one for less developed countries.

The “classic” U.S. Populists of the end of the nineteenth century have be-

come the archetype of protest populisms in, for example, themore exclu-

sionary peasant and protestmovements in Europe since the 1920s.More

or less at the same time, the Russian narodniki became (or were writ-

ten into) the archetype of project populisms in less developed countries,

such as themore inclusionary andmostly anti-imperialist populist (and

national liberation) movements in the decolonizing world and in Latin

America. In an effort to use the term in a parsimonious way, I am refer-

ring here to “populisms” (as “-isms”), i.e. particularmovementswith dis-

tinctive andmeaningful aspirations that cannot be better characterized

otherwise, e.g., by the term for their “political family” (from anarchists

and communists to liberals, conservatives, or Christians), in contrast to

“populist” elements, styles, mechanisms, or rhetoric which can be com-

bined with any kind of political intentions on the Left or on the Right

(“populist” as an adjective; for more details, and the following, see Puhle

2020).

There are, however, significant commonalities. As a first approxima-

tion,wemight define populisms as socialmobilizations andmovements

of protest and resistance against the status quo in the name of the “peo-

ple”, “the people’s will”, or the “commonmen”, and not of specific classes

or groups, with a corresponding ideology featuring a number or char-

acteristic elements: Populists fight against the elites, the institutions,

and the mechanisms of organized interests and politics; they see them-

selves as a grassroots movement voicing the sentiments of “just” indig-
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nation (an old topos) against what they consider to be the conspiracies

of a corrupt “establishment” or “oligarchy” and its foreign allies, and an

illegitimate usurpation of power that should belong to the people. One

of their most important ideological features is the fiction of an imme-

diate relationship between the people and its leaders with direct com-

munication in two ways that does not need any intermediaries. Hence

populists antagonize and try (if they can) to circumvent and weaken all

kinds of “corps intermédiaires”with functions of control or accountabil-

ity: parliaments, courts of justice, political parties, interest groups, and

independent media. They are anti-liberal, and mostly anti-urban, anti-

intellectual, and at least rhetorically against “Big Capital”, corporations,

trusts, and the more (and often “better”) organized capitalist actors, but

they are not outright anti-capitalist.

Populist movements basically are movements of an underdog cul-

ture: They see politics in moralistic, agonistic and dichotomousc terms

and they cultivate all kinds of conspiracy narratives andmyths.They po-

larize, and their most favored political strategy is the politics of fear and

hatred. They have an explicit “Feindbild” (image of the enemy): it is the

honestmany against the corrupt few, the small good guys against the big

bad guys.The bad guys are the great national and international corpora-

tions and organizations and their agents. The good guys are “the peo-

ple”, i.e., the moral majority (no matter their numbers), of those who

were once called the “common men” or the “forgotten men”. “The peo-

ple” at the same time is an entity that is considered to be homogeneous,

and excludes many “others”, like “corrupt” elites, interests, foreigners,

migrants, people of different culture, etc. Populists often are xenopho-

bic, and care about their “identities” (which are often considered “en-

dangered”). And when they speak of the “rule of the people” they usually

mean the rule of the populists. They can be on the Right or on the Left.

Given their close affinity to nationalism (by their invocation of “the peo-

ple”) theymostly are on the Right, but there are exceptions, e.g., the crit-

ics of globalization and theG8 summits, anti-capitalist protesters, leftist

critics of the EuropeanUnion (Puhle 2015a; Priester 2012; Canovan 1999).

Populists’ relationships with the state and with democracy can be

characterized as highly ambivalent: They usually favor a weak state as
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long as they fight it, and a strong state once they have conquered it. Fur-

thermore, populist movements or regimes can be either democratic or

undemocratic, or, in the case of regimes, tend to what we have called

“defective democracies” (Merkel and Puhle et al. 2003), or what others

might call “disfigured” (Urbinati 2014) or “illiberal democracies”.Populist

impacts on democracies oscillate between “threat” and “corrective”. In

many cases the mechanisms of direct acclamation and the reduction of

the controlling potential of the “corps intermédiaires” inherent to pop-

ulist politics have damaged the countervailing institutions and the bal-

ance of an “embedded democracy”, and opened the path toward more

manipulation from above, “guided” democracy, Bonapartism, or worse

forms of autocracy (Merkel 2004). But there have also been other cases

inwhich populist energies have strengthened and reinvigorated existing

democratic systems.Themost notable cases here have been the “classic”

American Populists whose history in the longue durée has turned out to

be a success story, given their lasting influence on the politics and poli-

cies of the “Progressives” in both parties that have informed American

mainstream politics down to the 1990s (Puhle 1975, 142–154; Hofstadter

1955). The usual ambivalence, however, has become visible in a second

line of populist legacies: in the protest movements of the right, from Fa-

ther Coughlin and Huey Long via GeorgeWallace and others all the way

to Donald Trump who may not be a populist in substance, but certainly

is in style and campaigning (Lipset and Raab 1970; Judis 2016).

Other “classical” cases of the twentieth century have shown more

varieties. Among the protesters in the more developed world we can

also find someNorth and Central European peasantmovements, tax re-

sisters and xenophobic protest organizations of the lowermiddle classes

from the interwar period to the 1960s, also in Western Europe. One of

the most prominent among them has been the short-lived Poujadist

movement of small artisans and shopkeepers (UDCA) in France which,

in 1956, got 56 Members of Parliament elected – one was Jean Marie

Le Pen who later founded the Front National (Souillac 2007). Similar

continuities between older movements and the more recent ones of

a later wave can also be found in Scandinavia, Austria, Belgium and

the Netherlands. The “classics” of the second type, the anti-imperialist
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and national-liberation populisms of what has been called the “Third

World”, enjoyed their peak time between the 1930s and the 1970s. They

usually organized broad multi-class movements, mobilized against the

“oligarchy” and foreign colonialist or imperialist powers, and had an

interventionist and developmental agenda. In many cases they estab-

lished regimes of some duration, some more democratic, some more

authoritarian (Hermet 2001; Hermet et al. 2001; Mény and Surel 2002,

and the pioneers in: Ionescu/Gellner 1969). Here we can distinguish

various groups:

• Kemalists in Turkey,Kuomintang (KMT) in China,Congress Party in

India, Sukarno’s movement in Indonesia,

• the secular and often socialist Arab nationalists (Nasser, National

Liberation Front (FLN) in Algeria, Baath parties, etc.),

• the classical Africanmovements of decolonization in the 1950s, ledby

Nkrumah, Kenyatta, Nyerere; the African National Congress (ANC)

in South Africa, etc.

For many years, the best studied area had been Latin America. Here the

“classical” populists havemarked a longer phase of transition,usually af-

ter revolutions or previous substantial reform politics (e.g. Di Tella 1965,

1997; Laclau 1981, 2005; Knight 1998; Weyland 2001; Coniff 1999; for the

context: Collier and Collier 1991; Puhle 2007).

We can distinguish between three to four types:

a) postrevolutionary stabilizers (Partido Revolucionario Institucional/

PRI in Mexico, Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario/MNR in

Bolivia; Cuba 1,Nicaragua 1, both before becomingoutrightMarxist-

Leninist),

b) authoritarian regimes (Vargas in Brazil, Perón in Argentina), and

c) democratic populist movements in two waves:

a. a first wave from late 1920s and 1930s (APRA in Peru, Acción

Democrática in Venezuela, Partido Liberación Nacional in

Costa Rica, Partido Revolucionario Dominicano, and in a way

also the coalition of the Unidad Popular in Chile), and
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b. a secondwave,since the 1960s (basically theChristianDemocrats

in Chile, Venezuela [COPEI], El Salvador, Guatemala, or Acción

Popular in Peru).

The two types mentioned – xenophobic protest populisms in the U.S.

and in Europe, and populisms with developmental projects in most

of the rest of the world – have established clear lines of continuities

throughout the twentieth century. At the same time, they have increas-

ingly mixed with new elements, producing also discontinuities and

varieties of “hybrid” phenomena which seem to dominate present day

populisms. In Latin America, e.g., various layers of populisms, from dif-

ferent periods, coexist.We couldfindmovementswith a longer tradition

in Argentina’s Peronists, in the parties of Concertación in Chile, Alianza

Popular Revolucionaria Americana (APRA) in Peru or the Mexican PRI,

and new movements, not without links to the past, in the Partido dos

Trabalhadores (PT) in Brazil, the Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS) in

Bolivia, Correa in Ecuador, or the erratic Chavismo in Venezuela. Often

mixed approaches have prevailed (Roberts 2015, 2019; Weyland 2001,

2013; Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2012; De la Torre 2015; Abromeit et

al. 2016). One interesting fusion of old and new elements has been the

Movimiento Regeneración Nacional (MORENA) and the presidency of

López Obrador (often referred to by his initials AMLO) in Mexico. A dif-

ferent and rather new type that does not follow the traditional patterns

of Latin American populism has been established in the movement and

regime of Bolsonaro in Brazil, their ideological set-up much resem-

bling those of Donald Trump and some European right-wing protest

movements.

Among the protest populisms of the more developed world, the

movements in the United States have also shown many continuities,

those of the progressive mainstream as well as those of the Right. Here,

too, new elements have been blended into them, so far ending, in the

twenty-first century, in the reiterative hollowing and the destruction of

the Republican Party, first by the Neocons and later by the Tea Party, so

that Donald Trump could hijack it in 2016 and has not let it go since then

(Hochschild 2016; Skocpol and Williamson 2012). Trump is a ruthless
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populist in communication and campaigning, but not that much in

substance. His politics of the rich, by the rich and for the rich has never

been a populist agenda.

Varieties of populist mixes and hybrids also prevail in Europewhere,

during the last decades, from Scandinavia to the Balkans and the

Mediterranean, the most numerous movements have been those whom

the Germans call “Rechtspopulisten”: xenophobic right-wing extremists

who often have also represented some continuities of the traditional

ultra-nationalisms of the respective countries (e.g.Akkerman et al. 2015;

Decker et al. 2015; Kriesi/Pappas 2015; Mudde 2007).The usual suspects

here are the following:

• the “Progress” or “popular” parties in Scandinavia, from Mogens

Glistrup inDenmark in the 1970s to theDanish People’s Party (DDP),

the Sweden Democrats, or the True Finns;

• the Front/Rassemblement National, and what became of it, in

France, the Vlaams Blok/Belang in Belgium, the Democratic Center,

Partij voor de Vrijheid (Party for Freedom, PVV) and themovements

of Pim Fortuyn and Geert Wilders in the Netherlands, Blocher’s

Schweizerische Volkspartei (Swiss People’s Party, SVP) in Switzer-

land, the FPÖ and its secessions in Austria, and in Great Britain the

English Defence League, UK Independence Party (UKIP), many of

the Tory Brexiteers, and the Brexit Party;

• in Italy the Lega; Berlusconi’s Forza Italia seems to be a randomcase,

and the Cinque Stelle (M5S) may be populists but not necessarily

populists of the Right.

• In Spain, the rise of VOX began rather late in 2018;

• InHungary FIDESZ (HungarianCivic Alliance), and inPolandPrawo

i Sprawiedliwość (Law and justice, PiS), if we do not count them, like

some groups in Ireland, as traditional catholic ultra-nationalists, all

of themmodernized by newmodes of communication;

• in Germany the “Republicans”, the Deutsche Volksunion (German

People’s Union, DVU), the Schill Party, and finally the Alternative für

Deutschland (Alternative for Germany, AfD) which was first elected

into the German Bundestag in 2017.
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However, not all right-wing extremists are populists, and not all pop-

ulists are necessarily on the Right. We can also find them on the Left,

among the critics of globalization and of the G7 (or G8) summits (attac,

occupy, blockupy, the Federal Coordination of Internationalism/BUKO,

Global Trade Watch), the anti-capitalist protesters and “indignados”

triggered by the financial and institutional crisis of 2008/09, and the in-

creasing number of critics of the European Union and its politics. Some

of them have become influential players and parties which have signifi-

cantly contributed to restructure the respective party systems.Themost

important among them have been SYRIZA in Greece and PODEMOS

in Spain which both made it into government (Pappas 2014; Rivero

2014; Monedero 2014). They all have articulated populist aspirations,

denouncing the sempiternal “conspiracies” of the banks, of capitalists

and the elites, of the established parties and the “system”, the European

Union, the International Financial Institutions (IFI) and other agents

of globalization, and asking for more justice, more direct, unmediated

participation, and more respect, particularly for the “common people”

(e.g. Rodrik 2017; Moffitt 2016; Knöbl 2016; Jörke and Selk 2017). Anti-

EU rhetoric does, however, also come from the Right, and in some cases

anti-globalist and anti-capitalist criticism overlaps or combines with

traditional ultranationalist arguments.

2. The Rise of “Populist Democracy”

The second phenomenon that ought to be summarized briefly in order

to better understand the context is what could be called the rise of “pop-

ulist democracy” – as one of the consequences of the structural change

of the public sphere and of the conditions and constellations of political

communication and mobilization that has occurred in the last decades

around the turn of the century.This “Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit

2.0” has been triggered by a number of factors that have to do with:

economic and institutional crises (since the late 1970s), advanced global-

ization, and the availability of new electronic media (particularly social

media), and the variousmixes of elements of “collective” and “connective
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action” (with the network logic) in political communication (Bennett

and Segerberg 2013). Among its outcomes have been a comprehensive

mediatization of politics and another decisive push, on a broad scale,

toward strengthening the elements of “populist democracy” as a real-

type structure, opposed to those of “liberal” or “embedded democracy”

(formore details, see Puhle 2017). Its basic characteristic is the emphasis

on the direct and immediate relationship, and the fiction (or the simu-

lacrum) of a permanent two-ways communication between the voters

and the leader(s), circumventing and marginalizing the “corps inter-

médiaires” designed to provide channels of control and accountability.

These changes also tend to favor populist actors and politics and give

them significant comparative advantages. And they have affected the

mode and composition of political agency and intermediation as well

as the institutions, and influenced the outcomes of many interactions

(Puhle 2020).

We can observe some general trends: The mechanisms of populist

democracy can help to enhance direct participation of the citizens,

but they can also (and often do) favor fragmentation, disorder and

manipulation, particularly when democracy is reduced to mere “audi-

ence democracy” (Manin 1997). Political mobilization has become much

easier than before: faster, more comprehensive, better to coordinate,

but also more fragmented, less sustainable, more ad hoc and short-

termish. Shit- and shamestorms may eventually be devastating, but

they are reliably short. Cooperation and coalitions have become more

fluid. Political campaigning, and the skills required, have substantially

changed; techniques of networking, symbolic action, theatrical events,

simulation (see Ingolfur Blühdorn’s “simulative democracy”, 2013), and

good entertainment aremore in demand. And the increase in recruiting

political personnel from actors (beginning with Ronald Reagan), com-

municators, TV hosts, comedians and other “political amateurs” has

been significant.

What also stands out as a correlate of the politics of permanent

mobilization and unmitigated partiality (e.g., “fake news”, “alternative

facts”), is the high degree of emotionalization and scandalization of po-

litical communication. It has been facilitated by the ease and directness
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of electronic communication which, on average, seems to favor a less

formal and more brutal language, by the fragmentation conditioned

by the network logic, and by the fact that traditional filters (like quality

journalism or intra-organizational checks) are no longer in place. It

also fits well with the populist preferences for “politics of fear”, and the

Freund/Feind (friend/foe) scheme which have favored polarization and

radicalization from the start. The idea is that people shall even vote out

of fear and guided by hate. Hence elections tend to be transformed into

acclamations and plebiscites, and campaigning has become more and

more “negative” (see the debates on “affective polarization”, “negative

partisanship”, etc.; Iyengar et al. 2018; Abramowitz andWebster 2018).

These trends are further enhanced by a number of mechanisms that

are related to the structure and functioning of the social media and also

contribute to disfigure the perceptions of the political landscape and,

e.g., of the strengths of the political competitors. In the new social me-

dia popularity, intensity and “strength” are basically measured by algo-

rithms, and these (eventually together with a small bunch of hyperac-

tive users) tend to favor emotions, and particularly negative emotions,

such as hatred and rage. Negative emotions get more comments, more

“likes”, and the candidates and parties emitting them hence have un-

fair advantages in the net. To give just one example: At the beginning

of 2022, the exchanges in Facebook conveyed the impression that the ex-

treme right-wing AfD was the most popular party in Germany. At the

same time, however, there was sufficient evidence for estimating that

about one third of the top commentators for the AfD were fake profiles

(Der Spiegel 4, 22.01.2022, 36–7). It is obvious that such constellations,

like many other problems that have been raised by the techniques and

practices of the social networks, are in need of more systematic moni-

toring, policing and regulation.

Here the logics of populist democracy and the mechanisms of

the new media, on the one hand, and populist politics, pressures and

messages, on the other, reinforce one another triggering a process of

“Veralltäglichung” (cotidianization, quotidianization) of the aggressive

and dividing mechanisms populist interactions can contain.These pro-

cesses and aspirations have been backed up by a general loss of trust
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and solidarity and a growing disenchantment of the people with their

governments and institutions (for more see Gunther/Montero/Puhle

2007, 29–74). They often appear as if they could no longer “deliver” as

expected vis-à-vis the major problems at hand, such as transcultural

migrations, the structural transformation from Fordist economies to

knowledge economies, the impacts of advanced globalization for the

labor markets, and rising inequalities, not to speak of other crises and

catastrophes, like COVID-19 (Atkinson 2015; Piketty 2014; Merkel and

Kneip 2018).

The structural change of the public sphere and the rise of “populist

democracy”have enhanced certain trends that could already be observed

earlier in the twentieth century: the tendencies towardmore fragmenta-

tion, and toward more hybrids of old and newmovements, as well as an

increase in the mutual transcontinental and transoceanic learning pro-

cesses. However, whereas in earlier times the movements became more

similar and converged, up to a point,within the limits of their respective

type (protest populism in the developed world, project populism in the

less developed world), they now have started to go beyond: the dividing

lines between the types have become blurred, andmore fragmented and

loose elements and molds (‘Versatzstücke’) are traveling around (which

also contributes to the characteristic constellations of our time that have

been labeled as “postmodern”).We can nowfindmore project populisms

in Europe and the U.S., andmore protest populisms also in Latin Amer-

ica.The Bolsonaromovement in Brazil has been the first populist move-

ment that has no longer followed the typical lines of Brazilian and Latin

American populist traditions (which have been anti-imperialist, “desar-

rollista”, and in away “progressive”), but has taken the Trumpmovement

for a model. The U.S. populists as well have taken in foreign influences

and suggestions (often undemocratic ones).

3. Some Populist Strategies of Semantic Reallocation

Coming back to my initial question of whether and why contemporary

populisms may have a greater affinity to (or a greater need of) rear-
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ranging, disfiguring and redefining the terms and topoi of political

discourse and agitation, and whether and how they might succeed in

this practice, we are facing a broad variety of phenomena differing

in degree. First, we find an extended field of varieties of populisms,

eventually even with blurred borderlines to non-populist, or not-so-

much populist movements and politicians: more or less democratic and

undemocratic, of the right and of the left, extremist and moderate, in

opposition and in government. Second, we are facing different degrees

of intensities with which the populists are mobilizing, prioritizing,

occupying, subverting, disfiguring, and transforming the basic agendas

of political discourse and agitation. How far they could go, and whether

and how they might reach the lines of “fake news”, “alternative knowl-

edge” (“facts”, “truth”), or of a complete “alternative reality” of their own,

depends on how much interpretive power / Deutungsmacht they can

muster. The amount of interpretive power, in its turn, usually will be

conditioned by (1) the societal, political and cultural constellations and

contexts of the situation, (2) the influence and power of the populist

actors, and (3) the constellations of receptivity in the field. It basically is

a question of influence and power (and of power differentials and power

relations) in a given situation.

The easiest and least sophisticated way of political propaganda has

always been what Hitler recommended in Mein Kampf : repeat simplis-

tic propaganda formulae and outright lies again and again, so that some

of it will stick in the end (Hitler 1925, ch. 6). Donald Trump appears to

be a fan of this basic version one of whose advantages lies in its being

operable at a reduced level of literacy. It has been done before, e.g., by

Karl Rove in the last days of the Bush campaign of 2004 in rural areas,

with reference to the Democrats’ alleged plans for gay marriage. Such

campaigns have also demonstrated that strategies like this will usually

work easier and more smoothly and get more momentum in case they

are backed up by a specific “creed” or ideology, at least by some of its

patterns, or loose bits and pieces which can be referred to (there is no

need to be too demanding here). These elements would not only invoke

the standardmechanisms of prejudice (as it was understood by the early

Frankfurt School) and outright partiality; they would also mobilize the
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logic of fundamentalist convictions and quasi-religious believing. Even

if many details of fundamentalist beliefs may be exchangeable, the logic

implied remains the same: What you believe is, in principle, no longer

open to critical assessment or rational argument, not to speak of scien-

tific evidence, so that the scope of what might be considered as being

“true” or “real” widens enormously and becomes more arbitrary. “Facts”

and “alternative facts” then play in the same league, and you may have

your choice,without any scruples.Henceproceeding, e.g., from the clas-

sic labeling of the New Dealers as “socialists”, or of welfare as a collec-

tivist straitjacket, to the statements thatObama is aMuslim,or JoeBiden

a Commie at the service of foreign interests and conspiracies, will be-

come just a matter of degree, opening up innumerable possibilities for

representing the world not as it is, but as you need it to appear in order

to promote your campaign.

Populist belief systems, creeds and ideologies usually also display

a peculiar subversiveness: It is, however, not the “good” and produc-

tive subversiveness of critique and reason that serves as a permanent

“mole” triggering, between our “space of experience” and the “horizon of

expectations”, dialectical processes of change and potential “progress”

(Koselleck 1979). In contrast, the subversiveness of populism is negative,

and impregnated by one of its most salient characteristics which Nadia

Urbinati (2019) has called its intransigent “antiestablishmentarianism”.

Populists hate and fight the “establishment” and what they might call

the “system”. Many of them, in the name of “the people”, and of the

people’s democratic participation and empowerment, have subverted

the guarantees and the institutional firmness and stability of democra-

cies. It is, however, interesting that, inWestern democracies, only a few

of them have presented themselves as being outright and completely

disloyal to democratic values and procedures, whereas the majority

has preferred strategies of semi-loyalty, with much “doublespeak”,

purged or “re-invented” and re-defined terminology, and techniques of

semantic reallocation (cf. the rhetoric of Jörg Haider, Marine Le Pen or

Giorgia Meloni). Most of populist “Umdeutung” (“resemanticization”)

and the shifting of meanings has followed the lines of semi-loyalty with

regard to democracy, taking advantage of strategies of piecemeal (and
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somewhat furtive) change and salami slicing tactics. (For the concept of

semiloyalty, first Linz 1978.)

In these processes key terms of political communication, program-

matic articulation and campaigning are disfigured and transformed,of-

ten gradually, but increasingly and continuously. They are semantically

rearranged, adapted to and integrated into the populist vocabulary and

belief system, so that in the end they reflect and correspond to the essen-

tials of contemporary populism, in the average mostly on the right and

not or not completely democratic. Coming back to what has been out-

lined in the beginning of this essay, these “essentials” (of a tendentially

maximalist ideal type) could be summarized as follows (Puhle 2020):

• protest against the status quo, in the name of the “people”;

• “people” conceived as homogeneous (also underdogs);

• agonistic schemes, dichotomous view of society, conspiracy narra-

tives, moralistic indignation, polarization and politics of fear and

hatred;

• antipluralistic, antiliberal positions;

• against elites, institutions, and experts;

• against intermediaries (parliaments, parties, courts of law, indepen-

dent media);

• fiction of direct, unmediated relationship and communication be-

tween leaders and followers;

• (mostly) exclusionary nationalism or nativism.

Besides the protest against the “establishment” and the “system” the first

key element is the invocation of “the people”. For populists this is not a

statistical term, or the ensemble of the citizens, but rather a subjective

and affective term: It is “We the people”, the “good” or “common” peo-

ple, often underdogs who are all alike and all “friends”. In an agonisti-

cally structuredworldwhere friends fight foes, and “us”fight “them”, the

good guys (mostly the smaller ones) fight the bad guys (mostly the bigger

ones). So, the term “people” has to be redefined, and the criteria for be-

longing are changing. Not all of those whomay live next door and speak

our language belong to the “people”, and to the respective “nation”: The
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elites usually do not, and eventually many others, too, particularly mi-

norities and immigrants, themore so if they are culturally different.The

populist concept of the “people” has an exclusionary, often xenophobic

bias. The elites, in particular, are considered to be allies of foreign in-

terests and (oligarchic or cosmopolitan) protagonists of the conspiracies

against the common, hard-working and underprivileged people.

The same happens to other key terms of the political discourse re-

ferring to concepts like freedom, security, culture, citizenship, or “the

system”, to institutions such as parliaments, parties, pressure groups,

courts of law, themedia (e.g., the press becoming the “Lügenpresse”), or

to the various vehicles of mobilization, not to speak of all the affective

symbols of an inward-looking community. In a polarized world, char-

acterized by politics of fear and hatred between friend and foe, there is

only black and white, good and evil, and almost every term can become

a voluntaristic “Kampfbegriff” (battle term) which is either occupied or

“captured” (for the “good” cause), or disfigured and rearranged. This is

particularly the case with the notion and the meaning of “democracy”

which is completely redefined. Whatever else may be the specifics in a

particular case, forpopulists ingeneral an“embedded”or “liberal democ-

racy”, as it has been described, with all its checks and balances (Merkel

and Puhle et al. 2003), is no longer a democracy. For them “democracy”

is a simulacrum of participation with various simulations of “immedi-

acy” (for those who belong), it is anti-pluralist, anti-liberal, anti-institu-

tional, and at present inmany cases also “anti-genderwahnsinn”. “Feind-

bilder” have to be tangible.

One of the favored strategies of populist agitators besides reseman-

ticization is outright reality denial, such as the denial of climate change,

in the interest of the chemical agroindustry, extractivist entrepreneurs

and many others, or Covid-19 denial, directed against the politics and

policies of the established mainstream, or denial of electoral defeat, as

in the case of Donald Trump who invented “illegal voting ballots” after

the November 2020 elections. Such strategies combine repeated basic

lies (as Hitler and others had recommended) with more systematic “al-

ternative facts” and the respective conspiracy narratives, often also with

an evocationof fundamentalist belief systems, in order to produce simu-
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lacraofhermetic “alternative” realities that are similar to those cultivated

inMafiacircles,byMexicandrugcartels,orunder totalitarian rule.These

inventions and fancies then would guide and channel the mobilization

of the populists’ followers and could be further exploited in the course of

future campaigns.

On the whole, it appears that populists would have to relymore than

non-populists on building their politics and communication on such

mechanisms of subverting, disfiguring and transforming the terms and

topoi of political discourse and agitation. Not only because they usually

have less substance to offer and, due to their strategies of polarization,

have a greater need for mobilization, and hence for additional vehicles

of identification and legitimation. They also value affective politics of

indignation and resentment over rational aspirations and arguments,

and have a rather peculiar black-and-white view of the world that in

most cases does not correspond to the constellations of real-existing

societies and to the concepts and institutions of liberal democracy.

Hence, they have to take refuge in the mechanisms of prejudice, in

myths and legends of conspiracies and in fundamentalist beliefs which

then have to be made plausible to potential followers and voters. Here

the techniques of resemanticization, shifting of meanings and trans-

forming existing narratives come in.They seem to be in higher demand

among populist campaigners than they would be among traditional

non-populist Conservatives, Liberals or Social Democrats.

If they could, and if the others let them, populist agitators would try

to subvert, disfigure, transform, and re-invent the world according to

their peculiar narratives and aspirations, beginningwith semantics.The

friends of a free society and of an embedded democracy should not let

them succeed.They should criticize their language, unmask their inten-

tions, contain their efforts and resist their aspirations, by critical dis-

course, critique of ideology, and not least by well communicated poli-

tics and policies that address the problems of the people adequately. No

pasarán!
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