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PART I

Introduction



CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Wind of Change: Podemos, Its
Dreams and Its Politics

Oscar Garcia Agustin and Marco Briziarells

On January 22, 2015, Podemos leader Pablo Iglesias joined the Greek
candidate Alexis Tsipras on stage in Athens and talked at the rally of the
Coalition of the Radical Left (Syriza). Other Leftish European leaders
were also in attendance, including Cayo Lara, the general secretary of the
Spanish party United Left (UL). However, the attention was focused on
the two young leaders, both around thirty-five to forty years old, dressed
in casual clothes, cheering the forthcoming victory of Syriza and possibly
the next step to turn European politics to the Left. Both grew up politi-
cally during the Global Justice Movement in the 2000s, and represented
at that moment a new generation of Left politicians. In fact, while the
economic crisis had not led to a stronger presence of the radical Left on
the political stage, the prominence acquired by Iglesias made his presence
particularly significant, as he was representing a party that had been
founded barely a year earlier.

O. Garcia Agustin (i)
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The days prior to the rally, Pablo Iglesias had carefully pondered the
relevance of Syriza’s triumph: it would have proven that governments
could not rule for their people while being controlled by other economic
and political interests, alien to national ones, which, in the European case,
was incarnated by the German Chancellor Angela Merkel. Developing the
dichotomization between democracy as people’s power and neoliberalism
representing imposed economic and political interests, a group of well-
known Left-wing intellectuals—Etienne Balibar, Susan George, and
Francis Wurt—considered the possibilities opened by Syriza’s victory and
how it could affect other European progressive governments or parties in
their fight against austerity, particularly in the defense of a new Europe as
an alternative against nationalism and radical Right populism.

This sense of the possibility of change was captured by Pablo Iglesias in
his speech at Syriza’s rally. Before his brief intervention, the multitude
chanted “Venceremos [We will win], Syriza, Podemos.” Iglesias, in Greek,
said: “The wind of change is blowing in Europe. In Greece it is called
Syriza; in Spain, it is called Podemos.” Such a message of another Europe,
“united in diversity,” pointed to a new wave of political change, and pos-
sibly a new political cycle, in which reinforced “radical” Left parties and
renewed social democratic parties would be capable of concluding the era
of austerity and the (non-)ideological coexistence of conservative-liberals
and social democrats in their fight to occupy the political center. Finally,
greeting the Greek Syriza supporters, Tsipras and Iglesias embraced each
other and captured the image of that possibility of change. Two projects
with different backgrounds and, thus far, different results: Syriza, on the
one hand, a party in government, started as a renewed radical Left coali-
tion, which was built up while the social democratic Panhellenic Socialist
Movement (PASOK) was free-falling; Podemos, on the other hand,
grounded in the massive social mobilizations in Spain called 15M (May
15, 2011), developed a process of organizational and ideological defini-
tion in an attempt to forge a way of doing politics differently compared to
the dominant parties of the establishment.

Back in Madrid, Pablo Iglesias talked to 100,000 Podemos sympathiz-
ers gathered in the Puerta del Sol on the occasion of the so-called “Marcha
por el Cambio” (Rally for Change), whose goal was to celebrate the “joy
of being together” and the possibility of political change in Spain. Iglesias
emphasized the first measures taken by the new Greek government as an
example of new politics. Most importantly, he used his speech to connect
the different social struggles and movements opposed to the dominant
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powers, which culminated with the massive 15M demonstrations. The
emphasis on popular power as a real political alternative was articulated in
the statement: “It is necessary to dream. But we dream, taking our dream
very seriously.” For Podemos that meant taking up the challenge of devel-
oping a new political project, whose final goal was to gain governmental
power, combining “the dreams” of social and popular power; as well as
“taking the dreams seriously,” that is, ensuring the construction of a polit-
ical party capable of playing the political game without putting people’s
dreams aside.

In order for such a new political cycle to materialize, it must be recep-
tive and reflective with regard to several key issues. Accordingly, in the
following sections we examine some of those issues, which also allows us
to review key themes of this volume. Accordingly, in the first section we
review Podemos’ genealogy and its current development in relation to the
social historical context of Spain. In the second section, we broaden the
reflection to a larger geopolitical scenario with particular reference to
Syriza, by reflecting on the tension between the “moment of madness”
and the moment of “institutionalization” of a given political initiative. By
that, we refer to the potential and constraints of the cycle of social protests
applied to the political cycle, and the kind of synergies and contradictions
emerging from the development of Podemos as a party-movement, that
is, between the appeal to emerging social forces and the limitations
imposed by the institutional framework. Third, we consider the necessity
of (re)thinking the Left in the context of austerity and as a political project
beyond political categories such as “social democracy.” Finally, we believe
it is important to contextualize Podemos in the particular intersection
between theoretical debates and political praxis that gravitates around
competing understandings of the concept of hegemony, populism, and
the social laboratory provided by the Latin American experience.

1.1 PoDEMOS’ GENEALOGY: THE SOCIAL AND POLITICAL
DEFINITION OF A PROJECT

By the end of 2013, the enthusiasm and the social and political energies
that put under siege the so-called Regime of “78—the political order that
transitioned from the end of Franco’s dictatorship to Spain’s Second
Republic and the consequent approval of its Constitution—seemed to be
experiencing a dangerous impasse. Such a stall made increasingly more
manifest the contradictory productivity of crises deriving from the ten-
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sions between socially productive and socially conservative /reproductive
predispositions: on the one hand, the segments more affected by the crisis
could produce organized responses that in turn could potentially bring
about significantly new configurations of the social and the political; on
the other, a failed progressive attempt could cause a reactionary response
by the ruling group, which would lead to new configurations of the old, in
other words, a passive revolution in a Gramscian sense.

In this sense, when Podemos was launched in early January 2014, many
saw in it that needed and awaited strong political initiative to conjure sub-
stantial political change and prevent the ruling forces of the country from
reorganizing. It was not by accident that Podemos entered the political
arena with a rhetoric marked by the necessity of conveying a twofold pro-
gram: simultaneously marked by common sense and “dream.” Common
sense was considered a practical consciousness that demanded a renegotia-
tion of the social pact between the people and the institutions in the name
of social solidarity, social justice, the defense of the decommodifying func-
tions of the welfare state (i.e. redistributing wealth, offering public ser-
vices), a more democratized and transparent political system, and, last but
not the least, a genuine involvement of the people in the political process.
At the same time, the organization was also propelled by the power of
“dreaming” a potentinl consciousness, a genuinely new “good sense” driven
by sociological imagination and the determination to go beyond the rhet-
oric of inevitability of neoliberalism.

Such a dual consciousness possibly reflects the compound nature of
Podemos (and the transition that, later on, we describe from the ‘moment
of madness’ to the ‘moment of institutionalization’): a pragmatic element
that tries to boldly answer the question of power for the Left and is prone
to “elevate” the struggle to the institutional level of political society; and
a more movement-oriented element prone to operate at the level of civil
society, the combination of political and civil society that, for Gramsci,
defines the so-called “integral state.” There is indeed a dialectical and con-
structive tension between the two, which can be in part explained by
Podemos’ particular genealogy. As a matter of fact, Podemos emerged
from the convergence of 15M militancy, from the Trotskyist organization
Izquierda Anticapitalista, which was composed from parts of the frag-
mented political party Izquierda Unida and a group of Political Science
professors at the Universidad Complutense in Madrid, such as Juan Carlos
Monedero, Pablo Iglesias, and {nigo Errejon, who drew important lessons
from the Latin American experiences known as the Pink Tide govern-
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ments, and intended to translate those populist responses into pressure
against neoliberal globalization in the European context.

After its initial presentation, in March 2014, Podemos constituted itself
as a political party, with the goal of catalyzing the mixed and productive
emotions stirred up in previous years into a political project. The chosen
name, Podemos (We can), signals a willingness to capitalize on the sense
of popular empowerment emerging from virtual and physical plazas as a
way to promote action in the Spanish parliamentary system. The party also
reached its audience through careful and intensive use of media. In fact,
another particularity of Podemos consisted in that while the typical Leftist
movement had been traditionally skeptical of mediated political commu-
nication, Podemos took advantage of one of its media savvy founders,
Pablo Iglesias, and his usage of TV, to broadcast political information and
trigger discussion through TV programs and social media campaigns.

After an initial very positive electoral endorsement, Podemos has been
dealing with the never-ending campaign that started in fall 2015 and still
goes on as we write this introduction. During the December 2015 national
election, Podemos gained 20% of the vote, triumphing over the socialist
party in several key regions. At the municipal level, Podemos led joint
candidacies—with citizen platforms that allowed it to win municipal elec-
tions in the country’s biggest cities, Madrid, Barcelona, and Valencia.
Then,after the partial disappointment of the joint venture with Izquierda
Unida in June 26, 2016, Podemos is currently transitioning toward what
Iglesias, drawing on Gramsci, defined as “trench warfare.” That is a posi-
tion aimed at consolidating parliamentary representation, but also at pro-
viding a stable organization for the party, and an equally consistent
involvement of local cérculos in the decision-making. The succesive inter-
nal contestation against Iglesias has led to the emergence of an opposition
wing around the figure of Iiigo Errejon, cofounder and close friend of
Iglesias, responsible for translating Laclau’s theory into the discourse and
strategy of Podemos. It is likely that the tensions—ideological, strategic,
territorial, or personal—will continue in the coming years.

As we write this introductory chapter, the window of opportunity cre-
ated by the crisis of Regime of ‘78 is not necessarily closing, but its naviga-
tion has certainly become more complex and presents important challenges
for Podemos. First of all, the sense of emergency triggered by the economic
and legitimation crisis is being currently dispersed by the emergent rheto-
ric of an economic recovery and return to normalization. Despite the fact
that most of the population have not enjoyed the alleged recovery—as
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unemployment still approaches 20% and the few employed experience sal-
ary contractions, erosion of their working rights, and a permanent condi-
tion of precarity, thus contradicting any sense of recuperation —Podemos
must still decide whether it wants to keep tying itself to a narrative of
contingent urgency and a progressive kind of reactionarism triggered by
the crisis, or instead promote itself as a long-term project of social change.
Second, Podemos has to deal with its strategic alliances both in the
national and international contexts. For instance, Podemos’ position with
regard to the Catalan independentist project presents an ideological
dilemma that can potentially problematize its ideal of Left transversality.
Third, as we will mention later on when analyzing in more detail the dis-
cursive approach to hegemony, Podemos needs to disambiguate even fur-
ther its discourse about ‘new politics’ from that of other emergent parties,
such as Ciudadanos. Equally important, in a turbulent context of self-
reflection for the Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party (PSOE), Podemos will
probably be obliged to define its relation with the party either in antago-
nistic or agonist terms, as Mouffe would put it. Finally, Podemos has yet
to define its relation to labor, by taking a clear stance in relation to work-
ers, who have become increasingly skeptical of political mobilization and,
in turn, of trade union organizations such as the General Workers” Union
of Spain (UGT) and Workers” Commissions (CCOO). In fact, in the last
few decades, they have played a marginal role in Spanish politics and have
taken a “soft” position against the neoliberal government ruled by the
Popular Party (PP). In this sense, the fundamental question of whether
Podemos can embrace concrete labor and class issues without compromis-
ing its middle-class-centered transversalism remains unanswered.
Summing up, it is unclear whether or not Podemos aspires to renew
social democracy or if the introduction of new components (e.g. popu-
lism, transversality) is sufficient to renew the Left, specifically overcoming
the marginality into which the radical Left has traditionally been pushed.
The conceptualization of Podemos as a winner, in a similar way to Syriza
in Greece, entails a new way of thinking about progressive politics: that it
can play a major role in office and is not limited to supporting or influenc-
ing a government led by the social democratic party. Not without contra-
diction, Podemos assumes gaining an electoral majority is necessary to
make that step possible. In the next section, we make sense of this
ambiguity by framing it in the internal tension of the political cycle
between two distinct moments: madness and institutionalization.
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1.2  Tuk PorrricaL CyCLE: MOMENTS OF MADNESS
AND INSTITUTIONALIZATION

Reflecting on the post-crisis challenges for the Left, Luke March (2013)
used the words of Francis Fukuyama about the absence of a “Tea Party of
the Left,” which could put grassroots representatives in establishment
positions. Both during the Global Justice Movement in the 2000s and,
more recently, after 2011 with the Occupy and 15M Movements, Leftist
parties, or what March calls “radical Left parties,” have faced serious dif-
ficulties in strengthening links to social movements, and have revealed
their incapacity to be embedded in politics from below. However, recent
events make us reconsider such possibilities as we witness a stronger con-
vergence through different modalities: the reinforcement of radical Left
parties, such as Syriza, winning the general elections twice in Greece; the
establishment of a Left Bloc becoming part of the coalition government in
Portugal; the emergence of new parties capitalizing on strong social move-
ments, such as Podemos in Spain or Initiative for Democratic Socialism in
Slovenia; the formation of movement forms of participation within main-
stream parties, like the case of OccupyPD within the Democratic Party in
Italy and Momentum within the Labour Party in UK. In this context it is
convenient to explore the connection between the cycle of protest initi-
ated in 2011 and the possibilities of a new political cycle.

In his development of the concept of “cycle of protest,” Sidney Tarrow
(1993) refers to the idea of “moments of madness,” formulated originally
by Aristide Zolberg, as the moments when “all is possible” (1993: 281).
Despite their later evolution and the risk of provoking disappointment
(because of not meeting their expectations), such moments are necessary
for the political transformations of societies and for new actors to chal-
lenge existing political constraints. Tarrow identifies these moments with
the beginning of the protest cycle, when collective action starts to be
shaped. Besides, the explosion of creativity contrasts with the slow historic
development of the repertoire of contention. In this sense, the moments
of madness are “tempered into the permanent tools of a society’s reper-
toire of contention” (1993: 284), since they contribute to the evolution
of that repertoire of contestation rather than transform it immediately.

The cycle of protest from 2011 onwards, particularly in Southern
Europe, emerged in the context of the 2007-2008 economic crisis, which
was characterized by a global systemic downturn, debt, and austerity
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policies (Vivas 2013). As in every protest cycle, a window of political
opportunity is opened. When some mobilizations put the focus on the
need for more “democracy” and questioned the role played by political
parties and the economic system, they revealed a major problem to be the
crisis of representativeness. This frontal opposition against institutions
makes it difficult to think of political opportunities that could strengthen
the links between the party system and social movements. On the other
hand, the openness provoked by the “moment of madness,” despite the
unclearness on how to gain institutional influence, paves the possibility for
more radical social and political change.

Thus, the appearance and renewal of Left political parties can be inter-
preted within the context of evolution of the cycle of protest and how, in
turn, it intertwines with the political cycle. The double crisis, in terms of
economic and political systems, is contested at the political level as Left
parties try to redefine their projects and ideologies by striving to connect
more firmly with social movements and approach grassroots politics.
Therefore, mobilizations developed in multiple directions and the recep-
tiveness of political parties incorporated part of the dynamics, demands,
and possibilities previously undertaken by social movements during the
protest cycle. We understand this evolution as a shift from the “moment
of madness” to a “moment of institutionalization.” In this case, institu-
tionalization does not necessarily mean the only possible way of resolving
the moment of madness, since it is also being developed during the cycle
protest, but rather its incorporation into the institutional political realm.
Furthermore, institutionalization goes beyond becoming part of institu-
tions, as it implies the questioning and transformation of existing institu-
tions, or even the creation of new ones, applying some of the social
creativity of the moment of madness to reform political parties constrained
by existing norms and rules. Donatella Della Porta (2015), looking at this
moment as ‘windows of political opportunity,” emphasizes the emergence
of party-movements when the protest cycle is declining, arising from
those mobilizations and aiming to create new modes of doing politics.

Understood through this framework, Podemos could be considered as
a party—-movement navigating the transition from a moment of madness to
one of institutionalization: rooted in the activities of the 15M Movement
in 2011; made up of a remarkable number of activists who participated in
the demonstrations; and experimenting with new modes of doing politics.
While it would be wrong to identify Podemos simplistically with the 15M,
there is a clear connection between the two. Podemos’ leader Inigo
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Errejon, for instance, attributes to the 15M the transformation of ‘com-
mon sense,” which contributed to opening a window of opportunity that
later would be used by Podemos. Moreover, based on its demand for real
democracy, the 15M was interpreted by the Podemos leaders as a political
space for creating convergences between a diversity of identities, which
were not necessarily strongly ideologically based in the distinction between
the political Left and Right.

Therefore, the moment of institutionalization can be characterized by
the development of new ways of doing politics, rooted in social protests
and their demands, and the opening of a new political scenario, and con-
sequently of political identities. However, this moment is not without
contradictions. The tendency toward a centralized way of organizing, fos-
tered by their leadership as a new electoral strategy after the European
elections in 2014, has come up against internal resistance from those who
aspired to constitute a party—movement linked to social movements and
their ways of organizing. Despite such tension, Podemos chose to become
an ‘electoral war machine’ since the window of political opportunity was
mostly understood as a possibility of getting access and greater influence
within the institutional realm, rather than redefining ways of doing politics
learning from social mobilizations.

Only after two dizzy electoral years (two general elections, besides the
European, municipal, and regional ones), when the “electoral war
machine” strategy was considered over, did Podemos start to rethink its
strategy. Indeed, Pablo Iglesias announced after the general elections of
June 26, 2016, that the so-called ‘Podemos hypothesis’ had passed. He
argued that while the blitz represented by the frontal war endured by
Podemos during its first two years led the party to its electoral results,
Podemos had now moved to ‘war of position’ or t’renched warfare’
(Gramsci 1971) whose objective would be to forge a ‘historic bloc’. The
reconfiguration of the Parliament, that is the consolidation of Podemos as
the third largest party and exhaustion of the traditional two-center-party
system, represents for Pablo Iglesias the end of a political cycle and, con-
sequently, the beginning of a new one. Although the meaning of such a
new cycle is not specified by the members of Podemos, it is clear that it
entails expanding the representativeness of the Spanish Parliament, open-
ing up to social groups who felt excluded from or simply disenchanted by
the two-party system, and attempting to do politics in a different way;
meaning that more participatory politics or politics sensible to social
demands are still to be tried within the parliamentary system.
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So far, Podemos seems to perceive its official entrance into institutional
politics as an opposition party, as a new phase of undetermined implica-
tions. When Podemos, on May 31, 2015, promoted a massive rally in
Madrid with the only goal of celebrating the forthcoming political change
(called “March for Change”), Iglesias referred to the moment as the
beginning of a new political cycle. That was an interesting moment in
which the ‘electoral war machine,” centralized and aiming to gain institu-
tional power, coexisted with the attempt to push forward political change
from the streets and mobilizations. Therefore, the moment of institution-
alization showed its direct link with the moment of madness and the need
for politically developing social creativity and putting new and old forms
of contention into dialogue.

The moment of madness is sublated rather than erased by the moment of
institutionalization, and the new political cycle, converging symbolically the
protests on the streets with the arrival into institutional politics, could evolve
in different directions. First, it will be relevant to explore how the links with
social struggles can be strengthened and how new ways of political organiza-
tion can be implemented. After a first moment of imposition of a vertical and
centralized organization (not without internal contestation), the possibility
of incorporating more horizontal forms of participation still remains open. In
our opinion, there is a need for maintaining openness around the organiza-
tional form in order to hinder full closure of the moment of institutionaliza-
tion, which reflects the social creativity and innovation already initiated
during the moment of madness. Second, it will be necessary to consider how
the transition from the moment of madness to the moment of institution-
alization will affect parliamentary politics and, particularly, the position of
Podemos, and how such changes can also be applied to other new political
parties (or ones under the process of redefinition) who will influence the
space of the political Left, both the radical Left and social democracy.

1.3 CONTINUITIES AND RUPTURES OF PODEMOS’
PorrticaL FIELD

The experience of Podemos demonstrates how political theory and politi-
cal praxis inform each other in indissoluble ways. In fact, the ongoing
cycle of mobilization exemplified by initiatives such as Podemos—in addi-
tion to Syriza and MoVimento 5 Stelle (M5S)—has revived interest in
critical literature inquiring about the conditions that allow progressive
popular initiatives to emerge and challenge the status gquo. Thus, the
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political practices of Podemos significantly resonate with current theoreti-
cal debates on concepts such as hegemony and post-politics. At the same
time, if history informs theory, it is also true that the current trend of
political activism could not have been possible without the development
of theoretical reflections and historical comparative studies on the political
process. In this sense, an important goal of this edited volume is to use
Podemos as a lens through which we critically examine broad issues such
as competing understandings of political notions, and their practical feasi-
bility in evolving historical scenarios.

In the specific case of Podemos, the intricacy between ideas and action
seem to consistently gravitate around narratives of historical transition tied
to the prefix “post,” such as post-regime 1978, or post-hegemony, post-
ideology, and post-politics. In all these dictions, “post” defines both the
general historical context and the historical subject operating within it.
Thus, on the one hand, it describes the present as being concurrently a
rupture and continuity with the past. On the other, it describes Podemos’
self-understanding and its capability to read and navigate highly fluid and
contradictory circumstances.

For the intellectual founders of the group, Iglesias, Errejon, and
Monedero, the notion of hegemony plays a key role in producing a diag-
nosis of the situation as well as indicating an answer to Lenin’s question:
What is to be done? They work with an understanding of the concept that
draws both from Gramsci and posterior interpreters such as Laclau and
Moutffe. On the one hand, Podemos seems to have internalized several
Gramscian lessons on hegemony: the combination of the two political
realms of political and civil society into the so-called “integral state”; the
idea of politicizing the masses into a national popular movement; and,
finally, the expansion of the struggle on multiple fronts, such as political,
economic, cultural, and social. On the other hand, Podemos has also
incorporated Laclau and Moutffe’s post-Gramscian insights by disputing
the primacy of class and orthodox Marxist political-economics; by defin-
ing hegemony as contingent, unstable, and rhetorically constructed; and
finally, as we have seen, by proposing a transversalist vision that utilizes
‘empty signifiers’ working as synecdoche metaphors, which aggregate dit-
ferent identities into a common construct, the people.

Both Gramscian and Laclaunian/Mouffian perspectives regard crises as
volatile but important occasions to challenge the existing hegemony.
However, while for the former, still working within the boundaries of his-
torical materialist categories, the opportunity lies in the capability to
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gradually lead the mobilization from the primary field of the politico-
economic to the ethical-political one, for the latter the terrain of confron-
tation takes place in the quasi-autonomous field of discourse. In fact, the
Laclaunian/Mouffian position implies a vision of the struggle that has
shifted the terrain of confrontation from relations of productions to the
sphere of signification and rhetorical performance, according to which, in
an occasion of representation crisis, the hegemonic structure loses mean-
ing and consistency. Then, fissures appear in the form of empty signifiers,
which remain temporarily available for alternative political subjects to be
resignified.

Discursive hegemony assumes that social relations are inherently unsta-
ble and that meanings are relational and historically contingent. Such an
understanding not only represents an ontology of the social and political
that has given up fundamental tenets of traditional historical materialism,
but also assumes that the recent history has witnessed profound transfor-
mations of national and supranational institutions, which has reallocated
power among a variety of new subjects such as states, social movements,
regional markets, transitional corporations, non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), and international governance actors. In this highly mutated
scenario, Podemos saw in the Latin American experience of Chdvez in
Venezuela, Correa in Ecuador, Kirchner in Argentina, and Morales in
Bolivia an important repertoire of ideas and concrete political strategies
that could be exported to the Spanish context, such as a new kind of Left-
wing populism and a decisive embrace of mediated political communica-
tion strategies.

In this sense, Podemos’ discursive hegemony cannot be completely
understood without reference to its intensive use of media, because the
construction of a people means also constructing a rhetorical audience and
a community that share new kinds of linguistic practices. From this point
of view, the so-called ‘La Tuerka hypothesis’ epitomizes those reflections.
Originating from an intuition by Iglesias that most Spanish political
discourse develops through audio-visual media, this posited that Podemos
could reach and build its audience /constituency through TV programs
such as La Tuerka and Fort Apache. Such a hypothesis draws from both
Latin American extensively tested strategies and the Gramscian assump-
tion that the media is one of the most powerful hegemonic apparatus.
These programs function as particular kind of tertulia politica (political
talk show) that gives an emerging group the opportunity to embrace the
contradictions of the political field; that is, to dialectically confront both
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internal tensions and opposing political forces. Therefore, Podemos’
objective in using La Tuerka and Fort Apache has not simply been to voice
points of view traditionally excluded from the public sphere, but also to
allow its critical impetus to move from marginality to centrality by con-
structing aggregative discourses through persuasive, emotional, and rhe-
torically spectacular ways.

Podemos’ vision about the possibility of using aggregative discourses to
produce a collective will and an alternative hegemony also relies on a dis-
tinctive conceptualization of populism. Fighting the derogatory connota-
tions coming from both classical liberal theory and classical Marxist theory,
Iglesias, Errejon, and Monedero drew on Laclau’s conceptualization of
populism as a process of constructing the political field through binary
oppositions such as ¢/ pueblovs. la casta, ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ or ‘moral integrity’
vs. ‘corruption’. Against classic liberal discourse that assumes that ‘people’
is an already existing entity and the Marxist fragmentation of the unity of
people into classes, Laclau’s populism envisions it as a constant, contradic-
tory, and unstable process of constructing and reconstructing an articu-
lated unity through discourse. In the case of Podemos, this construction
has implied the constitution of the widest possible popular base and the
mobilization of people through meaningful images, empty signifiers, and
psychological investment that draw on Lacan’s theory of jouissance. In
fact, signifiers such as la casta, el pueblo, or even Iglesias as a charismatic
leader, are capable of interpellating people as well as establishing a poten-
tial chain of equivalence between different social groups, circumstances,
identities, and interests.

Thus, while, for instance, Negri’s concept of multitude considers those
fragmented social subjects as irreducible singularities, for Podemos, popu-
lism represents a way to create a collective will that unifies identities and
reconstitutes the political field through dichotomizing narratives and psy-
chological investment of militancy. Accordingly, Podemos is founded on
the productive tension between the ‘equivalence’ and ‘difference’of
struggles. In fact, together with Laclau’s idea of forcing the political field in
binary opposition, Podemos also seems receptive of Mouffe’s understand-
ing of politics as both agonism and antagonism.

The redefinition of the political by Podemos also seems to draw from
what Humphrys and Tietze (2015)define as “anti-political politics,” which
follows the early Marxian (and Autonomist Marxism) distinction between
politics as activity that gravitates around the state and institutions, and
politics as social struggle. Accordingly, anti-politics implies rejecting the
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political representation for a direct and active fight for the interests of the
subaltern class. In the case of Podemos, the compound nature of the orga-
nization, that is, being both party and movement, means it embraces anti-
politics in interesting ways. On the one hand, strategically Podemos
utilizes the ongoing legitimation crisis to problematize representative
politics; to criticize professional politicians; and in support of transparency,
accountability, more popular deliberation, and even the bypass of union
bureaucratic organizations. On the other hand, tactically Podemos has
turned into a vertically integrated party that aims at seizing power at the
level of institutional politics. Errejon (2014) seems to confirm this vision
of partial rupture with the traditional Left in his Le Monde diplomatique
essay “What is Podemos?” by claiming that Podemos represents a project
that boldly deals with three main taboos of the Left: the idea that a given
political project had to start as movement and only then gets into institu-
tional politics; the issue of charismatic leadership; and the adoption of
political categories such as Left and Right or class analysis.

1.4  Tue Lerr BEYoND SociaL DEMOCRACY

The electoral victory of Syriza in Greece presented several elements of
interest about the redefinition of the political Left and, more specifically,
Podemos. On the one hand, it connects from the beginning with the
mobilizations against austerity and claims for more democracy; on the
other, its electoral growth is produced together with the decreasing results
of the social democratic PASOK. As shown by Yannis Stavrakakis and
Giorgos Katsambekis (2014), this can be explained by the declining hege-
mony of PASOK and its shift in the 1990s, in line with other social demo-
cratic parties, from “populism to modernization.” In other words, from
social democracy to social liberalism; and by the construction by Syriza of
a larger discourse addressing “the people” as a political subject. Syriza’s
objective consisted of convincing those who traditionally voted PASOK to
believe in its capacity to defend Leftish policies and, not less important, of
avoiding the traditional division within the radical Left which impeded
obtaining better electoral results.

If we look at how the appearance of new parties or the renewal of older
ones have influenced the political room of the Left, and the move to a
political realignment, there are two points that can be learned from Syriza’s
experience and applied to other contexts: the relationship with social
democracy and the redefinition of the radical Left. The two phenomena
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cannot be dissociated. The aspiration of reaching a majority led by Syriza
implies reworking again the identity of the radical Left (its anti-capitalist
program) and its role as autonomous generator of polices or as corrector of
the “Left deficit” of the social democratic parties. Social democracy has
clearly abandoned space to its Left, which can be appropriated by the radi-
cal Left parties. Nevertheless, this works better in cases of strong social
democratic crisis, like the PASOK in Greece. In most countries, social dem-
ocratic parties are still the pivotal center-Left parties for the system and
most of the radical Left parties are still far away from becoming majoritar-
ian parties replacing the social democratic ones. Indeed, one of the para-
doxes is that the radical Right parties have improved their electoral results
and presence in the parliaments after the economic crisis more than the
radical Left. Besides the contexts, it is relevant to look more closely at the
occasions where the radical Left parties are challenging the social demo-
cratic hegemony of the Left, and to consider how it is affecting the identity,
program, and relationship between all the center-Left and Left parties.
This dynamic has become manifest since the foundation of Podemos.
When, quite surprisingly, Podemos obtained 1.2 million votes and five MEPs
in the European Parliament elections in 2014, the first reaction of Pablo
Iglesias was even more unpredicted, when he stated that: “Podemos was not
founded to play a testimonial role; it was born to go for it and we are going
for it.” The willingness to win and become a majoritarian party seemed to be
confirmed by the increasing results offered by the polls, including some plac-
ing Podemos as the most voted party in the beginning of 2015. The aspira-
tion to become a majoritarian party implies a redefinition of the political
space of the Left, particularly in relation with the center-Left, the social
democratic PSOE, and the radical Left, IU, a former Communist Party.
The emergence of Podemos, particularly in its first moment, has broken
the traditional division attributed to social democratic and radical Left par-
ties: the former destined to deliver reasonable and plausible Left politics,
and the latter fated to preserve the ideological identity with an ambivalent
position toward social democracy (always critical but sometimes coopera-
tive). New political parties such as Podemos, or renewed radical parties
such as Syriza in Greece, or Left Bloc in Portugal, enter into electoral com-
petition with the social democratic and (former) Communist parties. Whilst
in other cases, such as the Labour Party in the UK, there is an internal
competition led by Jeremy Corbyn, there are no significant parties to the
Left the conjuncture does not open up political space for a new party. In
the cases where the political space is open to realignment, social democracy,
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weakened by its position during the economic crisis and the radical Left,
moved toward a more pragmatic position. Moreover, the radical Left wing
is facing difficulties in competing with the radical Right wing, which has
gotten more successful at winning the support of the working class, which
is in a state of fragmentation due to the crisis of the welfare state and the
reaction against global neoliberalism. In this context, the strategy of
Podemos must be understood as attending to three elements: populism,
transversality, and the ambiguity of the social democratic project.

Even more explicitly than in other countries, Podemos assumes a popu-
list strategy to interpret the political moment after the economic crisis.
The political conflict was moved from the traditional ideological position
Left—Right to that of people—eclite. This division connects with the 15M
mobilizations and their rejection of the economic and political elites—
reinforcing the links with social movements in a way that the radical Left
could not have done—and challenges the appropriation of the majoritar-
ian Left electoral space by social democracy. The social democratic party,
in this sense, should not compete against a party placed as a ‘far Left
party,’which could be marginalized politically, but against a party which
reclaims the role of people as principal political subject. Furthermore,
Podemos included PSOE in the political elite, which created a compli-
cated categorization for PSOE.That is because although it insisted on the
social democratic option as the ‘reasonable Left,” it found it difficult to
reject its contribution toward maintaining the interests of the establish-
ment, that is, its functioning as a political class (preserving its own inter-
ests) as well as its relation with economic powers.

It must be emphasized that the assumption of a populist strategy oper-
ates mostly in the Left political space. In contrast with other countries
(Greece, UK, France), Left populism appears and is developed in the
absence of Right populism. This implies that Podemos’ populism, and its
conception of ‘people’ as a political subject, must not respond to essential
identitarian issues such as the definition of ‘us’ community against
‘them’migrants, or defend the core national values allegedly owned by such
a community. However, in its construction of the people, Podemos does
not avoid the struggle against the Right wing over the meaning of words
associated with the Right tradition. Specifically, it is to notice remarkable
how Podemos has reclaimed the use of ‘fatherland’ as one of its main cen-
tral signifiers. It tries to fill in the traditional gap from the Left in Spain to
shape a national project, which has been part of the Right patrimony related
with centralization and monoculturalism. Besides, the recourse to ‘national
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sovereignty,” related to ‘protectionism’ from both the Left and Right in
other countries, as a response to globalization, is used in a complementary
way to ground a political and economic project.

As already mentioned,Intertwined with the populist strategy, Podemos
deploys the notion of transversality. Being transversal entails a way of doing
politics not restricted to the occupied political position. The leaders of
Podemos quite often use 15M as an example of transversal politics, since its
protesters have a sense of commonality around the defense of democracy
and the rejection of the corrupt economic and political class despite their
diversity (which includes different ideological positions). Thus, transversal-
ity moves beyond Left—Right politics precisely in the sense of appealing to
individuals or groups whose identities do not correspond with a predeter-
mined ideological identity. This idea coincides with the winning attitude
expressed by Podemos from the very first moment and its intention to
compete with social democracy and abandon the position of the radical
Left. Additionally, transversality is sometimes understood as a characteristic
of society, where multiple identities coexist, rather than a way of doing poli-
tics. In this sense, transversal politics would be reduced to framing the mes-
sage to the widest range of voters, avoiding conflictual issues and ideological
formulations, since the electorate, as well as society, is transversal. This
entails the risk of understanding transversality as an electoral strategy for
occupying the political center, stripped of its transformative potential as
formulated previously by social movements such as the 15M and the
Platform for People Affected by Mortgages (PAH). The latter is often
highlighted as an example of transversal politics due to its capacity of
including diverse groups around housing claims without imposing in
advance the need for a strong ideological identity. Indeed, some of the
most well-known Podemos political leaders come from that movement.

If the populist strategy and transversality have contributed to challenging
the traditional division of the Left—Right field, this has not led to a clear dif-
ferentiation between Podemos and the social democratic project. The ambi-
guity of Podemos’ political program, which indeed was shaped during the
constitution of the party, can be explained by a lack of concretion in the
populist strategy. However, when policies have materialized (which allows us
to talk about Left populism and not purely populism), they have been critical
for the revitalization of a declining welfare state; as was particularly true in the
case of the economic program. It raised a debate about the limits of the
elaboration of a full alternative against the capitalist system. This debate
intensified with the first measures adopted by Syriza in power, as a recognized
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Podemos sister-party, but even more with the claims by Podemos’ leaders of
modernizing social democracy. These statements, of course, referred to clas-
sical social democracy moves represented by historic figures such as Olof
Palme or recent ones such as Oskar Lafontaine, whilst Podemos has been
very critical against the social liberal turn of social democracy—i.e. aban-
doning its ideological identity—and the role of the current PSOE.

1.5 STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

As explained above, we situate Podemos in the broader context of a new
political cycle, emerging from Spain but not limited to that particular con-
text. After Part I, “Introduction,” the book is divided into three main
sections: genealogy, concepts, and comparative perspectives. Our inten-
tion is to address the multiple dynamics generated by Podemos as a new
party born in the aftermath of the economic crisis and the structural crisis
of social democracy as an incarnation of the welfare state project and gen-
erally of the Left.

Part I1, “Genealogy,” is dedicated to the formation of Podemos. Cesar
Rendueles and Jorge Sola’s chapter “The Rise of Podemos: Promises,
Constraints, and Dilemmas” describes the impact of Podemos on Spanish
politics, by assessing the structure of opportunities, to its ideology, orga-
nization, and the profile of its voters. With “The Podemos Discourse: A
Journey from Antagonism to Agonism,” Javier Franzé raises the question
of whether Podemos represents a democratic regeneration or a refutation
of order connecting Podemos discourse with the narrative of the Spanish
Transition as a legitimatization of the political order and the 15M Movement
as a moment of rupture. Finally, Susana Martinez Guillem’s contribution
“Podemos’ Performative Power: Space Struggles and/as Political Trans-
formation” reflects on the ability of Podemos to deploy different perfor-
mative politics consisting of the reappropriation of institutional spaces,
such as Parliament, as a manifestation of cultural production and potential
political transformation.

Part II1, “Concepts,” includes three chapters which deal with some of
the political and theoretical issues that Podemos has pushed forward into
the public debate or that Podemos’ practices have revealed as important.
Marco Briziarelli proposes recovering a historicized Gramscian conceptual-
ization of hegemony in “Podemos’ Twofold Assault on Hegemony: The
Possibilities of the Post-Modern Prince and the Perils of Passive Revolution.”
He argues that the practices of Podemos, based on Laclau and Moutfte’s
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notion of hegemony, potentially lead to what Gramsci depicted as the
attainment of a passive revolution rather than the construction of an alter-
native hegemony. The chapter “Populism, Hegemony and the Phantasmatic
Sovereign: The Ties between Nationalism and Left-Wing Populism” by
Emmy Eklundh reflects on how Laclau’s work has been applied, simplified,
or even misappropriated. Together with the articulation of ‘the people” as
a counter-hegemonic force, the issue of national sovereignty becomes cru-
cial, as a demand for national autonomy in response to the practices of the
European Union increases. The last chapter of this section, “We the People
or We the Republic? The Need for Republican Populism” by Oscar Garcia
Agustin, sets out the difficulties faced by the populist strategy when popu-
list political parties become part of the institutional realm. This dilemma
leads to a dialogue between two traditionally opposed theories, namely
populism and republicanism, to offer an alternative to their shortages and
explore its potential for a new political force such as Podemos.

Part IV, “Comparative Perspectives,” relates Podemos to other cases
from the Latin American and European contexts. Salvador Schavelzon and
Jeffrey Webber’s chapter “Podemos and Latin America” sheds light on
how Podemos, since its foundation, has been deeply influenced by the
experiences of progressive governments in Latin America and the debates
generated around political proposals and forms of organization, as well as
the tensions between the social and the political, the movements and the
state. This chapter shows the possibilities and difficulties of building a
progressive party in Spain. Alexandros Kioupkiolis and Giorgos
Katsambekis, in “Radical Left Populism from the Margins to the
Mainstream: A Comparison of Syriza and Podemos,” explore the connec-
tions between two paradigmatic cases of new Left-wing populism:
Podemos and Syriza. Using a discourse approach,they discuss the similari-
ties and differences of these types of populist parties, as well as their devel-
opment when they consolidate their political position or take power.
Arthur Borriello and Samuele Mazzolini compare Podemos with Italian
party-movement M5S, which barely can be considered a Left-wing popu-
list movement. In “Southern European Populisms as Counter-Hegemonic
Discourses? Podemos and M5S in Comparative Perspective,” the authors
apply Laclau’s framework to prove that both parties pertain to the same
political logic (a populist response that attempts to join a number of het-
erogeneous unsatisfied popular demands) but differ in the sense that only
Podemos can be defined as a counter-hegemonic subject with a real pos-
sibility of impacting the politics of its country. In the last chapter of this



22 O. GARCIA AGUSTIN AND M. BRIZIARELLI

section, Michael De La Caridad Ledezma moves to the field of Right-wing
populism, the National Front in France in “Between the Populist Left and
Right: Discursive Structure and Ideological Interventions in Podemos and
the National Front.” Despite populism providing an invariant discursive
structure that serves to integrate and organize meaning, the ideological
differences substantially alter the conception of political antagonism and
of participation, as well as the particular policy content. Finally, in the
conclusion chapter titled “Left-Wing Populism and the Assault on the
Establishment,” Oscar Garcfa Agustin and Marco Briziarelli provide two
main narrative threads and one “cautionary tale” to understand the book
as a whole, which respectively gravitate around the notions of “anti-
establishment politics,” “populism,” and “passive revolution.”

All in all, the book ofters a wide perspective on what is going on in poli-
tics, both in praxis and at the theoretical level, both in Spain and in other
contexts, with the main focus on Europe, although not exclusively. By
looking at the gaps, opportunities, and tensions between politics and
dreams, we try to find out whether the winds of change are really blow-
ing—and in which direction.
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CHAPTER 2

The Rise of Podemos: Promises, Constraints,
and Dilemmas

César Rendueles and Jorge Sola

2.1 INTRODUCTION

On the morning of January 17, 2014, in a small theater in downtown
Madrid, a new grassroots initiative for launching a candidacy to the
European Parliament was presented. Its most recognizable leader was
Pablo Iglesias, a thirty-six-year-old professor of political science, well

Much of this chapter is drawn from this previously published article: “Podemos
and the Paradigm Shift” (Jacobin Magazine, 13 April 2015, available online at:
https://www.jacobinmag.com /2015 /04 /podemos-spain-pablo-iglesias-
curopean-left/). Some excerpts of the section 5 are also drawn from the article:
“Podemos, the Upheaval of Spanish Politics and the Challenge of Populism”
(published in Journal of European Contemporary Studies, 23 March 2017,
available online at: http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full /10.1080,/14782804.
2017.1304899).
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known in Madrid social movements, and who, in recent months, had
gained certain renown thanks to his appearances on widely watched TV
programs. Iglesias did not present a party or a coalition in the traditional
sense, but what he defined as “a participatory method open to all citi-
zens.” He announced that the future of the initiative depended on the
collection of 50,000 endorsements of support. They reached that amount
in 24 hours. Podemos was born.

Three years later and a few kilometers away, in the sports hall of Vista
Alegre, the second congress of this new organization was celebrated. In
front of several thousand people, Pablo Iglesias defended his leadership
against the factions leaded by the two long-time friends who had accom-
panied him three years ago: Iiligo Errejon and Miguel Urban. Under the
clamor of “unity, unity!” the results were announced: they gave him the
victory with 51% of the votes against the 34% and 13% of their rivals. The
internal dispute that had enlivened and exhibited the divisions in Podemos
during the previous months came to an end (or reached a truce).

In the three years that elapsed between these two episodes, Podemos
has shaken Spanish politics and captivated activists and observers from
other places. The unique combination of discursive newness, organiza-
tional innovation, and electoral success seemed to provide a way to over-
come the limitations of the old radical Left and to avoid some of its
dead-end dilemmas. Exploiting the double economic and political crisis,
and taking advantage of the mobilizing wave of 15M, Podemos repre-
sented a turning point in Spanish politics and a new hope for the European
Left after the rise (and later setback) of Syriza in Greece.

However, the exhausting electoral sprint of these years and the pitfalls
of the organizational institutionalization have also worn and aged this
budding party. According to the metaphor of one of his leaders, they
“have had to run and lace up [their] shoes at the same time” (Manetto
2015). This steeplechase has not been without damages. The initial enthu-
siasm has given way to a certain disenchantment. Podemos has managed
to put a halt to the two-party system and to reshape political life in Spain.
However, along this way, some of the limitations and dilemmas that
Podemos has seemed to leave behind have reappeared.

The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of the rise of Podemos
in the light of'its historical background. Our purpose is to sketch the main
characteristics of this political force (its ideology, its organization, and its
social bases) in relation to the constraints and dilemmas it has had to
tackle. The second (and longest) section is devoted to portraying the
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historical roots of the current economic and political crisis in Spain. The
third and fourth sections explore the two main novelties of Podemos—the
political discourse and the organizational functioning—while the fifth
analyses its social bases. Finally, some concluding remarks about the dilem-
mas faced by Podemos are offered.

2.2  Tut REGIME OF °78 aND I1s CRISIS

The Spanish political labyrinth can only be understood in light of the deep
economic crisis that the country has experienced since 2008. The burst of
the subprime mortgage crisis had a violent impact on the Spanish econ-
omy, which had experienced a massive real-estate bubble during the previ-
ous decade. The breakdown of the construction industry increased
unemployment, decreased internal demand, reduced public income, and
precipitated the insolvency of banks.

The delusion that this was a temporary rough patch soon vanished. In
the recent years, the average unemployment rate has been more than 20%:
around 5 million people, more than half of whom are long-term unem-
ployed. Around 2 million people live in households in which all members
are unemployed. Public debt doubled to reach 100% of the GDP, and
inequality has grown in a greater measure than in any other European
country. The poverty rate is around 20% (30% it anchored to 2004 ), and
affects one in three children. Almost 100,000 evictions have taken place
yearly, in some periods over 500 a day. As the real-estate boom ruined the
natural landscape, so the crisis has devastated the social landscape (see
Fig. 2.1).

The economic crisis soon translated to the political sphere. The inabil-
ity of the socialist Zapatero (2004-2011) and the conservative Rajoy
(2011-) governments to sort out the economic imbalance broke the
dynamics of bipartisan alternation characteristic of Spanish politics.
Traditionally, punishment of one of the two main parties—PSOE and
PP—takes the form of support of the other one in the elections. However,
from 2008 onwards, citizens started to challenge not so much one elec-
toral option or the other, but rather all political agents and institutions,
the democratic flaws of which have been accentuated by the crisis and the
continuing corruption scandals (Sanchez-Cuenca 2014). For the last few
years, Spaniards have considered that “politicians, political parties, and
politics” and “corruption” are the most important problems of the coun-
try, following only unemployment and the economy (see Fig. 2.2).
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Fig. 2.1 Indicators of the economic crisis (Source: Instituto Nacional de
Estadistica [INE])

This deep malaise reflects the crisis of the so-called Regime of *78 (the
year in which the Spanish Constitution was approved): a set of political,
economic, and cultural accords that came into being with the transition to
democracy in Spain, and which for three decades allowed the economic
and political elites to manage social, territorial, and cultural conflicts with
relative success. Between 1975, when dictator Francisco Franco died, and
1982, when PSOE won its first electoral victory, a power structure was
consolidated—a power structure that defined what was considered politi-
cally feasible and prevented a more democratic and egalitarian
development.

The weight of the Francoist dictatorship in recent Spanish history is
hard to overstate. The main goal of Franco’s coup against the Second
Republic (1931-1936) was to stall the process of redistribution of power
and wealth in favor of the popular classes that the Second Republic had set
in motion. The fascist side won the Civil War (1936-1939) and estab-
lished a culture of fear that almost completely destroyed the labor move-
ment (Fontana 2000). Franco himself summarized perfectly the dominant
political culture: “Follow my lead, and do not get involved in politics.”
The fascist victory was, thus, the victory of landowners and capitalists who
did not have to accept any kind of capital-labor pact such as the one that
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Fig. 2.2 Indicators of the political crisis (Source: Centro de Investigaciones
Sociolébgicas [CIS])

shaped post-war Europe (Carreras and Tafunell 2007). In the following
decades, a model of growth based on the economic and political subordi-
nation of labor (low wages and lack of freedom) prevailed. This model
generated a reversal of the Keynesian program prevailing in the rest of
Europe in those years: a “resurrection of the rentier.” For all its political
authoritarianism, the Francoist state was rather rickety, socioeconomically
speaking, and confined itself to zealously fulfilling the role of night watch-
man of property.!

After Franco’s death in 1975 the transition process to democracy led
Spain to a situation comparable to that of the rest of Western Europe.
However, Francoist elites managed to run the process in such a manner
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that many elements were maintained: in the political arena, neither a
cleansing of the state apparatus nor recognition of the victims occurred,?
whereas in the economic sphere, the model characterized by a weak eco-
nomic structure embedded in a milieu of clientelism was left unreformed.
The opportunity for a more democratic and egalitarian development
[which neighboring Portugal managed to get closer to (see Fishman
2018)] was wasted. Workers and unions became, according to a phrase
that caught on, “the poor relatives of the democracy.” The Regime of °78
unfolded in two distinct stages: up until 1995 PSOE governed in a con-
text of crisis, suffering the last throes of the labor troubles; and from 1995
onwards, PP governed amidst economic boom and social peace.

The governments of PSOE (1982-1996) consolidated the transition
model. Its long political hegemony can be considered a pioneering exam-
ple of the social-democratic path to neoliberalism. From almost the first
day, the government of Felipe Gonzilez locked its Keynesian program in
a drawer and handed economic policies over to ministers linked to the
banking elites. The result was the application of orthodox prescriptions to
adjust and reduce inflation in a much more determined way than in the
rest of Southern Europe (Merkel 1995). With the unemployment rate
above 20%, Spain became a neoliberal laboratory in the South of Europe.

The price for Spain’s celebrated entry into the European Community
in 1985 was the dismantling of the industrial tissue, but the most negative
aspect of the socialist party’s economic policies was undoubtedly the
deregulation of the labor market (Recio and Roca 2001). A few years after
the labor reforms, a third of the workers held temporary contracts and the
unions had lost an important share of their influence. At the same time,
housing rentals were deregulated, dramatically heating the real-estate
market and paving the way for the future real-estate speculation bubble.
These policies were accompanied by some progressive achievements in
healthcare and education systems, but even these advances were surpris-
ingly timid: public spending grew more in the seven years of center-Right
governments (1975-1982) than in the fourteen years of socialist govern-
ments (Espuela Barroso 2013).

These policies had not only material effects, but also symbolic ones.
The statements that made Solchaga famous—*“Spain is the country in the
world in which it is easiest to become rich quickly” or “the best industrial
policy is the one that does not exist”—summarize the spirit of celebration
of wealth and distrust toward the state: what would later be known as the
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Third Way. Socialist governments decisively contributed to tilt the debate
to the Right, reducing what was considered politically feasible.

PSOE was able to make this political swerve due to the lack of internal
and external opposition. Internally, the party took the shape of a heavily
hierarchical electoral machine based on the charismatic leadership of Felipe
Gonzilez, but with a scanty and obedient social base. To the left of PSOE
a process of desertification took place. On the one hand, the Communist
Party of Spain (PCE) plummeted electorally and fell into a deep crisis, out
of which it only emerged after its reconstitution as Izquierda Unida in
1986. On the other hand, a huge part of the political and social activists
ended up being absorbed by PSOE, which had the effect of demobilizing
the Left. Spain’s entry into NATO after a 1986 referendum completed the
defeat of the radical Left.

The most serious opposition came from the unions. They called for
three general strikes (1988, 1992, and 1994) to stop the labor deregula-
tion and were demonized as being “old-fashioned.” With a reduced base
of cardholding members (around 15%), punished by deindustrialization
and precariousness, they ended up losing their challenge to the govern-
ment. Starting in 1995, the unions renewed their leadership and turned
toward a stance favorable to social peace that has lasted until today.

The arrival of PP in government, eased by the corruption scandals that
hounded PSOE, inaugurated the second stage of the Regime of *78. The
very favorable international economic situation allowed it to maintain a
productive model based on tourism and construction without altering the
main lines of the economic policy. The result was a gigantic real-estate
bubble that fueled the image of a Spanish economic miracle. In Spain,
more jobs were generated than in all the rest of Europe, and the annual
GDP growth was of 4%. However, real wages stalled downward and their
participation in national income fell by several points. The key to the
wealth effect perceived by the population can be found in what has been
termed “asset-price Keynesianism” (Brenner 2006; Lopez and Rodriguez
2011). The overvaluation of real estate in a country in which 85% of the
population owns their housing, and the possibility of getting into debt,
thanks to cheap credit, created the collective delusion of a popular capital-
ism in which scarcity had given way to abundance—even though, among
youngsters, unemployment and temporary employment rates were still
around 20% and 50%, respectively.

The neoliberal cocktail of precarization, deindustrialization, and finan-
cialization completed the dissolution of class as a fundamental cleavage of
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political mobilization. Spain had finally become a “country of proprietors,
not proletarians,” as was the wish of the Francoist minister who, in the
1950s yearned for a housing policy that anticipated that of Margaret
Thatcher by several decades. With a weak civil society in terms of associa-
tional levels (Morales and Geurts 2007), family networks were the only
defense left against individualism, social atomization, and poverty.

The rise to power of Zapatero in 2004, provoked mostly by the arro-
gant warmongerism of PP in Iraq and its manipulative management of the
Islamist attacks of 11-M (March 11, 2004), constituted the peak of this
belle époque. Spain was not only an economic giant, but also a civic role
model: in an Italy weary of Berlusconi a film entitled Viva Zapatero! pre-
miered, and the renowned academic Philip Pettit sang a praiseful philo-
sophic audit of his policies (Marti and Pettit 2010). Zapatero attained real
achievements in matters of civil rights that must be recognized, but in
economic, social, and labor policies any change was superficial.

In any case, the burst of the bubble in 2008 brought these illusions to
an abrupt end. But it would be necessary to wait three years, until May 15,
2011, for a spark to light the prairie of social malaise and give it a specific
political articulation. The outbreak of 15M or Indignados Movement was
the turning point of Spanish politics.? After a massive demonstration under
the motto “We are not merchandise in the hands of politicians and bank-
ers,” after which followed some police charges, many protestors camped in
the center of Madrid. The occupation had a spectacular snowball effect: it
soon attracted more people and spread to other cities. Citizen assemblies
were constituted, and numerous committees and work groups were cre-
ated. The shared principles were a deep rejection of bipartitism, the
demand for a democratic deepening, the condemnation of austerity
measures, and the criticism of financial speculation. The movement was
organized in horizontal assemblies and lacked recognizable leading figures:
it emphasized democracy, rather than class antagonism, direct participation
and consensus against party politics, and the centrality of an enhanced
notion of citizenship, instead of the conventional axes of Left and Right.

The 15M combined, in a peculiar way, the new and the old (for two
overviews, see Rodriguez 2017; and Romanos 2016). For many activists,
it was their first political experience, but the door was also opened to the
re-enlistment of old activists (some coming from anti-Francoism). Their
presence provided 15M with organizational skills and elaborate discourse.
As for its social composition, two features stood out: the prominent role
of young middle-class college students with career-frustrated expectations,
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and the relative absence of non-European immigrants and working-class
groups. The indignant protestors awoke intense sympathy among the
majority of citizens. The success of Podemos is surely related to the way in
which 15M operated a change in the political common sense, a shift in
what the social majority considers to be necessary, desirable, or, at the very
least, possible.

Despite its polyphony, two axes—that will later reappear in Podemos—
can be distinguished in the views of the 15M, branching out in more
moderate or radical nuances: criticism of the political system (corruption,
transparency, responsiveness, etc.) and criticism of the economic system
(finance, inequality, budget cuts, ctc.). The 15M managed to frame the
political debate in progressive terms, offering a vocabulary with which a
broad social majority could identify. Its diagnosis and proposals revolved
around the idea of democracy, its absence and its redefinition.

This expressive success contrasts its instrumental failure. The 15M was
unable to put an end to the budgetary cuts and it did not manage to con-
solidate in organizational terms. The widespread diagnosis among activists
was that 15M had managed to initiate the crisis of the Regime of ’78, yet
had been unable to overcome the institutional deadlock. The absence of a
response on the part of the party system led many activists to revise their
initial rejection of institutional politics and to consider the need to find
organizational tools to intervene in it (Fernindez and Portos 2015). The
idea of a Spanish Syriza—party whose rise had awakened admiration and
hope—started to circulate as a desirable aim for the next electoral cycle
that started with the European elections of 2014. These were the circum-
stances in which Podemos was born.

2.3  From TV 1o LEFT-WING POPULISM

Podemos started out with a fundamental asset that determined its dis-
course—both the message and the medium—during 2013, Iglesias had
become a very popular TV figure. Since the beginning of the crisis, politi-
cal talk shows had experienced a certain boom on Spanish television.
Iglesias managed to carve out a place for himself on TV: audience rates
rocketed when he appeared on screen. His secret was a critical discourse,
not too original, but straightforward, empathic, and down-to-earth, per-
fect for intervening in heated discussions.

This television strategy was not improvised, but responds to a long-
term project that Pablo Iglesias and its entourage devised against the
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grain. The prevailing idea among the Spanish Left was that conventional
media was either inaccessible or technologically obsolete, and therefore
the most favorable battlefield was that of Internet and social networks.
However, in spite of all the cyber-activist rhetoric that had also surrounded
the 15M, the fact is that political consensus was built via traditional media:
about 60% of the population favors television as the source of political
information.* Homo videns (Sartori 1997) still ruled the Spanish political
sphere.

Pablo Iglesias was aware of this and created a counter-hegemonic tele-
vision project: La Tuerka (The Screw), that spread the ideas of the Left in
a language geared toward the common sense of the social majority. While
La Tuerka was only broadcast in a small community TV station, it pro-
vided a school for Iglesias to learn some of the communicational strategies
that turned him into a celebrity. La Tuerka was also the springboard to
make the jump to the mainstream talk shows—a jump viewed with disdain
by much of the radical Left.

If Iglesias’ media celebrity was the main asset in the first steps of
Podemos—to the point of printing his face in the voting ballot for
European elections where normally the logo of the party would go—the
TV became its favorite battlefield in the following years.® Behind him were
emerging other figures who began to work with the medium, as well as
teams carefully planning the arguments to wield—this systematic
communicational strategy was then extended to social networks, with a
similar success.

Even the biggest critics of Podemos acknowledge its feat in this arena.
However, such a communicative gamble has been the source of some rel-
evant contradictions. Podemos presents itself as a project of democratic
depuration and deepening, but it seems to be perfectly comfortable in a
hypertrophied version of the “audience democracy” (Manin 1997) in
which charismatic personality takes precedence over party, performance
over program, and authenticity over competence. The urgency of elec-
tions and the joy of success have tended to eclipse these concerns. The
intensive use of the media, however, has ended up turning against
Podemos: the media overexposure not only seems to have contributed to
the deterioration of Pablo Iglesias’ image in the polls, but also has ampli-
fied the internal crises within Podemos, which have received unparalleled
publicity.

The discourse of Podemos has been depicted as Left-wing populism, an
ambiguous—if not confusing—Ilabel that deserves clarification. In the
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growing literature on this buzzword, we can distinguish between “sub-
stantive” and “formal” approaches depending on whether populism is
considered a content (be it an ideology, a movement, some policies ...) or
a form (be it a discursive logic, a mode of mobilization, a communicative
style ...). We stick to this second approach and consider populism as a
discursive frame: namely, “an anti-elite discourse in the name of the sover-
eign people” (Aslanidis 2016, 96; see also Sola and Rendueles 2017).

Following the theses of Ernesto Laclau (2005), Podemos attempted to
divide the political space into two opposing fields: the people versus an elite
who had taken over the institutions. The general impeachment of the
establishment opened up the possibility of articulating an encompassing
and inclusive popular front overcoming any pre-existent allegiances.
According to Laclau, the articulation of the amorphous social malaise
required the use of “empty signifiers,” with few connotations that, by
avoiding pre-existing divisive allegiances and cutting across them, would
permit the mobilization of a diverse social majority.

Drawing from the recent experiences in Latin America and the material
left over by the 15M, Podemos adapted this strategy to the Spanish con-
text. Despite the enormous discontent and the lack of political legitimacy
provoked by the crisis, it was not easy to create a new “us.” The creation
of an inclusive national-popular identity could not resort to the memory
of anti-fascist republicanism, which evoked defeat and division, and had to
deal with the delicate pluri-national Spanish reality, with disputed identi-
ties and territorial conflicts in places like Catalonia and the Basque Country.

In these circumstances, the signifiers chosen by Podemos were “the
people” against “the caste.” The “caste” was a fuzzy collective made up of
politicians, big corporations, the media, speculators, and other privileged
groups. It is a diffuse category—a floating signifier—at the disposal of
anyone, from those who have a certain class-consciousness to those who
embrace anti-politics in order to express their outrage toward the estab-
lishment. It names the enemy against which Podemos’ supporters define
themselves. The “people” picked up the baton of 15M and their ability to
appeal to ordinary citizens over any type of ascription or identity.®

Podemos also resorted to other dichotomies (“those below” against
“those on top” and “new politics” against “old politics”) and over time
ceased to use the term “caste.” Thanks to its contentious nature, it was a
proper weapon to open the gap, but it proved less useful to take further
steps in a different context: once Podemos entered the institutional realm
of politics, the design of specific policies gained prominence and the image
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of political outsider had to be reconciled with the negotiation of pacts to
support Left-wing regional governments. In this evolution, the populist
frame itself has tended somewhat to fade—though it could re-emerge in
the future.

This populist form harbored a Left-wing ideological content. The pro-
posals, from restructuring external debt to progressive state intervention
in the economy, from to tax reform to women’s rights, were part of the
heritage of this political tradition. The majority of its leaders and rank and
file came from activism and the radical Left. Nevertheless, Podemos’ strat-
egy was precisely 7ot to appear Left wing. The public image of “the Left,”
partially associated with the establishment of the old regime (in particular,
in the case of PSOE), lacked mobilizing ability. The objective of Podemos
was not to occupy the Left flank of the political scene, but to clean the
space and play according to new rules. As often repeated by Iglesias:
“Power is not afraid of the left, but rather of the people.” Somehow,
Podemos adopted a Left-wing populist strategy precisely by avoiding any
reference to populism and to the Left.”

This peculiar combination has not been without tension. Initially, sys-
tematic efforts to dodge or contain any left-hand references or symbols
that might spontaneously slip into its discourse received criticism from the
traditional Left. Later on, the moderation of its discourse and the circum-
vention of conflicting issues also sparked controversy within Podemos: the
so-called transversality could clash with contention and antagonism. At a
deeper level, the emphasis on the discursive construction of “the people”
has tended to overestimate the power of political communication, favor-
ing the top-down making of a social bloc and depriving social structure
and conflicting interests at stake of importance.

24  MOVEMENT-PARTY OR ELECTORAL WAR MACHINE?

Along with discourse, the other great innovation of Podemos has been its
organization. From early on, it has combined a horizontal, grassroots dis-
course that appeals to people (whose banner has been the open primaries)
with a clear aspiration to promote political change from the top down,
driven by an “clectoral war machine.”® This tension has been the common
thread in these two distinct stages—Dbefore and after its first congress in
the fall of 2014—and illustrates another ambivalent facet of Podemos’
strategy.
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One of the reasons why Podemos managed to connect with the social
malaise mobilized by 15M was its insistence on grassroots participation as
a central element of the reconstruction of the political space that had been
hijacked by the markets and the establishment. Podemos generated a great
social effervescence: hundreds of circles (local groups) were created in the
first months, an intense public scrutiny of the different programs and proj-
ects of the organization took place, and tens of thousands periodically
participated in votes through the Internet. But under the participatory
rhetoric there was a cohesive leadership informing a previously designed
strategy. In his first months of life, Podemos was basically an election-
campaign team whose Leninist centralism was key for its successful rise.

The electoral carousel of 2015-2016—municipal, regional, and general
elections—accelerated this central contradiction. Podemos had to build, at
a high speed, an organization and a program able to seize the immense,
but fleeting, electoral opportunity that opened up. This damaged the
project of creating a popular counter-power, the construction “from
below” of a sociopolitical tissue able to directly empower the people.
Errejon (2014) himself explained in an interview that it was delusional to
delegate a major role to social movements and that the priority then was
the “political-electoral battle” and “to put up a fight in the State.”

In fall 2014, Podemos celebrated its founding congress, in which the
political and organizational principles were established and its leaders were
chosen. Certainly, the circumstances for the creation of a party from
scratch were far from ideal. Podemos had no experienced cadres, its terri-
torial articulation was scanty, and its activists lacked a common culture,
not to mention the continued harassment it suffered on the part of most
media. The organizational debate, in which thousands of people partici-
pated, in person or online, was intense and transparent. But the method of
decision-making did not really help deliberation and agreement: docu-
ments were voted through as a whole, in one vote, with no possibility of
partial amendments. The fact that the voters were not only the activists
who participated in the circles, but any supporter who had a few minutes
to spare to register online, also favored the plebiscitary touch. The “offi-
cial sector” led by Pablo Iglesias swept the board. In the election of the
documents and directive bodies it prevailed over the “critical sector” with
81% and 89% of the votes respectively. Around 100,000 voters partici-
pated, from a total of around 250,000 people registered to vote.

The organizational model chosen was fairly conventional but contained
striking innovations. Alongside the “circles” (local groups), at each level
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(local, regional, and state-wide) there was a citizen council (a committee)
and a secretary general. And for the election of both these bodies, as well
as the electoral candidates, fu/ly open primaries were employed, since the
figure of the fee-paying member did not exist, only that of the online reg-
istered. The method for the primaries was de facto majoritarian, since the
vote was for a single name (open to the presentation of lists to guide the
vote) with equal numbers of votes to positions to fill foreseen seats. That
is, the winner took all. The result was ambivalent. Direct election, mostly
decentralized and inclusive, resulted in massive participation. However, it
could weaken the organic links (between the party’s grassroots base, the
leadership, and the public officers) and gave great power to the directive
that, thanks to charismatic leadership and the control of the organization,
had a lot of influence to configure the nominations. Yet, this power was
not total: the critical sectors managed to get the secretary general in four
regions.

This choice opened a debate about which model was more democratic.
The lack of symmetry between the intense activism of the members of the
circles—relatively few in number—and the great mass of sympathizers—
not very committed on a day-to-day basis—posed an uncomfortable
dilemma. One of the signatories of the foundational manifesto of Podemos
suggested that privileging the interventions of grassroots party activists
over the wishes of the party’s mass support could result in a “democratic
elitism” aiming to “turn every citizen in a permanent activist and privilege
minoritarian activism as a source of sovereign decisions” (Alba Rico 2014).
In this manner, a social majority devoid of the resources at the disposal of
activists (time, skills, interest, etc.) could be marginalized from decision-
making. However, the power removed from the most active members was
not in fact handed over to a wider layer of sympathizers, but rather to the
party’s leadership—as it could be expected in the light of recent experi-
ence of party politics (Katz 2001; Scarrow 1999; Scarrow et al. 2000). In
other words, this model reinforces some plebiscitary trends.

It is true that constraints of Podemos were quite specific. Podemos was
facing the challenge to build ex nibilo a party at a great speed. It lacked a
cohesive grassroots base—regarding political culture, practices, or ideol-
ogy—as well as experienced cadres and regional leaders, which is a particu-
larly serious handicap in such a decentralized country as Spain. In this
predicament, the leadership-structure dilemma presented, in the eyes of its
leaders, a manifest danger.’ If power was given to an inexperienced, unpre-
dictable, or reduced base, there was the risk that several groups of Leftists,
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careerists, or eccentrics would acquire an excessive role that would hinder
Podemos’ strategy and would weaken its credibility. The leadership chose
to strengthen its control at the expense of a greater plurality in order to
maximize its chances of success in the upcoming elections.

This choice had some costs. While it was relatively successful with
regard to facing the electoral sprint, it did not contribute to a respect for
the internal pluralism, to a distribution of power, or to a reinforcement of
grassroots structures. The pernicious effects of this model appeared more
clearly after the split between Iglesias and Errejon circa the spring of 2016.
The winner-take-all model paved the way for a zero-sum struggle for
internal power, and the use of plebiscitary mechanisms hindered the pos-
sibility for a richer deliberation. The divisions were exacerbated and put
the organization under great pressure in the months prior to Podemos’
second congress, held in February 2017.

2.5  WEe THE ProrLE... Bur WHICH PEOPLE?

While the commitment to transversality has been the keystone of Podemos’
strategy, it has come up against important limits. It is possible that
Podemos had occupied the “central spot” of the political scene by shaping
the political agenda, or that its appellation to the people had mobilized
different groups hit by the crisis, but at the end of the day its constituency
is basically Left-wing and does not exactly match up with “those below.”
Let us look at the profile of its voters in order to better understand the
strengths and weakness of Podemos in the task of building a new historical
bloc.

Regarding voters’ sociodemographic profile, it is well known that
Podemos’ performance is better among young, educated urban dwellers.
Age or cohort is the most relevant factor, since it reveals the generational
cleavage that structures the current political cycle in Spain. Podemos, in
the wake of the 15M, obtained the support of the generation that was not
involved in the democratic transition. The generational cleavage has also a
material aspect, besides the dissimilar ways of political socialization or
party loyalty. The younger generations are the victims of a deregulated
labor market and a welfare state more addressed toward the elderly. On
the other hand, Podemos also obtains higher support among voters with
a university education and from an urban milieu. Lastly, Podemos achieved
better results in the north and the east of Spain.
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The results are more striking regarding voters’ ideology. Despite its
“beyond-Left-and-Right” discursive winks, Podemos can be undoubtedly
located on the Left, and is voted for by the Left. On the one hand, voters
locate Podemos around 2.3 in the Left—Right scale (that ranges from 1 to
10), further Left than PSOE (4.5) and even than IU (2.5).1° On the other
hand, the majority of voters of Podemos (around 70%) place themselves
on 14 (Left wing) of the ideological scale, whereas around 18% are on
5-6 (center), and 10% do not respond. Only an irrelevant 1.5% place
themselves on the Right wing (7-10).

These data requires us, therefore, to be cautious with the idea that Left
and Right are obsolete categories. Indeed, the share of “neither-Left-nor-
Right” people (those who place themselves on 5-6 of the ideological scale
or do not respond to this question) has barely changed for three decades:
the former grew in the 1990s from 25 to 30% and the latter went from
27% in the 1980s to 22% today. That being said, it would be hasty to con-
clude that the aim for so-called “transversality” has been a completely
useless detour. Or, in counterfactual terms, that Podemos would have
achieved the same success by outspokenly using a radical Left-wing dis-
course. The “transversal” strategy unexpectedly modified the political
framing, placing the new formation both against the traditional parties
(PSOE and PP), without being cornered in a position to the left of the
former. It also allowed Podemos to gain the support of Left-wing voters
for whom that category lacked any mobilizing power, due to its identifica-
tion with part of the establishment, as well as to attract many “apolitical”
voters.!!

The thorniest question arises with the social stratification of Podemos’
voters. As to this point, the picture is less clear. Figure 2.3 includes four
alternative indicators of the class variable. The first is based on the occupa-
tional class (a version of Goldthorpe and Erikson’s scheme). According to
this classification, Podemos’ support is similar among the service class,
non-manual workers, and skilled and unskilled workers (four approxi-
mately equal groups that together represent 80% of the population), but
it obtains much lower percentages among owners and supervisors, agricul-
tural workers, and, to lesser extent, the self-employed. The second indica-
tor is employment status. In this case, the greatest support comes from
outsiders (unemployed and temporary workers) and students, whereas it
falls by half in the case of housewives and retirees. The third indicator is
based on personal income, where the relationship is anything but clear.
The clearest relation between class and vote is the most paradoxical. It can
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Fig. 2.3 Podemos’ vote by class and economic situation (Sources and notes: CIS
[Post-electoral Study 3126]. The four indicators of class and economic situation
are: occupational class [Roman numerals between brackets refer to the Erikson—
Goldthorpe-Portocarero (EGP) scheme], employment situation, individual
income, and subjective assessment of the personal situation)

be seen in the last indicator, which is precisely the most subjective: support
for Podemos increases as (the personal perception of) the economic situa-
tion worsens.

Although we cannot draw any firm conclusion, it could seem that
Podemos has enlisted, to a certain extent, the support of the economically
harmed groups, such as the unemployed or the precariously employed,
and more specifically, of those who fee/ as such. However, among those
who feel that way, there are also middle-class youths whose expectations
have been let down. As explained above, this group led the 15M mobiliza-
tions and the subsequent political cycle (including the leadership of
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Podemos). The subordinate role of the popular classes is a matter of con-
cern for the making of a “historical bloc” and the scope of the political
change.

At this point, Podemos has inherited an historical legacy: the hege-
mony of the middle class in Spanish politics and society. The ambivalence
of the appeals to “the people,” “those below” or “the 99%” has allowed
a coexistence of this legacy with more radical aspirations of social change.
But it has not been a balanced coexistence. The effects of “middle-class
politics” can be recognized both in the social background of political
leaders and in public discourses. The idea that “the middle classes had
paid for the crisis” was circulated successfully (and without discussion),
despite the fact that, in terms of income distribution, the lowest strata
had lost considerably more than intermediate ones. The recurrent figure
of the victim of the crisis was the young man with several careers options
and a Master’s degree, who has to go abroad in search of work. Being
relevant, this figure is a minority (only a third of young Spaniards go to
university, and of them only one of every eight ends up doing a Master’s
degree). Unskilled workers have merged into the background in the
imagined “people.”

One of the factors that explains the centrality of middle-class politics is
the decline of the labor movement. Despite being a decisive force in the
struggle for democracy and having played the opposition role of neoliberal
politics in the 1980s, the unions ended up accommodating themselves to
subordination. Little by little, various structural changes (precariousness,
fragmentation, deindustrialization, etc.) have eroded their social base and
their real anchorage. Its leaders and cadres have grown old without a relay
of new leaders in a post-Fordist environment. Thus, the world of work has
been the great absentee in this cycle of mobilizations. One of the implica-
tions of this absence is that labor militancy has ceased to be a way of access
to political life for workers. With this blocked off, most political leaders
and cadres come to politics via college activism.

These circumstances explain, for instance, the paradoxical use of “meri-
tocracy” as a progressive political weapon. In a context of crisis in which
the elites had broken the social pact and did not even reward the merit of
those who had worked harder, the elitist-ridden idea of meritocracy can
serve as a sword against the establishment. But it was a double-edged
sword. If the “99%” or “the people” rhetoric ran the risk of making cer-
tain social divisions invisible, the meritocratic ideology can lead to its jus-
tification. The undoubted success of these categories—their ability to
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articulate an appealing and mobilizing discourse—must not conceal the
hindrance they can impose.

2.6  ProMisgEs, CONSTRAINTS, AND DILEMMAS

The rise of Podemos can be interpreted as the domestic expression of the
“double movement” that is haunting the world. Most of these reactions to
the neoliberalism in crisis are usually grouped under the banner of popu-
lism—a buzzword that often obscures rather than clarifies. As mentioned
above, the populism of Podemos would undoubtedly be a Left-wing pop-
ulism: a way of renewal of progressive politics that has aroused the expec-
tations of activists and observers in search of political inspiration.

However, despite the commonalities that it shares with other contexts,
the case of Podemos also responds to the particularity of the Spanish back-
ground, as explained above. The so-called Regime of the *78—its roots, its
development, and its effects—is key to understanding the unfolding of
Podemos. The new party has had to manage its legacies well, has tried to
challenge its power dynamics, and has had to deal with the reappearance
of some inertias within itself.

That being said, some issues apply to other contexts. The experience of
Podemos leaves us facing certain dilemmas that any attempt of political
renewal would have to deal with. In general terms, the critical feature of
Podemos has been its effort to shed certain habits of progressive politics
in order to overcome its limitations and garner more popular support.
That commitment to “the new” has not been free of tensions with “the
old.” These tensions—to a large extent unavoidable and often solved by
trial and error—explain the harsh, virulent tone of the controversies about
Podemos in Spain. Whatever the position adopted in such controversies,
the truth is that some dilemmas did not admit an easy solution.

In the discursive field—perhaps the most novel and successful aspect of
the party— Podemos has tried to purge the clichés of the Left to get the
support of broader social groups. The success in the careful elaboration of
new frames has been accompanied by some blunders (for example, the
relegation of feminism in its initial steps), and it has often been criticized
for moderating or emptying its discourse. Paradoxical as it may be, such
success has also turned against Podemos, inasmuch as it has contributed to
magnifying the power of the communicational strategy (and the media) to
the detriment of certain structural and organizational realities. The intensive
use of TV, with all its political ambivalence, may be the best example.
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On the organizational side, Podemos had the twofold task of running
an electoral sprint and building an organization ex n#bilo. Faced with the
dilemma of creating an effective electoral war machine from above or forg-
ing a more democratic party-movement from below, Podemos opted for
the former. The electoral success of this option cannot conceal its political
costs (aggravated by how this model was managed and unfolded), which
have become more visible as internal conflicts have grown. Behind the
participatory and inclusive rhetoric, a hierarchical organization and an
unfriendly political culture have been created. Its future effects are not
very promising in the democratizing terms of the project championed by
Podemos.

Regarding its constituency, Podemos’ gamble to go beyond the Left
and Right has come up against certain limits: put simply, its voters are
mostly Left wing (and the electorate, in general, located the party on the
Left). Faced with the dominance of middle-class politics and the weakness
of the labor movement, Podemos has assumed many elements of hege-
monic discourse and has avoided conflicting issues in terms of class. This
option was electorally profitable, but runs the risk of perpetuating the
dominance of middle-class politics, especially since most of the leadership
of Podemos has that social background. Without the political articulation
of the popular classes and the reactivation of the labor movement, the
making of a “plebeian” historical bloc is fatally flawed.

The answers that Podemos has given to these dilemmas have been rela-
tively successful in the short term, although its self-defeating effects in the
medium term begin to be apparent. In any case, when assessing the experi-
ence of Podemos in order to draw some insights, it is important not only
to demarcate rhetoric and reality, but also to realistically examine the pos-
sibilities at hand. If, in these three years, Podemos has had to run and lace
up their shoes at the same time, the electoral undertow allows more dis-
passionate discussions on its successes, failures, and prospects. For that, it
is advisable not to be blindly captivated by the promises of Podemos nor
blithely lose sight of the constraints that have shaped its rise.

NoOTES

1. In 1975, public spending in Spain as a percentage of the GDP was of 26%,
almost half of that of the United Kingdom (49%) or Sweden (47%), accord-
ing to Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) data. Defense spending, as a percentage of the total public spend-
ing, went from 16% in 1935 to 43% in 1945 (Comin and Diaz 2005).
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2. In this regard, the Spanish case is practically unique in the history of transi-
tions into democracy (Elster 2004 ).

3. In Spain the 15M Movement has never felt identified with the term “indig-
nados” (outraged), despite the fact it has found popularity in the rest of the
world. Stéphane Hessel’s work titled Time for Outrage: Indignez-vous!, for
example, has had an entirely marginal influence on the 15M Movement.

4. CIS study 2981 (March 2013).

5. The rationale was simple: according to the studies undertaken by Podemos,
only 5% of voters recognized the name of the formation, whereas over 50%
knew who Iglesias was. The decision ultimately proved to be successtul,
but many ridiculed it as a sign of narcissism.

6. In Spanish, “the people” translates into two different terms, e/ pueblo, the
classical subject of the Left and nationalism, and /a2 gente, a much less polit-
ically charged term, which is the one used by Podemos.

7. Despite the fact that Podemos has never publicly defended populism, its
leaders have theorized this strategy in a number of articles and interviews.
A very interesting debate on this topic among leaders of Podemos and IU
can be found in the TV program Fort Apache, hosted by Pablo Iglesias
himself: “Podemos y el populismo,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=-q90oxr54X_Y.

8. The expression was coined by Iiiigo Errejon (2014) himself.

9. Bolleyer (2013: 21) defines the leadership structure dilemma as “the ten-
sion between the interest of the founding elites to protect their own posi-
tion and pursue their immediate interests in the newly formed party
structure and the anticipated (individual and collective) benefits and costs
of future party institutionalization.”

10. Data from CIS surveys.

11. The majority of Podemos’ voters are ex-voters of IU and PSOE, but one
in three are new voters or previously did not vote, and around 8% previ-
ously voted PP.
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CHAPTER 3

The Podemos Discourse: A Journey
from Antagonism to Agonism

Javier Franzé

3.1 INTRODUCTION AND FOCUS

This chapter aims to analyze the Podemos discourse and to consider
whether the party’s relationship with Spain’s democratic political order is
antagonistic or agonistic, whether a political boundary is drawn that makes
its relationship with this order incompatible, or whether the relationship is
a compatible one in spite of the differences between the two.

The time period chosen for the analysis is from Podemos’ appearance in
January 2014 to Mariano Rajoy becoming prime minister on October 29,
2016, due both to the impact of the emergence of the new party and the
unique nature of this time span, which includes two general elections, the
king’s abdication, changes in party leadership, and the unprecedented
indirect support of the socialist party (PSOE) for the popular party (PP)
candidate for prime minister. The object of analysis is the national dis-
course of Podemos as uttered by its leaders, that is, its discourse on mat-
ters relating to Europe and to Spain as a whole, taking into account local
and regional issues only where they have a bearing on the wider picture.
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3.2 Basic CONCEPT AND ASSUMPTIONS

Since the principle characteristic of discourse is its ability to produce and
assign meaning, it should not be viewed—as certain commentators do—as
that which is spoken or written, but rather in terms of linguistic and extra-
linguistic features. From a discourse perspective, elements (social actors,
circumstances, data, social settings) should not be considered a priori, or
pre-discursive, but as existing and making sense as they acquire meaning.
Discourse is not the expression of a real movement that is constituted
outside of the discourse itself; it is, and acts, as a real force that shapes and
constitutes social relations. In its widest sense, discourse is where “social
reality,” as such, is constructed. This perspective breaks down the tradi-
tional dichotomies between theory and practice, words and things, objec-
tivity and subjectivity, ideality and materiality, and thought and reality.
Discourse becomes a (social) practice that produces meaning and, hence,
also produces the political community, institutions, and relations in which
it is embodied, and takes on objectivity and materiality (Laclau 2005).

The above does not invalidate the distinction between the object of
discourse and “facts” external to the will. What it does call into question
is whether such facts can be fully constituted outside of discourse (Laclau
and Moufte 1985). This posits politics as a struggle for meaning or as a
historical, contingent struggle for values that is not resolved through any
objective truth but only provisionally through the hegemony of an inevi-
tably specific perspective that manages to become a general one. In other
words, it is through a political struggle for meaning that the political com-
munity and its order and actors themselves are constituted (Castoriadis
1975; Foucault 1983; Laclau and Mouffe 1985; Weber 1992a, b; Schmitt
1991a, b; Bourdieu 2000, 2001; Ranciere 2006a, b; Sorel 1976).

To say that politics is a struggle for the discursive construction of mean-
ing does not mean that there is no definition of or limit to this creation,
which is another habitual criticism. There is no definition in the essentialist
classical mode of understanding (materialist, historicist, religious, or bio-
logical), as an external a priori meaning that is imposed on subjects. What
conditions this production is sedimented meaning (Laclau 2005), a con-
tingent coalescence of meaning, resulting from historic struggles for hege-
mony, which, as such, lack any teleological features.

By taking politics to be the establishment of order by way of a struggle
for meaning, this study assumes that Spain’s hegemonic political order is
the democracy constructed and legitimized by the Transition narrative. As
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there is 7o single, pure Transition discourse that transcends historical con-
texts, the study takes that which was evident at the start of the period of
analysis and which had developed in the light of parliamentary debates on
the so-called “historical memory” law (ley de la “memoria historica”) and
the statute of autonomy for Catalonia, which many political actors feel
called into question the Transition itself (Espana, Congreso de los
Diputados 2006a, b, 2007).

The analysis of the relation between the Podemos discourse and the
existing political order is not based on its content, as represented by its
political platform or ideology!; rather, it is based on the form in which it
posits the relation between its political ends—demands and values—and
the order. Key to this is the way in which the discourse represents the
order: Is it an insurmountable obstacle to the achievement of its aims, an
existential other with which it is impossible to coexist politically, or an
other with which coexistence is possible, with compromise, even if on
substantial points? (Schmitt 1991a).? This approach avoids the use of a
substantialist perspective of “the political,” which gives considerably more
weight to certain political objectives in the assessment of the radicalism of
a discourse, as if they had an intrinsic property of rupture, beyond the
specific context in which they are situated.

Antagonism refers here to an incompatibility that results in political
actors being unable to coexist within the same community because of their
existential differences. Based on an understanding of identity as differ-
ence, it implies the construction of an us versus them, understood as a
difference that negates one’s own identity. The origin of this existential
difference can be diverse (religious, ethnic, economic, etc.), but it becomes
political as it develops the necessary intensity to build community on this
basis (Schmitt 1991a; Laclau 2005). This ultimately constitutes the friend—
enemy relation that makes counter-hegemonic demands incompatible
with the existing order, and means that the latter must be recast for the
former to exist and be met.

Chantal Moutffe’s agonism also has its theoretical basis in the notion of
identity as difference and in a recognition of antagonism as an ontological
trait of the political, but it recognizes that this difference between hege-
monic projects does not necessarily have to be antagonistic nor incompat-
ible with coexistence in the political community. What brings together
these opposing actors are the rules of the game and the values along which
the community is organized, and this enables the relation of enmity that is
intrinsic to antagonism to be sublimated into an adversarial one. Agonism’s
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key difference with antagonism lies in the fact that in agonism the adver-
saries acknowledge the legitimacy of each other’s demands and establish a
shared “us,” thus moving the political boundary to outside of the political
community. Counter-hegemonic demands are not incompatible with the
democratic order; rather, they can be accommodated by it because of its
very democracy (Mouffe 1999, 2014). This prevents an internal boundary
from existing, because if the rules of the game and values are shared—even
if they are interpreted differently—what results is a friendship with differ-
ences (Castoriadis 1998; Schmitt 1991a).

Agonism occupies the middle ground between the consensualist and
antagonist notions of democracy. It shares with antagonism the idea that
conflict cannot be eradicated from politics and, with consensualism, the
notion of there being a common ground of certain values—shared, how-
ever, on the grounds not of agreement but of conflict, because of the
distinct ways in which the rival actors interpret them (Mouffe 1999,
2014).

3.3 First PHASE: THE ANTAGONISTIC PODEMOS

The defining feature of the period under study (January 2014 to October
2016) is the democratic system’s growing struggle, in the wake of the
2008 financial crisis and in the context of open politics, to maintain the
four pillars on which the Transition was built: elitist politics, the welfare
state, the state of the autonomous regions, and the forgetting of the
Francoist past.

Against this background, Podemos emerged in January 2014 as a new
political force, with the immediate aim of presenting a party list for the
May 25 European elections. It, surprisingly, gained almost 8% of the vote,
and, along with this, a place at the center of Spanish political life. For the
first time ever, PP and PSOE did not even poll 50% between them. The
Podemos discourse went increasingly on the offensive, making its mark on
the political agenda and introducing new terms into the everyday lan-
guage of politics (most notably, “caste,” which is the name that was given
to the economic, political, and cultural elites who played a leading role in
the Transition and established “the *78 Regime”). The dominant political
and media discourse, lacking a coordinated response, went on the defen-
sive, exemplified by its inability to portray Podemos in a way that would
shore up its own hegemonic interests: successively and /or simultaneously,
it linked the party to the “radical Left,” the regime in Iran, Basque Country
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and Freedom (ETA), populism, Beppe Grillo’s Five Star Movement in
Italy, Marine Le Pen’s National Front, and Chavism. Chavist was the
hegemonic discourse’s preferred label, because it enabled it to call into
question Podemos’ democratic credentials by setting them against
European notions of democracy. This initial reaction also led to the leader-
ship of some of the country’s main political actors being called into ques-
tion. In June, the king unexpectedly abdicated in favor of his son, and the
socialist party’s general secretary resigned.

A precursor to this defensive action occurred in February of the same
year, when, soon after the emergence of Podemos, the alliance of Leftist
parties United Left (IU) declared that its own prime ministerial candi-
date would also be a young leader. This impromptu act was intended to
place the party in the limelight, although, in practice, the focus fell on
the party’s federal coordinator. Later, in March 2015, the death of the
former prime minister, Adolfo Sudrez, brought about a revival of the
“spirit of the Transition” and calls from the dominant political parties
and the mass media for a “Second Transition.”

Between January 2014 and May 2015, the number of cases of corrup-
tion that came to light increased, and this had an impact on key political
and social actors. The cases had the effect of “confirming” the interpretive
framework of the Podemos discourse, in which the above-below polarity
was more important than the Left—Right one. The most notorious of
these cases was that of the so-called “black” Caja Madrid credit cards,
which involved individuals from across the whole political spectrum.

Between June and November, Podemos finished setting itself up as a
party by means of an open electoral process in which any citizen could
participate, which resulted in Pablo Iglesias being declared general secre-
tary, with 88% of the vote. This attracted the media and helped the party
to become the third largest in terms of members—some 200,000 of them.

Toward the end of 2014, the traditional mass media to some extent
changed their strategy with regard to Podemos. As they had not managed
to erode the party on political-ideological grounds, they turned to accusa-
tions of corruption aimed at its top-level leaders: Pablo Iglesias, fnigo
Errejon, and Juan Carlos Monedero. The most publicized “case,” and the
one that went to have consequences for the party, was that of Monedero,
who was “accused”—among other things—of receiving party funding
from the Venezuelan government.

From January 2014 to January 2015, the Podemos discourse stood in
direct opposition to the Transition narrative (Espana, Congreso de los
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Diputados 2006a, b, 2007). Whereas the latter is based on the present/
Transition—past,/Civil War dichotomy, the Podemos discourse is based on
that of new/below/democracy versus old/above/oligarchy (Podemos
2014a, b, ¢, d).

The main implication of the Transition discourse’s key polarity is that
democracy and Transition are inextricably linked: there is no better form
of government in the present, and there was no real form of democracy in
the past before that which was established during the Transition. The dis-
course achieves this by representing the past as an indistinct whole—it
does not distinguish between dictatorship and democracy, Republic and
Francoism—and also as a painful time, at the end of which all the actors—
reduced to the leveler of sides (bandos) in the Civil War—lost, because they
wanted to impose their own views.

A further element of this depoliticization (Schmitt 1991b; Weber
1992a, b) of the past is the key role given to an assumed fratricidal and
factional national trait, which preserves the past as a kind of state of nature
to which there is always the chance of returning. The danger of this hap-
pening is often used by the narrative as a reason for rejecting any demands
that would imply changing the 1978 pacts. Hence, in the Transition dis-
course democracy equates to consensus. All of this ultimately confirms
that the only thing to do with the past is to not repeat it. It also implies
that democracy should be valued for its ability to avoid fratricide and for
its material results, rather than in and of'itself. The main argument used in
favor of the Transition to democracy is that it represents “the period of
our history during which there was the greatest freedom, prosperity and
democracy” (Author’s translation. Espana. Congreso de los Diputados,
2006b: 11,270). Social cohesion is central to this discourse, and its impor-
tance in the hegemonic parties’ arguments is never explicitly diminished.
Even when initiatives that could be seen by society itself as socially detri-
mental are implemented, they are justified on the basis of the need to
preserve social cohesion (Espaina, Estado 2010: 79,279; 2012: 12,484,
Partido Popular 2011: 106, 115, and 116).

As with all political identities, the Transition discourse draws a bound-
ary that delineates friendship and enmity in politics (Schmitt 1991a;
Laclau 2005). Whereas Transition/present represents the field of friend-
ship, because it implies the coexistence of the two Spains in the context of
a constitutional consensus, Civil War/past denotes that of enmity, imply-
ing, as it does, the reinstatement of fratricidal warmongering. The
Transition discourse does not acknowledge the political nature of this
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boundary. It perceives of it as a moral, rational, and humanistic frontier,
and neutralizes it by denying it the ability to make decisions about contin-
gent values. It assumes that the boundary does not decide who its political
enemies are; rather, it sees them as those who place themselves in opposi-
tion to universal humanitarian values (Schmitt 1991Db).

For its part, the dichotomy at the heart of the Podemos discourse
serves, first and foremost, to sever the link between democracy and transi-
tion in the Transition narrative and to highlight that true democracy can
exist only if it is freed from its “hijacking” by the *78 Regime. Podemos
resignifies the Constitution, democracy as a way of avoiding civil war, the
spirit of harmony, and the consensus as oligarchic politics far removed
from popular sovereignty, resulting from high-level pacts between
Francoist families and the new reformist leaderships.? In this politics, the
center-Left and center-Right share out the political space among them-
selves, with the aim of guaranteeing a kind of political alternation (the
word turnismo—turn-taking—is also used, in reference to the Bourbon
Restoration after the First Republic) that leaves the political and social
order fundamentally untouched. Democracy is considered to be hijacked
because, in the two-party system, those who have not been chosen by the
people are in government, which runs counter to popular sovereignty. The
system runs on corruption, with the economic elites—who are powerless
but greedy—using the political elites to pursue their interests. This order
is a regime rather than a political system; it is a closed system, dominated
by a “caste,” which excludes the popular majorities.

The Podemos discourse, therefore, principally associates the Transition
with the old, those from above and the oligarchy. The past is no longer
seen as the fratricidal spirit of the Second Republic and Franco’s dictator-
ship as in the transition discourse; it is resignified in the light of the democ-
racy/the people-oligarchy/the caste dichotomy. With democracy in this
leading role, the historical context of the Transition discourse is diluted by
another: that framed by the interests of those from below or those from
above. The Second Republic is reclaimed as a time when popular-
democratic politics has come to the fore, while the Transition is linked
more to the Civil War in terms of the defeat of the people and the hijack-
ing of democracy.

This resignifying of the Second Republic, which links democracy with
the empowerment of those from below rather than with anti-monarchism,
denotes another defining characteristic of the Podemos discourse during
this phase: the way in which it distances itself—in the light of 15M—from
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the traditional Spanish Left, with its strong attachment to the Left—Right
dichotomy and, at the same time, from the monarchy versus republic,
secularism versus confessionalism, and proletariat versus bourgeoisie
debates (Franzé 2015). Podemos sces the traditional Left as part of the
political game board of the Transition, on which everything is divided up
between Left- and Right-wing positions, reducing certain demands seen
as too “clamorous” to a token role, although including them as “evi-
dence” of the “pluralism” of the regime.

Podemos’ breaking of ties with the traditional Spanish Left can also be
seen in its symbols. The name of the party, its internal organization, its
emblems, and its colors are all representative of what, on a theoretical
level, would be defined as post-Marxism, and what in political practice is
related to new social movements. In addition, the party’s color (purple)
has historically been associated with feminism. Using a circle as its emblem
distances it from the Jacobin and centrist traditions of Marxist—Leninist
parties, but also from both social democrats and intellectuals, because the
“us” takes precedence over the “avant-garde,” the body over the head.
The circle prioritizes the world of the citizen over the world of the worker;
the latter dominates the symbolic repertoire of the traditional Left, with its
images of tools of production and instruments of culture, understood as
routes to “enlightenment” and social “improvement.” The circle also ref-
erences the internal organization of the 15M working groups (Vélez 2016:
68). Through its name, Podemos sets itself apart from the party that rep-
resents the material class interests that alveady exist in the social structure,
in order to move toward becoming an open movement, which, in high-
lighting the signifier “demos,” performatively evokes the construction of
a new subject as both contingent and hegemonic: the people. Here there is
also an epistemological distancing from orthodox Marxism: recognizing
political action as a performative practice means moving away from the
mechanistic base-superstructure theory and acknowledging the construc-
tive capacity of the political. The word “Podemos” also brings to mind the
task of “cleaning up the environment” (in Spanish, one meaning of
podemosis “let us prune”) (Millas 2014).

In resignifying patrin—fatherland—and “patriot,” Podemos exemplifies
how it distances itself simultaneously from the discourse of both the Left
and the Right. The notion of “national” in Spain is generally associated with
Francoism, with its centrist, Catholic ideology, and only “national” in the
context of the so-called historical nationalities (those of the Basque Country,
Catalonia, and Galicia). It has had a place in Left-wing thinking because of
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its opposition to this concept of espasolismo—Spanishness. This resignifica-
tion begins with the signifier itself, since “fatherland” and “patriot” are not
part of present-day political language in Spain: those on the Left prefer to
use “state” or “country,” while the Right uses “nation.” “Patria/father-
land” is reminiscent of the Third World liberation struggles of the 1960s
and 1970s, and of nationalist-populist ideology in Latin America. In this
first phase, Podemos associates popular sovereignty with national sover-
eignty and contends that Spain has become a German colony.

Fatherland is resignified by Podemos as the defense of the welfare state;
the two are seen as equivalents and intrinsically linked. This, according to the
party, is the opposite of how it is viewed by the Right, which is in terms of
controversial symbols, such as the country’s flag, Castilian Spanish, and
national traditions. Rather than defending that which is public, the patriotism
of the Right appropriates and privatizes it, evading taxes and building up
capital in tax havens. Podemos views Spanish nationalism as an excuse for the
Right to impose its preferences (language, culture, and history) on the nations
that make up Spain. The new/below,/democracy versus old/above /oligar-
chy dichotomy seeks to redesign the symbolic universe that Podemos believes
the Left and Right in Spain have shared since the Transition. This new axis
creates an us versus them dichotomy, “the people” against “the caste.”

In this first phase, Podemos believes that at both national and European
level the problem is not only the behavior of the elites but the form of
institutional design that facilitates it. Behavior and institutional life are
interwoven. The Transition zs “the *78 Regime,” and this is why one of
Podemos’ key proposals is to open up a constituent process that would
“break the stranglehold” of the 1978 Constitution and discuss “every-
thing with everyone.” A similar process is underway at European level,
with those who criticize the present-day elite calling for the reinstatement
of the post-Second World War European social pact and proposing a con-
stituent process through which to relaunch the Union (Podemos 2014a:
3, b: 14, 23 and 28; ¢: 5 and 13; Programa El Objetivo 2014; Iglesias
2014d; Errejon 2014; Monedero 2014).

In Podemos’ 2014 European election manifesto (Podemos 2014b),
democracy appears as something that must be built, which implies that the
fact that it has been “hijacked” means that it no longer exists. At the same
time, equality, freedom, and sovereignty, which are the pillars on which
democracy is built, are seen as things to be won.

This emphasis on deep-seated criticism of the Transition and its institu-
tions has resulted in Podemos drawing a political boundary between an
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“us” and a “them.” This encompasses more than just the behavior of the
political and economic elites, because this behavior is the product of an
institutional framework and, ultimately, of a political order: the ’78
Regime. The proposed constituent process is a logical and coherent com-
plement to this.

In this first phase, then, the discourse of Podemos—Ilike that of 15M
(Franzé 2015)—repoliticizes that which the Transition discourse depoliti-
cized: the existing traditional political identities, the history of the shaping
of the Spanish and European political orders, and the crisis and its political
management.

Podemos, however, partly depoliticizes its own identity, not by dismiss-
ing the Left—Right axis and substituting it with the above—below one that
is encountered much less in Spanish political culture, but by not making it
explicit that the latter cannot be understood outside of the context of the
former. In fact, Podemos rejects the Left—Right axis that exists i the
Spanish political system because it sees it as serving to legitimize the two
wings of a single party. The truth, however, is that the proposed above—
below axis, representing as it does the dichotomy between democracy as
the government of the people and democracy as competition between
elites, cannot be understood outside of the Left—Right axis that represents
the tension between equality and hierarchy, created in 1789. In not mak-
ing this explicit, Podemos contributes to the historically particular drag-
ging with it and erasing the historically abstract, depoliticizing, in part, its
own identity. This is accompanied by another self-depoliticization, that of
Podemos presenting its demands as “common sense.”

In this first phase, therefore, the Podemos discourse represents a chal-
lenge to the political order, because the success of its demands is incom-
patible with the make-up of the order. In addition, it calls into question
the legitimacy of the Transition narrative and repoliticizes the face of the
Spanish political community.

3.4  SeconND PHase: THE AGoNisTIC PODEMOS

3.4.1  First Juncture: Recognition of the Institutions That Were
Established in 1978

The second phase encompasses the period January 2015 to October
2016 and is characterized by Podemos’ relation to the political order
changing from antagonistic to agonistic, from a relation of enmity to
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one of friendship, in spite of the significant differences therein. The
political boundary moves from inside the political community toward its
borders. This phase has three distinct junctures, at each of which both
the agonism and the degree of compatibility with the order increase.

The first juncture begins in January 2015 and continues up to the local
and regional clections in May of that year. January 2015 marked, in fact, a
political tipping point, to some extent, with Podemos’ landmark mass
demonstration in the Puerta del Sol but, at the same time, the hegemonic
discourse’s response was evolving.* Accusing Podemos of receiving funds
from Venezuela enabled the discourse to “confirm” the party’s allegiance
to Chavism and position it alongside “the caste.” The hegemonic dis-
course also launched a counter-attack in the electoral politics sphere, put-
ting forward the Ciudadanos party as the moderate choice for the necessary
modernization of the political class. This strategy placed Podemos on the
defensive for the first time, and it suffered in the polls, beginning to
descend from the height of its support.

In March 2015, at a time of stagnation in Podemos’ hitherto constant
growth, the party came third, with 15% of the vote, in the regional elec-
tions in Andalusia—a good result but not as good as it had expected. On
April 30, Juan Carlos Monedero resigned from the Podemos leadership,
with an explanation that did not really satisfy people’s curiosity. Hence, a
few days before the launch of the regional and municipal election cam-
paigns, Podemos found itself at the most difficult point in its history.

The January 2015 Puerta del Sol rally can, therefore, be taken as the
start of a second phase in the Podemos discourse. In this phase, the domi-
nant polarity continued to be that of new/above /democracy versus old/
below/oligarchy but, although an “us” and a “them” persisted, the latter
was embodied more in the political behavior of the caste and less in the
1978 institutions. The “caste” and the institutions were no longer inter-
woven. The elites came to be seen as the usufructuaries of an institutional
structure that had to be taken back by the people. The underlying
assumption here is that the institutions themselves are neutral and that
their political meaning depends on their use, whereas in the first phase
they were seen as extremely favorable to the elites, the sponsors of the
“hijacking” of democracy. As a consequence, the calls for a constituent
process became less frequent, and such a process stopped being cited as a
prerequisite for true democracy.

The diminished importance given to a constituent process was accom-
panied by the aim of 7estoring the °78 pacts, which had been misused and
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then broken off due to the bebavior of the caste. In addition, the chronol-
ogy of the crisis was changed: it was seen as having started not in 1978 but
with the management of the crisis that began in 2008. The problem was
no longer the Transition itself but the openly neoliberal politics of the
crisis (Iglesias 2015a; Errejon 2015; Diario El Confidencial 2015).

Another new element of the Podemos discourse in this second
phase—although it had already made an appearance at the end of the
antagonistic phase, in November 2014—was its revindication of social
democracy. This started with a recognition of social democracy’s his-
torical role in post-Second World War Europe (Monedero 2014) and
in Spain during the Transition (Diario 20 Minutos 2014), and ended
with it becoming the hallmark of the party’s political platform (Diario
20 Minutos 2014; Programa La noche en 24 horas 2014; Diario El
Mundo 2015; Iglesias 2015b), passing, on the way, through Pablo
Iglesias’ plea during the regional and municipal election campaigns to
the “socialists at heart”: “Voting socialist today means voting for
Podemos” (author’s translation). This is not significant i terms of the
political platform, but it is important in terms of the notion of place in
the political order of the Transition, which Podemos had initially por-
trayed as a game board with two players, placed to the left and the
right, who were, in fact, just one (the two-party system). The social
democrat space is one of these places.

This reclaiming of the social democratic place, the increasing absence—
in particular from public political events—of the notion of “the ’78
Regime,” the replacement of 1978 with 2008 as the year the crisis began,
and, above all, the backgrounding of the calls for a refoundational con-
stituent process, all pointed in the same direction: the exit from center
stage of the confrontation with the Transition discourse and a shifting of
the problem from the order itself to its u#se by the dominant political elites.
According to Podemos, the problem was that the elites considered them-
selves above the institutions.

What can be concluded from this is that there is no political boundary
if the behavior of an elite is seen in isolation from the order. Behavior alone
does not imply that demands are incompatible with an order, nor that they
represent a political project with which coexistence is not possible, but
rather that it is necessary to replace the elite in order to reclaim the politi-
cal order from which it has benefited. Seen in this way, the elite cannot be
“an institutionalized ‘other’” (Laclau 2005: 117); rather, it becomes a
deinstitutionalized other—in short, a non-other.
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In its first phase, the Podemos discourse talked about recovering social
rights, about the Joss of sovereignty, and about using Article 128 of the
Constitution in the interests of the people (Iglesias 2014e), but this was all
within the context of a refoundational constituent process. Swearing on the
Spanish Constitution as a new MEP in June 2014, Pablo Iglesias stated: “I
will abide by the Constitution until the citizens of my country change it in
order to recover sovereignty and social rights,” (Author’s translation) mak-
ing it clear that the current one was not capable of meeting these demands.

In a similar vein, in an academic speech in July 2014 Ifigo Errejon
spoke about the Transition in terms of the Gramscian notion of passive
revolution. Although he accepted that the ’78 Regime had taken on board
some popular demands and that this could be seen as progress in contrast
with how things had been under the previous political order, he insisted
that the Transition—just like the Civil War—had involved the defeat of the
people and that the political system was under too much strain to deal
with any new demands. Errejon concluded that the situation would,
therefore, only be resolved by way of complete change brought about
from above or a refoundational constituent process from below.

In this second phase, the calls for a refoundational constituent process
were given less weight and, in the main party document at the time—the
manifesto for the municipal and regional elections—Podemos acknowl-
edged, for the first time, the 1978 institutions: “We have institutions that
we view with pride; we have come a long way. We have the pieces in place,
but we need to organize them, adjust them, balance them. Even though
we have good quality material, it has fallen into the hands of inept, short-
sighted, spendthrift governments” (Author’s translation. Podemos 2015a:
11). The document also states: “we will reclaim the institutions for democ-
racy ... we can do it from within the institutions themselves: we are going
to win this fight and reclaim democracy, sovereignty and the ultimate
meaning of democracy, which is none other than to serve the will of the
people and meet their needs” (Author’s translation. Podemos 2015a: 13).
In the meantime, the call for a constituent process is silent. Consistent
with the burden of proof being shifted from the political order to the
elites, democracy is now seen not as something to be built but as some-
thing to reclaim.

Finally, for the first time the aim of building a “modern” country is
mentioned: this is the signifier that has the function of binding together
the different elements of the Transition discourse and, hence, of legitimiz-
ing the current Spanish political order. Another term that is symbolic of
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the Transition, the call for “change,” became, at this juncture, part of
Podemos’ own language, and was used in the title of its 2015 regional
clection manifesto (“The Program for Change”) (Podemos 2015a).

3.4.2  Second Junctuve: The Second Transition

May 2015 to May 2016 marks the second juncture. In the municipal and
regional elections, which took place on May 24, 2015, Podemos per-
formed well in the country’s main cities and formed part of a number of
the coalition governments that were established, including the three larg-
est of these, in Madrid, Barcelona, and Valencia. Even though, for Pablo
Iglesias, these results signaled the end of the political system of the
Transition, the end of the two-party system, and the “historic exhaustion”
of IU, he paid an unexpected tribute to the Transition process, painting it
not as incompatible with Podemos’ project but, in fact, the opposite.

Iglesias declared that the Transition was not only a pact between the
elites but also the result of an “impetus created by what is best about our
country,” and acknowledged its success in modernizing, in democratizing,
and in creating a welfare system (Author’s translation. Iglesias 2015d, e,
f). However, it did not, he concluded, go as far as to touch the power held
by the Francoist economic elites.

Iglesias announced that Podemos was proposing a change that con-
sisted not of breaking off from the Transition, but of a new or second
Transition, something that had, in fact, already been initiated by
15M. What would be at stake at the upcoming general elections, said
Iglesias, would be how to resolve the organic crisis of the *78 Regime
(2015¢). The Podemos general secretary put forward a new “historic
compromise”—based to a large extent on the alliance between Berlinguer’s
Italian Communist Party and the Christian Democracy Party that steered
the former away from an internal split—over constitutional reform that
would regenerate the institutions and establish a new model of coexistence
on the basis of various elements of the 1978 Constitution, for example
that of wealth serving the public interest. This new compromise would
lead to the institutions being given back to the people and the elites being
brought inside the law.

The campaign and manifesto for the general election on December 20,
2015 (20D), were underpinned by the key notion of this second, agonis-
tic, phase, that of reclaiming those institutions that had been placed at the
service of the interests of the powerful, and also by the idea of democracy
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as the solution to Spain’s problems of political, social, and territorial equal-
ity (Podemos 2015b: 9-13). The results of these elections, in which the
“purple party” came third, signified for Podemos the end of the two-party
system, the end of turnismo, and, therefore, the end of the political system
itself (Iglesias 2015¢, 2016a; Errejon, 2016a, b; Podemos, En Coma
Podem, En Marea 2016). This “catastrophic stalemate” between the old
and the new, neither of them with enough strength to reshape political
life, marks a “transition” between two eras (Errejon 2016a).

During the negotiations to form a government after 20D, Podemos
(and its allies En Comt Podem, En Marea, and Compromis) pushed
for an alliance with PSOE and IU, producing, in February 2016, a
document entitled “Un pais para la gente. Bases politicas para un gobi-
erno estable y con garantias” (“A country for the people: The political
basis for a stable government, with guarantees”; author’s translation).
In the context of the principle elements of the second, agonistic, phase
(chronology of the crisis, the relation between the institutions and the
elites, and constitutional reform), this publication interestingly pres-
ents something approaching a consensualist idea of democracy, some-
what removed from agonism. The document states that the causes of
the legitimacy crisis in the Spanish political structure are both the lack
of a proper system of checks and balances and absolute majority gov-
ernments that hinder accountability. As a solution to this, it proposes
the model used in most European governments—a coalition—which
will guarantee stability, proportionality, and efficiency. Podemos based
its proposal on the work of political scientists such as Arend Lijphart,
who has focused on consensualism and is critical of majority electoral
systems (Podemos, En Comt Podem, En Marea 2016). Nevertheless,
it is important to point out that consensualism is partially mitigated
here because the proposed alliance is not “centrist,” but made up of
Left-wing political forces.

Framed within the central notions of the second, agonistic, phase
(Podemos, En Comut Podem, En Marea 2016), the idea of a Second
Transition that builds on the historical Transition and is aligned with 15M,
constitutional reform as a “historic compromise” that moves away from
the rupture suggested by the first phase’s key idea of a refoundational
constituent process, and coalition as a common European guarantee of
stability all bear witness to the beginnings of an entrenchment of agonism
in January 2015: the institutions are compatible with Podemos” demands
and they must, therefore, be reclaimed for the people (Iglesias 2016b).
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3.4.3  Thivd Juncture: Alliance with IU

The third juncture begins in May 2016, when Podemos forms an alliance
with IU, and continues until the general election on June 26. Two fea-
tures of this continuation of the agonistic phase (Programa La noche en
24 horas 2016; Radio Nacional de Espana 2016) develop the idea that the
political order and Podemos’ demands are not incompatible.

The first is the alliance with IU, which Podemos justifies as being neces-
sary to “break the stalemate” of the 20D elections, the “second round” of
which took place on June 26 (26]) (Errejon 2016d). Podemos had always
viewed IU as typical of the parties on the Transition’s political game board,
part of the old, and of the Left—Right axis that inadequately captures the
situation in Spain. Podemos had also stated that 15M had achieved the
exact opposite of what the Left had been doing for decades and that the
very success of Podemos was due to it having continued in the same vein:
“those in power do not fear the left, they fear the people.” The elites were
happy with the tokenistic role of the traditional Left, which was interested
not in gaining power but in staying in a subordinate position from which
it could cultivate its identity and maintain an image of purity (Author’s
translation. Iglesias 2014b; Diario Publico.es 2015).

The second element is the strengthening of social democracy as an
identifying feature of Podemos. Even though Iglesias (2016c¢) spoke of a
new, fourth, social democracy, he linked it with the historical one, citing
the need to occupy the place left vacant by PSOE. In fact, although it was
not made explicit, the objective of the alliance with IU was to surpass
PSOE.

During the electoral campaign, Iglesias said that Zapatero was the
best democratic leader Spain had ever had. Podemos oftered PSOE the
chance to present joint candidate lists for the senate, but the offer was
rejected. Iglesias” harsh words about Felipe Gonzélez during the failed
attempt by the socialist leader, Sanchez, to form a government did not
contradict Podemos’ commitment to the revival of social democracy,
because he was not reffering to the genuine PSOE, but to the one repre-
sented by felipismo.®

In the context of Podemos gaining seats in Parliament and the, finally,
failed attempts to form a government that would revive the Left—Right
axis, the alliance with IU and the reclaiming of social democracy contrib-
uted to the tendency to background the above—below or new-old axis that
had characterized the Podemos discourse up to this point.



THE PODEMOS DISCOURSE: A JOURNEY FROM ANTAGONISM TO AGONISM 65

3.4.4  Fourth Junctuve: End of the Blitzkrieg, and Institutional
Routine

From 26] to the end of the period under study marks a fourth juncture in
the agonistic phase, which is characterized by internal party debate about
future tactics and, since the difference between tactics and strategy is
slight, this has the potential to inadvertently affect the latter also.

The general secretariat’s position (Iglesias 2016d, e, f) is that the cur-
rent political task is to make visible the damage (“politicize the pain”) that
austerity has wreaked on the different social sectors represented by the
social movements (evictions, pensions, salaries, education, health, etc.) to
which Podemos needs to connect in order to serve as a channel for their
demands. This view is underpinned by a fear of party bureaucracy and of
political impotence, both of which would increase once Podemos found
itself on the inside of state institutions, especially if in opposition rather
than in government. Therefore, it is important that it is those on the
ground rather than the officials who are in control of the party, and this
means that the alliance with IU needs to continue.

The view of the political secretariat (Errejon 2016c¢, e, f), while not
denying the need for the link to the social movements, emphasizes some
of the difficulties in the party’s relationship with them. One of these is
that the professionalization of politics has brought with it benefits to
becoming a party official or leader—as Podemos’ own history testifies.
For those who hold this view, the only possible relationship with the
social movements is one in which the party takes the political initiative,
not because it wants to but because of the way present-day politics is
organized.

The fundamental difference between these two stances seems to lie in
the fact that for the general secretariat the aim is to give a voice to a society
that already bas transformative agents that have been rendered invisible by
the dominant political system and the media. In contrast, the political
secretariat’s position is that this sedimented discourse is resistant to
Podemos’ proposed transformations, but that—as with everything in the
social sphere—it will become more malleable in the medium to long term.
It therefore focuses the internal battle on how it can transform the existing
political game board, rather than seeing it as a dispute in which one side
or the other wins. It rejects the term “social democrat” as not representing
Podemos’ new identity, and it also refuses the “Left-wing populist” label,
preferring simply to use “populist.”
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This lead us to a third, and perhaps the most important, difference,
which is that concerning notions of representation. The general secretari-
at’s position appears to correspond to a more traditional /classical con-
cept: representation as a reflection in politics of that which is already
constituted in society. In this formulation, the party needs to be a channel
for the social movements, because they represent the place where demands
are formed and where they exist. The political secretariat’s position is
based on a more post-structuralist notion, that of representation as a
simultaneous performative formation of both the represented and the rep-
resenters, not as an effective confirmation of what already exists.

This debate about tactics reveals two way of understanding Laclau’s
populism (2005). The general secretariat’s populism prioritizes chal-
lenging the elites and understands transversal politics as both the sum of
existing demands represented in the social movements and a way of pre-
venting institutional collapse, whereas that of the political secretariat
perceives of it as a means of building a new people and a political culture
capable of recycling existing Left-wing material and merging it with
other material to create a new hegemony. It is a matter of emphasis: one
sees populism principally as antagonism between existing actors and the
other as a reconfiguration of the legitimate “demos” in order to create a
new hegemony. If we see this tension as one between reactivating what
is latent and reconfiguring what is given, the former prefers to emphasize
how the Left—Right axis can embody the below—above polarity, while the
latter does the opposite.

3.5 CONCLUDING REMARKS

This discourse analysis of Podemos has considered the relation between
the party’s demands and the political order so as to determine whether
meeting the former implies incompatibility with the latter. Taking as a
starting point the question of whether Podemos’ relation with the hege-
monic order is antagonistic or agonistic, whether it involves contestation
or regeneration, two main phases were identified.

The first phase (January 2014 to January 2015), characterized by the
new/below/democracy—old /above /oligarchy opposition, is antagonistic,
because the party’s demands appear to be incompatible with the political
order that was established during the Transition. The second phase
(January 2015 to October 20106) is agonistic, erasing, as it does, the previ-
ous phrase’s political boundary between order and demands.
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The main effect of this move from antagonism to agonism is that the
original disconnect in the Podemos discourse between democracy and
Transition becomes very nuanced, with the Transition no longer being
seen as part of the old, but rather as reconnected with the new through a
“Second Transition.”

The Podemos discourse is more concerned with the revival of democ-
racy that with challenging the political order. It creates room for more and
new democratic demands, but to do this it needs to depoliticize democ-
racy, which it achieves by politicizing the political behavior of the elites as
the sole problem and as a constraint on democracy, thereby reducing
political order to government and institutional life to democracy.

Taken as a whole, the Podemos discourse equates to an opening up of
politics—in the narrowly defined sense of politics as the state and the
political system that have prevailed since the Transition—which can be
seen as a result of pressure on the part of the political—the demands and
actors that emerge outside of the institutional system. This opening up
serves to incorporate new demands and then politics is once more closed
down, thanks to a new depoliticization, whereby democracy is considered
to be a political order that has no need for any kind of internal boundary
and the split between the new and the old is rendered redundant. This
framework has the capacity to accommodate a process of hegemonic
change without needing to make any changes to itself.

This discursive journey would be of little interest if it were viewed in
radicalization-moderation terms. Although politics is the radical creation
of meaning, it is carried out in a sedimented space, not an empty one. All
forms of hegemony include that which is counter to them, and the histori-
cal struggle for meaning, in spite of moments of coalescence, never ends.
Therefore, using the language of hegemony does not constitute “modera-
tion” per se; it also belongs to a discourse in pursuit of resignification. A
discourse that is radically exterior to sedimented meaning cannot become
its interlocutor and because of this cannot reorganize it. Rather, it asserts
itself by way of the disconnection itself. In any event, it is more appropri-
ate to talk about the discourse in terms of the effects of that which is spo-
ken than of the intentions of the speakers.

The move from antagonism to agonism is a result of sedimented seman-
tic power relations, which comprise not only the power of the hegemonic
discourse itself—in this case that of the Transition—but the contexts,
rules, and logic of the political field in which the battle takes place. The
move can be seen as a result of Podemos’ entrance into the logic of the
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existing political struggle, which determines which forms, rhythms, styles,
logics, topics, and words are permitted. Any such entrance is a rite of pas-
sage and necessitates a degree of adjustment; this does not, however, imply
an abandonment of a party’s own standpoints, but rather an adjustment to
a field that has already been constructed and is therefore part of the hege-
mony and not, therefore, neutral. For this very reason, some utterances
are heard only as noise. The political field demands that one translate
one’s language in order to take part in the battle (Bourdieu 2000).

This move from antagonism to agonism can also be seen as a result of
Podemos testing the state of the power relations between its discourse and
that of the Transition, that is, as an acknowledgment that the crisis in the
hegemonic order was not as serious as it had thought. The party had
described the crisis of the ’78 Regime as organic, as the increasing diffi-
culty of the elites to maintain and re-energize the support of subordinate
social groups. For Podemos, however, there was no crisis of the state,
because the country’s institutions were still functioning and people were
still trusting of and loyal to them (Podemos n.d.: 1-5). In any event, if
there had been an organic crisis, it would have been consistent with its
position for Podemos to have proposed a war of movement. It voiced it in
these terms, however, only retrospectively, after 26], preferring to talk of
a “swift war of position” (a blitzkrieg), which, in Gramscian terms, is an
oxymoron.

It is worth highlighting that Podemos did not suggest that the absence
of a crisis of the state indicated that the crisis was not organic but one of
representation, describing, as it did, the state as an apparatus of power but
also of consensus. Nor did it suggest that the loss of the support of the
traditional parties necessarily called into question the political project of
the Transition. Rather, Podemos proposed that this was a criticism only of
the leadership of the parties, of their not being up to the task of the Transition
project, leaving the credibility and legitimacy of the project untouched and
allowing it to continue to function as a political identity that defines the
horizons of meaning.

At times, the Podemos discourse itself revealed cracks in its diagnosis of
the situation. For example, 15M went from being symptomatic of the
organic crisis of the ’78 Regime (Podemos n.d.: 1) to marking the start of
the Second Transition (Iglesias 2015d). If an organic crisis is understood
as the point at which an order’s key signifiers are available for resignifica-
tion (Laclau 2005: 165 ft), then it becomes clear that 15M opened the
way to a Second Transition because the core meaning of the historical
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Transition was not challenged. Rather, it was reclaimed as the essential
basis for a new phase of democracy in Spain. This was the vision behind
the Transition discourse when talk of a Second Transition first began
around the time of the death of former Prime Minister Sudrez and the
abdication of King Juan Carlos I.

The internal debate about tactics will no doubt continue, along the
lines of the two existing stances, in the run-up to Podemos’ second
national congress (February 2017). Both stances, in spite of their differ-
ences, reveal traces of a recognition of the resilience of the Transition.
The general secretariat, by challenging the elites but not their institu-
tions, accepts the political game board set up by the Transition and
places itself in the space on the left in order to emerge victorious, while
the political secretariat rejects this set-up and plays for time to reconfig-
ure it. Nevertheless, both the long-term strategy and the acceptance of
the existing game board imply that the construction of a new hegemony
is on no one’s agenda, which points, in turn, to the absence of an organic
crisis.

NoOTES

1. For more on Podemos’ ideology and political platform, see Morén 2015:
213-282; Tamames 2015: 63-100 and 145-175; Timermans 2014:
119-153; Trillo-Figueroa 2015; Torreblanca 2015: 171-202; Quirds 2014:
123-137; Villacanas 2015: 121-128; Errején and Moufte 2015: 97-138;
and Rallo 2014: 139-161.

2. This is a departure from the formal relation between demands and order
proposed by Laclau (2005: 110-122; 163-197). If the relation is mutually
exclusive, and demands must disrupt the order if they are to be met, the
logic of equivalence prevails. If, however, the relation is one of continuity,
demands can be successful within the existing order and the logic of differ-
ence prevails.

3. Pablo Iglesias (2014a) states that the Transition consensus consisted of the
elites meeting in private rooms in restaurants to agree policies and draw up
the Constitution. He ended his first speech at Podemos’ founding citizen’s
assembly by saying: “You don’t take heaven by consensus; you storm it”
(Author’s translation. 2014c).

4. On January 31, 2015, Podemos organized its first mass event. The place
chosen for the rally was the Puerta del Sol, which had been the epicenter of
15M in 2011. The “March for Change” was not a protest but a way of
announcing that the year of change had begun (in May there would be
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municipal and regional elections and, probably in November, general elec-
tions). The rally was a success, with more than 100,000 people filling the
square and the surrounding streets. Available at: https://www.youtube.
com/results?search_query=marcha+del+cambio+podemos. Accessed March
1,2017.

5. Left-wing critics of Felipe Gonzilez’s governments (1982-1996) use this
term to refer to his move to the Right and his abandonment of his social
democratic principles.
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CHAPTER 4

Podemos’ Performative Power: Space
Struggles and /as Political Transformation

Susana Martinez Guillem

Occupation of spaces such as public squares, banks, or vacant apartments;
slogans like “Yes we camp,” “We’re not leaving, we’re moving to your
conscience,” or “Take the streets;” escraches in front of the houses of MPs
and institutional buildings. These are all well-known symbols capturing
the recent social unrest in Spain, catalyzed through different kinds of mass
mobilizations and organizations (15M/Indignad@s, Marea Ciudadana,
Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca (PAH)) as well as newly emerged
political parties at the local and national levels, such as Guanyem Barcelona
or Podemos. As a whole, these practices suggest that the politics of space
have shaped Spain’s convulsive (post-)crisis years in important ways. From
the first seeds planted through Indignad@s, to current debates within
Podemos about the party’s preferred goals and strategies, many aspects of
the different political maneuvers to counter social inequality in Spain can
be located, understood, and critiqued through a spatial lens.

This chapter is an attempt to highlight the continuous relevance of space
struggles as a defining factor both in the development of the conditions of
possibility for the emergence of Podemos out of Indignad@s’ “street activ-
ism,” as well as the party’s more recent tactics once it consolidated its
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presence within institutions. When deploying the notion of space struggles,
I draw on work within Marxist cultural geography and sociology, as well as
rhetorical and performance-oriented criticism, to highlight how space is a
structured and (re)structuring force that regulates broader social relations
and, at the same time, can be reinvented to serve strategic purposes
(Bourdieu 1996; Carrillo Rowe 2004; Harvey 2006b; Lefebvre 1991,
Massey 1994; Said 2000; Shome 2003, Soja 2009).

As David Harvey (2006b) points out, space has become an unavoidable
contemporary “keyword”—a term coined by Raymond Williams—in
scholarly interventions that seek to understand human praxis in its differ-
ent forms. This so-called “spatial turn” has brought with it new under-
standings of the connection between spaces and the social totality, and,
consequently, new ways to study social relations and their empirical mani-
festations: from urban design, to capital accumulation, to social move-
ments (Castells 1983; Lefebvre 1991; Harvey 2001). As any other
keyword, the notion of space is “polysemous,” “categorical,” and “actively
contested” (Durant 2008). In this sense, as Williams would put it, space is
one of those “significant, binding words in certain activities and their
interpretation,” as well as “indicative [...] in certain forms of thought”
(Williams 1983: 15).

We thus find different emphases and lines of work across the breadth of
intellectual projects informed by and informing the concept of space.
However, an important common contribution of the studies I draw on in
this chapter is the commitment to deconstruct the naturalized ideologies
that encourage us to think of spaces as neutral containers, and move instead
toward a historical and political reading that acknowledges the ways that
spaces are symbolically and materially fought over as they enhance and
hinder the social advantages of certain groups. As Soja explains,

[T]he structure of organized space is not a separate structure with its own
autonomous laws of construction and transformation, nor is it simply an
expression of the class struggle emerging from social (and thus aspatial?)
relations of production. It represents, instead, a dialectically defined compo-
nent of the general relations of production, relations which are simultane-
ously social and spatial. (1989: 78)

Through this dialectical and transdisciplinary lens, my analysis explores
the contradictory nature of Podemos as, on the one hand, a product of the
shrinking space of privilege in (post-)crisis Spain and the social mobilizations
that followed, and, on the other, a potential producer of a more democratic
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or “common” political culture via its different performative actions in insti-
tutional spaces. First, I introduce the concept of “precarious privilege”
(Martinez Guillem 2017) as a way to capture the intrinsic relation between
Indignad@s’ particular spatial(ized) practices, the development of a com-
mon social position for this movement, and the resulting emergence of
Podemos as a political project. Then, I focus on Podemos’ attempts to over-
come the fixing trap of place, or the attaching of certain meanings to only a
particular (relatively marginal) location. I suggest that this move involved a
further spatial “reterritorialization” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987) beyond
the plaza, and the “streets” more generally, that pushed Podemos toward a
more central social position.

Specifically, and through the analysis of different performances of poli-
tics geared toward the reappropriation of institutional spaces such as
Congress or Parliament, I argue that Podemos actively tried to challenge
the dominant, unmarked—but equally performative—accepted practices
that continually constitute traditional political spaces through exclusion.
Overall, these powerful performances of politics can be seen as a manifes-
tation of cultural (re)production and potential political transformation.
However, as demonstrated by the growing internal tensions within
Podemos, the effective but inherently ephemeral character of performativ-
ity needs to be translated more firmly into an overall hybrid political prac-
tice that can secure a common—and thus stronger—position for the party.

4.1  SHRINKING SPACE, INDIGNATION GROWTH:
PRODUCING PRECARIOUS PRIVILEGE

Recent occupation-based protests throughout the globe have received
quite a bit of scholarly attention across the humanities and the social sci-
ences. Often, these discussions are framed within the context of a “new
social movements” approach, which proposes a breach between pre and
post- Cold War forms of collective action, where the latter are seen as united
by a cultural sense of identification rather than class-based “political” con-
cerns, thus privileging personal autonomy, identity, informality, spontane-
ity, and a low degree of vertical differentiation (Briziarelli and Martinez
Guillem 2015; Cohen 1985; Gitlin 2012; Klandermans and Oegema 1987,
Larana 1993; Larana et al. 1994; Melucci 1989; Offe 1985). In these
accounts, discourse often arises as a rather independent and powerful con-
stitutive agent that facilitates the development of a sense of community
with shared goals, often privileging symbolic concerns over material ones
(e.g. Chesters and Welsh 2004; Garrido and Halavais 2003; Swords 2007).
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Accordingly, creative communicative practices are analyzed as embodying
radical and innovative ways of doing activism that prefigure the future social
order, even though these initiatives do not always engage the existing struc-
tures that may help consolidate such “lived” changes (Garcia Agustin et al.,
2016; Martin Rojo 2014; Briziarelli and Martinez Guillem 2015).

An emphasis on these kinds of practices, I would argue, risks forcing a
separation between the so-called “political” and “cultural” spheres of society,
thus hindering a more holistic understanding of social movements as “rela-
tional” and “developmental” that emphasizes “organising rather than organ-
isation, culture-making rather than culture-being” (Cox 2014: 5). As Cox,
drawing on Gramsci, puts it, culture in this sense is “a way of ‘doing’ the
everyday, including everyday organizing” (2014: 9). In my view, one possi-
ble way to systematically account for social movements in relation to both
political culture and cultural politics is to incorporate an analysis of their
spatial struggles as inherently related to broader social struggles (see Lefebvre
1991). With regard to occupation-based protests, such a view can helps us
recognize the important role that pre-existing social conditions played in the
formation, dissemination, and (lack of) success of many of these “new” ini-
tiatives, as well as their more specific communicative practices. In other
words, the material circumstances that inform who we are, and thus how we
organize (Cox 2014) are fundamentally spatialized, and thus politico-cul-
tural mobilization cannot be properly understood without reference to space.

Building on these insights, I offer here an analysis of different residual
space-based dynamics that acted as exigencies for the development of
Podemos as a political alternative in Spain that, at the same time, strate-
gically reinvented spatial relations to question dominant cultural logics
of political praxis in this context. First of all, it is important to highlight
the set of social relations produced and challenged through different
spatial practices in recent years in Spain, as well as how they informed
the development of a community that, via the social movement
Indignad@s and related organizations such as Plataforma de afectados
pot la hipoteca (PAH), converged in the political party Podemos.
Throughout their groundbreaking demonstrations, starting in May
2011, Indignad@s relied on physical space as the main site of struggle
where different ideological positions could materialize and a potential
“counter-space” could emerge (Lefebvre 1991; Martin Rojo 2014). In
this sense, reclaiming the public spaces of emblematic squares as common
spaces was a way to intervene in and possibly readjust the social order that,
in less than a decade, had repositioned these mostly young, middle-class,
and college-educated protesters closer to the margins of their society.
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Loss of purchasing power, an increasingly precarious job market, or the
escalation of corruption cases among politicians were among the unac-
ceptable conditions that, according to the manifesto developed by
Indignad@s, called for an “ethical revolution” which could bring about a
“true democracy,” guaranteeing “basic rights” for all, such as “the right to
housing, employment, culture, health, education, political participation,
free personal development, and consumer rights for a healthy and happy
life” (Briziarelli and Martinez Guillem 2016; Martinez Guillem 2017;
Movimiento 15M n.d.).

Crucially, then, the demands in the squares were voiced by a generation
of preparados—a term coined by the newspaper E/ Pais that playfully com-
bined the Spanish words for “ready” and “unemployed.” Indeed, many
Indignad@s embodied this explosive mix of privilege and precariousness:
72% had a Bachelor’s degree or higher educational attainment, and 41%
were unemployed when they joined the movement. From this abruptly
acquired social space of “precarious privilege,” Indignad@s saw themselves
as the main victims of a series of inadequate, elite-favoring measures adopted
by the Spanish government in order to tackle a deep economic crisis with-
out challenging its broader, systemic roots. This proximity in social space
that could—and eventually would—define the potential for unity (Bourdieu
1996) was empirically reinforced by the specific spatial practices that liter-
ally brought Indignad@s together as a coherent multitude.

Thus, and inspired by the Arab Spring protests that had spread among
some North African countries months earlier, as well as the 2009 “Icelandic
revolution,” the Indignad@s occupied a series of major Spanish squares
such as Madrid’s Puerta del Sol, Barcelona’s Plaga Catalunya, and
Valencia’s Plaza del Ayuntamiento (which they renamed Plaza del 15 de
Mayo). By claiming these spaces in public, they themselves became public
(Harvey 20064, b) and directly challenged the cultural logics of protest,
turning “conventional” temporary demonstrations into a permanent series
of acampadas (camps). In these camps, they quickly organized into differ-
ent comisiones (committees) in charge of duties such as cocina (cooking),
donaciones (donations), or limpieza (cleaning), but also around issues such
as economin (economy), inmigracion (immigration), accion (action), edu-
cacion (education), and sanidad (healthcare).

From these public stands reappropriated as commons, protesters were
able to engage in conversations with passersby about what they saw as
important issues affecting Spanish society, as well as possible ways to
address them. For example, in the economin stand, members would explain
the concept of the “Tobin Tax,” aimed at preventing speculation based on
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money investment in foreign exchange on a very short-term basis. The
participants in the acampadas also held daily asambleas (assemblies) at
8 p.m. where they organized, discussed, and voted on particular measures
to be taken. In other words, they engaged in “place-making,” transform-
ing physical spaces through their everyday practices (de Certeau 1984).

Importantly, therefore, and in a telling example of the contradictory ways
in which social movements inevitably “move,” it was through their residual
integrated social space that Indignad@s managed to engage in a series of
innovative spatial practices that both constituted them as a movement, and
allowed them to reappropriate the meanings and uses of the emblematic
public places they interacted with. As Shome (2003: 47) explains, “being
able to exist in public space is dependent also on having rights and access to
the legalities that protect our bodies in that space.” In the case of Indignad@s,
the literal “being together” enabled by the presence of particular—relatively
privileged—bodies in the physical spaces of different squares and streets, was
key in creating a climate of openness, direct participation, and possibilities
that “ensure[d] participants’ access to the production of discourses, and put
into circulation new forms of participation, authorship, agency and inclu-
siveness” (Martin Rojo 2014: 626). As such, their spatial and communica-
tive practices cannot be considered in isolation from broader structural
conditions, or even merely as their result, but should rather be seen as “inte-
gral to the production of the social” (Massey 1994: 4).

Indignad@s’ “ability to exist in public space,” apart from being a key
component in the development of a common social position for the move-
ment, also produced particular (re)actions from the state, thus demon-
strating “the situated practices of space and place through which identities
[and social relations] are continually reworked, contested, and repro-
duced” (Shome 2003: 43). After several weeks of occupation, the differ-
ent camps established across Spanish cities were dismantled by the police,
in some cases violently. As a result of these institutionally sponsored mea-
sures, the kinds of activities stimulated by Indignad@s eventually decreased
in terms of number of participants, as well as size and location of spaces
where the different meetings could take place. Thus, “members of the
different assemblies [...] ended up creating platforms, associations, co-
operatives and political projects amongst other collectives born in the
wake of the demonstration” (Martin Rojo 2014: 624), once again evi-
dencing the intrinsic link between social and spatial dispositions.

In 2015, the Spanish government’s “Ley de Seguridad Ciudadana”
(Citizen’s Security Law) was passed in a direct attempt to coercively ban
the occupation of public spaces and collective actions such as acampadas.
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This law, tellingly dubbed “Ley Mordaza” (Gag Law) by the political
opposition (Garea 2015) de facto prevents citizens from exercising basic
rights such as public manifestation of dissent, or documenting police prac-
tices through amateur videos. Due to its particularly repressive nature, it
has been strongly criticized by organizations such as Amnesty International
(Amnesty International 2015; Minder 2015). As a result of this legal mea-
sure, the Indignad@s were officially “rendered out of the legality of public
space” (Shome 2003: 47) and thus potentially relegated to invisibility.
These quick and harsh actions, and the clear institutional attempt to (re)
position Indignad@s as illegitimate users of the spaces they previously
occupied, reveal the important implications that (lack of) control over
space has for the ways in which social movements may “move” through a
symbolic dialogue with power (Cox 2014; Foucault 1980).

At a quick glance, therefore, it seems as though the space struggle
enacted by Indignad@s—as a specific manifestation of a broader social
struggle—resulted in a widening of the gap between state and civil society,
rather than the longed-for equal distribution of resources, including spa-
tial ones. As Goutsos and Polymeneas (2014) put in their reflections about
the Syntagma Movement in Greece, certainly a too rigid link between a
social movement and a particular place—such as a main plaza—could con-
tribute to a weakening of the opportunities to affect broader social dynam-
ics. Thus, if “the crucial question for socially defining who we are becomes
where we are” (Goutsos and Polymeneas 2014: 32) being forcefully
deprived of that essential “absolute space” (Harvey 2006a) can have dra-
matic consequences for a social movement. Such an observation also
points to the need for a spatial perspective that “calls particular attention
to relationality as a constitutive force,” as opposed to an emphasis on place
as the mere “backdrop to the interaction between different bodies marked
by different identities” (Chdvez 2010: 5).

Unlike the Syntagma Movement and other “occupy-based” initiatives,
however, Indignad@s’ particular circumstances led them to “move” to
actively overcome the fixing trap of place, or the attaching of certain
meanings and values to a particular (relatively marginal) location. Next, I
show how this expansion was possible thanks to a further spatial “reterri-
torialization” beyond the plaza (Deleuze and Guattari 1987; Martin Rojo
2014), and the “streets” more generally. As I illustrate below, with the
formation of the political party Podemos and its associated performances
of politics, the space struggles that informed and helped develop this polit-
ical alternative in Spain expanded to include institutions such as Congress
and Parliament, which, like the squares for Indignad@s, were symbolically
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and materially reclaimed as “common” spaces. Thus, Indignad@s’ space
struggles, far from resulting in a defeat, literally and figuratively paved the
way for Podemos’ project. Through this move, street-based activism phys-
ically retreated backstage, while at the same time helping bring to the fore
the idea that certain spaces—such as that of politics and its associated
places—were not restricted to certain groups anymore, but could be
thought of in terms of “the common” (Garcia Agustin and Ydesen 2013).

4.2  PoDEMOS’ PERFORMATIVE POWER: TRANSFORMING
PorrricaL CULTURE THROUGH INSTITUTIONAL SPACES

In March of 2014, Podemos was founded as a political party, thanks to the
impulse of a group of organic intellectuals (Gramsci 1971) led by univer-
sity professors Juan Carlos Monedero, Pablo Iglesias, and Carolina
Bescansa. Podemos’ main goal was to catalyze the mixed and productive
street-based activity stirred up in the previous years and culminating in
Indignad@s’ demonstrations and encampments into a coherent and alter-
native political project that could also, eventually, “occupy” institutions
(Briziarelli and Martinez Guillem 2016).

The chosen name for the party, “We can,” signals a willingness to capi-
talize on the sense of empowerment emerging from virtual and physical
plazas and take tactics of spatial occupation into the Spanish parliamentary
system. The means utilized to initially intervene into the rigid two-party
political system, such as Iglesias’ participation in political talk shows in
mainstream TV channels, as well as his leading role on the internet-based
show, La Tuerka, signal the ways in which (new) media served as an
important and needed mediator between the everyday and the institutional
realms that both gave rise to and threatened to destabilize Podemos (see
also Chap. 2, this volume). Only a few months after its constitution, the
party gained considerable attention after its surprising success at the 2014
European elections, as it obtained 1.25 million votes and five seats in the
European Parliament. This meteoric rise would be confirmed after the
June 26, 2016, elections, when Podemos was able to gain support from
over 20% of the Spanish voting population and obtained over 5 million
votes and sixty-five parliamentary seats, thus officially becoming the sec-
ond political force in Spain.

In this section, I examine the ways that, through a series of performa-
tive spatial practices functioning as a challenge to the dominant social
order, Podemos was able to exert a series of pressures over sedimentary
(structural) aspects of the political Spanish system, ultimately showing the
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possibilities of a materially “determined” (in Williams” dialectical sense)
“common culture,” understood as “the creation of a condition in which
the people as a whole participate in the articulation of meanings and val-
ues,” with the consequent “removal of all the material obstacles to just this
form of participation” (Williams 1989b: 36). To this end, I highlight the
interaction between space and performance, showing the creative and
sterative ways in which Podemos’ deputies necessarily constructed these
common politico-cultural spaces through their actions.

Drawing on work by Ervin Goffman (1959), my discussion is grounded
in an understanding of “social structure and communication in terms of
theatrical imagery” (Manning 2007: 178), and of social actors as “per-
formers” who actively try to portray certain images of themselves. I also,
however, incorporate Judith Butler’s caveats with regard to this frame-
work, thus acknowledging how individual actions are inextricably tied to
the broader social residues that delimit them. As Butler explains, “the
social norms that constitute our existence carry desires that do not origi-
nate with our individual personhood” (2004: 2). In this sense, perfor-
mance “is subsumed within, and must always be connected to,
performativity, to the citational practices which reproduce and subvert
discourse, and which at the same time enable and discipline subjects and
their performances” (Gregson and Rose 2000: 441).

This perspective helps illuminate how, confined by particular labels, we
engage in and “reward” expected behaviors, while also avoiding and con-
demning those actions that seem to disrupt or question our learned
assumptions about particular identities and their corresponding social sit-
uations. As I will show below, these general social dynamics are crucial to
understanding specific performances in/of institutional spaces, as well as
different reactions to them. It is thus Podemos’ performative actions as
products and producers of their newly gained parliamentary space that are
of interest here. Much like Indignad@s did with the different squares, in
terms of changing the cultural logics of demonstration through the per-
manent occupation of space, Podemos’ recent performances in the Spanish
Congress and Parliament have been geared toward challenging culturally
commonsensical assumptions about how to “do politics.”

Shortly after the December 2015 elections, the newly elected deputies of
the different Spanish political parties participated in the ceremony known as
In jura del cargo (oath of office). From the beginning, Podemos’ represen-
tatives challenged, through different practices, the historically naturalized
“formal” character of this kind of event, through which, as Bourdieu would
put it, “structures are reconverted in systems of preferences” (1996: 15).
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In this case, the physical and symbolic spaces of Parliament (inter)acted to
form a structuring force, actively regulating communication practices, rela-
tionships, and social positions. Specifically, a commonsensical moral and
instrumental call for “respectful demeanor” (Bourdieu 1996; Goftman
1959) was intrinsically attached to a series of expectations for decorum that
delimited options of how to be seen or heard within institutions.

Rather than embracing this unquestioned habitus, Podemos’ deputies
engaged in different practices geared toward the material and symbolic
reappropriation of this and other institutional spaces as a way to include
“your voice in the Congress,” in reference to the 5 million Spaniards who
voted for them (Podemos.com). For example, many of Podemos’ new
deputes gave up their right, as members of Congress, to use an official
government car, and chose instead to walk or ride their bikes to Congress
(Podemos.com). Once there, they replaced the traditional acceptance
speech, which only allowed for a small variation in the formula—I swear
(or promise) to abide by the Constitution—with the statement “I promise
to abide by the constitution in order to change it; never again a country
without its people” (my emphasis).

In addition, many of these new delegates’ (non-)verbal practices directly
enacted the vocally expressed commitment to a kind of “change” that
would place ordinary people closer to, if not within, the making of poli-
tics. Thus, they substituted suits, ties, leather bags, or traditional hairstyles
with “common” artifacts such as jeans, backpacks, dreadlocks, or T-shirts
with printed political messages (Dominguez 2016). They also engaged in
public displays of affection such as hugging and kissing, used hand ges-
tures such as the V sign or a raised fist, and showed a preference for infor-
mal terms or address—using the pronoun t##, as well as first names, to
address their fellow congressmen and women.

A particularly symbolic moment embodying Podemos’ attempt to radi-
cally rethink performances of politics was the kiss on the lips, in Congress,
between Pablo Iglesias and Xavier Domenech, leader of En Comu
Podem—the coalition grouping Podemos with other similar initiatives in
Catalonia. After Domenech’s speech in front of the members of Congress
during the investiture debate, the two politicians hugged and then kissed,
causing the consequent disorientation of many of those witnessing the act,
both in Congress and via (social) media (Garcfa 2016). The “unconven-
tional” display of affection between two men, regardless of their sexual
orientation or the degree of premeditation, can be seen as a literal-specific,
as well as broader-figurative queering of unreflective performances that
avoid scrutiny because they “make sense” within dominant cultural logics
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(Morris and Sloop 2006). Through their kiss, these two deputies thus
drew attention to the ways in which institutional spaces are defined by and
reinforce the interests of certain groups who, through their reiterated,
ritualized, and reaffirmed practices (Butler 1993) try to fix the historical
and cultural meanings of political practices.

As a whole, these actions capitalized on Podemos’ newly gained access
to certain physical spaces in order to reappropriate their symbolic dimen-
sions, blurring the distinction between “frontstage” and “backstage”
practices (Goffman 1959). Consequently, these previously restricted,
“absolute” material locations were (re)constructed through performance
as popular, which in turn functioned to reconfigure the party’s—and its
voters™—“relative” social position (Bourdieu 1996). As Gregson and Rose
(2000: 434) explain, not only social actors, but also the spaces in which
they act are “brought into being through performances and as a performa-
tive articulation of power.” Thus, the different strategies outlined here
show how Congress emerged as a site of struggle among different groups
to impose their views on institutions and society as a whole. At the same
time, the productive aspects of spatial practices emerge when we consider
that it was only due to the institutionalized, exclusive links between a place
such as Congress and a series of assumed (in)appropriate practices taking
place in it that many of Podemos’ gestures acquired particular meanings.

From a dominant reading of institutional spaces, exemplified by the
party’s critics, these actions were interpreted as a form of postureo or
posing. As such, these commentators claimed, they were either not to be
taken seriously, or condemned for their “degrading” effects (Alpanés 2016).
The leader of the socialist party in Asturias, for example, claimed that
“what they [Podemos] are doing is gesticulation, postureo, and to some
degree degrading the institution” (Javier Fernindez acusa a Podemos de
“degradar” el Parlamento asturiano 2015). Similarly, critics of Carolina
Bescansa’s decision to bring and breastfeed her infant son at the inaugura-
tion of the legislature argued that such “gestures” and “political Adanism”
were outdated, and contraposed this “saying” to the “doing” of “political
measures” geared at work-life balance (Arantxa Tapia califica de “pos-
tureo” que Bescansa fuera al Congreso con su bebé 2016).

The recontextualization of postureo from the realm of social media, and
Instagram more specifically, to describe Podemos’ actions was thus an
attempt to infuse them with negative connotations about lack of profes-
sionalism and superficiality, just as it tried to reaffirm the supposed loca-
tion of performance outside of the realm of “real” politics. Importantly,
such disputes and the ideological assumptions informing them were not



86 S. MARTINEZ GUILLEM

only revealed through isolated statements by politicians in different con-
texts; they also shaped the dynamics within the institutions at stake. Thus,
recently, Congress’ president scolded Podemos for wearing T-shirts with
protest messages in Parliament, arguing that “this hemicycle is not a
clothes line, it is the representation of all Spaniards. The institution and
this hemicycle must be treated with respect” (“Pastor regana a Podemos:
‘esto no es un tendedero,”” 2017).

Such moves are indicative of a willingness to secure the traditional bor-
ders of political practice—a willingness that emerged from traditional par-
ties” sense of ownership over the congressional space. From that privileged
position, these attacks attempted to mark Podemos’ performances as
opportunistic, just as they obscured and normalized dominant practices.
As a result, the “good citizenship” stance that, through Indignad@s, facili-
tated Podemos’ emergence and development, was put into question within
the specific spatial politics of institutions. These spatial politics interacted
to create a distinction between “good” and “bad” deputies through “ade-
quate” or “inadequate” practices. By trying to situate Podemos further
away from the institutional “norm,” these (re)signifying moves potentially
hindered the party’s potential to capitalize on its popular appeal.

Within Podemos’ overall strategy of reappropriating the soil and symbols
of institutions, however, these practices constituted a direct challenge to the
dominant, unmarked—but equally performative—accepted practices that
constituted certain spaces, such as Congress, through exclusion. As Carolina
Bescansa put it, “It’s time to make visible within institutions what’s on the
streets, and to make this chamber more similar to our country” (Manetto
2016). Likewise, Domenech referred to his controversial kiss with Iglesias
as “having done something normal in the Congress, which is normal on the
street” (Romo 2016). The struggle to provide this particular space with
certain “meanings, concepts, values, and categories” was therefore crucial
in enabling potential ways in which it could be “read and acted on and
within,” thus constructing a “basis for defining the conditions under which
individuals and groups may (inter)act within that space” (Carrillo Rowe
2004). It also, and importantly, shows the co-constitution of the “cultural”
and the “political” by which a political party may “draw on neighbourhood
networks, workplace skills, popular music, local emotional repertoires and
shared symbolic references” in order to be effective (Cox 2014).

As a whole, through their particular ways of (re)doing politics, the goal
of Podemos’ deputes was to deterritorialize the innovative practices that
Indignad@s established in the plazas and reterritorialize them within
institutions, embracing the tension between “the structures that provide
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conditions and constraints on human action” and the ways in which
“these largely unconsciously operative structures achieve a certain level of
conscious awareness and articulation as individuals form themselves into
collectivities and become genuine historical agents” (Surber 1998: 240).
Podemos demonstrated the possibilities of this awareness through its
powerful performances of politics as a manifestation of cultural (re)pro-
duction and political transformation.

A last and particularly telling example of the ways broader social strug-
gles take place through space struggles is the controversy that surrounded
the process of assigning Congress seats to the different political forces after
the general elections. As explained above, Podemos obtained sixty-five seats
and aspired to form a strong and coherent block by situating its representa-
tives in a visible area of the chamber, starting right behind the seats reserved
for the government. However, and following a proposal by the Congress
president, Podemos was eventually relegated to the last rows, and its mem-
bers were separated onto different benches (Cruz et al. 2016). These prac-
tices of containment and control contributed to constitute Congress and its
“others,” marking Podemos’ deputies as “out of place” (Shome 2003).

This decision, as well as the subsequent outrage and appeal by Podemos,
shows the ways in which power relations are often negotiated through
space and bodies (Shome 2003). Thus, Podemos’ attempt to reterritorial-
ize the Commons through particular performances of politics was coun-
tered, in this instance, with an effort to deprive its enactants of the needed
visibility in institutional spaces that would allow them to reconfigure them.
The reactionary measures taken by those whose dominant positions were
perceived as threatened, as a parallel move to the repressive actions taken
toward those demonstrating on the streets, sheds light on the intrinsic
connection between the exercise of power and the (unequal) distribution
of space (Foucault 1980). By attempting to relegate Podemos to the so-
called gallinero, the Spanish political institutions countered the disruption
of the commonsensical, acquired ways of doing politics with a measure
geared at making sure that dissenting voices, by being attached to particu-
lar (less visible) locations, carried disparate symbolic weight.

As shown in this discussion, material spatial arrangements are producers
of different kinds of communicative practices that (re)shape social relations.
As such, they are a crucial terrain of struggle where those interested in chal-
lenging the broader social order, as well as those invested in continuity, inev-
itably collide. As Williams (1977) explains, it is through these frictions that
change necessarily happens, because the reorganization of the social order
has first and foremost to do with the kinds of relations that people are (not)
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able to develop among themselves. To this, I would add that those relations
necessarily happen somewhere. By enabling, regulating, sanctioning, and /or
giving particular meanings to communicative practices, symbolic and mate-
rial uses of space play a huge role in the extent to which emergent proposals
of social organization are even conceived of and can be developed.

4.3  Concrusions: Hysrip Porrtics, HYBRID SPACES

In this chapter I argued for the need to pay more careful attention to spatial
relations as a crucial component of the dialectic between social reproduc-
tion and transformation, and more specifically in relation to the emergence
and consolidation of a progressive political alternative in Spain. To this end,
I examined Indignad@s and Podemos’ co-constitutive relationship with
places such as the plazas or the Spanish Congress, as well the broader spa-
tial struggles over civic and institutional spaces that they enabled. Following
Harvey’s call, I shifted my guiding question from “what is space?” to “how
is it that different human practices create and make use of different concep-
tualizations of space?” (Harvey 2006a: 126). Accordingly, I emphasized
how specific practices—such as performances of parliamentary politics—
(re)create place and space, understood not as objective starting points, but
as the subjective results of larger societal processes.

Through this framework I highlighted how, first of all, ideologically
informed understandings of (im)proper uses of space, and the cultural
practices that they help justify, have an important impact on the extent to
which emergent forces may find their way into the public eye. Thus, on
the one hand, my analysis revealed how particular collective initiatives,
such as a social movement or a political party, may emerge from the fric-
tion between the perceived need to engage in alternative cultural prac-
tices, and the extent to which material spatial arrangements allow for those
practices to take place. As Williams puts it, “the minds of men [sic] are
shaped by their whole experience, and the most skillful transmission of
material which this experience does not confirm will fail to communicate”
(Williams 1963: 301). It was this “failing” moment in the Spanish socio-
political moment, and the window of opportunity for cultural change that
it provided, that this chapter tried to understand and explain.

On the other hand, and looking into the future, this dialectical under-
standing of spatial dynamics also sheds light on the possibilities as well as
challenges that emerge from contradictory experiences. In the case of
Indignad@s, as of 2017, the movement has just celebrated its fifth anniver-
sary with demonstrations in plazas all over Spain, where protesters voiced
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very similar demands to those first heard in 2011. However, interestingly,
these meetings also exhibited a push to internationalize all the different
and localized struggles that were initially grounded in a particular national
context. Thus, the main motto of the demonstration called for a “struggle
without borders” as “the only possible way.” Together with this centrifu-
gal move blurring national boundaries, Indignad@s have also been increas-
ingly receptive to the centripetal impulses of more peripheral groups. A
particularly important one is that of immigrants, whose concerns in 2011
were mostly absorbed into other colectivos. However, in 2016, many of
them stepped into the front lines of demonstrations in several cities, cou-
pling visibility with their own demands under the general slogan:
“Immigrants against cuts. Papers for all” (Martinez Guillem 2017).

In a current historical context in the European Union marked by the
so-called “refugee crisis” and the (re)turn, in many countries, toward
extreme Right political options informed by racist and fascist ideologies,
the increasing plurality of movements like Indignad@s could mark an
important alternative move toward cultural logics that place common
access to resources at the basis of their identitarian claims. Such an alterna-
tive, as Agustin and Jorgesen (2016) argue, implies connecting migrant
struggles for rights to anti-austerity struggles to “ensure the conformation
and redefinition political identities in defense of the common.”

In the case of Podemos, we can observe how its inherently hybrid nature
marked not only the conditions for its consolidation as a coherent group,
but also constitutes the basis of its moments of internal crisis. The potential
risks of these inevitably continued tensions were last apparent at the second
national citizens’ assembly for the party, Vistalegre II, held in February
2017. In this meeting, three different “projects” for Podemos’ organiza-
tional structure and overall political strategy were presented and debated
over. However, it was mostly the disagreements exemplified by Pablo
Iglesias and [figo Errejon’s proposals that evidenced the internal divisions
in Podemos. Beyond the expected capitalization on this schism by main-
stream Spanish media, it is important to note that the discourses around and
by those involved in the dispute often drew on and (re)introduced a binary
opposition between “state” and “civil society” that threatened to under-
mine Podemos’ capacity to “construct a people”—to borrow from Ernesto
Laclau—with a broad enough base to constitute a hegemonic political alter-
native (Gramsci 1971; see also Briziarelli and Martinez Guillem 2015).

From a spatial perspective, we can understand the different discursive
strategies deployed by Iglesias and Errejon, as well as their (in)ability to cre-
ate a “collective will” (Gramsci 1971), as shaped by particular assumptions
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about the “proper” spaces of Podemos and the degree to which different
symbolic and material locations for the party are (still) seen as essential. Thus,
Iglesias’ project privileged Podemos’ original pull from street-based activism,
whereas Errejon situated the strength of his “Podemos ganador” mostly
within institutions. The effects of Iglesias’ victory and his significant closing
statement at Vistalegre II, “ Nos vemos en las calles,” are already palpable in
activist-oriented initiatives such as the demonstration against corruption or
Iln trama organized by Podemos for March 25, 2017, or the related tram-
abns—a bus that attempts to shame corrupted politicians as it visits different
locations in Spain (Gil 2017; “Podemos saca a las calles su tramabus” 2017).

However, such splits risk neglecting the creative possibilities of in-
between spaces and their accompanying “disorientation devices” that, as
Sarah Ahmed explains, “make things lose their place, which means the loss
of coherence of a certain world” (2006: 254). As the analysis of Podemos’
performances of politics demonstrated, the greatest transformative power
of this organization may lie in its capacity to rethink dominant logics away
from traditional understandings of both (reformist) institutions and (revo-
lutionary) activism. This disorienting possibility, however, needs to fully
embrace these two elements as a way to show that institutions can be revo-
lutionary and revolution can be institutionalized.

In the case of Podemos, the combination of creative and iterative per-
formances of space, and their tense interaction with the residual elements
of the Spanish political system and its institutions, derived into creative
blendings or hybrid spaces that actively tried to relocate politics in the
realm of everyday life. For example, the recent initiative labeled “el
Congreso en tu plaza” (Congress in your square), took members of
Podemos back to the streets to share their experiences in Parliament, as
well as answer questions from the audience in an effort to “render them-
selves accountable” (EI Congreso en tu plaza 2016). Similarly, Podemos
built or restructured spaces in different Spanish cities that are dedicated to
“political and cultural” events such as talks, debates, exhibitions, film
screenings, or activities for children (La morada llega a Valencia 2016).

The constitution of these blended spaces can be seen as one more step
toward what Williams (1989a) referred to as a “common culture,” under-
stood as an “educated and participating democracy” (37) “not given
ready-made as in, say, the great books tradition or in the remaking of the
refined mores of elite pasts, but instead constituted in the inventory of
exchanges between opposing classes and groups in human societies” (Pina
2008: 6). In this sense, the “common” does not have to be artificially cre-
ated, or imposed from above, but it can be grounded in the needs and
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activities of people as they manage their own resources, because “the cul-
ture of a people can only be what all its members are engaged in creating
in the act of living” (Williams 1989b: 36). It is through these everyday
“ordinary” social relations, such as struggles over space, that broader
structures may be (re)constituted. This is what Homi Bhabha (1988: 9)
calls “the ‘hybrid” moment of political change,” where “the transforma-
tional value of change lies in the re-articulation, or translation, of elements
that are nesther the One [ ...] nor the Other [ ...]| but something else besides
which contests the terms and territories of both.” This is, in sum, and as
Lefebvre would put it, the unguaranteed possibility of creating new social
spaces that can account for new social relations, and vice versa.
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CHAPTER 5

Podemos’ Twofold Assault on Hegemony:
The Possibilities of the Post-Modern Prince
and the Perils of Passive Revolution

Mawrco Briziarells

The Gramscian recipe for revolution is certainly not of an explosive kind.
In the propaedeutic stage of the so-called “war of position” (Gramsci
1975: 802) especially, it requires a constant rearrangement of relations of
forces—striving with delicate equilibria and regressive tendencies—and a
patient permeation of the social fabric and social consciousness.

For this reason, Podemos’ almost irresistible initial rise may have
appeared to many as the dream of the frustrated Gramscian militant com-
ing true: finally a (war of) movement on the left! Podemos gave life to a
social and political initiative that emerged when all the stars of radical
struggle seemed to have propitiously aligned: an economic crisis turning
into an organic crisis of hegemony and political legitimation; a state that,
losing its capability to reproduce consent, increasingly resorted to using
coercive and repressive apparatus; the cathartic capability of the people
affected by the crisis to sublimate the loss of material life chances into a
political mobilization; and, finally, the emergence of what appeared to be
a national popular front.
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To my enthusiastic eyes, it looked like the “beautiful February revolu-
tion of 1848” (Marx 1871: 305):

the revolution of universal sympathy, because the contradictions which
erupted in it against the monarchy were still undeveloped and peacefully
dormant, because the social struggle which formed their background had
only achieved an ephemeral existence, an existence in phrases, in words,

which started with the spectacular manifestation of dissent of May 15,
2011, and continued through Podemos’ first electoral victory at the
European Elections.

However, as frequently happens, inner contradictions started to sur-
face, with unpredictable outcomes. Mindful of that, in this chapter, I claim
that some of those internal tensions were created by the unstable accom-
modations of two perspectives: respectively the Gramscian and the Laclau-
Mouttian take on hegemony and their repercussions for practical politics.
I will argue that those frictions currently make Podemos walk a fine line
between the progressive possibilities of a post-modern prince and the
regressive perils of a passive revolution.

On the one hand, the political organization seems to have internalized
several Gramscian practical principles: the assault of the “integral state” as
the combination of civil and political society; the consequent expansion of
the struggle on multiple fronts such as political, economic, cultural, and
social; and, finally, the amalgamation of politicized masses and organic
intellectuals into a national popular movement. On the other hand,
Podemos has also incorporated elements of Laclau and Mouffe’s analysis:
the need to go beyond class and politico-economic essentialism; the
embracing of a contingent, unstable, and rhetorically/discursive hege-
mony; and, finally, the replacement of a well-defined ideology with trans-
versalism and aggregating empty signifiers. As I will show later, the result
was a combination of Marxist and post-structuralist elements and two dia-
lectally united ontological visions of the world: one emphasizing social
unity and one emphasizing social difference.

While the initial success of the organization appeared to have positively
tested such a compound reading of hegemony and political praxis, its more
recent development and series of political zmpasses may have actually shown
its problematic synthesis. It took those contradictions almost three years to
fully develop though. In fact, in November 2014, in one of the most inter-
esting episodes of the TV program Fort Apache, Podemos’ leaders stated
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the continuity of thought between Gramsci’s social bloc and Laclau’s pop-
ulism, and proposed as a positive historical referent Togliatti’s reading of
Gramsci and the Italian Communist Party (PCI) as the role model of an
articulating agent of the subaltern (Rosso and Dal Maso 2014).

However, in early 2017, in occasion of Vista Alegre II citizens’ assem-
bly, in the midst of the ‘less beautiful’stage of the ‘revolution,’ part of the
current internal debate between the two factions clustered around leaders
Pablo Iglesias and {nigo Errején could be explained in terms of the unrav-
elling tensions already intrinsic in the initial accommodation between
Gramsci and Laclau/Moulfte, two main competing models of twenty-first
century Left radicalism (Fomenti 2017).

In order to advance my reflection, I will first evaluate salient traits of
Gramscian and Laclau-Moutffe’s competing understandings of hegemony.
Then, I will try to make sense of their combination in terms of two differ-
ent emphases on ‘unity’ and ‘difference’ via the notions of a post-modern
prince and passive revolution.

5.1 PoDEMOS AND GRAMSCIAN HEGEMONY

The fascination that Podemos’ intelligentsia has had for Gramsci’s per-
spective on hegemony can be explained by three main reasons. First of all,
as both Iglesias and Errejon have frequently claimed (e.g. Errejon 2014b,
2015; Iglesias 2009, 2015), Gramsci provides the basis for a historicist
analysis that takes into account the specific elements of Western capitalist
societies, thus approaching more closely the Spanish context. Second, the
force of such a Gramscian perspective derives from its synthesis of practical
considerations and theoretical reflections, hence offering to alternative
political projects such as Podemos fairly concrete insights into ‘what is to
be done.” Lastly, in relation with the unsettling stances Podemos leaders
held against traditional Marxist theory, Gramsci’s critical and anti-
conformist views delivered a powerful corrective to the most hypostatic
and reductive facets of traditional Marxism, replacing it with highly fluid
concepts that seem to more effectively understand the complexities of
social reality.

In sum, Gramsci delivered Podemos’ founders with tools that could be
effectively utilized to understand and act upon Spain. I will briefly illustrate
how Podemos has drawn from Gramsci’s notion hegemony, both in order
to produce diagnostics of the Spanish social and political context as well as
pragmatic tools to implement its political project.
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5.1.1  The Organic Crisis of the Spanish Regime

As the inaugurating ‘manifesto’of the organization “Mover ficha” shows
(2014: 1), Podemos framed the Spanish political context by a narrative of
an organic crisis in the Gramscian sense, which started as economic reces-
sion that successively turned into a crisis of hegemony: a “profound crisis
of legitimacy” that has “left citizens abandon to their own fate.” The most
critical aspect of such a crisis was the weakening of the cementing function
of dominant ideology, the link between state and civil society, and the
incorporating capability of the ruling class of subaltern classes’ interests
and views.

In fact, for Podemos, the tendency of the Spanish state to repress pro-
tests, the adoption of “austerity” measures, the further implementation of
the 2012 Reforma Laboral, and the approbation of a package of new laws
named Seguridad Ciudadana and Ley Mordaza, were clear signs of the
increasing difficulties of the state in reproducing consent by maintaining
those dynamic balances between force and consent that defuse larger con-
flicts in civil society.

Such a reading of the crisis has been consistently present in Podemos’
political discourse. However, looking at the most recent documents pro-
duced for the occasion of Vista Alegre II, while it still continues to play a
major role in Iglesias’ rhetoric, it mostly faded away in Errejon’s proposal.
Iglesias’ Plan 2020 expands the frame of crisis to neoliberal globalization
and the European project, and depicts Podemos as the subject that can
effectively respond to it. Conversely, Errejon suggests that the state of
emergency created by crisis should be replaced by a concrete and prag-
matic plan for Podemos to seize power.

5.1.2  Podemos’ Integral Strugyle

According to Gramsci, in times of crisis, when the Marxian ‘base’ seems to
lose its grip on the superstructures, new ideas, perspectives, and practices
emerge. That is the case with Podemos’ innovative project, which advances
a proposal for a new configuration of the democratic process, rejects the
model of neoliberal globalization, and aspires to “renationalize” key
realms of social life via a revived welfare state.

The analyses of both Podemos’ theorists Iglesias (2015) and Errejon
(20144a) coincide in the conclusions that the crisis alone would not have
automatically brought change but required a carefully pondered action,
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because Western capitalist social formations showed numerous times to
be “resistant to catastrophic ‘eruptions’ of the immediate economic ele-
ment” (Gramsci 1971: 235). The inference was that in order to radically
transform Spanish society Podemos could not simply get involved in
counter-hegemonic practices but needed to seize power by building an
alternative hegemony, which implied that the “conquest for the skies”
(Iglesias 2015: 93) had to be carried out at an all-pervading levels
(Gramsci 1971: 244).

Accordingly, Podemos moved beyond 15M’s ‘private’ associationism
and the pure institutional politics inside La Moncloa. In this sense, one of
the great achievements of Podemos in a Gramscian sense was to elevate
the confrontation initiated by 15M with the Regime of ‘78 at the level of
civil society to the combined level of civil and political society, that is, the
integral state, which is reflected by the hybrid initial constitution of the
organization: acting as a political party as well as a grassroots movement.

Such a multilayered perspective mirrors an understanding of power that
directly refers to Gramscian hegemony, which is understood as

the “spontaneous” consent given by the great masses of the population to
the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental
group; this consent is “historically” caused by the prestige (and consequent
confidence) which the dominant group enjoys because of its position and
function in the world of production (Gramsci 1971: 12)

The insight that Podemos took from Gramsci’s definition consisted in
treating power as deriving from a combination of conditions that allow a
given class/social group to both dominate through forcing the system,
and lead through consent in the historic-specific circumstance of a given
social formation.

While formally rejecting the idea of embracing clear ideological stands
de facto, Podemos’ discursive elements of sentido comun, cindadania,
soberanin, and justicia constituted an ideological terrain upon which to
build the political consciousness of its constituencies. It represented the
way Podemos’ partially sacrificed its “corporate” interests in the name of
a construction of interclass alliances, that is, a historical bloc:

an historical congruence between material forces, institutions and ideolo-
gies, or broadly, an alliance of different class forces politically organized
around a set of hegemonic ideas that gave strategic direction and coherence
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to its constituent elements. Moreover, for a new historical bloc to emerge,
its leaders must engage in conscious planned struggle. Any new historical
bloc must have not only power within the civil society and economy, it also
needs persuasive ideas, arguments and initiatives that build on, catalyse and
develop its political networks and organization—not political parties such.
(Gill 2001: 58)

Thus, the notion of a historic bloc connects with the attainment of an
organic ideology, that is, the terrain on which both practices and con-
sciousness provide a condition of possibility for a ruling project.

For Gramsci, one of these conditions consists of the systematic produc-
tion and reproduction of consent:

consent organised, and not generic and vague as it is expressed in the instant
ofelections. The State does have and request consent, but it also “educates”
this consent, by means of the political and syndicalist associations, these,
however, are private organisms, left to the private initiative of the ruling
class. (1971: 259)

In other words, the organicity of such an ideology is not only relational
to the hegemonic class but also to the articulation of ideological elements
shared by different classes and the constituting of cultural agencies within
civil society, such as, in the case of Podemos, Circulos Culturales, the pro-
duction of mediatic content, street parades, and festivals.

Following such reasoning, Podemos did not limit itself to antagonizing
o casta but, more constructively, intended to carry out an intellectual and
moral reform based on the forging of a ‘common sense,’ a ‘political sense,’
and a new sense of sociability based on fraternity and solidarity (Briziarelli
2016). Thus, for Podemos, the first task diagnostically wise, was to detect
how the current ruling class could reproduce its consent. La casta then
appears as a ruling social bloc, an alliance among different powers such as
political, financial, and industrial ones, in order for them to benefit from
one another.

Such an analysis naturally evolved over time. Interestingly enough,
while Podemos intensively used the term La Casta in its first year of opera-
tions, by late 2015 was already almost abandoned in Podemos’ political
discourse as the “floating signifier” could not grasp the complexity of a
scenario in which Podemos joined institutional politics. It is not by acci-
dent that, in recent months Podemos has switched from /o casta to la
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trama, which was understood as a social plot, therefore allowing a more
complex reading of the structure of power and its capability to create con-
sent. La trama, in fact, describes a social arrangement rather than an iso-
lated class, thus larger than “mafia del canapé” (Lopez de Miguel 2017),
that is, an entire regime defined by power and corruption.

5.1.3  Podemos’ National Popular Element

Since its beginnings Podemos established itself as a national popular proj-
ect, which, in Gramsci’s terms, refers to a dialectical unity formed by the
intellectually organic element (the “national” elements) and the “popu-
lar” element. Hence, the “national popular” represents the combination
of the revolutionary potential of “spontaneous philosophy” (Gramsci
1971: 422), that is, a daily empirical engagement with social reality, and
the theoretical consciousness of intellectuals that contributed to the refine-
ment and systematization of the “chaotic aggregate of disparate concep-
tions [...] of common sense” (422) into a “good sense”; that is, a new
conception of the world (323).

One particular function of Podemos’ intellectuals was to create a
theoretical-practical environment, approaching a new kind of common
sense, that could act as a historic bloc (1971: 443) and which “succeeds in
creating a system of alliances which allows it to mobilise the majority of
the population against capitalism and the bourgeois state.” As commented
elsewhere (Briziarelli 2016), Podemos’ national popular approach was
particularly evident in its discourse, which attempted to combine a politi-
cal language that tried to be vernacular and accessible with theoretical
concepts.

In the context of the national popular front, the founders of Podemos
acted as quasi-organic intellectuals, understood in Gramscian sense as
(1971: 9): “in general the whole social stratum that exercises organiza-
tional functions in the broad sense, both in the field of production, and in
the cultural one, and in the politico-administrative one.”

Linked to the educational function of organic intellectuals are their
tasks as “constructors, organizers, permanent persuaders” (1971: 5), and
the intense use of media to popularize Podemos’ political discourse, which
was understood as

the most dynamic part of the ideological structure, but not the only one.
Everything that directly or indirectly influences or could influence public
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opinion belongs to it: libraries, schools, associations and clubs of various
kinds, even architecture, the layout of streets and their names. (Gramsci
1996: 53)

For Gramsci, both interpersonal and mediated communication repre-
sent a mode of expression of a given class/social group, and the plurality
of different linguistic codes reflects the social struggle among different
groups (Ives 2004). Thus, the use of means of communication signals an
operationalization of the Gramscian assumption that language constitutes
asupreme terrain for political praxis, “an integral conception of the world”
(Gramsci 1975: Q5 123).

For instance, Podemos capitalized on its media-savvy founder Iglesias
and his usage of TV to broadcast political information and discussion.
Iglesias in 2010 created La Tuerka and Fort Apache as political programs
that allowed the experimentation and refinement of Podemos’ political
communication strategies. Both the use of media and the rhetorical activ-
ity of intellectuals are indeed aspects of the national popular project of
uniting the theoretical consciousness of the intelligentsia with intuitive,
commonsensical, and spontaneous feeling.

As we shall see in the next section, while Laclau and Mouffe share with
Gramsci the idea of implementing an alternative hegemonic project via
discursive practices and ideological struggle, that reading is also influenced
by very different epistemological and ontological assumptions.

5.2  PoDEMOS AND LLACLAU AND MOUFFE’S HEGEMONY

In its initial stage, when the emergence of the party also required an
explicit confrontation with its theoretical foundations, Podemos sug-
gested a powerful cross-fertilization between Gramsci, Laclau, and
Mouffe. I only share in part such a position, as I interpret the “school of
Essex” perspective as constituting both an important historicization of
Gramsci but also a significant departure from the basic presuppositions of
the notion of hegemony.

On the one hand, there is a noteworthy continuum between the three
thinkers that cannot be dismissed: their common profound historicist sen-
sibility; their rejection of hypostatic theorizations of the social field, which
is founded on the conceptual tension between the centripetal forces that
generate social “unity” and the centrifugal forces that generate social “dit-
ference”; the complication of social determination that acknowledges the
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combination of structural constrains over historical agency; the renewed
importance of the ideological battleground; and, finally, the need to politi-
cize and mobilize the “great masses.”

Furthermore, the examination of what has been considered the most
disputed point between those thinkers (Howarth 2015), namely the cat-
egory of class, reveals an interesting degree of affinity. On the one hand,
compared to Gramsci’s preoccupation for the proletariat as the revolu-
tionary subject of the subaltern, Laclau and Mouffe abandon class analysis
as the pivotal instrument to understand social reality and assert “the rejec-
tion of privileged points of rupture” and “the acceptance of the plurality
and indeterminacy of the social” (Gramsci 1985: 152). However, on the
other hand, Gramsci anticipated Laclau and Moufte’s preoccupation, by
implicitly problematizing traditional class reductionism via concepts such
as the historical bloc, as, for the Italian thinker, social antagonism materi-
alizes in terms of two competing hegemonic projects socially based on
dynamic class alliances rather than singular class formations.

Therefore, confronting Gramsci with Laclau and Moutfte, my intention
is not to remain in the realm of the tedious debate on the ideological
purity of the Essex scholars, as I align with Howarth (2016) by interpret-
ing Laclau and Mouffe’s intension in terms of reviving and extrapolating
pre-existing concepts as tools to implement radical politics in late capitalist
societies. Instead, I interrogate whether Podemos’ combination of two
different sets of ontological assumptions can be really compatible both at
the logical and historical-political level.

While Gramsci fought orthodoxy even to the point of emphasizing the
“historical” rather than the “materialist” element in his take on historical
materialism:

one should put the accent on the first term—*“historical”—and not on the
second, which is of metaphysical origin. The philosophy of praxis is absolute
historicism, the absolute secularization and this-sidedness of thought, an
absolute humanism of history (1975 Q11§27, 1971: 465),

thus echoing the radical contingency conveyed by Laclau and Mouffe’s
approach to hegemony, that a move was made in order to avoid the para-
doxical idealization of matter (i.e. vulgar materialism) not to reject histori-
cal materialism.

Conversely, Laclau and Mouffe’ post-structuralist view (1985) dis-
cards the vision of society as intelligible and determined object in its
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totality, and defines it instead as an open field, transitorily constituted by
articulated discursive practices. Therefore, Laclau and Moutffe’s ontol-
ogy is characterized by the absence of basic tenants of historical material-
ism: no central principles of social life such as historically determined
relations of production of social life, no grand narratives informed by
dialectical dynamics, no synthetic intelligibility of society such as the one
provided by the notion of totality, no moral or epistemic authority such
as the one provided by class struggle, no sense of determination between
definable social structures such as “base” and “superstructure” or as
classes.

Their radical democratic project assumes that the heterogeneous, pre-
carious, and volatile subaltern, which is formed by people who feel they
have fallen outside society’s social contract, has replaced the proletariat
as revolutionary subject. Drawing on Schmitt’s postulation (2007) that
a given society cannot produce or be produced by common goals, com-
mon culture, and a common social project, the two thinkers regard the
social and political fields as the result of multiple poles of interests or
social demands. Consequently, even the traditional idea of the general
social contract or the collective will that directs Gramsci does not apply
here.

As per the previous section on Gramsci, in order to elucidate how
Podemos operationalizes Laclau and Moutffe’s hegemonic vision, I will
examine their take both at the level of diagnostics and pragmatics.

5.2.1  The Opening of the Field and the Emptying
of the Signifiers

As per Gramsci, Laclau and Mouffe’s narrative of social change starts with
a hegemonic crisis that leaves important aggregative elements of society
unsettled. Those elements are discursive in nature and are defined as sys-
tem of communicative-oriented practices of representation and significa-
tion that can engender social identities, thus potentially recomposing an
otherwise open and disjointed social field. Discourses are, for the two
authors, articulatory terrains, linking linguistic and extralinguistic ele-
ments (Howarth 2015). Discourses create identities by providing the sub-
jects with occasion for affinity with desired elements such as a Justicia, a
charismatic leader such as Iglesias, or antagonized objects/subjects, such
as a common enemy like La casta. A key aspect of their understanding of
discursive practices is that their articulatory capability is always incomplete
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and temporary, “never exist[ing] in the form of simply given and delimited
positivity” (Laclau and Moufte 1985: 110).

While for Gramsci, following Hegelian dialectics, social antagonism
arises from progressively more developed class identities that manifest pro-
portionally to the emergence of social contradictions, for Laclau and
Moutffe those identities are consistently fluid and their antagonism follows
the same fluidity (Knopps 2007).

In the anti-essentialist theoretical environment of Laclau and
Moutte(1985), discourse approaches metaphysical essence because no ele-
ment of social reality seems to escape its discursive realm. Even when appar-
ently non-discursive elements of social reality are examined, they emerge as
“more or less complex forms of differential positions among the object,
which do not arise from a necessity external to the system structuring them,
and which can only be conceived as discursive articulations” (1985: 107).

In a fashion approaching circular logic, discourses become politically
meaningful in their articulatory function, by establishing relations among
elements such as identity, when that is modified as a result of the articula-
tory practice. Thus, especially for Laclau, discursive articulations are pos-
sible due to the fact that the social and political field and the psyche
develop through homological structures (Howarth 2015); however, it is
not clear what generates those homological structures, without recurring
to the metaphysics of presence of discourse.

Returning to the epochal occasion of a hegemonic crisis that histori-
cally concerns Podemos, signifiers that previously united the field lose sig-
nificance and, as a consequence of that, social dispute and protest arise.
Such a general impeachment of the establishment opens up the possibility
of articulating a wide and inclusive popular front, overcoming any pre-
existent allegiances.

As Errején claims (2015), in his summer workshop “Seminario Sobre
Hegemonin y Discurso,” an alternative hegemonic articulation is not simply
linking elements or summing them up, but combining then in such a way
that they form something entirely new, so that their value is not “added
but rather multiplied.” Alternative hegemony requires an important
degree of novelty then, because the crisis of existing hegemony demands
that even older counter-hegemonic initiatives had to be overcome as well.
In the case of Podemos, the political discourses of the past, marked by
traditional ideologies (e.g. Communism, fascism, and liberalism), that is,
the axis of Left—Right, had to be replaced by transversal discourses. In his
“Le Monde Diplomatique” essay, Errejon (2014c¢) explains the ways in
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which Podemos has challenged the “taboos of the classical Left” and rede-
fined “the sides (the identities), the terms, and the battleground itself.”
These new dichotomies, he writes, “aspire ... to isolate the elites and gen-
erate a new identification against them” (2014c).

As noted, Laclau and Moulftfe think that hegemonic crises are, first of
all, an zmpasse of signification, as the meanings at the base of the chain of
equivalence of the historic bloc start losing sense. Then, the protests that
follow the decomposition of the previous chain of equivalence, as well as
the emergence of new demands, reflect a struggle to resignify those
meanings in order to establish a new discursive societal arrangement. In
this sense, almost everything Podemos did, especially at the beginning,
was meant to reappropriate and resignify elements of public political dis-
course. Thus, the appropriation of public spaces such as squares and the-
aters rather private venues such as hotels or conference halls, the specific
style of clothing of its leaders that was meant to recharacterize their polit-
ical ethos with vernacularity, and, finally, the way Podemos diputados
inhabited and actively performed in the space of Spanish Congress were
all (re)significant.

5.2.2  Hegemony and a Populist Rearticulation of the Field

As already suggested, Laclau and Mouffe consider hegemony to be accom-
plished when “a particular social force assumes the representation of a
totality that is radically incommensurable with it” (1985: x) because it
reconfigures the social field into something new rather than simply sum-
ming the allied forces around the hegemonic group, thus a “political con-
struction rather than a common underlying essence” (1985: 65), which is
externally articulated by a common antagonism, and perceived as conflict
and moral and psychological involvement (Stavrakakis 2007).

In the case of Podemos, such an understanding of hegemony has meant
to “re-take the centre of the table” (Gonzalez 2016), which refers to con-
trolling the cardinal point for a new chain of equivalence that transversally
cuts across the political scenario (Iglesias 2015). In this context, hege-
mony represents both the process through and the accomplishment of
universalizing the party’s agenda across the social field, thus creating an
incomplete contested and contingent new arrangement, a construction of
a new meaning (Errejon 2016).

However, the retaking the center of the table also describes a complex
process in which the previous hegemonic order can try to recuperate the
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situation by providing renewed meaning to the strategic signifiers. In the
Spanish case, there at least two important instances. First of all, Rajoy’s
government, after an initial repressive attitude toward the social protests,
tried to engage in the signification struggle over, for instance, the terms
populismo, separvatismo, and terrorismo. That seems to prove that even a
successful articulation such as Podemos’ stands as only a transitory con-
struction consistently facing new social circumstances creating new
demands, new tensions, and new needs to resignify. In this sense, a telling
example of such an open struggle over meaning during the last few years
has been provided by the newspaper E/ Pais—and its transformation from
a bourgeois agent, with a critical voice # /o Habermas’ bourgeois public
sphere, to a mere ideological state apparatus—constantly and effectively
trying to reframe and resignify Podemos. The other example, that I will
develop more in detail later on, is Ciudadanos, which appropriated and
capitalized on elements of Podemos’ initiative.

However, when the enterprise of retaking the center of the table posi-
tively develops, it succeeds when accomplishing a temporarily stable sys-
tem of articulation of social demands and different identitics. However, at
this point, Laclau and Moufte’s hegemony competes with notion of “peo-
ple.” The nature of the relationship between hegemony and the populist
element is not in fact clear: Do they coexist in the same framework? Both
signal the accomplishment of a chain of equivalence but they do not nec-
essarily coincide. As Anderson suggests, they may describe the same pro-
cess in the different stages of Laclau and Mouffe’s reflection, according to
which “hegemony” is prevalently used in the theoretical apparatus pro-
vided by Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985), which then turns into
“people” in Laclau’s Populist Reason (2005).

While the two notions are understood as accomplishment of both polit-
icizing and then mobilizing the subaltern by means of strategic alliances
and aggregative discourses against a common enemy (Thomassen 2016),
in relation to the particular perspective of this chapter, the interpretation
of “people” gradually replacing “hegemony” may confirm a further depar-
ture from the original ontological environment in which Gramscian hege-
mony was conceived. It thus confirms the significant distance between the
two definitions of the term, which, as I will argue later on, marks the dis-
tance between two different emphases: “unity in difference” and “differ-
ence in unity.”

In the case of Podemos, populism meant, first of all, the repoliticization
of the masses that, in the last few decades, felt alienated by the political
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process. The political party successfully resignified what it meant to be
involved into politics by linking politics to enthusiasm (Iglesias 2014a), as
well as by dichotomizing the field between the ruling class La casta and
the ruled “multitude” Elpueblo, with its socially transformative potential
encapsulated in its Elsentido comun (Iglesias 2014b).

Such a process required an intensive use of means of communication in
order to materialize those signifiers against other signifiers through images,
in people, in performance, because “from our point of view, politics is not
only about listening; we must also speak and create” (Errejon 2014a, b,
¢). Those dichotomies were purposely conceived to be broad and transver-
sal in order to facilitate the chain of equivalence among different social
realities in Spain in an allegedly post-ideological context.

The presence of competing signifiers signals the presence of a vastly
fragmented social field. For instance, in an article titled “Trench Warfare
and Political Strategy” (2015), Iglesias reproposes the Gramscian con-
cept of war of position reinterpreted in Laclau’s terms: a social field in
which multiple groups bring forth their social demands in which several
fronts and confrontation intersect each other. In this sense, Podemos’
take on populism represents a way to overcome the heterogeneity and
contingency of such trench warfare by transversally constructing a chain
of equivalence through powerful mediators, the so-called empty
signifiers.

In such a discourse Pablo Iglesias’ persona embodies a central signifier,
explaining that Podemos intended “to aggregate the new demands gener-
ated by the crisis around a mediatic leadership, capable of dichotomizing
the political space” (Iglesias 2015). The role of the charismatic leader also
catalyzes the psychological investment of Podemos supporters; in fact,
based on Lacan’s theory of jouissance, politics becomes the drive toward
desired objects and subjects (Thomassen 2016).

5.3 TuaE FINE LINE BETWEEN POST-MODERN PRINCE
AND PASSIVE REVOLUTION

As already mentioned, both Gramsci and Laclau-Mouffe’s approaches
consider hegemony to be built on the dialectical combination of “unity”
of the social, economic, ideological fields and contingent “difference” that
constantly cuts across, undermines, but also enables the former. However,
the two hegemonies vary in terms of the relative weight of unifying and
differentiating components, and therefore tensions may arise when we
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consider them fused in Podemos’ project. I consider the unity in differ-
ence for Laclau and Moulfte and difference in unity for Gramsci. The for-
mer emphasizes the capability to mobilize and functionally articulate
difference, the latter emphasizes the capability of hegemony to make a
single cultural climate. Accordingly, in this section, I will argue that the
alternative prevalence of different mixtures of those hegemonies can alter-
natively create the conditions for a post-modern prince or a passive
revolution.

Unity in difference (Laclau and Moufte) and difference in wunity
(Gramsci) imply ontological presuppositions, and the political trajectory
of Gramsci and Laclau and Mouffe produce two essentially different
visions of the world, which currently, as Fomenti recently suggested
(2017), may inform part of the friction between the two internal factions
inside Podemos in the context of Vista Alegre II. Those variances are
particularly evident in the part played by discourse in the two
hegemonies.

On the one hand, while Gramsci does not mention it, the closest sys-
tem of signification, representation, and mediation of reality to ‘discourse’
may possibly be his interpretation of language, which synthetizes most
practical and ideological aspects of discourse. He regards communicative
practices toward hegemony as “the question of collectively attaining a
single cultural ‘climate’” (1975 Q10§44), thus emphasizing unity over
difference.

From the point of Gramscian language, hegemony appears as a con-
figuration of unity of the idiosyncratic ways in which everyone speaks
based on his/her social and historical circumstances. It is consolidated
into a “normative grammar [that] indicates the unification of a given ter-
ritory and culture under a ‘governing class’” (1985: 181). Accordingly, if
Gramsci’s core research consists of the theoretical and historical investiga-
tion of the conditions necessary to create a collective will out of a socially
and culturally disjointed social field, then language consists of “an indis-
pensable constitutive factor” (Lo Piparo 1979: 24) in order to forge “a
multiplicity of fragmented wills, a cultural-social unity” (27).

The social homologies needed to create such a unity come both from
“objective” and “subjective” factors. Objectively, based on historical
materialist assumptions, Gramsci considers social reality to be marked by a
condition of general translatability across different social realms, idioms,
practices, and ideologies, which derives from a common experience of
material production of social life taking in place in structurally parallel
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social relations, such as the condition of working, exploitation, subalter-
nity. Subjectively, unity derives from the successful agency of a specific
political project that builds a historic bloc by showing, rather than consti-
tuting as in the Laclau and Moulffe vision, the existence of those founda-
tional links among the subaltern.

On the other hand, Laclau and Mouffe’s hegemony presupposes “unity
in difference,” a social field articulated by distinct social demands from dif-
ferent groups that can be articulated by chains of equivalence. As already
noted, the distance between “unity in difference” and “difference in unity”
is relative and a matter of degree; however, they do indeed ontologically
differ because, according to the former, unity is constructed immanently
and stands as a positive unification of difference of substantially similar life
conditions. Conversely, in the second case, unity is more properly under-
stood as articulation, which is constructed transcendentally, in the sense
that Laclau and Moutffe’s “account of articulation of elements was purely
negative, based on the essentialist theoreticist notion that each moment
would relate to every other solely as an ‘other’” (Sanbonmatsu 2004: 183).

There are two important united but distinct levels of “difference” in
Laclau and Moutffe’s envisioning. On the one hand, the social field is char-
acterized by its heterogeneity and radical tendency toward change, so dif-
ference stems both from the multiplicity of social experience and different
positionality, as well as from the fact that those realities and positionalities
rapidly mutate in time. On the other, they also understand difference as
différance, as a Derridean deferral of meaning, which ultimately implies
the structural undecidability of the social field and the fact that such a field
lacks any central social determinant.

So, consequently, the question for Podemos consists of whether or not
it can really escape the unsettling politics of meaning that potentially get
signified by any of a regime of statements, thus remaining trapped in what
Frederic Jameson refers to as the “prison-house of language” (Boucher
2009). In doing so, Laclau and Moutffe’s take radicalizes in idealist terms
the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, because “activists trying to change a given
category are not negotiating over meanings, as if changing the semantic
content of a word automatically meant a real change in the opportunities
and risks faced by a given social group, but over access to resources
(income, education, health, services) and relief from constraints” (Delanda
20006: 62).

However, the combination of those two logics, that is, “unity within
difference” and “difference within unity” is not inherently negative, but
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rather generative, potentially producing progressive and regressive poten-
tialities, namely the conditions for a passive revolution and/or for a post-
modern prince.

5.3.1 Passive Revolution

Gramsci understands passive revolution emerging as an expression of
middle-class society’s “organic crisis.” It is an antithesis or a failure of the
active revolution of the popular classes that, by acknowledging progressive
social demands from below and implementing them from above, avoids
the mobilization of people and democratization of power (Thomas 2013).
The term was initially utilized to describe how the social struggle of bour-
geois society against the old regime exhausted its revolutionary potential
and continued its project with conservative methods. He then successively
extends the concept to other periods and contexts, such as 1920 fascist
Italy, Germany, and Fordist United States.

More broadly, passive revolution comes to exemplify the way capitalism
produces and reproduces its own hegemony: by creating consent via
mechanisms such as ‘modernization,” ‘rehabilitation,” ‘renovations,’
‘structural adjustments,” or through the ‘welfare state’, thus implying a
level of progress and even democratization that nevertheless preserves the
fundamental relations of production. Passive revolution exemplifies par
excellence the dialectical nature of Gramscian thinking, as it combines ‘rev-
olution and restoration,’ regressive methods, and progressive objectives
(Morton 2007). Such a fluidity between different tendencies makes this
notion particularly useful for providing a possible explanation of how
Podemos’ internal tensions, linked to two competing understandings of
hegemony, may play out regressively.

In the case of Podemos, one way of employing the notion of passive
revolution is to think about how elements of a socially transformative proj-
ect become domesticated, which may involve “socio-political processes in
which revolution-inducing strains are at once displaced and at least par-
tially fulfilled” (Callinicos 2010: 498). Part of the problem derives from
Iglesias and Errejon’s model: the Italian Communist Party (PCI) molded
by Togliatti and then Berlinguer’s historic compromise. In fact, in the
political discourse of 1970s PCI, passive revolution became the new way
to understand the hegemonic project, a perspective that traded the
conflictualism and social change proper of traditional Marxism with
Hobbesian order and stability. Hence, passive revolution was understood
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as providing “the resolution of the dichotomy between “crisis” and ‘stabili-
sation’” (Frosini 2008: 668). In the case of the PCI, that translated into a
pacification process with liberal capitalism, which was exemplified by the
“historic compromise” of the alliance of Communism and the center-
Right Christian Democrat Party.

Along the same line, in an article titled “Una Cuarta Socialdemocracia?”
Iglesias urged the Left in Spain to engage in an ideological debate around
the notion of social democracy and its historic accomplishments in the
aftermath of the Second World War. In the same publication Iglesias men-
tioned Berlinguer’s historic compromise as a model for what I consider a
passive revolution because it defuses the social unrest post-2008 with the
classic instrument of social democracy, that is, the welfare state, a kinder
capitalism in which the contradiction between labor and capital are medi-
ated by the state and other institutions, and, as Javier Franze puts it in
Chap. 3, offers a continuum rather than a rupture with the transitions
started after Franco’s death.

In this broad context, I see more specifically two possible united-but-
distinct paths to passive revolution: one has to do with a political transver-
sality and discursive articulation, the other is linked to the risk of alienating
the popular base of the party for lack of internal democracy and
communication.

As previously discussed, the articulation that links different floating sig-
nifiers is carried by a transversal discourse that tries to interpellate the
broadest possible social base. As Anderson notices, Podemos embraces a

a discursive idealism severing significations form any stable connection with
referents. Here the results have been to detach ideas and demands so com-
pletely from socio-economic mooring that they can be appropriated by any
agency for any political construct. (2016: 96)

The consequence then is that Ciudadanos could articulate, by similar
signifiers, a completely opposite political project. The success of emerging
Right-wing party Ciudadanos seems to indicate how such a discursive
articulation, based on renovation, “purification,” and democratization of
politics—because not tied to any particular sets of social relations—could
be appropriated.

In fact, Ciudadanos represents how the counter-hegemonic discourse
of Podemos gave the ruling hegemonic discourse the chance to partially
reconstitute itself, not by initial counter-revolutionary and repressive mea-
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sures but by a more successful mediating agent that mediates between
revolution and counter-revolution. In the Conclusion chapter, Garcia
Agustin and I will return to this point by describing the different phenom-
ena tied to the so-called effort to ‘radicalize the center.’

Another potentially concerning path to consider has to do with
Podemos as a political party and its contradictory Leninist democratic cen-
tralism, which reproduces a model of communication and discursive con-
struction that, despite the interactivity brought by social media, returns to
a one-way model of traditional mass communication, thus tendentially
reducing communication from active signification to consumption of the
message.

Podemos, on more than one occasion, displayed a kind of top-down
logic that reached the local circle after decisions had been made. In this
sense, Muro (2015) notices how the structure of Podemos allows the
leadership to take fundamental decisions without consulting the base
(Lopez 2015). When the base is consulted, the plebiscitary vote of every
registered member may be a dangerously uncritical endorsement of the
“charismatic leader” and tends to obscure the less publicly/mediatically
visible criticism of the minorities.

The concern that emerges here consists in the tension between com-
munication as measure of political action and communication as a demo-
cratic internal organizational means. While public communication and
mediated performance seem to constitute the path to discursively con-
struct hegemony, it cannot replace dialogic communication in local
circles.

5.3.2  The Post-Modern Prince

As already mentioned, the perils of a passive revolution are indissolubly
linked to capitalism rather than being specific features of Podemos. As a
matter of fact, despite the regressive potentialities associated with it,
Podemos did not exhaust its radical potential and can still assert of a new
kind of political party, as “the embryo of a new kind of society” (Gramsci
1971: 52), which may solve the Zmpasse provoked by the potential for pas-
sive revolution. In fact, while, according to current post-modern political
conditions (Harvey 1989), “unity” and “common” appear almost
symptoms of totalitarian projects, I think Podemos could push for the
mobilization of differences in a single movement in order to apprehend
the unity of disjointed elements.
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In many ways, Podemos represents the positive materialization of Gill
(2016) and Sanbonmatsu’s (2004) call for the constitution of a post-
Modern prince, in other words a political subject that could form a collec-
tive will out of diversity and difference, in a social, cultural, and political
context defined by a post-modern subjectivities (Gorz 1980) and a post-
Fordist mode of production (Hardt and Negri 2000), thus combining
Gramscian and Laclau and Mouffian elements.

However, as Thomas (2013) suggests, this cannot be constituted as the
articulation of difference by means of a chain of equivalence but rather as
the production of coherence of diverse elements, which are reciprocally
translatable because produced by the same socially organized, productive
structure in order to reach the

the attainment of a “cultural-social” unity through which a multiplicity of
dispersed wills, with heterogencous aims, are welded together with a single
aim, on the basis of an equal and common conception of the world, both
general and particular, operating in transitory bursts (in emotional ways) or
permanently where the intellectual base is so well rooted, assimilated and
experienced that it becomes passion. (Gramsci 1971: 349)

According to Hill (2008), the current struggle of the (post-)Modern
Prince to dialectically combine “unity” and “difference” should follow the
logic of an orchestra in relation to a single instrument, “while the indi-
vidual elements within an orchestra had the capability to create their own
distinctive sound, an awareness of one location in relation to the whole,
and of an understanding of the function and the importance of the whole
in relation to one’s potential, was critical to its success” (181).

In my view, Podemos as the post-Modern Prince should reassert a
national popular over a populist project, which would imply embracing
class struggle. In fact, while recognizing its undeniable power of mobiliza-
tion, transversal populism, in the name of a utopic pluralist agonism
(Moufte 2013), dangerously leads to the incorporation of bourgeois ele-
ments within a movement which essentially still represents the lower strata
of Spanish society.

In Laclau and Moutfte’s view, “people” represents the contingent achieve-
ment of a particular historical moment, and such a political involvement is
logically implied in the construction of people (Laclau 2005). So, while in
Gramsci popular elements pre-exist in a specific political project, in a “objec-
tive” structural position as a subaltern, in Laclau and Moutfte’s case the
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objective is to discursively construct popular subjects by external articula-
tory practices and by antagonism, thus as a transcendental operation,
because “elements do not pre-exist the relational complex but are consti-
tuted through it” (Laclau 2005: 68) and “we only have populism if there is
a series of politico-discursive practices constructing a popular subject” (43).

Second, particularly with regard to the role of organic intellectuals
inside the (post-)Modern Prince organization, populist sentiments can
potentially risk romanticizing “the state of nature” of people’s common
sense instead of incorporating it in a collective journey of intellectual
growth. In fact, a successful national popular project requires, at the same
time, alliances among the subaltern groups forged by the party, as well as
an integral reform of the moral and cultural reform propelled by organic
intellectuals.

The question then is linked to the function of ‘good common sense’
created by the new articulatory practice (Snir 2016). For Gramsci, the
question of systematizing and rationalizing common sense is essentially
the epistemological concern of creating a consciousness that can effec-
tively illuminate an understanding of societal complexity and class strug-
gle. Thus, people discover themselves through the attainment of a
contingent and historical truth of society, which is based on “objective”
social relations that pre-exist ‘the people” as a political subject. Conversely,
for Laclau and Moutffe, people constitute themselves ex zovo, and in doing
so already they rearrange the social field. However, they do that without
necessarily experiencing the dialectical and pedagogical journey envisioned
by Gramsci, which consists of sublating the incongruities of common
sense to good sense into a more systematized vision of the world, an inte-
gral Weltanschanuny.

5.4 PODEMOS AND THE RETURN OF THE REPRESSED
(CLASS STRUGGLE)

Moulfte (2014) is probably right when she claims that, in the context of
degenerative post-political politics such as Spain, in which center-Left and
center-Right parties have exhausted their function, the assertion of a new
kind of politics becomes a necessity. However, as in any politics of the
subaltern, by definition of its structural position of disadvantage in rela-
tion to the established ruling, Podemos’ project appears to be without
guarantees (Hall 1988). And the struggle for such an initiative to succeed
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is not only against a rancid, immobilist, and ultra-Right ruling govern-
ment, or against the constant aggressive mediatic attack that the party
continues to experience, but also against its own inner dialectics.

In respect to that, this chapter has tried to show the role played by the
indissoluble unity of political theory and political action in determining
the evolution of a given enterprise such as Podemos. Therefore, by com-
bining logical and historical arguments (Marx 1967), I tried to show how
defining and embracing different notions of hegemony and their deriving
distinct combinations of ‘unity and difference’ principles—two organizing
forces of the social-political field—produces implications in the most
material and practical senses (Hall 1987). That is because while ideas oper-
ate as historic force only when incorporated in the real and material social
process, people make meaningful history only when such social process
intersect with human envisioning.

On the one hand I consider Laclau and Moufte’s reflections as funda-
mental to both understanding and acting within the current social context,
which implies, as the two Essex professors advocate, purifying hegemony
from the necessity logic dictated by the social-economic field. On the other,
I take their understanding of hegemony as emptying the notion of its basic
presuppositions, because they drain it of any sense of social determination
and a telos (not understood as historical necessity but as a sense moral, cul-
tural, and political projection to the future) as a full-blown anthropological
project. This runs the risk of transforming the potential of what I defined
as a post-modern prince into a latent passive revolution. In fact, I suggested
that when “difference” overdevelops “unity,” the condition for political
regression is potentially created, by letting Podemos’ discourse be appro-
priated by “counter-revolutionary forces” or alienating Podemos’ constitu-
ency and militancy through using a model of organization and
communication that privileges top-down dynamics.

The (post-)Modern Prince should embrace back both class analysis and
class struggle. While I recognize the historicizing value of Laclau and
Moutfte vis-a-vis Marxism, and Gramsci specifically, I also resist the argu-
ment that, for instance, Sim (2000: 1) advances when he claims that the
“logical outcome of an immanent and uncompromising critique [today]
[...] would seem to be post-Marxism.” As Geras (1987) puts it, the post-
Marxist narrative implies that class position is no longer determinate, that
struggle against capitalism does not equal a true path toward democracy,
and finally that there are no unifying principles for such struggle.

Thinking of Podemos and its constituency, the structural relations that
define the exploitative conditions of workers and repressive apparatus of
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citizens are still present (Fuchs 2014). If indeed we apply Wright’s defin-
ing criteria of class exploitation (2005), Podemos would better serve its
own dream of radical transformation by leading the still consistent part of
Spanish civil society that experiences the following conditions that: the
wealth of a given social group depends on the deprivation of another;
there is limited access to productive resources; and, finally, the value pro-
duced by the exploited social group is appropriated by whoever controls
the productive resources (Wright 2005). All those tendencies seems to be
confirmed by the alarming indexes of desigualdad (inequality) in Spain
(Sanchez 2016).

The reassertion of class analysis and struggle should be considered as a
political move in its own right against the perils of passive revolutions. In
fact, agonism (Mouffe 2013) consistently provides a representation of
politics propelled by the fiction that different social groups may fairly
compete at the same level, as respectful adversaries, just like in Smith’s
utopian market. In doing so, it obscures the fact that the repression, pau-
perization, and precarization the Spanish working class has experienced
during the last decade was carried out as a neoliberal class project by the
ruling trama. Such confrontation between social classes creates existen-
tial incompatibility deriving from the material production and reproduc-
tion of social life.

Thus, the political struggle among different groups dramatically
exceeds political fair play over meaning. In fact, the conciliatory position
of Laclau and Moutffe, but especially the latter’s notion of pluralistic ago-
nism (1993), advocating both the agreement and the respecting of the
rule of the game, sheds light on the fundamental paradox that has con-
stantly characterized utopian liberalism: that equal rights applied on
unequal conditions aggravate disparities enormously, therefore accruing
antagonism over agonism. As a result, acknowledging the moral and polit-
ical legitimacy of opponents of class struggle means following the moral
and intellectual leadership of the ruling class. However, this ruling class is
currently involved in the process of bloody primitive (re)accumulation, as
in the example of the Spanish financial system, backed by the state appara-
tus, that since the 2008 crisis has evicted more than 400,000 families in
Spain (Sarries 2016) from their homes, dramatically increased (by 20 %)
suicides linked to eviction and unemployment (Sanmartin 2016), and
reduced wages by the staggering average of 30 %, thus cheapening labor
and increasing exploitation. Historically, primitive accumulation is at the
base of class formation and class struggle, and in that Podemos can find its
chance to make history.
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CHAPTER 6

Populism, Hegemony, and the Phantasmatic
Sovereign: The Ties Between Nationalism
and Left-Wing Populism

Emmy Eklundh

6.1 INTRODUCTION: INDIGNADOS AND PODEMOS:
A NATURAL CONTINUATION?

In 2014, Spain saw the founding of a new political party, named Podemos.
Allegedly emerging from the Indignados Movement, the party claimed
that it signified the “true” representation of “the people” and that politics
in Spain as we know it now had come to a crossroads. Naturally, their
argument struck a chord. Spain has, since the transition, been caught in a
quasi-bipartisan system, where the two main parties, PSOE and PP, have
enjoyed a nigh-on monopoly of government (Balfor 2005). This situa-
tion, paired with the financial crisis and austerity politics, has, for many,
become constitutive of the contemporary Spanish political landscape.
There is a rift and lack of confidence between “the people” and the state
(Munoz Lopera 2012; Sampedro and Lobera 2014).

This has made way for new political constellations. The Indignados
Movement, rich in numbers but constantly accused of lacking political
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influence (Wert 2011), is one of the current outlets. There are numerous
newspaper articles and voices which claim that if the Indignados could
only agree on a common program, if they could only have a clear agenda,
if they could only focus more directly on policy, then the chances of them
gaining more power and influence would be so much higher (Garcia-
Jiménez et al. 2014). In addition, a view has emerged that political impact
is too scarce, and that steps should be taken to formalize popular dissatis-
faction into tangible political policy. There has been frustration from
within the movement regarding the inefficiency of protest, and the “fail-
ing to prioritise basic demands around which to mobilise the movement
and wider layers beyond it” (Stobart 2014).

Nevertheless, the Indignados’ levels of activism have waned or trans-
formed since 2011. Going from protests which gathered together hun-
dreds of thousands, the day-to-day presence on the streets or online is
somewhat different today (2017). Recent developments have seen some
parts of the movement move from the streets into political offices.

Podemos has gained electoral support, but it also seems as though the
sense of popular power has changed shape. Podemos has a party structure
with a clear leadership, but this has caused some concern that the central
management is too strong, and that the party is at risk of committing the
same mistake as its adversaries, creating a top-down organization
(Sampedro 2014). When the Indignados Movement gained the most sup-
port and had their strongest presence they were least regarded as political
subjects, and the formation of a political party was deemed a necessary
development. This situation has now changed drastically with the arrival
of Podemos. In the current political landscape, the leaders of Podemos are
given much attention, are invited to debates, and the party is doing rather
well in the polls (Metroscopia 2015; European Parliament 2014).

Podemos is a party which carries certain characteristics. They have uti-
lized a rather radical media campaign, building visibility from below, and
thus embodying a grassroots movement (Iglesias 2015). The goal of
Podemos, which they by no means are trying to hide, is an articulation of
a political project, in order to create political subjectivity, and thus channel
the discontent present within the Indignados Movement. To do so,
Podemos has, to an increasing extent, begun to use the concept of sover-
eignty, in order to describe the problematique of contemporary Spanish
politics. In their view, the lack of sovereignty is the root of the problem,
which expresses itself both in relation to the European Union, as well as to
the Spanish political elite.
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This creates a tension which is well known in political theory, namely
between horizontality and verticality (Michels 1999 [1911]). The paradox
of leadership and representation has indeed troubled political parties and
organizations for a long time: How can one ensure representation of the
members whilst still gaining political influence?

The political strategy of political articulation is strongly reminiscent of
the intellectual work of Ernesto Laclau. Podemos has, more so than any
other European party, taken his theory as a strategy for achieving political
ends. However, what are the political implications of appropriating
Laclau’s framework of political articulation? Does his theory readily trans-
late into practice, or could we envision problems with employing Laclau’s
theory of hegemony as an instructional for political party formations?
Does the concept of sovereignty readily align with Laclau’s idea of subjec-
tivity, or is sovereignty invoking a theoretical heritage at odds with the
progressive politics advocated by Podemos?

This chapter will commence with an overview of Laclau’s idea of politi-
cal subjectivity, and sketch the main outlines that have been most influen-
tial for Podemos, and which are most pertinent when discussing the
concept of sovereignty, as well as the tensions between horizontality and
verticality. This section concludes that, based on critiques posited against
Laclau from, primarily, Hardt and Negri, political subjectivity must be
understood as in constant motion between the two poles of horizontality
and verticality.

In the second part, however, the chapter will discuss the concept of
sovereignty as subjectivity, where I point to the commonalities and shared
ontological and historical heritage between a post-Marxist idea of subjec-
tivity and a critical take on sovereignty. This becomes crucial when want-
ing to understand Podemos and its application of Laclau. By subsequently
looking at two different uses of sovereignty in Podemos’ discourse, both
popular and national, the chapter sketches how the tension between the
base of the multitude and the articulation of the people becomes skewed
to the latter in Podemos’ discourse. By placing a large emphasis on the
creation of the sovereign, Podemos could run the risk of losing sight of
the horizontal nature of their political project.

In the last section, I further argue that by indicating that a national or
popular sovereign is possible (or desirable), Podemos could also be invok-
ing connotations of sovereignty less compatible with progressive politics.
Using concepts such as the national sovereign, or the fatherland, could be
interpreted as a more conservative and reactionary political agenda,
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contrary to Podemos’ progressive character. Regardless of the ambition to
rebrand these concepts, one could also interpret the usage as a political
strategy aiming to align with political frontiers already in place, such as the
nationalist discourse. In doing so, Podemos could gain electoral success,
but at the expense of their progressive project.

6.2  LacrLAu’s THEORY OF PoOLITICAL SUBJECTIVITY

Laclau’s works could be said to emanate from two main strands of think-
ing: Lacanian psychoanalysis as well as Derridean deconstruction.
However, for the purpose of this chapter, Laclau’s take on political subjec-
tivity becomes the main focus. Laclau has, over the course of many years,
developed a radical democratic idea of subjectivity. For Laclau, the moment
of the decision is where we can see the subject at play, and he pairs the
Derridean idea of the decision with the Lacanian concept of the subject.
In doing so, Laclau argues that the very desire for the decision emanates
from a constitutive lack: “lack is precisely the locus of the subject, whose
relation with the structure takes place through various processes of identi-
fication” (Laclau 1990: 210).

Inspired by Lacan, Laclau, in his later works (1990, 1996, 2005, 2006),
highlights the connection between language and identity, and draws heav-
ily on the concept of the constitutive lack. Much like Lacan (1993
[1955-6], 1964), who argues that the constant failure of identification is
producing a constant lack for the individual, Laclau brings up the (im)
possibility of signification. In one of his seminal essays, “Why Do Empty
Signifiers Matter to Politics” (published in Emancipations 1996), Laclau
also rejects the Saussurean (1983 [1916]) idea of the isomorphism
between the signifier and the signified. He here follows Lacan in arguing
that for there to be any sense in identification through the symbolic order,
one must sacrifice the essence of the signified. In other words, when seek-
ing identification in the symbolic, we are succumbing to the structure of
the signifier. The process of identification results in a lack rather than in
fullness.

Identification, as such, is a radical investment in a signifier. Radical
investment becomes key for understanding his idea of the subject, and is,
in other words, “making an object the embodiment of a mythical fullness”
(Laclau 2005: 115). Investment represents the affect stemming from the
lack, while radical is the contingent chimerical satiation of the lack. One
might become confused as to what the stance on agency actually is, since
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Laclau rejects both the ego cogito and the subject position as part of a
relational totality. Rather, Laclau says that “what counts as a valid decision
will have the limits of a structure which, in its actuality, is only partially
de-structured. The madness of the decision is, if you want, as all madness,
a regulated one” (Laclau 1996: 56). One must also recognize that this is
the construction of order, of the investment in a particular signifier, which
is ultimately a decision in the undecidable terrain. Hence, “a discourse
incapable of generating any fixity of meaning is the discourse of the psy-
chotic” (Laclau and Moutfte 2001: 112). Therefore, the Laclaudian sub-
ject becomes the very locus of the political, because without its creation
there would be no disagreement, and vice versa. In addition, there is
structure in the undecidable terrain. Furthermore, the constitutive lack is
crucial in the creation of identity politics. It means that no matter how
much you might want to grasp the fullness of yourself and your belonging
to a group, this will inevitably fail. This does not mean that there will not
be any attempts at doing so. The constitutive lack is also inextricably
linked to a craving and desire for order and fullness, something which
constitutes social relations. In fact, the lack and absence of parts of our
identity are what create identity in the first place. The argument becomes
even more exacerbated when applied on an aggregated level, with regards
to collectivity, which also becomes highly relevant for a discussion on
Podemos.

According to Laclau, a social movement or a group is never a pure
reflection of its particular demands. If an individual, or a smaller group,
has a claim, this is a democratic claim. However, when this is aggregated,
when those with claims about societal malfunctions join with other groups
who also identify societal malfunctions, something happens. One of these
claims will rise with an ambition to represent all in the movement, becom-
ing a populist demand. According to Laclau, this is impossible, since one
cannot represent or embody emptiness (Laclau 2005: 107), but there is
still a desire to do so:

Embodying something can only mean giving a name to what is being
embodied; but, since what is embodied is an impossible fullness, something
which has no independent consistency of its own, the embodying entity
becomes the full object of the cathectic investment. (Laclau 2005: 119)

Laclau makes clear references to Lacan when saying that this driving
force, the desire for the universalizing process to take place, is central for
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all collective action. However, Laclau refers to this as radical investment
rather than desire. When bringing in the dimension of affect, Laclau points
out that this is not very different from his other discussions. His whole
approach to linguistics and naming includes a moment of affect, since the
desire for identification is strongly instituted in language. Without affect,
there would be no reason to choose certain signifiers over others, nor to
want to keep the ones we have (Laclau 2005: 111). Here we return to the
concept of lack mentioned above. Laclau argues, referring to psychoanaly-
sis, that this absent fullness is what drives political structures. The desire to
fill the lack is what spurs hegemonic representations which are always false
universalities (Laclau 2005: 115). Another important note is that there is
no predetermination on which particular representation will assume the
role as the false universal. Radical investment, in other words, is “making
an object the embodiment of a mythical fullness” (ibid.). Again, invest-
ment represents the affect stemming from the lack, and radical is the con-
tingent chimerical satiation of the lack. The constitutive unevenness that
Laclau recognizes in every individual and thus in the social (that we always
have a constitutive lack), is the driving force of social relations. Populism,
in other words, is the “affective [radical] investment in a partial object”
(Laclau 2005: 116). In a hegemonic situation, it is vital to remember that
the signifier is not a totality in itself, but a part which is a whole (ibid.,
226). As such, it is indeed a particular concept, which assumes the func-
tion of universality.

6.2.1 Tracing the Tensions

The interpretation of Laclau’s works as a call for unity, centrality, and lead-
ership has generated quite critical responses. The most influential and per-
vasive critique has come from Hardt and Negri (2000, 2004, 2012), who,
by defying the very thought of representation and by promoting a larger
focus on horizontality rather than verticality, have managed to capture
many of the features and characteristics within social movements today.
Where does that leave the debate? Does it mean the death of hegemony,
or reveal the “hegemony of hegemony,” and does that necessitate a depar-
ture from verticality into a full embrace of horizontality and autonomy?
These theories promote a dichotomization or a polarization of social
action, which could omit important nuances in analysis. Instead of empha-
sizing the abyss between autonomy/hegemony, immanence/transcen-
dence, I argue that we should focus on the crossovers and how these can
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help us further understand contemporary forms of protest and social
action.

A nodal point of this critique is what I would like to call the phantas-
matic sovereign, an analytical tool to reveal implications which we might
encounter when trying to impose this static idea of sovereignty on con-
temporary social movements, something which is to some extent done by
both Laclau and Hardt and Negri, and which becomes most relevant to
the case in point: Podemos.

Within Laclau’s works, as well as Hardt and Negri’s, we can identify
two problems of idealization of sovereignty. As several of his critics argue
(Kioupkiolis 2010; Day 2005; Lash 2007), Laclau’s theory seems to put a
limit on the level of flexibility and autonomy in a hegemonic relation. For
Laclau, since the focus on negativity and lack is so prominent, the populons
will have to succumb to the hegemonic, false, universal, at the expense of
their own demands. In other words, we have a situation where one demand
is aiming at representing a plurality of demands, something which will
never be fully reflected. The problem also lies in the static nature of the
hegemon. If we look at Laclau’s prime examples, tsarism in Russia as well
as Peronism in Argentina, they tell the same story of a strong, oppressive
force which is strongly connected to the state and against which the “peo-
ple” can—and have to—unite. Is this an accurate picture to be painted
today? Many would say no. As pointed out by Hardt and Negri, the strug-
gle can now take on many guises, it cannot be modelled after a two-sided
frontier, but must be thought of as a network, as a rhizome, where the
people are not suppressed by the transcendent hegemon, and where con-
nections among the popular demands are plentiful (Kioupkiolis 2010).
The development in information and communication technologies is but
one fact which significantly changes the game plan. The idea of the strong,
suppressive state can also be called into question. In the case of recent
protest movements, the Other, the force which is presenting full realiza-
tion of the Self, is not one, homogenous entity. Rather, it consists of many
Others, which can be capitalism, political elites, monarchy, non-democratic
governments, or democratic governments where the people still feel
unrepresented. As such, we are encountering a world of many Others.
However, Laclau has responded to this critique as well. He would argue
that, indeed, the Other can be seen as one political entity, but, in fact, the
same hegemonic construction is at play on the side of the antagonist as of
that of the hegemon. As such, even though we can think of many Others,
we are still facing one antagonist.
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Regardless of their well-founded observations against Laclau, Hardt
and Negri do not manage to construct a picture which fully captures the
nuances and complexities of contemporary social action. By flipping the
coin and turning almost exclusively to horizontality instead of (the per-
ceived) Laclaudian verticality, much of the power and thrust of a theory of
social action goes amiss. What Hardt and Negri fail to identify, or perhaps
choose not to, is the puzzle we are currently faced with: How do we
understand movements like the Indignados or Occupy? For Hardt and
Negri, it seems as though affect is merely something corporeal and some-
thing present, but is disjointed from signification and meaning (Hardt and
Negri 2012: 37). As such, Hardt and Negri fall in the same trap as recent
affect theorists: affect is part of the equation, but which part it plays is left
unsaid.

If we are to take Hardt and Negri at face value, the Indignados
Movement would not be a political entity. It would be to deny them any
kind of political voice or subjectivity, since they cannot form any channels
of representation. Not only is this unfair, it is also inaccurate. Many are the
reports which argue that, despite the talk of defying representation, repre-
sentation finds its own new ways. Indeed, we are not seeing any official
spokespersons for Indignados, or for Occupy for that matter, but does that
mean a complete lack of representation and centrality? In addition, there
are other issues with the return to horizontality. For instance, Hardt and
Negri are arguing for a world which largely resembles that of a deliberative
democratic model. The network and the rhizome is a space for delibera-
tion, it is a space for discussion and dispute. Even though the focus might
not necessarily be to create a political consensus, Hardt and Negri seem to
regard a special idea of political communication as superior. In that very
moment, the developments of democratic theory which have been for-
warded by radical democracy are taking at least two steps back. Laclau has
also pointed to this fact, which is obvious in the quotation below:

How can the multitude organise and concentrate its energies against the
repression and incessant territorial segmentations of Empire? The only
response that we can give to these questions is that the action of the multi-
tude becomes political primarily when it begins to confront directly and
with an adequate consciousness the central repressive operations of Empire.
(Hardt and Negri 2000: 399)

As such, even though they are rejecting any form of organization and
representation, they are still succumbing to classical ideas of demands and
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rights. At the end of Empire, Hardt and Negri formulate a political pro-
gram for the global multitude, which in my opinion bears a strong resem-
blance to representation and centrality, since it settles on a specific agenda,
after all. Hardt and Negri do admit that there could be a certain degree of
centrality, but it is left unsaid exactly how this differs from representation
or deliberation (Hardt and Negri 2012: 51).

Laclau has also recognized this and asks how the common “being-
against” can be political. If there are only punctual and momentaneous
forms of verticality, articulation of the common is “left to God (or to
Nature)” (Laclau 2005: 242) and thus it produces a “complete eclipse of
politics” (ibid.). Then, if Laclau’s theory focuses too much on the sover-
eign as an oppressive power, and Hardt and Negri are idealizing the
autonomy of the people too much, is there another way to conceive of the
political identities? Many would say yes to this question. Stavrakakis (2007,
2014), Prentoulis and Thomassen (2013, 2014), as well as Tonder (2005),
all find that the future of radical democracy lies in the embracing of
dichotomies, rather than perceiving them as purely conflictual; there is
always an inherent tension between horizontality and verticality since they
are intrinsically linked. I argue that this tension becomes very accentuated
for Podemos in practice, but is also at risk of being diminished, largely due
to the emphasis on sovereignty.

Laclau argues that a situation of immanence, when the proletariat can
emancipate itself in and of itself, becomes obsolete and precludes the pos-
sibility of politics. He accuses Hardt and Negri of romanticizing the mul-
titude, as if the multitude was something which we could not problematize
or question. How, says Laclau, will this multitude come about? Who will
they oppose, and why? These are questions which are left to imagination
in Hardt and Negri, and intentionally so. Laclau further argues that the
consummation of immanence, of reaching the multitude, would preclude
any form of transcendence, that is, there would be no vertical unity in the
group (Laclau 2001: 5). However, what can these discussions tell us about
Podemos and its discourse on sovereignty?

Recent debates point to the fact that neither immanence nor transcen-
dence is the answer to the question. In other words, we cannot rely on a
transcendent political identity, but nor can we think of identities as con-
tained in themselves. For instance, Prentoulis and Thomassen (2014)
argue that we must think beyond immanence and transcendence, and
autonomy and hegemony, where autonomy connects to the strong anar-
chist traditions which have been greatly inspired by immanence (Newman



132 E.EKLUNDH

2007). Hardt and Negri refer to the multitude as “emerging out of Empire
in an immanent form, and the multitude is a constituent power opposed to
the transcendence of any constituted power” (Hardt and Negri 2012: 71).

What Thomassen and Prentoulis argue is that even though Laclau is
being accused of promoting an idea of transcendence, that is, a quest for
sovereignty, this is a misunderstanding, which is evident in the discourse
of Podemos. What Laclau argues is not that hegemony is always success-
ful, nor that it is always beneficial or harmful, but that we are encountering
a failed transcendence. Hegemony exists, but it never completely succeeds
in representing particular demands. With regard to the emerging protests
movements we are encountering, Thomassen and Prentoulis argue that
both theories of autonomy and of hegemony have valid explanatory
power.

First of all, we can observe that the newest social movements (Day
2005) are very much focusing on horizontality, which goes hand in hand
with an autonomist perspective. Indeed, many would argue that auton-
omy and the multitude, as explained by Hardt and Negri, have the most
relevant bearing on our current situation of protest, both the Indignados
and other movements.! On the other hand, we have Podemos, with their
focus on sovereignty and an explication of political demands, which posi-
tions itself at the other end of the spectrum. This could be seen as an
illustration of the notion of failed transcendence, central for Laclau’s
works. However, failed transcendence also undermines the concept of a
complete or total idea of sovereignty, since this should rather be seen as a
failed enterprise, and not as an attainable political agenda. As such, cen-
trality is still present, albeit in a different form. This centrality does not
have to be confined to traditional political leadership, to a party structure,
or even to a common agenda. It can exist merely by reference to the empty
signifier, and this empty signifier holds a high level of radical investment,
that is, affect.

As shown above, there is an inherent tension between horizontality and
verticality in any political group, movement, or party. However, what hap-
pens to this tension when theory is applied to practice? Which are the
political implications of taking Laclau’s theory as a roadmap, and could it
have unintended consequences? Below, I will look into Podemos’ use of
the word sovereignty, and argue that even though this could function as
the unifying empty signifier for “the people” of Spain, it could also reart-
iculate nationalist practices, even though this might not be initially
intended. I will thus inquire into the choice of the word sovereignty, and
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question the possibility of departing from its rather conservative historical
connotations.

6.3  SUBJECTIVITY AS SOVEREIGNTY

It is important to distinguish between the concepts of sovereignty and
subjectivity, due to Podemos’ use of both concepts. For post-structural
political philosophy, where Laclau could be said to be situated, the concept
of subjectivity is key (Newman 2007; Marchart 2007). As demonstrated
above, working on the basis of Derridean deconstruction and Lacan’s psy-
choanalytical interpretation of the subject, Laclau successfully constructs
his own idea of subjectivity as a failed project, yet constantly desired.

The idea of the popular sovereign is fundamental for democratic the-
ory; however, it can be read in a slightly different manner than normally
done in scholarship close to Laclau’s since the concept of sovereignty in
democratic theory has largely been equated with enlightenment theorists,
such as Hobbes (1968 [1651]) and Bodin (1992 [1576]), who saw the
concept of sovereignty as indivisible and based on a possibility of represen-
tation. Laclau is also deeply critical of their understanding of sovereignty,
and distinguishes between his own account of political subjectivity and
sovereignty as follows:

To some extent we are in a situation comparable to that of Hobbes sover-
eign: in principle there is no reason why a corporate body could not fulfil the
functions of the Leviathan; but its very plurality shows that it is at odds with
the indivisible nature of sovereignty. So the only “natural” sovereign could
be, for Hobbes, an individual. (Laclau 2005: 100)

Laclau is, however, not as critical of sovereignty as Hardt and Negri,
and he is accusing them of oversimplifying the negative aspects of the
same. In this sense, Laclau argues that Hardt and Negri see sovereignty as
something completely transcendent, and that a theory of hegemony, by
placing emphasis on the possibility of political subjectivity through articu-
lation, endorses this transcendence. This, says Laclau, is to be mistaken:

So, sovereignty was an essentially repressive device to prevent the demo-
cratic upsurge of an unspecified multitude. What a beautiful fabula! For as
anyone acquainted with the modern theory of sovereignty knows, its practi-
cal implementation entailed a far more complicated process than the story
proposed by Hardt and Negri. (Laclau 2001: 6)
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Laclau argues, in other words, that his idea of sovereignty does not
align itself either with the immanent version of the multitude, nor with a
transcendent sovereign, conceived in its totality. There is thus a problema-
tization and an interrogation of what subjectivity and sovereignty signity,
and also an aim to demonstrate the fallacy of these concepts as failed uni-
versals, historically constructed for a particular purpose, and always only
representing one particular interest. This leads me to ask, in this chapter,
where this leaves Podemos in its invocation of sovereignty? How does it
use this concept, and how does the concept function in relation to its
overarching political agenda? And, perhaps most importantly, is there a
possibility of filling the concept of sovereignty with new progressive
content?

The main intellectual figureheads behind the Podemos agenda could be
said to be Pablo Iglesias and {nigo Errejon. Their works are, in general,
largely sympathetic to and also heavily influenced by Laclau’s theories. For
instance, Errejon has published a co-authored volume with Chantal
Moutfte, in which they seem to be in almost complete agreement regard-
ing the fluidity of the society and the articulation of social classes, as well
as the ever-changing totality of the people (Errején and Moutte 2015).

Further, Errejon has, in single-authored works, been heavily influenced
by Laclau’s legacy. For instance, he readily recognizes the incomplete
nature of subjectivity, which enables the creation of chains of equiva-
lence—the beginning of an articulation of a political subject (such as the
Indignados Movement, or Podemos)—and agrees with Gramsci that “dis-
courses construct political identities and are above all performative
practices of the political order and its actors” (Errejon 2015: 127, my
translation).

Nonetheless, Errejon is also taking a quite clear stance against Laclau’s
critics, such as Hardt and Negri and others. He argues that there are
indeed cases where hegemony and politics should not be equated, but
these are not suitable when wanting to contest the power of the govern-
ment (Errejon 2015: 130). In addition, he refers to these situations as
“post-sovereign,” indicating that any political project looking to achieve
political power must succumb to a sovereign order. Iglesias, on the other
hand, while also clearly influenced by Laclau, argues that new popular
subjects are needed in order to change the political landscape:

In Spain, the spectre of an organic crisis was generating the conditions for
the articulation of a dichotomizing discourse, capable of building the
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15-M’s new ideological constructs into a popular subject, in opposition to
the elites. (Iglesias 2015: 14)

Nonetheless, there are instances when these thinkers, as well as official
Podemos materials, are ambiguous on the topic. Interestingly, Podemos
have begun to use (or returned to) to the concept of sovereignty in con-
junction with subjectivity. Since sovereignty functions both in a popular
and national version, it becomes vital to look at both possibilities when
examining Podemos’ discourse.

6.3.1  The Restovation of Popular Sovereignty
Against the Spanish State: The Construction of a People

As mentioned in the introduction, Spain has suffered an increase in dis-
satisfaction with democratic institutions. This was one of the main claims
of the Indignados Movement, and has been studied and analyzed in
numerous studies, which all conclude that there is a legitimacy deficit for
democratic institutions in Spain (Castells 2012; Castanieda 2012; Romanos
2013). Organizations such as Democracia real ya! have constantly argued
that democracy in Spain is a faux practice (Lopera and Mario 2012: 250;
Democracia real ya! 2011). This has also been one of the main claims of
Podemos’ discourse. Podemos supporters have argued that a vote for the
group is not a vote for the political elite, and that democracy must be
restored with a return to the people:

Podemos is a method for the leadership of the populace and citizenry. We
wish that our programme will be realised through citizen participation and
the Circulos Podemos. Nobody knows our needs better than the citizens who
take this country forward day by day. (Podemos 2014)

However, this return to the people comes with a clear focus not only on
increased participation of the citizens in political matters, but an increased
focus on the popular sovereign. For instance:

To put it simply: the reclamation of “democracy”—the central motto of the
protests was “they call it democracy, but it isn’t”—is the demand which
articulates and re-signifies others in a new constellation. The crisis of repre-
sentation, the “they don’t represent us” so often chanted in the squares,
thus acquires ideological sentiment to be linked to the power elite from the
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most wealthy minority of the population. It has the pernicious effects that
they law of private accumulation of capital trumps the importance of social
services and the national and popular sovereignty. (Errejon 2015: 140, my
translation)

Here, Errején makes it clear that one of the political problems lies in a
prioritization of banks over people, of the elites over the masses. However,
he is not only referring to the words “people” or “democracy,” but to also
“sovereignty,” as a clear component of what democracy should mean.
Further, even though he clearly recognizes the intellectual heritage of
Gramsci, in that political identities, a “people,” are constructed, he none-
theless returns again to the concept of popular sovereignty, as the ultimate
form of political identity formation:

“The united people will never be defeated again” means practically noth-
ing in the abstract, but in a specific situation it is the strongest possible
reclamation of sovereignty against those who want to defeat it. The
appearance of “the people” as the idea of “us” in the mottos of the
Indignados signifies, without a doubt, reclamation of popular sovereignty,
but also, and perhaps more importantly, a construction of what Gramsci
called “the collective will of the national popular.” (Errejéon 2015: 142,
my translation)

Similarly, Iglesias has adopted the same discourse on sovereignty as
popular identity and the achievement of democracy:

On the symbolic terrain of left and right, those of us who advocate a post-
neoliberal transformation through the state—defending human rights, sov-
ereignty and the link between democracy and redistributive policies—have
not the slightest chance of electoral victory. (Iglesias 2015: 15)

Granted, Errejéon and Iglesias do not fully represent Podemos. However,
their use of the word sovereignty has also been transferred into the official
Podemos program, where sovereignty is seen as a goal equal to democracy,
and where the latter is perhaps reliant on the former:

But now we can do it from within the institutions: we are going to win this
game to restore democracy, sovereignty and the ultimate meaning of democ-
racy, which is nothing else than to obey the people and to attend to its
needs. (Podemos 2015: 13, my translation)
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In the quote below, it becomes particularly obvious that sovereignty is
not a necessary present, it is the desired future:

Within Podemos, we believe that change begins with changing the institu-
tions, with equipping ourselves with transparent public frameworks, which
will be at the level of the people, and will be professional and efficient, and
where popular sovereignty shall manifest itself every day. (Podemos 2015:
63, my translation)

0.3.2  The Restoration of Sovereignty Against the European
Union: The People as Nation

In addition to the focus on popular sovereignty against the Spanish state,
Podemos have also gained much political ground based on their resistance
to the practices of the European Union. Indeed, there has been a shift in
power from the elected officials of the Spanish government to (often
unelected) officials in the European Commission, the European Central
Bank, and the International Monetary Fund.

After the Lehman Brothers crash in the United States in 2008, financial
markets throughout the world were increasingly affected by uncertainty,
the worst enemy for any financial stability (Kolb 2011: 219). Fear and
doubt had crept into the system, resulting in falling stocks all over the
world. Naturally, Spain was no exception (Charnock et al. 2014). Since
the implementation of the euro in 2000, Spain has been bound to the
monetary policy of the Eurozone. Sovereign monetary policy has therefore
been transferred elsewhere, and has created a system in which free financial
flows and fixed exchange rates have been favored. Spain was caught in a
position where the sovereign debt crisis could not be adjusted in any way
but through cuts in public spending. As such, a private debt crisis became
a sovereign debt crisis.

The Spanish social democratic government, led by José Luis Zapatero,
was then under much pressure from the so-called Troika (European
Central Bank, European Commission, and the International Monetary
Fund) to implements budget cuts in order to receive bailouts for some of
its largest banks (European Financial Stability Facility 2013). The govern-
ment thus adopted a similar attitude as the United States: some banks
were “too big to fail.” However, bailouts were conditioned upon struc-
tural reforms, and, consequently, in 2012, the conservatives (PP), who
had taken office the year before, announced a 10,000 million euro cut for
healthcare and education (E/ Pais 2012).
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This had several severe economic consequences, one of the most acute
being a massive rise in unemployment. In 2010, youth unemployment
reached 41%, and 47% in 2011 (Eurostat 2011). The government, how-
ever, was tied to conditions set by the European Central Bank. Among
these one can note the raising of the retirement age from sixty-five to
sixty-seven, and budget cuts in health, education, and social services
(Castells 2012: 110; El Pais 2012). Reducing the public debt became the
overarching goal to preserve the Spanish membership of the Economic
and Monetary Union (EMU).

These circumstances have led to several conclusions among members of
the Indignados Movement, as well as Podemos. First of all, they identify
the transferal of powers from Madrid to Brussels as a loss of legitimacy for
decisions made. This ties in with a general discussion of EU democratic
deficit which has been prevailing since the mid-1990s (Habermas 1996),
and the rise of critiques of technocracy. In this instance, however, there is
not only a critique of the perceived lack of legitimacy for EU institutions,
but also an invocation of sovereignty and a clear demand to reinstate more
power for the Spanish people (and state). This differs from previous dis-
courses in important aspects. First and foremost, it is a transformation of
the Left as a supporter of a European identity. Traditionally, national sov-
ereignty has not been the main rhetorical figure within the Spanish Left,
since nationalism has often spurred connotations with the Francoist heri-
tage (Nuiiez 2001; Ruiz Jiménez et al. 2015). Now, however, there is a
decrease in support for Europe, as it is seen as an instance of neoliberal
authoritarianism:

Many of the struggles of the past decades in Europe can be seen as defensive
stands against the on-going attrition of national sovereignty. In this context
of defeat for the existing lefts, critical thought was largely separated from
political praxis—in stark contrast to the organic links between theoretical
production and revolutionary strategy that characterized the early twentieth
century. (Iglesias 2015: 8)

As such, the Spanish Left is reinvoking the national sovereign as the
political endpoint. Even though nationalism has been a contested topic in
Spain, there is now a trend to equate an amelioration of circumstances
with a defense of the nation-state as a political unit, which cuts against
both progressive voices wary of nationalism and its dangers, as well as
international relations (IR) scholarship which has branded the national
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sovereign as exclusionary and potentially violent; the use is still very much
present:

A process of certain pulling back of mobilisation and also a demonstration
that only mobilisation in incapable of defeating the plans of impoverish-
ment, of the sell-out and looting of sovereignty. (Errején et al. 2015: 7, my
translation)

Lately, the concept of fatherland, patria, has also found its way into
Podemos’ discourse. This word, so often associated with a very nationalist
and reactionary agenda, has been a problematic term in Spain since
Franco’s frequent usage of the same. Podemos, on the other hand, is look-
ing to use “fatherland” as something which should increase solidarity
amongst Spaniards, and should indicate paying your taxes and being loyal
to the social services:

We have a democratic, not a nationalist, idea of the fatherland, which identi-
fies the fatherland as the people. We are trying to illustrate how those who
are using the word national are also, at the same time, selling our national
sovereignty for cheap. We are therefore trying to restore our economic and
political sovereignty, a necessary action to restore the country and the inter-
ests of the majority. (Errején in Marco 2015)

It here becomes clear that Podemos do not equate referring to the
fatherland or to the sovereign with promoting a nationalist agenda. On
the contrary, they are looking to fill these words with new meaning. The
question remains, is it possible to disregard the nationalist discourse whose
terms and concepts Podemos are now using as its own?

6.4 THE PHANTASMATIC SOVEREIGN

Above, it has been argued that Podemos are invoking two different ideas
of political subjectivity in their public messages and in academic works.
Below, I will discuss how this illustrates the inherent tensions within
Laclau’s concept of failed transcendence and the constant oscillation
between the logics of equivalence and difference.

Iglesias and Errején have seemingly interpreted Laclau so as to signify
not only the possibility of a hegemonic construction (the articulation of a
“people”), but also infer the necessity of this construction for any political
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identity, and for any political project. As seen above, sovereignty, the uni-
fied representation of the people or the nation, is a central goal. Whilst
Laclau would agree that political articulations of this sort are indeed the
very locus of politics, does this mean that the strife and desire for a hege-
monic frontier is the sole goal for a social movement or a party? In addi-
tion, to what extent should a movement or a party promote this frontier,
and what happens when they use all means available to do so?

Based on the material above, one can draw two conclusions. First, that
Podemos is using sovereignty as an empty signifier to unite disparate
claims. This, in itself, need not be highly problematic. In fact, it merely
illustrates how it is using Laclau’s theory in order to gather political sup-
port on the Left, to articulate a counter-hegemonic project. However, one
can question the emphasis placed on unity, and if the promotion of sover-
eignty sufficiently recognizes the tensions between horizontality and
verticality.

As such, there is a risk that by invoking “the people” as the popular
sovereign, as well as the national sovereign Spain, Podemos is not fully
recognizing the political implications of Laclau’s work. As described
above, since political subjects are constantly moving between horizontality
and verticality, a sedimentation of either end of the spectrum will nullify
the democratic notion of the movement. This becomes problematic for
Podemos, whose main political appeal has emanated from a careful consid-
eration of the grassroots” movement.

Instead, Podemos has now constructed an image of political subjectiv-
ity which might not recognize the needs and claims of the people it is
claiming to represent. This becomes especially evident in its repeated call
for returns to sovereignty, which connotes an idea of political subjectivity
which does not recognize the split nature of identity so crucial for Laclau’s
theories. Laclau would not agree with a concept of sovereignty which car-
ries with it an intellectual heritage tainted by the repressive nature of
modernity and “the rational Man.” Nonetheless, Hobbes’ idea of the sov-
ereign as an individual also seems to have rung true within Podemos:

The main goal of the campaign was to explain that “the guy with the pony-
tail” on TV was taking part in the elections. That’s why we opted for some-
thing that had never been done before in Spain: using the candidate’s face on
the ballot. The “People of the Television”—el pueblo de In television, or the
TV nation, so to speak—didn’t know about a new political party called
Podemos, but they knew about the guy with the pony-tail. (Iglesias 2015: 17)



POPULISM, HEGEMONY, AND THE PHANTASMATIC SOVEREIGN: THE TIES... 141

This notion of the charismatic leader as the ultimate signifier for the
people could be seen as the height of Laclau’s theory in practice. However,
one must also keep in mind the incapability of the charismatic leader to
ever represent the people, and the empty nature of his/her persona. As
such, this raises concerns regarding Podemos’ practical implementation of
Laclaudian thought, and whether the charismatic leader as embodied by
Iglesias fully recognizes the constant oscillation between horizontality and
verticality.

In addition, this leads this chapter to a second question. By using the
word sovereignty, and even fatherland, does Podemos risk associating
itself with a less radical agenda? One could argue that Podemos is not, in
fact, using sovereignty in the same way it has been used before. How, one
might ask, could a progressive party such as Podemos, who have time and
again stated that it is merely trying to channel political discontent on the
Left, be accused of voicing reactionary or nationalist agendas? This chap-
ter is by no means questioning the intentions of Podemos, merely its
methods.

Nonetheless, the imminent danger could be that the Podemos elec-
toral base are not endowing the concepts of sovereignty and fatherland
with equally progressive content as its leaders. In fact, one has to ques-
tion the possibility of rearticulating these terms and disregard their his-
torical value. I argue that one could read Podemos’ use of the words
sovereignty and fatherland in two different ways. First, it could be seen
as a lack of recognition of the historical value of these terms. No words
can be seen as disjointed from their historical meaning. We cannot turn
a new page and consider previous usages as belonging to the past; the
past is always present in the terms themselves. The second interpretation
would be that sovereignty and fatherland dip into political agonistic
frontiers already in place. Podemos has, since its inception, argued that
creating these frontiers is a core part of its political project. However,
creating these frontiers is by no means an easy task, and it might seem
tempting to utilize terms which are already part of a clear antagonistic
relationship. It is this second reading which could harbor counterpro-
ductive consequences for Podemos. By associating itself with a discourse
previously connected with a much less radical agenda, it runs the risk of
attracting or promoting a politics positioned far from its own. The
rebranding of traditionally nationalist words might be a taller order than
currently envisioned.
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6.5 CONCLUSION

I have in this chapter argued that the increased use of the concept of sov-
ereignty in Podemos’ discourse carries two political implications. I have
demonstrated how Laclau, in his works, constructs an idea of political
subjectivity which positions itself as contrary to modern conceptions of
sovereignty, conceived as an indivisible representation. In addition, I have
discussed how critical IR scholars have made similar observations with
regards to sovereignty, which also recognize the potentially exclusionary
and violent implications of this concept.

However, Podemos still uses this term both in its discourse against
the Spanish state, as well as against the European Union. In both cases,
a restoration of sovereignty is deemed the political goal. This could
result in two unintended consequences. First, it could place an overem-
phasis on centrality and leadership which does not sufficiently take the
horizontal base of the party into consideration. Second, the conserva-
tive connotations present in concepts such as sovereignty and fatherland
might carry unintended consequences. In addition, the possibility that
Podemos is consciously and intentionally using this type of discourse
because of the political frontiers already in place raises concerns about
the viability of progressive politics born out of a reactionary discursive
field. In both cases, a phantasmatic idea of sovereignty is haunting the
conception of political subjectivity, be that presented as the multitude,
the people, or the nation. This phantasmatic sovereign threatens to
eclipse vital insights of failed transcendence, which indicates how Laclau
envisioned political subjectivity as caught between the two extremes:
the horizontal multitude and the vertical people. Ultimately, by employ-
ing the concept of sovereignty and fatherland, Podemos runs the risk of
sedimenting and perpetuating agendas less radical than initially
intended.

NoOTES

1. For studies on the horizontal qualities of Indignados, see Perugorria and
Tejerina (2013), Stobart (2014), Espinoza Pino (2013), Sampedro and
Haro Barba (2011), Fominaya (2014), and Pena Lopez et al. (2014). For
studies on the Occupy and the Global Justice Movements which agree with
Hardt and Negri, see Maeckelbergh (2012), Juris (2011, 2008), Sitrin
(2012), and Williams (2012).
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CHAPTER 7

We the People or We the Republic?
The Need for Republican Populism

Oscar Garcia Agustin

About ten years passed between two different yet interrelated electoral
events: the first one saw José Luis Rodriguez Zapatero, on March 14,
2004, winning the general election in Spain; the second one starred Pablo
Iglesias on May 25, 2014, when Podemos erupted onto the political scene
and entered the European Parliament with five seats.

On the evening before the general election, a multitude of protesters in
front of the headquarters of the PP were demanding the truth about the
terrorist attacks in Madrid on March 11. Indeed, they demanded to know
the truth before voting. PP did not comply with the demands and was
penalized when ballots were cast the next day. The results are well known:
Zapatero, leader of the PSOE, won against all odds. When people cele-
brated his victory, they asked him explicitly, through chants in the streets,
“Zapatero, don’t let us down” (“No nos falles”). Zapatero responded
with a promise: “Power is not going to change me.”

May 15,2011, also known as 15M, was a second moment in which the
political system, as well as the role of mass media, was openly questioned,
but, in this case, there was no direct political translation. Despite the gen-
eral calling out of politicians by yelling: “You don’t represent us,” the
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PP won the municipal elections and a few months later achieved an abso-
lute majority in the Spanish Parliament. The echoes of that outrage were
present in 2014 when Pablo Iglesias celebrated the European Parliament
electoral night. The sympathizers, in this case, shouted: “You do represent
us.” Iglesias tried to reduce the degree of optimism by reminding people
that despite the electoral success of Podemos, the financial and market
powers would continue to make decisions against the people.

There are some similarities but also some differences between these two
scenes. The voters who elected Zapatero demanded clear information and
the truth before voting (in order to become well informed despite manip-
ulation by two powerful forces: the government and mass media), and
they believed that things could be changed within the existing institu-
tional structures; that is, relying on the party system. People who did not
want to be let down expressed a renewed belief in institutions and in their
capacity to respond to the interests of the people (and to tell them the
truth). Zapatero, on his side, offered from the beginning a negative con-
ception of power as something that must be controlled and, thus, could
not change him and transform him into “yet another politician.” The sup-
porters of Podemos reclaimed something different in 2014. They did not
believe in the party system, ruled by the PSOE and the PP, and they were
critical of the concept of representativeness which derived from that sys-
tem. A new politics, rooted in a new representativeness, was needed, and
it had to be produced outside of the existing two-party system. Iglesias
differentiated between two logics of power: the one which is developed
within institutions (with its own rules and as a part of the “political game”)
and the other which applied to the people who suffer from the unjust
measures taken by political and economic forces and whose demands are
not being listened to by politicians (nor resolved by institutions).

Although both the PSOE, led by Zapatero, and Podemos shared the
need for change, their visions could not have been more different: respec-
tively, the need for institutional change in order to reinforce the institu-
tions (Zapatero made a ferocious defense of representativeness after the
15M protests) and the need to change the conditions of people in order to
make a real difference. It is no coincidence that the theoretical reflections
which inspired their political practices, were, in principle, also very differ-
ent. Zapatero embraced neorepublicanism, particularly in the version elab-
orated by Philip Pettit, whilst Podemos was inspired by neopopulism, as
defined by Ernesto Laclau. However, it would be too simplistic to oppose
these two approaches without exploring their connections. Zapatero expe-
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rienced the limitations of the narrow institutional approach when he
decided to deploy the austerity measures imposed by Brussels, and the
emergence of the 15M Movement and populist demands for democracy
and distribution overran the institutional limits for politics. On the other
hand, Podemos had to face the “institutional challenge” since they became
quite quickly part of local and regional parliaments, responsible for gov-
erning major cities, and gained a substantial representation in Parliament.

The objective of this chapter is to explore the possibilities of a republi-
can populism. After presenting some of the limitations of social demo-
cratic republicanism, I revisit some of the intellectual work developed to
accompany Podemos’ praxis by introducing the need for a republican
turn, as José Luis Villacaiias and Carlos Fernandez Liria have done. Finally,
I present four principles to contribute to the elaboration of a republican
populism without implying the rejection of a progressive populist perspec-
tive. Theoretical reflections are thus combined with analysis of political
practices in the Spanish context in recent years.

7.1 SociAL DEMOCRATIC REPUBLICANISM

The ideological crisis of social democracy was hardly solved by Anthony
Giddens’ Third Way (assumed politically by Tony Blair), which Vicente
Navarro (1999) defined as a hybrid between Christian democracy and
neoliberalism. Even the politicians inspired by Blair, like Zapatero when
he was leading a renewal wave within the PSOE, were very cautious about
adopting the approach, especially when Blair strengthened the interna-
tional alignment by following the warmongering position of the George
Bush administration and abandoning the European project. It would not
be fair to say that Zapatero was merely “Blair’s Doppelganger” (Mathieson
2004) but it is true that there is continuity with the major topics of the
Third Way: theorizing the political practice, embracing globalization, and
defending economic competitiveness (Agustin 2006). However, there was
also a consciousness of the limitations of the Third Way. Despite being
thankful to New Labour for breaking with traditional Leftist prejudices,
Zapatero pointed out the necessity of redefining social democracy in the
light of a new philosophical ground: neorepublicanism.

When Philip Pettit reclaims republicanism, he does it in opposition to
two other traditions: populism and liberalism. His main argument is free-
dom as non-domination, as a way of overcoming the dichotomy between
negative and positive freedom: “This possibility would have one conceptual
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element in common with the negative conception—the focus on absence,
not presence—and one element in common with the positive: the focus on
mastery, not interference” (Pettit 1997: 22). Thus, in line with liberalism,
Pettit assumes freedom as his essence for elaborating a theory of govern-
ment. Freedom as non-interference is likewise assumed, not only in a formal
but in a material sense: the conditions of non-domination must be enhanced
in order to have individuals who are capable of living without uncertainties
(due to arbitrary interferences) and without subordinating relations.
According to Pettit, the critique of the liberal negative conception of
freedom is not incompatible with liberalism, however, since they share the
same goal of organizing a viable state and a viable civil society. It is even
less incompatible with Left-of-center liberalism, which shares the concern
about guaranteeing non-interference as well as the importance of equality
and the elimination of poverty. However, Pettit argues forcefully against
populism and emphasizes its differences, and in this case, indeed, incom-
patibility, with the republican project. He does not simplify populism, as
does, for instance, Maurizio Viroli (quoted in Pavon 2015), who reduces
it to demagogy which threatens the republican institutions. Instead, Pettit
points out the populist understanding and practice of democracy. His
main rejection of populism consists in the relation between citizens, on
the one hand, and the institutions and the democratic means, on the other.
Populism “represents the people in their collective presence as master
and the state as servant,” whilst republicanism sees “the people as trustor,
both individually and collectively, and sees the state as trustee” (Pettit
1997: 8). The implications would be that for populism people only rely on
state representatives when it is necessary, while for republicanism, on the
other hand, people trust the state because it guarantees non-arbitrary rule.
Besides his opposition to the conflictual relation between the people and its
representatives, Pettit is totally opposed to the populist preference for dem-
ocratic means, not just representative democracy but, in particular, direct
democracy (assemblies or plebiscites). Democratic participation can be
important, but this does not imply that there must be something like the
right of democratic participation. In other words, it can be useful to pro-
mote freedom as non-domination but it is not an attractive value in itself.
The line which defines democratic control (such as participation) as
essential to achieving liberty or as a means of furthering liberty is extremely
important to Pettit, since freedom could evolve to a populist position by
considering liberty as democratic self-rule. In this sense, republicanism is
an alternative to the conception of democratic self-rule, consisting of
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existing laws and government assuring non-domination and removing
arbitrary power. There is, in all, a perceived risk by Pettit of republicanism
becoming populism and transforming participation into a goal and not the
means for liberty. There is no doubt that Pettit, as well as republican the-
ory in general, is in favor of a major role of the state and of the involve-
ment of civil society. The state cannot in any case monopolize
decision-making in its function of guaranteeing non-domination. Citizens’
participation, through deliberation, can contribute to fighting against
arbitrariness and increase inclusiveness. In this sense, Pettit moves beyond
the idea of democracy as consent and as the mere election of the govern-
ment. Democracy is contestatory, not consensual (but not conflictual
either), and it requires that the conditions and institutional basis for con-
testation are established. Furthermore, Pettit claims, in opposition to pop-
ulism, republicanism is a process of contestation: “not one that necessarily
involves majority decision-making. There is no suggestion that the people
in some collective incarnation, or via some collective representation, are
voluntaristically supreme” (1997: 201).

When Zapatero assumed Pettit’s republican framework, adapted to the
Spanish context, the idea of inclusiveness and listening to civil society
became recurrent. Zapatero assumed the idea of freedom as non-
domination and related it to the values of the Left, although this implied
that another core Left value, equality, was understood as “non-dominated
diversity” (quoted in Gallego-Diaz 2001), in line with Pettit’s conception
of an inclusive republic. It remains clear that Zapatero’s government fos-
tered the idea of freedom as non-domination, and improved the condi-
tions of social groups by attempting to reduce vulnerability against
arbitrary power and by introducing active measures to ensure the condi-
tions for material liberty. Law against gender violence (2004 ), reform for
gay marriage (2005), dependency law (20006), equality law (2007), and
abortion law (2010) reflect the ambition of the applied reform program
(despite its later implementation) to improve the conditions for non-
domination and, consequently, for acting freely. Some of these legislations
were, besides, preceded by processes of deliberation, whereby public mat-
ters, like gay marriage, were contested by different interest groups and
social movements. Deliberation did not lead to a consensual decision but
the possibility of exposing arguments and making them acceptable as part
of the public (and not only the particular) will was there.

Another relevant republican aspect is the defense of constitutional patrio-
tism. Zapatero embraced this idea as a way of reconciling the notion of
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fatherland with civism and democracy. He had already voiced his satisfaction
with constitutional patriotism in 2001, since it enabled him to feel Galician,
Basque, Catalan, Andalusian, or from any other region in Spain (quoted in
Garcta Abad 2001). In a multinational context like Spain, with strong
regional diversity, the possibilities which constitutional patriotism opens up
by enhancing a constitutional sense of unity are worth exploring. However,
the main problem is the existing Constitution and legal framework and those
who do not try to include the nationalist demands and do not comprehend
(or efficiently manage) such a diversity. Indeed, constitutional patriotism
ends up being a new form of legitimation of the Spanish Constitution and
tries to neutralize the nationalist demands which would be the only ones
represented as responding to cultural, and not civic, identities.

Zapatero’s political project, inspired by republicanism, succeeded in
offering an alternative to liberalism in such areas and in renewing the polit-
ical agenda: giving rights to dominated or vulnerable groups, enhancing
deliberative democracy, increasing the role of the state, addressing diver-
sity, and proposing constitutional patriotism as a new framework. However,
there was no rupture as such with liberalism (or neoliberalism). Although
the Minister for Public Administration from 2004 to 2008, Jordi Sevilla
(2002), criticized the “rebellion of the riches” and the imposition of a sole
ideology (the so-called pensamiento inico), he was far from presenting a
conflict against the economic elite (the master). Instead he advocated for
embedding the ideas of open markets and flexible economy within socialist
discourse. Therefore, the renewed social democratic project is more about
“offering institutional improvement today consistent with the socialist
principles” (Sevilla 2002: 41), rather than expanding the democratic hori-
zon. The rejection of the excesses of capitalism does not hide a pending
issue for the republican tradition: to discuss in depth the capitalist market
(Ovejero et al. 2004). This should be crucial for a stronger differentiation
between the republican and the liberal model. In this regard, Pettit notices
that republicans do not have to oppose the free markets, since the principle
of arbitrary interference does not apply to them. Contestatory practices, in
his understanding, must be revisionary but “not so revisionary as to be
hostile to every form of market arrangement” (1997: 205).

In his conversation with Pettit, Zapatero (2008) refers to the republican
limitations in developing an alternative economic model when he com-
ments that the republican social project is better drafted than the economic
one. Social democracy is aware of the margins of action left by the eco-
nomic and social model, and the difference with the Right wing would be
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the management of the “social state” through social and political reforms.
This became obvious to Zapatero after the imposition of the austerity mea-
sures by the EU and the emergence of the 15M Movement claiming a new
way of doing politics and opening up those narrow “margins” of doing
politics. After assessing very positively the republican achievements made
by Zapatero, Pettit (2011) had to revise his opinions (and consequently his
own applied theory) after the 15M. He actually paid more attention to the
economy than in his theoretical work on non-domination and recognized
two serious mistakes: too much optimism about the reliability of the inter-
national financial system to enable the Spanish government to provide eco-
nomic welfare; and membership of the Eurozone.

The self-critical tone is somehow mitigated when he identifies two radi-
cal responses to the crisis: neoliberalism and populism, or, in other words,
the plutocratic and the populist way. Both are jeopardizing the republican
project due to their simplistic approaches and by relying on the liberation
of the power of the market (neoliberalism) and the reassertion of the col-
lective will as people (populism). The solution should entail a regulative
system in which the financial system can continue providing people with
resources of credit without giving financial insiders the opportunity to
endanger the common good. The 15M should thus evolve into more spe-
cialized associations for the interrogation of government policy, and get
into issues of institutional design if the movement wants to have an impact.
Pettit was already very suspicious about the populist turn taken by the
15M and by its mistrust of existing political parties and its claim of giving
voice to popular demands.

However, the crisis of the PSOE provoked by the final years of
Zapatero’s government and its economic policy represents likewise the
end of social democratic republicanism. Despite some attractive compo-
nents, from the concept of non-domination to recovering the state, neo-
republicanism (as in its application by Zapatero) reflected the ambiguity of
republican positions toward liberalism, not only in relation to negative
freedom but also to the free market. The functioning of institutions, par-
ticularly the traditional party system, was questioned, and the economic
system became quite visibly part of the domination system (where minor
regulations could barely lead to more autonomous institutions and
government). The ideological continuity of the PSOE in line with
European social liberalism has recently become more distant from the
republican tradition (especially since the theoretical references are not so
present anymore in party debates). The other party which has approached
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republicanism from a social democratic perspective, namely Ciutadans
(Ciudadanos when it was only a Catalan party), had become quite silent in
its claim for republicanism. As shown in the work by Cordero Fuertes
(2008), a great part of Ciutadans’ interest in republicanism consisted in
opposing nationalism and so-called cultural identities.

The crisis of social democratic republicanism does not imply that repub-
licanism has not been discussed and that other forms of republicanism
have not been postulated. Indeed, and despite the efforts made by the
majority of the republican tradition to reject the populist tradition, the
foundation of Podemos and the deployment of a populist framework
enable new conditions for thinking about republicanism beyond the ver-
sion attached to social democracy.

7.2 RETHINKING REPUBLICANISM AFTER POPULISM

The institutional crisis evidenced by the 15M Movement was interpreted
from a populist perspective by Inigo Errején (2015) as an organic crisis
(crisis of legitimacy of the elites). Errejon identified “democracy” as an
empty signifier and frontier to distinguish between two dichotomized polit-
ical spaces: the one of the people against that of the regime. It entails an
emergent discursive moment in the struggle for hegemony, in which a polit-
ical subject names itself and aspires to govern the entire political commu-
nity. But “people” is the name for a wide and transversal aggregation which
acquires sense against the existing order and its elites. It is interesting that
Errején compares the 15M with the “We the people” from the American
Constitution, since he understood the 15M as a foundational moment
which necessarily should lead to a new institutional framework. The popu-
list reading of the 15M as “We the people,” which later would become one
of the ideas deployed by Podemos, offers a connection between the institu-
tional and the non-institutional, although such a connection should be
explored: If the institutions are the same as the “regime,” should a com-
pletely new institutional realm then be created? Or could those who do not
feel represented by the existing order be capable of creating or reforming
institutions representing their own interests and those of the others?

It became more urgent to answer this open question when Podemos
rapidly became part of the institutional framework. If the republican tradi-
tion has been skeptical toward populism, the latter has shown more con-
vincing potential in accounting for the mobilization phase, but has faced
more difficulties in developing an institutional project. The legitimacy
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gained by the 15M and the wide popular support for Podemos (together
with the need to reform a system which generated such a high degree of
disaffection) are not easy to settle just by saying that they are populist mani-
festations which entail a threat to democracy. It is significant in this sense
that, after a focus on populism (mostly in a negative sense), the debates on
republicanism and populism started to emerge. Based on the experience of
Podemos, two interesting works were published: Populismm by José Luis
Villacanas and In Defense of Populism by Carlos Fernandez Liria. Curiously,
both volumes advocate for recovering the republican tradition, and both,
in particular the work of Villacanas, are critical toward populism. Liria has
followed the evolution of Podemos quite closely from the beginning,
although with increasing disagreement with Pablo Iglesias’ official line,
whereas Villacaias primarily placed himself close to the attempt by Errejéon
and his circle to find an institutional coupling for populism. In the follow-
ing I present the main ideas of these authors and their contributions to
reintroducing the republican project after Podemos’ populist appearance.

7.2.1  Populism as Minimal Republicanism

José Luis Villacanas presents an interesting case. His book Populism is a
brief but well-grounded critique of Laclau’s theory on populism and a
defense of republicanism. Curiously, the book was received with interest in
Podemos, particularly in the circle around Ifiigo Errején, and Villacanas
became engaged with Podemos as a political project aimed to promote
change in Spain. Despite this political approach, two aspects must be
remarked upon: intellectually, he maintains the republican approach
although appreciating the dialogue with the populist tradition; politically,
he mainly supports Errejon’s line within the party and strongly criticizes
Iglesias’ leadership. According to Villacanas, republicanism would be “the
way of channeling the populist movement, the populist politization,
towards the strengthening of structures, institutions, which are in condi-
tions to make us strong against the neoliberal agenda” (quoted in
Molpeceres 2016). His contribution can thus be summarized as how to
republicanize (meaning: minimize) the populist impact and to revitalize
institutions to face neoliberalism. He even claims that “populism is democ-
racy (maybe even liberal) without republicanism” (Villacanas 2015:
109-110) and republicanism would be the antidote against the populist
threat. The goal of republicanizing populism, briefly, is to neutralize pop-
ulism as a risk for democracy and its potential alliance with neoliberalism.
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Villacanas tries to identify the conditions for the appearance of popu-
lism by referring to Bruce Ackerman’s “dualist democracy” and his under-
standing of democratic politics as a two-step process (Sagos 2014 ). There
are both periods of stability (“normal politics”) and others of uncertainty
or crisis (“abnormal politics”). During the periods of normal politics, citi-
zens delegate administration and governing to their representatives and
they focus on their personal projects; they vote and maybe participate in
processes of deliberation if they consider issues to be relevant. It is during
the periods of “abnormal politics” that citizens are mobilized and become
actively engaged in popular deliberation and decision-making. Villacanas
(2014) points out that “abnormal politics” requires a change that can vary
from reforming the Constitution (and revising the social consensus upon
which it is founded) to a new constituting process leading to a new
Constitution. The main concern for Villacanas is the development toward
a constituting process, but he salutes the necessary constitutional reforms
and holds that as far as a new form of representative politics is demanded,
it will happen in harmony with the republican or civic spirit.

Populism, in this regard, is the political manifestation of a period of
“abnormal politics.” This is interesting because, in a later debate, Villacaiias
denominates this moment as the “populist moment” (Morada 2016a)
when domination is denounced since institutions are dominating (as they
usually are) without channeling people’s demands (which becomes evi-
dent in times of “abnormal politics”). By comparing the “constitutional
moment” (Ackerman) with the “populist moment,” Villacanas actually
opens up the possibility for a “republican populism” and acknowledges
the populist contribution to the institutional realm (through the readjust-
ment of people’s demands and institutions). On Podemos, Villacanas
(2014) predicted (and wished) that the party would be moderate in its
principles and radical in its applications. Thus Podemos would not refuse
representative democracy but could radicalize it around what a representa-
tive is (not a privileged person but a public servant; someone who listens
to her constituencies; accountable and willing to be revoked; etc.). These
aspects could contribute to developing a republican populism and modify-
ing the relationship between representatives and the people they repre-
sent. However, Villacaias refuses to explore this line and opts for rejecting
populism altogether in favor of the republican tradition.

In Populism there is an assumption about the sufficiency of well-
organized and differentiated institutions to prevent the emergence of the
populist hegemony. When multiple unsatisfied demands are articulated
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and consequently unified, the conformation of the “people” and the fixa-
tion of an inseparable distance between people’s demands and institutional
order begin. Following Laclau, Villacanas claims that a strong institutional
structure, derived from a solid national reality, is capable of satistying peo-
ple’s demands. An institutional crisis thus becomes necessary. As a conse-
quence of the populist logics, a new political space must be articulated in
which all the demands are solved at the same time by a new hegemonic
formation. Here there is a relevant critique of the institutional scope of
populism. Since institutions are rejected for not representing the repre-
sented adequately, the unified demand represents the other demands met-
aphorically (without being the key to resolving them). Therefore, what is
behind the institutions is the establishment, and not the nation, whilst
people are excluded. “People” becomes a totality since it can exclude the
establishment, and a new frontier which separates establishment and peo-
ple (where the latter becomes unified) is drawn. In this sense, as part of the
hegemonic formation, a part assumes the representation of the totality.

The hegemonic formation, well depicted by Villacanas, entails the use
of the charismatic leader as an empty signifier, capable of unifying all the
demands (through the logic of equivalence). The leader would, in this
sense, represent the totality of the demands, but this does not mean that a
solution would be reached since the satisfaction of demands would blur
the frontier between people and establishment. There are two models of
representation: the division of powers (republicanism) and personalization
(populism). Villacanas concludes that populism is anti-institutional and
cannot accept political normalization, given that populism relies on unsat-
isfied demands, the existing establishment, and the need to keep the “peo-
ple” active. There are, indeed, two risks which Villacanas points out: the
difficult translation of the centralized structure around the leader (the
progressive Cesarism) into something that does not imply centralized
power (here the division of powers would be relevant), and the use of the
institutional realm to perpetuate leadership in power (where mechanisms
of controlling power again should be required).

I consider the concentration of power, as the prolongation of the need
for a charismatic leader in the phase of mobilization, to be the main obsta-
cle for a republican populism in the phase of institutionalization. However,
I do not agree with the claim that populism is anti-institutionalist.
Villacanas bases his arguments on the constitutive friend/enemy distinc-
tion by Carl Schmitt, but he omits Chantal Mouffe’s theory on “agonistic
pluralism” in which the goal is not to destroy the enemy. The category
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“enemy” is replaced by that of the legitimate “adversary,” “i.e. somebody
whose ideas we combat but whose right to defend those ideas we do not
put into question” (Mouffe 2000: 15). Although antagonism is not eradi-
cated and there is no rational resolution of the conflict, “we have some
common ground because we have a shared adhesion to the ethico-political
principles of liberal democracy: liberty and equality” (2000: 15). Moulffe
offers a reconciliation of the principles of liberty and equality and of plu-
rality and common ground. This establishes the basis for pluralistic institu-
tions to ensure liberty and equality (which must be complemented by the
principle of division of powers).

Furthermore, although the creation of “people” generates exclusion
(due to totality, as Villacanas says), populism emerges within an existing
institutional framework, and in most cases it is difficult to imagine that the
division of power can easily be suspended. Podemos’ claim of “recovering
institutions for their people” takes place in the context of representative
democracy and without a parliamentary majority. This means that agree-
ments with other parties, coalitions, and negotiations (together with pro-
cesses of participation, which are open to citizens) are necessary. It is
difficult to consider this kind of doing politics as anti-institutionalist but
rather as reforming institutions. Also, in cases where the institutions are
apparently well functioning and established, there are still demands which
are not satisfied and become more evident in populist or constitutional
moments.

The trust expressed by Villacanas in republicanism is due to his con-
sideration that populism can coexist with and not challenge neoliberal-
ism (which is perfectly true in the case of Right-wing populism and even
in some cases of progressive populism). However, there are not so many
reasons for thinking that republicanism is the most efficient way of con-
testing neoliberalism. The existing liberal turn in republicanism, includ-
ing the social democratic republicanism, clearly proves that. This does
not mean that the underlying problem is not the economic structure, as
Villacanas rightly sustains: “the real core of domination relies on the
economic structure” (Morada 2016a). This acknowledgment should
lead to a new kind of republicanism, which expands the concept of dom-
ination to the economic realm. In this regard, it should be possible not
to reduce populism to minimal republicanism but instead consider pop-
ulism as a way of maximizing republicanism to counteract the economic
powers.
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7.2.2  Republican Objectivity

The case of Carlos Fernindez Liria is different. He has been linked to
some of the main Podemos founders and was already an influential phi-
losopher for some of them before establishing the party. Being quite close
to one of the Podemos founders, Luis Alegre, he grew disappointed by the
development of Pablo Iglesias’ leadership and criticized him openly. His
book, In Defense of Populism, enters, in any case, into dialogue with the
experience of Podemos, and it is indeed thought of as a way of pushing the
party forward and providing it with an intellectual framework. Despite the
title, the content is rather a defense of republicanism. There is actually no
critique of populism. The debate between populism and republicanism
usually tends to reduce the theoretical spectrum and exclude other (mainly
Marxist and post-Marxist) approaches, which likewise have addressed the
collective subject and the principles of equality and liberty. Marxist tradi-
tion’s major mistake is its frontal rejection of the achievements of the
Enlightenment from the modern state to the rule of law. In this way, the
Left has handed these achievements to the “enemy” and abandoned the
possibility of deepening what already exists for creating something utterly
novel. Liria salutes the populist turn, arriving in Spain by the hand of
Podemos, as a way of vindicating republicanism, since both populism and
republicanism (which he clearly feels closest to) challenge the positions
that historically have characterized the radical Left tradition. In this sense,
In Defense of Populism offers a framework for applying institutional politics
and putting the position of Podemos in a different space than the one
owned by the radical Left.

The political trap, revealed by Liria, is to think that the enemy is the
state or the law instead of it being capitalism (the real enemy). The insti-
tutional realm would never offer the conditions for an optimal functioning
because it is always appropriated by capitalism as a wild power. This means
that the state and legislation always preserve a democratic potential which
cannot be fulfilled due to the way in which capitalism uses it. An emanci-
patory project which does not understand such potential would only con-
sist of rejecting the value of everything existing and result in the
construction of something completely new: “If the modern state is only
the coverage of capitalism, we are also fighting against the modern state,
meaning that we detest the division of powers, parliamentarism, rule of
law, etc. and, besides, we head to the imprudent task of making up some-
thing better than all that” (2016: 93).
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Since the institutions are deprived of their democratic potential by capi-
talism, Liria attributes to populism the function of recovering such a poten-
tial. In comparison with Villacaias, populism here is not anti-institutional
but rather the opposite: it aims to recover institutions. Left-wing populism
(Liria is quite explicit about the fact that he talks about Left-wing populism
and not about populism in general) has to take advantage of the current
“window of opportunity” in which a new distinction between us vs. them
has been shaped. Liria, first, is not opposed to the us/them dichotomy as
structuring for republicanism (including the conflictual dimension of poli-
tics), and second, such distinction is shaped around institutions (and their
function) rather than around the people. According to Liria, “they” are the
group whose aim is to destroy institutions; a sort of rebellion of the riches
against the poor which is threatening what is known as “civilization.”
“We,” on the other hand, become the conservatives; those who want to
maintain the things that deserve to be maintained such as public schools, a
public healthcare system, the right to retirement, to housing, to jobs, and
so on. Being anti-systemic, in other words, consists in saving the system:
the most basic commonsense republican system. It entails a sort of political
paradox: being revolutionary would mean being conservative and reformist
(of the emancipatory and democratic potential of institutions).

Left-wing populism, or the populist moment, is therefore a necessity, so
the existing conflict between us—them can be channeled into reclaiming
the democratic function of the modern state and law. It established the
ground for a republican populism, which, as Liria stresses, should rely on
the principle of “republican objectivity.” It implies the possibility of pro-
ducing objectivity in the political world through a system of balances
between powers and the articulation of institutions. This would create a
space for reasoning. Populism should not reject the defense of the repub-
lican objectivity; doing that would be a huge mistake. Indeed, populism
becomes Left-wing populism by assuming such a defense. Through this
operation, the defense of populism becomes, rather, a defense of republi-
canism. Institutions ensure the conditions for the collective will to speak
and annul the “shouting” of the polis. Objectivity means that laws rule
and not the people. In the rule of law any change must be made in accor-
dance with the law (and not with arbitrary decisions). This “introduces a
distancing of the people from itself; a distancing that makes people think
it over twice, so to say, or, in the end, to reason” (2016: 111). Distancing
converts people into a republic: law is above people, and any change made
by the people should be carried out through reasoning.
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A clear example, according to Liria, of how the dichotomy us/them can
be used from a republican perspective can be found in the option chosen by
Podemos to continue with the demands of the 15M Movement and move
a step forward to representative institutions. In the presentation of Liria’s
book, Pablo Iglesias similarly interprets Podemos’ success when he explains
that Podemos understood the political meaning of the 15M: the use of the
language of liberal democracy to demonstrate that democracy is not possi-
ble under the financial power. Podemos would assume, in this regard, the
claim for democratic institutions in order to defend the demands of the
social majority against the establishment: division of powers (an indepen-
dent judicial branch), public services, and representativeness (instead of
politicians who have nothing to do with ordinary people’s interests).

After this process of “translation” from populist demands into institu-
tions, Liria does not see much use in populism. He identifies capitalism as
the enemy to be defeated, and, as Villacanas argued against neoliberalism,
the only option is republicanism. There is no need to deepen the mecha-
nisms of participatory democracy. It is enough to create the political con-
ditions whereby the economic powers become subject to legislative
supremacy and the rule of law. Liria summarizes his formula to republican-
ize populism very synthetically: “More Kant and less Laclau.” Therefore,
the contribution of populism to republicanism becomes blurred, and the
sense remains that everything that Liria says could be applied more gener-
ally to the Left and is not specifically about the populist Left. However,
the introduction of objectivity within the populist tradition is a major con-
tribution that must be taken into account. Comparing with other distinc-
tions between Left and Right-wing populism, Liria’s perspective is clear
and goes beyond inclusive politics: Left-wing populism differs from fascist
populism by embracing republican principles. It provides a strong argu-
ment for thinking about republican populism.

7.3 PRINCIPLES FOR A REPUBLICAN POPULISM

The emergence of Podemos has contributed to enriching the debate on
populism and republicanism. First, it has made it possible to approach the
debate from a perspective in which populism is not only attributed nega-
tive connotations, but can also be addressed from the constitution of a
Left-wing populism; second, populism and republicanism tend to appear
as necessary to shape alternatives in the moments of mobilization (popu-
lism) and institutionalization (republicanism). The theoretical reflections
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of Villacanas and Liria, rooted in Podemos’ practices, introduce interest-
ing lines for exploring the development of a republican populism. In this
section, I present some of the topics which can contribute to thinking
about the formation of republican populism, drawing upon the experi-
ences of Podemos. The idea is not to resort to republicanism as a retaining
wall to populism but rather to develop republicanism based on the need of
populism. The four principles for a republican populism developed below
are applicable to the government and opposition functions as well as to
external and internal (i.e. organizational) relations.

7.3.1  Non-domination as Conflictual Principle

If there is one principle that must be essential for a republican populism it
is that of non-domination. As seen, Pettit’s proposal focused primarily on
political liberties and only later did he develop a certain awareness of the
need for regulating the market. However, non-domination should be a
principle applied to both the political and the economic sphere. At the
political level, by eliminating the threats to freedom (exposition to arbi-
trary interference), it would guarantee the acquisition of new social and
cultural rights for minorities. It should likewise enhance plurality (through
republican institutions) in society and avoid moments of unity deriving
from moments of homogeneity. On the other hand, at the economic level,
non-domination introduces the importance of equality to achieve the
material conditions for liberty. Villacanas emphasized that the real core of
domination relies on the economic structure. Therefore, non-domination
cannot succeed without regulating the control of the markets and increas-
ing social protection. The populist distinction between establishment and
people is very useful here to introduce the economic and social injustices
into the public debate, and it requires institutional changes in order to do
that. Non-domination must thus go beyond preventing arbitrary interfer-
ence and acknowledge the conflictual dimension: although freedoms
would be guaranteed, inequalities would still be produced and be the basis
for domination.

As Nancy Fraser (2013) argues, there is a third pillar to be added to
Polanyi’s double movement (marketization or financialization and social
protection): emancipation. Republican populism must thus deal with all
the forms of domination at the political and economic levels and offer
measures to promote social protection and emancipation. Populism can
contribute to fostering social protection by denouncing elites whilst
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republicanism should enhance emancipation. But again: no form of non-
domination can be implemented without tackling economic domination.
This implies that domination goes beyond national borders: claims for
national sovereignty restrain some global dynamics but strengthening
transnational cooperation is mandatory.

7.3.2  Controlling Power: Institutional and Street Avenas

Without questioning the republican objectivity (laws rule and not the
people) suggested by Liria, spaces of subjectivity, so to say, are necessary
to democratize institutions. Institutions cannot always be changed from
within, that is, without any kind of social protests or questioning of the
institutions (i.e. electoral law) or, at least, their application. Podemos has
included the division of powers and the independence of the judicial
power in its relation to the executive power. This is very positive insomuch
as it prevents the centralization or personalization of power (arising from
the dependence on the leader as unifier for social demands). Sara Carreiio
(2017), MP for Podemos, points to that objectivity and how law also aims
to control power, when she states that: “Rule of law needs not only laws
elaborated by the Parliament, which is democratically elected, but also
that those norms are applied to all the citizens and, specifically, to the
political power.” According to Carrefo, cuts in social policies put the con-
stitutional system at risk since social rights and well-being are being threat-
ened. The defense of the Constitution, in this sense, requires the
democratization of institutions. This means both institutional and social
claims since the first alone would be insufficient. Assuming the fight
against corruption as one of the main political axes is also the best repub-
lican request for well-functioning institutions.

Podemos’ proposal of a vote of no confidence in May 2017 due to the
many cases of corruption by the government and the persisting austerity
policies is doomed to failure due to the lack of a parliamentary majority.
However, the appeal to people to mobilize, resulting in a public event in
the Puerta del Sol square in Madrid, reflects the need of alternative chan-
nels to control power, namely the streets. Besides the idea of enhancing an
active citizenship or promoting contestation within institutional channels,
civil society must likewise promote alternative spaces for popular delibera-
tion and protest. The opposition between protest and government party
tends to diminish the importance of protests and the fact that the streets
are, in reality, a necessary arena to promote change. The movement through
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institutions and streets (not forgetting their respective functions) is funda-
mental to a republican populism which does not renounce any one of them.

7.3.3  Common-Wealth Patriotism

The republican patriotism or constitutional patriotism is an alternative to
nationalism without rejecting the love for the fatherland. In the republican
tradition, patriotism is a passion which needs to be stimulated through
legislation, that is, good government and the participation of citizens in
public life (Viroli 2001). In this aspect, Podemos has offered an alternative
to nationalism and to a populist reduction (or division) of the political
community. Indeed, Podemos advances to a republican populism in which
fatherland (patria) is related to both the institutions and the people. I call
this kind of patriotism “common-wealth” because it is patriotism of the
people (in its unity and its diversity), and it is grounded on the defense of
the public services as common-wealth.

The populist dimension is reflected in the idea of the “fatherland is the
people.” Tiiigo Errején claims that defending the fatherland is to defend
the ordinary people. The populist division between establishment and
elite remains strong. The economic and political elites are accused of
hypocrisy: declaring their love for the fatherland and at the same time fol-
lowing the policies of the Troika against national interests, or enjoying tax
havens. “The patriots,” says Pablo Iglesias (2016),

work and do not need to be covered by a flag. They wake up early to go to
work or to look for a job. The real patriots care about their people (...) To
us the fatherland is the people. To us defending the fatherland is to defend
that there are public hospitals, public schools, having the best services. The
fatherland should be more like its people and less like its elites.

Although the fatherland is the people, it is likewise the institutions that
guarantee equality and defend the interests of the vulnerable against the
powerful. Therefore, this perspective combines the people’s interests with
the protection of the public services: people become attached to those
institutions that make the defense of their interests possible.

Furthermore, common-wealth patriotism embraces diversity and, in
the Spanish case, is a reaction against conservative patriotism (and its con-
ception of the homogeneous nation) by moving “forward the recognition
of cultural diversity and the right to decide” (Errején, quoted by Redaccién
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2016). In other words, it promotes cultural and national diversity. This is
relevant as constitutional patriotism has, at the theoretical level, faced dif-
ficulties in dealing with multiculturalism and, at the level of political prac-
tice, has often been used (e.g. by Ciudadanos) as a rejection of national
diversity. A new meaning is given to the fatherland by this notion of
“common-wealth patriotism.”

7.34  Trimodal Party Organization

The internal organization of Podemos is probably one of the most inter-
esting terrains to develop a republican populist approach by the combina-
tion of criteria of participation and representation (something that should
be applied as well to the relation between institutions and civil society).
The structure of the party has also been a terrain for disagreement and
accumulating power. The party evolved quite fast, from a party close to a
movement toward a hierarchic organization, not so different from other
traditional parties. The potential here for republican populism relies on
how to experiment with the horizontal and vertical tensions and try to
find procedures for easing both.

Loreto Arenillas, who was a member of the Secretariat of Organization
of Podemos, talks about the bimodal structure of Podemos since it has
two pillars or ways of being: the circles (circulos) and the so-called citizens’
councils (consejos cindadanos) or political management. When Podemos
obtained political representation, the structure became indeed trimodal:
institutions, circles, and citizens’ councils (responsible for the political
direction). Arenillas (quoted in La Morada 2016b) underlines that there is
a tension between the three pillars. There are actually different types of
tensions: vertical-horizontal (circles and councils) and institutional-orga-
nizational. These tensions are not always satisfactorily resolved. The circles
were in the beginning spontaneous and horizontal ways of organizing,
which echoed the assemblies of the 15M Movement. The centralized lead-
ership assumed by the party emptied the content and functions of the
circles. The circles entail, however, a huge potential for renewing the orga-
nizational structure of parties by introducing elements of participatory
democracy and defining its functions in a clearer manner: increasing delib-
eration and creating a permeable space to connect institutions with the
demands of civil society. Despite the fact that circles are often reclaimed by
Podemos leaders as being fundamental sources of mobilization, they have
lost strength since the beginning.
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The acknowledgment of a third pillar (the institutional), as pointed out
by Arenillas, is necessary in order to rethink the relationship between the
political management (as extraparliamentary and internal body) and the
circles (the activist and most innovative part) and find points of connec-
tion and ways to delimitate their functions. The uses of mechanisms of
direct democracy (referendums) for relevant organizational or political
decisions are valuable and play a democratic role. However, it would be
insufficient to promote only a plebiscitary approach (mostly to endorse
the leadership’s positions). Participation must be enhanced and can
increase the motivation of the sympathisers. But, besides plebiscites, spaces
of deliberation (including internal disagreements to be solved) are likewise
important, as is a clear definition of how the representatives (those in the
institutions) may be held accountable. The integration of plebiscitary,
deliberative, and representative functions would offer an interesting
republican populist approach, which would overcome the lack of means of
internal participation and the risky concentration of power around the
leader. Although concentrated power could guarantee unity of action, the
promotion of diversity and deliberation would contribute to a more inclu-
sive structure.

7.4  CONCLUSION

Whilst Zapatero’s “don’t let us down” implied a change in the relation-
ship between people and their representatives, Podemos’ “you do repre-
sent us” confirmed the need of still redefining such a relation in more
radical terms. Zapatero’s deployment of republicanism attempted to offer
an alternative to social democracy. It succeeded in implementing new
social rights and contributed to progress in many areas but it failed since
there was no alternative economic model. Republicanism was not an
option for populism. The arrival of Podemos to the institutional frame-
work enabled the recovery of the republican tradition. But, due to the
limitations of social democratic republicanism, a new kind of republican-
ism must be elaborated: republican populism.

The dialogue between republicanism and populism, when existing, has
always been tense. The populist “will of the people” is often presented as
incompatible with the institutional order, and direct democracy is usually
conceived as a replacement of representative democracy. From a republi-
can perspective, those who take populism seriously try to adapt institu-
tions to assume the populist challenge, since, in the end, there is an
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underlying conception of populism as a threat to democracy. However,
republicanism has faced serious problems in its opposition to neoliberal-
ism and has, indeed, come close to social liberalism, especially at the level
of political crisis. The arguments against populism are mainly political, but
against neoliberalism the position is not so clear as republicanism does not
offer a well-defined economic alternative.

The republican belief that improving institutions could eliminate the
conditions for any populist contestation to emerge does indeed diminish
the importance of movements and protests outside of the institutional
channels (which enhance more limited possibilities for participation and
contestation). Improving institutions does not imply that the appearance
of populist moments will not still occur. On the other hand, republicanism
expresses this fear of populism as a way to eradicate institutions and replace
them with a centralized and plebiscitary system. This option is unrealistic,
at least in the European context, where institutions are consolidated and
populist parties do not have a majority and need to be in dialogue and
form coalitions with other existing parties.

Therefore, the conditions for rethinking republicanism from a populist
perspective exist. The goal is not to blur populism within the institutional
approach but to find an alternative project as a result of their combination
and mutual dialogue (without ignoring existing tensions). I want to be
clear that “populism” is used here to refer to Left-wing populism and,
specifically, to the experience of Podemos. Indeed, republicanism, in its
social democratic version, is limited in terms of changing society and insti-
tutions since it is embedded within the neoliberal economic system; the
possibility of a republican populism, however, offers a way of combining
rupture and continuity.

I have identified four principles to develop a republican populism: non-
domination as conflictual principle, controlling power both at the institu-
tional and street levels, common-wealth patriotism, and trimodal party
organization. All these principles attempt to reconcile the dimensions of
populism (conflictual division between elite and people, popular participa-
tion) and republicanism (rule of law, distribution of power, institutions).
The irruption of Podemos offers a good opportunity to enhance such a
dialogue and to explore the ways in which it can become productive. Issues
such as liberty/equality, unity/diversity, globalization/national sover-
eignty, institutional /contentious politics, people /patriotism, coherent and
decentralized organization are essential to change the political direction.
Republican populism suggests that these tensions must not be resolved in
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one direction only but rather as a dialogic solution. The claim is double:
We the People, We the Republic. There is no contradiction, but a mutual
and constitutive need. As Lawrence Lessig (2011) claims, we, as a people,
still maintains its potential, even in times when we, as a republic, has lost it.
Recovering the we, as a republic, through the we, as a people, in order to
have a well-functioning republic is the main task for republican populism.
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PART IV

Comparative Perspectives



CHAPTER 8

Podemos and Latin America

Salvador Schavelzon and Jeffery R. Webber

8.1 SITUATING PODEMOS POLITICALLY

Podemos emerged in 2014 as an alternative political party in the Spanish
state. Some specific characteristics allowed the party to occupy a political
space that had not existed previously, or at least that no organized political
force had been able to occupy. These were key for allowing for the initial
hypothesis of the party to advance toward the construction of a national
political organization of unexpected and unusual strength.

The road map put forward by a group of professors and researchers at
the Universidad Complutense in Madrid touched on deep threads in the
fabric of Spanish politics and became a political option for millions of indi-
viduals, who transformed Podemos into a force almost capable of forming
a “progressive” government. Podemos also contributed to the formation
of municipal governments under novel frameworks, and will continue to
stand in electoral contests to come. In its short life, Podemos has inter-
vened in national discussion in such a way that has forced a modulation of
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other political forces, as well as influencing the political paths of, at least,
Europe and the United States.

In order to define their new position, the founders of Podemos appealed
to wider European debates (such as their discussions on political realities
and the world of work with authors such as Owen Jones, and intellectuals
from the Italian workerist tradition). But the founders also saw in the
Latin American version of the national-popular organization a possible
model through which to speak to the Spanish population.!

The key, for Podemos, was to be able to situate itself “between” distinct
positions and traditions, which had until then been thought of as obliga-
tory and fixed spaces. 15M, and also Latin America, had provided clues to
finding this place.

Podemos sought a new political identity, a “party of the people,” a
popular rather than ideological identity, for the majority and the nation,
rather than for a particular class, or for specific social movements. It was
understood that there should also be flexibility in relation to the internal
voices within Spain that questioned its sovereign territorial space. With the
political concept of “pluri-nationality,” adapted from its Bolivian and
Ecuadorian uses, and with respect to the “right to decide” that provided a
response the growth of Catalan nationalism, Podemos found a way to
grow in the center and peripheries of Spain, where support for traditional
parties was in retreat.

This interstitial space was, at the same time, the product of three pow-
erful ruptures. A first opposition was toward the two big parties of neolib-
eral governability (and their regional allies). A second demarcation was in
relation to IU, with which various prominent future members of Podemos
had had connections. Pablo Iglesias established in that sense a clear dis-
tance from IU—%“cook yourself in your sauce of stars and red flags,” he
said in one forceful interview?>—which was a critique that had emerged
more widely in the context of 15M, as a cycle of mobilizations that
emerged outside of parties and unions, and from which Podemos drew an
arsenal of political resources. Finally, on a third level, irrelevant for the
message that the organization emitted to the mass media, but important
in its debate with militants from the rest of the Left, Podemos rescued
15M while simultaneously imposing a break on its trajectory. 15M was a
different path, which in order to advance had to be left behind; 15M
obeyed a political logic that was not acceptable in the short term from the
point of view of institutional politics, into which the party hoped to be
incorporated.
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Podemos’ aim was not merely to find a new place in the political spec-
trum, but rather to catalyze a shift in the totality of Spanish politics. It
was bringing to the sphere of electoral politics what 15M was able to
“say” from the streets; it was assuming a position on the Left against
bipartisanship, but also distancing itself strategically from 15M and the
habitual forms assumed by the Left. Podemos would simultaneously rep-
resent a confrontation with neoliberal politics and the parties that repre-
sented it in the latest democratic period and a Left front, searching for a
projection of the national popular organization and the experiment in
different political forms that had been born in the plazas and political
collectives of 15M.

This new place is not consolidated, since it is not at all clear as of yet
that a new party system has replaced the one that emerged from the transi-
tion, and because we also do not know how long Podemos will be able to
sustain itself at its current level, with the same flow of votes. Although out
of power, it is nonetheless clear that Podemos’ position shares important
similarities with that of South American governments. It was through
monitoring these processes that the founders of Podemos visualized for
the first time the possibility of filling the same space in the Spanish state.
This was a space of distance from extant “partyocracies,” where traditional
forms of Left organization were set aside, and where popular movements,
uprisings, and cycles of protest preceded the formation of such govern-
ments. Instead of a lived political experience in person, for the political
scientists of Madrid, the progressive Latin American governments were a
phenomenon to reflect upon, a phenomenon of evident and undiminished
interest to them over time.?

Even before the “cities of change”—municipal governments backed by
Podemos—were formed, Latin America became central in the defining
coordinates of the new grouping, especially in terms of conceiving
progressive administration of the state. It is from this point of reference
that concrete ideas were presented for “progressive government,” such as
the treatment of the debt in Argentina and Ecuador, the idea of building
the social from below in Venezuela, the novel territorial configurations of
politics in Bolivia, and the progressive policies implemented in Uruguay.
It was also from Latin America that the proposal for a party with strong
leadership emerged along with the wager that a majority of votes could be
won; the proposal for a party sought to combine political traditions of the
Left with sensibilities of a “national and popular” variety. There were allu-
sions to European references from the past, but the Latin American exam-
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ple is what first rose to the surface, and also what remained available after
the failure of Syriza in Greece.

This link with progressive Latin American governments was demon-
strated in the first trips of the political organization, in which Podemos
figures met with Evo Morales, Rafael Correa, and José Mujica. For a party
without institutional weight, the reception and openness of the Latin
American governments should be recognized as worthy of note.*

Latin America occupied an important place in the construction of a
political profile for the individual trajectories of the founders of Podemos.
Venezuela, Ecuador, and Bolivia were sites of research, political training,
and professional development for the five founders of Podemos. The
Centre for European Policy Studies (CEPS) foundation, that some of
them had participated in, specialized in providing policy advice for several
Latin American countries, and functioned as a think tank that monitored
and studied Latin American political processes. fnigo Errején had also
worked in a public survey institute related to the Hugo Chavez govern-
ment (Grupo Nacional de Investigaciones Sociales del Siglo XXI; GIS
XXTI), Carolina Bescansa also served there as a pollster, and Juan Carlos
Monedero, founder of Podemos alongside the others cited here, was
already recognized as a social scientist for his work on the region, and had
served for years as a direct advisor to Chavez. The fifth founder of the
organization, Luis Alegre, was the most distant from the Latin American
processes, but he did win an important award in Venezuela for his intel-
lectual work.

8.2  SourH AMERICAN PROGRESSIVISM IN CRISIS

The late 1990s and early 2000s witnessed a remarkable economic crisis of
neoliberalism in South America (1998-2002) morph into a political crisis
of Right-wing regimes, as explosive extraparliamentary social movements
emerged—strikes, land occupations, unemployed workers’ roadblocks and
factory takeovers, and indigenous uprisings. By the mid-2000s, this efter-
vescence translated in a muted style into the parliamentary halls and presi-
dential palaces of many South American countries as center-Left and Left
parties were elected to office. In electoral terms, the progressive cycle
began with the election of Hugo Chavez at the end of 1998, and was fol-
lowed sequentially by the election of Luiz Inicio “Lula” da Silva and
Néstor Kirchner in 2002 and 2003, Evo Morales in 2005, and Correa in
2006. Fernando Lugo, Tabaré Vazquez, and Michelle Bachelet also
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formed part of the same wave of progressive administrations in South
America.

The gatherings of the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR)
symbolized this unity, especially as an articulation of presidential affinities,
and a geopolitical realignment that positioned the region differently in the
world. There were also expressions of progressivism in Nicaragua,
Honduras, Panama, and other Caribbean countries, which integrated
themselves into the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America
(ALBA), the regional organization pushed forward by Venezuela and
which also included Cuba. Only Colombia, Peru, and Mexico, among the
countries with large populations, maintained a distance from this cycle,
although their political life did not go untouched, as connections were
made with their neighbors.

From a nadir for the political Left in the early 1990s, the neoliberal
economic crisis between 1998 and 2002 evolved into a political crisis that
helped to produce an unexpected renewal of an extraparliamentary Left.
The radicalism of this movement Left—particularly in Argentina, Bolivia,
and Ecuador—was subsequently moderated in various ways through
increasing participation of movement actors in elections and state appara-
tuses, the rise to office of center-Left and Left governments, and a world-
wide commodity boom driven by China’s dynamic accumulation. A
“compensatory state” was consolidated by progressive governments,
through which distribution to the poor was made possible without chang-
ing the underlying class structure of society—a model contingent on
commodity prices holding firm.® The compensatory state was financed by
modest (in most of the cases) increases in royalties and taxes in the accel-
erating extractive sectors of the economy—agro-industry, mining, and
natural gas and oil extraction.’

The turn to the Left in Latin America has been heralded by some intel-
lectuals sympathetic to the new governments as a fundamental rupture
with the preceding neoliberal era.” Such a perspective tends to conceive of
the state as the key agent of transformation, and occupation of the state
apparatus by Left-wing governments as therefore the most decisive step in
any “process of change.” Political momentum here comes principally from
above, with social movement mobilization seen in the instrumental terms
of either advancing or undermining the consolidation of the progressive
government once in office. On this view, given the geopolitical constraints
of the world order and the disciplining mechanisms of the international
market, progressive governments in South America have achieved what
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was feasible, if not everything that was desired by the popular movements
that made their election possible. Other observers have stressed the
dynamics of popular movements from below, the shifting balance of power
between these movements and domestic ruling classes, and the effects of
changing power relations on state forms during the period of Left and
center-Left hegemony.®

The material basis for a passive revolution in the mid-2000s—where
passive revolution is understood as an epoch characterized by a dialectic of
transformation /preservation, which introduces a distinct set of changes to
the political order, but which ultimately guarantees the stability of the
same fundamental underlying relations of domination’—was precisely the
extraordinary commodities boom of 2003-2011, providing relatively easy
access to higher rents for redistribution without serious confrontation
with the interests of domestic or foreign capital. This material basis would
disappear as China’s growth began to slow, the Eurozone remained stag-
nant, and the United States continued to sputter. By 2012, it was patently
clear that Latin America, whatever the hopes and illusions of some ana-
lysts, would not be shielded from the eftects of the global crisis. While in
2011 aggregate growth in Latin America and the Caribbean reached 4.7
%, this was followed by a downturn to 2.9 % growth in 2012 and 2013
alike, with further drops to follow.!°

The key political phenomenon emerging in the wake of the commodi-
ties downturn is a rejuvenating new Right in settings of center-Left and
Left hegemonic erosion. We see this happening, at different speeds and
with specific national characteristics, in various countries of South America
where the economic crisis has become a political one.M It crystallized in
late 2016 in the formal field of politics in Argentina and Venezuela, with
the presidential victory of Daniel Scioli in the former, and the legislative
victory of the Right-wing opposition in the latter.

While the initial impact of the 2007-2008 global economic crisis on
the region was relatively weak, particularly in South America, by 2012 the
tide had shifted and crisis rolled through the region. With a downturn in
commodity prices, easy rent for redistribution disappeared, and center-
Left governments were transformed into managers of austerity, alienating
at one and the same time sections of capital that had reconciled themselves
to center-Left rule, as well as the traditional social bases of these regimes
in the popular classes. This dual retraction of support has provoked a
decline in center-Left hegemony and the uneven appearance of new social
and political movements of the Right.
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There were myriad social gains achieved during the period of center-
Left hegemony. There were some advances toward alternative regional
integration projects to counter US dominance in the region.'? Laws grant-
ing impunity to leading figures of the Argentine dictatorship were over-
turned as unconstitutional, and constituent assemblies in Venezuela,
Bolivia, and Ecuador saw some transformative clements in the new consti-
tutions established as a result.’® Politically, the contrast with repressive
conservative regimes in countries such as Colombia, Peru, Paraguay,
Honduras, and Mexico is acute. In the sphere of ideology, there was a
regional revival of anti-imperialism and, in Venezuela, proliferation of stra-
tegic debates in society over socialism and paths of transition to a post-
capitalist mode of production.!*

The bonanza of export rent was used by progressive governments to
fund targeted social policies for pauperized strata, increase and sustain
employment rates (albeit typically in insecure and low-paid jobs), and
spike domestic consumption. There were measurable improvements in liv-
ing conditions for popular sectors of society.'® There was a reduction in
poverty, and income inequality was slightly reduced (although this was
also true of some countries in the region led by Right-wing governments,
as a cursory comparison of International Monetary Fund figures for
Colombia and Brazil reveals, and the region remains the most unequal in
the world). The pace of privatizations slowed and was even reversed in
some economic sectors in a few countries. There was an uptick in spending
on basic social services and infrastructure in poor urban neighborhoods
and marginalized rural areas. Access to basic free education was expanded,
and in some cases access to university was democratized. In the words of
Ecuadorian sociologist Pablo Ospina Peralta, Latin American progressivism
offered “something,” however minimal, in the face of the “nothing” that
had dominated the decades of neoliberal reaction that preceded it.!¢

The decline of center-Left hegemony is opening up a new period, likely
to be marked by more intense forms of new Right rule, often lacking soci-
etal consent, and more reliant, therefore, on militarized and repressive
methods. But the Right will be unable to solve the structural problems
underlying the region’s economics. The new period is likely to be one of
economic, social, and political instability, of renewed interference by the
United States, particularly in Venezuela, and of deteriorating living condi-
tions for the majority of Latin American populations.!”

Progressive governments in the region are increasingly wedged between
growing popular demand for the sustenance of recent social gains, on one
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side, and the intensifying discontent of foreign and domestic capitals that
had learned to live with center-Left hegemony when there seemed to be
no other option. In the present scenario, none of the progressive govern-
ments are ideologically, organizationally, or politically prepared to take the
audacious steps against capital—nationalization of banks, monopolization
of trade, agrarian reform, mass employment schemes, environmental regu-
lations, boosts to popular consumption, and control of money launder-
ing—that might realign them with popular bases of support. These
“governments fear popular mobilization of their own bases of support,”
Guillermo Almeyra notes, “more than being toppled by the Right, which
is on the offensive.”!®

The cycle of progressivism in Latin America has demonstrated that
mass mobilizations against neoliberalism in the early part of this century,
and the subsequent occupation of state apparatuses by progressive govern-
ments of different shades, are insufficient on their own to structurally
transform society, the state, and the economy in the current context of
global capitalism. Indeed, the occupation of the state can often domesti-
cate social movements and tame their desires through partial incorpora-
tion of their demands within an underlying framework of continuity. This
observation, though, is hardly vindication of the radical autonomist view
of changing the world without taking power, of ignoring state power and
buckling down in defensive islands.!’® The new situation demands a sober
assessment of the period, interrogation of established revolutionary truths,
and ongoing, open-ended discussion of the strategic lessons to be drawn.
“When major historical processes come to an end, and in turn major polit-
ical defeats transpire,” Ratl Zibechi explains, “confusion and despondency
set in, desire intermingles with reality, and the most coherent analytical
frameworks blur.”?°

8.3 At THE END OF THE CyYCLE: WHAT PROGRESSIVISM?

The Latin American progressivism that the founders of Podemos knew so
intimately prior to launching their initiative in the Spanish state is a pro-
gressivism at its apogee—with high commodity prices, repeated electoral
triumphs, the Bolivarian influence producing a new political framework in
Venezuela, and the rise of pluri-nationality as a political model responding
to indigenous peoples proposals for a new form of state in Bolivia and
Ecuador, which was incorporated into the official frameworks of these
states, even if it did not ultimately change their form. The Latin American
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progressivism which emerged after Podemos consolidated itself as an
organization, however, is the progressivism of the end of a cycle—with the
clectoral defeat of Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner in 2015; the extracon-
stitutional ousting of Dilma Rousseft in 2016, following a disastrous per-
formance by the Workers’ Party (PT) in municipal elections that same
year; the congressional defeat of Bolivarian forces in Venezuelan elections;
and the triumph of the “no” side in the referendum on Morales’ ability to
run again in presidential elections in Bolivia. In Ecuador, Lenin Moreno—
Alianza Pais’ continuity candidate after Correa—won the presidency in
the second round, but by a slim margin. It was also the first time since
2006 that the project associated with Correa failed to take the first round
decisively.

In the modulations that marked their political discourse, progressive
governments oscillated between gestures “of the Left,” and a nationalist
drift that responded to difficult moments through the strengthening of the
image of state authority and a wager on promoting national development
through the most powerful private actors in the economy. In an earlier
moment of the cycle, progressivism in some countries had confronted these
sectors, at least discursively, and with some important redistributive effects.

In Bolivia, the re-election of Morales occurred in a framework of cut-
ting of ties to pluri-nationality and indigenous-peasant proposals. But
2013 appears to have marked a more general change at the regional level.
There were attacks against workers’ rights in Uruguay and Brazil, the
economy collapsed in Venezuela and Argentina, and the costs of the fall in
commodity prices were already pinching. In terms of political discourse,
2013 coincided with the death of Chévez and the arrival of Pope Francisco,
giving rise in Brazil, Bolivia, Venezuela, Ecuador, and Argentina to a mod-
ulation of their previous relationship with the Catholic Church, which had
been critical of progressivism’s positions on gender equality and reproduc-
tive health. The arrival of the new Pope was seen by progressive govern-
ments as a populist opportunity to associate with his message directed
toward the poorest, without a rupture with capitalism and without a focus
on social antagonism. The street protests in Brazil in 2013, the indigenous-
peasant and worker marches in Ecuador and Bolivia, can also be situated
in this new framework.

With origins in social struggles for sovereignty over natural resources,
human rights, and opposition to corruption, progressivism in its declining
phase found that it was the opposition that had in a number of places
mobilized behind the banner of anti-corruption, and the political position
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of progressivism and the Left, which still inspired Podemos, that had
blurred. But it would be their political positioning, and not their actual
experience governing, to which Podemos would relate. It is true that such
an orientation to processes elsewhere opens and closes specific paths. But
the place of the Latin American processes was in no sense evaluated by
Podemos as a simple example or model for Spain. Podemos took from
these experiences something less measurable, but which is nonetheless
important—a sort of generic code that emerged in 2013 and 2014 in
Spain and allowed for the irruption of something new.

With nuances, each Latin American government involved a combina-
tion of ideological elements, political symbols, and composition of groups
and figures associated with the Left, at the same time as they included the
formation of wider popular movements, which were less ideological and
distant from the Leninist tradition of organization. The PT was born from
the Left, but for the Movement for Socialism—Political Instrument for the
Sovereignty of the Peoples (MAS) in Bolivia and the United Socialist Party
of Venezuela (PSUV), socialism was only one of multiple components. In
spite of its name, in the construction of its discourse in the lead-up to its
electoral success, and after, in its administration and its Constituent
Assembly, the MAS (a name originally inherited from a formally registered
but practically defunct party for the purposes of participating in municipal
elections) was inflected more with Indianism as a political element, than
socialism.

Chavez declared himself a “Peronist” on a visit to Argentina, after
expressing his admiration for Perén. Considering the Spanish political
reality, the crisis of the Left, and the political space that had opened up for
the proposal of a new party, the creative appropriation of this sensibility is
understandable. As was the case in the South America, among those seek-
ing to take forward and defend a project of statist progressivism (particu-
larly in Venezuela, Bolivia, and Ecuador), the possibility of a Leftist
populism allowed for the coexistence of elements that Podemos, once it
was established, also came to represent.

In its search for coordinates, Podemos presented itself as sharing
affinities with some of the more moderate South American govern-
ments—rather than the space of ALBA, which included Ecuador and
Bolivia, expanded throughout the Caribbean, with the influence of
Venezuela, its driver, and symbolically embraced Cuba as a historic site
of political struggles in the continent in the twentieth century. ALBA
presented itself as a site of socialism and projects of the statist Left. In
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order to understand Podemos’ positioning vis-a-vis ALBA, it is impor-
tant to consider the central element of the continuing campaign against
Venezuela in the Spanish media. Despite links with Chavismo, Podemos
was forced to put some distance between itself and Venezuela. In its
place, Uruguay, Ecuador, and Argentina could be presented as more
acceptable references of progressivism. Indeed, these became the refer-
ence points in the interviews, political visits, and social media presenta-
tion of figures from Podemos.

In the Southern Cone of South America, specifically, we find the politi-
cal worlds closest to what Podemos sought to represent. Podemos found
here societies with bigger middle classes, states with a stronger republican
institutionality, and a certain cultural affinity, due both to a shared type of
industrialized and urban society, and strong linkages between the Southern
Cone and Spain. These included strong migratory currents with Argentina
(including of exiled Argentinian activists who influenced the Spanish sce-
nario), and the international projection of Brazil which had given Lula da
Silva a presence beyond Brazilian borders.

While the party was finding its feet, it was Ifiigo Errején—political sec-
retary of major campaigns until 2015, and parliamentary spokesperson
and number two in the party until the Vistalegre II congress in February
2017—who would firmly invest in developing the dialogue with South
America. For Errejon, this played a role in the construction of the political
instrument of Podemos, not only in terms of positioning itself in the
Spanish political conjuncture, but also in the construction of a militant
mystique and symbolism within the party, helping to create a political
identity.

In this sense, Argentine Kirchnerism deserves to be highlighted. It is
within this milieu that Errejon discovered semiotic elements that he would
adopt in defining internal and external positions for Podemos. Despite the
fact that his ties as a researcher had been in Bolivia under the MAS (the
subject of his doctoral thesis), and his role as political adviser in the area of
communication in Venezuela under Chavez, it was in Argentina where
Errejon found a political framework for thinking through the role of
Podemos in Spain. Phrases in communication and Tweets from Errejon
drew on this connection explicitly, and reached a new level during Macri’s
visit to the Spanish congress in February 2017. Errejon delivered a speech
that ended with the “V” gesture and the phrase “Vamos a Volver,/We Will
Return,” a Kirchnerist slogan that emerged in the wake of the electoral
defeat of Fernindez de Kirchner to Macri.
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This element, associated with what came to be called errejonismo, and
which ended constituting a rival tendency in the aforementioned congress
to pablismo, took as its primary foundation Errejon’s political and theo-
retical relationship with Ernesto Laclau. In the face of errejonismo, which
began to identify with the “V” of the Peronism of the resistance (and of
Kirchnerism), other political identities were also in play. But these orga-
nized themselves in pre-existing political spaces, between the Left, 15M,
and the social struggle option associated with social movements.

There are striking parallels here with the efforts by social movements
and Left oppositions in Latin America in recent years to counter the
bureaucratizing tendencies of Left-wing parties once they had assumed
positions in office.

In the internal dispute of Podemos, one of the open debates had to do
with the identity that the group would assume. In this sense, the Latin
American examples constituted the material of symbolic transactions,
which, in reality, was also common within the Latin American political
processes themselves. It is common to group together the different
progressive governments in distinct subgroups. The Latin American
Right, for example, separated the carnivorous from the vegetarian Left
(Alvaro Vargas Llosa). Likewise, in the electoral contests of various coun-
tries, including Peru, political parties chose to identify with the figure of
Brazil and Argentina in order to establish a distance from the negative
image of Chavez, to which a significant part of the mainstream media
contributed. Similarly, in Bolivia, Vice President Alvaro Garcfa Linera
argued that, for Bolivia, Lula and the Kirchners were better models for the
political project that MAS was seeking to implement. In an effort to dis-
tance Podemos from Chavismo, Pablo Iglesias instead mentioned the
Scandinavian countries as a model.

The relationship with Greece (see Part I) was important for Podemos
until the approval of the memorandum shutdown expectations with regard
to the Syriza government. A possible dialogue between dissenting
European governments, united against the mandate of the Troika, was
closed down. This route was also frustrated in Spain because of the impos-
sibility of forming a government in opposition to Rajoy, despite the fact
that a majority of the population supported this option at the polls, if we
consider the progressive orientation that, with Pedro Sianchez, the PSOE
also adopted, possibly as a reaction to the apparition of Podemos. The
dialogue with Southern Europe, however, was pursued in a different man-
ner than that with South America. Podemos maintained a fluid dialogue
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with various representatives of the European Left, and in the European
Parliament even sought to establish institutionalized party ties with them.
But the political importance of the Latin American Left went beyond
effective contact, which in many cases was far from entrenched. Through
biography, through historical relations between countries, and through
the political experience at the time Podemos was created, Latin America
served as a political compass in a differential manner.

This relationship is spontaneous, and has roots related to the place of
Latin America within the Spanish Left, something which is on a different
level to the conjunctural closeness that can be established with the
European political framework, for example through Iglesias mentioning
Hamon or Corbyn, and the discussion in the space of DIEM25 (Movement
for Democracy in Europe, with Varoufakis and others), in which Podemos
is involved. Errejon’s relationship with Leftist populism in Argentina, in
fact, dates back prior to his strategic political campaign positions, and
therefore is not reducible to a reaction to the printed press and television
which are obsessed with Venezuela. In the case of Errejon, Leftist popu-
lism forms part of his interpretation of Latin American politics, and in
particular the formation of governments like those in Venezuela and
Bolivia. This perspective draws on Laclau’s reading, although Podemos
also developed political linkages with the intellectuals of Kirchnerism.?!

Reading Laclau is not an eccentricity for a doctoral researcher in Spain
with an interest in Latin America. His work is presented in various political
science courses and became more widely diffused during the apogee of the
progressive governments, as a common tool for understanding political
processes where there is an emphasis on the figure of the leader, on media
communication, and on the political construction of a mass movement.
The place of discourse, and of a non-pejorative formulation of populism,
undoubtedly resonated with these political experiences, as Ernesto Laclau
himself made clear when he openly embraced Kirchnerism after years in
England, a short while before his death in March 2014, after the founding
of Podemos, but before its first contestation of European parliamentary
elections.??

Although we speak of Laclau, it is clear that in Latin America we find a
populist component with its own tradition and political structure, a phe-
nomenon without which it would be impossible to understand the work
of Laclau himself. It is well known that Laclau was a militant Left-wing
Peronist before his exile, and we can see something similar at work in the
development of Podemos and the progressive governments of Latin
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America. Various figures of Podemos explained on different occasions that
the role of Podemos was to occupy the political space in Spain that would
impede the growth of a Right-wing populist option, as we can see occurred
in France and England. Thinking of Podemos through a Latin American
lens, however, allows for another interpretation. The Spanish political
matrix, and especially from the Left, converses more easily with figures like
Cristina Kirchner than Anne Marie Le Pen.

Beyond a critical reading of the politics of austerity and the government
of the Troika, Podemos was interested in seeking out the average voter. It
sought to redefine terms like /a patria/the nation, breaking with the clas-
sic position of the Left, using the Spanish flag, and including in the
composition of the lists for the European parliamentary elections figures
who would signal this opening of the party. Anti-monarchical republican-
ism was set to one side insofar as it remained implicit but was no longer
foregrounded, with the parameters of discussion limited to the national
level. After emerging onto the electoral panorama—in November 2014
Pablo Iglesias was first in the polls—Podemos worked to find voters away
from the streets, with whom they communicated through a television
presence, who did not come from the core nucleus of Podemos voters—
young and Left-wing—and who were distant from radical politics and the
memory of 15M.

Speaking of Podemos as a whole, and not only of its errejonista ten-
dency, the sense of Laclau is to find a place on the Left, but without
abandoning the pretension of being a party of “the people,” a party that
represents, through the leader, a social majority. This does not mean a
front, a vanguard party, nor an ideological party. It is the space that the
Peronist Left built in the epoch of Perén’s exile. It is with this tradition
that the possibility of populist progressivism in Spain is bound up.
Iglesias endorses this position, although it is probable that he is more
interested in the Laclau of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy—the book
Laclau co-authored with Chantal Moutffe in the 1980s, in which social
movements feature prominently—than the Laclau of On Populist
Reason.*® This constituted one part of the internal debate within the
organization, whereas on the other extreme we find Juan Carlos
Monedero, who, when he resigned from his position in the party, and on
other occasions, wrote “we need less Laclau and more Boaventura de
Sousa Santos,” or “Boaventura beat Laclau,” leaving behind a founda-
tional moment in the party in which distinct political traditions had
coexisted.
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In the majority camp of Podemos after Vistalegre II, we find Marxisms
in dialogue with the popular. In his report on the congress, Iglesias men-
tioned the name of Manuel Canelas as someone who contributed to the
agreement between tendencies, for a path that will possibly renew the
Latin American influence within the founding figures of Podemos. The
encounter between popular political traditions and the Marxist Left can be
found in the political sector of the MAS in Bolivia that Canelas represents,
as a kind of Evismo, influenced by the language of Alvaro Garcia Linera.
Beyond the role of administration and policy direction in Bolivia, which,
we have seen, has not broken with neoliberalism, within the milieu of
urban militancy and intellectual life that maintains a close relationship with
the government, the role of heterodox Marxism remains important. This
is a Marxism that was influenced by autonomist ideas during the 2000s,
which places social movements at the center and above the Leninist party
form, and which emphasizes the role of popular leaders like Morales, and
seeks a dialogue with nationalist traditions.

If Latin America was present at the hour of Podemos finding its politi-
cal space, it also was an easy tool for the mainstream press to use to dis-
credit Podemos. The relationship with Venezuela even generated
allegations of irregularities, but none of these accusations held water.
Podemos knew how to deal smoothly with this relationship because, ulti-
mately, distant political experiences helped to situate the party politically,
rather than associate Podemos as a new political force with the shortcom-
ings of other processes whose relationship with Podemos was only one of
sympathy and shared vision.

It remains to be seen what role this relationship could play in an even-
tual Podemos government, although the rhythms appear to indicate that
progressivism will still be on the wane in Latin America should a progres-
sive Spanish government become a reality in 2019. The importance of
Latin America for Podemos, however, also occupies a space within the
party’s internal controversies, in its debates over possible future paths. It is
a political relationship which is sufficiently strong that it will always be
there, and which also explains, as we have seen, the capacity of Podemos
to influence through its capillaries the militancy and politics of the South
American Left.

Successful initially, the question that remains open is how fertile it
might be in Spain for the success of a Left-populist project. For some, the
position of social democracy cannot be superseded so easily, and from this
perspective there is no space for a political force to reorder the playing
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field in which for decades PSOE occupied the center and IU the Left. For
a Podemos capable of embracing the working class, others still see a Leftist
imaginary as a road forward. There will be new episodes that will allow us
to evaluate whether this attempt continues to open up into a new political
phase.

8.4  DisTINCT TEMPORALITIES OF BOTH PROCESSES

After more than a decade of progressive South American governments,
these experiences could provide elements that might serve Podemos as it
attempts to find comparative political models against which to situate its
program and profile. But is that what the still nascent political organiza-
tion requires? Would it not be necessary, given the Spanish political
moment, for Podemos to situate itself in a place similar to where the new
governments of Latin America were a decade ago, at their hour of build-
ing a path toward government? Podemos could open a dialogue with the
experiences of Latin American processes because they did give rise to pro-
gressive governments. But Podemos was an instrument that found itself in
the same place as Latin American progressivism when the latter gathered
sufficient political force to electorally supersede neoliberalism. Podemos
could speak from that place of the new, and of the past.

In a sense, the discussion about the extent to which one had to speak of
government, and to develop a more profound critique of the regime, is a
debate that remains unresolved in Podemos. How to articulate an image
of management and responsibility? Or to speak from outside the political
system, rejecting with irreverence the methods and languages of formal
politics? The Latin American mirror offered an example of what Errejon
plotted, using a phrase from Garcia Linera to explain the arrival of the
MAS in government: to transform a social majority into a political major-
ity. The maximum objective was, in the face of presidential elections, to
garner a majority vote and, in plebiscitary form, open up a political phase
that could convene constituent power, an idea that would spread to several
progressive governments.

But the parliamentary reality of Spain, from the outset, requires an
understanding of the limited possibilities of obtaining majorities compa-
rable to those achieved by Morales, Chavez, Cristina Kirchner, or Correa,
in the scenario of a second-round electoral contest. This would open up
the necessity of building bridges with PSOE, that would end up choosing
Ciudadanos and giving the government to the PP, knowing that, at its
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base, Podemos is contesting the political space over the question of social-
ism. At this moment, a tension is produced between a Podemos that
should throw out the old occupants of government, and one that should
show responsibility of governance, and achieve government through
negotiation.

The progressive Latin American governments were born of revolts,
social movements in processes of mobilization, uprisings, and sometimes
surprising candidates who won wide majorities when they were able to
present themselves as an alternative in front of the exhausted neoliberal
epoch of the 1990s—the long night of neoliberalism. The situations were
different in each country. Decio Machado and Raul Zibechi describe the
process through which the Caracazo of 1989, the Water and Gas Wars of
Bolivia, December 2001 in Argentina, and the cycles of indigenous mobi-
lization in Ecuador, and of peasants in Brazil, among others, were the
legacies of leaders who distanced themselves from the streets and, in many
cases, from the demands that had carried them into government.

Centralized and vertical governments in some cases assumed the devel-
opment of, and expressed continuities with, these protests, and in other
cases showed sympathy toward them. Kirchnerism was, in large measure,
a government that achieved the expression of the accumulation of political
forces opposed to Menemism. This had been attempted previously by the
Front for a Country in Solidarity (FREPASO), which had earlier expressed
a progressive sensibility when Menemism was still in power. And the
administration of the Alliance couldn’t find the power to govern precisely
because the extent to which it superseded Menemism was unclear.
Denunciations of corruption (which led to the resignation of Carlos
“Chacho” Alvarez, a candidate who expressed much of what Podemos is
seeking to express), the election of Domingo Cavallo, a minister under
Menem, and a president who came from the ranks of radicalism and whose
political position was far from a break with neoliberalism, are what led a
majority of voters to find an opposition to Menemism exclusively in
Kirchnerism.

Finding a progressive position is a constant task, and one which Latin
American governments did not always maintain. Consider, for example, the
case of Rousseft, who, after her re-election in 2014, could not sustain her
position as a progressive leader. Because she introduced austerity and
appointed representatives of the free market to take the lead in economic
policy, she created the necessary conditions for her own removal from office.
More successful in maintaining this position as a Left alternative was Cristina
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Kirchner, despite also introducing policies that blurred this commitment,
and that contributed eventually to the defeat of Kirchnerism at the polls. The
PT has recuperated this position after having been displaced from govern-
ment by conservative political forces, and the MAS in Bolivia never lost this
position. In Venezuela, the deterioration of political support for Maduro has
less to do with his political positioning, which remains relatively on the Left.

What is clear is that, beyond the progressive or Leftist political position-
ing of these governments, there is a clear transformation between a pro-
gressivism that lived through mobilization and was attentive to demands
from below, and a form of state administration which assumes the role of
managing the security forces and economic governance within the estab-
lished framework. In the majority of cases, there has not been rupture with
these frameworks, apart from the state assuming greater relevance.

With respect to this position of management, returning to the situation
in Spain and 15M and subsequent mobilizations, Podemos has offered an
argument similar to the one we saw play out in Latin America, and which
we have had a chance to evaluate as it reaches the end of its cycle. What is
the role of a party which is defined by its origins in a protest of indigna-
tion? Latin America occupies an important place in the answers provided
to this question by the founders of Podemos. Monedero defined Podemos
as a political response similar to the one found in Argentina in the social
explosion of 2001. Errején spoke of representing 15M, because it is not
possible to be the party of 15M given the movement’s rejection of repre-
sentation. Iglesias, likewise, speaks of the party as bringing 15M into the
institutional framework.

It remains an open question what relationship Podemos would consoli-
date with anti-neoliberal struggles if these struggles were to propel the
party to power in Spain, and what kind of state administration Podemos
would offer. Would Podemos retain the attitude of Kirchnerism and
Correa on the question of debt and international creditors? Would it know
how to defend progressive measures as successfully as José Mujica did in
some instances?

The relationship with 15M remains open. Beyond an initial break by
Podemos from the logic of the assembly and horizontalism within that
political culture, the proposal to consolidate a vertical political party, with
strong leadership and without decentralized power, remains openly
debated within Podemos. The party’s relationship with social movements,
with the mobilization of the people, and the enclosure of the institutions
are still debated. There is a consensus that tactics must be combined, but
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the return of debate shows that these themes are not yet rigidly
determined.

In Latin America, the relationship between the early struggles and the
progressive governments that these movements gave rise to, has been one
of gradual estrangement. The role of mobilization and participation from
society has tended to recede. There has also been a tendency for these
governments to adopt a discursive politics which, with time, has been in
greater discord with the demands of social movements, and which has
helped to reignite strong cycles of oppositional protest, for example in the
case of socioecological mobilizations against large-scale mining, or move-
ments against corruption. These movements have sometimes been
repressed in a fashion similar to non-progressive governments.

On this point, Podemos offers a challenge to Latin America. In
moments of closure, of the end of the cycle, Podemos breathes new life
into these Latin American party apparatuses and administrations which are
encountering difficulties. We will see in the next section how Podemos—
and the coalitional progressive municipal governments of Spain—are revi-
talizing debates in Latin America and inspiring novel political initiatives.

The end of the cycle has quickened since 2015, with the defeat of
Cristina Kirchner to Macri, the ousting of Rousseff, the triumph of “no”
in the referendum for Morales’ re-election, the shaky victory of Moreno in
the second round in Ecuador, and the difficulties in Venezuela. From the
vantage point of Spain, the question that arises is whether this closing in
South America implies a limit to resistance to neoliberalism that will affect
the potential political possibilities of Podemos to strengthen its position as
a political alternative. Just as the existence of progressive governments in
South America sent a message to similar projects elsewhere, so too does
their decline.

But the lesson for the Left, in Spain and elsewhere in Latin America,
should be a positive one, that the possibility of a Left government in the
twenty-first century can revitalize hopes and create a possible way out of
the present situation.

Today, various points of dialogue remain open between progressive
South American projects and Spain. The territorial organization of the
Spanish state is a particularity without correlation in Latin American states,
where there are no strong calls for regional sovereignty. The reality of
indigenous peoples in Latin America, in terms of their territorial demands
for autonomy, also does not have a parallel in the Spanish context. In terms
of the political challenge that both of these situations create in each coun-
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try, however, there are commonalities in the terrain of debate. In particu-
lar, the adoption of pluri-nationality in the new constitutions of Ecuador
and Bolivia is today part of the Podemos proposal for Spain—an attempt
to navigate the difficult waters of sovereignty and independence. Emerging
from the proposals of indigenous peoples, but in the constituent processes
of Ecuador and Bolivia being transformed into a merely declarative state-
ment, pluri-nationality has not had any structural territorial effect on sov-
ereignty, beyond the possibility that municipalities with an indigenous
majority can declare themselves autonomous—without the possibility,
however, of moditying the strict regime of juridical responsibilities.?*

Pluri-nationality, in terms of state structure, is perhaps less than a fed-
eration, but it allows discontented and autonomist territories to remain
within the territory of the state—although the vision is seen by indepen-
dence supporters as Spanish-centric. What is clear is that by defending the
“right to decide,” Podemos has been able not only to maintain an ambig-
uous position on the territorial question, but has achieved its best results
in Catalonia and the Basque Country, gaining “strategic” independence
votes, despite also defending a will to maintain Spain as one entity.

Another area of dialogue between these distinct political realities is the
discursive strategy with respect to the interpellated political subject. A
theme of Laclau, the construction of a people through floating signifiers
that allows for the resonance of distinct demands, has been one of the key
areas of dispute and debate within Podemos, in terms of how to classify
this “people” whom the party is seeking to represent. Iglesias speaks of the
popular classes, but at the same time keeps on board the middle classes
who have historically voted for PSOE.

Speaking of political subjects and sociological structure, perhaps it is
necessary to make a distinction. The progressive governments see the mid-
dle class as a political subject that allows them to focus on poverty reduc-
tion, an increase in consumption, and social inclusion, which, in
propagandistic terms, speaks to the beneficiaries of the policies of the
boom period as the new middle classes, rather than the working classes, or
the poor.

If the middle class, as a universal class that appears around the globe,
constitutes a political subject for Podemos as it postulates the necessity of
rebuilding a welfare state and guaranteeing rights, in South America there
is a weaker gesture in that direction. In South America, progressivism
responds to more basic demands and a more vulnerable situation, without
guaranteed rights and with strong associative networks and organizations,
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which, as social movements with a popular base, even if sometimes disor-
ganized, constitute a subject without which it is difficult to imagine the
construction of alternative politics.

8.5 CONCLUSION AND OPENING

Because of its innovative character, Podemos has become a source of inspi-
ration and discussion for political currents across the continent—in spaces
where they are searching for new roads at the end of the progressivist
cycle, or where they are building proposals for a progressive government
where there has never been one.

The contributions of Podemos and post-15M Spanish politics, includ-
ing at the municipal level—including other parties and candidacies like the
Popular Unity Candidacy (CUPS) of Catalonia, or the now defunct Party
X—are multidimensional. One of these is on the organizational level, on
what type of political organization we should conceive today. Others are
related to political language and discourse, and the challenge of building
movements with impact. There is also a more underground debate on the
advance of a financialized capitalism, which demands new political tools
and responses—national, but also European and global in scope. In rela-
tion to this debate, Podemos is opening up a discussion, but is also show-
ing its limits: the party’s space of intervention is definitively national and
institutional. It is its potential, however, as a possible force contributing to
the formation of a political line that articulates Leftist parties and move-
ments at a European level, that remains latent.

Another level of influence is at the municipal level. Podemos made the
decision, in its first congress in October 2014, not to dispute municipal
elections. With its eyes on central government, and without the opera-
tional capacity to achieve this goal, the party set municipal contestation
aside. It participated, however, in various municipal initiatives, and, with-
out leading them, is present within the governments of various of these,
established in Madrid, Barcelona, and other cities. Together with the new
party, municipalism today appears as another product of 15M; there are
elements of the municipal dynamics that characterize this movement as
autonomous from the birth of Podemos, although undoubtedly it has
benefited from the boost in its own support that accompanied the party’s
growth.

Existing and new political forces in Latin America recognize the experi-
ence of Podemos and incorporate it into their discussions. We can see the
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continuation of this dialogue and exchange of political proposals in dis-
tinct countries. We will set aside for the moment the various cases of
Right-wing parties that have also entered into dialogue with Podemos
from a political marketing perspective, incorporating some of the Spanish
party’s symbolic arsenal.

8.5.1 The Broad Front in Pern

Peru never had a progressive government, but the country’s political phases
in some ways paralleled those of neighboring countries, such as in the expan-
sion of extractivism in the mining sector and the popular mobilizations of
opposition that this engendered. In countries like Bolivia and Ecuador, this
subject would be a space of conflict between official progressivism and
indigenous organizations and their allies. In Peru, these movements fostered
the development of a Left-wing party (Land and Freedom), that would be
integrated into the Broad Front, itself a space that has incorporated the
experience of Podemos and engaged in dialogue with the Spanish party.

The particularity of the Peruvian context made possible the formation
of a Left party which, distinct from parties that became progressive gov-
ernments elsewhere in the region, incorporated into its internal debate the
question of post-developmentalism. The Broad Front, that was left in
third place in the 2016 presidential elections, presented as its presidential
candidate a young woman with university education who explicitly recov-
ered discourses and symbols from Podemos (including the V that faigo
Errejon brought to Spain from Argentina). Verénika Mendoza, who does
not come from Land and Freedom, but rather the nationalist party of
Ollanta Humala—as a result of urban alliances—maintains a dialogue with
Podemos and critical social movements across the continent, but also with
the political spaces bound up in official progressivism. She was invited, for
example, to a progressive gathering organized by the Correa government,
where no social or indigenous movement was present.

8.5.2  Chilean Autonomism

Emerging from the student struggle, the autonomist movement made a
significant leap in 2016, with the first sector of this kind achieving
institutional power at the municipal level in Valparaiso. The autonomous
sector, comprised of leaders and student congressional representatives—
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unaligned with the Communist Party, which has supported the socialist
government—is beginning to build political alternatives such as the
recently formed Broad Front. The Broad Front in Chile, as in Peru, has
significant dialogue with and interest in Podemos and the municipal expe-
riences in Spain. Trying to come to terms with the difficulties of an adverse
political system, as in many places Chilean autonomism is engaging in
internal debates and coalitional processes for municipal elections.

8.5.3  Awgentina: Municipal Experviences

Experiences such as the Future City of Rosario come from a background
of independent Left groupings. From that basis they were able to elect
local councilors (representatives in the municipal council), maintaining a
political dialogue with Podemos and positioning themselves against the
Socialist Party which has governed the province of Santa Fé for years and
which formed part of the “progressive” opposition to Kirchnerism. In
other places, the space of “new politics” has been formed with critics of
the Kirchner governments, although in some cases Peronism is also a com-
ponent of “new politics.”

One example of this is Buenos Aires Now, a recent initiative in which
distinct social groupings have coalesced, and in which the focus of criti-
cism is oriented against the businessman Mauricio Macri, the new presi-
dent of the country, who interrupted more than a decade of Kirchner
governments. This initiative seeks to convene distinct currents in order to
build electoral resonance. In so doing it has drawn on ideas from the
Spanish experience, and, in particular, the “populist hypothesis” of Ernesto
Laclau. Venezuela is a useful place in which to politically situate these
experiences. In the Argentine case, a popular and Leftist position some-
times forms linkages with Chavismo that do not translate into support for
Kirchnerism, but rather seeks to attract voters with a critical proposal of
going beyond Kirchnerism.

From within Kirchnerism, sectors of La Cdmpora—established in 2003
by the son of Néstor and Cristina Fernindez de Kirchner—such as ex-
Minister of the Economy Axel Kicillof, present themselves as a possible
alternative in legislative elections and make gestures toward Podemos, but
they maintain a position of unrestricted support for Cristina Kirchner.
Their way of doing politics has nothing to do with the municipal politics
and post-15M politics of Spain.
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8.5.4  Braszil

In Brazil, the dialogue with Podemos emerges from diverse places. Within
the PT, Podemos Mais articulates tendencies that were always critical, flirt-
ing with rupture, but betting on party renewal. The Homeless Workers’
Movement (MTST), a social movement with wide support within the
militant base of the PT, which contributed to the mobilization against the
impeachment of Rousseff, finds in Podemos an inspiration for thinking
through the eventual foundation of another party, close to groups like
Socialism and Liberty Party (PSOL), the Left party that exited the PT
quite early in the era of Lula. Inside PSOL the Spanish experience is one
possible reference point in terms of a Gramscian or movementist analysis
of class and an orientation toward the conquest of institutional spaces.

In an independent way, there are political experiences that find inspira-
tion in municipal politics, and whose point of departure is distinct from
the above mentioned forces in Brazil. These municipalist groupings have
a distinct reading of the impact and meaning of Podemos and the new
municipalism in Spain. The militant Left of the PT can feel affinity with
Podemos, from the vantage point of governability that was established
since 2003, in a government coalition led by the PT but composed of
conservative sectors. It is natural that a reading of the role of the PSOE in
Spain was developed, in which a similar space was occupied by the PT in
Brazil, a party which gradually accepted close relations and consensus poli-
tics with conservative forces. The “PPSOE?” alliance in Spain in the face of
the emergence of 15M found its echo in Brazil in the protests of June
2013, and in the innumerable local governments of the “PTMDB,” phe-
nomena that have probably irreversibly damaged the PT. The alliances in
Brazil do not function as parliamentarism, but rather as governments of
electoral coalitions with their base in legislative support. The PT alliance
with the Brazilian Democratic Movement Party (PMDB) at the national
level, which was broken with the ousting of Rousseff, functioned in the
October 2016 elections in many municipalities and states.

Without strong electoral impact, but as an incipient articulation of
forces that could bear fruit in the future, various citizen movements, clec-
toral initiatives that are independent from the established parties and have
links with academia, NGOs, and urban and cultural collectives in distinct
fora and spaces of political intervention, can be found in Brazil. In this
sphere there have been successful experiences, such as Bancada Ativista in
Sao Paulo (which helped elect candidates linked with activist causes and
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rooted in different parties), or the City that We Want/Ciudad que
Queremos Movement of Belo Horizonte, that elected municipal repre-
sentatives through networking and the concept of a “citizen occupation of
politics.”?®

Mexico, on the other hand, is perhaps the country that is more con-
cretely moving toward a phase of progressive government. A collateral
effect of the Trump presidency, perhaps Mexico will be where everyone
turns their attention in a search for new roads for the Left, or from below
... with coalitions, citizen platforms, anti-capitalism, and new hypotheses
for dialogue with the majority from a minority.

NoOTES

1. Schavelzon, S. “A formag¢io do Podemos. América do Sul, populismo pods-
colonial e hegemonia flexivel” Revista Novos Estudos do Cebrap, v. 103,
pp- 33-57, November 2015.

2. Pablo Iglesias: “Que se queden con la bandera roja y nos dejen en paz. Yo
quiero ganar” 24,/6,/2015 Diario Publico.es Disponible en: http://www.
publico.es/politica/iglesias-quiero-ganar-dejen-paz.html

3. Sobre estos gobiernos, en entrevista de Pablo Iglesias a Raquel Gutiérrez
en “Otra Vuelta de Tuerka.” Iglesias afirmarfa que se trato del “mayor foco
politico de interés en el mundo,” y un “laboratorio que todos estaban
mirando para imaginar formas postneoliberales.” Minuto 39-41,
Disponible en: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NtAETkGTOfI

4. Conferencia de Pablo Iglesias en Bolivia, recibido por el vicepresidente.
Disponible en: https: //www.youtube.com/watch?v=tucl612-unM

5. Eduardo Gudynas, “Estado compensador y nuevos extractivismos: Las
ambivalencias del progresismo sudamericano,” Nueva Sociednd, 237
(January-February 2012): 128-46. See also Eduardo Gudynas,
Extractivismos: Ecologin, economin y politica de un modo de entender el
desarrollo ln Naturaleza (Cochabamba: CEDIB, 2015).

6. Maristella Svampa, “‘Consenso de los Commodities’ y lenguajes de valor-
acién en América Latina,” Nueva Sociednd 244 (March-April 2013):
30-46.

7. Emir Sader, The New Mole: Paths of the Latin American Left (London:
Verso, 2011); Marta Harnecker, A World to Build: New Paths toward
Twenty-First Century Socialism (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2015);
Atilio Borén, Socialismo Siglo XXI: ;Hay vida después del neoliberalismo?
(Buenos Aires: Luxemburg editores, 2009); Alvaro Garcfa Linera,
Socialismo Comunitario: Un horizonte de época (La Paz: Vicepresidencia del
Estado, 2015).


http://www.publico.es/politica/iglesias-quiero-ganar-dejen-paz.html
http://www.publico.es/politica/iglesias-quiero-ganar-dejen-paz.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NtAETkGTOfI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tucI6l2-unM

198

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

19.
20.

21.

S. SCHAVELZON AND J.R. WEBBER

. Claudio Katz Neoliberalismo, Neodesarrollismo, Socialismo (Buenos Aires:

Batalla de Ideas, 2016); Claudio Katz, Las disyuntivas de ln izquierda en
América Latina (Buenos Aires: Luxemburg editores, 2009); Maristella
Svampa, Debates Latinoamericanos (Buenos Aires: Edhasa, 2016); Decio
Machado and Radl Zibechi, Cambiar el mundo desde arriba: Los limites del
progresismo (La Paz: CEDLA, 2016); Jetfery R. Webber and Barry Carr,
eds., The New Latin American Left: Cracks in the Empire (Lanham, MD:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2013).

. Massimo Modonesi, “Revoluciones pasivas en América Latina: Una aprox-

imacién gramsciana a la caracterizacién de los gobiernos progresistas,” in
El Estado en América Latina: Continuidades y rupturas, Mabel Thwaites,
ed. (Buenos Aires: CLACSO, 2012).

CEPAL, Balance Preliminar de las Economins de América Latina vy el
Caribe 2014 (Santiago: CEPAL, 2013), 7.

See Jeftery R. Webber, The Last Day of Oppression, and the First Day of the
Same: The Politics and Economics of the New Latin American Left (Chicago:
Haymarket, 2017).

Carlos Eduardo Martins, “La Integracion regional en América Latina y sus
desafios contemporineos,” Cuadernos del pensamiento critico lntinonmeri-
cano, no. 12 (May 2014); Daniele Benzi, “El exitoso ocaso del ALBA:
Réquiem para el ultimo vals tercermundista,” Nueva Sociedad 261
(January—February 2016): 77-91.

Schavelzon, S. Plurinacionalidad y Vivir Bien/Buen Vivir. Dos Conceptos
Leidos desde Ecuador y Bolivia Post-Constituyentes. Quito: Abya Yala/
Clacso, 2015.

Claudio Katz, “Desenlaces del ciclo progresivista,” Electronic Bulletin,
January 25, 2016.

Mabel Thwaites Rey, “The Cycle of Impugnation to Neoliberalism in
Latin America and Its Critics,” Dynamo, no.1 (May 9, 2016): 9.

Pablo Ospina Peralta, “El reformismo progresista,” Nueva Sociedad, May
2016.

Raal Zibechi, “Las tormentas que vienen,” La Jornada, December 27,
2015.

Guillermo Almeyra, “Fin de un ciclo,” La Jornada, August 9, 2015.
Holloway, Change the World Without Tnking Power.

Raal Zibechi, “Progressive Fatigue? Coming to Terms with the Latin
American Left’s New ‘Coyuntura,”” NACLA Report on the Americas 48,
no. 1 (2016): 22.

Recall the gathering “Emancipation and Equality” organized by the
Minister of Culture when Kirchnerism was still in government, and at
which Errejon was a high-profile participant.



22.

23.

24.

25.

PODEMOS AND LATIN AMERICA 199

Iiigo Errejon wrote an obituary. He developed a relationship with Chantal
Moufte, with whom he published a book of their conversations, which has
been fairly widely read in Latin America.

Monedero, J.C. Las debilidades de la hipétesis populista y la construccion
de un pueblo en marcha 11,/5,/2016 Periédico Diagonal. Disponible en:
http://blogs.publico.es/juan-carlos-monedero/2016/05/11/
las-debilidades-de-la-hipotesis-populista-y-la-construccion-de-un-pueblo-en-
marcha/

Schavelzon, S. “Podemos,” Sudamérica, y la republica plurinacional de
Espana. Rebelion 4,/2/2015 Disponible en: http://www.rebelion.org/
noticia.php?id=195069

Sobre la experiencia Cidade que Queremos (Belo Horizonte) Ver texto
“Quem tem medo do populismo?” Roberto Andres, Outras Palavras Net,
22/2/2017. Disponible en: http://outraspalavras.net/posts/quem-tem-
medo-do-populismo/


http://blogs.publico.es/juan-carlos-monedero/2016/05/11/las-debilidades-de-la-hipotesis-populista-y-la-construccion-de-un-pueblo-en-marcha
http://blogs.publico.es/juan-carlos-monedero/2016/05/11/las-debilidades-de-la-hipotesis-populista-y-la-construccion-de-un-pueblo-en-marcha
http://blogs.publico.es/juan-carlos-monedero/2016/05/11/las-debilidades-de-la-hipotesis-populista-y-la-construccion-de-un-pueblo-en-marcha
http://www.rebelion.org/noticia.php?id=195069
http://www.rebelion.org/noticia.php?id=195069
http://outraspalavras.net/posts/quem-tem-medo-do-populismo
http://outraspalavras.net/posts/quem-tem-medo-do-populismo

CHAPTER 9

Radical Left Populism from the Margins
to the Mainstream: A Comparison of Syriza
and Podemos

Alexandros Kioupkiolis and Giorgos Katsambekis

9.1 INTRODUCTION

Syriza’s ascendance to power in Greece in January 2015, along with the
impressive performance of its “sister parties” in Spain and Portugal, has
brought renewed attention to the distinctive character of the new radical
Left in the European periphery. Parties belonging to this “new wave” of
the radical Left present strong populist characteristics, significant links
with anti-austerity social movements and grassroots protests, as well as
charismatic leaders (see Stavrakakis 2015; Pappas 2016). In this chapter,
we focus our analysis on what we consider the two most paradigmatic
cases of this strand of new Left-wing populism in today’s Europe: Syriza
and Podemos. Our aim is to highlight their discursive strategies and
ideological-political development, while remaining alert to the transfor-
mations they have undergone since they established themselves as “key
players” in the political scenes of Greece and Spain.
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In what follows, we first briefly clarify our theoretical understanding
and methodological approach of populist politics, drawing on the tradi-
tion of the “Essex School” discourse theory and the work of Ernesto
Laclau (Panizza 2005; Laclau 2005; Stavrakakis 2004 ). Second, we chart
the basic similarities and differences among the two aforementioned par-
ties, focusing on their conditions of emergence (namely the post-
democratic mutation of the political system and a severe crisis of
representation), as well as on the way that they have constructed the popu-
lar subject (“the people”) and its political enemy (“the establishment,” /a
casta, etc.) in their discourses. Third, we critically assess the development
of these parties and their populism as they consolidated their position and
came closer to power (Syriza gained power in January 2015, while
Podemos has now established itself as the third major party in Spain). Our
aim is to highlight and explore the impact of “institutionalization” of Left-
wing populism, whether this comes as a result of the ascent to power
(Syriza) or as a consequence of a pronounced office-seeking strategy
(Podemos), as opposed to the adoption of the role of a fighting
opposition.

We thus look into their relations to the state, as well as their transforma-
tions on the level of party organization and leadership, as reflected in
internal procedures and public discourse. Overall, through this compari-
son we seek to offer constructive insights into the specificities and varieties
of Left-wing populism in today’s Europe, but also to investigate a rather
under-researched aspect of this field, namely the transformation of Left-
wing populism when it moves from the margins of the political system to
the mainstream and from there to power. In both cases, we have witnessed o
gradual moderation of their discourse and politics, a move to the center-Left,
the empowerment of leadership, and vertical/hierarchical structures.

9.2 A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR POPULISM

Despite the particularly rich bibliography on populism, researchers still
seem to disagree over the definition of the phenomenon (de la Torre
2015; Mudde and Kaltwasser 2012; Panizza 2005). However, taking into
account the indications of an emerging consensus on the basic character-
istics of populism (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017: 5-6), in our analysis we
draw on studies produced by discourse-oriented scholars and we broach
populism as a form of discourse, a discursive strategy or “logic”; in other
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words, as a distinctive way of doing politics (Katsambekis 2016b;
Stavrakakis and Katsambekis 2014). To be more specific, we understand
populism on the basis of Ernesto Laclau’s formal-structural approach,
which stresses: (1) “the formation of an internal antagonistic frontier sepa-
rating ‘the people’ from power” (Laclau 2005: 74); (2) the creation of a
chain of equivalence among popular demands that are left unsatisfied by
those in power (an “unresponsive elite,” an alienated “establishment”),
this equivalence being produced through common “empty signifiers”
which unify and represent the chain of demands; and (3) the representa-
tion of “the people” of populism as an excluded and unprivileged segment
of the population which claims to represent the whole of the people as the
democratic sovereign (Laclau 2005: 74, 81, 94, 98). When these condi-
tions—or “minimal criteria”—are in place at the same time, we consider it
safe to call a party or a movement “populist” (Stavrakakis and Katsambekis
2014: 123).

We need to stress, however, that although we embrace the basic ele-
ments of Laclau’s work, we do not endorse his approach in full. Importantly,
we do not share the view that populism can be equated with politics as
such, since this would entail the risk of losing “the conceptual particularity
of populism as a tool for concrete political analysis,” as Yannis Stavrakakis
has convincingly argued (Stavrakakis 2004: 263). We thus understand
populism as one way of doing politics among many other possibilities.

The merits of operationalizing Laclau’s approach in order to conduct
empirical and comparative research on populist parties and movements
have already been dealt with at length elsewhere (Kioupkiolis 2016;
Katsambekis 2016a; Stavrakakis et al. 2017). In line with these works, we
maintain that it is through a “formal” discursive approach that one can
avoid a priori assumptions about the specific contents and ideological /
programmatic features of a given populist mobilization. We can thus
reduce the risk of analytical or other biases. For example, in our approach
we do not consider populism to operate necessarily as a homogenizing
discourse or ideology that suppresses plurality and divides the social and
political field in moral terms, between “good” and “evil,” “virtuous” and
“corrupt” (see Mudde and Kaltwasser 2012). We consider this just one
possibility among many others, as a sociopolitical divide may also emerge
in primarily political, ideological, or socioeconomic terms. This has been
the case historically in many instances (e.g. Katsambekis 2016a; Stavrakakis
and Katsambekis 2014; Prentoulis and Thomassen 2013; Mudde 2016).!
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Hence, in our analysis, we are first concerned with sow exactly the vari-
ous elements and signifiers are articulated in a given discourse, in order to
establish whether such a discourse can be safely categorized as “populist.”
Second, we delve into the ideological and programmatic orientations of a
given (populist) discourse, as well as into the forms of organization that it
produces, in order to reflect on its overall orientation and potential impact
on democratic institutions and the dynamics of social change.

9.3  Post-DEmMocrATIC TENDENCIES AND CRISIS
OF REPRESENTATION IN SPAIN AND (GREECE

Now, before moving on to consider the specific characteristics assumed by
the discourse of Podemos and Syriza through time, we need to briefly
focus on their sociopolitical conditions of emergence, in order to better
clarify the context in which their populism has risen as a challenge to the
“mainstream.” The environment in which a populist movement springs
forth is important not only because it can significantly influence its very
contents and orientation (Canovan 1999: 4), but also because under cer-
tain conditions this environment may produce “triggering” mechanisms
(such as a crisis of political representation) that facilitate a successtul popu-
list mobilization (Roberts 2015: 140-158).

Since about 2011, the trajectories of democratic politics in Spain and
Greece display clear affinities with sociopolitical developments in other
European as well as Latin American contexts. Since 2009-2010, the
liberal-democratic consensus that had prevailed in the previous two
decades in Spanish society has been damaged. The regime that was put in
place after the fall of Franco’s dictatorship in 1978 has undergone a fur-
ther “post-democratic” shift, which reinforced already dominant tenden-
cies of civic demobilization and the two-party system.> The
“post-democratic” crisis consists of the programmatic convergence of the
center-Left and the center-Right parties on neoliberalism, the increasing
irresponsiveness of political elites and institutions to social demands, wide-
spread corruption, and the growing discontent of citizens with representa-
tive democracy and the entire “1978 regime.” These phenomena have
been exacerbating in recent years as a consequence of the way ruling elites
have managed the economic crisis since 2008 (Sampedro and Lobera
2014; Podemos 2014a; Monedero et al. 2014).

The situation seems strikingly similar in Greece, where the outbreak
of the recent crisis marked a rupture with the metapolitefsi era,® which
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initially saw the formation of a strong polarized two-party system, with
center-Rightand center-Left parties (New Democracy (ND) and PASOK)
rotating in power. The two parties converged in their programmatic
agendas after the mid-1990s and they even collaborated in government
after 2011, under the pressure of the severe crisis and rising social ten-
sions. While their emergence and consolidation initially facilitated the
transition to a stable party democracy, expanding social and democratic
rights, building a functioning welfare state and including excluded sec-
tors of the population, the two parties soon became self-serving and
alienated from popular concerns and grievances, while they were beset
with several other evils, like clientelism, corruption, cronyism, and so on
(Katsambekis 2016¢; Lyrintzis 2005; Vernardakis 2011). The establish-
ment of a “culture of consensus” after the mid-1990s and the adoption
of similar neoliberal programs exemplified Greece’s post-democratic
mutation (Kioupkiolis 2014), which was pushed to its extreme in the
context of the economic crisis that led Greece to implement the “memo-
randa” austerity programs (Katsambekis 2016¢).

In this context, the outbreak of the economic crisis in the European
periphery after 2008 not only challenged the cultivation of a post-political
consensus (Mouffe 2005) that had clearly emerged up to that point,
bringing sociopolitical antagonisms back to the forefront. It also seemed
to act as a catalyst for the development of the underlying crisis of represen-
tation into an outright crisis of legitimation of the political system in
Greece and Spain. This was soon translated into massive grassroots social
movements, which were subsequently linked with specific challenger
parties.

94  Tue PoruLisMm OF THE RaDICAL LEFT
AS A CHALLENGE TO THE POsT-DEMOCRATIC
“MAINSTREAM”

The first of such massive social-popular reactions against the clites was the
“15M” Movement, which spread across Spain in May 2011 and voiced
popular outrage at material impoverishment and the hollowing-out of
democracy, leaving a strong imprint on political culture. The movement
failed, however, to effectively change power relations, and the main
economic and political institutions remained largely impervious to
demands for “real democracy,” economic fairness, and the defense of
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social rights. As a result, since 2011, various social actors started looking
for new means of political representation that would overcome the frag-
mentation and political impotence of the social movements. Podemos
emerged straight out from this search and intended to construct a wider
“popular unity” by reaching out to social majorities who agree with the
narrative and the demands of the movements but are not interested in
their direct democratic practice and are happy to delegate political respon-
sibility (Sampredo and Lobera 2014; Delclos 2014).

The Greek Squares Movement or the so-called Aganaktismenoi (out-
raged, indignant citizens) followed the same path as the 15M Movement
and appeared only a few weeks later, organizing similar rallies in late May
and throughout the summer of 2011. The basic claim of the movement
was of a populist nature: “the people” had been betrayed by the political
elites, which were held responsible for the socioeconomic collapse and
could no longer represent them. Thus, immediate and radical change was
needed. As in the Spanish case, their main demand was “real democracy,”
which was soon recast as “direct democracy” (Prentoulis and Thomassen
2013: 175), reflecting the emphasis the movement placed on direct demo-
cratic participation and popular accountability, as well as their frustration
with established representative institutions.

The Squares Movement in Greece and Spain transfigured the political
“common sense,” pitting the majority of the citizens against the political
and financial elites, calling the political “oligarchy” to account for the cri-
sis, and dismissing political representation. It demanded, instead, effective
popular control over democratic government with a view to establishing a
“real” or “direct” democracy.

However, the situation regarding the political representation of the
Squares Movement in Greece was slightly different compared to Spain.
Syriza, a coalition of radical Left parties and groups formed in 2004, was
the only parliamentary political force to openly support the Aganaktismenoi
and their demands. So, while Podemos literally emerged from the Squares
Movement, Syriza was already an established political actor (with its roots
in the late 1960s) that managed to address the movement and to capitalize
on its dynamic. For Alexis Tsipras, the young leader of Syriza, the
Aganaktismenoi prefigured a new social majority that was starting to take
shape, consisting mainly of frustrated voters of the mainstream center-
Left, but also of the Right (Tsipras 2011). The openly declared objective
of Syriza at that time was to express the view of this social majority and to
work toward transforming it into a political majority that would effectively
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oppose the policies of austerity. Hence, Syriza chose initially to interact
“horizontally” with the protesters, motivating its members and supporters
to discretely join them. The second step was to effectively represent the
movement within parliamentary politics, thus taking a crucial step from
identification to representation (Katsambekis 2016a). The ultimate goal
was the formation of a wider “popular unity,” which would eventually
topple the “old” two-party system of Greece, paving the way toward a
radical break with austerity and neoliberal policies.

In this sense, both Podemos and Syriza seem to have arisen as responses
to a severe crisis of political representation, confirming Kenneth Roberts’
relevant theory on the triggering mechanisms behind populist successes
(Roberts 2015). To be more specific, the two partices illustrate a particular
“scenario for the rise of populism,” whereby established “cartel parties [ ... ]
appear to form a closed, self-interested and self-reproducing governing
caste that is insulated from popular needs and concerns [ ... ] [and is attached
to a] technocratic consensus behind market liberalization policies” (Roberts
2015: 149, 155). Podemos and Syriza managed to effectively express and
represent such popular grievances and concerns against established elites,
articulating a plurality of demands and identities in their discourses.

Indeed, Podemos’ discourse has been populist from its inception in
2014, insofar as it placed at its center the antagonistic divide between the
social majority and a privileged minority. This displaced and replaced the
divide between Left and Right. The social majority, designated variously as
el pueblo, In gente, lo mayoria social, ln cindadania, is portrayed as suffer-
ing from poverty and exclusion from a democracy which has been
“hijacked” by elites, and it is opposed to the casta which rules the regime
and includes the two parties that have been alternating in power since
1978: PP and PSOE (Podemos 2014a: 10-12; Fort Apache 2014). A plu-
rality of social demands emerging from the economic crisis and the neolib-
eral policies of the state—the defense of social welfare and social rights, the
end of austerity policies, popular sovereignty—are brought together in a
single chain of equivalence around the “empty signifier” of “democracy”
(construir la democracia) and the charismatic figure of Pablo Iglesias
(Podemos 2014b; Iglesias in Fort Apache 2014). The third moment of
populism & /a Laclau is also present here. Podemos strives to manufacture
a “popular unity” and to “recuperate politics” for the disaffected majority,
the “plebs,” in order to put public institutions in the service of the com-
mon good (Podemos 2014b: 10-12; Iglesias in Fort Apache 2014; see also
Kioupkiolis 2016).
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Moreover, Podemos’ discourse sought to connect with popular senti-
ments and common notions. It has articulated a diagnosis for the present
crisis and has put forward policy alternatives by using a plain, “ordinary”
language to which people can easily relate, and terms which are not those
of the conventional Left but are shared across large social strata. It pres-
ents, also, party activists as “ordinary people” (Fominaya 2014: 4).
Moreover, in order to break into a wider audience, the spokespersons of
Podemos have made intensive use of popular media outlets, including tra-
ditional TV channels. The party is also deeply steeped in new digital net-
works through which it echoes and reconfigures public opinion (Fominaya
2014: 6, Sanchez 2014: 3; Iglesias 2014; Kioupkiolis 2016).

This populist strategy turned out to be very successful for at least a year
after the May 2014 European elections, resonating powerfully with the
youngest voters, the students, the unemployed, and urban and educated
citizens. The latter are affected by the crisis, but they see themselves as
middle class, they bear loose party and ideological identifications, they are
immersed in digital social media, and they are concerned with specific
issues (Sanz 2015; CIS 2015a, b).

Podemos’ populism has been effectively Left-leaning, since its original
program incorporated most contemporary demands of the social demo-
cratic Left. Moreover, in contrast to Right-wing populism, the feelings of
anger and fear nourished by precarity are projected onto the domestic
casta rather than on immigrants. Finally, the anti-establishment sentiment
is directed not only against corrupt political oligarchies, but also against
economic elites, and it is wedded to a project of social justice (Podemos
2014b; Zabala 2014).

Syriza’s discourse has followed a very similar pattern, as the party has
consistently sought to articulate a series of movements, demands, and
identities in a social-popular “unitary front” which clashes with the tradi-
tional political forces that are portrayed as the “establishment.” For exam-
ple, its main slogan for the campaign of the May 2012 election, in which
Syriza made its electoral breakthrough, was “They decided without us, we ‘re
moving on without them.” The second key slogan for the campaign
expressed this antagonistic logic in its purest form: “It is either us, or them.
Together we can overthrow them.”

This campaign aimed to capture popular sentiments of frustration and
anger against austerity and the way in which mainstream parties had cho-
sen to manage the crisis. At the same time, it sought to point to an alterna-
tive path, tapping into popular hope for a way out of the impasse through
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collective action and mobilization. It functioned thus as a discursive tool
that could set up “chains of equivalence” among heterogeneous frustrated
subjects, identities, demands, and interests by establishing and/or high-
lighting their opposition to a common “other”: the “enemy of the peo-
ple,” that is, the “pro-austerity forces,” the “memorandum,” the “Troika,”
and so on. In Syriza’s discourse, all these forces, also organized through an
equivalential logic, were presented as distinct but interrelated moments of
the “establishment.”

Syriza’s discourse thus divided the social space into two opposing
camps: “them” (the “establishment™”) and “us” (“the people”): power and
the underdog, the elite and the non-privileged, those “at the top” and
those “below.” During the long campaign leading to the election of
January 2015, Syriza further developed its call to restore “the people” as
sovereign against the established “oligarchy,” staging a sharp antagonism
between the vast majority of the people and a privileged minority that was
profiting from the crisis. The concise program of Syriza in January 2015
opened with an excerpt from Tsipras’ speech: “We are counting on you.
Not on the oligarchy. [...] On the sovereign people” (Syriza 2015). The
inclusivity and universality of this appeal was often stressed through the
use of the most characteristic slogan of the Occupy Wall Street Movement:
“We represent the interests of the 99% of the people that are paying taxes,
New Democracy [represents] the 1% that hides, that has high incomes and
evades tax” (Tsipras 2015a).

Syriza’s populism has also been Left-leaning, as its initial programmatic
platform embraced most of the demands of the popular anti-austerity
movements and various local struggles. It was based on an alternative mix
of economic and social policies, involving a rupture with the politics of
austerity and a renegotiation of the Greek public debt. Syriza claimed in
2012 that they would raise taxes on big business and the rich, put the
banking sector under social control, call a moratorium on debt repayment
until the Greek economy starts to grow, provide universal access to welfare,
and scrap salary cuts and emergency taxes. At the same time they pushed a
radical rights agenda that advocated equal rights for immigrants, refugees,
LGBTQ people, and other minorities (Stavrakakis and Katsambekis 2014;
Katsourides 2016). Lastly, it is crucial to stress that the anti-establishment
sentiments in Syriza’s discourse were mostly directed against the political
and economic elites in socioeconomic terms, contrasting the logics of
equality and social justice to that of profit and deregulation, while
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references to “corruption” became more pronounced after 2015 and espe-
cially after Syriza rose to power (Katsambekis 2016a).

Hence, the crucial difference with Podemos is that Syriza had already
started shaping its peculiar movement-based populism long before the
crisis outbreak in Greece. What characterized Syriza’s strategy from its
creation in 2004 up to the outbreak of the crisis in 2009-2010 was an
effort to create a political space that would facilitate linkages between vari-
ous movements, resulting in an equivalential chain that was pitted against
to the “two-party neoliberal establishment” of PASOK and ND. This
strategy proved increasingly successful after the outbreak of the crisis in
2010. The crucial change in Syriza’s strategy came in 2012, when the
coalition/party stopped merely pursuing the formation of a more power-
ful opposition and declared that it was ready to claim power in the name
of an “alliance of the Left” (see Katsambekis 2016a: 397, Stavrakakis and
Katsambekis 2014: 126).

9.5  COMPARING THE TwO VARIANTS OF LEFTIST
PoruLism IN SOUTHERN EUROPE

9.5.1 The Relationship between Social Movements and Divect
Collective Participation

The rise of Podemos has been facilitated and influenced by the 15M
Movement and the shifts in political culture that it brought about: the
critique against the elites, the protagonism of the people, the displacement
of the Left/Right divide with an antagonism between citizens and the
establishment, the promotion of an open and plural participation of citi-
zens. These critical elements account for the form and the language of
Podemos’ politics as well as for its resonance with the population (Stobart
20144a; Kioupkiolis 2016). The 15M Movement had been regarded by
Podemos’ main theoretical brain, Iiigo Errején, as a “populist moment”
that opened up a window of opportunity in which a politicized minority
could represent and create a new popular majority.

Moreover, Podemos has also partly imitated the direct democratic prac-
tice of the 15M Movement by fostering the participation of “laypeople” in
its grassroots at the time of'its foundation in early 2014. The new party set
up local and sectorial “circles” of members and sympathizers, who debated
politics and formulated policy proposals, it facilitated “online” forms of
involvement accessible to all, and it undertook a collective construction of
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its program and its electoral lists for the European elections in May 2014
(Espinoza 2014; Tenhunen and Rodriguez 2014).

On the other hand, there are limits to Podemos’ identification with
horizontal social movements (del Barrio 2014). To begin with, Podemos
was launched from the top, at the initiative of a “leading figure”—Pablo
Iglesias—and an affiliated group of intellectuals and activists, who have
always maintained their grip over the politics of the new formation.
Second, against the anti-electoral animus of 15M, the leadership of
Podemos has highlighted the importance of the electoral route and has set
out to “conquer the state” (Espinoza 2014; Delclos 2014). The persis-
tence of hierarchy, hegemonic representation, state politics, and “tradi-
tional” mass media communication attests to the survival of “old-style”
representative politics and a strong “vertical” dimension in the midst of
Podemos. This clashes with the “horizontal” layer of egalitarian participa-
tion and the 15M spirit, leading social activists to denounce Podemos as
old politics in a new garb (Fominaya 2014; Taibo 2015).

In effect, the ambiguities and complexities of Podemos’ populism
reflect the complexity, ambiguity, fluidity, and heterogeneity of the socio-
political context in contemporary Spain. While recurrent democratic
mobilizations since 2011 have fashioned a new “common sense” which
challenges conventional representative politics, state institutions remain in
place, relatively unaffected by social protest, and repressing political con-
testation. Moreover, social diversity and fragmentation, along with minori-
tarian participation in popular assemblies have prevented the development
of an alternative democratic process that would displace established insti-
tutions (Monedero et al. 2014; Kioupkiolis 2016).

Syriza’s connection with social movements can be traced back to the
very name of the party that took the initiative for its formation in 2004
and which was, all along, the dominant constituent within Syriza as a
coalition: Synaspismos (SYN), meaning Coalition of Left, Movements and
Ecology. The creation of Syriza (acronym for Coalition of Radical Left)
emerged as a response to the Greek (non-Communist) Left’s long crisis of
identity and its stagnating (often disappointing) electoral results. Through
this coalition, SYN aimed at broadening its appeal to the youth and to
social and political activists, with a view to reshaping its profile.

This transformation was also highlighted by SYN’s choice to abandon
its self-characterization as “renewal Left,” to loosen the party’s links with
the Euro-Communist tradition, and to adopt the self-characterization
“radical Left,” aspiring to express the newest social movements against
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neoliberalism. Syriza’s strategy as a coalition formation was marked from
the very beginning by its support of, and close interaction with a series of
youth movements. The most important among them were: (1) the
counter-globalization movement, which in Greece was expressed mostly
through the “Social Forums”; (2) the massive student protests in
2006-2007 against the constitutional amendment that would allow for
the establishment of private universities in Greece; and (3) the youth anti-
authoritarian uprising in December 2008, after the killing of a fifteen-year-
old boy by a police officer in the center of Athens. These movements
became constant themes in Syriza’s discourse. They acted as symbols of a
broad anti-neoliberal struggle that the party considered necessary for the
emancipation of society. Syriza’s strategy was to call its members to actively
participate in these movements, not from a vanguardist position, but as
individuals who respect the movement’s autonomous dynamic
(Katsambekis 2016a).

This is why Syriza has also been described as a “mass connective party.”
In contrast to the working-class “mass party” whose main aim was van-
guardism and unification, Syriza now sought “to connect in a flexible way
the diverse actions, initiatives and movements that embody [...] social,
ideological and cultural anticapitalist expressions” into a stable federation,
cultivating new forms of political agency and subversive action (Spourdalakis
2013: 103). The “mass connective party” model has indeed shaped
Syriza’s political action up until its electoral breakthrough and up until the
coalition was transformed into a properly unified party in 2012-2013.
Now, as the possibility of seizing power became increasingly likely, Syriza
focused more on parliamentary procedure and in representing social
struggles in its discourse. We could say then that the logic of the “mass
connective party” gradually lost its “hybrid” content, which entailed both
direct/individual participation 7% the movements and the horizontal artic-
ulation of the party with the movements, steadily shifting toward a logic of
top-down representation.

In this context, Syriza’s call on “the people” and against the pro-
memorandum “establishment” was combined within the context of the
crisis with an emphasis on particular struggles. The latter acted as a symbol
of a generalized front against austerity, state repression, anti-democratic
tendencies, and neoliberalism. These struggles were highlighted as inten-
sified moments of a broader antagonism, and were thus horizontally
linked in a broad social/popular front against austerity and the govern-
ments that had supported it. The struggles involved national strikes and
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demonstrations against salary/pension cuts, labor deregulation, and cuts
in social security and healthcare; as well as support for local environmental
movements and movements of social disobedience against rising road tolls
on Greece’s national roads, but also against other forms of debt that were
considered unfair (like the so-called Single Property Tax (ENFIA)).
Finally, there were struggles of public servants who were either fired in
mass lay-offs or were placed in a state of “mobility” (most important here
is the closing down of Greece’s public broadcaster/ERT and the lay-offs
of all of its employees, as well as the “cleaning ladies” that were laid-off by
the Ministry of Finance). Syriza thus implemented a strategy similar to the
one it had deployed in the past, trying to link and to represent various
particular struggles as a broader popular/social front against austerity and
the political “establishment.”

On the other hand, as in the case of Podemos, there are also clear limits
to Syriza’s identification with social movements and horizontal grassroots
activity, as the party has not promoted grassroots democracy and civic
participation within it. Moreover, Syriza has gradually lost its direct links
and “horizontal” relationship with the movements from the moment the
aim of seizing power replaced its “fighting opposition” strategy. What is
more, after the turning point of the summer in 2015, Syriza, again like
Podemos, has become a more centralized party dominated by its leader,
while social movements have been demobilized and disaffected by the
choice of the Syriza-led government to back down and to accept another
bailout program imposed by Greece’s European partners.

9.5.2  Technopolitics and Reflexivity

There are two elements which clearly differentiate Podemos’ populist pol-
itics from those of Syriza.

First, the “technopolitical” aspect, which is a distinctive innovation of
Podemos’ populism. Social media and new digital technologies are highly
popular in contemporary Spain and they were massively deployed by 15M
activists. Podemos’ organizers did not simply endorse technopolitics, but
enhanced digital participation using new tools (Rubifio 2015; Pizarro and
Labuske 2015). Podemos constructed its own platforms and technologies,
through which thousands of members can “do politics” by proposing,
debating, and voting on party policies (Pizarro and Labuske 2015: 98-99).
Podemos set up thus a permanent online “agora,” called “Plaza Podemos,”
a reddit channel through which all party members could take part in its
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life. By adopting new software for anonymous online voting (Agora
Voting), thousands of people managed to participate in Podemos’ prima-
ries for the May 2014 European elections and in the Citizens’ Assembly in
November 2014, which decided the party’s structure (Clavell 2015: 115;
Pizarro and Labuske 2015: 101-102; Kioupkiolis 2016).

Podemos has thus manufactured a “machine of political communica-
tion” which “hacks” public opinion and reconstructs it, multiplying its
social impact through diffuse networks and thousands of connections.
The embrace of digital media to facilitate information, mobilization, and
interaction results in a hybrid party structure which displays features of
digital networks and social movements. Hence, through its technopolitical
instruments, Podemos has given rise to a new brand of “technopopulism”
whereby the people can construct it in and through new social media and
more conventional modes of participatory party politics.* While its active
use of Twitter connected with the youth, the frequent appearances on TV
talk shows made their leaders uniformly known across Spanish geography
in record time. Podemos’ effective use of diverse media to communicate
its own political messages and to act as a relay between politics on “the
streets” challenges a media-centric thesis which overemphasizes the role of
the media themselves in the construction of political discourse (Casero-
Ripollés et al. 2016).

Second, Podemos’ populism evinces a reflexivity without known prec-
edent in populist politics. Ernesto Laclau’s hegemonic theory of populism
is not merely an apt framework for analyzing Podemos’ politics. Along
with the 15M political culture and the Latin American experiences of Left-
wing populism over the last fifteen years, it has been one of the key intel-
lectual influences on the political project of Podemos (Aleman 2015;
Martinez 2014; Stobart 2014b; Kioupkiolis 2016). Podemos leaders are
true believers in the performative power of language, in the ability of new
linguistic framings to effect social change.

In effect, one could argue that Laclau’s thought has informed the polit-
ical strategy of the intellectual leadership of the new party, the academics
based in the Department of Politics at the Complutense University of
Madrid, who study and cite his work. Podemos can be seen, to this extent,
as an implementation of Laclau’s theory of populism (Stobart 2014b;
Errejon 20145 Fort Apache 2014).

The Gramscian conception of hegemony and Laclau’s recasting of it
through “discourse theory” accord a decisive role to political communica-
tion, the construction of (new) meanings, and the struggle to influence
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and reform the “common sense” which enables a political force to gain
hegemony. This can account for the emphasis on discourse, mass media
communication, and the interaction with “common sense” which has
defined the strategy of Podemos from the outset:

We have managed to place a discourse that serves to explain reality in a dif-
ferent way [...] We have been able to place some words in the public dis-
course, with a definition of reality that is now assumed by all political actors.
(Iglesias in Dominguez 2014: 161-162).

Podemos’ discursive-communicative strategy has led critics to claim
that it has worked to the detriment of specific and well-grounded pro-
grammatic proposals. Programmatic vagueness and volatility can be asso-
ciated with Laclau’s interest in “empty signifiers,” that is, words and
symbols which facilitate convergences and the making of collective identi-
ties (Antentas 2016). Empty signifiers (e.g. “democracy,” “justice,”
“change”) are relatively divested of specific content, and this “emptiness”
enables various constituencies with different demands and perspectives to
identify with them despite their differences.

On the other hand, the contention that Laclau’s populist hegemony
“moderates” political radicalism is rather ill-founded. The politics of
“hegemony” is all about the constitution of social orders themselves,
installing new orders or defending established regimes (Laclau and Mouffe
1985).

The most interesting implication seems to be, rather, that a certain
reading of Laclau’s thought is likely to have reinforced the vertical and
centralizing tendencies in Podemos. A reception of Laclau’s hegemony
which emphasizes the catalytic role of individual leadership is likely to have
been affirmed by the experience of Latin American Left-wing populism,
which also weighs heavily on the political directors of Podemos (Machado
2014). Although using a different style due to cultural differences between
Spain and Latin America, Pablo Iglesias acts as both politician and
communicator.

After the launch of Podemos by Pablo Iglesias and an affiliated group
in early 2014, followed by the growth of horizontal grassroots involve-
ment, the Citizens’ Assembly in November 2014 marked, according to
critics, a vertical turn in the actual workings and the constitution of
Podemos which was laid down in this convention (Jurado 2014). In con-
trast with the open primaries and the participatory framing of the program
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for the European elections, the tactic of voting for pre-drafted lists and
programs in the constituent assembly of Podemos seemed to enact a ple-
biscitary relationship between the leader and his followers, who were
invited to simply ratify his decisions (Espinoza 2014). Since carly 2015,
verticalism and bureaucratization may have taken their toll on Podemos’
popularity. No doubt, the increased centralization has significantly demo-
bilized party supporters and the circulos (Casero-Ripollés et al. 2016: 12).

9.6 THE “INSTITUTIONALIZATION” OF RADICAL LEFT
PoruLism

Both Syriza and Podemos have undergone significant transformations
since their first electoral breakthroughs; transformations that may be
linked to their office-seeking strategies, which led to programmatic mod-
eration. In the case of Syriza, the party’s moderation was more rapid and
serious compared to that of Podemos, due to its ascendance to power
under conditions of severe crisis and immense external constraints and
pressures.

In the May 2015 local and regional elections, Podemos did not run its
own candidates, but participated in broad-based, heterogeneous coalitions
with other Leftist parties and citizens’ platforms. These emerged victori-
ous in various major cities, including Barcelona and Madrid (Rodon and
Hierro 2016: 7-9). In the December 2015 general elections, Podemos
ranked third, after the ruling PP and the social democratic PSOE, with
20.7 % of the vote (Medina and Correa 2016: 9). In the repeat general
elections in June 2016, Podemos’ electoral coalition with IU gained again
the third position, coming right behind PSOE. The results reinstated PP
in power, but have also confirmed a new, fragmented, fluid, and unpredict-
able political landscape in Spain, with three or four major political forces in
the place of the two-party system (Rodon and Hierro 2016: 1-2, 15).

However, Unidos Podemos did not only fail to achieve its stated objec-
tive of surpassing PSOE. It also lost 1.1 million votes from the combined
votes of the two parties in December 2015. Several critics have attributed
this miscarriage to the gradual bureaucratization of Podemos in its various
respects: the absence of civic participation and mobilization; the lack of an
organized territorial base; its highly hierarchical, centralized, and conven-
tional party structure; the moderation of Podemos’ anti-establishment
and anti-casta discourse; its ideological ambiguity and political opportun-
ism; the attendant lack of a convincing and specific political program; the
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embrace of “social democracy” since late 2015; the electoral coalition with
the traditional Left; and the gradual shift away from a radical Leftist popu-
lism. In effect, over recent months, Podemos’ leadership has rehashed the
old antithesis Left vs. Right, giving up on the populist antagonism people
vs. the casta (Franzé 2015; Antentas 2016) This was a marked diversion
from the transversal and cross-ideological approach extolled by the move-
ment’s main theoretician and campaign strategist, {aigo Errejon, who was
not supportive of joining with the post-Communist Left IU in an electoral
coalition.

All these mutations can be traced back to Podemos’ institutionalization.
Podemos has been intent on attracting wider constituencies, it has become
even more absorbed in parliamentary politics to the detriment of street
politics, it has been increasingly incorporated into established institutions
and has converged with forces of the casta, such as the PSOE, in order to
accede to power. This growing institutionalization has stripped Podemos
of the aura of novelty and the appeal of the “outsider” in a corrupt and
unresponsive political system (Rubifio 2015: 90; Lamant 2015: 85).

On the other hand, the party leadership has ascribed the disappointing
results to a “campaign of fear” on the part of the establishment as well as
to Podemos’ failure to convince moderate voters that it deserves more
than a protest vote, as a responsible political party that is also capable of
governing. Leaders have thus drawn the conclusion that the first, radical
populist cycle of Podemos has come to an end and that, in the new and
possibly long parliamentary phase, they need to strengthen its profile as a
credible, reasonable, social democratic political force (Iglesias in Fort
Apache 2016; Antentas 2016). Podemos seemed to be entering now a
new, post-populist era. However, the future held some surprises in store
for Podemos’ “populist hypothesis.”

The new party strategy and action were laid down for now in “Vistalegre
I1,” the second general congress of the party that took place in Madrid,
February 11-12, 2017. The general assembly of the party would resolve
the public infighting that had broken out between the two party leaders,
D. Iglesias and I. Errejon. This quarrel was intensely personalized but it
appeared to pit two different strategies against each other. Errejon cham-
pioned his “big-tent” idea of Podemos as a party that transcends Left—
Right dichotomies, becomes more toned down, normalized, and better
versed in parliamentary politics, appeals even to Right-wing voters, and
puts an end to the collaboration with the traditional Left. Iglesias upheld
his version of Podemos as a “historical bloc of change” that remains radi-
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cal, confrontational, away from today’s PSOE and allied instead with the
Left, grassroots militants, and protests, keeping one foot firmly on the
street and another in the institutions. Reacting to the conflict which
divided the party leadership, the party crowds who attended Vistalegre 11
called regularly for “Unidad,” along with the anti-capitalist faction, which
rose again to prominence as a force of unity (Fernandez and Lopez 2017).

The outbreak of this personalized antagonism can be traced back to the
breakdown of the hypothesis of the “electoral war machine.” The idea that
Podemos could rapidly win electoral majorities and wrest power from the
establishment has been refuted several times from Vistalegre I till the latest
general elections in 2016. It was this “hypothesis” which allegedly
accounted for the centralizing tendencies in late 2014 and the deactiva-
tion of the participatory cérculos, who came to be reduced to supporters
and propagators of the leadership’s line.

The conflict between the two front men of Podemos has been carried
out openly in recent months, producing a grotesque spectacle which dam-
aged Podemos’ public image in the same media that Iglesias and Errejon
had masterfully deployed to propel the rise of the party and increase its
popularity.

Iglesias and his line emerged triumphant from the party congress. He
won an absolute majority in the vote on the four main party documents
on organization, politics, ethics, and gender equality, and his candidates
gained most seats in the State Citizen Council. According to critics, the
“Caesarist” or “Bonapartist” tendencies of the party that first surged
forth in Vistalegre I were reinforced. The “militant masses” of the party
which gathered in the congress gave their enthusiastic backing to the
leader. This plebiscitarian populism had been rehashed several times in
the recent past when Iglesias, as the general secretary of the party,
resorted to popular consultations with party members in order to
resolve strategic dilemmas. And, of course, plebiscitarianism could
thrive on the lack of real political debate in Vistalegre IT and the frailties
of political analysis and strategic thought in Podemos. The hegemony
of “Pablismo” in the party was further boosted by a voting system,
thanks to which the majority is overrepresented in the party organs
(Rodriguez 2017).

Almost nothing has remained in place from the meaningful participa-
tion of the grassroots in the circulos of the early days of Podemos. The
party activists have been largely reduced to taking their pick among the
political lines proposed by the party leadership. Iglesias is far more popular
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with the activist basis of the party, whereas Errejon appeals more to the
mainstream media and the higher echelons of the party apparatus (Alabao
2017).

In the aftermath of his defeat, Errejon was replaced as the party’s
spokesperson in the national parliament, but he sealed a pact with Iglesias,
who promised to endorse Errejon’s candidacy in the regional elections in
Madrid in 2019. Although Iglesias powerfully reasserted his leadership, it
seems that both have lost political capital in the eyes of a population that
still suffers from high unemployment, precarity, and ongoing cuts in pub-
lic expenditure (Seguin and Faber 2017).

Far from dealing a death blow to Podemos’ populist brand, Vistalegre
II staged, thus, a battle between two versions of populism, in which one
carried the day. Errejon pleaded for a middle-class populism, which speaks
broadly to the people “beyond Left and Right,” and is more moderate,
pragmatic, and institutionalized. Iglesias, by contrast, championed a more
Left-leaning, confrontational, and pro-movement variant, with a patina of
radical rhetoric and street activism. Iglesias’ current take on populism can
thus be described as neochavismo, since it mirrors the Leftist, radical, and
plebiscitarian populism of Hugo Chavez in Venezuela (Fernandez and
Lopez 2017; Nichols 2017).

“Technopopulism,” of the more spectacular and personalist variant, has
also remained in full swing since Vistalegre I. Public competition for posi-
tions of power in the party is still waged in front of a rather passive mass of
party inscritos—the 450,000 people who have registered as party members
without having any pre-existing connections or any active participation
afterwards. As a result, appearing in the media and accumulating followers
in social networks is a strategic priority for any aspirant to higher party
echelons and influence (Camargo 2017).

In Syriza’s case, the “institutionalization” of the party has been more
“violent,” since it was significantly accelerated by its rise to power and the
confrontation with the EU’s severe limitations and constraints. Having to
deal with a state apparatus that had crystallized its own typical and atypical
structures in the span of four decades under the rule of the mainstream
forces of the center-Right and center-Left was a serious challenge itself.
The rather hostile and often aggressive stance of the key institutional and
political players on the EU level made things even more complicated.
Maybe this explains why the Syriza-led government initially chose to pur-
sue some strategic alliances with representatives of systemic and more
moderate political forces. Such was the choice of Tsipras to nominate
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Prokopis Pavlopoulos, a Right-winger and former Minister of the Interior
with ND (2004-2009), as the President of the Republic in February
2015, as well as the appointment of rather conservative ministers and
alternate ministers in key ministries.

Despite the noted limitations and constraints, as well as the grim situation
of the country’s finances, Syriza’s official discourse during the first term in
office remained defiant and at times rather aggressive against the domestic
“establishment,” but also against Greece’s lenders. However, things changed
after Syriza’s leadership decided, under immense pressure, to accept a new
bailout agreement, a new “memorandum,” right after the referendum. So,
during the second term in office, Syriza’s discourse started to become more
managerial and attached to the workings of the state, in an effort to justify
the new austerity measures and the need for the Left to remain in power so
that it can implement austerity with social sensitivity, while managing pub-
lic administration in a more efficient and transparent manner.

The signing of the new “memorandum” led to serious internal tensions
and strife in Syriza, with around thirty-nine MPs of the party either
abstaining or voting against it in parliament in August 2015. Under these
circumstances, Tsipras decided to call for new snap elections that were
held in September 2015. The party’s campaign leading to this election was
significantly different from the one that had brought it to power only six
months before. In January 2015, Syriza rallied the people around the
promise for a radical break with austerity, the reinvigoration of social wel-
fare, and the restarting of the economy. In September 2015, it had to
campaign after having just signed a new bailout agreement which fur-
thered austerity and deepened recession.

Declaring that the new bailout agreement was signed unwillingly, under
immense pressure, and in order to ward off the risk of “Grexit,” bank-
ruptcy, and a complete economic collapse, Syriza’s campaign would now
put at the forefront the antagonism between the “o/d” (represented by
ND) and the “znew” (represented by Syriza). The main slogan for the cam-
paign read: “We are getting rid of the old. We are winning tomorrow.”
Tsipras went on to set the basic dilemma for the electorate:

With ND and their allies, that devastated the country? Or with Syriza and
their allies, that bled to get Greece out of the impasse? [...] We decide with
our hand on our heart and our minds on tomorrow. Not on who is going to
sit on the chair. But on whom has stood, is standing and will keep standing
straight, next to the people, with the people and for the people (Tsipras
2015b).
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After winning the September election, Syriza stressed that despite the
limitations of the new “memorandum” the government would move on
to implement what it called the “parallel program,” which comprised a
series of measures that would help ease the pains of austerity and protect
the most vulnerable segments of the Greek society, while still pursuing the
expansion of social rights. But the implementation of the “parallel pro-
gram” was again met with hostility by Greece’s European partners, lead-
ing the Greek government to retreat once more. Thus, after having to
abandon significant elements of the “parallel program,” Syriza chose to
focus more on issues like tackling corruption and fighting tax evasion
(Katsourides 2016: 126), a move that led to an increasingly moralizing
discourse, stressing the government’s “war on corruption.” Having seri-
ously retreated on the level of applied policies, especially economic and
social ones, Syriza needed to focus on a field on which it could better pick
its battles with its main rival, ND.

In the case of Syriza, Tsipras himself has played a role similar to Iglesias,
becoming all the more powerful as the party was advancing toward captur-
ing power. It is quite characteristic, in this sense, that while Syriza used to
stress collectivity, plurality, and horizontalism in its campaigns, avoiding a
focus on the centrality of its leader, in September 2015 it built its cam-
paign almost solely around Tsipras himself, with one of the key slogans
reading “On 20 September we vote for a Prime Minister,” using Tsipras’
face in almost every TV appearance.®

It is important to stress, however, that Syriza had a culture that system-
atically undermined the role of a strong leader up until that point, some-
thing that contrasts with Iglesias’ central role in Podemos right from the
beginning. To be more specific, Syriza had been a polyphonic and plural-
istic political alliance from its foundation in 2004 up until its transforma-
tion into a properly unified party in 2013 (Spourdalakis 2013; Tsakatika
and Eleftheriou 2013). In this sense, it had established an organizational
model that recognized and respected different orientations within it,
building processes of collective decision-making and organs that held the
leadership accountable. It even briefly experimented with practicing col-
lective leadership, in the national election of 2009, where all the constitu-
ents of the coalition participated as equals and not under one leader
(Tsatsis 2009). Things started to change after the electoral breakthrough
of the coalition/party in May—June 2012, as the possibility of rising to
power increased (Eleftheriou 2015: 69-71). Things changed even more
dramatically after the election of January 2015 and as Tsipras’ government
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entered heated negotiations with Greece’s European partners. Ever since,
and to the extent that the government’s stability is not seriously threat-
ened, Tsipras’ leadership seems virtually undisputed.

NoOTES

1. Note how Cas Mudde fails to recognize Bernie Sanders as a populist exactly
on the grounds that “the main division in Sanders’ discourse is one of inter-
ests, i.e. of class struggle, not morality” (Mudde 2016).

2. On the notion of “post-democracy” and “post-politics,” which captures fea-
tures of the Spanish “1978 regime,” but also the late metapolitefsi era in
Greece, as outlined in the following, see Crouch 2004; Mouttfe 2005.

3. Metapolitefsi is a word used in Greek to signify both the moment of the fall
of the seven-year military dictatorship and the transition to democracy in
1974, but also the whole era that was initiated at that moment.

4. For an earlier, critical account of “technopopulism” in contemporary par-
ties, see Lipow and Seyd 1995.

5. http://www.syriza.gr/page/video.html [in Greek].
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CHAPTER 10

Southern European Populisms as Counter-
Hegemonic Discourses? A Comparative
Perspective of Podemos and M5S

Samuele Mazzolini and Arthur Borviello

10.1 INTRODUCTION

The prolonged economic turmoil affecting Europe over the last decade
has unsettled a number of certainties among its citizenry by casting a
shadow over many long taken-for-granted assumptions on the functioning
of the economy and, more generally, of society. The question cannot be
reduced to a generic dissatisfaction with economic performances and a
resentment against the incumbents for their mismanagement or incompe-
tence. If that were the case, the theory of economic voting, which suggests
an electoral switch toward opposition forces when the economy goes bad
(Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2007) would have found a strong empirical
support. The reality has been more complex, proving the limitations of
such an approach (Kriesi 2014; Bedock and Vasilopoulos 2015), while
providing evidence of a much more profound social malaise, whose appear-
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ance is linked, but cannot be conflated to the worsening of many key eco-
nomic indicators and the relative impact on people’s living standards.

A much broader and all-encompassing sense of crisis has permeated
Europe, one which puts a strain on its liberal democracies and severely
questions the consensus that these enshrine. The convergence between
center-Left and center-Right forces on socioeconomic matters, with spe-
cial emphasis on the supposed inevitability of austerity policies despite
their apparent failures, has raised the question of the “strange non-death
of neo-liberalism” (Crouch 2011), which has remained unchallenged, if
not reinforced, by traditional political actors in the wake of the financial
crisis (Blyth 2013; Schmidt and Thatcher 2013). Talk of post-politics
and post-democracy has thus intensified in order to make sense of the
increasing insulation of the political establishment from social demands,
and the general irresponsiveness of its institutions, both at national and
continental level, to the growing discontent, which has resulted in a ris-
ing disaffection toward mainstream political actors (Crouch 2004;
Moufte 2005).

As a reaction to the impasse, a number of new political agents have
come to the fore and embarrassed the traditional working of various
national political systems. Their emergence is favored precisely by the
decay of mainstream politics, which leaves the door open for a disarticula-
tion and rearticulation of social forces toward the establishment of a new
equilibrium. In this context, populism has become an easy label to pin on
any force questioning the status guo and advancing a critique of the tech-
nocratic consensus centering on market policies and the European Union’s
sway. In common parlance, populism has been employed as a disparaging
way of regarding political opponents, to the detriment of a better compre-
hension of what is really at stake.

Yet, speaking of populism is not a useless exercise provided that we con-
ceive it as a meta-theoretical device and acknowledge the existence of vari-
ants. Scholarly debates can be of help here, as they are increasingly converging
toward a minimal, “thin” definition of the term that separates a certain
political modality from the specific contents through which it can manifest
itself (Stanley 2008: 99-100, 107). This structural attempt to define popu-
lism isolates a number of abstract characteristics regarding the form of poli-
tics, from the various ideological substances that characterize its multifarious
instantiations. In other words, populism can have different ideational guises,
with their common element lying in the dichotomizing appeal to the people
in opposition to an enemy, typically embodied by the elites.
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Among the “thin” theories of populism, the one propounded by
Ernesto Laclau stands out. His contribution has exerted a profound influ-
ence on the analysis of populist phenomena thanks to its rigorous and
coherent formalism and the consequent “employability” to make sense of
the most disparate cases. In other words, Laclau treats populism as a politi-
cal logic constantly at play in the making and reshaping of political identi-
ties (Laclau 2005a). However, another factor makes Laclau’s theorization
particularly appealing. The status of populism in his theoretical edifice is
not simply analytical, as it also serves a strategic purpose. For Laclau,
“constructing a people” is the main task of contemporary radical politics,
as provocatively put by the title of one of his works (Laclau 2006): in other
words, an emancipatory course that transcends class reductionism and
attempts to coalesce heterogeneous demands with the purpose of install-
ing a new order, while ultimately rejecting the possibility of a fully recon-
ciled society (Laclau and Moufte 1985: 177). It is not by chance that
Laclau has tied his discussion of populism to the question of hegemony,
another category that characterized the originality of his enterprise.
Questions remain, however, as to how exactly populism should and can be
played out in practice—the density and abstraction of Laclau’s writings
make the translation of theory into practice not exactly immediate—and
whether the strict correlation that Laclau draws between populism and
hegemony is, in effect, warranted.

Coming back to the European context, in the attempt to distinguish
among different populist variants it is possible to claim that two broad
types of populism have emerged. On one side, Western and Central
Europe (France, United Kingdom, Netherlands, Austria, Germany, and
Hungary) have witnessed a surge of reactionary populist actors that dis-
play xenophobic traits; on the other, populist actors firmly located to the
Left (Spain and Greece) or uneasy to pin down across the classical political
spectrum (Italy) have made their appearance in Southern Europe. Since
our interest is, along with Laclau, directed at emancipatory rather than
reactionary populism, it is the experiences of Podemos in Spain and the
MS5S in Italy that we intend to deal with here.

Drawing on Laclau, this chapter first intends to shed comparative light
on how and to what extent Podemos and M5S have embodied populist
logic. What different features and perceptions of the crisis have favored
their emergence? What has been the role of the leader and of the affective
dimension? Which demands have they articulated and which one has super-
seded the others? What has this meant in terms of normative orientation?
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As a second objective, the chapter sets out to critically inquire into the dif-
ferent prospective capacities of the two political subjects toward unhinging
the current socioeconomic order. It will be argued that, despite the fact
MS5S is electorally stronger and better placed to gain political power,
Podemos is instead the only one of the two to display a counter-hegemonic
potential. This in turn requires a normative critique and a critical discussion
of the proximity between the notions of populism and hegemony in Laclau.
Both exercises will be conducted by reference to some Gramscian insights.

Finally, why Podemos and M5S? Three reasons militate toward this
choice: first, in the Southern European area they have in common the fact of
still being opposition parties, unlike Syriza in Greece, which has become a
governing force and, following the decision to accept a new memorandum
in July 2015, abandoned much of its carly populist edge (Stavrakakis and
Katsambekis 2014; Katsambekis 2016; Aslanidis and Rovira Kaltwasser
2016). Second, while Podemos is to be considered normatively oriented
toward the Left, it initially, much like the M5S, attempted to get rid of the
Left—Right dichotomy in order to define its own political personality. Third,
Podemos and M5S do not emerge from previously existing political forma-
tions, but do represent genuinely new forces whose creation cannot be traced
back to established political traditions. Fourth, Podemos represents a reflex-
ive application of populism (Kioupkiolis 2016: 110), as it has admittedly
drawn inspiration from Laclau (see Iglesias 2015; Errejon 2014). It is pre-
cisely the reflexive character of Podemos’ populism—in contrast to another
more “spontancous” type of populism, that of M5S—which permits some of
the coordinates of Laclau’s thought to be revised: in the light of recent infor-
mation about how the very practice plays out on the ground and the fact the
object of study is altered in unanticipated ways, we are in a position to reform
some aspects of his political theory (Giddens 1991: 36-45).

The chapter first introduces the Laclauian notions of populism, hege-
mony, and dislocation. Second, it employs these theoretical tools in order
to make sense, in a comparative fashion, of the experiences of Podemos
and M5S. Finally, it examines to what extent these two forces can be con-
sidered counter-hegemonic.

10.2  Lacrau’s THEORY OF PoruLism

Laclau’s latest conception of populism (Laclau 2005a, b) represents the
apex of the distinctive theoretical framework he developed—known as
Essex School of discourse theory—in which a novel fusion of Marxist,
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post-structuralist, post-analytical, and psychoanalytical theory insights is
carried out (Howarth and Stavrakakis 2000: 1).! Laclau defines populism
as a mode of construction of the political itself, rather than as a category
describing “positive” characteristics and orientations (Laclau 2005a: 117).
He thus shuns any type of definition that attributes ideological, sociologi-
cal, or even psychological traits to populism and its followers. Rather, a
minimalist description is put forward, one which treats populism as a way
through which a political practice acquires a particular meaning. In this
way, populist practices can display ideological and social connotations
entirely at odds with each other. Speaking of populism does not infer its
emancipatory or reactionary character.

Populism thus reveals the form of a political practice. From this per-
spective, populism consists in the expansion of what Laclau calls the equiv-
alential logic at the expense of the differential one (Laclau 2005a: 78).
Borrowing from the linguistic repertoire of Ferdinand de Saussure, Laclau
sees their interplay as delineating the modes of construction of political
signification (Laclau and Moufte 1985: 130). Let us briefly recapitulate
what the logics of equivalence and difference amount to. The latter is
equated to the paradigmatic pole of language, whereby “two or more ele-
ments can be substituted for each other with reference to a common nega-
tion or threat” (Glynos and Howarth 2007: 144), making for the
construction of antagonistic relations in an “us—them” fashion, with the
consequent simplification of the signifying space (Laclau and Moufte
1985: 130). Conversely, the logic of difference expands the syntagmatic
pole of language, thereby highlighting the contiguity between the ele-
ments and resulting in the tendency to maintain them as distinct and
autonomous (Glynos and Howarth 2007: 144). The logic of difference is
then responsible for a complexification of the political space (Laclau and
Moutfte 1985: 130). It should be kept in mind, however, that each politi-
cal practice is always permeated by both dimensions and that the two log-
ics are never to be found uncontaminated (Laclau 2005b: 46; Glynos and
Howarth 2007: 144).

To put it in layman’s terms, populism is about the attempt to articulate
a number of elements—which Laclau identifies in those social demands
that are not satisfied by the existing institutional channels (Laclau 2005a:
73)—on the basis of their shared opposition to an enemy. Demands per se
say nothing of their ideological orientation, as that is dependent on “the
way in which they will be differentially or equivalentially articulated”
(Laclau 2005b: 40). Laclau treats demands as floating signifiers, since
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their meaning cannot be a priori and once and for all fixated, but receive
the pressure of rival projects that attempt to hegemonize them (Laclau
2005a: 131). However, as they are equivalentially articulated, demands
become moments of a discourse, such that their proximity becomes an
analogy, thereby producing the people as a universal political subject
(Laclau 2005a: 109). In this way, an equivalence is drawn between them,
whereby their common denominator does not lie in positive features, but
rather in their common opposition to the same adversary. In stark contrast
to populism, “an institutionalist discourse is one that attempts to make the
limits of the discursive formation coincide with the limits of the commu-
nity” (Laclau 2005a: 81). In other words, populism and institutionalism
form two ideal poles in the middle of which the field of politics takes place:
while the latter provides a dichotomous scheme whereby heterogeneous
aspirations are drawn together with the aim of constructing a universal
subject that claims for itself the role of the legitimate demos against the
usurpation of the elites, institutionalism tries to neutralize existing
demands in such a way as to maintain the status gquo and avoid the emer-
gence of antagonism (Laclau 2005b: 45).

The elements assembled by a populist practice form what Laclau calls a
chain of equivalences. Among such elements, however, one of them is
endowed with a particular force which makes the enchainment possible. This
is the empty signifier: empty precisely because it manages to perform the
operation of structuring the popular camp by detaching itself from its origi-
nal signified, while taking on board a vast array of different demands. The
empty signifier thus comes to allude to the whole camp; it is an evocative
singularity which brings homogeneity to an essentially heterogeneous for-
mation (Laclau 2005a: 100). According to Laclau, we have an extreme but
plausible situation when such a function is played by the name of the leader
(Laclau 2005b: 40). The empty signifier—and in particular when this is
occupied by the (name of the) leader—eases the identification with the pop-
ular camp, by presenting itself as an enigma that harbors reconciliation and
promises meaning, thereby becoming the site on which a plurality of aspira-
tions struggle to inscribe themselves (Glynos 2016: 99; Panizza 2005: 19).

Further to this, since any political discourse is nothing but a contingent
assemblage of elements that cannot be conceptually apprehended, the
attribution of a name—both to the “people” and its adversary—is perfor-
mative. Put otherwise, naming constitutes the unity of the emerging sub-
ject and of its opponent: precisely because the unity of the people is not
grounded in an undisputable infrastructure, but is the product of a discur-
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sive operation, the process of naming is constitutive, providing a moment
of unity to the popular subject, but signaling at the same time the precari-
ousness of the dichotomic frontier (Laclau 2005a: 118). It is here where
the significance of the notion of hegemony comes into play. Laclau defends
a post-foundational stance, which rejects the existence of an ultimate
ground and of an universal subject that fixes meaning, while at the same
time welcoming the necessity of partial and relative fixations (Laclau 1990:
90-91). In other words, universalism is not entirely swept away as “people
need an order” (Laclau 1996: 44), but the attention is addressed to its
contingent foundations and constitutive processes (Laclau 1994: 2). Since
what is at stake in the creation of a people out of heterogeneous elements
that bear no relation of necessity with each other is the “naming [of]
something which is essentially unnameable,” Laclau has equated this oper-
ation with the trope of catachresis (Laclau 2005a: 71). In rhetoric, the
catachresis is the attribution of a figurative term when a literal one is lack-
ing. A hegemonic relation thus consists in the “operation of taking up, by
a particularity, of an incommensurable universal signification” (Laclau
2005a: 70). In a nutshell then, hegemony conveys the capacity of a par-
ticular content to become the signifier of an absent communitarian full-
ness (Laclau 1996: 43).

For this to be possible, Laclau introduces a further element: affect.
Affect is considered here as non-dissociable from the realm of significa-
tion. In particular, the theme of affect enters the scene through the recog-
nition that the paradigmatic relation which makes the establishment of an
analogy between different demands possible is governed by the unconscious
(Laclau 2005a: 111). Predicated on the constitutive lack of the subject,
this libidinal bond explains, in psychoanalytical terms, how a particular
political object is sublimated and raised to the Thing (Laclau 2005a:
119-120), that is, it becomes, so to speak, the target of a radical affective
investment of a subject in search of partial objects that generate
identification.

Having said this, it is paramount to signal another condition for the
onset of populism. As put by Laclau: “the need to constitute a ‘people”’ ...
arises only when that fullness is not achieved, and partial objects (aims,
figures, symbols) are so cathected that they become the name of its
absence” (Laclau 2005a: 116-117). Laclau makes sense of this phase
through the category of dislocation. Dislocatory experiences are those
traumatic events that indicate the limit of every objectivity and make it
possible to reconfigure the social space through a reactivation of
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antagonisms. Dislocation, which appears through the very manifestation
of demands that the institutions are incapable of managing, is thus con-
ceptualized by Laclau as possibility and as freedom, insofar as new avenues
become feasible and the absence of a final determination comes powerfully
to the fore (Laclau 1990: 42—43).

10.3  THE Porurism oF PODEMOS AND M5S

Both Podemos and M5S have been classified as populist enterprises. The
few studies focused on highlighting the similarities and differences between
the two have largely addressed their attention to the historical origins,
normative orientation, communication strategy, organizational structure,
and eclectoral base (see de Prat 2015; Hartleb 2015; Semenzin 2015).
While these comparisons and contrasts are useful, we are interested in
going beyond the descriptive, by trying to critically explain the emergence
and evolution of the two subjects, as well as advance some tentative
remarks on their perspectives regarding their quest for sociopolitical
change. Put alternatively, we attempt to express a reflective judgment by
applying the populist logic furnished by Laclau to these two political pro-
cesses, while maintaining an openness that leads us to contest some of its
underlying theoretical aspects (Glynos and Howarth 2007: 184).

To start with, it is paramount to bear in mind the particular contexts of
crisis from which the two experiences emerge. Despite many commonali-
ties, the extents and contours of the dislocation are slightly different. The
economic crisis has hit both countries quite harshly from 2008 onwards,
but it is Spain that has paid the highest toll. In fact, Spain has not only
witnessed a greater deterioration of many economic parameters than
Italy—with the unemployment figures literally skyrocketing from 2008 to
2013 as opposed to a robust but more contained rise in Italy (Eurostat-
ESSPROS database 2017)—but has also displayed more violent and scenic
manifestations (with the infamous case of the evictions, which in Italy have
instead been infrequent). Moreover, the degree of the austerity policies
implemented in Spain has been more severe (Pavolini et al. 2015).

Along with the economic crisis, the deterioration of trust toward public
institutions in both countries has been one of the distinctive hallmarks of
the crisis. Corruption scandals, briberies, and clientelism have been an
ever-present feature, making it to the headlines on a daily basis. In parallel,
the privileges enjoyed by the political class (such as high salaries, MPs’
immunity, life annuities, lottizzazione, i.e. the practice of appointing politi-
cal cronies to positions of public authority, regardless of their competence)
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have become a matter of fierce contestation amid the deterioration of liv-
ing standards for the bulk of the population. In Italy, the incapacity of
traditional actors to enact a number of reforms that the public opinion saw
as vital (new electoral law, abolition of provinces, cut of politics’ costs) as
well as the scandals involving two parties that had been at the forefront of
the battle against corruption (Italia dei Valori and Lega Nord) further
reinforced the feeling of frustration within the electorate toward the polit-
ical class (Mosca 2014: 45). We should not forget that the so-called “moral
question” has never lost political salience in Italy since the Tangentopoli
era in the early 1990s, gradually transforming itself into a sort of mythical
horizon capable of reordering political loyalties.? In Spain, scandals involv-
ing the royal family and the territorial question—with the Catalan sover-
eignty process gaining traction from 2012 onwards—have been two
crucial questions further defining the political traits of the crisis. Corruption
and territorial claims in Spain are not new issues, but their scale has made
them gain much centrality in recent years.

As Laclau suggests, dislocatory experiences translate into the flourish-
ing of demands that the institutions are incapable of meeting. Crises are
never objective though: they are nourished by material factors, but their
very emergence and unfolding depend on how the materiality interplays
with the subjective. In other words, they are always already mediated by
representation, which functions as the primary terrain of emergence of the
volonté générale (general will) (Laclau 2001: 6). As for the specificities, we
can say in principle that the economic aspect has been stronger in Spain
than in Italy, and that the political one has had more prevalence than the
economic in Italy. But the latter is already the product of an overdetermi-
nation: it is not simply that the economic crisis was not as harsh as in
Spain—although that could have had weight—but also the result of a
number of factors that impeded the politicization of the economic crisis
despite the political scandals. The social protests that emerged in Spain
and Italy have made this particularly visible.

The 15M Movement that developed in Spain in 2011 indicted the
Regime of ’78 to be mainly responsible for the crisis. What this expression
conveyed was not just the cartel-like political arrangements between the
PSOE and PP, but “a set of political, economic and cultural consensuses
that came into existence with the democratic transition in Spain and that
for three decades permitted the economic and political elites to manage
relatively successfully the labour, territorial and cultural conflicts”
(Rendueles and Sola 2015: 32). Through slogans such as “no nos represen-
tan” (they do not represent us) and “no es una crisis, es el sistema” (it is not
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a crisis, it is the system), the movement questioned the status quo as a
whole through a political jargon that cut across the Left—Right divide and,
in so doing, managed to reorder the system of political loyalties (Errejon
2011: 132). Crucially, despite its internal heterogeneity, it was the same
actor that channeled both economic and political frustration, ushering the
success of other subsequent like-minded experiments (such as the Mareas
movements against the cuts in education and healthcare, the Plataforma
de Afectados por las Hipotecas against evictions, and the Marchas de la
Dignidad in defense of public pensions) that connected the indignation
toward moral decadence and collusion in the political realm with a ques-
tioning of the bitter economic realities (austerity policies, discontent
among the youth toward precarious employment and unemployment, the
EU’s control over much of the process of economic policy-making). One
of the summoning mottos of the 15M “ No somos mercancia en manos de
politicos y bangueros” (We are not merchandise in the hands of politicians
and bankers) is vivid proof of the link drawn between the political and
economic crisis. In this sense, corruption stopped being seen as a
phenomenon involving some “bad apples”; rather, corruption was increas-
ingly understood as the result of an economic model based on real-estate
speculation (Franzé 2015: 3).

The Italian case was different. The attempt to give birth to an Italian
15M following the transnational day of action called by the Spanish
Indignados failed amid the violent clashes between a group of demonstra-
tors and the police that took place on October 15,2011, in Rome. A series
of misunderstandings, tensions, and internal struggles in the period lead-
ing up to the demonstration can account for this fiasco (Della Porta and
Zamponi 2013). More generally, it can be argued that the structure of
civil society and contentious politics display different traits in the two
countries. While Italy may have a stronger civil society, the Spanish one
seems to be more autonomous and less tied to trade unions and parties
(Riley and Fernandez 2014: 453—459). In an article exploring the protest
patterns of the precarious generation in Italy and Spain, Andretta and
Della Porta come to the following conclusion:

It seems that the more structured, and party-dominated, civil society in Italy
is being preventing the precarious generation to find the space to build a
new collective identity and new forms of organizations. There, young peo-
ple need to adapt to the pre-existing “bins” of the old collective identity in
which they identify less and less. (Andretta and Della Porta 2015: 61)
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In Italy, the critique of the economic system has thus been somewhat
ruined by the predominance of pre-existing Leftist actors, both of moder-
ate and more radical inclination, facing problems of credibility beyond a
steadily declining circle. This explains why much of the discontent in Italy
has been channeled somewhat atypically by the precursor of M5S: the
figure of Beppe Grillo, with his blog and the local gatherings that he
organised with the name of ‘meetups’. The slant of his political activity has
differed from that of the 15M. In particular, the critique levelled during
the two V-days (V standing for vaffanculo, £**k off in Italian) he orga-
nized in 2007-2008 was exclusively aimed at political questions: the pres-
ence of convicted people in Parliament, the electoral law impeding voters
expressing personal preferences, the lack of a limit of politicians’ parlia-
mentary terms, the need of state permission for press publications, and
public subsidies for newspaper and periodicals (Turner 2013: 181).
Reference to the dire condition of the economy was notably absent.

Let us now explore the different types of populism used by Podemos and
MB5S. In the first place, a clarification is needed. While M5S was the direct
political translation of the opinion movement generated by Beppe Grillo
himself, which in turn fed itself with a pre-existing popular feeling, Podemos
was not the organic transformation of the Indignados into a political party,
even though a number of those who took part in the social protests then
joined the party led by Pablo Iglesias (Martin 2015: 108-109). Rather, as
clarified by the then second-in-command of Podemos, fiiigo Errejon: “the
cultural climate and modification of the common sense inspired by 15-M
have been fundamental to imagine a counter-hegemonic intervention”
(Errejon 2015: 233).% Nevertheless, both forces have put forward a dichot-
omizing narrative that pits the people against the elites. Behind the label
“caste” as a way to define the enemy that both employed, however, there is
a different understanding of the term. In line with the different politiciza-
tions of the crisis, while caste alludes in Italy only to the political class made
up by the traditional political parties, in Spain the term received a further
twist, thereby also encompassing the economic elites, with special reference
to the role of bankers and the intertwinement of high politics and high
economics, epitomized by the revolving-door phenomenon.

Similar rhetorical exercises have been employed by the two parties to
equate their political adversaries: while Podemos has used the formula
PPSOE (a contraction of PP and PSOE to indicate their similarity), M5S
has employed the slogan “PD meno elle” (PD minus L, to highlight the
proximity between the Democratic Party—PD—and the now extinct
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center-Right party the People of Freedom—PDL). As for the naming of
the popular subject, the M5S has tended to refer to it as gente (people,
intended in the uncountable form, not as a national-cultural subgroup),
cittading (citizens), or onesti (the honest ones). Equally, Podemos has
made reference to gente (same meaning as in Italian) and ciudadanin (citi-
zenry, citizens being the name of another political party). Popolo and
pueblo (people in the countable form) have used less frequently, in the case
of Podemos admittedly because of the sinister resonances that this signifier
may have generated (Cano Cuenca 2015: 67)—due to the organicist
allusion that the term has historically taken up—, and possibly for the
same reason in the case of M5S.

However, the political frontier erected with respect to the rest of the
political system has been somewhat blunted over time in the case of
Podemos. As well analyzed by Franzé in Chap. 3, a change occurred from
January 2015 onwards: while Podemos continued to stage an us vs. them
representation, the latter has been exclusively embodied by the political
conduct of the caste, and not by the institutional structure of the Regime
of ’78. The confirmation of this is the dropping of the demand for a con-
stituent process, which was advanced in the early months of Podemos, and
the recognition that the problem does not lie so much in the institutions
per se, but rather in their bad employment. The appeal to the need to con-
struct a “modern country,” one of the central signifiers of the democratic
transition, is possibly the most revealing aspect of the legitimacy granted by
Podemos to the current Spanish political order (Franzé 2015: 13-15).

Other two related trends account for this. On one side, Podemos made
alliances at a local level with PSOE in order to dislodge PP from power.
Moreover, it opened a debate on whether it should form a coalition with
PSOE or not at a national level, although this possibility has not material-
ized in the end. The reason for doing so is that, despite attempting to reject
its classification as a radical Left force, Podemos has been normatively
anchored to the Left, an element clearly reflected in the ideological prove-
nience of its voters (Rodriguez-Teruel et al. 2016: 577). The widespread
urgency to defeat PP among these voters has induced Podemos to alter its
initial uncompromising stance toward the socialists and their historical
role, with a reappraisal of social democracy (“voting socialist today is vot-
ing Podemos” being the utmost expression of this trend).* A similar line of
reasoning may be applied to difficulties inherent in multilevel electoral
competition in a country characterized by the presence of strong centrifugal
forces. Podemos has backtracked from its original attempt to challenge
regional parties, forging local alliances with all kinds of political groups,
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with consequent concessions toward devolution and identitarian demands.
However, even though this move has been electorally beneficial, in the
long run this may “become a source of party contradictions, conflicts, and
even electoral heterogeneity” (Rodriguez-Teruel et al. 2016: 562).

On the other side, Podemos has become progressively closer to IU, to
the point of forming a political coalition before the general elections in
June 2016. Although IU was not precisely the enemy that Podemos took
issue with, it is still possible to claim that it was part of the “constitutive
outside” on which the very creation of Podemos was predicated. More
generally, the leader of Podemos, Pablo Iglesias, has recently retrieved
much of the Leftist symbolic heritage that Podemos had previously repu-
diated. While presented as a way to defend the alterity of his party with the
rest of the system and avoid institutional cooptation, the capacity of such
a move to redraw the existing political allegiances is doubtful. It should be
remembered that populism is first and foremost about creating a new bloc
out of heterogeneous elements. It is not only the us/them differentiation
that defines it, but, importantly, its articulatory potential.

Conversely, M5S has been recalcitrant about striking any deal with other
political forces, both at local and national levels. Its electoral base is much
more ideologically variegated than that of Podemos. As analyzed by Biorcio
and Natale, M5S has four groups of supporters. The “militants,” with a
variable past voting history and deep loyalty to Grillo, account for 25% of
the total; the “Leftists,” who come from a history of voting Left-wing par-
ties and are less enthusiastic about Grillo, amount to 20%; the “rationals,”
30% of the total, lend a more utilitarian type of support to the movement;
and finally “the least worse,” who have a more conservative leaning, make
up around 25% of the supporters (Biorcio and Natale 2013). Because of
such an ideological indeterminacy, M5S is not compelled to avoid the vic-
tory of another political actor that is perceived as a greater threat than
another: all other actors are thus treated as equally harmful for the interests
of the country from its perspective. Since populism is not a taxonomical
category in Laclau, but rather one of the two extremes of a continuum, it
is fair to say that M5S has displayed more populist politics, as it has main-
tained a much clearer dividing line between the people and its enemy, while
managing to articulate a larger array of political identities.

A closer look at the type of demands that the two movements have
articulated can shed further light on their diversity. Let us start with
MS5S. The five stars enshrined in the symbol and the name indicate five of
its key issues: water, connectivity, development, energy, and environment.
In actual fact, M5S has tapped a much larger number of themes, often
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adopting what seemed to be the most widespread position among the
electorate on each of them. Among the electorate, resentment against
politicians’ privileges, requests for more investment in renewable resources
as well as in public education and healthcare, and opposition to large pub-
lic works stand out. On issues such as the immigration and the economy,
the position of M5S has been rather ambivalent. On the former, Grillo
often made polemic remarks, not without a xenophobic flavor. However,
the question is far from central and has proven to be deeply divisive inter-
nally, with the grassroots of the party and several MPs often demonstrat-
ing in favor of holding a different view (Corriere della Sera 2014). As for
the economy, M5S has shown “a very eclectic radicalism, which is domi-
nated by ideas that have been the domain of the far left ... as well as intro-
ducing ideas that are either extraneous or in opposition to the far left”
(Turner 2013: 201). More generally, policy proposals on a variety of issues
have been rather vague and lacking an overall political coherence. Against
the latter charge, M5S has proclaimed itself to be post-ideological and
beyond Left and Right, in the name of an ill-defined technique that dis-
criminates unequivocally good from bad decisions (see Borriello and
Mazzolini forthcoming). While such a benign stance on technique (with
emphasis on digital technology) is itself ideational as it embodies a posi-
tion on the matter that is all but neutral, the various attempts to define the
political collocation of M5S are self-defeating. The reality is that its policy
proposals point in different directions and that its populism is, from a
normative point of view, intrinsically ambiguous.

On the contrary, Podemos has championed a clear expression of a nor-
matively Left-wing type of populism. After all, its early disavowal of Leftist
liturgies and symbolism has not meant a distancing from the historical
cquality /hierarchy divide (Franzé 2015: 12). The chain of equivalence
engendered by Podemos has been chiefly made up of demands emerging
from the crisis, such as “the Right to employment, housing, social protec-
tion, health, education, the cancellation of unjust debt, the end of auster-
ity policies, the restoration of popular sovereignty” (Kioupkiolis 2016:
103), as well more political demands aimed at fighting corruption and
giving more power to its autonomous communities. The policy solutions
that have been presented are linked to the Leftist repertoire. However,
typical struggles of the Left that lacked a majoritarian consensus, such as
those pertaining to monarchy/republic, confessionalism/laicism, and
proletariat/bourgeoisie cleavages, have been largely neglected (Franzé
2015: 10). In a sense, it could be argued that the discourse of M5S is a
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static snapshot of Italian common sense insofar as it reproduces its inher-
ent ambiguities, while Podemos has drawn from a variety of its elements,
in order to tie them to an overall Left-wing proposal.

Of all the elements articulated, which one has occupied the nodal point
in the two cases? As highlighted above, Laclau attributes particular empha-
sis to the role of the empty signifier, which in many cases is represented by
the leader. Undoubtedly, the function of the leader has been of primary
importance in both instances. Several authors have claimed that Podemos
and M5S would not have developed as they have without Iglesias and
Grillo. Their capacity to unhinge the political inertias in both countries
has been a decisive factor. A detailed phenomenological account of their
leaderships cannot be pursued here. These figures have been key in inject-
ing passion into each organization’s political discourse, which can account
for the capacity to reconfigure political loyalties and mobilize sectors that
were showing themselves increasingly apathetic toward politics. Grillo, a
former comedian, employs a satirical style that, by mocking any type of
opponent in an irreverent way, has made it possible for contents that are
traditionally unutterable to get into the political arena and connect with a
widespread feeling of frustration (Biorcio and Natale 2013: 13-14; Turner
2013:193). Equally, Iglesias, whose public image was constructed through
his participation in, and direction of, political talk shows prior to the emer-
gence of Podemos, is known for his direct, empathic, and straightforward
messages (Rendueles and Sola 2015: 258), which prevented him turning
into one of those contracted and radical figures that the media tends to
stereotype (Cano Cuenca 2015: 69).

However, some strong differences exist between the two types of leader-
ship. While Grillo has systematically shunned debate with political adversar-
ies, thereby limiting his interventions to unilateral addresses, Iglesias’
communication form has been intrinsically dialogical. This attitude is clearly
reflected in the internal working of the two political forces. M5S can be
described as a top-down experience, where the participation of all members
has been subordinated to their blind obedience to the leadership (chiefly
composed by Grillo and, until his death, Gianroberto Casaleggio, the inter-
net guru who helped the former to set up the movement, and has now been
replaced by his son). Internal dissent has been dealt with through the expul-
sion of those who dared to polemicize with the upper echelons of M5S. The
political directives are issued by the top leadership without any internal
programmatic discussion. Participatory digital devices are set in motion to
consult the affiliates only through ad hoc consultations that leave little
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room for surprises. This in spite of the fact that Grillo has never run as a
candidate, and at times has even reduced his public visibility. Grillo, despite
the famous slogan uno vale uno (one is worth one), is thus very far from
embodying the role of a primus inter pares that Laclau envisaged for popu-
list leaders (Laclau 2005a: 59). The case of Podemos is different. A lively
debate has existed within Podemos since its inception and has intensified in
the wake of the last congress. A clear challenge to the arguments defended
by Iglesias was mounted by the former number two of the party, {nigo
Errejon, without this implying a threat of expulsion for him and his follow-
ers. No doubt the role played by Iglesias and the top leadership has eroded
much of the early horizontal rhetoric and the importance of the grassroots
(represented by los circulos—the circles), but this has not thwarted internal
discussion.® Importantly, Podemos” democratic centralism still provides the
possibility of affiliates renewing their leadership. As a whole then, it can be
claimed that the type of populism embodied by Podemos has been more
deliberative and democratic in comparison to that of M5S.

Nevertheless, it is not just a question of leaders. No matters how essen-
tial a leader may be in the formation and performance of a political proj-
ect, it is the capacity to intercept and embody the most central demands
that makes a difference. This differentiation belies a certain ambiguity in
Laclau, for whom the empty signifier could be represented by a demand
or a leader. However, if the empty signifier is embodied by the leader, this
cannot be prior to the structuring of the popular camp; conversely, if the
empty signifier is a prominent demand in society that acquires a mythical
and salvific value, this does not pertain necessarily to a specific political
agent, as different projects “can compete in their efforts to present their
particular objectives as those which carry out the filling function” (Laclau
1996: 44). We think that the two forms are not mutually exclusive and,
even more crucially, that more than one singularity can play an articulating
function. In other words, the existence of a strong leader does not impede
a specific battle within the organization to empty itself of its own specific
contents and allude to a variety of struggles; and, equally, this does not
impede the fact that there will be more demands to occupy that centrality
in the articulatory process.

In the case of Podemos, we propose that two signifiers have played that
role: democracy and patria (fatherland). Since the emergence of the
Indignados, democracy has possibly been the most visible signifier, with
reference to the growing detachment of political elites from the citizenry,
as well as to the rigging of the democratic process at the hands of powerful
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interests that subvert the popular will. Talk of democracy permits the
related signifier demos to be foregrounded, which, in the case of Podemos,
conjures up the performative construction of a new subject with a hege-
monic vocation: the people (Franzé 2015: 11). As for patria, Podemos
interestingly incorporated a signifier that has been traditionally alien to the
Left. This appropriation has been conducted by way of a resignification of
the term. In fact, the discourse of Podemos deploys it not in chauvinist or
nationalist terms, but rather by claiming that love for the fatherland can
only be genuine if the welfare of its people is guaranteed through the
defense of state hospitals and schools against austerity cuts, which is at
odds with the practices of the Right and its members that privatize public
spaces, dodge taxes, and hide their fortunes in tax havens (Franzé
2015: 11). In the case of M5S, the “moral question,” that is, transparency
of the res publica, intended as a fight against corruption and for public
officials’ accountability, has been at the forefront of its discourse. It is fair
to argue that the empty signifier of M5S is relatively emptier vis-a-vis that
of Podemos in the sense that its moral as opposed to political character has
made it possible to accommodate a greater number of demands and politi-
cal identities. This has facilitated a greater expansion of the appeal of M5S
and this can partially explain its relatively higher electoral performance.
But should we take its slightly more populist edge and its capacity to
attract a vaster array of voters as more conducive to hegemony?

10.4  Porurism 1s NOT HEGEMONY: PROBLEMATIZING
LacLau

By putting together a number of demands and signifiers traditionally per-
taining to opposite political discourses, the operation of M5S is reminis-
cent of Juan Domingo Perén’s attempt to appeal to very diverse and
heterogeneous groups, as described by Laclau (2005a: 214-221). This has
made for a hypertrophic development of the equivalential chain that finds
its origin in the utter emptiness of its anchorage point. As put by Laclau:

[ T]he tendentially empty signifier becomes entirely empty, in which case the
links in the equivalential chain do not need to cohere with each other at all:
the most contradictory contents can be assembled, as long as the subordina-
tion of them all to the empty signifier remains. To go back to Freud: this
would be the extreme situation in which love for the father is the only link
between the brothers. (Laclau 2005a: 217)
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While the father in the example of Laclau is represented by Perén, here
we deem that it is not so much Grillo, who is not particularly liked by vari-
ous segments of his voters (Turner 2013: 202), who plays that role.
Rather, the father is the moral question itself. The problem, however, lies
in the overstretching of the chain that, according to Laclau, is likely to
make the unity of the people very weak (Laclau 2005a: 217). In this sense,
we share the skepticism of Corbetta and Vignati, who claim that, if the
MS5S were to take power, any decision taken would clicit the discontent of
a chunk of its supporters, making the movement much more fragile than
it currently appears to be (2013: 58-59).

By the same token, can a movement like M5S that lacks a unifying ide-
ology nurture any counter-hegemonic pretensions? We are convinced that
MS5S cannot be considered to be a counter-hegemonic force in Italy, while
Podemos, though not without its own difficulties and contradictions, does
play a counter-hegemonic role in Spain. In order to substantiate these
claims, we advance a normative critique of the political discourse of M5S
and a theoretical discussion on the notion of populism and hegemony in
Laclau, with an application to the two contexts.

As for the normative critique, Briziarelli and Martinez Guillem argue,
in the wake of Gramsci’s concept of Americanismo, that the discourse of
MS5S should be conceptualized as a sort of neo-Americanismo. Accordingly,
by placing emphasis on the rising importance of information and
communication technology and digital modernization, while upholding
values such as radical individualism, libertarianism, and anti-state ideology,
M58’s discourse is resonant with the so-called Californian ideology (2016:
90-92). In a further move, they claim that

neo-Americanismo could be interpreted through the frame of a passive rev-
olution because it encompasses the tendency of capitalist countries to suffi-
ciently involve the forces of production in political economic re-structurations
without necessarily improving their conditions or integrating them in the
political process. (2016: 94)

The adherence to a liberal utopia that leaves intact the market mecha-
nisms that lie at the heart of the malfunction of the neoliberal project
shows the complicity of M5S with many of the coordinates of the current
order and evidences their limitations insofar as their counter-hegemonic
potential is concerned. Even though M5S has grown increasingly critical
of banks’ and corporations’ behavior, the failure to articulate such ele-
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ments via a coherent systemic framework of analysis and critique throws
doubts on its capacity to replace the current order with a new one.

Our pessimism toward the counter-hegemonic and emancipatory
potential of M5S is further reinforced by looking at some of its internal
features. In assessing the historical weakness of Italian political parties,
Gramsci had observed a disequilibrium in favor of agitation and propa-
ganda, to the detriment of the development of theoretical activity, which
in turn entailed the impossibility of engendering proper leaders (Gramsci
1971: 227-228): “Hence, squalor of cultural life and wretched inade-
quacy of high culture. Instead of political history, bloodless erudition;
instead of religion, superstition; instead of books and great reviews, daily
papers and broadsheets; instead of serious politics, ephemeral quarrels and
personal clashes” (Gramsci 1971: 228). Despite the different historical
background that the Sardinian thinker was analyzing, the incapacity to
engage intellectuals, the overheated and contumelious oratory of Grillo,
and the allergy displayed toward informed discussion make M5S fit per-
fectly into the type of party analyzed by Gramsci. On the other hand, the
balance between propaganda and analysis has been carefully cultivated by
Podemos. The direct involvement of a whole new generation of young
intellectuals (the very top leadership is composed by several academics) as
well as the quality of the internal debate casts light on its inclination to
reconcile high culture and propaganda requirements.

Even more tellingly, M5S does not replicate the characteristics of mod-
ern mass parties, whereby “a close link is formed between great mass,
party and leading group,” such that they can move together as a “collective-
man” through a feedback system that Gramsci calls “living philology”
(Gramsci 1971: 429). Rather, M5S is entrapped in a model by which the
connection with popular feelings does not happen through a critical
engagement, but is rather the product of hunches on the parts of the lead-
ers, “backed up by the identification of statistical laws, which leaders then
translate into ideas and watchwords” (Gramsci 1971: 429).6 It is precisely
the search for a passive and indirect type of consent as opposed to a direct,
active, and participatory involvement of single individuals (Gramsci 1975:
1771) that distinguish M5S from Podemos. In this sense, the horizontalist
rhetoric of M5S is belied by a hierarchical and despotic structure, which in
turn reinforces the gap between rulers and ruled and leaves no possibility
of a future in which this opposition may be transcended (Gramsci 1971:
144). Conversely, Podemos has managed, despite the limitations high-
lighted above, to uphold a pedagogical approach, which does not imply an
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ex cathedra contact, but rather a reciprocal relationship, “so that every
teacher is always a pupil and every pupil a teacher” (Gramsci 1971: 350).
Moreover, the “policing” traits of its democratic centralism still maintain
a deliberative aspect, as opposed to the purely executory character of the
bureaucratic centralism of M5S (Gramsci 1971: 155).

As anticipated, there is a further reason for claiming that the two popu-
lisms at stake differ insofar as their counter-hegemonic potential in con-
cerned. As we have seen, M5S is tendentially more populist than Podemos.
This gradational question anticipates nothing about their counter-
hegemonic prospects, even though we contend that, by and large, a
dichotomous narrative is needed for a political agent to effectively chal-
lenge a given order. However, the theory of Laclau postulates an unwar-
ranted closeness between populism and hegemony, to the point of almost
conflating the two. As put by Arditi:

[T]he specific difference that populism introduces vis-a-vis hegemony is the
division of society into two camps to produce a relation of equivalence among
demands and construct a frontier or antagonistic relation between them. This
is why populism can be said to be a species of the genus hegemony, the species
that calls into question the existing order with the purpose of constructing
another. This genus has at least one other species, institutionalist discourse,
whose essence is to maintain the status quo. (Arditi 2010: 492—493)

Laclau’s take oscillates as to whether populism should be intended as
already hegemonic per se or as a road to hegemony. Be this as it may, we
should warn against this excessive proximity between the two notions. In
this sense, while we deem that the analogy between language and society
enshrined in the psychoanalytical and linguistic tools that Laclau employs
has an important explanatory value, we are less prone to accept that sym-
bolic representations have the all-encompassing “society effects” that he
attributes them (Howarth 2004: 269). The contestation of an extant
political formation, and the concomitant articulation of existing demands
and signifiers under a new political project, does not automatically lead to
the formation of a new hegemony. In other words, even when a populist
project that professes its alterity to the existing socioeconomic system
manages to put together a number of frustrated aspirations and win elec-
tions, this does not mean that a new order is being put in place. In order
to separate populism from hegemony, we propose a different understand-
ing of the notions of time and space. Since this is not the place to advance
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a fully-fledged critique of how Laclau treats them throughout his corpus
(see Mazzolini forthcoming), we advance only a very succinct reformulation.

As for time, each present is, according to Gramsci, pierced by two tem-
poral forms: one plural, and the other singular. The plural temporality is
characterized by the confrontation between different political projects,
whose outcome varies continuously. It is, in other words, the sphere of the
occasional as it allows for rapid twists: the victory of one project can be
undone a moment after by another project. On the contrary, the singular
temporality (also called hegemonic) consists of much longer and relatively
more permanent structures that set the ground and establish the contours
within which the plural struggle among different projects can take place.
We may think of it as the spirit of an époque: far-reaching sociopolitical
processes that show a certain degree of stability and draw the perimeter
within which the game of the plural temporality can occur. The conjunc-
tion between the two forms of temporality happens when a project emerg-
ing in the sphere of plural temporality is capable of transcending that camp
and imposing a new singular temporality (Filippini 2016: 105-121). We
thus deem that populist practices do not necessarily rise to hegemonic
temporality, because even when they conquer power, most often than not
they leave unaltered many coordinates of the social formation that they
allegedly attempt to outdo.

In order to better understand this, we propose in parallel a plural con-
ception of space, in the sense that the social cannot but be thought of as
composed by different sites. Despite maintaining a very close relationship
and being reciprocally influenced, such sites cannot be conflated as they
can even display different and contradictory dynamics. Here, Stuart Hall
helps us to understand that hegemony is obtained only when the struggle
is successful on a variety of fronts. Indeed, hegemony is, for him,

the struggle to contest and dis-organize an existing political formation; the
taking of the “leading position” ... over a number of different spheres of soci-
ety at once—economy, civil society, intellectual and moral life, culture; the
conduct of a wide and differentiated type of struggle; the winning of a strate-
gic measure of popular consent; and, thus, the securing of a social authority
sufficiently deep to conform society into a new historic project. (Hall 1988:7)

As we can see, spatiality here is not metaphorical, but real: to each of
these social sites (culture, economy, leisure, religion, etc.), there corre-
spond concrete places in civil society that Gramsci calls fortresses and
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earthworks (Gramsci 1971: 238), even though the relationship is not clear-
cut and unequivocal, but rather loose and amendable. The pervasiveness of
hegemony is ultimately given by the capacity to adjust the civilization and
morality of the masses to a given project, by which a pressure is exerted on
subjects without the need of sanctions, making certain habits and customs
the natural way of behaving (Gramsci 1975: 1566). The electoral victory
of a populist experiment thus does not take place on a smooth plane,
whereby the victory entails an immediate redrawing of the whole social
formation: rather, in line with the Gramscian conception of the organic
state, the road to hegemony is made up of a combination of a slow war of
position in civil society and a war of maneuver aimed at state institutions.

In this sense, we think that Podemos has manifested a distinguished bent
for the electoral. It is not by chance that Errejon declared that Podemos
had to turn into an “electoral war machine” (Pablico 2014). Here, we
share the preoccupation of Figueroa and Thielemann on the fleeting nature
of elections, which, in spite of good results, do not necessarily produce the
necessary social alliances and politicization for structural change (2015:
54-56). Nevertheless, the blitzkrieg electoral strategy was not entirely
devoid of sense for Podemos: the sweeping and initially unexpected elec-
toral consensus that it has received made it possible for a political force
defending certain theses to come out of the marginality to which the radical
Left had been confined. The change of pace proposed by Errejon following
the last general elections of June 2016 seems to confirm the Gramscian
intuition of the need to combine a war of position and war of maneuver. By
envisaging a of work of “cultural and institutional craftmanship” that entails
a slow process of penetration into the different sites of social in the attempt
to reconfigure social relations, Errejon recognizes that the first phase of
assault with regard to the institutions is over, and that now what is needed
is a foundational putting down of roots (Errejon 2016).

As for M5S, we think that its populist discourse says nothing about its
counter-hegemonic potential.  Grillo’s movement is structurally
unequipped to play such a role, as it has been incapable of building a party
leadership worth the name, and of providing sound and coherent explana-
tions and alternatives for the order that they nominally take issues with,
beyond the proposal of a number of “best-practice” solutions. Its popu-
lism can only be played out within the contours of the plural temporality,
as it does not put under discussion the main coordinates of the current
socioeconomic system, namely neoliberal capitalism. Finally, its strict focus
on the electoral moment further reinforces our suspicion of its inherent
inability to make inroads into other sites of social formation.
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10.5 CoNCLUSION

This chapter has carried out a comparative analysis between Podemos and
MS5S by deploying the theoretical tools of Ernesto Laclau. Both political
projects have found fertile terrain in the proliferation of social demands
arising from the mixture of economic crisis and political discreditation of
mainstream traditional actors. However, the phase of protest that pre-
ceded their advent shaped the public understanding of the crisis: while in
Spain the 15M Movement drew a close connection between corruption
and the economic system, in the Italian landscape the discontent took the
shape of a mere questioning of the old political class.

Both Podemos and M5S have deployed a populist discourse, as they
have tried to articulate different social demands on the basis of their
common rejection of an adversary. However, even though captured by the
same term—the caste—Podemos has indicted both political and economic
actors through its deployment, while M5S has tended to restrict its scope
to existing political actors. Over time, the political frontier of Podemos has
been blurred, by way of some concessions to PSOE and regional actors at
the local level and IU at the national, as a result of alliances with them, and
the abdication of giving birth to a constituent process. Instead, M5S has
maintained a complete alterity with the rest of the political system.
Normatively, even though both actors presented themselves as beyond the
Left/Right cleavage, Podemos and M5S have differed: the former has
been a distinctively Left-wing type of populism; whereas the latter has
maintained an ambiguous and contradictory ideological orientation. In
both cases the role of the leader has played a fundamental role; however,
we identify in democracy and fatherland for Podemos, and in the moral
question for M5S the empty signifiers around which the two actors have
conducted their articulatory processes.

Even though we conclude that M5S is in principle more populist than
Podemos as it has managed to articulate a larger array of identities and
demands and maintained a sharp political frontier, we think that only
Podemos can, though not without contradictions, play a counter-
hegemonic role. In order to substantiate our claim, we have shown that
the hypertrophic development of M5S’s equivalential chain runs the risk
of bringing its inherent ambiguities to the fore once it reaches power,
precisely because of the lack of ideological coherence. Moreover, M5S fails
to question some key aspects of the current order, is uninterested in the
formation of an intellectually prepared leadership, lacks any sophisticated
analysis of the socioeconomic situation, and replicates a number of
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hierarchical relations in its internal functioning. While the latter are not
entirely absent in Podemos, we think that it is much better equipped for
nurturing the seed of a different society.

Finally, we question the proximity between the notions of populism
and hegemony in Laclau. The fact that M5S is relatively more populist
than Podemos and has, so far, done better electorally does not mean that
it is more hegemonic. Rather, we think that the construction of a people
and electoral victory may not have the far-reaching effect of ushering in a
new order. In this sense, we propose a quick reformulation of the notions
of time and space. In particular, thinking of space in plural terms makes it
clear that the electoral moment is key but not sufficient, as hegemony can
only be constructed through a war or position in a number of different
sites. The ultimate yardstick is given by the capacity to instill new habits
and consensuses among the population. Both M5S and Podemos have so
far focused on the electoral, but while the former has entirely neglected
any possibility of transcending the political sphere, the latter has shown
the intention of shifting its focus to other sites.

NoOTES

1. Laclau already dealt with populism in his early Politics and Ideology in
Marxist Theory in which he advanced a version of the notion informed by
Althusserian Marxism (Laclau 1977). Although not entirely at odds with the
latter, his latest conception clearly displays the signs of Laclau’s engagement
with some strands of post-structuralism and psychoanalysis. It is to this ver-
sion that the chapter will refer. The same should be said of the concept of
hegemony. Howarth individuates three models of hegemony in Laclau’s
corpus (Howarth 2004: 268). It is to the one developed from New
Reflections on the Revolution of Our Time (Laclau 1990) onwards that we
shall be concerned with here.

2. In this regard, it is worth noting that the moral question has been called
upon most forcefully by actors as diverse as the then Secretary General of the
Ttalian Communist Party, Enrico Berlinguer, in the 1970s and 1980s, and
the two journalists of the historically liberal newspaper Corriere della Sera,
Gian Antonio Stella and Sergio Rizzo, authors of the popular book La Casta
(The Caste) (2007).

3. In this sense, it should be noted, although only in passing, that some ten-
sions emerged within the 15M Movement before the “hegemonic hypoth-
esis” of Podemos. Many Leftist sectors that composed Indignados did not
regard the party option and the institutional road favorably (Cano Cuenca
2015: 58-59).
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4. The matter has been one of the main controversies between the two main
figures of the party toward the last congress in February 2017. Errejon
defended the necessity to maintain a more cautious approach, recognizing
the pervasiveness of socialist political culture among the popular sectors: for
him, attracting those voters entails respecting their views through the adop-
tion of a tactical approach. On the contrary, Iglesias manifested the necessity
of reaffirming the diversity of Podemos with respect to the socialists in the
name of a rupturist position. While not putting under discussion the col-
laboration at a local level, the victory of the latter at the congress may imply
a more vigorous attitude toward the socialists (see the congressional party
documents: Errején et al. 2017; Iglesias et al. 2017).

5. Kioupkiolis has rightly emphasized the plebiscitarian drift of Podemos,
which became especially evident in the pre-drafted lists of candidates and
programs toward both internal congresses, the minimal involvement of the
rank and file, and the manipulative use of digital technologies for decision-
making (Kioupkiolis 2016: 111-112). While sharing this preoccupation, we
would not go as far as equating these phenomena with the personalist lead-
ership of Hugo Chdvez as the author does.

6. In the original translation, watchwords is rendered as “words-as-force”. The
term in Italian is parole-forza (Gramsci 1975: 1430).
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CHAPTER 11

Between the Populist Left and Right:
Discursive Structure and Ideological
Interventions in Podemos and the National
Front

Michael De La Caridad Ledezma

11.1 INTRODUCTION

Populism has become an increasingly salient dimension of the electoral
processes that shape European politics. Facilitated by the political oppor-
tunities offered by the European Parliament’s representational structure—
in terms of both added visibility and as a rhetorical foil (Rydgren 2005)—a
number of minor parties with only slight success in their respective national
electorates have nevertheless been able to effectively use their EU plat-
form to loudly voice the concerns of their respective constituencies. This
tendency toward the fringes in national politics came to an end, however,
when on January 25, 2015, the radical coalition for the Left, better known
as Syriza, won the snap Greek general election (Jones 2015). This marked
the first instance in which a radical outsider, and by many accounts “popu-
list” political party, had attained control of a government in a post-
Maastricht national election.
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Riding the subsequent wave of attention and interest in populism is
Spanish Radical Left Party (RLP), Podemos. Headed by Pablo Iglesias, a
professor of political science at the Complutense University in Madrid,
this infant party has aligned with Syriza and other European radical Left
parties in positioning itself as a legitimate oppositional force to what it
believes to be stagnant, corrupt bipartisanship at the national level (Buck
2014), and a series of systematic, anti-democratic incursions upon sover-
eignty at the level of the European Union. As a result, not only is Podemos
strictly opposed to the particular policies of incumbent Prime Minister
Mariano Rajoy and his governing center-Right PP, but it is also opposed
the prevailing mode of representational politics in the country as a whole
(Errején 2015).

As with the newer parties, older and more established populist parties
have also been reinvigorated in the wake of Syriza’s success, despite the
majority of them being on the Right. Of these, France’s Front National
(FN) has grown to become the second most-voted political party in local
clections in France (Scarpetta 2015). After a strategic shift toward the
slightly more conciliatory positions taken by current party head Marine Le
Pen (The Economist 2015), the party was able to attain the most overall
votes after the first round of voting during the December 2015 regional
clections (Chrisafis 2015).

Although representing opposing ideological views, as well as address-
ing different concerns in vastly different social and political contexts,
Podemos and the FN share three important attributes: a disdain for the
austerity policies handed down from the European Union, an abundance
of media attention in their respective countries, and the label of populist.
The set of circumstances that has thrust both parties into positions of
political relevance has opened the way for research that has previously
not been attempted in any large capacity—a comparative analysis of the
differences between radical Left and radical Right populist parties (RRPs)
that aims to contribute to the empirical understanding of populism as
such, while at the same time bringing those particular differences into
sharper relief.

In this chapter, I address the general question of the distinctive ways in
which Podemos and the EN discursively construct “the people” as the
central point of reference for their respective political projects. Following
this general question, a series of more specific typological questions must
be posed, in order to address and elucidate certain theoretical points that
remain ambiguous in the prevailing approach to the study of populism,
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particularly that of Cas Mudde’s “populism as thin-centered ideology.”
The questions are as follows:

1) How does populist discourse differ when programmatically infused
with political ideology of either the Left or the Right?

2) Does this infusion result in any discernible morphological differences,
at the structural level of discourse, when comparing Left populism and
Right populism?

3) Is it possible to better account for apparent ideological discrepancies
in party positions, such as in economic policies, without the need to resort
to principles that are external to the theory?

To this end, I apply the discourse analytical method developed by
Ernesto Laclau in his seminal work On Populist Reason (2005a) to a variety
of textual sources produced by Podemos on the one hand, and by the FN
on the other. Looking at each party’s manifestos, along with other primary
sources such as interviews and speeches, I conduct an analysis of the par-
ticular meanings emerging from the relations among the signifiers used in
the construction of “the people” in each case. Additionally, the analysis
identifies the set of attributes used to define the particular “antagonist”
from whom “the people” are to be differentiated. Furthermore, by focus-
ing on the points of articulation among the various demands that each
party ties together, it is possible to better understand the ways in which
such a collection of demands gives rise to a nascent popular political iden-
tity. The primary aim, therefore, is to systematically build a profile not only
of cach party’s political subject “the people,” but of the dynamics of popu-
lism as a mode of political identity construction.

11.2  APPROACHES TO POPULISM

Existing work on populism is as extensive as it is varied. Unlike “thick”
political ideologies (Freeden 1998) such as conservatism, liberalism, or
socialism, the variegated nature of the concept of populism, in both
empirical as well as theoretical formulations, has traditionally allowed for
very little in the way of a clearly defined set of predicative attributes that
would indicate something like an internally consistent worldview. As Paul
Taggart aptly puts it, “[f]or such a commonly used term, it is surprising
how little attention populism has received as a concept. Where it has been
dealt with systematically, populism as a concept has found little agreement
surrounding it” (Taggart 2000, 10).
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More recently, however, there have been major advances in opera-
tionalizing populism through adherence to theoretical parsimony, which,
in turn, has paved the way for a much more focused and clear research
program. The most notable advocate of this method is Cas Mudde, who
takes populism to be a “thin-centered ideology” (2004) that is flexible
and yet definite enough to be adapted to studying the phenomenon as it
is manifested through its various ideological commitments on the more
familiar Left—Right scale. Following this approach, the literature has
settled on a number of key features that are shared by most, if not all,
empirical cases of populism. Following Kriesi and Pappas, these features
include “the existence of two homogeneous groups—*the people’ and
‘the elite’; the antagonistic relationship between the two; the idea of
popular sovereignty; and a ‘Manichaean outlook’ that combines the pos-
itive valorization of ‘the people’ with the denigration of ‘the elite’”
(Kriesi and Pappas 2015, 4).

In Mudde’s own terms, populism involves a “thin-centered ideology
that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous
and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ and the ‘corrupt elite,” and
which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté generale
(general will) of the people” (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2013, 8). A number
of recent works on European RRPs (Kriesi and Pappas 2015; Jungar 2015;
Yli-Anttila and Yli-Anttila 2015) explicitly make use of the “thin-centered
ideology” approach in providing conceptual tools to better classify, and,
ultimately, better understand, the functional dynamics of this type of polit-
ical party, especially in the European context of ideologically partisan vari-
ants, where populism has recently attained its most sustained and stable
expression.

While illuminating and incisive, these works generally suffer from prob-
lems that can be attributed to the presuppositions maintained by the
framework. The principal problem—one that is consistently repeated—in
this approach, is that by characterizing populism as a “thin-centered” ide-
ology without substantive content beyond its orientation toward the
(people/antagonist) dimension of political contestation, it is thereby
reduced to a dependent, and thus supplementary, feature in relation to the
more mature “thick” ideologies with which it is necessarily found in con-
junction. And yet, its subsequent impact on those “thick” ideologies pro-
vides the basis for distinct ideologies, such as radical Right populism, that
are not reducible to either of these constituent parts. This highlights a
fundamental difficulty in distinguishing between distinct ideologies whose
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“core patterns” are “unique to [themselves] alone,” and fu// ideologies,
which “provide a reasonably broad, if not comprehensive, range of answers
to the political questions that societies generate” (Freeden 1996, 750).
This is primarily due to the unlikely incidence of a “thin-centered” yet
distinct type being found without its “thick,” fu#/l complement.

In such cases, a party’s populism merely determines the broad structure
of social antagonism within rhetorical limits, while the remaining attri-
butes of the “thick” companion ideology play an ambiguous role in their
relation to the defining attributes of the novel hybrid type—in this case,
RRP—which calls into question both the thick /thin distinction as well as
the relation of RRPs to the “thick,” Right-wing ideology from which their
name is derived. Consequently, the gap that emerges between empirically
observed attributes, and their attempted subsumption under the extrapo-
lated typological schema—the circularity of which is well known to Mudde
(2007, 13)—creates inconsistencies that cannot be overcome without
invoking some external principle or typology by fiat. As Paris Aslanidis has
argued, this is due in part to the spurious nature of the category “thin-
centered ideology” itself, whereby “almost any political notion can acquire
the status of a thin-centered ideology as long as it contains an alleged
‘small” number of core concepts that the claimant perceives as being
unable to supply a comprehensive package of policy proposals” (Aslanidis
2015, 4). As a result, the concepts “[render] us unable to distinguish
between thick and thin ideologies if we are unwilling to rely on arguments
from authority” (2015, 4), while wholly ignoring what is taken to be the
“single most unchallenged dimension of ideology in the literature,”
namely “coherence.” (2015, 2).

Mudde attempts to address the problem in his explicitly typological
study, Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe (2007). Here, he makes
one of the first convincing cases—seemingly obvious today—against the
idea that neoliberal economics was part and parcel of radical Right popu-
lism. Despite the importance of this finding, Mudde’s approach cannot
properly integrate it into his typology. In the same text, he argues that
where radical Right parties promote economic policies that seem to con-
tradict the party program of the traditional Right, these policies “proceed
from the core tenets of their [RRPs’] ideology (i.e. nativism, authoritari-
anism, and populism) rather than determine them, and can be and are
consequently instrumentalized to attack competitors and attract voters”
(2007, 132-133). Beyond the easy associational inference that intuitively
ties welfare chauvinism to nativism and populism on the one hand, and the
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evasion of the question as incidental rather than determinative on the
other, no substantive explanation is given as to why we ought to think of
the economic dimension as exempt from typological identification in what
is ostensibly a “complete ideological base” (Yli-Anttila and Yli-Anttila
2015, 57). Doing so would be contrary to Freeden’s claim that
“entertain[ing] ... practices [or] conceptual fundamentals pertaining to
welfare policies” is “a feature of all major ideological systems” (Freeden
1996, 750). Subsequently, in maintaining that only an instrumental rela-
tion holds between RRP ideology and welfare chauvinism, Mudde
attempts to establish both a logical, generative relation between the terms,
while at the same time effacing that very relation by denying its specificity.
As a result, welfare chauvinism—as a phenomenon consistently appearing
in RRP policy—cannot be theoretically integrated into RRP typology.
Due to its fundamental relation to that ideology, however, it is tacked on
nonetheless, albeit in an ad hoc manner.

In light of the preceding discussion, we may draw a number of possible
conclusions. Either it is the case that economic concerns are external to
RRP ideology, rendering it “thin-centered” despite its “thick” Right-wing
base, or it is the case that precisely because of populist parties’ “schizo-
phrenic” (Mudde 2007, 135) cconomic commitment to both welfare
chauvinism for the poor and tax cuts for the middle class, they do not
belong in the category of Right-wing parties at all; hence, the RRP type is
a sort of instrumentalized hybrid between Left and Right, which begs the
question of its categorization as Right-wing in the first place. Finally, a
third possible conclusion is that populist party positions are not generated
by a fixed, pre-existing ideology at all—something hinted at by the irre-
ducibility of RRPs to traditional Right-wing ideology. Rather, these posi-
tions are generated from the interaction between the political demands
which a populist party articulates and an underlying ideological inclina-
tion that is itself shaped through constant communication within an evolv-
ing political space, and by distinguishing itself from the salient attributes
of its “antagonist” at any given time.

11.3  Porurism As LoGIiC OF POLITICAL DISCURSIVE
CONSTRUCTION
An alternative framework that is in some ways similar to the aforemen-

tioned thin-centered ideology approach, while avoiding many of the pit-
falls, is Ernesto Laclau’s particular brand of the discourse analytical
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method. In his book On Populist Reason (2005a), Laclau jettisons the
opposition between “thick” ideology and “thin” supplement, and instead
describes populism as an overarching political “logic” (2005a, 18) that
drives the process of the discursive construction of political subjects and
their concomitant political positions. In elaborating his system, Laclau
identifies three primary categories along which the populist identity of
“the people” is constructed: the equivalentinl chain of demands, the dicho-
tomic fromtier, and the popular-democratic signifiers whose meanings are
contested in the ensuing struggle for hegemony.

According to Laclau, the construction of a political identity begins with
an unmet demand and the antagonistic relation this creates vzs-a-vis those
in power. He argues that “from the beginning we are confronted with a
dichotomic division between unfulfilled social demands, on the one hand,
and an unresponsive power, on the other” (2005a, 86). Where a large
number of these unmet demands exist simultaneously, the symbolic frame-
work that underpins social relations in their normal day-to-day opera-
tions—otherwise referred to as the hegemonic order—begins to
disintegrate, and a dividing line appears between these various demands
on the one side, and the antagonistic hegemonic order on the other.

While at first representing a merely negative equivalence among the
distinct demands, reflecting the lack which they share in common vis-a-vis
the hegemonic order, these demands “crystallize ... in a certain discursive
identity which no longer represents democratic demands as equivalent,
but the equivalential link as such. It is only that moment of crystallization
that constitutes the ‘people’ of populism” (93). It is important to note
here that this crystallization of a concrete identity is always a function of
differentiation from the antagonist, and reflects, on two levels, the differ-
ence in the set of demands that define the new political bloc, and the
predicates that identify the interpellated subject.

In order to achieve political identification within this equivalential link,
a novel syntax has to develop parallel to that of the hegemonic order, while
providing the symbolic means to integrate all of the preceding demands
into a new chain. Here I use syntax in order to highlight the structuring
function of articulation and its generative properties with regard to mean-
ing. These demands, borrowing from the existing popular-democratic
symbolic lexicon, take on novel connotative associations as a consequence
of being articulated to one another within the new syntactic structure. As
Laclau stresses in one of his carliest formulations, “classes cannot assert
their hegemony without articulating the people in their discourse; and the
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specific form of this articulation in the case of a class which sets to confront
the power bloc as a whole, in order to assert its hegemony, will be popu-
lism” ([1977] 2011, 196).

Finally, these popular-democratic symbols—also called empty signifiers
or floating signifiers depending on the structural role they play—serve the
dual function of both representing the unity of “the people” gua equival-
ential chains, and serving as individual loci on which the struggle for dis-
cursive hegemony will take place. Whereas an empty signifier “[steps] in
and [becomes] the signifier of the whole chain” (2005a, 131), a signifier
is floating, or “suspended” when “its meaning is indeterminate between
alternative equivalential frontiers” (131), or, in other words, alternative
hegemonic projects.

The foregoing summary of Laclau’s analytical system serves to high-
light the key difference between his approach and that of Mudde: integra-
tion. As Laclau is quick to emphasize, in accordance with his
post-structuralist background, the various signifiers that constitute popu-
list discourse, and concomitantly, the identity of the populist subject who
is interpellated (Althusser 2014) by that discourse, can be defined only in
relation to their opposites, and only within a totalizing, integrated system
of differences that seeks to close off or “suture” (Laclau and Moufte
[1985] 2014, 184) the discursive field according to its own logic. From
this, it follows that the parties’ political positions ought to reflect the logic
of the commitments that constituted the identity in the first place.

One of the principal benefits of this approach over the thin-centered
variety, therefore, is that discourse analysis ought to be able to explain
seeming discrepancies in party positions as internal moments within the
unfolding political “logic,” by ultimately referring back to how “the peo-
ple” are defined. Laclau’s own view on the subject is clear. He insists that
inscription “should proceed not in terms of purely external comparisons or
taxonomies, but by determining internal rules which make those variations
intelligible” (2005a, 175). Consequently, the relation between economic
positions and the party’s political ideology ought to be explainable as a
logical consequence of this definition, rather than by referring to a tenuous,
external connection to an underlying political ideology that is unable to
justify that connection in accordance with its own theoretical principles.

From the preceding, therefore, it may be concluded that Laclau’s dis-
course analytic approach offers a promising way to integrate and explain
populist party positions and morphological differences between ideologi-
cally opposed parties in a way that, for the reasons stated above, the
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thin-centered approach cannot accomplish on its own. In spite of this,
however, Mudde’s insights into typological resemblances should not be
discarded, but rather elaborated with a strict adherence to the formal
“internal logic” of the discourse in question. Despite Laclau’s expulsion
of “secondary elements,” such as the economic, from his analysis of the
formal structure of populist discourse (Aslanidis 2015, 11), regularities
noted in the expression of “welfare-chauvinist” economic policy, across
multiple RRPs by research of the thin-centered variety, are indicative of
similarities at play that cannot be dismissed by reference to radical het-
erogeneity or mere external semblance. Indeed, Laclau’s discourse ana-
lytical method ought to be able to subsume welfare-chauvinist discourse
within the method’s formal structure of articulated demands, thereby
explaining external similarities among parties through the analysis of the
internal logic at work in the discourse in each case. As argued by Aslanidis,
among others, “formal discursive elements are implicit in Mudde’s ideo-
logical definition” (2015, 11). Therefore, although it may be the case
that typological thinking in reference to populism could possibly lead to
“mistaking particularities of populist instances in different regions for
essential characteristics” (11), the focus on the “thin” form has neverthe-
less yielded content-based regularities that, while not necessarily indica-
tive of populist universal types, fundamentally contribute to a empirically
substantive understanding. By bringing Laclau’s discourse analysis into
conversation with Mudde’s findings on typological regularities, it
becomes possible to both clarify and supplement theoretical issues in
Mudde, while adding an empirical element to Laclau’s more theoretical
framework.

11.4  REeADING THE TEXTS: ON SOURCE MATERIALS

The analysis in this chapter looks at a variety of textual media sources
treating the subject of the discursive construction of “the people” in both
Podemos in Spain, and the FN in France. The primary sources under scru-
tiny are the party manifestos of each party. These are “Notre Projet:
Programme Politique du Front National” (Our Project: Political Program
of the National Front), and both “El Programa Del Cambio” (Program of
Change), and “Documento Final Del Programa Colaborativo” (Final
Document of the Collaborative Program) for Podemos. Where the FN has
only a general program, Podemos has both a general program, and a spe-
cific program for the regional elections.
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In addition to the manifestos, English-language daily newspapers—pri-
marily the Guardian and Huffington Post—are used in conjunction with
Spanish and French language textual sources,! including French cultural
magazine Les Inrocks and Podemos” own La Circular. Furthermore, I ana-
lyze a number of interviews with Pablo Iglesias and Marine Le Pen avail-
able on youtube.com. Because each politician is the head of their respective
party, the likelihood of unrepresentative views is low. Additionally, source
texts were gathered from media of varying political leanings in order to
lessen the likelihood of bias or misrepresentation.

The analysis employs discourse analysis, following the aforementioned
categories of empty signifiers, demands, articulation, and antagonistic
frontier. An important point about discerning the meaning of a particular
signifier is its twofold relation to articulation. While signifiers exert their
power by virtue of how they are articulated to other terms in a signifying
chain, it is equally important to note which terms they are opposed to.
This opposition is an indispensable tool in discerning the particular con-
notative texture that a term takes on in a given discourse, and articulation
must take into account both affirmative and negative connotative
possibilities.

To facilitate the search for signifiers, a word frequency count of the
texts was performed. The most frequent signifiers with political con-
notations that appeared simultaneously in all of the texts were then
isolated, and the analytical method was applied in finding the articula-
tory, connotative meanings of the terms as each party has attempted to
define them, against the signifiers to which they have been opposed
(Table 11.1).

11.5  Anarysis: THE FRONT NATIONAL: LE PETIT
PEUPLE DE LA “FRANCE REELLE”

Starting with the “Political Program of the Front National” (Le Front
National, 2015), the first and most striking point to be taken into consid-
eration is the party’s vision of a satisfactory French nation.? Attempting to
hegemonize the signifier souveraineté (sovereignty), the party opposes
popular sovereignty to the incursion of European politics. Throughout
the text this signifier also conspicuously appears to be connected to the
concept of identité nationale (national identity) (2015, 13, 48-50). For
the FN, identity as a separate national concept, endowed with its own set
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Table 11.1 Word frequency table for politically significant signifiers

Podemos—ElL Podemos—Documento Front National—Notre
Programa Del Final Del Programa Projet: Programme du
Cambio Colaborativo Front National

cuidadania 51 ciudadania 27 citoyen 18
economia 49 economia 29 économique 174
acceso 26 acceso 24 acces 30
democracia 13 democracia 48 democratique 38
corrupcion 13 corrupcion 2 corruption 3
estado 12 estado 19 Detat 244
Gente/pueblo 11/2  gente/pueblos 1/6  peuple 33
progresivo 10 progresivo 8 progressive 44
defensa 6 defensa 11 défense 26
emigracion 6 emigracion 7 immigration 65
soberania 3 soberania 6 souveraineté 31

Note: Numbers in the table include all permutations of the root word found in the text, excluding
instances where the word appears in title, subtitles, or section headings. The word count for democracia
includes all instances of the root word: (democracin, democratico, democraticos, democratica, democraticas,
democratizar, democratizacion, and democraticamente).

of cultural traditions, is inextricably linked to self-determination vis-g-vis
the political strictures of membership in the European Union. According
to the party, French national sovereignty has been eroded to a large extent
by the influence exerted over its leaders by the EU. In an interview with
the BBC, Marine Le Pen expressed the opinion that the economic malaise
in France was caused not only by “thirty years of bad management by the
right and left-wing parties” but by “being subject to the dictates of the
EU” (BBC 2015).

With this gesture, Le Pen is able to expel members of an internal politi-
cal class from her construction of the French “people” by creating an
identitarian link with the external force of the EU. She makes this move
concrete by wholly identifying former presidents of the Republic with
their roles as representatives within the greater European Parliament. To
this end, she states “we haven’t had a president of the republic for a long
time in France. We’ve got European civil servants who get the route map
and apply it” (2015). In characterizing the decisions taken by political
elites internal to France and external policies deriving from the European
Parliament as being cut from the same cloth, she thus creates one half of
the party’s antagonistic bloc.
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One important feature to note is that, for the FN, the antagonistic bloc
is not unitary, but consists of two opposing poles. The other half of the
antagonistic bloc is made up of a sector of society which typically consti-
tutes an adversarial pole in the discourse of the radical Right: immigrants,
and in this case, particularly those who are Muslim. While Marine Le Pen
has considerably softened her stance in comparison to her father Jean
Marie Le Pen on a variety of subgroups whose positions within hegemonic
discourse have been normalized, such as homosexuals, blacks, and Jews,
she has focused all of her rhetorical efforts on channeling that once-held
animus toward one subgroup in particular, through the use of the coded
language of anti-extremism. Speaking on immigration in general, and
about Muslims more specifically, Le Pen asserts that “Assimilation is a very
French concept, which consists of saying that one who arrives must indeed
abandon a part of who one is, to meld into the national community” ( 7he
Guardian 2012).

In contradistinction to the purported Anglo-Saxon model of “integra-
tion,” which Le Pen claims supports retention of the “integrality of what
makes one’s specificity” and in which “everyone co-exists in a [segregated
society]”, she firmly positions herself against what she views as stubborn
immigrant practices of keeping the customs of their country of origin in
public, holding these actions to indicate the refusal to take on specifically
“French” identities. The most referenced of these practices is that of pub-
lic displays of religious observances. To this end, the party manifesto seeks
to set up a ministry of secularism, or /aicité, to ensure the enforcement of
this doctrine. On this view, secularism is no longer a negative political
prohibition on religious interference in government, but becomes a
positive social secularism which seeks to remove religion from the public
space in toto, thereby effectively prohibiting public displays of religion to
suit the end of a unified and unitary “French” people.

It comes as no surprise then, that curbing immigration is one of the
FN’s top priorities. Among the policies the party would like to implement
to address immigration are the reduction of the number of immigrants
allowed to enter each year from 200,000 to 10,000, the suppression of
familial regrouping in France while reducing the budget for people seek-
ing political asylum, and, finally, repealing the existing version of jus soli
which affords French citizenship to any individual born on French soil
irrespective of the nationality of their parents (Le Front National 2015).

With the construction of this dyadic antagonist, it is obvious that
two of the demands that the FN links in its chain of equivalences are
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anti-immigration, and a Euro-skeptic anti-austerity. These two demands
reflect the attributes of the party’s particular iteration of the “French
people” as being self-governing and socially and culturally cohesive.

11.6 Econowmic Pouicies: THE PoLrrics
OF CONTRADICTION?

Along with the two preceding demands, the FN supports a set of more
progressive demands, which seem to call into question the party’s clas-
sification as belonging to the radical Right. One such demand is that of
a progressive tax system, which favors PMEs? or small and medium-
sized enterprises over that of larger corporations. This is contrasted to
a denunciation of the “globalist parties, fiercely favorable to the dereg-
ulation of the global economy, and the internationalization of produc-
tion” (2015, 29). The party preference for small entrepreneurs stands
out as a well-preserved element of the party discourse from its earlier
days as an offshoot of Poujadism (Wieviorka 2013), which has taken on
explicitly anti-neoliberal connotations, and which further establishes
the characteristic features of the political antagonist. As a consequence,
elements within France’s third largest workers union, Force Ouvriere
(Workers” Force) have surprisingly come out in support of the party
(Les Inrocks 2015). Smaller progressive demands on more current
issues include the promise to provide a robust child welfare system
available to French parents, in order to increase the birth rate (Le
Front National 2015, 36); re-establishing independence of the press by
means of prohibiting the close linking of big media organizations with
government (2015, 78); promoting French cultural exceptionalism
abroad while denouncing the London protocol’s favoring of the
English language in international patents; using state power to pro-
mote and encourage French cinema; and defending net neutrality and
digital privacy (25).

Before jumping to conclusions about the FN’s miscategorization as a
radical Right party, it should be noted that where social welfare policies on
the Left are typically made universally available on the basis of need, the
EN explicitly reserves its social welfare for the “French people” according
to the aforementioned definitional attributes. Claiming that in the year
2000, the program I’Aide Medicale d’Etat (Medical Aid of the State),
specifically reserved for clandestine migrants, passed the 600 million
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euros-mark, (11) the FN proposes drastic reductions of welfare aid to resi-
dents of non-French origin. Along the same ethno-protectionist lines, the
party claims that in the midst of an economic crisis, with the consequent
high rates of unemployment, a policy that allows professional migrants or
foreign workers to reside and work in France deserves condemnation (11).

It is clear from the above that although apparently contradicting the
party’s stance on a host of other issues, these economic policies uphold its
dedication to its image of the “French people” as le petit peuple de In
“France reelle” (the little people of the real France). This is supported by
Mudde’s observation of “welfare chauvinism” (Mudde 2007, 130) in
RRPs. Contrary to Mudde’s conclusion, however, this purported instru-
mental gesture has been shown to be inextricable from the underlying
structural articulation of the party’s conception of its constituent
“people.”

11.7  PARTICIPATION: REAL OR IMAGINED?

On the question of participation, the signifier of sovereignty is brought
back into the picture, this time in connection with democracy and the
democratic instrument par excellence: referendum voting. This desire is
engendered by what the party takes to be a lack of opportunities for the
democratic expression of the people within the current system. As stated
in the program, “the absence of an almost systematic recourse for the
people via the organization of referendums, or worse, the negation of
the referendum vote, as was the case in 2008, seriously undermine
democracy and take away the nonetheless fundamental idea from the
people that they are masters of their own destinies” (Le Front National
2015, 102). As a result, upon entering government in the 2017 national
election, the party asserted that it would immediately hold a referendum
to revise the Constitution in which “the president of the republic shall
be elected for a non-renewable term of 7 years” so that “a pledge of
honesty and efficacy in politics taken by the head of state who must act
only based on the commitments made to the French and not in regard
to future reelection” would guide the actions of the president. Here we
may ask whether this is not a “yes” to the question of increased demo-
cratic participation?

First, the type of democratic participation outlined here is limited in a
number of ways. The terms of the referendum voting system provide no
avenues for active citizen engagement beyond the act of voting. According
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to the party program, the aim is to create a system of constitutional amend-
ment via a referendum against the current method of parliamentary voting
(2015, 103). While offering an opportunity where none existed prior, the
possibility of citizen initiative or participation in either drafting or adding
articles to amendments is non-existent.

Second, the party’s proposal to change the term of the presidency to
seven years has no bearing on existing democratic participation, but does
bring to the fore the underlying Bonapartist ideal conception of direct
representation in a unitary France.

Third, the party proposes an “organic law” (103), meant to establish
proportional voting that is more fairly representative of actual vote shares
in granting seats in the National Assembly.

While it is certainly true that proportional representation is a requisite
condition of fairness, the active participation and engagement of the
French people in and with their government is scarcely to be found in this
conception. Instead, we find a party cleaving to traditional modes of rep-
resentation while merely reconfiguring their components. As far as the
French citizenry are concerned, the only way that their objectives can be
made known to the government is either through voting on referenda
handed down to them from above, or through voting for representatives
of a particular political stripe rather than those of another. In either case,
citizen participation is reduced to an aggregate-level data-building exer-
cise. The program assumes that, with increased proportional representa-
tion, the need for direct participation can be circumscribed to the realm of
referenda voting and that, moreover, this is sufficient.

11.8 Pobpemos: ALL POWER TO THE COMMONS RATHER
THAN TO THE CASTE

For Podemos, the construction of its vision of the people centers on a
negative definition in terms of that which it is not—/a casta (the caste).
The antagonistic bloc that is encapsulated in the signifier of the caste is
neither a concrete group, nor is it an association of identifiable individuals.
Rather, it is a

term that was created by some Italian political scientists to describe what was
happening in their country, and that was that in the last instance, a funda-
mental part of the political class that made the decisions were a type of
majordomo of the economic powers, of the banks, that is to say, not people
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representing the citizenry, mailmen of the citizens, but rather majordomos
of the banks (El Politico 2015).

In other words, it is a combination of two types of actor under one
heading, consisting of political elites and economic elites who manipulate
their actions to the detriment of the people. It is defined by an attitude of
not having to answer to one’s constituents because of the nature of one’s
social standing (Cuatro 2014). The “people” which Podemos seeks to
construct is therefore a people which is distinguished from the corruption
of la casta, and which stands against a German-led austerity that is seen as
crippling the living standards of the Spanish people. This vision of the
“people” is one reflected in the demands of the Indignados Movement
and of mass participatory democracy. In fact, among the major problems
that Podemos has taken into its equivalential chain is the problem of
forced evictions that catalyzed the aforementioned massive demonstra-
tions that shook Spain in 2011.

Taking upon themselves the mantle of representing the political move-
ments that incidentally gave birth to their platftorm—the 15M Movement
of the indignants (indignados) who occupied the Puerta del Sol in Madrid
as a sign of frustration, and the anti-eviction party Movimiento por una
Vivienda Digna—Podemos affirms in their official national party program,
the “Law 25 of Social Emergencies,” that the party is “committed to para-
lyze evictions that affect debtors of good faith who have not been able to
maintain timely payments due to a situation of economic difficulty”
(Podemos 2015, 63).

It is here that Podemos differentiates itself from a party like the FN with
regard to its ideological convictions. It is no coincidence that Podemos
takes the issue of forced eviction to be immediate and urgent given that a
large number of those affected are migrants living in already precarious
social situations. In the party manifesto alone there are multiple mentions
of improving the situation of immigrants, including “the certification of
resumé” (2015, 27)—meaning that qualifications obtained elsewhere will
be accepted as sufficient proof of skills—as well as extending “public health
resources” to all children, paying special attention to “children of migrants
in irregular situations [legal status]” (50). Thus, Podemos ensures the
incorporation—in line with its Left populist categorization—of migrants,
the disadvantaged, and the socially vulnerable, into its vision of the people,
not as groups responsible for social and cultural disintegration, but as
groups who are adversely affected, in the same way as everyone else.
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11.9  DEemanDps: ECONOMY, TRANSPARENCY,
AND ACCOUNTABILITY

Against the political and economic caste, one of the party’s most impor-
tant demands is economic self-determination. Posited as a necessary con-
dition for the “democracy” that serves as the empty signifier in Podemos’
discursive strategy, for Iglesias it is the economy “that determines the con-
ditions of possibility of the dignity of the people” (Machuca 2014 ). While
a democratically controlled form of economic development is impeded on
the home front by the political elite class, it is stifled from without by the
austerity measures of the European Union. In their program for the
European Parliament, the first point is titled “recover the economy, con-
struct democracy” (Podemos 2014, 2). Some of the key proposed policy
changes contained in that document are the abrogation of the labor
reforms 0f2010,2012, and March 2014, as well as a substantially increased
minimum wage, coupled with a substantially decreased maximum wage—
a not-too-veiled reference to managerial and administrative pay (2014).

The demand for economic self-determination that has been framed as a
condition for and reference to the signifier “democracy” also goes hand in
hand with the party’s anti-austerity stance. In an interview with Democracy
Now!s Amy Goodman, when asked about the meaning of austerity,
Iglesias responded by stating that austerity means “that people are expelled
from their homes, ... that the social services don’t work anymore, ... that
public schools don’t have the elements, the means to develop their activi-
ties, ... that the countries don’t have sovereignty anymore, and we became
a colony of the financial powers and a colony of Germany,” and that “aus-
terity probably means the end of democracy” (Democracy Now! 2015).

There can be no economic self-determination of “the people,” however,
without a concrete starting point. This is why a further demand extended
by the party is that of fiscal reform and anti-corruption policies aimed at
curbing the fraud that Podemos sees as being one of the crucial hindrances
to establishing the type of government that would represent its particular
vision of democratic politics. To realize that state of affairs, it is necessary
to establish full governmental transparency (Podemos 2015, 63).

Reform, however, is not the end game toward which Podemos is play-
ing. Ultimately, their aim is not merely reforming the political process, as in
the case of the FN, buta complete overturn and subsequent re-establishment
of'a wholly other type of political order. In writing for the official magazine
of Podemos’ theoretical wing, head of party campaign strategy Inigo
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Errejon asserts that “in order to understand the present moment ... we
must think to what extent the transition was an exercise in passive revolu-
tion” (Errejon 2015). The transition he is referring to is the regime change
that occurred in 1982, when Spain officially became a democratic country.
Because the Spanish Constitution is framed by the party as a sort of pla-
cebo, whose legitimacy is disqualified a priori due to the conditions under
which it was written—Dby high-ranking officials in Franco’s government at
the time immediately after his death—Podemos urges its “people” to agi-
tate for the “democracy to come” (Derrida 2005), or, in other words, the
as yet unfulfilled promise of mass participatory mobilization.

11.10  PARTICIPATION: CITIZEN MOBILIZATION
IN SocIiAL AND PoLrticaL LIFe

In characterizing the populist radical Left, it has become almost cliché to
assume the politicization of daily life, in what is referred to as the “self-
regulating anarchist commune” (Worsley 1969). How much participation
does Podemos deem sufficient to include in its program?

The party program states that “necessary reforms shall be undertaken
in public institutions in order to engender a qualitative leap in matters of
citizen participation and of transparency” (Podemos 2015, 42). To achieve
this, the program devotes an entire section to the establishment of institu-
tions for a democratic practice. In the opening paragraph of the section,
the party program states: “We want institutions that are permeable to par-
ticipation, that advance the feeling hand and the warmth of the people: in
sum, profoundly democratic institutions, where there will be no dead ends
for the eyes of the citizenry, because change means equipping ourselves
with the highest democracy possible” (2015, 63).

Proposals for citizen participation include extending legal support and
a path toward voting rights to émigrés; creating a commission for citizen
petitions in order to “channel, through parliamentary means, petitions
solicited by the citizenry, in either individual or collective form, directly to
the parliament” (69); instituting popular legislative instruments that allow
for initiatory popular legislative measures” (69); and finally the establish-
ment of citizen counselors in every autonomous region who “will remain
in full public visibility throughout the duration of their tenure” (70).

Because of the way in which corruption is constructed as a principal
characteristic of the political class, democracy carries procedural implica-
tions not only in terms of political organization, but also in setting limits
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to the economic activities of elected officials. In one such example, the
Podemos party program states that all elected officials must “perform a
declaration of monthly expenses relative to the exercise of their function
(expenses of representation, telephone bills, etc.)” (64). A further stipula-
tion requires that they “inform of their public agenda, where visitors, and
the entities they represent, will be specified, as well as the topic of meet-
ings, along with the inclusion of any document that has been debated
over” (64). With these safeguards in place, the party believes that the insti-
tutionalization of citizen participation would be better reinforced and pro-
tected from the type of corruption that is born out of the “revolving
doors” established between government and consultancies in private firms.

As has been shown, Podemos has a both wide and deep commitment to
citizen participation as expressed in its party program. In contrast to the
FN, whose principal priority is one of fine-tuning the structures of repre-
sentative bodies, Podemos seeks to vastly enlarge the purview of citizen
power in deliberating on matters of governing. Therefore, it may be said
that insofar as the party program is representative of the goals of the party,
Podemos is dedicated to broad democratic participation.

11.11 CONCLUSION

The preliminary findings indicate that two primary differences exist
between Podemos and the FN when viewed from the point of the struc-
ture of discursive construction: the morphological difference in the defini-
tion of an antagonist, and the way in which democracy is conceived. While
it may be true that both follow a populist logic of distinguishing between
(people/antagonistic bloc)—each party positioning itself against an
antagonist that serves as an obstacle to the establishment of a social ple-
num, or harmonious social totality—where Podemos draws a single, clear
line, dividing Spanish society into two blocs, the FN constructs a hetero-
geneous enemy that is itself not singular. Here, the antagonistic block is
split between the corrupt economic and political elites, typically identified
in populist discourse, on the one hand, and a culturally subversive and
economically draining immigrant or migrant population on the other.
These findings reinforce much of the populism literature on RRPs and
their exhibited ethno-nationalism. As a result, “the people” of the FN
appear as a culturally, if no longer ethnically, homogeneous bloc, asserting
itself politically through a self-rule that is mediated by public officials
devoted to the nation; in this case equivalent to “the people” in this
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restricted sense. Furthermore, the party posits that direct participation in
managing day-to-day political affairs is not a requirement for upholding
representational integrity. Therefore, democracy for the FN does not stray
too far from the tenets of representative democracy, but, rather, prob-
lematizes the existing organization of the representational system in
France. For Podemos, however, “the people” appear as a mass social bloc,
consistent with that of the image of the anti-austerity 15M Movement,
and of the occupation of the Plaza del Sol throughout the Indignados
protests. Here, the difference between the two parties on the ideal degree
of popular participation seems to validate Peter Worsley’s Left—Right pop-
ulist typological hypothesis, whereby

[t]he search for direct people-leadership contact is one point along a con-
tinuum stretching from total non-involvement of the mass of the people at
one end to the ideal anarchist self-regulating commune at the other. In my
view, these two extremes are a very large part of what I mean when I use the
terms ‘Right” and ‘Left’ (Worsley 1969, 245).

It is nevertheless clear, however, that in the case of both parties a cer-
tain ideologically-determined conception of “the people” is clearly at
work. For Podemos, the people ought not to have any defining character-
istics beyond opposition to “the political caste.” The relation between the
two is purely political, and the particular “subject-position” arises as the
result of political contestation, where the process itself is constitutive of
the characteristics of both “the people” and of the antagonistic bloc. For
the FN, on the other hand, the regulative idea is political but also cultural.
There is an overwhelming “French-ness” that is consistently referred to,
regarding the tenuous position of French patrimony vis-a-vis exogenous
cultural threats, whether in the form of absorption of foreign cultural ele-
ments into “pure” French culture, austerity, globalization, or from
a declining French culture industry resulting from the two preceding pro-
cesses coupled with the prominence of English as the global language of
choice. The project is one of reclamation. For Podemos, the significance
of culture lies in the value of civic culture as a project, namely one that is
to emerge from the restructuring of political life. Consequently, Spanish
culture is something that must be changed and improved rather than pro-
tected, and for this reason, immigrants as well as nationals are seen as hav-
ing a role to play in the reformulation of and participation in government
institutions (Table 11.2).
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Table 11.2 Discursive Positions of Podemos and the Front National

Podemos Front National
Signifier Democracy: Sovereignty:
Economic self-determination; National self-determination;
Transparency; Anti-EU;
Equal access to political Power over borders;
institutions Immigration
People 1. Everyone not in the caste 1. Culturally French, middle class,
including illegal immigrants small-business owners
Antagonist 2. Political and economic elites 2. EU and globalization-friendly
[single cleft] elites +
Publically pious Muslims and
economic migrants
[double cleft]
Chain of End to forced evictions; Social welfare for the “French”;
Equivalential Public health for the needy; Support of French industry and
Demands Anti-corruption/no revolving  culture;
door; Anti-immigration/border
Minimum wage increase sovereignty;
Economic support for small and
medium-size businesses
Participation Citizen legislative initiatives; Fair representation in Parliament;

Citizen councils;
Citizen parliamentary petitions

Citizen referenda on constitutional
reform;

Seven-year presidency: pledge of
honesty

Despite the differences in their respective target publics, however,

both parties nevertheless share a vision of incorporating a “people” that
has been left out of political participation. In addressing themselves to a
“people” in a universal sense, rather than making a claim on behalf of a
particular group, each party shares in the structural element of populist
discourse. The qualitative distinction between this discursive tendency
and one that remains at a lesser stage through its investment in particu-
lar demands, is that even when a particular demand is highlighted in
populist discourse, it always already aims at the impossible task of filling
the empty place of “the people” through an articulatory connotative
chain that is saturated with universalist overtones (Laclau 1996, 53).
What this universalism accomplishes is the representation of a hege-
monic vision attempting to establish its own “distribution of the sensible”
(Ranciere 2010, 36).
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While constituting only a first step in the direction of a discourse ana-
lytical research program devoted to typological constructions of RLPs and
RRPs, the findings suggest that an engagement with Laclau’s method pro-
vides a fruitful means of defining and organizing meaning-making at the
level of the discursive construction of novel political subjects that is not
available to other theories of populism. The theoretical coherence and
internal consistency in Laclau’s approach should not be overlooked, even
when favoring the concreteness of case studies. In fact, insights into appar-
ent typological regularities exhibited in empirically motivated research are
illuminated by Laclau’s firm commitment to internal logic and to unfold-
ing both the synchronic dimension of internal articulation, as well as the
diachronic articulations of terms over time, (Laclau 2014) inherent to
contestation between hegemonic projects. Although this is recognized as
implicit in the thin-centered approach, it nevertheless remains inchoate.
By bringing the two into conversation, it is hoped that novel research
avenues may be opened up, thus contributing to a better, more nuanced
understanding of what it is that separates radical Left and radical Right
populists from one another, what makes either type populist, and what
makes them irreducible to both their “thick” base ideologies of the Left
and Right, and to one another; in other words, what makes each specific.

NoOTES

1. All translations of Spanish and French-language sources done by the author.
2. “Le petit peuple de la ‘France réelle’” translates to “the little people of the
‘real France’.”

3. Petite et moyenne entreprise.
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CHAPTER 12

Left-Wing Populism and the Assault
on the Establishment

Oscar Garcia Agustin and Marco Briziarells

The 2017 elections in France reflected a new political panorama for the
country as well as confirmed broader tendencies in the continent, high-
lighting the emergence of a new political cycle, which opens up opportu-
nities for the Left but also the risks of reactionary backlashes. The
expectations of votes for the Socialist Party were at an all-time low while
the conservatives were fighting for the third position with limited possi-
bilities of reaching the second electoral round. The recently created En
Marche! party, led by Emmanuel Macron, and the FN of Marine Le Pen
were the forces with the strongest options. While the former aimed to
renew the space of social liberalism and vindicate the role of Europe, the
latter, as a radical Right-wing party and openly xenophobic, attributed to
itself the defense of national sovereignty.

However, in the last days before the first round there was still room for
a surprise and, according to some, a potential political earthquake: the
possibility of Jean-Luc Mélenchon, the Left-wing politician from France
Insoumise, passing to the second round. Mélenchon’s charisma, an
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innovative and massively supported media campaign that used video
games and holograms, and a strategic move to the ground of Left-wing
populism (Kellaway 2017) without ideological dependence on the
Communist Party contributed to the opportunity of gaining results far
beyond the 11.1% he received in 2011.

The panic reactions came immediately. The Economist emphasized how
uncertainty, which financially translates into market volatility, had
increased. The campaign was predictable and not particularly worrying
until the irruption of Mélenchon:

“The script for France’s presidential election was supposed to be clear.
Investors accepted that Marine Le Pen, the anti-European Union, pro-
Russia, far-Right candidate, would make it through to the second round.
But markets presumed that, just as when her father made the second
round in 2002, voters would flock to the alternative candidate, cither
Frangois Fillon, a Catholic conservative, or Emmanuel Macron of the
center-Left (Buttonwood 2017).”

In sum, investors did not consider the elections to be a real risk.
However, a hypothetical election between Mélenchon and Le Pen would
turn into the “nightmare option.” An electoral victory to Mélenchon,
only a few months after Brexit, would have provoked a new European
crisis, since he would have been a French version of Hugo Chavez and the
consequences of the Venezuelan economy would have been brought into
the heart of Europe.

Mélenchon assumed the position as the candidate going against the
economic and political elites as part of his political project and in this way
joined more general European trends. In the closure of his campaign he
gathered Marisa Matias, MEP from the Portuguese Left-wing party Bloco
de Esquerda, and Pablo Iglesias for the event “A People’s Europe.”
During the meeting Mélenchon made an interesting remark when he
referred to his international guests from Southern Europe as members of
“the more than 10% club.” With the only exception of Syriza, Bloco de
Esquerda and Podemos represent two of the most consolidated Left-wing
parties demonstrating how to come close to power or influence it.

Both parties, along with France Insoumise after the results of the first
round, entail options to govern in a European context marked by the
decline of the social democratic project (as a prolongation of the ideologi-
cal crisis of the center-Left already initiated by the foundation of the Third
Way), the increasing presence of the radical Right-wing and the conse-
quent redefinition of the center-Right political space. Although the
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economic crisis did not lead to an electoral growth of the radical Left wing
and the promotion of a genuinely anti-capitalist program, the consolida-
tion of “the more than 10% club” in Southern Europe deployed the win-
dow of opportunity to foster a new political cycle.

Grounding it in the political experiences in Spain and other European
countries, in this final chapter we want to focus on three main features that
characterize this cycle: the importance acquired by the establishment as an
antagonistic subject and the anti-establishment as a necessary moment of
response; the shaping of a populist Left-wing, capable of expanding the
social support and electoral horizon of the radical Left but also of clearly
distinguishing its message from the radical Right populism; and finally the
radicalization of the center as a response of the establishment in order to
start a phase of passive revolution which could diminish the possibilities of
such a Left-wing populist initiative.

12.1  ANTI-ESTABLISHMENT AS THE TERRAIN
OF STRUGGLE AND THE LEFT-WING PoLITICAL [CONOCLASM

The aforementioned window of opportunity that allowed the constitution
of the “More than 10% club” did not happen in a vacuum but in particular
social historical context in which anti-establishment forces, on both the
Right and the Left, could raise above marginality, go beyond the typical
rapprochements of radical subversion and political violence, and therefore
become the channel of expression of broader societal malaises.

Given that by “establishment” we broadly refer to the hegemonic bloc
that since the aftermath of World War Two imposed and reproduced (neo)
liberal democratic regimes around the globe, but especially in many
Western countries, its rejection represents the passage from a consent-
driven scenario marked by the rhetoric of social contractualism to one
more leaning toward conflict and antagonism. Dialectically enough, cur-
rent anti-establishment political projects respond to capitalism’s relative
success in fighting previous social and political cycles propitiatory for the
Left. In fact, in order to defuse the energy of the social unrest of the 1960s
and 1970s, capitalism incorporated some of the social demands and the
communicational and organizational practices of social movements of the
same period into the productive organization (Boltansky and Chiappello
2005). Thus, from this point of view, neoliberalism cannot simply be
understood as a reactionary class response to newly empowered labor,
strengthened by welfarism and unionism (Harvey 1989), but also
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comprises a reformist moment generated by the incorporation and inter-
nalization of progressive social demands which, as we will suggest later on,
exemplifies the extraordinary capability of self-reproduction of this system
via passive revolutions.

However, this apparently forward-looking capitalism, with its aban-
doning of hierarchical Fordism for a post-Fordist model (Hardt and Negri
2000), the expansion of neoliberal globalization via utopic multicultural-
ism and cosmopolitanism (Tomlinson 2003), the diminishing of direct
labour control and granting employees initiative and autonomy, and
finally the intellectualization and ludification of production through the
emergence of the so-called knowledge economy (Lund 2014) came with
a dramatic price in terms of material and psychological precariousness and
even more pronounced income inequalities. In this sense, Inglehart and
Norrris (2016) document how precarization of labour, the erosion of
welfare safety nets and the imposition of neoliberal austerity policies
fueled anti-establishment sentiments to both the Right and the Left.
Then, when such a context of existential insecurity had been aggravated
by the recent global economic downturn, and the incapability of existing
social and political institutions had become manifest, the rejection of the
current social order seemed like an existential necessity more than a politi-
cal choice of radicality.

Even when considering only the Left-oriented kind, the radicalism of
such anti-establishment impetus varies in degree, form, and how it
approaches the question of whether to remain within or without the frame-
work of the democratic process. As a matter of fact, there is clearly a tension
between pertaining to the “more than 10% club politics” and advancing a
radically transformative and anti-capitalist project. The distance between
the two manifestations of anti-establishment politics can be conceptualized
through Mouffe’s distinction between antagonism and agonism (2005).
For Moulfte, antagonism implies an existential incompatibility between
political adversaries, thus establishing us vs. them and “friend—enemy” rela-
tions. Conversely, in an agonistic situation, opponents recognize each other
and agree to play by a common set of rules of political action.

While agonism and antagonism could be considered as generating anti-
establishment projects at different levels, they often coexist, as in the case
of Podemos, but also Syriza and M5S. An image that could be used to
describe such a liminal position within the anti-establishment is the one of
political iconoclasm. By that we mean a twofold approach that considers
iconoclasm in both reductive and expansive denotations. On the one hand,
as the etymology of the term suggests, that is, image breaking, many aspects
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of current anti-establishment here considered privilege the level of dis-
course, representation, and signification as the main terrain of political
struggle. On the other, political iconoclasm opens up to a much broader
vision in which a given anti-establishment project aims at a political reform
that is not always and necessarily accompanied by a social one. In this sense,
the level of integrality of such reform may provide us with a conceptual way
to distinguish between Right and Left kinds of anti-establishment project:
while the former primarily aspires to change the inhabitants of the state but
without essentially revising its morphology, the latter aspires to reconfigure
the totality of social relations, in both civil and political society.

As will be explored in more detail in the next section, the thrust toward
rejection of the establishment has produced a variety of social and political
phenomena that can be grouped within the notion of populism, which in
both its Right- and Left-wing manifestations shares the capability to signifi-
cantly challenge the status quo (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2013), allegedly on
behalf of a previously abandoned and successively reconstituted “people.”

12.2  Tue Lerr WING AND THE PoOrPULIST MOMENT

Talking about populism has become very common in the mass media, and
articles on populism are typically accompanied by pictures of Marine Le
Pen, Donald Trump, and Nigel Farage, together with Alexis Tsipras and
Pablo Iglesias. Most of the time there is no interest in distinguishing
between them but rather to present them as a common enemy for well-
established democracies. Indeed, if one aspect is shared by Left- and
Right-wing populism, besides the anti-establishment sentiment and the
figure of outsiders, it is the perception of populists as representatives of
illiberal democracy. This reductionist perspective (all populism, regardless
of'its form, is illiberal ) can easily turn to emptying the concept entirely and
making it completely useless, both academically and politically: when
everything becomes populism, populism barely means anything. However,
there is at least an instinctive feeling of witnessing completely different
phenomena when different political parties and leaders, labeled as popu-
lism, start to be compared with some degree of rigor. This basic comparative
work can also be found in the pages of The Economist when reflecting on
the meaning of the word “populism™:

Donald Trump, the populist American president-elect, wants to deport
undocumented immigrants. Podemos, the populist Spanish party, wants to
give immigrants voting rights. Geert Wilders, the populist Dutch politician,
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wants to eliminate hate-speech laws. Jaroslaw Kaczynski, the populist Polish
politician, pushed for a law making it illegal to use the phrase “Polish death
camps”. Evo Morales, Bolivia’s populist president, has expanded indigenous
farmers’ rights to grow coca. Rodrigo Duterte, the Philippines’ populist
president, has ordered his police to execute suspected drug dealers. (7he
Economist 2016)

As made clear by this enumeration of different kinds of populism, it
would be better, firstly, to talk about populisms in plural (each understood
in their contexts) and, secondly, to look for similarities without omitting
(quite often intentionally) huge differences when talking about Right- and
Left-wing populism. There is always the option of doing like the conserva-
tive member of the European Parliament of the Spanish People’s Party,
Esteban Gonzilez Pons, who at his party’s national congress claimed:

Who says that the people is not taken into account? Puigdemont or Le Pen?
Both. Who says that the Spanish people are subdued by Germany:? Iglesias
or Le Pen? Both. Because nationalism and populism divide the world into
the elected and the guilty ones, into the pure and the impure ones. (quoted
in Del Riego 2017)

That is a good example of the consequences of comparing both kinds
of populism and stating that there is no difference. In this case, the con-
servative leader goes even further and shows that Right-wing populism
shares the same goal as nationalist separatism. The same politician who
criticizes divisions creates another one himself: between those in favor of
democracy (liberals) and those against (populists). This distinction,
according to him, is historical since democracy has been threatened before
by fascism and communism. This would be a happy liberal ending to get
rid of the traditional Left and Right political division.

Cass Mudde and Cristobal Rovira Kaltwasser (2013) make an interest-
ing reflection about the different kinds of populism found in Northern
Europe and Latin America and establish a distinction based on exclusion
(of ethnic minorities), on the one hand, and inclusion (of marginalized
groups: poor, women, indigenous people), on the other. This could imply
that progressive populism could play a democratic role through expanding
inclusiveness and participation of those groups that are excluded or do not
feel represented in the existing institutional order. However, Mudde
(2015) recognizes that repolitization and the critique of exclusion has a
price: the imposition of majoritarian extremism, which denies legitimacy
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to opponents’ political positions and weakens the rights of minorities. All
in all, despite its inclusionary role, the application of mechanisms of inclu-
sion/exclusion in the construction of the “people” makes Left-wing pop-
ulism a “black and white” and polarizing way of doing politics. Being Left
or Right, it would still be illiberal politics.

The main problem of this opposition between liberalism (as democracy)
and populism or illiberalism (antidemocratic forces from both Left and
Right) is that the traditional antagonism Left—Right, which has defined the
political conflict, is usually ignored. When talking about populism, the difter-
ences between Left and Right remain, wrongly, in the background. When
the similarities between all kinds of populism are emphasized, the differences
between Left and Right tend to become insignificant. This explains why
Ernesto Laclau’s approach to populism has been so positively embraced by
the Left, the case of Podemos being a clear example. The definition of popu-
lism as discourse, a form of articulation, which strengthens democracy instead
of undermining it, offers an alternative to conciliating the Left with the pop-
ulist tradition, or at least one of them. In her conversation with [#igo Errejon,
Chantal Moulffe explains how the symbiosis between the Left wing and pop-
ulism occurs without it being at the expense of Left-wing ideology. Mouffe
noticed that the frontier Right/Left, as an agonist struggle, seemed to be the
most adequate way to radicalize democracy, but she realized that the new
forms of neoliberal domination should be contested by the construction of a
new transversal and progressive collective will (Errejon and Moufte 2015).

The emergence (as well as the need) of Left-wing populism must thus
be understood in the current political situation, what Moutffe calls the
“populist moment.” Pablo Iglesias (2016) echoes that idea to stress that
Left-wing populism is needed to stop Right-wing populism, magnified by
Donald Trump’s victory. Iglesias rejects any similarity between Donald
Trump and Bernie Sanders as populists because, as he points out, popu-
lism does not define the political options but the political moments. Now
for Iglesias, with all its implications for Podemos’ official political line, the
political moment is the populist one and not the moment of politics of the
establishment. The framework of the populist moment is useful to under-
stand the changes in the Socialist Party in Spain. After losing the support
of his party, Pedro Sanchez resigned as general secretary of the socialist
party but did not renounce the possibility of coming back and regaining
the leadership of the party. This opportunity became real and Pedro
Sanchez undertook a double turn: one to the Left and another one to
populism. Against the establishment of his party and the total absence of
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ideology (being the PSOE immersed into an unquestionable social liberal
line), Pedro Sanchez did populist politics to show that the party establish-
ment was in crisis and demonstrate the denial by the establishment of any
option, which would not include embracing neoliberalism. In the current
political moment, Left- and Right-wing populism should lead to diametri-
cally opposed options. Judith Butler (quoted in Daumas 2017) is quite
clear about that: Right-wing populism can lead to fascism while Left-wing
populism must lead to radical democracy.

The populist moment is not only political. There are important mate-
rial conditions: impoverishment of the middle class, decomposition of the
working class, transnational capitalism, crisis of welfare systems, and so on.
These conditions are often simplified under a new dichotomy: globaliza-
tion—populism. Populism would be a reaction to globalization which
entails a threat to people’s sense of security, national identity or labor
conditions. Thus the argument about Left- and Right-wing populism
being the same would resonate since the conflict is replaced by
cosmopolitans-liberals against nationalists-populists. However, the prob-
lem, as Butler (2016) says, is in reality neoliberal economics which “pro-
duces precarity throughout the population without discriminating
between Right and Left”. Those who blame migrants are just identifying
wrongly the root of the problem. In this case, we witness again that some
common elements can be found by comparing Left- and Right-wing par-
ties due to the populist moment, but the globalization—populism dichot-
omy is not capable of comprehending the Right—Left confrontation and
accounts for a Left-wing populism whose aim is to fight against global
capitalism (not even necessarily against globalization) and increase equal-
ity and welfare. Despite the use of similar concepts (e.g. defense of sover-
eignty or social protection), their policies present huge differences, not to
mention that in Northern Europe the Right-wing parties are in coalition
with conservative and liberal parties and not with progressive parties. The
main concerns on the Left remain more or less the same: the shaping of a
transnational elite, the consequences of free trade agreements, the role of
debt, the imposition of austerity politics, the cuts in public services and
welfare policies, and so forth.

The material conditions enhanced by global capitalism and the political
situation, defined by the populist moment, have created a new space in
which Left-wing populism must be capable of setting up a genuine Leftish
agenda. They should do this through the assumption of progressive popu-
lism to draw on the political conflict between elites and people, and the
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promotion of wide social and political alliances, like those seen in the dem-
onstrations against Trump, capable of maintaining a vibrant civil society
and its plurality of voices and claims.

12.3  RADICALIZING THE CENTER: TIME FOR PASSIVE
REVOLUTION?

The populist moment, and the redefinition of the way of doing Left poli-
tics, does not imply that the situation cannot lead to a comeback for non-
ideological politics (the blurred distinction between center-Left and
center-Right politics), also known as post-politics. Since Right-wing pop-
ulism entails a challenge for the establishment, it is likely that the establish-
ment will react to avoid the rise of Left-wing politics aimed at electoral
majorities and refuse to be placed in the margins of institutional politics.
As Iglesias mentioned, the party of establishment (under Hillary Clinton)
was not capable of defeating Right-wing populism in its Trumpist form.
This does not mean that the hypothetical victory of Bernie Sanders would
have been desirable or an option to be taken into account.

Just after the success achieved by Podemos in the electoral elections,
the president of Santander Bank, Josep Oliu, proposed to create a new
party like Podemos but a Right-wing version. The goal of such a party
would be to promote private initiatives and economic development, since
Podemos “makes us a bit scared” (quoted in EFE 2014). He added that
neither PP nor PSOE represents company interests at all and the time to
say enough to more regulation had arrived. The president of Santander
Bank proved to have a visionary understanding of the populist moment.
The creation of Right-wing populism would not be an option but neither
would it be to trust the existing parties of the establishment. There was a
third option: to radicalize the center (as the empty space for post-politics)
as the opportunity to deepen neoliberal politics.

A few months later, Ciudadanos decided to make its move from regional
Catalan politics to the national arena. Maintaining its ideological defini-
tion (but abandoning its definition as a social democratic party) and its
defense of Spain as a unified nation (in opposition to nationalism),
Ciudadanos was reformed as the best way of stopping the electoral growth
of Podemos, which was worrying in the eyes of the establishment. The
irruption of Ciudadanos as a national party enabled it to compete with
Podemos in a terrain in which PSOE and PP never could: the new politics.
The axis of new vs. old politics introduced by Podemos was counterbalanced
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by Ciudadanos, including the same statement that it was a party neither
from the Right nor from the Left. Although both parties pretend to be
transversal, they do it from different positions: Left-wing populism in the
case of Podemos, and an ideology based on efficiency and technocracy in
the case of Ciudadanos.

Nancy Fraser has been very astute in understanding and explaining the
political situation. The victory of Trump occurred in the context of a con-
frontation between progressive neoliberalism and reactionary populism.
Trump’s voters did not reject neoliberalism but progressive neoliberalism,
defined as “an alliance of ‘new social movements’ (including feminism),
on the one side, and the high-end ‘symbolic’ and service-based business
sectors (Wall Street, Silicon Valley and Hollywood), on the other” (2016:
281). There was a convergence between emancipation (progressive ideas,
associated with multiculturalism, women’s and LGBTQ rights) and finan-
cialization. This hegemonic formation was already set by Bill Clinton and
Tony Blair, and it complicated the development of an alternative Left.
Chantal Moutffe referred to a similar phenomenon as “progressive neolib-
eralism” when she identified a new kind of center represented by Tony
Blair’s New Labour: “Unlike the traditional center, which lies in the mid-
dle of the spectrum between Right and Left, this is a center that tran-
scends the traditional Left/Right division by articulating themes and
values from both sides in a new synthesis” (1998: 11).

“Progressive neoliberalism,” defeated by Trumpism, or the “radical cen-
ter,” still responsible for the ideological crisis of identity of the Left, is now
at a crossroads. It opens up space for a potential counter-hegemony, says
Fraser (2017), consisting in a new progressive-populist combination of
emancipation with social protection. When Podemos was the first or second
most voted-for party in the polls, it is not strange that Ciudadanos appears
to radicalize the center. It is also a new synthesis of Left/Right but with the
difference of being part of the new politics and the objective of diminishing
the impact of Podemos and any possibility of populism taking power. “When
the old politics fails, populisms emerge,” claimed Albert Rivera (quoted in
Torres 2016), leader of Ciudadanos. His party would be the solution to the
new wave of populisms from Golden Dawn and Syriza to Trump, Le Pen,
and Podemos. How can Ciudadanos contribute? Rivera says that it would be
useful. Useful for what? That should be a relevant question.

As we have already seen, the new radical center has proven to be even
more efficient in France. In this case, Macron aimed to keep Marine Le
Pen, as a Right-wing populist, away from the presidency. There are indeed
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some similarities with Ciudadanos, such as strong leadership and weak
party structure and organization. However, Macron constitutes a more
sophisticated example of how to stop a progressive counter-hegemonic
formation through the identification of the radical Right wing as the main
enemy and risk to democracy (nothing to refute here), as well as through
the distinction from the parties of the establishment. It is not casual that
Macron has been called a centrist populist (Esparza 2017) or an anti-
populist populist (Bordignon 2017). In his reading of the populist
moment, En Marche!, as well as Ciudadanos (although to a lesser degree),
succeed in representing anti-establishment despite coming from (and
being supported by) the establishment.

The idea of new politics includes (or maybe neutralizes) some of the
popular demands of recent years: more participation and involvement in
politics, direct communication between citizens and leaders, and leaders
capable of listening to people and favoring identification processes. It was
curious to see how Podemos faced difficulties in expressing its opinion in
relation to the second electoral round in France. Podemos’ leaders recom-
mended not voting for Le Pen but they avoided recommending a vote for
Macron. This reflected how the new radicalized center represented a polit-
ical space, which is more of a challenge to Left-wing populism than one of
the parties of the establishment. Macron talked about “revolution,” and
certainly it could be, but a passive one.

The notion of passive revolution leads us straight back to our previous
discussion about the distinction between Right- and Left-oriented anti-
establishment as their variation depends on what exactly is being consid-
ered as the “established” element to be rejected: the Right-wing version
aims at replacing the “establishers,” the political elite, rather than the
establishing process, while the Left-wing anti-establishment politics
derives its radicalism from being willing to reorganize the primary social
relations of production and property (and therefore sovereignty).While
ideologically distant, both kinds of worldview can lead to what Gramsci
(1975) defines as passive revolution—in other words, a dynamic that com-
prises both revolution and restoration, progressive and regressive tenden-
cies, Cesarist and populist, demagogic and national popular.

For Gramsci (and for Marx), while political projects such as Podemos,
Syriza, and the Pink Tide governments in Latin America exemplify a human-
istic conception of history according to which people, when collectively
mobilized, make “history,” they do not always make it according to their
own objectives. Passive revolution in this sense, to use Gramsci’s terminology,
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is to be understood as both a subjective and an objective account of the dif-
ficulty of implementing a political project. Subjectively, it can refer to two
distinct phenomena. It can describe a purposeful way to advance and/or
conserve an already established social order, as in the case of the radicalized
center of Macron, and Sanchez’ visions. Second, passive revolution can refer
to the potential danger for a progressive project, such as that of Podemos,
when its social base risks alienation, and therefore lack of involvement, or
when the meanings associated with its project risk being appropriated or
hijacked by another political force (as in the case of Ciudadanos).

The other aspect of a passive revolution, which we could define as
“objective” in so far as it describes structural social relations, has to do
with the systemic dynamism of capitalism and its remarkable capability to
revolutionize important aspects of the social production of a given society
(e.g. think of Americanism and Fordism) but without changing the funda-
mental property and productive relations. Thus, applying the concept of
passive revolution to the present analysis means suggesting that the so-
called radicalization of the center—embracing rather than rejecting neo-
liberal capital—remains structurally confined in between two not so distant
poles, both representative of a position that in the end denies the progres-
sive value of an anti-establishment project: either complacent agonism or
power-jealous antagonism.

All in all, Podemos’ experience so far offers important elements to help
us understand the new political cycle, which cannot be reduced to Spain,
and the emancipatory potential of Left-wing populism for articulating
alternative progressive politics aimed at a social majority (the more than
10% club) and for achieving radical change (democratizing institutions and
challenging austerity policies). However, there are also constraints and
contradictions. Some of them can be explained through the passive revolu-
tions, but others result from tensions between different ways of conceiving
politics or even personal interests. Unified political leadership or party
movement? Popular party or Left-wing party? Reformist or radical? Protest
or government oriented? There are many debates, which are still ongoing
(and far from being solved), and they make it interesting to look at
Podemos as an organization in which all these tensions are taking place and
how the practices and actions of the party aim to give answers to them. The
contributions of this book place themselves within these lines of debate
and aspire to enrich them, in terms of both presenting answers and recon-
sidering the questions. The role that the Left wing, and parties such as
Podemos, can play in the future is still open, but the major steps to consoli-
date Left-wing populism as a serious alternative are already being taken.



LEFT-WING POPULISM AND THE ASSAULT ON THE ESTABLISHMENT 293

REFERENCES

Boltansky, L., & Chiappello, E. (2005). The new spirit of capitalism. London:
Verso.

Bordignon, F. (2017). In and out: Emmanuel Macron’s anti-populist populism.
LSE. http://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/europpblog,/2017 /04 /28 /macron-anti-populist-
populism/. Accessed 15 May.

Butler, J. (2016, October 28). Trump is emancipating unbridled hatred (Interview:
Rina Soloveitchik). Zeit Online. http: / /www.zeit.de/kultur,/2016-10 /judith-
butler-donald-trump-populism-interview. Accessed 15 May.

Buttonwood (2017, April 11). What if the French second round pits Mélenchon
against Le Pen? The Ecomomist. http://www.economist.com/blogs/button-
wood /2017 /04 /nightmare-option. Accessed 15 May.

Daumas, C. (2017, January 20). Judith Butler: “Un populisme de gauche doit
conduire a une démocratie radicale”. Libération. http://www.liberation.fr/
debats /2017 /01 /20 /judith-butler-un-populisme-de-gauche-doit-conduire-
a-une-democratie-radicale_1542916. Accessed 15 May.

Del Riego, C. (2017, February 10). Gonzilez Pons compara a Iglesias y
Puigdemont con Le Pen y el Brexit. La Vanguardia. http:/ /www.lavanguar-
dia.com/politica/20170210,/414228794769 /gonzalez-pons-compara-
pablo-iglesias-puigdemont-le-pen-brexit.html. Accessed 15 May.

EFE. (2014, June 25). Josep Oliu propone crear ‘una especie de Podemos de dere-
chas.” El Periédico. http://www.elperiodico.com/es/noticias/politica/josep-
oliu-propone-crear-una-especie-podemos-derechas-3329695. Accessed 15 May.

Errejon, 1., & Mouffe, C. (2015). Construir pueblo. In Hegemonin y radical-
izacion de lo democracin. Barcelona: Icaria.

Esparza, P. (2017, May 7). Quién es Emmanuel Macron, el “populista de centro”
que gano las elecciones en Francia y se convertird en el mandatario mds joven
desde Napole6n. BBC Mundo. http://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-inter-
nacional-39582367. Accessed 15 May.

Fraser, N. (2016). Progressive neoliberalism versus reactionary populism: A choice
that feminists should refuse. NORA, 24(4), 281-284.

Fraser, N. (2017, January 28). Against progressive neoliberalism, A new progres-
sive populism. Dissent. https://www.dissentmagazine.org/online_articles/
nancy-fraser-against-progressive-neoliberalism-progressive-populism. Accessed
15 May.

Gramsci, A. (1975). Quaderni dal Carcere. Turin: Einaudi.

Hardt, M., & Negri, A. (2000). Empire. Cambridge, MA: Harvard.

Harvey, D. (1989). The condition of postmodernity: An enquiry into the origins of
cultural change. London: Wiley-Blackwell.


http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2017/04/28/macron-anti-populist-populism/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2017/04/28/macron-anti-populist-populism/
http://www.zeit.de/kultur/2016-10/judith-butler-donald-trump-populism-interview
http://www.zeit.de/kultur/2016-10/judith-butler-donald-trump-populism-interview
http://www.economist.com/blogs/buttonwood/2017/04/nightmare-option
http://www.economist.com/blogs/buttonwood/2017/04/nightmare-option
http://www.liberation.fr/debats/2017/01/20/judith-butler-un-populisme-de-gauche-doit-conduire-a-une-democratie-radicale_1542916
http://www.liberation.fr/debats/2017/01/20/judith-butler-un-populisme-de-gauche-doit-conduire-a-une-democratie-radicale_1542916
http://www.liberation.fr/debats/2017/01/20/judith-butler-un-populisme-de-gauche-doit-conduire-a-une-democratie-radicale_1542916
http://www.lavanguardia.com/politica/20170210/414228794769/gonzalez-pons-compara-pablo-iglesias-puigdemont-le-pen-brexit.html
http://www.lavanguardia.com/politica/20170210/414228794769/gonzalez-pons-compara-pablo-iglesias-puigdemont-le-pen-brexit.html
http://www.lavanguardia.com/politica/20170210/414228794769/gonzalez-pons-compara-pablo-iglesias-puigdemont-le-pen-brexit.html
http://www.elperiodico.com/es/noticias/politica/josep-oliu-propone-crear-una-especie-podemos-derechas-3329695
http://www.elperiodico.com/es/noticias/politica/josep-oliu-propone-crear-una-especie-podemos-derechas-3329695
http://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-internacional-39582367
http://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-internacional-39582367
https://www.dissentmagazine.org/online_articles/nancy-fraser-against-progressive-neoliberalism-progressive-populism
https://www.dissentmagazine.org/online_articles/nancy-fraser-against-progressive-neoliberalism-progressive-populism

294  O. GARCIA AGUSTIN AND M. BRIZIARELLI

Iglesias, . (2016, November 9). Trump y el momento populista. Prblico. http://
blogs.publico.es/pablo-iglesias /1091 /trump-y-el-momento-populista/.
Accessed 15 May.

Inglehart, R., & Norris, P. (2016). Trump, Brexit, and the rise of populism:
Economic have-nots and cultural backlash. Faculty research working paper series
RWP16-026.

Kellaway, D. (2017, April 21). A look behind Melenchon’s insurgent campaign for
the French presidency. Green Left. https: / /www.greenleft.org.au/content/look-
behind-melenchons-insurgent-campaign-french-presidency. Accessed 15 May.

Lund, A. (2014). Playing, gaming, working and laboring: Framing the concepts
and relations. Triple-C, 12(2), 735-801.

Mudde, C.; & Kaltwasser, C. R. (2013). Populism in Europe and the Americas,
threat or corrective for democracy? Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Mudde, C. (2015, February 17). The problem with populism. The Guardian.
https://www.theguardian.com /commentisfree /2015 /feb/17 /problem-

populism-syriza-podemos-dark-side-europe. Accessed 15 May.

Moutffe, C. (1998). The radical centre. A politics without adversary. Soundings, 9,
11-23.

Moutfte, C. (2005). On the political. Abingdon,/New York: Routledge.

The Economist. (2016, December 19). What is populism? The Economist. http://
www.economist.com/blogs/economist-explains /2016 /12 /economist-
explains-18. Accessed 15 May.

Tomlinson, J. (2003). Globalization and cultural indentity. In D. Held &
A. McGrew (Eds.), The global transformations reader: An introduction to the
globalization debate. Cambridge: Polity.

Torres, C. (2016, June 9). Rivera compara a Pablo Iglesias con Trump, Le Pen'y
Amanecer Dorado. ElMundo. http:/ /www.elmundo.es/andalucia /2016 /06 /09 /
57592f4468aebd0058b457f.html. Accessed 15 May.


http://blogs.publico.es/pablo-iglesias/1091/trump-y-el-momento-populista/
http://blogs.publico.es/pablo-iglesias/1091/trump-y-el-momento-populista/
https://www.greenleft.org.au/content/look-behind-melenchons-insurgent-campaign-french-presidency
https://www.greenleft.org.au/content/look-behind-melenchons-insurgent-campaign-french-presidency
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/feb/17/problem-populism-syriza-podemos-dark-side-europe
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/feb/17/problem-populism-syriza-podemos-dark-side-europe
http://www.economist.com/blogs/economist-explains/2016/12/economist-explains-18
http://www.economist.com/blogs/economist-explains/2016/12/economist-explains-18
http://www.economist.com/blogs/economist-explains/2016/12/economist-explains-18
http://www.elmundo.es/andalucia/2016/06/09/57592ff4468aebd0058b457f.html
http://www.elmundo.es/andalucia/2016/06/09/57592ff4468aebd0058b457f.html

INnDEX!

NUMBERS & SYMBOLS

15M, 4-6, 9-11, 18-20, 26, 32-35,
37,39, 41, 45n3, 55, 56, 58,
62-64, 68, 75,79, 101,
147-149, 153-155, 161, 165,
174, 175, 184, 186, 190, 193,
195, 196, 205, 206, 210, 211,
213,214, 235-237, 249, 270,
274

A

Agonism, 15, 20, 49-70, 116, 119,
284,292

Antagonism, 15, 20, 22, 32, 36,
49-70, 105,107,108, 117,119,
158, 181, 209, 210, 212, 217,
218,220,232, 259, 283, 284,
287,292

Anti-austerity, 89, 201, 209, 267, 271,
274

Anti-establishment, 22, 208, 209,
216, 283-285, 291, 292

Articulation, 31, 32, 35, 37, 44, 83,
85,387,102, 107,109, 112, 114,
116, 124, 125, 131, 133, 134,
139, 140, 160, 177, 196, 212,
246, 257,261, 262, 264, 268,
276, 287

Autonomy, 21, 51, 77,121,128, 129,
131,132,191, 284

B
Bolivarianism, 177, 180, 181

C

Caste, 35, 52, 55, 57, 59, 60, 76, 207,
237,238,269-271, 274, 275

Chévez, H., 14, 81, 176, 181-184,
188, 219, 251n6, 282

Ciudadanos, 8, 59, 109, 114, 154,
165, 188, 289-292

Correa, R., 14, 176, 181, 188, 190,
194, 216

'Note: Page number followed by ‘n’ refers to notes

© The Author(s) 2018

295

O. Garcia Agustin, M. Briziarelli (eds.), Podemos and the New
Political Cycle, DOI 10.1007 /978-3-319-63432-6



296 INDEX

Crisis, 3, 6-10, 14, 16-18, 20, 26-33,
35, 39,42, 43,52, 58, 60, 63,
68,69, 75,76,79,89,97, 100,
106,107,113, 114, 119, 123,
135,137, 149, 153, 154, 156,
157, 167, 176-180, 182, 202,
204-212, 216, 228, 229,
234-237, 240, 249, 268, 282,
283,288,290

crisis of representation, 135, 202,
204-205

Culture, 28, 37, 38, 44, 56-58, 66,
77-79, 82, 83,90, 91, 106, 111,
190, 198n21, 205, 210, 214,
221,245, 247, 251n4, 274, 275

D
Democracy, 4, 5, 8, 10-12, 16-20,
28-30, 32-34, 42, 45n2, 50,
52-55, 57-64, 66-69, 79, 90,
114,118,130, 131, 135, 1306,
149-152, 154-156, 158, 161,
165-167, 185, 187, 204-207,
209,213, 215,217, 222n3, 238,
242,243,249, 268, 270-275,
286-288, 291
Discourse
discursive construction, 36, 50, 115,
260, 261, 263,276
political discourse, 14, 27, 100,
102,103,107,108,113, 181,
214,232,241, 243, 244

E

Election, 7, 9, 11, 17, 27, 33, 34,
37-39,42, 57, 59-64, 70n4, 82,
83, 87,98, 102, 140, 147, 148,
151, 176-178, 181, 182, 185,
186, 188, 189, 191, 193-196,

208,209, 211, 214, 216-221,
239, 246, 248, 255, 256, 263,
268,281, 282,289

Errejon, 1., 6,7, 11, 13, 15, 16, 26,
37,39,45n8,53,57, 60, 61,
63-65, 69n1, 89, 90, 99, 100,
107,108,110, 113, 134, 136,
139, 154, 155, 164, 176,
183-1806, 188, 190, 194,
198n21, 199n22, 210, 214,
217-219, 230, 236, 237,242,
248,251n4, 256, 272, 287

Europe, 4, 9, 22, 29-31, 49, 60, 138,
175,184, 185, 201, 204,
210-216, 227-229, 259,
281-283, 286, 288

European Union (EU), 21, 89, 124,
137-139, 142, 153, 219, 228,
255, 256, 265, 271, 275, 282

F

Fominaya, C., 142n1, 208, 211

France, 18, 22, 186, 229, 256,
263-269, 274,276nl, 276n2,
281,282,290,291

Franco, F., 5, 28,29,55, 114, 139,
204,272,282

Fraser, N.; 162, 290

G

Gramsci, A., 6,7,11,13,18,21, 82,
89,97,99-107,110, 111, 113,
115-118, 134, 136, 245-248,
251n6, 291

Greece, 4, 8,9, 14, 16-18, 26, 81,
176, 184,201, 204-206, 210,
212,220, 222n2,229,230

Grillo, B., 53,237, 239-242, 244,
245,248



H

Hardt, M., 116, 125, 128-134, 142,
284

Hegemony, 5, 8, 13-17, 20, 21, 30,

42,50, 66-69, 97-119, 123-142,

154, 156, 178-180, 186, 214,
215,218, 229, 230, 243-248,
250, 250n1, 261, 262, 290
counter-hegemony, 290

Howarth, D., 105-107, 231, 234,
246, 250n1

Hybrid Politics, 88-91

Hybrid Space, 88-91

I

Ideology, 20, 26, 35, 38,40, 42,51,
56,57,69n1, 98,100, 102, 152,
179,203, 244, 250n1, 257-262,
287,288,290

Iglesias, P, 3,4, 6,7,11-15, 17, 25,
26, 33-37, 39, 45n5, 53, 57,
60-65, 69n3, 82, 86, 89, 90,
99-101, 104, 106, 110, 113,
114, 124, 134-136, 138-141,
147, 148, 155, 159, 161, 164,
174,184-187, 190, 192, 197n2,
197n3, 207, 208, 211, 215,
217-219, 221, 230, 237, 239,
241, 242m 251n4, 256, 264,
271,282, 285-287, 289

Indignados, 32, 45n3, 123-126, 130,
132, 134-136, 138, 142, 236,
237,242,250,270,274

Institutionalization, 5, 6, 8-12, 26,
157,161, 202, 216-222, 273

Ttaly, 9, 32,53, 113, 229, 234-237,
244

Izquierda Unida (IU), 6,7, 17, 31,
40, 45n7,45n11, 52, 62-65,
174,188, 216, 217, 239, 249

INDEX 297

K
Kirchnerism, 18, 183-185, 189, 190,
195, 198n21

L
Laclau, E., 7, 50, 89, 125, 155, 215,
229,261
Latin America, 21, 35,57, 173-199,
215, 286, 291
Le Pen, M., 53, 186, 256, 264-266,
281, 282, 285, 286, 290, 291
Left, 255, 281
Logic of Equivalence
chain of equivalence, 15, 108-110,
203,207,232, 240, 266
logic of difference, 69n2, 231

M

Marxism, 15, 56,99, 113, 118, 187,
250n1

Mélenchon, J.L., 281, 282

Monedero, J. C., 6, 13, 15,53, 57,
59, 60, 82, 186, 190, 199n23

Morales, E.; 14, 32,176, 181, 187,
188,191, 286

Moulfte, C., 8,13, 15,20, 50-52,
69nl1, 98,99, 104-112,
116-119, 124,137, 157, 158,
186, 199n22, 205, 215, 222n2,
228,229,231,262,284,287,
290

Movement, 3, 66, 89,98, 124, 151,
176

MoVimento 5 Stelle, 12

Mudde, C., 202, 203, 222n1,
257-260, 262, 263, 268, 285,
286

Multitude, 4, 15, 79, 110, 125,
130-134, 142, 147



298 INDEX

N

National Front, 22, 53, 255-276

Nationalism, 4, 21, 45n6, 57,
123-142, 154, 164, 174, 273,
286, 289

Negri, A., 15, 116, 125, 128-134,
142, 284

P
Partido Popular (PP), 8, 27, 30-32,
40, 45,49, 52,54, 123,147,
148, 188, 207, 216, 235-238,
256, 289
Partido Socialista Obrero Espanol
(PSOE), 8,17, 18, 20, 27-31,
36,40,45n1,49,52, 63, 64,
123, 147-149, 153, 184, 188,
192,196, 207, 216-218, 235,
237,238,249, 288, 289
Passive revolution, 6, 20-22, 61,
97-119, 178,244,272, 283,
284,289-292
People, 15, 55, 83,105, 136, 147,
182,209, 228
Performance, 14, 34, 39, 76,77, 81,
83-90, 110, 115, 181, 201, 227,
242,243
Petit, P., 264-268, 276n2
Podemos
development of, 5, 78, 185
history of, 58, 239
political project of, 214
Political Cycle, 4, 5, 8-12, 20, 39, 41,
281,283,292
Populism
left wing, 14, 21, 22, 33-36, 43,
65,123-142, 160, 161, 167,
201, 202, 215, 281-292
populist moment, 156, 160, 167,
210, 285-289
right wing, 22, 158, 161, 186, 208,
285-290

Post-democracy, 222n2, 228

Power, 4, 55, 100, 131, 148, 166,
201,234

Progressivism, 176-188, 190, 192, 194

R

Ranciere, J., 50, 275

Regime of ‘78, 5,7,27-33,101, 235

Republicanism, 21, 35, 148-163, 166,
167,186

Republican Populism, 21, 147-168

Revolution, 6, 21, 22, 61, 79, 90,
97-119, 178, 244,272, 283,
289-292

Right, 4, 30, 79, 117, 150, 206

S

Schmitt, C., 50-52, 54, 55, 106, 157

Social Democracy, 5, 8, 12, 16-20,
49,60, 64, 114, 152, 154, 166,
187,217,238

Social Movements, 9-11, 14, 18, 19,
24, 37,56, 65, 66, 76-78, 80,
81, 88, 127-129, 132, 140, 151,
174,176, 177, 180, 184, 186,
187, 189-191, 193, 194, 196,
201, 205, 206, 210-214, 283,
290

South America, 175-178, 182-184,
187,188, 191, 192

Sovereignty, 19, 21, 55,57, 61, 124,
125,129, 131-142, 163, 167,
181, 182, 191, 192, 207, 235,
240, 256, 258, 264, 265, 268,
271,275,281, 288, 291

Space, 11, 75,90, 110, 174, 247

Spain

politics of, 195
transition, 235

Stavrakakis, Y., 16, 108, 131,

201-203, 209, 210, 230, 231



INDEX 299

Stobart, L., 124, 142n1, 210, 214 \Y%
Subjectivity, 50, 124-130, 133-135,  Villacanas, J. L., 69n1, 149, 155-158,
139, 140, 142, 163 160-162

Syriza, 3-5, 8,9, 12, 16, 17, 19-21,
26, 33,176, 184, 201-222, 230,
255,256, 282, 284, 290, 291 w
Williams, R., 76, 83, 87, 88,90, 91,
142n1
T
Tarrow, S., 9
Tsipras, A., 3,4, 2006, 209,219-221,285 Z
Tuerka (La), 14, 15, 34, 82, 104, Zapatero, 27, 32, 64, 137, 147-149,
197n3 151-153, 166



	Contents
	About the Authors
	List of Figures
	List of Tables
	Part I: Introduction
	Chapter 1: Introduction: Wind of Change: Podemos, Its Dreams and Its Politics
	1.1 Podemos’ Genealogy: The Social and Political Definition of a Project
	1.2 The Political Cycle: Moments of Madness and Institutionalization
	1.3 Continuities and Ruptures of Podemos’ Political Field
	1.4 The Left Beyond Social Democracy
	1.5 Structure of the Book
	References


	Part II: Genealogy
	Chapter 2: The Rise of Podemos: Promises, Constraints, and Dilemmas
	2.1 Introduction
	2.2 The Regime of ’78 and Its Crisis
	2.3 From TV to Left-Wing Populism
	2.4 Movement–Party or Electoral War Machine?
	2.5 We the People… But Which People?
	2.6 Promises, Constraints, and Dilemmas
	References

	Chapter 3: The Podemos Discourse: A Journey from Antagonism to Agonism
	3.1 Introduction and Focus
	3.2 Basic Concept and Assumptions
	3.3 First Phase: The Antagonistic Podemos
	3.4 Second Phase: The Agonistic Podemos
	3.4.1 First Juncture: Recognition of the Institutions That Were Established in 1978
	3.4.2 Second Juncture: The Second Transition
	3.4.3 Third Juncture: Alliance with IU
	3.4.4 Fourth Juncture: End of the Blitzkrieg, and Institutional Routine

	3.5 Concluding Remarks
	References

	Chapter 4: Podemos’ Performative Power: Space Struggles and/as Political Transformation
	4.1 Shrinking Space, Indignation Growth: Producing Precarious Privilege
	4.2 Podemos’ Performative Power: Transforming Political Culture Through Institutional Spaces
	4.3 Conclusions: Hybrid Politics, Hybrid Spaces
	References


	Part III: Concepts
	Chapter 5: Podemos’ Twofold Assault on Hegemony: The Possibilities of the Post-Modern Prince and the Perils of Passive Revolution
	5.1 Podemos and Gramscian Hegemony
	5.1.1 The Organic Crisis of the Spanish Regime
	5.1.2 Podemos’ Integral Struggle
	5.1.3 Podemos’ National Popular Element

	5.2 Podemos and Laclau and Mouffe’s Hegemony
	5.2.1 The Opening of the Field and the Emptying of the Signifiers
	5.2.2 Hegemony and a Populist Rearticulation of the Field

	5.3 The Fine Line Between Post-Modern Prince and Passive Revolution
	5.3.1 Passive Revolution
	5.3.2 The Post-Modern Prince

	5.4 Podemos and the Return of the Repressed (Class Struggle)
	References

	Chapter 6: Populism, Hegemony, and the Phantasmatic Sovereign: The Ties Between Nationalism and Left-Wing Populism
	6.1 Introduction: Indignados and Podemos: A Natural Continuation?
	6.2 Laclau’s Theory of Political Subjectivity
	6.2.1 Tracing the Tensions

	6.3 Subjectivity as Sovereignty
	6.3.1 The Restoration of Popular Sovereignty Against the Spanish State: The Construction of a People
	6.3.2 The Restoration of Sovereignty Against the European Union: The People as Nation

	6.4 The Phantasmatic Sovereign
	6.5 Conclusion
	References

	Chapter 7: We the People or We the Republic? The Need for Republican Populism
	7.1 Social Democratic Republicanism
	7.2 Rethinking Republicanism after Populism
	7.2.1 Populism as Minimal Republicanism
	7.2.2 Republican Objectivity

	7.3 Principles for a Republican Populism
	7.3.1 Non-domination as Conflictual Principle
	7.3.2 Controlling Power: Institutional and Street Arenas
	7.3.3 Common-Wealth Patriotism
	7.3.4 Trimodal Party Organization

	7.4 Conclusion
	References


	Part IV: Comparative Perspectives
	Chapter 8: Podemos and Latin America
	8.1 Situating Podemos Politically
	8.2 South American Progressivism in Crisis
	8.3 At the End of the Cycle: What Progressivism?
	8.4 Distinct Temporalities of both Processes
	8.5 Conclusion and Opening
	8.5.1 The Broad Front in Peru
	8.5.2 Chilean Autonomism
	8.5.3 Argentina: Municipal Experiences
	8.5.4 Brazil


	Chapter 9: Radical Left Populism from the Margins to the Mainstream: A Comparison of Syriza and Podemos
	9.1 Introduction
	9.2 A Theoretical Framework for Populism
	9.3 Post-Democratic Tendencies and Crisis of Representation in Spain and Greece
	9.4 The Populism of the Radical Left as a Challenge to the Post-Democratic “Mainstream”
	9.5 Comparing the Two Variants of Leftist Populism in Southern Europe
	9.5.1 The Relationship between Social Movements and Direct Collective Participation
	9.5.2 Technopolitics and Reflexivity

	9.6 The “Institutionalization” of Radical Left Populism
	References

	Chapter 10: Southern European Populisms as Counter-­Hegemonic Discourses? A Comparative Perspective of Podemos and M5S
	10.1 Introduction
	10.2 Laclau’s Theory of Populism
	10.3 The Populism of Podemos and M5S
	10.4 Populism is Not Hegemony: Problematizing Laclau
	10.5 Conclusion
	References

	Chapter 11: Between the Populist Left and Right: Discursive Structure and Ideological Interventions in Podemos and the National Front
	11.1 Introduction
	11.2 Approaches to Populism
	11.3 Populism as Logic of Political Discursive Construction
	11.4 Reading the Texts: On Source Materials
	11.5 Analysis: The Front National: Le Petit Peuple de la “France réelle”
	11.6 Economic Policies: The Politics of Contradiction?
	11.7 Participation: Real or Imagined?
	11.8 Podemos: All Power to the Commons rather than to the Caste
	11.9 Demands: Economy, Transparency, and Accountability
	11.10 Participation: Citizen Mobilization in Social and Political Life
	11.11 Conclusion
	References


	Part V: Conclusion
	Chapter 12: Left-Wing Populism and the Assault on the Establishment
	12.1 Anti-Establishment as the Terrain of Struggle and the Left-Wing Political Iconoclasm
	12.2 The Left Wing and the Populist Moment
	12.3 Radicalizing the Center: Time for Passive Revolution?
	References


	Index


