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Entretien avec Pierre Manent

Selon vous, le populisme dont on parle si souvent en Europe et en
Amérique est—il un phénoméne inhabituel ou est—il ancien? Et surtout,
comment le définir?

Je pense qu’il faut s’attacher a ce qui est propre a chaque phénomene
politique. La démagogie est un phénoméne qui se développe dans tous les
régimes démocratiques, et le “populisme” a aujourd’hui certains caracteres
de la démagogie ordinaire. Mais ce n’est pas le plus intéressant. Ce qu’il
importe de discerner, c’est ce qu’il révele de la situation politique et morale
des nations européennes.

On parle souvent du populisme comme d’un retour au nationalisme.
A votre avis, est—ce le cas ou est—il nécessaire de faire des distinctions?

Nationalisme est un mot—valise qui aujourd’hui ne signifie plus rien. Sil'on
se réfere a I'histoire de 'Europe moderne, le nationalisme comportait deux
traits: premiérement, une composante impérialiste, visant a ’expansion
territoriale, composante liée a I’ére des entreprises coloniales, méme ou
surtout pour des nations dont les empires coloniaux étaient modestes com-
me I'’Allemagne; deuxiémement une composante antidémocratique, ou
antilibérale, portée par le sentiment que les institutions de la démocratie
représentative représentaient mal les intéréts et la grandeur de la nation,
et que celle—ci devait s’appuyer sur des institutions réelles et agissantes
comme I'armée, ou un parti unique, et non plus sur des institutions «bavar-
des» comme les parlements. Aujourd’hui les mouvements dits nationalistes
présentent des caractéres strictement opposés: d'une part, au lieu d’étre
conquérants et agressifs, ils sont défensifs, ils entendent ou prétendent
préserver une vie nationale mise en danger par les divers flux liés a la mon-
dialisation, flux du commerce mondial et flux de migrants; d’autre part,
ils peuvent sans absurdité se réclamer d’une certaine «démocratie» car
leurs appuis sociaux sont strictement électoraux, de tous les partis politi-
ques ils sont ceux dont la force dépend le plus du jeu électoral, donc du
fonctionnement de la démocratie.

Convient—il a ’expression, également trés a la mode, de “souveraini-
»
sme”?

Le souverainisme a un sens plus technique. Les processus dont je parlais,
'extension des flux, mais aussi bien str la “construction européenne”, ont
progressivement réduit la latitude d’action de I'instrument politique par
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excellence de I'Europe moderne qu’était I'Etat souverain. En somme, que
ce soit sous une forme démocratique-représentative ou sous une autre
forme, I'Etat européen classique “pouvait tout”, sa “volonté” condensait
la vie d'un corps politique pour lequel rien n’était plus important que de
faire valoir son indépendance, sa puissance et sa grandeur. Aujourd’hui
au contraire, ce méme “Etat” européen ne peut presque plus rien, enserré
qu’il est par les contraintes que je viens de mentionner, mais aussi par
la montée en puissance de juridictions internationales, européennes, na-
tionales, qui prétendent parler immédiatement au nom de '’humanité et
qui circonscrivent jusqu’a la paralyser 'action de nos gouvernements. Le
“souverainisme” désigne I'intention de recouvrer un peu de cette latitude
d’action, un peu de cette “indépendance”, un peu de cette “agency” qui a
été perdue.

Certains critiques des populismes actuels évoquent des comparaisons
avec les fascismes de la premiére moitié du XXe siécle. Qu’en penses—
ta?

Ces comparaisons sont ridicules. Ma réponse a votre premiére question
contient la réponse a celle—ci. J'ajouterai simplement que les mouvements
fascistes manifestaient une volonté implacable de changer radicalement le
régime de la nation, qu’ils exercaient la violence avec abandon, ce qui n’est
pas du tout le cas des mouvements populistes aujourd hui, qui encore une
fois répondent aux inquiétudes de cette partie de la population qui se sent
menacée par les évolutions en cours, et qui donc dépendent de I'expression
électorale de cette partie de la population. Les fascistes n’attendaient pas le
résultat des élections. Ou ils produisaient ces résultats, ou ils se passaient
d’élections.

En tant qu’historien, pensez—vous que notre époque restera dans les
mémoires comme I’dge du populisme ou non?

L'age du populisme [...] certainement pas. Peut—étre 'dge de la fin de
cette création historique singuliere qu’est la nation européenne, ce qui
signifierait la fin de 'Europe comme ensemble ou concert de ces nations.
Jusqu’a présent le populisme est un mouvement trop faible pour ralentir
ce phénomeéne. Je ne dis pas que ces mouvements sont bien congus et
judicieux, qu’ils proposent des solutions pertinentes, je dis seulement qu’ils
sont de faibles réactions a un processus de trés vaste ampleur qui affecte
I'existence méme de I'ensemble européen.

Le vaste succés du phénoméne populiste est—il la conséquence d’une
crise du systéme démocratique libéral ou est—il la cause?

Le phénomeéne populiste n’est la cause de rien. Comme je le disais, il
est un effet, et jusqu’ici un effet assez faible. Ce qui est en cause, c’est
I'effectivité de notre régime démocratique et libéral, plus précisément
de notre régime représentatif. Aujourd’hui les ressorts de ce régime sont
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cassés. L'échange entre la confiance du peuple dans ses gouvernants et le
sentiment de responsabilité des gouvernants pour ce peuple, cet échange
ne se fait plus. Donc le peuple obéit de moins en moins a un gouvernement
qui le représente de moins en moins et le gouverne de moins en moins.
Le populisme n’est que I'effet de la paralysie du systéme, paralysie que
d’ailleurs il contribue a aggraver, et c’est ce qu’on peut lui reprocher. Voyez
la France ot les gouvernements prouvent leur 1égitimité devant ’opinion
non en répondant aux besoins du pays mais en empéchant la venue au
pouvoir du Front national [...] En France le populisme et les partis de
gouvernement font systéme, systéme qui garantit une paralysie a peu pres
complete de 'action gouvernementale.

Les mouvements populistes prétendent représenter les intéréts du “peu-
ple” trahi par les soi—disant oligarchies financiéres. A cet égard, certains
soutiennent qu’ils ne constitueraient pas une fracture avec le systéme
démocratique, mais plutot une mise en ceuvre plus efficace de celui—ci.
Qu’en pensez vous?

J attends encore la «mise en ceuvre plus efficace». Il y a une grande diffé-
rence entre dénoncer une situation et proposer et mettre en ceuvre des
politiques raisonnablement efficaces pour y répondre. Or les populistes se
bornent pour I'essentiel a dénoncer, leurs efforts constructifs sont modestes.
Je parle ici des populismes de I'ouest.

Comment définiriez—vous les régimes politiques actuels de la Russie
et de la Turquie? Populistes ou pas? Y a—t—il une affinité entre eux et
est—il logique de soutenir I’Amérique de Trump?

Je n’ai pas réponse a tout [...] Quant a Trump, ou pourrait dire qu’il repré-
sente ce que le populisme a produit de plus opérationnel. Au fond il entend
réaffirmer les intéréts de la nation américaine et du peuple américain contre
un appareil politique et idéologique impérial, contre I’empire américain. Il
entend redonner des frontiéres a une nation qui tendait a se transformer
en une nation-monde, en un empire mondial. Contrairement a ce qui est
souvent dit, la politique de Trump est cohérente méme si ses expressions
peuvent étre erratiques. Cela ne veut pas dire qu’il faille “soutenir” cette
politique. Il est clair quel les Etats—Unis brutalisent aujourd’hui I'Europe
d'une maniére humiliante, et que nous répondons a cette brutalité par une
passivité qui fait honte.

Le populisme est un phénoméne politique protééen ou a tendance,
cependant et partout, a se transformer en un ordre politico—social
spécifique lorsqu’un mouvement d’opposition devient une force de
gouvernement?

Je ne vois pas d’“ordre politico—social spécifique” résultant du populisme.
Méme a I'est de 'Europe. La situation politique de la Pologne et celle de la
Hongrie sont trés différentes.
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Comment la politique italienne actuelle est—l percu et représenté dans
votre pays? A votre avis, la catégorie du populisme vous convient—elle
totalement ou pas?

Pour I'Ttalie, je ne m’aventurerai pas a porter un jugement. Si j’adopte la
perspective la plus favorable, je dirai que ce qui se passe en Italie pourrait
signaler la possibilité d’intégrer des préoccupations et des ressorts populistes
dans la vie démocratique normale, c’est-a—dire de restaurer un peu de
représentativité dans nos démocraties représentatives épuisées. C’est en
tout cas le veeu que je forme pour notre «grande sceur latine».
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Interview with Michael Billig

In your opinion, does the populism of which we speak so much in
Europe and in America today is an unprecedented phenomenon or is
it something old? And, above all, how to define it?

I think that it is too soon to know how current populism (such as Trumpism,
the governing movements in Hungary, Poland, Turkey and Italy or the
popularity of Brexit in Britain) will develop. Certainly there are similarities
with past movements; in many ways Trump resembles Berlusconi — both
take delight in displaying a contempt for the constraints of logic, truth and
consistency; both have questionable business backgrounds; both are openly
nationalist; both enjoy using power, both personally and politically etc and
etc. On the other hand, the current wave of populism is occurring in new
circumstances which might echo past circumstances but are not complete
repetitions of the past. We might be seeing a reaction against the free market
philosophy of neo-liberalism, based on a right-wing protectionism.

As for defining populism, I could not offer a convincing definition. I con-
sider that social scientists often put too much importance on definitions.
Sometimes it is better to come towards definitions after careful analysis of
the phenomenon in question — rather than in advance of the analysis. Be-
cause I have not studied the phenomenon of populism, I am in no position
to offer a definition.

Often there is talk of populism as a return to nationalism. In your
opinion, is this so, or is it necessary to make distinctions?

I do not think that populism represents a return to nationalism because
nationalism never went away. Trump may have campaigned on the slogan
“Make America great again” but Obama was never shy about declaring the
USA to be “great”. When Trump was nominated the Republican candidate,
the American flags were noticeably waved at the Republican convention —
but they were also waved at the Democratic convention when Obama was
selected as candidate. What may be different is that Obama’s nationalism
was balanced by an international perspective — Trump’s is not. What may
distinguish populism may not be the nationalism as such, but the absence
of countervailing values.

Does it convince the expression, also very fashionable, of “sovereigni-
»
sm”?

I must admit my ignorance. I have not heard of the concept of “sovereigni-

2

sm .

15



16

d)

f

8)

h)

Danilo Breschi, Antonio Messina

Some critics of today’s populisms evoke comparisons with the fasci-
sms of the first half of the twentieth century. What do you think about
it?

There are similarities in that current populisms pose threats to democracy
(i.e in Turkey) — but unlike the fascist movements of the 1920s and 1930s
they are not openly anti-democratic — in fact, they claim to be democratic.
Nor do they have equivalents of militias of storm—troopers. History does
not repeat itself exactly but today’s populisms do pose a threat to democratic
values and respect for other opinions.

As a historian, do you think that this age of ours will be remembered
as the age of populism, or not?

I may be interested in the past, but I have no knowledge of the future!

Is the vast success achieved by the populist phenomenon the conse-
quence of a crisis in the liberal-democratic system or is it the cause?

I think that the problems of neo-liberalism are crucial to the rise of po-
pulism. Neo-liberal capitalism has failed to protect the economically and
socially insecure. Trump’s promise to protect the coal-mining industry in
the USA is evidence that he was reacting or taking advantage of the conse-
quences of anti—protectionist, neo-liberal economic practices. I think that
the popularity of Brexit in the United Kingdom can be seen in similar terms:
those who feel that they live in disadvantaged, forgotten areas want the
protection that they think that openly nationalist (i.e., non—internationalist)
politics will give them.

Populist movements claim to represent the interests of the “people”
betrayed by the so—called financial oligarchies. In this regard, there
are those who argue that they would not constitute a fracture with
the democratic system, but rather a more effective implementation of
it. What do you think?

The problem is that populist movements are not ostensibly anti-democratic
but they can and do lead to a weakening of democratic values, as opponents
are branded as “traitors” and “enemies of the nation”; and exclusionary
immigration policies are openly directed against “foreigners” or certain
groups of “foreigners”.

How would you define the current political regimes of Russia and Tur-
key? Populists or not? Is there any affinity between them and does it
make sense to support Trump’s America?

I don’t think I know enough to make an informed judgement or to offer
meaningful definitions. I do feel saddened that the possibilities of Turkey
becoming a liberal, modern democracy have been diminished. And in part
I hold to blame the European Community and its lack of encouragement
of the Turkish plan to become a member. At the root of that was, I believe,
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a fear of having a member with a Muslim majority. Thus, nationalism and
ethnocentrism were not invented by the populists.

Populism is a protean political phenomenon or tends, however and
everywhere, to transform itself into a specific political-social order
whenever the opposition movement becomes a force of government?

I do not think I am in a position to offer an opinion. I lack the knowledge.

How is the current Italian politics perceived and represented in your
country? In your opinion, does the category of populism fit you fully
or not?

I am afraid that the current Italian government is basically ignored in Britain
at the moment. At the moment, British interest in politics is dominated
by Brexit and has become almost exclusively focussed internally. It is an
example of how nationalism narrows horizons.
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Interview with Roger Griffin

a) In your opinion, does the populism of which we speak so much in
Europe and in America today is an unprecedented phenomenon or is
it something old? And, above all, how to define it?

The term “populism” which has entered the language of politics and the
media in the last 20 years is the short-hand for what in English is called
“right-wing populism”, in Italian populismo di destra, in German Rechtspopu-
lismus etc. We should not forget that there have recently been movements
in Spain and Greece that could be thought of as “left—wing populism”,
and in the US context populism refers historically to a late 19" century
movement of agrarian reform, which was more centrist liberal.

Populism is a nebulous term, since its core component simply refers to “the
people” with all the political ambiguity of that concept. As such, populism
could refer to a number of extremely varied popular insurrections in history
which have gained popular backing, such as the Peasant’s Revolt against the
Poll Tax in 1381 in England, or the resistance to Austrian occupation in the
Cinque Giornate di Milano of 1848, or the Civil Rights Movement in the
US. As such populism can be seen an ancient component of human society
and a latent possibility whenever there is the beginning of a movement of
popular resistance to perceived state oppression. As for “right-wing”, if it re-
fers to political behaviour based on a passionate commitment to protecting
a sense of cultural, ethnic, national, or religious identity against perceived
enemies, then it is probably even older, as old as human society’s need to
protect itself against groups seeking to take its resources or subjugate it.
However, as a form of democratic politics in which segments of the electo-
rate express their opposition to government policies which seem to ignore
not just their material interests, but undermine their sense of belonging,
identity, sovereignty and national pride, (right—wing) populism is a recent
phenomenon, which is now expressed in a unique way/in unique political
configurations in almost every modern liberal (and illiberal) democracy,
both within and outside party politics.

As for a definition, I would suggest that in the context of modern de-
mocracies it refers to: «An “ethnocratic” form of politics which sees the
indigenous population (ethnie) as under threat from the impact of both
national and international forces which are held to be undermining its
economic prosperity, cultural traditions, identity, and in some cases its
religious hegemony biological homogeneity, and thus seeks democratic
political representation and structural change that will enable the transfer of
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power and sovereignty back to their original source, namely the mythically
constructed “people”».

Often there is talk of populism as a return to nationalism. In your
opinion, is this so, or is it necessary to make distinctions?

As a historical force nationalism is constantly evolving and being shaped
by international events, and there are myriad dialects of both liberal and
illiberal nationalism in the modern world shaped by unique historical
circumstances. Mercifully, the ultranationalism that fuelled European im-
perialism, the First World War or Nazism cannot be returned to, and it
is unhelpful to think of nationalism as a single entity that dominated a
particular period. It is more useful to think of populism as drawing on
a variety of nationalism ranging from liberal nationalism’s concern with
preserving sovereignty to biological fantasies of pure race and racial su-
premacy. Each country tends to evolve its own forms of populism with its
own party—political expression, which generally represents not a point on
a left—right spectrum, but a line which straddles democratic and illiberal
forms of national sentiment. The Rassemblement National and the AfD
host a wide range of French and German nationalisms, and in recent mon-
ths there were attempts within UKIP leadership to turn it from a liberal
nationalist populist party to an extreme right-wing one. Focussing on natio-
nalism as the driver of populism creates confusion. It is more productive
to think of right-wing populism as the democratic (but not necessarily
liberal) expression of an international wave of identitarian politics that has
arisen as a reaction to a nexus of such forces as globalization, the loss of
national sovereignty to international bodies, the loss of Western hegemony
to Asia, the 2008 financial crisis, de—industrialization, mass migration and
multi—culturalism, and the refugee crisis, all of which impact on previous,
broadly hegemonic national identities.

Does it convince the expression, also very fashionable, of “sovereigni-
sm”?

It is not part of my active vocabulary, and since the sense of the erosion of
sovereignty is only one factor in populism, not very useful, at least in the
UK context.

Some critics of today’s populisms evoke comparisons with the fasci-
sms of the first half of the twentieth century. What do you think about
it?

Fascism is a revolutionary form of populist ultranationalism which rejects
liberal democratic institutions and pluralism in all its forms, and longs to
install a new national and international order based on nationalism and
racism. Some fascists join or support populist political movements as a
form of entryism, but right—-wing populism only becomes fascist at the
point where it wants to overthrow liberal democracy and install some



