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Resumen

Este trabajo se suma al debate sobre la relacion entre las categorias de
antagonismo y politica, pues aborda la cuestion de si la politica debe ser vista como
intrinsecamente antagoénica, o podriamos hablar de formas no antagoénicas de
pensar y actuar politicamente. Al hacerlo, se involucra criticamente con el
argumento de Laclau mediante una revision de su postura sobre la centralidad del
antagonismo para la politica, que se ve como resultado de la fusion del populismo
con la politica, con la consiguiente dificultad para anticipar la posibilidad de una
logica politica no populista. Con el telon de fondo del argumento de Laclau, este
articulo se pregunta si puede existir una logica politica no populista o una forma
de politica democratica que, junto con el populismo, se opondria a las formas
apoliticas de administracion. Basandose en el proyecto intelectual de Kari Palonen,
este trabajo retrata el parlamentarismo como una logica politica no populista
basada en una forma no antagoéonica de construccién del “pueblo” como sujeto
democratico. Por ultimo, al diferenciar entre las nociones de politica democratica y
politica de la democracia, el articulo termina destacando la naturaleza contingente
del efecto que las formas populistas y parlamentarias de politica democratica
tienen sobre lo que a menudo se construye y percibe como la calidad de la
democracia.

Palabras claves: populismo, parlamentarismo, politica, logica politica, teoria del
discurso, antagonismo

Recibido: 31-03-2022. Aceptado: 08-06-2022

Uros Ugarkovic is PhD candidate at the Adolfo Ibafiez University, Chile.
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0778-2469

Contacto: uugarkovic@alumnos.uai.cl
Coémo citar: Ugarkovic, U. (2022). Populism versus Parliamentarism: Towards Non-

Antagonistic Forms of Democratic Politics. Revista Stultifera, 5(2), 59-79. DOI: 10.4206/
rev.stultifera.2022.v5n2-03.

Pégina5 9



POPULISM VERSUS PARLIAMENTARISM

Abstract:

This work joins the debate on the relation between the categories of antagonism
and politics, as it tackles the question of whether politics is to be seen as
intrinsically antagonistic, or we could speak of non-antagonistic forms of thinking
and acting politically. In doing so, it critically engages with the argument of Laclau
by revisiting his stance on the centrality of antagonism for politics, which is seen
as a result of his conflation of populism with politics and the consequent difficulty
to anticipate the possibility of a non-populist political logic. Against the backdrop
of Laclau’s argument, this paper asks the question of whether there can exist a
non-populist political logic, or a form of democratic politics which, together with
populism, would be opposed to the apolitical forms of administration. Drawing on
the intellectual project of Kari Palonen, this work portrays parliamentarism as a
non-populist political logic based on a non-antagonistic form of the construction of
the “people” as the democratic subject. Lastly, differentiating between the notions
of democratic politics and politics of democracy, the paper ends by highlighting the
contingent nature of the effect that populist and parliamentary forms of democratic
politics have upon what is often constructed and perceived as the quality of
democracy.

Keywords: populism, parliamentarism, politics, political logic, discourse theory,
antagonism

The contemporary social-scientific literature increasingly focuses on the
phenomenon of populism, its link with the process of political polarization,
and its effect on what is often perceived and constructed as the quality of
democracy. One of the most elaborate analytical frameworks which allows
for the observation of the relation between these three categories, and which
can help us understand why populism tends to be linked with polarization,
why polarization can be so pernicious, as well as how the two are related to
the category of democracy, is offered by the so-called Essex tradition of
thought.

The Essex tradition uses the category of antagonism to account for
the phenomenon which causes the dichotomization of the political field.
Antagonism occurs when one discursive element interrupts or prevents the
construction of another element’s full identity, hence being both constitutive
of the latter and symbolizing the possibility of its not being (Laclau, 2014,
p. 113). Populism is necessarily antagonistic, for the differences which enter
the chain of equivalence resulting in the formation of the popular identity
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only do so through the exclusion of another set of differences internal to the
society, in rejection of which the former become equivalent. The internal
antagonistic frontier and the radical exclusion are therefore seen as
constitutive of the popular identity. However, from there, Laclau famously
goes on to conflate the categories of populism and politics, arguing that the
two are synonymous and that antagonism and the construction of internal
antagonistic frontiers are inherent to politics itself (2005, p. 154). Similarly,
building upon the assumption that democracy boils down to the process of
the construction of the sovereign people through representation and the act
of naming, and that populism is the only way of constructing the people as
the democratic subject, Laclau concludes that democracy as well is
inherently and inevitably antagonistic.

This paper aspires to join the corpus of the literature which critically
engages with this particular point in Laclau’s argument, as it asks the
question of whether politics and democracy are indeed intrinsically
antagonistic, or we could speak of non-antagonistic forms of democratic
politics which imply non-populist ways of constructing the democratic
subject. Democratic politics is hereby understood as politics done within the
democratic symbolic framework, which implies the legitimation of the
political agency by the reference to the sovereign people and its will. Different
forms of democratic politics, therefore, would diverge in the way in which
they construct the people and its will, to which they all turn as the sole
source of political legitimacy.

Some authors have already critiqued Laclau’s conflation of the
category of populism with the category of politics (Arditi, 2010) and argued
that, rather than being synonymous with politics, populism should be
understood as one particular form of doing politics, that is, one particular
political logic (De Cleen et al., 2020). However, the literature does not
elaborate on what those non-populist forms of politics, or political logics,
might be. Laclau himself opposes populism to the apolitical institutionalist
discourse which aspires to absorb all demands differentially, hence
preventing them from entering chains of equivalence. There is no doubt that
administration is apolitical and, as such, opposed to populism as a form of
politics. What this article aims to do, however, is to problematize the
possibility of the existence of an alternative political logic, a form of
democratic politics opposed to populism which, together with populism,
would be opposed to apolitical forms of administration.
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One of the most relevant contributions on the possibility and the
nature of non-antagonistic forms of politics has been made by Laclau’s co-
author from the Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, Chantal Mouffe. Laclau
and Mouffe (2001) observe that the identities that form part of an
antagonistic relationship are not and can never be full, due to the fact that
what prevents them from becoming full is at the same time constitutive of
them. This leads them to conclude that antagonism, rather than being an
objective relationship, is an indicator and an experience of the impossibility
of objectivity, that is, of a final fixture of a system of differences consisting
in full identities. It is precisely this lack of objectivity, indicated to by the
presence of antagonism, that makes possible the politics as the struggle over
the always partial and impermanent (re)institution of the social on an
intrinsically contingent and undecidable terrain. It is for this reason that
they both recognize the relevance of antagonism for the ontological political.

However, when it comes to the politics, Mouffe (2005) sustains that
the political conflict does not have to take the antagonistic form. Building
upon the ontological assumptions of the post-structuralist discourse theory,
particularly upon the assumption that the social identities as well as
relations between them are discursively constructed, she argues that we can
construct our relations with the “other” in an agonistic, rather than
antagonistic way. Due to the relational nature of identities which implies
that the “other” is constitutive of “us”, Mouffe argues that if we constituted
the “other” as a legitimate “adversary” rather than as a Schmittian “enemy”,
we would have created an agonistic political relationship and kept
antagonism at bay. The actual purpose of democratic politics, according to
her, is to tame antagonism into agonism. In a democratic system, all
members of a community see their belonging to the same symbolic space as
an equivalence which is above all their differences. Relatedly, they all accept
the legitimacy of political institutions within which they are to continue their
permanent and ineradicable conflict over the desirable way of instituting the
social. Her agonistic model of politics allows for the protection of democratic
pluralism in the context of the always looming prospect of antagonism.
Interestingly, Mouffe points out to parliamentarism as an example of a
potentially effective form of taming antagonism into agonism, ie., a form of
democratic politics (2005, pp. 21-25).

This paper starts from yet goes beyond the brief reference that Mouffe
makes with respect to parliamentarism, as it tries to further elaborate on
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the idea of parliamentarism as a non-antagonistic political logic, or a form
of democratic politics. In doing so, it turns to the work of Kari Palonen, who
has dedicated a great part of his intellectual project to developing the idea
of parliamentarism as an ideal type of acting and thinking politically (2016b;
2019). Building upon the basic principles of classical parliamentarism,
Palonen goes beyond the former’s narrow understanding of parliamentarism
as the institutional form of parliamentary government and elaborates the
idea of parliamentarism as a particular way of thinking and doing politics,
that is, a particular type of political reason.! What is notable is that the
category of ideal type of acting and thinking politically, as used by Palonen,
corresponds to the category of political logics used within the Essex tradition
(De Cleen et al., 2018; De Cleen et al., 2020; Glynos & Howarth, 2007;
Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001). Both can be seen as referring to a form of
thinking and doing politics understood as the institution, sedimentation,
and normalization of the social, or hegemony, through its public
contestation and defense. Yet, the definitional characteristics of
parliamentarism make it intrinsically non-antagonistic, hence radically
different from the populist political logic when it comes to the articulation of
equivalences and differences, construction of the democratic subject, and
the preferred form of approaching the (re)institution of the social.

This paper will argue that populism and parliamentarism can be seen
as two contentious political logics, or forms of democratic politics. The
implication of doing so is twofold. Firstly, this work will critically engage with
Laclau’s argument by revisiting his stance on the relation between the
categories of antagonism and populism on the one side and the categories
of politics and democracy on the other. Secondly, in doing so, it will aspire
to contribute to the sector of the literature which critiques Laclau’s
conflation of populism with politics by further elaborating on the prospect
of non-populist and non-antagonistic forms of democratic politics.

The first section of the paper will introduce the categories of politics
and political logics. The second section will elaborate on populism and
parliamentarism as two contentious political logics, or forms of democratic
politics. Lastly, underlying the difference between the notions of democratic
politics and politics of democracy, the third section will elaborate on
populism’s and parliamentarism’s capacity as forms of democratic politics
in the face of the literature questioning each of the two’s democratic
credentials. In doing so, it will emphasize the contingent nature of the effect
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that political logics as forms of democratic politics have upon what is often
perceived and constructed as the quality of democracy.

Politics and political logics

Despite approaching the phenomenon in question from two different
perspectives, authors belonging to the so-called Essex tradition of thought
on the one side, and Kari Palonen on the other, arrive at a very similar
understanding of politics.

Laclau (2005) famously defines politics as the institution —to which
some add the normalization and sedimentation (Glynos & Howarth, 2007;
Marttila, 2015)— of the social, or the hegemony. Politics, therefore, is
understood as consisting in the public contestation and defense of the
social, and antagonism, dissensus, and conflict are seen as inherent to it.
Being that the social objectivity is of discursive nature, and that an order of
discourse consists of essentially meaningless elements which gain their
signification relationally, political intervention is a discursive intervention
with the aim of (re)signification of particular elements of the discursive order
through their (re)articulation. Politics is, therefore, a discursive activity.

As such, politics operates within the reciprocal relation between the
discursive order and practices of articulation (Marttila, 2015). Discursive
order, or hegemonic discursive conventions, both make possible and limit
individual practices of articulation that draw on it. One can only articulate
the elements that exist or create new ones but only in relation to the existing
structures of meaning, either with the aim of confirming or contesting the
discursive conventions. Practices of articulation, as the empirically
accessible part of the discourse, which are often motivated by the interests
and demands of those engaged in political struggle, affect back the
discursive conventions they draw on. In doing so, they contribute towards
the (re)shaping of the hegemonic order of discourse. In this sense, practices
of articulation are seen as the method of politics, understood as the
institution and the public contestation of the social, i.e., of the hegemonic
discursive order.

A similar understanding of politics can be found in the intellectual
project of Kari Palonen (lThalainen et al., 2016a; Ihalainen & Palonen, 2009;
Palonen, 2014; 2019; Wiesner et al., 2017). Approaching politics primarily
as a power-seeking contingent and controversial activity, Palonen
acknowledges the political and social implications of the conceptual change,
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which itself is caused by the conflict over the interpretation of contested
concepts in political debate.

Palonen builds his position on the point of convergence between the
arguments of Skinner and Koselleck. Skinner parts from the assumption
that concepts can never have an agreed-upon meaning, as the latter is
rather dependent on the act of their use which is one-time, illocutionary,
and context-dependent. Consequentially, he suggests focusing on the
illocutionary use of words that refer to concepts in the capacity of speech
acts, i.e. moves in a debate oriented towards achieving a certain purpose
(Skinner, 1969; 1999; 2002). Koselleck acknowledges the intrinsic
vagueness and contestability of basic political and social concepts; however,
he insists that the possibility of communication between individuals is
conditional on the existence of some sort of established corpus of language
with its adjacent structures of meaning (1996). Skinner’s “words which refer
to concepts” presuppose the existence of shared concepts that such words
would refer to. These concepts, notes Koselleck, change over time, with some
shades of their meaning fading and disappearing, while others being added
to them. Skinner recognizes this point as he notes that, while Koselleck
focuses on the conceptual change tout court, he himself focuses on one
particular means through which such change takes place (1999, pp. 71-72;
2002, pp. 186-87). The illocutionary use of words that refer to concepts
affects, therefore, over the long term, the established corpus of language
that makes their use possible, thereby modifying the meanings of concepts
that structure the debate and mediate our perception of the social
objectivity.

In this sense, Palonen proposes focusing on the analysis of political
debates in order to observe how different uses of concepts as speech acts in
a political debate cause, over the long term, the change in the dominant
meaning of contested concepts. In doing so he focuses —according to some
of his peers, overfocuses (Skinner, 1999)— on the political implications of
the conceptual change. What allows for such conceptual change, however,
is the “conceptual controversy”, by which Palonen refers to the conflict over
the articulation or interpretation of contested concepts.

The parallel with the Essex tradition’s view on the centrality of the
reciprocal relation between the discursive conventions and the practices of
articulation for the activity of politics is, therefore, evident. Since discursive
elements gain their meaning relationally, articulation is constitutive of their
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signification. As there is no objective or essential way to structure the
discursive elements into a particular formation, their articulation has to be
guided by some contingent logic. The category of logics, introduced by
Laclau and Mouffe (2001), is most detailly elaborated by Glynos and
Howarth (2007).

Social logics answer the what question and refer to the irreflexive rule-
following of the sedimented forms of the social. Fantasmatic logics answer
the why question and account for the motivation or fantasy guiding the
political agency. Political logics, however, refer to the how question, i.e., how
the social is to be instituted and sedimented, or publicly contested and
defended once its contingent nature has been revealed. Their reference to
the how question makes them strictly formal.

Political logics are logics of articulation of equivalences and differences
and drawing political frontiers. On the empirical level, they take the form of
a discursive frame which is used to frame —or articulate— the contextual
discursive elements, which provide them with their contingent and context-
dependent content. These logics of articulation and structuration of
contextual discursive elements help one not only to act politically, but also
to make sense of politics for oneself, due to which they can also be thought
of as forms of understanding, thinking, and doing politics. In order to be
considered political, a logic has to imply a particular way of constructing the
people, i.e., the democratic subject, and its sovereign will, the representation
of which is the sine qua non of democratic politics.

Political logics, therefore, are related to the formal aspect of a political
project which can have any sort of contingent ideological and programmatic
content. Their formal nature distinguishes them from political ideologies
which are of prescriptive nature. Political ideologies, which aspire to project
the essence into the essentialless social, offer a vision of a desirable
community, and imply a set of desirable policies which would bring us closer
to achieving it. In other words, the fact that a certain political project
ascribes to a particular ideology —say, its, political-Islamist, neo-liberal,
socialist, or communist— indicates what kind of policy outcomes it can be
expected to pursue. However, the fact that a political project is guided by a
certain political logic —say, its populist— says nothing of its programmatic
principles, for political logic refers to its form of understanding and doing
politics and framing its contingent ideological and programmatic content.
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Political logics as forms of politics imply particular ways of
understanding, approaching, and handling dissensus and conflict, which
are inherent to politics. Their political nature differentiates them from
practices and regimes of practices based on social logics which perpetuate
the sedimented forms of the social, such as bureaucracy as the stable
element of a polity, or the consensus-imposing administration which
operates in accordance with the principles of seemingly objective and
universal rationality. The apolitical character of the latter comes from its
impulse to try and overcome the dissensus and conflict by assuming that
there can exist, beyond all politics, a set of objective or rational criteria
which could allow us to establish what is objectively the best form to
organize a community.

Towards non-antagonistic forms of democratic politics: Populism and
parliamentarism as two contentious political logics

As indicated in the two previous sections, populism is hereby understood in
Laclauian terms as political logic, political reason, or a way of thinking about
politics (2005). The notion of populism as political logic has been further
elaborated within the tradition of Essex most notably by de Cleen et al.
(2018; 2020).

Parliamentarism, on the other hand, is understood in terms of Kari
Palonen (2019), who defines it as an ideal type of acting and thinking
politically, and in doing so goes beyond its narrow understanding as an
institutional design. Parliamentarism is founded upon the basic assumption
of the intrinsic and irreducible social complexity and heterogeneity, reflected
in the intrinsic plurality of identities, demands, interests, and points of view.
The irreducible social complexity is perpetuated by the fact that there cannot
exist a set of commonly accepted objective criteria on basis of which one
could decide which argument or point of view is objectively better than the
other. For this reason, parliamentarism insists on the centrality of the free
and fair deliberation in utramque partem between representatives of different
argumentative positions, seen as equally legitimate and representative of the
social heterogeneity, as the sole method of political decision-making. In that
sense, parliamentarism implies the need for the centralization of power in
the parliament as a representative and deliberative institution, which would
become the principal forum of politics. The rationale is that the institution
of parliament can provide the institutional infrastructure for the permanent
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and structured deliberation between representatives of the heterogeneous
citizenry as the principal form of the political decision-making process.

Parliamentarism is a political logic. Palonen himself underscores this
point when he insists that parliamentary form of acting and thinking is to
be understood in opposition to bureaucracy as the stable element of a polity,
as well as in opposition to governance based upon the logic of administration
or management (2015, p. 14). Parliamentarism is understood as opposed to
administration precisely because, in contrast with the latter, it offers “a
distinctly political way of thinking” (2019, p. 3). Just like populism, it is
strictly formal in its nature, for it implies a form of approaching and
understanding politics that, in and on itself, is not linked to any sort of
ideological or programmatic content (2019, p. vi). The fact that
parliamentarism implies the need for the centralization of power in the
parliament as the principal forum of politics does not make it an
institutionalist logic in Laclauian sense. Parliamentary political logic sees
parliament as a political institution whose purpose is to foment dissensus
and conflict, and facilitate doing politics, understood as the public
contestation and defense of the social, in the context of the intrinsic and
irreducible social heterogeneity. In that sense, its political character opposes
it to the administration or the bureaucratic apparatus (2019, pp. 2-3).

The principal difference between populism and parliamentarism is
found in the fact that while the former is an antagonistic political logic, the
latter is a non-antagonistic one. Political logics represent different forms of
articulation of equivalences and differences in the process of (re)drawing
political frontiers of inclusion and exclusion, in which they create different
sorts of political boundaries and relations between identities. In order to be
considered political, a logic needs to produce “some kind of equivalence
(some kind of ‘people’)” (Laclau, 2005, p. 154), that is, an equivalence
consisting in a popular identity which those identifying with it would
superordinate to their internal differences, hence creating the popular or
democratic subject, the “people”.

Populism constructs the people in an antagonistic way. The internal
antagonistic frontier is a definitional characteristic of the populist political
logic, as it has a constitutive role in the formation of the populist people,
that is, the plebs aspiring to be the only populus. The populist people is
constituted on the bases of the externalization of one element or set of
elements internal to the society, which are transformed into the constitutive
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outside, in rejection to which a heterogenous set of demands and identities
is constituted as equivalent.

Yet, as noted in the introduction to this work, Laclau’s conflation of
populism with the categories of politics and political logics leads him to
define the latter in terms of the characteristics of the former, and conclude
that the internal antagonistic frontier is a defining characteristic of
populism, and therefore of the category of political logics itself. Similarly,
parting from the assumption that the populist way is the only way of
constructing the people, Laclau concludes that, without an internal
antagonistic frontier, a society “could not create a ‘people” for “it would be
unable to differentiate itself from anything else” (2005, p. 78). His argument,
therefore, does not anticipate the possibility of a non-antagonistic political
logic, which would be based upon a non-populist way of constructing the
people. However, if we agree with De Cleen et al. (2020) that populism and
politics are not synonyms and that populism is only one kind of politics, or
one particular political logic, then we imply that there can exist political
logics, or forms of politics, which are different from the populist one.

Parliamentary political logic is the case in point. Parliamentarism
constructs the popular identity non-antagonistically, in such a way as to
make the limits of the people coincide with the limits of the heterogeneous
citizenry. This clearly resonates with Mouffe’s argument that the main
condition of a democratic pluralist system is that individuals belonging to it
feel that they share the same symbolic space, and that they can elevate this
common identity above their internal differences. Second condition is that
all of those sharing the common identity accept the legitimacy of political
institutions through which they will conduct their permanent and
ineradicable political conflict (Mouffe, 2005, p. 20). Unlike populism,
parliamentary political logic does not impose its own internal antagonistic
frontier, that is, does not construct the popular identity on the basis of the
radical exclusion of a set of differences. Rather than on externalization, it is
based on the internalization and legitimization of differences, which take the
agonistic form. According to Palonen, parliamentary form of thinking and
doing politics is based upon the principle of deliberation in utramque partem
between different argumentative positions and points of view representative
of the heterogeneous citizenry, which are all seen as equally legitimate. He
explicitly refutes the idea of objectivity and remains unconvinced of the idea
that there can be such thing as the objectively best argument or
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argumentative position, which would be beyond politics and could be
accessed or discovered through deliberation. In so doing, he joins Moulffe in
her critical stance towards the basic assumptions of the Habermasian model
of deliberation (Palonen, 2019, p. 229). As he sustains, permanent and
ineradicable dissensus and conflict are inherent to politics, and
parliamentarism represents a form of thinking and doing politics precisely
in the context of them. Parliamentary ideal type of acting and thinking
politically is based on the assumption that there is no way to reduce the
social heterogeneity or to find the objectively best way of instituting the
social. In that sense, any intent of social homogenization, removal of
dissensus, or imposition of the “rational” rather than political
administration of a polity is seen as an attempt not only against
parliamentarism, but also against politics as such. In that sense,
parliamentarism can be seen as a form of politics different from, and
opposed to, the populist one.

Populism and parliamentarism as two forms of democratic politics
imply two different ways of constructing the popular will. As for the former,
the role of the leader is important for the construction of the populist people
and its will, for it is the leader who facilitates the formation of equivalences
between heterogeneous demands and the articulation of the popular will. By
claiming to be representing the popular will that is already there, the leader
creates it. Parliamentary political logic, on the other hand, implies that the
popular will is a product of the process of free and fair deliberation in
utramque partem between the legitimately elected representatives of the
heterogenous people in the parliament as a representative and deliberative
institution and the principal arena of politics.

The conflict over the way of constructing the people, indicative of the
presence of different political logics underlying the debate, is a common
occurrence in the political struggle. The empirical reality provides us with
examples of non-populist ways of constructing the people as the democratic
subject, countering Laclau’s contention that populism is the only way of
constructing the popular identity, and that the populist people is the only
possible people.2 The signifier “people” is a floating signifier whose
signification depends on its articulation, and the conflict over its articulation
forms an integral part of the political struggle itself.

In summary, there is no doubt that conflict and dissensus are
constitutive of politics, and by extension, of all its different forms. Populism
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is based upon the radical antagonistic split between the people and the
other. Parliamentarism is based upon the principle of deliberation in
utramque partem, which presupposes the dissensus and conflict between
different points of view. Put differently, without conflict and dissensus
neither the internal antagonistic frontiers nor the deliberation in utramque
partem would be possible which, in turn, means that there would be no
politics in either its populist or parliamentary form. The main difference
between populist and parliamentary political logics, as two forms of thinking
and doing democratic politics, has to do with the issue of antagonism.
Populism is an antagonistic political logic, in the sense that it creates its
own internal antagonistic frontier, dichotomizing the political field.
Parliamentarism, on the other hand, is a non-antagonistic political logic, in
the sense that it does not impose an internal antagonistic frontier of its own,
but rather suggests a way of approaching the existing conflicts, dissensus,
and antagonisms present in a pluralist democratic subject, and proposes a
way of doing politics in the context of them.

Populism, parliamentarism, and the “quality of democracy”

In order to understand the relation between populism and parliamentarism
as two forms of democratic politics on the one side and the so-called quality
of democracy on the other, it is important to differentiate between what we
might call democratic politics and politics of democracy. This argument
borrows its logic from de Cleen et al. (2020) who differentiate between
populist politics and politics of populism. Democratic politics, as mentioned
earlier, is politics done within the democratic symbolic framework, which
implies a certain form of construction of the sovereign people and its will,
and the reference to it as the ultimate source of political legitimacy. Politics
of democracy, on the other hand, refers to the fact that “democracy” is a
word, used frequently in day-to-day political debate in order to refer to one’s
own or the other’s political project, with the aim of achieving a particular
illocutionary purpose. In other words, it is a signifier, or an essentially
contested concept, conflict over which articulation forms an integral part of
the political struggle.

The relation between the categories of populism and parliamentarism
and the category of democracy is a hotly debated issue in the academic
literature and arguing that the former two are forms of democratic politics
can certainly raise objections. Part of the literature argues that populism is
incompatible not only with liberalism and the liberal version of democracy,
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but also with the idea and the practice of democracy itself (Ober, 2017).
Similar can be said of the relationship between parliamentarism and
democracy, for the two are often seen as independent and not necessarily
mutually compatible traditions. Indeed, the early history of parliamentarism
is characterized by its disregard for democratic principles such as popular
sovereignty or universal suffrage, which were largely ignored or even
explicitly abhorred and rejected as dangerous for parliamentary politics. It
was a century ago that Schmitt famously argued that parliamentarism and
democracy are incompatible due to the former being founded upon the
principles of the liberal rather than democratic tradition. In doing so, he
argued that the parliament, as a representative institution based on the
principles of free representation and deliberation, is incompatible with the
democratic principle of popular self-government based on the singularity of
identities of governor and governed (1988).

The contemporary literature on parliamentarism also asks the
question of whether the articulation of parliamentarism and democracy
within the modern notion of parliamentary democracy has resulted in
friction between the two, creating the need for one to give in and renounce
some of its definitional characteristics in order to be articulated with the
other. In his assessment of the state of the modern parliamentarism,
Selinger (2019) seems to be echoing Schmitt’s assertation that mass
democracy and mass political parties have made basic principles of
parliamentarism outdated and inapplicable, depriving the parliament of its
intended purpose and function and turning it into a mere facade. Selinger
sustains that the modern mass democracy facilitates the concentration of
power in the executive which, in turn, weakens the parliamentary principle
of free deliberation as the method of political decision-making, as well as the
principle of the dominance of the parliament over the executive. Even more
importantly, he argues that the modern democracy has weakened —if not
terminated— the practice of free parliamentary deliberation, which is a
constitutive characteristic of parliamentarism. He notes that the modern
democracy, based on the principles of popular sovereignty and universal
suffrage, has led to the strengthening of political parties as an indispensable
tool for mobilizing and organizing large constituencies. The evolution of
political parties has led to their increased grip over the parliamentary
representatives, which has resulted in the increase in the party discipline,
decrease in the parliamentarians’ autonomy, and the removal of the
conditions for a truly free mandate and deliberation. The removal of the
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conditions for free parliamentary deliberation and the endemicity of party
block negotiations and instrumental power struggles in the parliament are
therefore seen as directly attributable to the modern democracy. Such a
position reflects Leibholz’s view on the incompatibility between the party-
state, itself a product of the mass democracy, and the principles of genuine
parliamentary representation (1951, p. 105). It is for these reasons that
Selinger concludes, echoing Schmitt, that there has occurred a break
between the classical parliamentarism and the modern democracy, as the
former has been rendered impractical by the latter (2019, p. 17).

It is against the backdrop of this literature that the difference between
democratic politics and politics of democracy, and the capacity of populism
and parliamentarism as forms of democratic politics needs to be restated.
Populism is intrinsically linked to the process of the construction of the
sovereign people and the popular will that it aspires to represent. The fact
that populism cannot be separated from the democratic symbolic framework
is also recognized outside the hereby discussed Essex tradition (Canovan,
2002; Pappas, 2016; Urbinati, 2019).

Whether or not one will take parliamentarism to be compatible with
democracy depends, among other things, on the way in which one defines
democracy. Parliamentarism is certainly not compatible with the Schmittian
understanding of democracy, which is based upon the assumption of the
homogeneity of the people and the unanimity of the popular will. Parliament
as a representative and deliberative institution would obviously be an alien
body in an attempt of direct democracy and immediate popular self-rule.

This paper, however, understands democracy as a symbolic
framework within which the political agency is legitimized through the
reference to the sovereign people, which itself is an empty signifier that can
be discursively constructed in different ways, through different forms of
articulation of equivalences and differences. As we have seen, a construction
of the people in such a way as to make its limits correspond with the limits
of the citizenry results in an intrinsically heterogeneous and pluralist
democratic subject, in which case political representation and deliberation
become necessary instruments of the formulation of the popular will.
Therefore, rather than being indicators of parliamentarism’s incompatibility
with democracy, political representation and deliberation became the
precondition for its effective consumption.
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Palonen’s work on parliamentarism as an ideal type of thinking and
acting politically also shows us that, on the conceptual, or ideal-typical level,
there is no incompatibility between parliamentarism and democratic
principles. Palonen routinely articulates democracy and parliamentarism
together within his conception of modern parliamentarism, which
presupposes franchise, eligibility, and “modern conceptions of the
representation of people” (2016b, p. 7). Democratic credentials of
parliamentarism are traced back to the process of transition from estates,
based on the imperative mandate and the representation of particular
interests, to the parliament, based upon the representation of the people
and free mandate (Ihalainen, p. 2016).

In that sense, the parliamentary political logic implies the
construction of the people whose limits correspond with the limits of the
heterogeneous citizenry, and the construction of the popular will through
the process of free parliamentary deliberation between the representatives
of the social heterogeneity. It also implies the principle of the sovereignty of
the people, for parliamentarians are responsible to the people who exercise
control over their representatives through various instruments of
democratic accountability, free and periodic elections being principal among
them. Certainly, Palonen is aware of the “presidential tendencies” (Wiesner
et al., 2017, p. 37) within parliamentarism, as well as of the increase in the
party discipline and the negative effects it has on the possibility and practice
of a genuinely free parliamentary deliberation. He does not hesitate to
qualify them as “challenges to parliamentarism” (Palonen, 2016a). However,
rather than as an indicator of the incompatibility between parliamentarism
and democracy, he sees them as digressions from the ideal type which occur
in practice and which should be addressed and, if possible, reversed. The
category of political logics is of ideal-typical nature, meaning that in the
empirical reality they are never found in their pure form. Rather than being
binary categories —implying that a political project either is or is not populist
or parliamentarian— they are of gradual nature, as their presence in a
particular political project is a matter of articulation and degree.

This brings us back to the question of the relation between populism
and parliamentarism as two forms of thinking and doing democratic politics
on the one side and what is often referred to as the quality of democracy on
the other. Quality of democracy, as a category of empirical analysis,
presupposes the operationalization of a particular interpretation of the
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category of democracy and the corresponding method of its quantification,
an exercise which necessarily contains a dose of discretion and is therefore
always contestable. The effect of populism and parliamentarism on the
quality of democracy, regardless of how the latter is constructed, is
contingent, as the strictly formal nature of political logics makes them
normatively neutral (De Cleen et al., 2020). The effect that political logics
have on concrete political outcomes is mediated, as it depends on their
articulation with the contingent ideological and programmatic content that
they forward, as well as on their interaction with the contingent contextual
factors within which they operate. The indirect nature of the link between
political logics and concrete political outcomes indicates that one cannot
aspire to unequivocally determine the effect that particular political logics
have on what one constructs or perceives as the quality of democracy.
Instead of recurring to induction, deduction, or analogy in order to
determine the effect that particular political logics have upon the quality of
democracy, such effect is to be analyzed retroductively on case-to-case
basis.

Conclusion

Dissensus and conflict are constitutive of politics. Acknowledging this,
however, raises the question of whether this implies that antagonism too is
constitutive of it, or we can think and do politics in a non-antagonistic way.
Ernesto Laclau seems to affirm the former when he, emphasizing the
intrinsically antagonistic nature of populism, goes on to reduce all politics
to populism and claim that the two are synonyms. As a consequence of such
conflation, it has become common within the Essex tradition of thought to
observe the phenomenon of populism in opposition to different forms of anti-
politics. Populism is most frequently framed as being opposed to the
depoliticizing administration, which brings about the decrease in relevance
of the people and its will, transition of power from popular representatives
to technocrats, and intents towards the removal of dissensus and conflict
through rationalistic decision-making and disciplination of the public
sphere (Galanopoulos & Stavrakakis, 2019; Katsambekis, 2014;
Stavrakakis et al., 2018).

The purpose of this article was to revisit the issue of the relation
between antagonism and politics, and the idea of the centrality of the former
for the latter. This was done by raising the question of whether we can speak
of a logic, opposed to the populist one, which is genuinely political, and
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contrast populism to an alternative political logic. Put differently, the
question was the one of whether we can speak of a form of democratic
politics opposed to the populist one which, together with populism, is
opposed to the anti-political administration. It has been argued that
parliamentarism is such political logic. While its non-antagonistic character
differentiates it from populism, parliamentarism is still a political logic, as it
implies an approach to thinking and doing politics, understood as the
(re)institution of the social through its public contestation and defense.

The focus on political logics shifts the attention of the analyst to the
formal aspect of politics. It allows one to analyze not what an individual or
collective political agent does, but how does it do it, that is, how politics is
understood, thought of, and done. Political logics undoubtedly have an
important effect on political dynamics within a polity. However, their
influence on concrete political outcomes is mediated by their articulation
with the ideological and programmatic content that they project, as well as
by their interaction with contingent contextual factors. Since there is no
direct link between political logics and concrete political outcomes, one
cannot aspire to establish a general and universal effect that different
political logics have on what can be constructed and perceived as the quality
of democracy. Nevertheless, the formal aspect of politics is as important for
political dynamics and concrete political outcomes within a polity as the
actual programmatic and ideological principles being contested over, due to
which it deserves to be analyzed for its own sake.

Notes

1 He reiterates: “For me the main point is not to understand parliamentarism as a
political regime, in comparison with presidentialism, semi-presidentialism, etc.”
(2019, p. 25, italics in original), for such an understanding is “narrow and
misleading” (2019, p. 107). He differentiates between parliamentarism as an ideal
type of acting and thinking politically, parliament as an institution, and
parliamentary system as a constitutional form.

2 Take, for instance, Angela Merkel’s statements such as “We are all the people”
(“Angela Merkel: "Wir alle sind das Volk"”, 2017), or “There is no justification
whatsoever that small groups in our society presume to define who the people are.
The people are everyone who lives in this country” (“Das Volk ist jeder, der in diesem
Lande lebt”, 2017). These statements are made in response to the populist
PEGIDA’s slogan ‘We are the people’. If we accept Laclau’s contention that the
“name is the ground of the thing” (2005, pp. 100-101) and that the popular subject
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is created through the act of naming, then the two abovementioned interventions
represent two distinct ways —one populist other non-populist— of creating the
people as the democratic subject, indicative of the presence of two different political
logics.
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