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Preface

The main issue addressed in this book is the nature and logics of the formation of collective identities. My whole approach has grown out of a basic dissatisfaction with sociological perspectives which either considered the group as the basic unit of social analysis, or tried to transcend that unit by locating it within wider functionalist or structuralist paradigms. The logics that those types of social functioning presuppose are, in my view, too simple and uniform to capture the variety of movements involved in identity construction. Needless to say, methodological individualism in any of its variants – rational choice included – does not provide any alternative to the kind of paradigm that I am trying to put into question.

The route I have tried to follow in order to address these issues is a bifurcated one. The first path is to split the unity of the group into smaller unities that we have called demands: the unity of the group is, in my view, the result of an articulation of demands. This articulation, however, does not correspond to a stable and positive configuration which could be grasped as a unified whole: on the contrary, since it is in the nature of all demands to present claims to a certain established order, it is in a peculiar relation with that order, being both inside and outside it. As this order cannot fully absorb the demand, it cannot constitute itself as a coherent totality; the demand, however, requires some kind of totalization if it is going to crystallize in something which is inscribable as a claim within the ‘system’. All these ambiguous and contradictory movements come down to the various forms of articulation between logic of difference and logic of equivalence, discussed in Chapter 4. As I argue there, the impossibility of fixing the unity of a social formation in any conceptually graspable object leads to the centrality of naming in constituting that unity, while the need for a social cement to assemble the heterogeneous elements once their logic of articulation (functionalist or structuralist) no longer gives this affect its centrality in social explanation. Freud had already clearly understood it: the social bond is a libidinal one. My study is completed by an expansion of the categories elaborated in Chapter 4 – logics of difference and equivalence, empty signifiers, hegemony – to a wider range of political phenomena: thus in Chapter 5 I discuss the notions of floating signifiers and social heterogeneity, and in Chapter 6 those of representation and democracy.

So why address these issues through a discussion of populism? Because of the suspicion, which I have had for a long time, that in the dismissal of populism far more is involved than the relegation of a peripheral set of phenomena to the margins of social explanation. What is involved in such a disdainful rejection is, I think, the dismissal of politics tout court, and the assertion that the management of community is the concern of an administrative power whose source of legitimacy is a proper knowledge of what a ‘good’ community is. This has been, throughout the centuries, the discourse of ‘political philosophy’, first instituted by Plato. ‘Populism’ was always linked to a dangerous excess, which puts the clear-cut moulds of a rational community into question. So my task, as I conceived it, was to bring to light the specific logics inherent in that excess, and to argue that, far from corresponding to marginal phenomena, they are inscribed in the actual working of any communitarian space. With this is mind, I show how, throughout nineteenth-century discussions on mass psychology, there was a progressive internalization of those features concerning the ‘crowd’, which at the beginning – in the work of Hyppolite Taine, for example – were seen as an unassimilable excess, but which, as Freud’s Group Psychology showed, are inherent to any social identity formation. I hope to accomplish this in Part I. Chapter 7 deals with historical cases which illustrate the conditions of emergence of popular identities, while Chapter 8 considers the limits in the constitution of popular identities.

One consequence of this intervention is that the referent of ‘populism’ becomes blurred, because many phenomena which were not traditionally considered populist come under that umbrella in our analysis. Here there is a potential criticism of my approach, to which I can only respond that the referent of ‘populism’ in social analysis has always been ambiguous and vague. A brief glance at the literature on populism – discussed in Chapter 1 – suffices to show that it is full of references to the evanescence of the concept and the imprecision of its limits. My attempt has not been to find the true referent of populism, but to do the opposite: to show that populism has no referential unity because it is ascribed not to a delimitable phenomenon but to a social logic whose effects cut across many phenomena. Populism is, quite simply, a way of constructing the political.

There are many people who, through their work or through personal conversations over the years, have contributed to shaping my view on these subjects. I will not attempt to list them – any list will always necessarily be incomplete. I have recognized the most important intellectual debts through my quotations in the text. There are a few people, however, who cannot be omitted. There are two contexts within which these ideas have been discussed over the years and which were particularly fruitful for the development of my thought: one is the doctoral seminar on Ideology and Discourse Analysis at the University of Essex, organized by Aletta Norval, David Howarth and Jason Glynos; the other is the graduate seminar on Rhetoric, Psychoanalysis and Politics at the Department of Comparative Literature, State University of New York at Buffalo, which I organized together with my colleague Joan Copjec. My other two main expressions of gratitude go to Chantal Mouffe, whose encouragement and commentaries on my text have been a constant source of stimulus for my work; and to Noreen Harburt, from the Centre for Theoretical Studies, University of Essex, whose technical skills in giving shape to my manuscript have proved – on this occasion, as in numerous others – invaluable. I also want to thank my copy editor, Gillian Beaumont, for her extremely efficient work in improving the English of my manuscript and for her several very useful editorial comments.

Evanston, November 2004




Part I

THE DENIGRATION OF THE MASSES




1

Populism: Ambiguities and Paradoxes

Populism, as a category of political analysis, confronts us with rather idiosyncratic problems. On the one hand it is a recurrent notion, one which is not only in widespread use – being part of the description of a large variety of political movements – but also one which tries to capture something about the latter which is quite central. Midway between the descriptive and the normative, ‘populism’ intends to grasp something crucially significant about the political and ideological realities to which it refers. The apparent vagueness of the concept is not translated into any doubt concerning the importance of its attributive function. We are far from clear, however, about the content of that attribution. A persistent feature of the literature on populism is its reluctance – or difficulty – in giving the concept any precise meaning. Notional clarity – let alone definition – is conspicuously absent from this domain. Most of the time, conceptual apprehension is replaced by appeals to a non-verbalized intuition, or by descriptive enumerations of a variety of ‘relevant features’ – a relevance which is undermined, in the very gesture which asserts it, by reference to a proliferation of exceptions. Here is a typical example of an intellectual strategy dealing with ‘populism’ in the existing literature:

Populism itself tends to deny any identification with or classification into the Right/Left dichotomy. It is a multiclass movement, although not all multiclass movements may be considered populist. Populism probably defies any comprehensive definition. Leaving aside this problem for the moment, populism usually includes contrasting components such as a claim for equality of political rights and universal participation for the common people, but fused with some sort of authoritarianism often under charismatic leadership. It also includes socialist demands (or at least a claim for social justice), vigorous defense of small property, strong nationalist components, and denial of the importance of class. It is accompanied with the affirmation of the rights of the common people as against the privileged interest groups, usually considered inimical to the people and the nation. Any of these elements may be stressed according to cultural and social conditions, but they are all present in most populist movements.1

The reader will not find any difficulty in extending Germani’s list of relevant features or, on the contrary, finding populist movements where several of them are missing. In that case, the only thing we are left with is the impossibility of defining the term – not a very satisfactory situation as far as social analysis is concerned.

I would like, right from the beginning, to advance a hypothesis which will guide our theoretical exploration: that the impasse that Political Theory experiences in relation to populism is far from accidental, for it is rooted in the limitation of the ontological tools currently available to political analysis; that ‘populism’, as the locus of a theoretical stumbling block, reflects some of the limits inherent in the ways in which Political Theory has approached the question of how social agents ‘totalize’ the ensemble of their political experience. To develop this hypothesis, I shall start by considering some of the attempts, in the current literature, to deal with the apparent intractability of the question of populism. I shall take as examples the early work of Margaret Canovan,2 and some of the essays in a well-known book on the subject edited by Ghita Ionescu and Ernest Gellner.3

Impasses in the literature on populism

Given the ‘vagueness’ of the concept of populism and the multiplicity of phenomena which have been subsumed under this label, one would think that a first possible intellectual strategy would be not to try to go beyond the multiplicity itself – that is, to stay within it, to analyse the gamut of empirical cases that it embraces, and to derive whatever conclusions are possible from a limited and descriptive comparison between them. This is what Canovan tries to do in her work, which covers phenomena as disparate as American populism, the Russian narodniki, the European agrarian movements of the aftermath of the First World War, Social Credit in Alberta and Peronism in Argentina (among others).

It is important to concentrate for a moment on the way Canovan deals with this diversity (that is, how she tries to master it through a typology) and on the conclusions that she derives from it. Canovan is perfectly aware of the true dimensions of the diversity, which are revealed, to start with, in the plurality of definitions of populism to be found in the literature. This is the list she provides:

1.‘The socialism which [emerges] in backward peasant countries facing the problems of modernisation.’

2.‘Basically the ideology of small rural people threatened by encroaching industrial and financial capital.’

3.‘Basically … a rural movement seeking to realise traditional values in a changing society.’

4.‘The belief that the majority opinion of the people is checked by an elitist minority.’

5.‘Any creed or movement based on the following major premise: virtue resides in the simple people, who are the overwhelming majority, and in their collective traditions.’

6.‘Populism proclaims that the will of the people as such is supreme over every other standard.’

7.‘A political movement which enjoys the support of the mass of the urban working class and/or peasantry but which does not result from the autonomous organizational power of either of these two sectors.’4

Confronted with such a variety, Canovan finds it important to distinguish between an agrarian populism and one which is not necessarily rural but essentially political, and based on the relation between ‘the people’ and the elites. Taking this distinction as a starting point, she draws the following typology:

Agrarian populisms

1.farmers’ radicalism (eg. the US People’s Party)

2.peasant movements (eg. The Eastern European Green Rising)

3.intellectual agrarian socialism (eg. the narodniki)

Political populisms

4.populist dictatorship (eg. Perón)

5.populist democracy (ie. calls for referendums and ‘participation’)

6.reactionary populisms (eg. George Wallace and his followers)

7.politicians’ populism (ie. broad non ideological coalition-building that draws on the unificatory appeal of ‘the people’)5

The first thing to note is that this typology lacks any coherent criterion around which its distinctions are established. In what sense are agrarian populisms not political? And what is the relationship between the social and political aspects of the ‘political’ populisms which bring about a model of political mobilization that is different from the agrarian one? Everything happens as if Canovan had simply chosen the impressionistically more visible features of a series of movements taken at random, and moulded her distinctive types on their differences. But this hardly constitutes a typology worth the name. What does guarantee that the categories are exclusive and do not overlap with each other (which, as a matter of fact, is exactly what happens, as Canovan herself recognizes)?

It could perhaps be argued that what Canovan is providing is not a typology, in the strong sense of the term, but, rather, a map of the linguistic dispersion that has governed the uses of the term ‘populism’. Her allusion to Wittgenstein’s ‘family resemblances’ would seem, to some extent, to point in this direction. But even if this is the case, the logics governing that dispersion require far more precision than Canovan provides. It is not necessary that the features constituting a populist syndrome be reduced to a logically unified model, but at least we should be able to understand what are the family resemblances which, in each case, have governed the circulation of the concept. Canovan, for instance, points out that the populist movement in the USA was not only a farmers’ agrarian movement but also had ‘a prominent political aspect as a grass-root revolt against the elite or plutocrats, politicians and experts’6 inspired by Jacksonian democracy. Now, is she not telling us, in that case, that the reason we should call that movement ‘populist’ is to be found not in its (agrarian) social base but in an inflection of that base by a particular political logic – a political logic which is present in movements which are, socially speaking, quite heterogeneous?

At various points in her analysis, Canovan is on the brink of attributing the specificity of populism to the political logics organizing any social content rather than to the contents themselves. Thus, for instance, she asserts that the two features universally present in populism are the appeal to the people and anti-elitism.7 She goes so far as to remark that neither feature can be permanently ascribed to any particular social or political (ideological) content. This, one would have thought, would open the way to a determination of both features in terms of political logics rather than social contents. Nothing of the kind happens, however, for Canovan finds in that lack of social determinacy a drawback that considerably reduces the usefulness of the categories corresponding to her two universally present features. Thus: ‘exaltation of this ambiguous “people” can take a variety of forms. Since it embraces everything from the cynical manipulations of the Peronist rhetoric to the humble self-abasement of the narodniki, it does not give much definition to the concept of populism.’8 And the situation is only marginally better in the case of anti-elitism.9

If Canovan’s analysis none the less has the merit of not trying to eliminate the multiplicity of forms that populism has historically taken – and, in this sense, avoids the worst kind of reductionism – most of the literature in the field has not resisted the temptation of ascribing to populism some particular social content. Donald MacRae, for instance, writes:

But surely we will automatically and correctly use the term populist when, under the threat of some kind of modernization, industrialism, call it what you will, a predominantly agricultural segment of society asserts as its charter of political action its belief in a community and (usually) a Volk as uniquely virtuous, it is egalitarian and against all and any élite, looks to a mythical past to regenerate the present and confounds usurpation and alien conspiracy, refuses to accept any doctrine of social, political or historical inevitability and, in consequence, turns to belief in an instant, imminent apocalypse mediated by the charisma of heroic leaders and legislators – a kind of new Lycurgus. If with all this we find a movement of short-term association for political ends to be achieved by state intervention but not a real, serious political party, then populism is present in its most typical form.10

It comes as no surprise that, after such a detailed description of true populism, MacRae finds some difficulties in applying his category to ‘actually existing’ populisms. As a result, he has to accept that contemporary populisms have little in common with his ideal model:

The populism of the late twentieth century has not, I think, to a very important degree been communicated from either Russia or America. Rather have items of the European thought world been independently spread and re-combined to form various indigenous populisms. In these certain of the ambiguities of the older populisms have been compounded with both primitivist and progressivist elements. Race (cf. Négritude) and religion (especially Islam, but also Buddhism, millenarian Christianity and Hinduism) have been added to the mix of archaic virtue and exemplary personality. Agrarian primitivism is a diminished force – though in India it appears to flourish. Conspiracy and usurpation are conflated in the various theories about neo-colonialism and the actions of the CIA. The ‘asymmetry of civic principles’ has become the norm of populist ‘direct action’. Spontaneity and integrity are praised, but now they are particularly identified with the young, so that the ideal youth (a familiar figure in myth) has largely replaced the yeoman and the untutored peasant as a cult personality. Modern Marxism in its lurch towards the ‘young Marx’ has become populistic. There is populism in the consensual concerns and the diffuse a-politicism of the ‘New Left’.11

The problem with this chaotic enumeration is, of course, that the movements alluded to above have few or none of the features of populism as defined in MacRae’s essay. If they are none the less called populist, it is because they are supposed to share something with classical populism, but as to the nature of this something, we are left entirely in the dark.

This is a general characteristic of the literature on populism: the more determinations are included in the general concept, the less that concept is able to hegemonize the concrete analyses. An extreme example is Peter Wiles’s essay ‘A Syndrome, not a Doctrine’.12 The concept of populism is elaborated in great detail: twenty-four features which cover a large variety of dimensions, ranging from its not being revolutionary and its opposition to class war, to its adoption of the small co-operative as an economic ideal type, and its being religious, but opposed to the religious establishment. Unsurprisingly, Wiles cannot do otherwise than devote the second part of his essay to the analysis of the exceptions. These are so abundant that one starts to wonder if there is a single political movement which presents all twenty-four features of Wiles’s model. He does not even deprive himself of self-contradiction. Thus, we are given notice on page 176 that ‘It is also difficult for populism to be proletarian. Traditional thinking is less common among proletarians than artisans. Their work is subject to large-scale discipline, which in fact contradicts the major premise.’

Two pages later, however, we are told that ‘Socialism is much more distant than fascism; as can be seen from those quintessential socialists Marx, the Webbs and Stalin. But Lenin admitted a large influx of Narodnik and indeed populism in ideas and manners. He has been followed by other communists, notably Aldo [sic!] Gramsci and Mao Tse-Tung.’ One wonders what else Lenin and Gramsci were doing but trying to build up a proletarian hegemony.

The sheer absurdity of Wiles’s exercise is revealed even more clearly when he tries to list the movements that he considers to be populistic: ‘These people and movements, then, are populist, and have much in common: the Levellers; the Diggers; the Chartists (Moral and Physical Force); the Narodniki; the US populists; the Socialist-Revolutionaries; Gandhi; Sinn Fein; the Iron Guard; Social Credit in Alberta; Cárdenas; Haya de la Torre; the CCF in Saskatchewan; Poujade; Belaúnde, Nyerere.’13 We are not told anything, of course, about that ‘much in common’ that these leaders and movements are supposed to have – a minimal acquaintance with them is enough to tell us that it cannot, anyway, be the syndrome described at the beginning of Wiles’s essay. So his final remark – ‘(n)o historian can neglect the concept [of populism] as a tool of understanding’ – invites the melancholic commentary that in order to neglect a concept, one needs to have it in the first place.

In all the texts considered so far, what is specific about populism – its defining dimension – has been systematically avoided. We should start asking ourselves whether the reason for this systematicity does not perhaps lie in some unformulated political prejudices guiding the mind of political analysts. In a moment I shall indicate that the main merit of Peter Worsley’s contribution to the debate has been to start moving away from those presuppositions. Before that, however, I should say something about the presuppositions themselves; this I can do by referring to another essay in the Ionescu and Gellner volume: Kenneth Minogue’s on ‘Populism as a Political Movement’.14

There are two distinctions on which Minogue grounds his analysis. The first is the distinction between rhetoric and ideology: ‘We must distinguish carefully between the rhetoric used by members of a movement – which may be randomly plagiarized from anywhere according to the needs of the movement and the ideology which expresses the deeper current of the movement.’15 The second is the distinction between a movement and its ideology. Although Minogue is by no means consistent in his use of these distinctions, it is clear that there is, for him, a normative gradation, the lowest level being ascribed to rhetoric and the higher to the movement, with ideology remaining in an uneasy intermediate situation between being part of the institutionalized forms of the movement and degenerating into mere rhetoric. The latter is the manifest destiny of populism, which is an essentially transient political formation. Speaking of American populism, Minogue asserts:

Here then, we have a movement with two significant characteristics: it disappeared very fast once conditions changed, and its ideology was a patchwork quilt of borrowed elements; indeed, to press hard on the terminology used in section I, it didn’t have an ideology in any serious sense, merely a rhetoric. It did not put down deep roots, because there was little to grow at all – merely a hastily constructed rationalisation of difficult times, which could be abandoned once things improved.16

And this is what he has to say about Third World ideologies:

By contrast with established European ideologies, these beliefs have the look of umbrellas hoisted according to the exigencies of the moment but disposable without regret as circumstances change. And this seems entirely sensible as a reaction to the alternation of despair and hope which the peripheral poor of an industrialised world must experience. They cannot afford to be doctrinaire; pragmatism must be the single thread of their behaviour.… I think, then, that we may legitimately rationalise the growing tendency to use the term ‘populism’ to cover many and various movements as a recognition of this particular character of political ideas in the modern world. Populism is a type of movement found among those aware of belonging to the poor periphery of an industrial system; in this sense, it may be taken as a reaction to industrialism. But it is a reaction of those whose profoundest impulse may often be to industrialise: it is only if you cannot join them (and until you can) that you attack them. And it is this ambivalence which accounts for the intellectual emptiness of populist movements.17

Let us concentrate on these distinctions, and on the intellectual strategies which ground them. ‘Ideology’ can be considered as distinct from the rhetoric involved in political action only if rhetoric is understood as a pure adornment of language which in no way affects the contents transmitted by it. This is the most classical conception of rhetoric, grounded in its differentiation from logic. The sociological equivalent of that to which rhetoric is opposed is a notion of social actors as constituted around well-defined interests and rationally negotiating with an external milieu. For such a vision of society, the image of social agents whose identities are constituted around diffuse populist symbols can only be an expression of irrationality. The ethical denigration that Minogue’s essay reflects is in fact shared by a great deal of the literature on populism. What happens, however, if the field of logic fails to constitute itself as a closed order, and rhetorical devices are necessary to bring about that closure? In that case, the rhetorical devices themselves – metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, catachresis – become instruments of an expanded social rationality, and we are no longer able to dismiss an ideological interpellation as merely rhetorical. So the imprecision and emptiness of populist political symbols cannot be dismissed so easily: everything depends on the performative act that such an emptiness brings about. About American populists, for instance, Minogue asserts:

The American populists seem to have been responding, most immediately, to the concrete situation of rural poverty and low prices for what they produced.… The point is that any movement will select its enemies with an eye to the acquisition of allies; and to proclaim that they were reacting to ‘industrial America’ gave populists the possibility of alliance with other non-populist groups in American society such as city liberals and urban socialists and anarchists.18

But obviously, if through rhetorical operations they managed to constitute broad popular identities which cut across many sectors of the population, they actually constituted populist subjects, and there is no point in dismissing this as mere rhetoric. Far from being a parasite of ideology, rhetoric would actually be the anatomy of the ideological world.

The same can be said of the distinction between ‘ideology’ and ‘movement’, which is crucial to Minogue’s argument – he warns us against the danger, for the student of a movement, of ‘surrendering to its ideology’.19 How, however, do we separate ideology from movement so strictly? The distinction itself evokes only too clearly an old differentiation between ideas in people’s heads and actions in which they participate. But this distinction is untenable. Since Wittgenstein, we know that language games comprise both linguistic exchanges and actions in which they are embedded, and speech-act theory has put on a new footing the study of the discursive sequences constituting social institutionalized life. It is in that sense that Chantal Mouffe and I have defined discourses as structured totalities articulating both linguistic and non-linguistic elements.20 From this point of view, the distinction between a movement and its ideology is not only hopeless, but also irrelevant – what matters is the determination of the discursive sequences through which a social force or movement carries out its overall political performance.

It is evident that my objective in questioning Minogue’s distinctions – which are just examples of widespread attitudes in relation to populism – has been, to a large extent, to invert the analytical perspective: instead of starting with a model of political rationality which sees populism in terms of what it lacks – its vagueness, its ideological emptiness, its anti-intellectualism, its transitory character – to enlarge the model or rationality in terms of a generalized rhetoric (what, as we shall see, can be called ‘hegemony’) so that populism appears as a distinctive and always present possibility of structuration of political life. An approach to populism in terms of abnormality, deviance or manipulation is strictly incompatible with our theoretical strategy.

This is why I find Peter Worsley’s essay ‘The Concept of Populism’21 particularly refreshing. Although his intervention stops short of moving from a mainly descriptive exercise to one that attempts to apprehend the specificity of populism conceptually, all the incipient noises that he makes in that direction are, I think, fundamentally sound. Three of these moves are particularly promising.

1. He moves from the mere analysis of the content of ideas to the role that they play in a particular cultural context – a role which modifies not only their uses but also their very intellectual content.

It is suggested here, per contra, that ideas, in the process of becoming absorbed into successive cultural contexts, different from those in which they were engendered or have hitherto flourished, not only assume a different sociological significance in so far as they will be differently used by being incorporated within new frameworks of action, but will be also modified qua ideas, since they must necessarily be articulated with other psychic furniture: pre-existing ‘interests’, cognitive elements and structures, effectual dispositions, etc., which are all part of the receiving milieu. The ‘original’ ideas must intrinsically, therefore, be modified in the process and become different ideas.22

Now, this is quite important. The task is not so much to compare systems of ideas qua ideas as to explore their performative dimensions. Populism’s relative ideological simplicity and emptiness, for instance, which is in most cases the prelude to its elitist dismissal, should be approached in terms of what those processes of simplification and emptying attempt to perform – that is to say, the social rationality they express.

2. Worsley sees populism not as a type of organization or ideology to be compared with other types such as liberalism, conservatism, communism or socialism, but as a dimension of political culture which can be present in movements of quite different ideological sign:

The populist syndrome … is much wider than its particular manifestation in the form or context of any particular policy, or of any particular kind of overall ideological system or type of polity: democracy, totalitarianism, etc. This suggests that populism is better regarded as an emphasis, a dimension of political culture in general, not simply as a particular kind of overall ideological system or type of organisation. Of course, as with all ideal types, it may be very closely approximated to by some political cultures and structures, such as those hitherto labelled ‘populist’.23

This move is crucial. For if Worsley is correct – as I think he is – then the inanity of the whole exercise of trying to identify the universal contents of populism becomes evident: as we have seen, it has repeatedly led to attempts to identify the social base of populism – only to find out a moment later that one cannot but continue calling ‘populist’ movements with entirely disparate social bases. But, of course, if one tries to avoid this pitfall by identifying populism with a dimension that cuts across ideological and social differences, one is burdened with the task of specifying what that dimension is – something Worsley does not really do, at least in a sufficient and convincing way.

3. These two departures from the classical approach allow Worsley to make a set of other potentially fruitful moves. I shall mention just two. The first is the assertion that, for Third World populisms: ‘socio-economic classes are not the crucial social entities that they are in developed countries.… The class struggle is therefore an irrelevant conception.’24

Worsley is, of course, referring to Third World ideologies, not giving his own opinion. However, his critical analysis concerning the limits of Lenin’s conception of the overlapping, in the Russian peasantry, of socio-economic distinctions and socio-political solidarities suggests that when he discusses the rejection of class struggle by Third World populism he is not just giving an ethnographic account of some form of ‘false consciousness’, but pointing to a real difficulty in generalizing ‘class struggle’ as a universal motto of political mobilization.

The second move is his effort to avoid any easy reductionist attempt at seeing a spurious dimension of manipulation as necessarily constitutive of populism. He asserts:

It would be desirable … to alter part of Shils’s definition of populism so that – without eliminating ‘pseudo-participation’ (demagogy, ‘government by television, etc.) – we could also include, and distinguish, genuine and effective popular participation. ‘Populism’, then, would refer not only to ‘direct’ relationships between people and leadership (which must, inevitably, in any complex, large-scale society, be predominantly sheer mystification or symbolism), but, more widely, to popular participation in general (including pseudo-participation).25

This also is important, for it makes possible the elimination from the analysis of populism of any necessary attitude of ethical condemnation – an attitude which, as we have seen, has been at the root of many apparently ‘objective’ analyses.

Searching for an alternative approach

From this rapid and obviously incomplete exploration of the literature, we can now move on to the search for an alternative perspective which attempts to avoid the blind alleys described above. To do this, we must start by questioning – in some cases inverting – the basic presuppositions of the analysis which has led to them. Two basic points should be taken into account.

1. We have, in the first place, to ask ourselves whether the impossibility (or near impossibility) of defining populism does not result from describing it in such a way that any conceptual apprehension of the kind of rationality inherent to its political logic has been excluded a priori. I think that this is actually the case. If populism is described merely in terms of ‘vagueness’, ‘imprecision’, ‘intellectual poverty’, purely ‘transient’ as a phenomenon, ‘manipulative’ in its procedures, and so on, there is no way of determining its differentia specifica in positive terms. The whole exercise seems to aim, on the contrary, at separating what is rational and conceptually apprehensible in political action from its dichotomic opposite: a populism conceived as irrational and undefinable. Once this strategic intellectual decision has been taken, it is only natural that the question ‘what is populism?’ should be replaced by a different one: ‘to what social and ideological reality does populism apply?’ Having been deprived of all intrinsic rationality, the explanans can only be entirely external to the explanandum. But, since applying a category is still to assume that there is some kind of external link that justifies the application, the question is usually replaced by a third one: ‘of what social reality or situation is populism the expression?’ At this stage, populism is truly relegated to a mere epiphenomenal level. For this approach, there is nothing in the populist form which requires explanation – the question ‘why could some political alternatives or aims be expressed only through populist means?’ does not even arise. The only thing we are talking about are the social contents (class or other sectorial interests) which populism expresses, while we are left in the dark as to why that form of expression is necessary. We are in a similar situation to that described by Marx in relation to the theory of value in classical Political Economy: it was able to show that labour is the substance of value, but not to explain why this underlying substance expresses itself under the form of an exchange of equivalents. At this point we are usually left with the unpalatable alternatives that we have reviewed: either to restrict populism to one of its historical variants, or to attempt a general definition which will always be too narrow. In the latter case, authors normally turn to the self-defeating exercise referred to above: listing under the label ‘populism’ a series of quite disparate movements, while not saying anything about what the meaning of that label would be.

2. A first step away from this discursive denigration of populism is not, however, to question the categories used in its description – ‘vagueness’, ‘imprecision’, and so on – but to take them at face value while rejecting the prejudices which are at the root of their dismissal. That is: instead of counterposing ‘vagueness’ to a mature political logic governed by a high degree of precise institutional determination, we should start asking ourselves a different and more basic set of questions: ‘is not the “vagueness” of populist discourses the consequence of social reality itself being, in some situations, vague and undetermined?’ And in that case, ‘wouldn’t populism be, rather than a clumsy political and ideological operation, a performative act endowed with a rationality of its own – that is to say, in some situations, vagueness is a precondition to constructing relevant political meanings?’ Finally, ‘is populism really a transitional moment derived from the immaturity of social actors and bound to be superseded at a later stage, or is it, rather, a constant dimension of political action which necessarily arises (in different degrees) in all political discourses, subverting and complicating the operations of the so-called “more mature” ideologies?’ Let us give an example.

Populism, it is argued, ‘simplifies’ the political space, replacing a complex set of differences and determinations by a stark dichotomy whose two poles are necessarily imprecise. In 1945, for instance, General Perón took a nationalistic stand and asserted that the Argentinian option was to choose between Braden (the American ambassador) and Perón. And, as is well known, this personalized alternative features in other discourses through dichotomies such as the people versus the oligarchy, toiling masses versus exploiters, and so on. As we can see, there is in these dichotomies, as in those which constitute any politico-ideological frontier, a simplification of the political space (all social singularities tend to group themselves around one or the other of the poles of the dichotomy), and the terms designating both poles have necessarily to be imprecise (otherwise they could not cover all the particularities that they are supposed to regroup). If things are so, however, is not this logic of simplification, and of making some terms imprecise, the very condition of political action? Only in an impossible world in which politics would have been entirely replaced by administration, in which piecemeal engineering in dealing with particularized differences would have totally done away with antagonistic dichotomies, would we find that ‘imprecision’ and ‘simplification’ would really have been eradicated from the public sphere. In that case, however, the trademark of populism would be just the special emphasis on a political logic which, as such, is a necessary ingredient of politics tout court.

Another way of dismissing populism, as we have seen, is to relegate it to ‘mere rhetoric’. But, as we have also pointed out, the tropological movement, far from being a mere adornment of a social reality which could be described in non-rhetorical terms, can be seen as the very logic of constitution of political identities. Let us just take the case of metaphor. As we know, metaphor establishes a relation of substitution between terms on the basis of the principle of analogy. Now, as I have just said, in any dichotomic structure, a set of particular identities or interests tend to regroup themselves as equivalential differences around one of the poles of the dichotomy. For instance, the wrongs experienced by various sections of ‘the people’ will be seen as equivalent to each other vis-à-vis the ‘oligarchy’. But this is simply to say that they are all analogous with each other in their confrontation with oligarchic power. And what is this but a metaphorical reaggregation? Needless to say, the breaking of those equivalences in the construction of a more institutionalist discourse would proceed through different but equally rhetorical devices. So far from these devices being mere rhetoric, they are inherent in the logics presiding over the constitution and dissolution of any political space.

So we can say that progress in understanding populism requires, as a sine qua non, rescuing it from its marginal position within the discourse of the social sciences – the latter having confined it to the realm of the non-thinkable, to being the simple opposite of political forms dignified with the status of a full rationality. I should stress that this relegation has been possible only because, from the very beginning, a strong element of ethical condemnation has been present in the consideration of populistic movements. Populism has not only been demoted: it has also been denigrated. Its dismissal has been part of the discursive construction of a certain normality, of an ascetic political universe from which its dangerous logics had to be excluded. In this respect, however, the basic strategies of the anti-populist onslaught are inscribed in another, wider debate, which was the grande peur of the nineteenth-century social sciences: the whole discussion concerning ‘mass psychology’. This debate, which is paradigmatic for our theme, can to a large extent be seen as the history of the constitution and dissolution of a social frontier separating the normal from the pathological. It was in the course of this discussion that a set of distinctions and oppositions were established that were going to operate as a matrix out of which a whole perspective concerning ‘aberrant’ political phenomena – populism included – was organized. The consideration of this matrix will be my starting point. I shall begin with the analysis of a classical text which was at the epicentre of this intellectual history: Gustave Le Bon’s The Crowd.
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Le Bon: Suggestion and Distorted Representations

Gustave Le Bon’s famous book The Crowd1 is located at an intellectual crossroads. In one sense, it is an extreme version of the way the nineteenth century addressed the new phenomena of mass psychology as belonging to the pathological realm; however, it no longer considers such phenomena as contingent aberrations destined to disappear: they have become permanent features of modern society. As such, they cannot be dismissed and summarily condemned, but have to become the objects of a new technology of power: ‘Crowds are somewhat like the sphinx of ancient fable: it is necessary to arrive at a solution of the problems offered by their psychology or to resign ourselves to being devoured by them.’2 In order to carry out this scientific endeavour, Le Bon drew the most systematic picture of mass psychology which had yet been offered – a picture which met with instantaneous and lasting success, and was admired by many people (Freud among them). The keynote of his analysis was the notion of ‘suggestion’, to which we will return later. Our point of departure, however, will be the consideration of how suggestion operates, according to Le Bon, in a limited terrain, that of ‘images, words and formulas’, because here he touches a set of issues which will be crucial to my discussion of populism in Part II of this book.

For Le Bon, the key to the influence that words exercise in the formation of a crowd is to be found in the images that those words evoke quite independently of their signification.

The power of words is bound up with the images they evoke, and is quite independent of their real significance. Words whose sense is the most ill-defined are sometimes those that possess the most influence. Such, for example are the terms democracy, socialism, equality, liberty, etc., whose meaning is so vague that bulky volumes do not suffice to fix it precisely. Yet it is certain that a truly magical power is attached to those short syllables, as if they contained the solution of all problems. They synthesise the most diverse unconscious aspirations and the hope of their realisation.3

In contemporary theoretical terms we could say that Le Bon is making allusion here to two well-known phenomena: the unfixity of the relation between signifier and signified (in Le Bon’s terms: the relation between words and images) and the process of overdetermination by which a particular word condenses around itself a plurality of meanings. For Le Bon, however, this association of images is not an essential component of language as such, but a perversion of it: words have a true significance which is incompatible with the function of synthesizing a plurality of unconscious aspirations. A strong frontier separating what language truly is from its perversion by the crowd is the unquestioned presupposition of his entire analysis.

Given the arbitrariness of the association between words and images, any rationality is excluded from their mutual articulation:

Reason and arguments are incapable of combating certain words and formulas. They are uttered with solemnity in the presence of crowds and as soon as they have been pronounced an expression of respect is visible on every countenance, and all heads are bowed. By many they are considered as natural forces, as supernatural powers. They evoke grandiose and vague images in men’s minds, but this very vagueness that wraps them in obscurity augments their mysterious power.… All words and all formulas do not possess the power of evoking images, while there are some which have once had this power, but lost it in the course of use, and cease to waken any response in the mind. They have become vain sounds, whose principal utility is to relieve the person who employs them of the obligation of thinking.4

Here we see the limits of the explanation that Le Bon thinks it necessary to provide: his analysis does not try to detect (as Freud’s will) the inner logic governing the association between words and images, only to describe its differences from a rationality conceived in terms of a purely denotative signification.

Since the association between words and images is entirely arbitrary, it varies from time to time and from country to country:

If any particular language be studied, it is seen that the words of which it is composed change rather slowly in the course of the ages, while the images these words evoke or the meaning attached to them change ceaselessly.… [I]t is precisely the words most often employed by the masses which among different peoples possess the most different meanings. Such is the case, for instance, with the words ‘democracy’ and ‘socialism’ in such a frequent use nowadays.5

And from there Le Bon, as a true new Machiavelli, gives a piece of advice to politicians: ‘One of the most essential functions of statesmen consists, then, in baptising with popular or, at any rate, indifferent words things the crowd cannot endure under their old names. The power of words is so great that it suffices to designate in well-chosen terms the most odious things to make them acceptable to the crowds’.6

For Le Bon, there is a clear connection between this words/images dialectic and the emergence of illusions, which are the very terrain on which the crowd’s discourse is constituted:

as they [the masses] must have their illusions at all costs, they turn instinctively, as the insect seeks the light, to the rhetoricians who accord them what they want. No truth, but error has always been the chief factor in the evolution of nations, and the reason why socialism is so powerful today is that it constitutes the last illusion that is still vital.… The masses have never thirsted after truth. They turn aside from evidence that is not to their taste, preferring to deify error, if error seduces them.7

The dissociation between the ‘true signification’ of words and the images they evoke requires some rhetorical devices to make it possible. According to Le Bon, there are three such devices: affirmation, repetition and contagion. ‘Affirmation pure and simple, kept free of all reasoning and all proof, is one of the surest means of making an idea enter the mind of the crowds. The conciser an affirmation, the more destitute of every appearance of proof and demonstration, the more weight it carries.’8 As for repetition, its ‘power is due to the fact that the repeated statement is embedded in the long run in those profound regions of our unconscious selves in which the motives of our actions are forged. At the end of a certain time, we have forgotten who is the author of the repeated assertion, and we finish by believing it.’9 Finally, contagion:

Ideas, sentiments, emotions and beliefs possess in crowds a contagious power as intense as that of microbes. This phenomenon is very natural, since it is observed even in animals when they are together in number.… In the case of men collected in a crowd all emotions are very rapidly contagious, which explains the suddenness of panics. Brain disorders, like madness, are themselves contagious. The frequency of madness among doctors who are specialists for the mad is notorious. Indeed, forms of madness have recently been cited – agoraphobia, for instance – which are communicable from men to animals.10

At this point, we should distinguish the descriptive validity of the features of mass psychology enumerated by Le Bon from the normative judgements with which those features are associated in his discourse. The unfixity of the relationship between words and images is the very precondition of any discursive operation which is politically meaningful. From this point of view, Le Bon’s remarks are penetrating and enlightening. What, however, about the distinction between the true significance of a term and the images contingently associated with it? That distinction corresponds, broadly speaking, with the distinction between denotation and connotation – one that contemporary semiology has increasingly put into question. In order to have a one-to-one correspondence between signifier and signified, language would need to have the structure of a nomenclature – something which would go against the basic linguistic principle, formulated by Saussure, that in language there are no positive terms, only differences. Language is organized around two poles, the paradigmatic (which Saussure called associative) and the syntagmatic. This means that the associative trends systematically subvert the very possibility of a purely denotative meaning. To take some of the examples given by Saussure: there is in language a tendency towards the regularization of its forms. To the nominative Latin word ‘orator’ corresponds the genitive ‘oratoris’, while to the nominative ‘honos’ corresponds the genitive ‘honoris’. But the tendency towards the regularization of linguistic forms makes all words that end with ‘r’ in the nominative end with ‘ris’ in the genitive, so that at a more advanced stage in the evolution of Latin, ‘honos’ is replaced by ‘honor’. These associative rules regularizing linguistic forms even create, in some cases, entirely new words. This is the rule that Saussure called the quatrième proportionelle: to réaction corresponds, as an adjective, réactionnaire and, by analogy, répression leads to répressionnaire, which is a term which did not originally exist in French.11

What is most important for our purpose is to stress the fact that this associative process does not operate only at the grammatical level – which was the level primarily studied by Saussure – but also at the semantic one. In actual fact, both levels constantly cross each other, and lead to associations which can advance in a variety of directions. This is the process that psychoanalysis essentially explores. In Freud’s study of the Rat Man, for instance, ‘rat’ becomes associated with ‘penis’, because rats spread venereal diseases. In this case the association operates primarily at the level of the signified. But in other cases the association results originally from the similitude of words (what Freud called ‘verbal bridges’): ‘ratten’ in German means ‘instalments’, thus money is brought into the Rat complex; and ‘spielratten’ means gambling and the father of the Rat Man had incurred gambling debts and was thus also associated with the complex.12 As we can see, it is a completely secondary matter whether the association starts at the level of the signifier or that of the signified: whichever is the case, the consequences will be felt at both levels and will be translated into a displacement of the relationship signifier/signified.

Since this is the way things are, we cannot simply differentiate the ‘true’ meaning of a term (which would necessarily be permanent) from a series of images connotatively associated with it, for the associative networks are an integral part of the very structure of language. This assertion certainly does not deprive of their specific characteristics the kind of associations to which Le Bon refers; it implies, however, that this specificity should be located within the context of a larger set of associations, differentiated from each other in terms of their type of performativity. The mistake is to present those associations as perversions of a language whose true meaning would require only syntagmatic combinations.

This is most evident when we consider the three ‘rhetorical devices’ described by Le Bon as the means of bringing about the dissociation between true signification and evoked meaning. In each case, Le Bon’s thesis can be sustained only by considerably simplifying the performative operation that the devices are supposed to carry out. Let us consider them one by one. Affirmation: for Le Bon, this is an illegitimate operation whose only function is to break the link between what is affirmed and any reasoning that would support it. For him, to assert something beyond the possibility of rational proof can only be some form of lying. Is this so, however? Should we conceive of social interaction as a terrain on which there are no affirmations that are not grounded? What if an affirmation is the appeal to recognize something which is present in everybody’s experience, but cannot be formalized within the existing dominant social languages? Can such an affirmation – which would be, as in Saint Paul, ‘madness for the Greeks and scandal for the Heathen’ – be reduced to a lie because it is incommensurable with the existing forms of social rationality? Patently not. To assert something beyond any proof could be a first stage in the emergence of a truth which can be affirmed only by breaking with the coherence of the existing discourses. Of course, the case to which Le Bon refers – affirmation without proof as a way of lying – is not an impossible one, but it is only one instance within a series of other possibilities which he does not even consider.

We can say the same about repetition.
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