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Abstract

As one of the most visible aspects of political life in recent years, the populist
rises imply the ‘crisis of representation’ that means the existing institutional
mechanism of representative democracy is ineffective in representing the
variety of social demands. In accordance with the liberal democratic approach,
while this situation, warns of the mass society revivaland new versions of
authoritarianism, the radical democratic approach considers it to the
possibility of retrieve democracy.

Which variables determine the contending evaluations of populism impacton
democracy? The present paper presupposes that the contending evaluations
are driven by different conceptions of principal constituent of democracy (rule
of law or general will?) and the populism entity (a manner of governance or a
movement constructing collective will?). Given the postulates of the
contending democratic theories (liberal and radical), the paper hypothesizes
that evaluating the effects of populism on democracy depends on the way of
interaction of some variables: a)the content of the populist discourse
(egalitarian articulation of plural demands or discriminatory one?); b) the
context in which the populist movement arises (democratic structure of
opportunity or authoritarian one?) c¢) the mutual strategy of political actors
whether from opposition or in position ones (the connection between street
politics and institutional one or disconnection?). Taking advantage of the
contending democratic theories (liberal and radical) in a combinative
theoretical framework, the paper attempts to justify the hypothesis by
highlighting the fact that both democratic theories are built on one aspect of
the conception of democratic order.

Marking the elements such as individual subjectivity, rationality, the rule of
law, pluralism, etc. as characteristics of the democratic order, a liberal
democratic approach considers populist popular and exclusionary (i.e.,
determined by populists’ particular definition of the people) orientation as a
threat to democracy. It is because of the such orientation restricts public
debates and leads to weakening democratic institutions, the opposition’s
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rights, and the plurality of society. On the contrary, the radical democratic
approach points to the significance of the populist mobilization for the
democratization of status quo democracies owing to re-politicization of the
issues neglected by the sovereign elite, provided that to articulate accumulated
demands around a democratic egalitarian nodal point. Such evaluation
emanates from the fact that this approach identifies democracy with collective
subjectivity, general will, participation, and so on.

It seems that a non-paradoxical and justifiable reference to both the above-
mentioned approach in an analysis of the effect of populism on democracy
entails taking their different concentrations into account. It means ‘populism-
in-power’ (as a way of governance) puts the structural foundations of
democracy in danger and facilitates the emergence of authoritarianism due to
its anti-institutionalism, anti-pluralism, and tendency to mass politics. It is
whilst, in the status of ‘opposition’ (a mobilizing movement), populism might
be an opportunity to revive democratic politics. This argument resorts to the
action of constructing a new collective will, in populist strategies of
mobilizations, which reveals shortages of representative systems such as the
monopoly of a minority, technocratic elitism, and so on. Nevertheless, the
actualization of the progressive effects of the populist movements on
democracy depends heavily on the interaction of variables which are as
follows.

a) If the populist discourse articulates accumulated social demands around a
democratic egalitarian will, then the populist moment (as the moment of crisis
in a representative democracy) can be of progressive connotations for
democracy-deepening. Conversely, discriminatory articulation (like racist or
class populism) paves the way for authoritarianism. Hence in terms of
democratization and de-democratization, various populisms can be imagined;
ranging from democratic populism to authoritarian, leftist to far-right.

b) Realization of the above-mentioned progressive version of populism
depends on the ‘democratic structure of political opportunity’. The possibility
of the mobilization by democratic egalitarian populism is only imaginable
where the rules of the democratic competition are guaranteed. In other words,
if there is no equal and fair opportunity to declare the policies in electoral
campaigns and implement them after taking into power, then there can be just
governmental types of populism that mobilize the mass for advocating
governmental policies and decisions. Here, populism appears in its
authoritarian face in a mass society.

c) The third variable is the strategy that political actors of both realms,
movement, and institution, in a political structure adapt. If the populist
movement ties its street activism with institutional bargaining (e.g. by
resorting to parliamentary parties) and, mutually, the government opens up the
policy-making input to populist demands (rather than rejecting them), then the
rise of a democratic egalitarian populist movement might result in democracy-
deepening. Otherwise, populism can bring about some contending de-
democratizing mass mobilizations, whether in the shape of authoritarian up-
to-down governmental populism or fruitless gross-root radical populism.
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In brief, the paper maintains that by vindicating ‘popular sovereignty’,
populism has double-edged effects in terms of weakening or strengthening
democracy; ranging from an infertile radicalism leading to authoritarianism to
radical reformism containing the possibility of retrieval of democracy. Hence
democratic theory needs to develop an order that balances the rule of law and
public will as two sides of democracy. It calls for a new social contract based
on a balanced relationship between specialism and democratic responsibility.
To reach such a situation, more inclusive politics should be targeted by
current-day democracies. The key, however, is hearing the demands of
populist advocators rather than populist leaders’ programs.

Keywords: Demand, The Crisis of Representation, People, Host Ideology,
Movement
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