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Introduction

John Harper
Resident professor of U.S. Foreign Policy and of European Studies. 

Good evening. Let me start by saying that as a student and a member of
the faculty, I’ve known a lot of directors of the Bologna Center, including

some unruly ones. So I’d like to repeat something I said the day of Bob’s

farewell party a year and a half ago: that Bob was the best of the directors of the

Bologna Center I have known. 

One of the reasons Bob was an outstanding director was that he had a unique

knowledge of Bologna and a unique dedication to keeping the Center an integral

part of the fabric of Bolognese life. Bob’s tenure as director was not just another

way-station in his career:  it was a return to his roots and the fulfilment of a

dream. I remember the moment when I had my first glimpse of Bob’s special rela-

tionship with Bologna. It was during the lunch we had for him in the penthouse

when he came to be interviewed. We all thought we knew something about

Bologna and the Italian scene. Instead we listened with admiration as Bob gave us

a panoramic view of the life of the city from the days of Mayor Dozza and

Cardinal Lercaro, whom Bob knew personally, until the early 90s. I left the lunch

thinking that this man was in a class by himself.



Where did this knowledge come from? How did Bob learn to navigate like a

native? I think there are two reasons. First of all Bob was a serious scholar of

Italian politics and society. His method was total immersion in the subject in the

tradition of Lawrence Wylie’s famous book about a village in the Vaucluse region

of France. The method, in other words, is eat, sleep, and live with your subject

for several years. Bob applied this method not only to Bologna, but a place that

could not be more different from Bologna, a small village in the province of

Padova. And if you read these books today you’ll see that they are still among the

best examples of this kind of research. 

Bob has always been fascinated by the complexities and curiosities of Italian pol-

itics and you can’t read his book on Bologna without thinking at times, this is

pure Bob. For example when he’s explaining the reasons for the victory of the

communist mayor Dozza over the Christian Democratic challenger G. Dossetti in

the famous election of 1956: 

Last but not least, there is a “gastronomic” reason which must be taken into

account to explain the DC defeat. Bologna and its inhabitants are rightly famous

for the quality and richness of their cuisine, of which they have almost made a

cult. Dossetti in his campaign mentioned that he could eat for 300 lire, and this

was true for an ascetic who was satisfied with a large bowl of spaghetti—but it

was not true for a typical Bolognese. Dozza seized upon the occasion and made a

daily ironic comment to the effect that Dossetti, the foreigner, was ready to reduce

the Bolognese to bread and water, while he, Dozza, had always been in favor of

the rich tagliatelle or the expensive tortellini. Every day, the mayor ate in a dif-

ferent restaurant, which thus became the center of attraction in his campaign,

and every day he publicized the cost, always well above 300 lire. The Bolognese

Christian Democrats today admit that this trait made Dozza far more congenial

to the population and probably gained many an undecided vote for him. 
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I wonder who Bob would have voted for. 

The title of this book is Coexistence: Communism and Its Practice in Bologna.

Bob was fascinated by how political and ideological campus who were bitterly

opposed to each other could co-exist and find a way to get along with each other.

I am sure that Bologna’s genius for tolerance and openness was one of the things

that attracted Bob, and those are also the values that inspired him as director of

the Bologna Center.

Let me conclude by mentioning the second and probably more important reason

for Bob’s unique knowledge, that is that marrying an Italian and becoming part of

her family gives you the kind of insight not to be found in any libraries or archives,

but which is equally or more valuable. Everyone who knows her will agree that

Maria Antoniette Cappellini Evans has been a giver of good advice, a fount of

energy, and an indispensable part of Bob’s success as director of the Bologna

Center, and that is why we are honoring both of them with this lecture series.

John Harper is resident professor of U.S. Foreign Policy and of European Studies. 
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“Government of the people, by the people, for the people”. The famous sen-
tence pronounced by President Abraham Lincoln in his 1863 Gettysburg

Address could easily be accepted by democrats and populists alike. The

reason is that Lincoln’s formula is not only grand, but vague, made of important

words to be filled with equally important, but unspecified, contents. The fact is

that, as most authors (from Canovan 1981 to Mény and Surel 2000 and refer-

ences herewith) are fond of saying, there is an intimate connection between

democracy and populism. There is also an inherent tension, rarely fully analyzed,

between them. The connection is easily established since both democracy and

populism refer to the people and both concepts indicate the importance of the

people. Though, of course, the definition of democracy must and can be made

richer than a simple etymological reference to the “power of the people” or, to the

less clear, “sovereignty of the people,” where the people have no power whatso-

ever one can be certain that there is no democracy. As a matter of fact, the famous

sentence by Lincoln can be interpreted in a populist way, that is, by insisting that

any whatsoever increase in the power of the people is an increase in the quality

of democracy. This comes close to being true if the power of the people is defined
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especially with reference to what I consider the most important constitutive ele-

ments of a democratic situation, that is, the degree of information and participa-

tion of the citizens-voters, the intensity and significance of political competition

and the likelihood of alternation in office, and the simplicity and flexibility of the

mechanisms and structures of accountability characterizing the political sphere.

However, not only would the populists reject more or less entirely all the struc-

tures of political intermediation between the people and the leader, it is also their

very definition of the people that creates analytical and political problems.

As has been frequently noted, there are several plausible definitions of the peo-

ple. The first definition, the one contained in many Constitutions, starting with

the preamble to the U.S. Constitution (“We the people of the United States…”)

indicates that the people are the citizens, endowed with rights and duties, but

above all with the power of sovereignty that, and this is an extremely significant

aspect, must be exercised within the limits and the forms codified in the

Constitution itself. This definition is the only one compatible with democracy.

Hence, the “people” are not, as often conceived by the populists, an undifferen-

tiated mass of individuals. They are citizens, workers, associations, parties. The

second definition of people concerns the nation. People are not only citizens who

have the same rights and duties. They are above all those who have the same

blood and share the same territory (Blut und Boden), who belong to the same tra-

dition and share the same history. The people are more than demos; they are eth-

nos. This definition is exclusionary and, pushed to the extremes, as is often delib-

erately done by the populists, end up by not being compatible with a democrat-

ic perspective. Finally, there is a third definition of people. It is based on a class

view of society. The popular sectors of a society are the people: those left behind,

who labor and strive to survive, those who are exploited by the elites, the estab-

lishment and even by organizations such as the parties and the “official” trade

unions. It is on this definition that right-wing populists (mobilizing the

descamisados) meet their left-wing counterparts (who have mobilized the sans

culottes). Of course, the three definitions share a perspective and have something
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in common. Exactly for this reason, the relationship between the people and pop-

ulism is highly ambiguous and makes the relationship between populism and

democracy equally ambiguous, complex to clarify and, potentially, detrimental to

democracy.   

Among the many definitions that have been offered of populism (for an

extensive list see Taguieff  2002; previous efforts can be found in Ionescu and

Gellner 1969; in Canovan 1981; and in Taggart 2000), it would be difficult to

find one not stressing the power, the role, the importance, the decisiveness of the

people. Then, the real issue becomes the identification and specification of the

ways and means through which the people may, do, and will succeed to exercise

their powers. As a matter of fact, among most authors a lot of ambiguity sur-

rounds the relationship between populism and democracy. The dominant view

(as interpreted by Tarchi 2003) is that the populists are not necessarily anti-dem-

ocratic; that their views are not incompatible with democracy; that their goal is

not to bring democracy to an end. Leaving aside that, in practice, populism has

generally flourished in the absence of democracy or that it has challenged exist-

ing, though weak, democratic regimes, it could just be the other way around.

There are populists who defy not just “real” democratic regimes, but the very

essence of democracy; who do entertain anti-democratic ideas, for instance, that

elections may be, not just manipulated, but useless or, worse, may never reveal

the “true” will of the people; who would like to bring an end to existing democ-

racy because it is allegedly deteriorated and corrupted, with the aim, of course,

of constructing a superior (e.g. “populist”) democracy. All this taken into

account, only an empirical in-depth investigation of the reality and the ideology

of populist movements can offer a satisfactory answer to the questions whether

the populists are really willing to accept democracy, especially when they acquire

political power, and whether they have, once in power, effectively done so. Most,

if not all, Latin American cases would convince the analysts to reject the state-

ment that the populists are not challenging and, in the end, will be bent on emp-

tying and destroying whatever democratic framework they find.  
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In this paper, I want, first of all, to offer two working definitions of democracy

and populism. Then, I would like to identify the situations in which the populist

challenge to liberal democracies arises. Hence, I will devote some attention to

populist instances in the contemporary Italian political system. Finally, I will

focus on the consequences of the insurgence and existence of populist challenges

and movements for the working of contemporary democracies. I will not deal

specifically with populist leaders above all because my attention will be addressed

to structural factors, but also because I consider populist leaders of relative

importance. It is my opinion that, though those leaders may be decisive in the

appearance and the functioning of a populist movement, to a very large extent,

they themselves are the rather fortuitous products of structural factors. 

Definitions

According to many authors, democracy is an elusive concept. Recently, an

attempt has been made to identify all the adjectives used to accompany and spec-

ify the term democracy (Collier and Levitsky 1997), though, too often, many

specifications manipulate the concept and, more or less deliberately, distort it.

Incidentally, “populist democracy” does not appear in the list provided by Collier

and Levitsky. While I believe that the concept of democracy may well stand on

its own and on its long and revered history, the most frequently used adjective to

accompany democracy is without any doubt “liberal” (subordinately: “constitu-

tional”). Not only for my purposes in this paper, but above all for its elegance and

parsimony, I will here accept Schumpeter’s definition of democracy as comple-

mented by Sartori’s fundamental additions. Therefore, I will consider a regime

democratic when there is a periodical electoral and political competition among

teams of political elites and when this competition is decided by the voters. In a

very famous, and rightly so, sentence (Schumpeter 1962, p. 269): “The demo-

cratic method is that institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions

in which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive strug-

gle for the people’s vote.”

Populism and Democracy
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Taking into account Carl Friedrich’s rule of anticipated reactions, Sartori has

added that “elected officials seeking re-election (in a competitive setting) are con-

ditioned, in their deciding, by the anticipation (expectation) of how electorates

will react to what they decide. The rule of anticipated reactions [italics mine]

thus provides the linkage between input and output, between the procedure (as

stated by Schumpeter) and its consequences” (Sartori 1987, p. 152).

Incidentally, Sartori’s important consideration opens up the entire territory of

“accountability” (for a good set of interesting papers see Przeworski, Stokes, and

Manin 1999), a quality not especially looked after nor provided for in the rela-

tionship between populist leaders and their followers due to the lack or rejection

of any appropriate mechanism and institution connecting them.  

Schumpeter’s definition has also been accepted by William H. Riker working

within the very different theoretical framework of social choice. Indeed, Riker has

been even less demanding than Sartori. His definition of democracy relies fully

on liberalism that he puts in sharp contrast, as we will see, with populism. More

precisely, Riker (1982, p. 248) writes that: “Liberalism … simply requires regu-

lar elections that sometimes lead to the rejection of rulers.” Riker appropriately

adds, however, that the preservation of democracy is grounded on the existence

of constitutional limitations. It is the combination “regular elections plus consti-

tutional limitations” that produces the kind of democracy James Madison had in

mind and that has been embedded into the U.S. Constitution (on this point, see

also Dahl 1956). There may be in the world today many “electoral” democracies;

there are by far fewer “liberal democracies” (Diamond and Plattner 2001). While

liberal democracies offer an, admittedly not insurmountable, obstacle to the

insurgence of populism, electoral democracies often become easy prey to populist

aggressions because they lack working networks of political and institutional

mechanisms and structures. At this point, what I have said for democracy can be

simply summarized by stressing that contemporary democracies combine a pre-

cise definition of the rights of the citizens, including the right of association usu-

ally translated into the formation of political parties, with the existence of repre-
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sentative and governmental institutions.

While the discourse on democracy could certainly be expanded and become more

robust and richer, also by taking into account all the objections addressed, espe-

cially by the “participationists,” to the modified Schumpeterian definition here

provided, it is time to turn to populism. Here, too, one will encounter quite a

number of participationists, that is scholars who would define a regime demo-

cratic only when and if all the citizens actively participate in the decision-mak-

ing processes (I am afraid here I cannot pursue this kind of argument), as well as

several definitional problems. For the sake of parsimony and elegance, I will rely

on Riker’s definition (1982, p. 238): “The essence of populism is this pair of

propositions: 1. What the people, as a corporate entity, want ought to be social

policy. 2. The people are free when their wishes are law.” 

Most importantly, Riker hastens to add that “populist institutions depend on the

elimination of constitutional restraints” and that “the populist interpretation of

voting justifies this elimination” (p. 249). It is very important to emphasize that

Riker’s definition of populism is focused on processes and outcomes and not on

leaders. Populism is a quality of the political culture or is, if you like, a type of

political culture connected with the way a political system ought to work.  

Madison’s major preoccupation was to avoid the tyranny of the majority (this is

also Dahl’s famous 1956 interpretation). The solution was found not only in a

system, as was defined by the most important scholar of the U.S. presidency,

Richard E. Neustadt (1960, 1991), of “separate institutions sharing powers,” but

also in the differential allocation of political powers to the federal government

and to State governments, that is, in the very structure of federalism. To a large

extent, though not without conflicts (remember: a civil war or war among the

States between 1861–1865) and adjustments (from the Woodrow Wilson’s “con-

gressional government” to Arthur Schlesinger’s “imperial presidency”), this solu-

tion, a combination of  horizontal division of powers and of vertical limitation of

powers, has proved successful. However, threads, elements, and even experiments

of populism, both at the local and the national level, have not been lacking even
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in the U.S. context. Therefore, the search for the conditions that produce the

insurgence of populism must continue. No doubt, some of these conditions can be

found in what I will call the American ideology or creed, as exemplified most

prominently in the above-quoted statement by Lincoln. However, that statement

is, as I have already remarked, at the same time, quite vague and overextended.

A lot depends on the ways the government of the people is organized (again: par-

ticipatory democracy, perhaps); the ways the government by the people is exer-

cised (through representational institutions or through popular initiatives and

referendums?); and the ways the government for the people is realized/achieved

(the creation of a generous welfare State?). 

The exploration regarding which institutional arrangements (presidential/parlia-

mentary; centralized/federal States) are better conducive or more opposed to

populist insurgences must continue, but I would like to conclude this preliminary

discussion of the differences between liberal democracy and populism with a long

quote from an unjustifiably neglected scholar, William Kornhauser (1959, 131):

Populist democracy involves direct action of large numbers of people, which

often results in the circumvention of institutional channels and ad hoc invasion

of individual privacy. Liberal democracy involves political action mediated by

institutional rules, and therefore limitations on the use of power by majorities as

well as minorities. The difference between liberal democracy and populist democ-

racy, then, does not concern who shall have access to power (in both cases, there

is representative rule); rather, it concerns how power shall be sought, the mode of

access. In liberal democracy, the mode of access tends to be controlled by insti-

tutional procedures and intermediate associations, whereas in populist democra-

cy the mode of access tends to be more direct and unrestrained.  

It is now time to address the “ideological” conditions that indicate the possi-

bility and the acceptability of one or the other mode of access to political power,

and, to the social conditions that create an environment conducive to populism. 
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Ideological conditions

In all likelihood, to suggest that there exists a precise, widely shared, cogent pop-

ulist ideology would be an exaggeration. In any case, it seems advisable to use the

term in the plural: “ideologies.” Since the discrepancies among the different ide-

ologies are many and wide and the “structure” of the various ideologies are not

especially cogent, but shaky and fluid, it would appear preferable in the case of

populism to speak of mentalities (states of mind), instead of ideologies, much the

same way as Linz has suggested (2000, ch. 4)) when defining authoritarian

regimes. Then, the appropriate task becomes a more precise identification of the

components of these mentalities in order to see which of them, if any, are com-

mon to all populist experiences. One component is, as expected, always present:

the idea that the people are by far better than their rulers and that their rulers

often betray the interests and the preferences of the people. As a consequence, a

clear antagonistic line is drawn between, on the one hand, the elites/the estab-

lishment and, on the other hand, the (common) people. No matter who succeeds

in “awakening” and mobilizing the people and, pour cause, becomes the populist

leader, the enemies are those in power, and in some cases other selected groups:

financial tycoons, intellectuals, journalists, in a sense all those who are definitely

not part of the common people, who simply do not belong to them. Almost by

definition, populist leaders embrace the ideas and the mentalities of the people

and identify with them. Populist leaders do not represent the people; they con-

sider themselves and succeed in being considered an integral part of the people.

They are of the people. In any case, often, populist leaders claim to be one of

“them.” And always the people acclaim the populist leader as one of them, but,

at the same time, they consider him better than them and recognize that he has

the (often allegedly charismatic) qualities to lead them.    

Which elements of the political culture are more conducive to the shaping

of  populist mentalities? In my opinion, there are two paramount elements that

create the opportunity/space for the appearance of populist mentalities. The first
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one is a relatively common theme based on the rejection of politics, and, as a log-

ical consequence, of the politicians. Incidentally, there is no contradiction

between the rejection of politics and the political activism of populist politicians.

Some political activities will always be justified by populist leaders (and follow-

ers) as temporarily indispensable to put an end to politics. It seems to me that this

rejection of politics is more than a simple rejection of “representative politics”

only, as Taggart (2002) has argued.  In fact, repeatedly, populist leaders have

promised that they will get rid of traditional politics as soon as possible and have

not, of course, suggested which kind of new politics they will construct except

that the leader will be fully accessible to the people. The existence of an anti-

political mentality within the people constitutes a splendid breeding ground for

populist inclinations and attitudes. It is the preliminary condition for the uncon-

ditional delegation of authority to the populist leader. Hence, the most important

difference within societies concerns the role and the prestige of politics as defined

and assessed by the respective political cultures. Societies where the dominant

political culture attributes no prestige to politics, but where, nonetheless, politics

plays an important role in the allocation of resources, may in all likelihood devel-

op strong and widespread anti-politics sentiments (for a good analysis of this

component, see Crosti 2004). 

The second, more recent element, obviously very much connected with the

anti-political mentality, is an anti-party sentiment. Generally speaking, the pop-

ulist mentality scorns all traditional and on-going political activities as counter-

productive and corrupted and chastizes all those engaged in traditional political

activities, above all party politicians, for subverting the will of the people. In the

populist mentality, there is no appreciation at all that some groups of individuals

are needed to acquire political and institutional knowledge and apply it to the

running of public affairs. Party politicians are always considered an obstacle to

the expression of the “true” will of the people. Indeed, professional politicians are

never part of the solution; they are exclusively part of the problem because it is

their competition as much as their collusion that are responsible for the appear-

Italian Studies Seminar Series

15



ance, on the one hand, of tensions, conflicts, and divisions within the people, and,

on the other hand, of stalemate, waste, and corruption in the decision-making

process. Following the suppression of the existing politics, which also allows for

some social groups, tycoons and monopolists to become unjustifiably affluent, the

people would have a common purpose and would live in a state of harmony. Left

to itself, society would be free of conflicts; while politics makes societies conflict-

ridden. Is this a populist utopia? Though vague and ill-defined, the populist

utopia designs an undifferentiated society of individuals who work and produce,

in which everyone knows his or her place, and only the populist leader knows bet-

ter than anybody else and deserves a higher status.

Let me return to the suggestion that has been made that, in truth, the pop-

ulists are not against politics, but against “representative politics” (Taggart 2002,

pp. 71–79). In their impetus to abolish all intermediate actors, associations, and

institutions, there is no doubt that representative politics is the populists’ main

target. However, if the goal is a closer and exclusionary connection between the

people and the leader, then politics, in its variety of components: conflicts, col-

laborations, compromises, will end up being abolished, leaving space only for the

direct relationship between the people and the leader who will personally enjoy

in an unencumbered manner all the decision-making (and representative) pow-

ers. 

In itself, the classical democratic political culture constitutes no automatic

barrier against populism. Especially, if the democratic political culture empha-

sizes the decisive importance of the support given by popular majorities (major-

ity rule) to all legitimate governments, it easily becomes vulnerable to populist

criticisms and propaganda. To make just one example, it is and has been often

possible to claim the existence of a “silent majority” whose views are not taken

into account by the “official” majority(ies). Obviously, such a silent majority rep-

resents a potential pool of recruitment and mobilization of populist experiments.

Can one find a political culture capable of offering a powerful barrier against

populist challenges grounded both in a criticism of the elites and in a rejection of
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their role? To some extent, it is possible to argue that the political culture based

on and characterized by deference (for a critical discussion of the attribution of

this feature to English political culture, see Kavanagh 1980) does represent a

major obstacle to the penetration of populist ideas. Deference means recognizing

that all those who have achieved positions of leadership, political or of any other

kind, deserve respect. They perform activities and duties otherwise not easily

attributed or transferred to other, less-prepared individuals. Traditionally, the

defining traits of this culture of deference have been found in some Anglo-Saxon

contexts, more precisely in Great Britain. The people, in their version of citizens,

can exercise political power according to the traditions, the conventions, the rules

of the game. There are spheres of activity whose boundaries are rarely trespassed;

there are areas of specialization and there are limits to the power of all groups.

The recognition that politics is a dignified activity requiring knowledge and

entailing efforts and toils and that the parties represent aggregations of popular

opinions and preferences are two decisive components of the liberal ideology of

what legitimately constitutes competitive democratic politics. 

There is no place for populism in a society where deference and liberalism

have impregnated and shaped the sphere of politics. As a matter of fact, almost

all Anglo-Saxon democracies have escaped significant populist challenges.

However, the case of the United States requires some more attention because in

the past there has been a major and dramatic insurgence of (agrarian) populism,

but also because other less important, but still significant instances of populism

such as those embodied by Governor and Senator Huey Long, Senator Joseph

McCarthy, Governor George Wallace and presidential candidate Ross Perot, have

punctuated some historical periods and specific geographical areas (for a suc-

cinct, but illuminating analysis see Ware 2002). Indeed, the U.S. case seems to

suggest that the connection between populism and democracy is real, strong, and

inevitable and that the line separating them is and remains thin. This line is

bound to be especially thin in mass democracies to be precisely distinguished, as

I suggest, from mass societies. 

Italian Studies Seminar Series

17



Several American scholars have long been critical of some trends of their

society leading toward the appearance of a depoliticized mass society (see for an

early influential assessment Riesman 1961, 1989), and rightly so because the

problem is that all mass democracies are dangerously close to mass societies.

Moreover, liberal mass democracies are bound to open spaces of alienation for

isolated individuals whose only escape will often be found in what they consider

an emotional and direct relationship with a political leader. At this point, in order

to clarify my argument, I must look at the social conditions underlying the oppor-

tunities both for the insurgence of populism and for the survival of liberal democ-

racy.

Social conditions

There are two different, though closely related, ways to define the social condi-

tions most conducive to the likely insurgence of populism. The first one focuses

on the individuals and their psycho-sociological characteristics. The second con-

dition refers to the overall situation of a specific society. As to the individuals

most exposed to be attracted by a populist leader or to be involved in a populist

insurgence, they possess many common features. I have just hinted at those indi-

viduals who become available to a populist experience because they suffer from

political isolation and alienation and are in a serious need of emotional attach-

ments, both of the vertical and of the horizontal type. Social isolation means that

they are not connected with other individuals except through their own personal

and material living and working conditions. Second, and most important, they

are usually not members of any kind of associations and organizations, be they

cultural, religious, professional or, in any case, they are passive members. This

may be due to the fact that these individuals have moved from an area in which

traditional ties were sufficient to bind them to other members of that communi-

ty into an area in which new ties are difficult to create. Or they may have dropped

out of a situation in which they had ties, but, for instance, having become unem-

ployed, they have found themselves, willingly or unwillingly, unable to retain any
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social tie. At this point, the individuals find themselves not only socially dislocat-

ed, but, to be more specific, they are available. In all likelihood, this is the con-

dition experienced by many unemployed industrial workers who were attracted

by the Nazis. Third, they may be too much preoccupied with making a living to

join any organization, and the few existing organizations might appear neither

appealing to them nor willing to encourage new members to join or participate.

Therefore, the individuals will find themselves socially isolated and exposed to

populist leaders offering an experience of, albeit subordinate, involvement and

participation. 

In the absence of horizontal ties among their peers, individuals are left to

rely on vertical ties with a leader, and they will long for a sense of, otherwise

impossible, belonging to a community. The overall situation I am describing is

strongly influenced by the theory of mass society formulated by William

Kornhauser. More precisely, Kornhauser (1959) suggests that in a mass society

the “members of the society lack attachments to independent groups” (p. 40) and

that “the population is available in that its members lack all those independent

social formations that could serve as a basis of resistance to the elite” (p. 41).

Most important, finally, “populism is cause as well as effect in the operation of

mass society” (p. 103). As a note of caution, because not enough studies exist on

the psycho-sociological conditions of the individuals who have been involved in

populist mobilizations, I could add that, perhaps, it is the very success of the pop-

ulist propaganda that breaks some old associational ties and opens the way for

the direct relationship between the newly detached individuals and the populist

leader. 

As to the conditions making a society especially vulnerable to populism,

that is, more susceptible to populist incursions, the most important of them is cer-

tainly an overall sense of collective malaise. In some extreme cases, this malaise

may turn into a widely shared situation of anxiety. A static or stagnant society

offers an environment in which any kind of populist or authoritarian experiment

enjoys the opportunity to make its appearance and to flourish. The degree of
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authoritarianism will, then, depend on the degree of existing social and political

differentiation as well as on the quality of the available technology. In static soci-

eties, such as 19th-century Russia, populism is either an intellectual fantasy or a

colossal failure. Only a society in transition, at any stage of development, may

harbor a more or less modest dose of viable populism. At any point in time in a

transitional society, masses of dislocated individuals consign an opportunity of

populist solutions to ambitious political leaders. Today, we know that in transi-

tional societies it is especially the theocracies that stand to offer a plausible alter-

native to populism. And theocracies will try either to destroy most existing asso-

ciations or to infiltrate them.  All this said, we still need to be somewhat more pre-

cise in identifying the characteristics of a transitional society. 

In the past, the most important transitions (Lerner 1958, Deutsch 1961)

were those taking place from rural to urban areas, from agricultural to non-agri-

cultural occupations, from traditional ties to some modern form of solitude, from

a rather sheltered, perhaps oppressive, community life to the many challenging

and risky opportunities in urban societies. In almost all Latin American cases,

transitions of this kind have produced large masses of available individuals who

contributed to the birth or provided support to a variety of populist experiments.

The best known and most studied of these experiments has been Peronism (1943 -

 –1955). It was the Italian sociologist Gino Germani (1975) who first brought the

attention onto the explosive combination of the mobilization of urban masses of

descamisados having no previous organizational ties with the state of overall col-

lective malaise of a society, Argentina, caught in a period of unsatisfactory trans-

formation and visible difficulties. Widespread malaise bordered by collective anx-

iety is often the consequence of many fears concerning the lack of jobs, unex-

pected political changes, waves of immigration, challenges to the identity. These

fears find their roots in the present miserable situation, but are also projected into

the foreseeable future. The populist leader promises solutions, but, above all,

clearly identifies the enemies (the scapegoats), attributes responsibilities and

offers reassurance. The promised land is rarely the institutionalization of the pop-
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ulist movement and the satisfaction of all popular demands. In fact, the populist

leader has a need for prolonging the transitional situation and, to this purpose,

for finding yet new “enemies.” As long as the transition continues, he will be

needed. Hence, he will not attempt to institutionalize his power, to draft new

rules, to abide by legal procedures, or to construct permanent institutions. He will

rely on the periodical, though not necessarily too frequent, mobilization of his

supporters. An alternative view, suggested to me by Marco Tarchi, and one that I

do not share, is that populism bridges the gap between a stable society dominat-

ed by its elites and a modern society following a phase of modernization and that

the populist leader plays the role of socio-political linchpin in this complex and

difficult operation. Too many Latin American cases run contrary to this expecta-

tion and generalization.   

Although Latin America has proved to be a fertile ground for all kinds of

populist experiences (along time ago, I offered an in-depth analysis in Pasquino

1979), Peronism, with and without Peron, remains the paramount example of

“successful” populism. Even when el hombre was no longer in the country or in

power, for many years los humildes could still be mobilized or were capable of

mobilizing themselves in his name. Peronism offers another controversial lesson.

Its overall trajectory suggests that, on the whole, populism is inimical, if not to

the survival, certainly to the full institutionalization and the decent functioning

of a democratic regime. It is difficult to state that Peronism has been positively

responsible for bridging gaps in Argentinian society. On the contrary, for better

and for worse, the permanent streak of Peronist populism constitutes the most

adamant factor making Argentinian democracy truly difficult to construct and

positively stabilize.   

Those who are interested in the social conditions creating opportunities for

the insurgence of populism will continue to find a variety of puzzling cases in

Latin America, the most recent and significant one being Venezuela (Tagle Salas

2004). The ascent to power of the populist leader Hugo Chávez constitutes, in

fact, the product of  a series of not totally unpredictable developments. The two
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major parties, COPEI and Acción Democratica, though competing at the polls

and even alternating in office, were never fully involved in sustained attempts at

mobilizing Venezuelan society and never capable of providing for meaningful

participation. Some prescient scholars detected the problem a long time ago:

“The uncertain future of Venezuelan democracy is due not only to the continuing

strength of traditional, authoritarian values, but also to the failure of populist

political parties to penetrate the various mass subcultures sufficiently to instill in

them a commitment to democratic values” (Bank 1973, p.282).  Instead of per-

forming as democratic educators, Venezuelan parties and their leaders relied on

the prosperity created by oil and on the relative satisfaction of most Venezuelan

voters who were the source of, we now know, specific, but not systemic, support.

When oil prosperity, which had not been put to good use to encourage the diver-

sification of economic activities, came to an end, unable to formulate solutions to

the incoming crisis, the parties revealed themselves to be just empty shells. A

widespread situation of widespread malaise gripped many Venezuelans. The sit-

uation was ripe for the emergence of an anti-party, anti-establishment populist

leader. Venezuelan democracy simply collapsed, but, as could be predicted, the

populist leader, though enjoying significant popular support, has so far been both

unable and unwilling to institutionalize his rule.

Political conditions

Ideological and social factors may be defined as conditions that facilitate the

emergence of populism. However, the most significant conditions for the success

of populism are political. Mény and Surel (2000, ch. 2) indicate three political

conditions as decisive for the emergence of contemporary populism: 1) the crisis

of the structures of political intermediation; 2) the personalization of political

power; and 3) the increasing role of the media in political life. What is important

is not so much that these conditions appear to be to a large extent the irreversible

product of contemporary societies. On the contrary, the problematic aspect

requiring an explanation is that they work in different ways in different countries.
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It is the combination in different quantities of these political conditions with some

varying social conditions that opens the space for populism. To be more precise,

political parties as structures of political intermediation have declined in strength

in almost all political systems, but populism has not made its appearance in all

political systems. Politics has become personalized in all contemporary democra-

cies, but populist leaders have not made their appearance in all contemporary

democracies. Finally, there does not appear to be such a close relationship

between the increasing role of the media and populism. In truth, some of the most

interesting examples of populism (in Latin America and in the United States)

made their appearance well before the media played a pervasive role in the com-

munication system. The fact is that in order to assess the varying importance of

the three above-mentioned political conditions, we ought to analyze whole social

systems and elaborate some indicators as to how serious is the crisis of the struc-

tures of political intermediation; how significant is the personalization of politics;

how pervasive is the role of the media (which media? owned by whom?) in polit-

ical life. Above all, one should aim at providing a global view of these three

processes and of their interrelations. 

Here I cannot even begin this ambitious research program and will follow

what I consider a shortcut. Though one should never try to provide the explana-

tion of a complex phenomenon by relying on one single variable, the temptation

is very difficult to resist. Therefore, I will yield to it but with a note of caution.

The most important, in the end, quite decisive political condition responsible for

the emergence of populism is, in my opinion, the existence of a leader willing and

capable of exploiting the social conditions (of anxiety and availability) I have pre-

viously identified. If those social conditions do not exist, no populist experiment

can make its appearance. On the other hand, the social conditions may exist, but

in the absence of a political leader capable of exploiting them, no populist exper-

iment will ensue. Only rarely will a political leader succeed in both tasks: first,

creating and second, exploiting the social conditions that will allow him to launch

his populist challenge to the existing, though weakened, democratic regime.
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There are good reasons to believe that the contemporary Italian case provides

some evidence to support my sweeping generalizations.    .    

The Italian case     

When we turn to the case of Italy after 1993, we find that it is a good example of

two types of populism produced much more by political than by socio-economic

factors. The two populisms are represented by Silvio Berlusconi and Umberto

Bossi.  Not much attention has been paid to the prevailing overall conditions of

the Italian political system when Bossi’s (first, Lombard, then Northern) League

emerged in the late ‘80’s as a significant political player or when Berlusconi

decided in the early ‘90’s, in his own words, to “take the field” (see, however,

Pasquino 1993; and Gilbert 1995). Italian economic conditions were not espe-

cially good because the artificial growth of the economy, spearheaded by con-

spicuous consumption and by the depletion of State resources, had come to an

end. Above all, however, there was widespread socio-political malaise, almost

anxiety, especially in Northern areas where, due to the demise of the Christian

Democrats and the Socialists, many voters were feeling deprived of their long-

term political representatives and could not see their replacements. On the con-

trary, they were anticipating an ascent to power of the left made of former com-

munists. At this juncture, it was Bossi who credibly made the preliminary offer of

political (and territorial) representation to small industrialists, shopkeepers, and

white-collar workers in the private sector, while Berlusconi succeeded in promis-

ing on a greater scale more of the same as well as protection against the “illiber-

al,” anti-democratic left. Both leaders could exploit the revulsion against the sys-

temic corruption of ruling politicians discovered by the Mani Pulite (Clean

Hands) investigation. Both could stress their non-political qualities and

Berlusconi could crown all this with the aura of his “magnificent” entrepreneur-

ial performance and success. Finally, both were appealing to the people against

the political establishment, especially the Roman elites. Hidden for a long time,

populism was coming to the fore to undermine Italian democracy that, however,
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from 1945 to 1993 had certainly not been a classical liberal democracy, but a full

blown partitocrazia, that is a democracy where parties had played an exaggerat-

ed role and had controlled an excessive amount of, not just political, but also eco-

nomic, social, and cultural power (Hine 1993; Bufacchi and Burgess 1998,

2001).

The emergence and the success as populist leaders of both Bossi and

Berlusconi suggest several considerations. The first one is that, as was demon-

strated a few years later by Jörg Haider, populism may be born and rely even on

a local base: in one case, Padania, in the other, in the Austrian region of Carinthia

to become a national phenomenon. Under some circumstances, national, even

international, visibility can be acquired from sudden and extraordinary success

in specific local areas. The second consideration is that a political system in cri-

sis offers opportunities to more than one populist leader, even in the absence of

coordination between them. On the contrary, Bossi and Berlusconi clashed

frontally in 1994, but they reverted to a mutually profitable coalition before the

2001 elections. Much depends on the type of appeal the different populist lead-

ers launch and on the type of constituency they court. They may come to an

accepted and profitable division of political labour and governmental spoils.

Perhaps, the overall lesson is that the coexistence is indeed possible between a

middle-lower class niche of regional populism (Bossi’s) and an interclass type of

national populism (Berlusconi’s). The third consideration suggests that even in

contemporary democracies populism has the chance of conquering political

power at the national level. Admittedly, Italian democracy has long been an

anomaly in the landscape of European democracies. It has not ceased being so.

Therefore, it is time briefly to recapitulate all the phenomena that, responsible for

the opening of the transition, created the situation of collective anxiety to be

exploited by populist leaders. 

Bossi’s populist ideology was based on a bizarre combination of an artifi-

cially invented regional identity: Padania (analyzed, for instance, by Tambini

2001; Gomez-Reino Cachafeiro 2002; and Huysseune 2004) to be branded
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against Roman politics, and the exploitation of the long-held, but made more

acute, socio-economic malaise of Northern small entrepreneurs, shopkeepers and

white-collar workers against the Italian State. The seeds of a populist discourse

and a populist revolt were easily planted into the fertile soil of anti-political and

antiparty sentiments, and they could, up to a point, quickly grow. It is interest-

ing to remark that the network of associations that, according to a famous study

by Robert D. Putnam (1993), had created a civic tradition in most Northern

regions, revealed itself to be not so all encompassing, not so widespread and not

so robust as one would have expected in several sectors of Padania. One can

hypothesize that a civic tradition is never just the product of non-political asso-

ciations and that, on the contrary, political associations and above all political

parties, are in a condition of connecting in a more satisfactory manner all those

non-political associations and of offering them a viable representational and gov-

ernmental outlet. In all likelihood, what manifested itself in practice in those

areas of Padania was the phenomenon of social capital accumulated in some

areas more through the practices of bonding than of bridging, more by joining

together because of cultural similarities and territorial affinities (being Padani)

than because of shared preferences and political projects (for an analysis of social

capital in these terms, see Putnam 2000).   

Deprived of their political references, essentially the Christian Democratic

party, the Socialists,  and other minor parties of the center, several existing asso-

ciations in Northern regions lost their willingness and capability to orient the vot-

ers’ grievances through institutionalized channels. Many small entrepreneurs and

shopkeepers believed they were no longer represented by their associations and

thought the leaders of the parties they had supported until then were betraying

them. At that point, they decided to rely on what, following the discourse of

League activists, they considered their only and true identity: being Northerners,

more precisely, their more or less invented “Padanità.” One of the most impor-

tant and, at the time, fundamentally underestimated consequence of the fall of

the Berlin Wall was, not so much the obligation for the Communist Party to trans-
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form itself in order to avoid being swept off by the course of history, as especial-

ly the beginning of the decline and demise of the Christian Democrats together

with all the other parties of the five-party coalition that had governed the coun-

try from 1980 to 1992. As a consequence, a new political vehicle found an open

space to represent the preferences and the interests of orphaned Northern voters.

For a time, the Northern League appeared up to the task. However, when the

reform of the electoral system seemed to create the best conditions for a victory

of the left guided by former Communists, the situation of anxiety shared by many

voters, not only in the North, but throughout all of Italy, offered the best avail-

able springboard for Berlusconi’s triumphant entry into politics as well as for the

appearance of a different type of populist appeal and experiment.

Through collaborations and conflicts, in the government and in the oppo-

sition, Bossi and Berlusconi have both resorted to populist appeals, developed a

populist discourse, organized a populist movement (Tarchi 2003, chs VI and

VII). Rarely, significant differences can be found in what they say. If any, the dif-

ference is in style and tone and in their respective overarching ambition. Bossi

knows that, at the most, he will obtain full “independence” for Padania.

Berlusconi must aim for the reshaping of all Italy. For this reason, Berlusconi can-

not afford appearing openly anti-immigrant, xenophobic, and anti-Europe, while

Bossi must formulate a tough anti-immigration stand not only because he is also

competing against National Alliance, but because he must “protect” the identity

of the Padani. Incidentally, the anti-immigration stance taken and repeatedly

underlined by the Northern League might explain why there is not in Italy, con-

trary to most European countries (Ignazi 2003), a xenophobic extreme right-

wing party. Berlusconi does not like all the constraints the European Union

imposes on his domestic policies, but as a Prime Minister he must work within

them. Bossi openly denounces the “Europe of the masons” and of the Stalinists,

because, again, he would like to get a special status for the Padania. No matter

how preposterous are the statements by Bossi, never has Berlusconi openly criti-

cized them or taken a distance from them. There is, in a way, a sort of division of
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political activities between them. Finally, almost by definition Berlusconi’s Forza

Italia is a national movement, while Bossi’s Northern League caters exclusively to

the interests and preferences of the North. Their competition takes place only in

Northern regions where, however, Berlusconi has never used his full firing power

against the League, choosing instead to reach pre-electoral agreements and to

reward his restless, but extremely useful, ally in a surprisingly generous way.  

In the end, one can say that, once in government, neither Bossi nor

Berlusconi have fundamentally changed the nature, tone and style of their over-

all political appeal. To the extent that they have an ideology, its central planks

remain anti-politics and the criticism of all the other parties and of professional

party leaders. To the same extent, no matter how many of Forza Italia parlia-

mentarians have had a party career, they do their best to represent their respec-

tive, largely anti-political, electorates. Finally, both Bossi and Berlusconi aim at

perpetuating the situation of relative social anxiety that justifies their indispens-

ability. So far they have been more than substantially successful. Since 1994, the

Italian political and institutional system has been in transition, that is, the rules

of the game and the institutions have undergone some changes, but are still sub-

ject to additional changes. No political actor and, for that matter, no citizen can

be certain that some rules will not be modified, revised, further transformed.

Though well inserted into the governmental coalition, the League continues to

stress the separate identity of its voters, brands as a flag the independence of the

Padania and eventually its secession (a point convincingly stressed by Huysseune

2004) and campaigns against the elites and the establishment. And, of course, as

I have indicated before, European elites are included in the (not only political)

establishment to be challenged mincing no words. Bossi’s and Berlusconi’s anti-

European Union populist propaganda has made some inroads into an electorate

that was, on the whole, largely pro-European, shrinking the percentage of those

who consider continued membership of Italy in the European Union to be “a good

thing.”

In the competition and collaboration between the two Italian populisms,
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Berlusconi’s is on the winning side. This is why Bossi is obliged repeatedly to

emphasize the distinctiveness of the Northern league and its full representative-

ness of the people of the Padania, their interests, their preferences, their future.

This is also why Berlusconi resorts to a fundamental component of the populist

mentality, that can also, if necessary, be used against the Northern League: the

will of the Italian people. According to Berlusconi, who espouses an interpreta-

tion perfectly consistent with that of all populists, leaders and followers alike,

there is only one paramount way the people have to express their will: through

the elections. However, Berlusconi has already gone one step further. The will of

the people translated into the formation of a parliamentary majority provides full

legitimacy for all the decisions and the policies made by the majority. In this pop-

ulist view, Parliament, as a constitutional body, is not simply the institution that

represents the diversities of opinions within society. It is an institution can be sub-

ordinated to the parliamentary majority but has received the people’s mandate to

make decisions. All the other institutions, the President of the Republic, the judi-

ciary, the Constitutional Court, that are not elected by the people, have less legit-

imacy, or no legitimacy at all compared with the government. As a consequence,

they should abide by the decisions made by Parliament, that is, by the parlia-

mentary majority, itself the product of the will of the people. To be precise, in this

populist view, there are not and there cannot exist any “constitutional limita-

tions” to the power of the majority of the people. The judges may well put on trial

and condemn Berlusconi, but this would be considered by him, by his collabora-

tors, and by his followers an intolerable infringement upon the will of the people.

In any case, this reasoning goes, if and when Berlusconi gets a second mandate,

then he will have been automatically and decisively acquitted by the people. Over

and over again, it is the will of the people up against all the institutions, no mat-

ter which one of them. It is crystal-clear that those who hold and propagate this,

albeit sustainable, interpretation of populism will as a consequence subvert

Italian democracy in its, though imperfect and limited, “liberal” constitutional

functioning.              
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There would seem to be something paradoxical in the co-existence of two

populist leaders and movements in a country that has been, for 40 years, the hall-

mark of partitocrazia. With hindsight, one is in a position now to explain the

emergence of populism in Italy not simply as a contingent reaction against the

established parties, but as the reappearance of attitudes that have always char-

acterized the Italian political culture (for a highly critical view of the historical

evolution of Italian political culture see Tullio-Altan 1986 and 1989; recent data

can be found in Caciagli and Corbetta 2002). If the two parties that dominated

post-war Italian politics have some merits, they can be credited with offering a

national view of politics and with keeping under control populist and rebellious

tendencies. Nevertheless, in the end both the Christian Democrats and the

Communists, though for different reasons, have proven themselves unable (and

perhaps never fully committed to this task) to transform Italian political culture.

Indeed, populist and clientelistic tendencies have resurfaced in a powerful way,

but, to be fair, especially, if not exclusively, in the areas where the Christian

Democrats have governed. Perhaps, those tendencies are just the appropriate

political weapon of an irrepressibly non-political and anti-political community.

Taking into account that the terrain was always predisposed to populism and that

the cultural and socio-economic bases of many Italian geographical areas have

remained unchanged, but also still appear affected by intense preoccupation

regarding the future, the conclusion is unavoidable. There is no easy solution in

sight: a more or less modest dose of populism is in Italy to stay. The problem

becomes more acute when populism acquires power at the national level.

Conclusion

The sheer possibility of a populist insurgence is inherent, though not to the same

degree, in all contemporary mass democracies. The very “ideology” of democra-

cy, its normative content that contemplates “the power of the people” and that

suggests that political power should be exercised “for the people,” may lead,

under some circumstances and through a distorted, manipulated, and funda-
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mentally wrong implementation, to populist recipes, claims, outcomes. More

often, however, populism, that is the concrete appearance of populist leaders,

movements, demands, must be considered an indication that a specific demo-

cratic regime does not work or perform satisfactorily, that it creates enough dis-

content to open the way to a populist “entrepreneur” (I use the term in a techni-

cal sense). Indeed, the variety of manifestations that can be labelled populist are,

at the same time, the consequence of the poor functioning of a democratic regime,

but also the harbinger of additional problems and challenges to come. In any

case, populism will never strengthen a democracy. It will always make it inex-

orably unstable. It may even erode it, from within and from without. In some

cases, as many Latin American political systems, above all Argentina, have clear-

ly demonstrated, the erosion will not be easily mended generation after political

generation. 

There are several reasons why populism negatively affects the democratic

framework. The followers of a populist leaders put an exaggerated amount of

faith in them and will often continue to believe that any and all improvements of

their plight may only come from the action of a leader endowed with extraordi-

nary qualities. Second, the cohesion of the populist movement is essentially

granted by the identification, by the opposition and, in most cases, by the hostil-

ity addressed against some enemies: the establishment, the politicians, the finan-

ciers of globalization, the technocrats, the immigrants, “those who are not like

us.” This overwhelming attitude of hostility is inimical to the acquisition of the

fundamental democratic quality that recognizes the existence of adversaries and

competitors, but not of enemies. Hostility prevents all collaboration and accom-

modation and maintains a situation of conflict not conducive to an accepted dem-

ocratic outcome. Third, being based on a direct and immediate relationship

between the followers and the leaders, populism rejects all forms not only of polit-

ical, but also of institutional intermediation, as instruments bound to distort and

betray the true will of the people. Hence, not only does it prevent the consolida-

tion of democratic regimes, it also challenges existing democratic regimes, their
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parties, and their institutions offering as an alternative the highly volatile direct

relationship “followers/leader.” Finally, encumbered by excessive expectations,

populism cannot deliver. Either it becomes more radical, some of its followers

resorting to violent and terrorist activities, or, when burdened with frustrations,

ends up with its followers in a state of social and political alienation. In both

cases, society and the political system will find themselves in a worse situation

than the one prevailing at the birth of populism. The absorption of all kinds of

populism in a satisfactory democratic framework requires time, patience, and a

lot of institutional wisdom. The Latin American experience bears witness to all

those, often yet not surmountable, difficulties. There exists, to my knowledge, no

case of successful institutionalization of a populist movement or experiment.

As to Italy, following 10 years of a peculiar double manifestation of region-

al and national populism, the Italian political system has not only not improved,

but the quality of its democracy, as the majority of its citizens consistently

declare, has certainly deteriorated. It remains to be seen whether the two Italian

populisms are, as many say, fully dependent on the personality of their leaders or

whether some elements of populism will survive not so much because they are

inherent in the relationship between the people and democracy, but because they

are an integral component of the deep-seated Italian political culture. 
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