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Abstract 

Populism and democracy are in the spotlight, today. Democracy is a form of government in which the people have the authority 
to deliberate and decide legislation or to choose governing officials to do so. ‘Government of the people, by the people, for the people’. 
This famous phrase, pronounced by President Abraham Lincoln in his 1863 Gettysburg Address, could easily be accepted by democrats 
and populists. And where there is democracy, populism go hand in hand. Populism refers to a range of political stances that emphasize 
the idea of the people and often place this group against the elite. The term developed in the late 19th century and has been applied to 
various politicians, parties and movements since that time, often as a pejorative. There is an intimate connection between democracy 
and populism. However, there is also an inherent tension between them, which has rarely been fully analysed. The strong connection 
between democracy and populism is easily established since both have firm and solid roots in the people and indicate paramount 
importance of the people. This paper focuses on the various key elements of populism and how that effects the democracy. Also focuses 
on the importance of populism in giving new shape to modern day liberal democracy by its key elements like people, elites etc. 
 
Keywords: Populism, Democracy, Mass Movement, Elite, People, General Will, Nationalism. 
 
Introduction 

The concepts and name of democracy and constitution as a form of government originated in ancient Athens circa 508 BCE. 
Liberal democracy traces its origins and its name to the European 18th-century, also known as the Age of Enlightenment. At that time, 
the vast majority of European states were monarchies, with political power held either by the monarch or the aristocracy. Populism is a 
political approach that strives to appeal to ordinary people who feel that their concerns are disregarded by established elite groups. 
Populism is often combined with other ideologies, such as nationalism, liberalism, or socialism. Thus, populists can be found at different 
locations along the left–right political spectrum, and there exist both left-wing populism and right-wing populism. The term originated 
as a form of self-designation, being used by members of the People's Party active in the United States during the late 19th century. Until 
the 1950s, use of the term populism remained restricted largely to historians studying the People's Party, but in 1954 the US sociologist 
Edward Shils published an article proposing populism as a term to describe anti-elite trends in US society more broadly. In the 1960s 
the term became increasingly popular among social scientists in Western countries, and later in the 20th century it was applied to various 
political parties active in liberal democracies. In the 21st century, the struggle over the term intensified in political discourse, particularly 
in the Americas and Europe. And, finally today we see an interconnection of democracy and populism in world. 
 
Left and right wing of populists 

Populist movements can also mix divisions between left and right, for instance by combining xenophobic attitudes commonly 
associated with the far-right with redistributive economic policies closer to those of the left. Although populists of different ideological 
traditions can oppose each other, they can also form coalitions, as was seen in the Greek coalition government which brought together 
the left-wing populist Syriza and the right-wing populist Independent Greeks in 2015. Many left-wing parties in the early 20th century 
presented themselves as the vanguard of the proletariat, by the early 21st century left-wing populists were presenting themselves as the 
"voice of the people" more widely. On the political right, populism is often combined with nationalism, with "the people" and "the 
nation" becoming fairly interchangeable categories in their discourse. Populist leaders thus "come in many different shades and sizes". 
 
Key elements of populism and democracy 
Mass Movement 

A mass movement denotes a movement which is supported by large segments of a population. Political movements that 
typically advocate the creation of a mass movement include the ideologies of communism, fascism, and liberalism. Both communists 
and fascists typically support the creation of mass movements as a means to overthrow a government and create their own government, 
the mass movement then being used afterwards to protect the government from being overthrown itself; whereas liberals seek mass 
participation in the state apparatus of representative democracy. Both the populism and democracy move forward with movements. 
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Nationalism 
Nationalism is an idea and movement that holds that the nation should be congruent with the state. As a movement, nationalism 

tends to promote the interests of a particular nation (as in a group of people), especially with the aim of gaining and maintaining the 
nation's sovereignty over its homeland to create a nation state. Nationalism holds that each nation should govern itself, free from outside 
interference. It is the element in both the populism and democracy. 

 
The people 

The people are important and foremost for both populism and democracy. “The people" are presented as being homogeneous, 
and also virtuous. At any given time, populists have the choice to expand or contract" the concept "to suit the chosen criteria of inclusion 
or exclusion. In employing the concept of "the people", populists can encourage a sense of shared identity among different groups within 
a society and facilitate their mobilisation toward a common cause. One of the ways that populists employ the understanding of "the 
people" is in the idea that "the people are sovereign", that in a democratic state governmental decisions should rest with the population 
and that if they are ignored then they might mobilise or revolt.  

 
A second way in which "the people" is conceived by populists combines a socioeconomic or class-based category with one that 

refers to certain cultural traditions and popular values. The concept seeks to vindicate the dignity of a social group who regard themselves 
as being oppressed by a dominant "elite" who are accused of treating "the people's" values, judgements, and tastes with suspicion or 
contempt.  

 
A third use of "the people" by populists employs it as a synonym for "the nation", whether that national community be conceived 

in either ethnic or civic terms. Inclusionary populism tends to define "the people" more broadly, accepting and advocating for minority 
and marginalised groups, while exclusionary populism defines "the people" in a much stricter sense, generally being focused on a 
particular sociocultural group and antagonistic against minority groups. 

 
The Elite 

Anti-elitism is widely considered the central characteristic feature of populism. In populist discourse the "fundamental 
distinguishing feature" of "the elite" is that it is in an adversarial relationship with "the people". In defining "the elite", populists often 
condemn not only the political establishment, but also the economic elite, cultural elite, academic elite, and the media elite, which they 
present as one homogeneous, corrupt group. In early 21st century India, the populist opposition party for instance accused the dominant 
ruling party, the Communist Party of India, NGOs, academia, and the English-language media of all being part of "the elite". In liberal 
democracies, populists often condemn dominant political parties as part of "the elite" but at the same time do not reject the party-political 
system altogether, instead either calling for or claiming to be a new kind of party different from the others. Although condemning almost 
all those in positions of power within a given society, populists often exclude both themselves and those sympathetic to their cause even 
when they too are in positions of power. But for some populist leaders and movements, the term "the elite" also refers to an academic 
or intellectual establishment and, as such, entails scholars, intellectuals, experts, or organized science as a whole.  
 
General will 

All individuals are subject to error and mistake, but not the people, which possesses to a high degree of consciousness of its 
own good and the measure of its independence. Because of that its judgement is pure, its will is strong, and none can corrupt or even 
threaten it." For populists, the general will of the people" is something that should take primacy over the preferences of "the elite". the 
populist idea of the general will is connected to ideas of majoritarianism and authenticity. In democracy, general will is considered as 
majority will and that also forms the government and works on the majority will. 
 
Risk of Populists emergence and breakdown of democracy 

The emergence of populist parties, of course, does not lead deterministically to democratic breakdowns. Party system change 
and the electoral success of new political actors have historically reflected political entrepreneurs mobilizing new constituencies that 
had previously lacked representation, and most populist parties that do gain control of government will govern without democracy 
collapsing. Populist parties can also moderate their anti-establishment stances while in office, particularly if party leadership has 
previous political experience. But populist mobilization by its nature represents deficiencies in representation that the mainstream parties 
have failed to address, to the point that a sizeable portion of the electorate has rejected the political system itself. The emergence of new 
political parties in the past occurred in a period of increasing enfranchisement and voter engagement, in contrast to new populist parties 
emerging in a time of declining voter turnout and hostility towards political parties. A democratic breakdown would be costly in its own 
right, but would also produce knock-on effects; autocracies tend to have less economic policy continuity after government turnover than 



 
Cover Page 

  

  
 
DOI: http://ijmer.in.doi./2022/11.09.63 
www.ijmer.in 

            

 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :8.017(2022); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:11, ISSUE:9(4), September: 2022 

Online Copy of Article Publication Available (2022 Issues) 
Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A 

Article Received: 2nd September 2022   
 Publication Date:10th October 2022 

Publisher: Sucharitha Publication, India 
Digital Certificate of Publication: www.ijmer.in/pdf/e-CertificateofPublication-IJMER.pdf 

 

 
9 

 

democracies because of autocracies’ weaker constraints on individual leaders, and autocracies tend to be less predictable and cooperative 
allies than democracies because autocracies tend to pursue private national rather than public international goods. 

 
Way Ahead 

The emergence of populism reflects severe problems with representation and accountability in democracies worldwide. 
However, despite potentially increasing the representativeness of a country’s politics, populists in government increase the risk of 
democratic breakdown even in a class of previously immune wealthy democracies. In short term- Vote for politicians and parties who 
make credible promises, who do not simply want to shut down criticism or who view their opponents as their enemies, and who are 
committed to the democratic rules of the game. At the same time, we need to understand, not just condemn, why so many voters find 
populist politicians appealing. In long term- Mainstream political parties need to credibly differentiate themselves, become far more 
responsive to their voters and consistently articulate and uphold the democratic rules of the game. Our research finds that where 
mainstream political parties are strong, populists stand far less of a chance of making inroads. Such parties would also be far more 
responsive to voter concerns about economic and cultural status, which also motivate populist support. 

 
References 

1. Frank J. 2017. Populism and praxis. See Kaltwasser et al. 2017, pp. 629–43   
2. Goodwyn L. 1976. The Populist Moment: A Short History of the Agrarian Revolt in America.Oxford, UK: Oxford Univ. Press  
3. Ionescue G, Gellner E. 1969. Populism: Its Meaning and National Characteristics. London: Macmillan 
4. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Populism 
5. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democracy 
6. Müller, J.-W., What is Populism? (Philadelphia, PA: University of 
7. Pennsylvania Press, 2016 
8. Rooduijn, M. et al., The PopuList: An Overview of Populist, Far Right,Far Left and Eurosceptic Parties in Europe (2019), 

<http://www.popu-list.org>, accesses 10 august 2022 
9. https://diamond-democracy.stanford.edu/speaking/speeches/when-does-populism-become-threat-democracy  
10. https://news.stanford.edu/2020/03/11/populism-jeopardizes-democracies-around-world/ 
11. https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2017/07/24/is-populism-really-a-threat-to-democracy/ 
12. https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-populist-challenge-to-liberal-democracy/ 
13. Akkerman, Agnes, Cas Mudde, and Andrej Zaslove (2014). ‘How Populist Are the People? Measuring Populist Attitudes in 

Voters’, Comparative Political Studies, 47:9, 1324–53.  
14. Andrej Zaslove, Bram Geurkink, Kristof Jacobs & Agnes Akkerman (2021) Power to the people? Populism, democracy, and 

political participation: a citizen's perspective, West European Politics, 44:4, 727-751, DOI: 10.1080/01402382.2020.1776490 
15. Larry Diamond, “When Does Populism Become a Threat to Democracy?”, paper for Freeman Spogli Institute for International 

Studies Conference on Global Populisms, Stanford University 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


