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INTRODUCTION

What lies behind the rise of populism in
general, and of right-wing populism or na-
tional populism in particular, in the cur-
rent historical conjuncture? This article ar-
gues that an explanatory framework is not
possible without taking late modernity into
account, and, in particular, a concomi-
tant process: the acceleration of temporal
rhythms.

In terms of representation and influ-
ence, populism has become a relevant
actor in the Western geopolitical context.
This poses a challenge of adaptation for
democracy, a system which, by definition,
is compelled toward continuous innova-
tion and redefinition in order to preserve
its systemic boundaries and guarantee the
rights and freedoms of those under its ju-
risdiction.

This article is divided into distinct sec-
tions. The first situates the rise of pop-
ulism within hypermodernity, from the
mid-1970s onward. A central feature of
the most recent phase of modern socie-
ties is acceleration, which constitutes the
focus of the second section. The third
section discusses the response offered
by national populism in this new conjunc-
ture. This response has proven to be a
key element of its appeal and success:
shortening decision-making timeframes in
democratic politics, an activity that is, by
definition, slow.

THE “LONG ARC” OF MODERNITY
AND THE RISE OF POPULISM

Populism is a political style based on the
friend-enemy dichotomy. At one pole,
there stands a virtuous, authentic peo-
ple, understood in monolithic terms as a
homogenous and morally unified body. At
the other pole stands a corrupt plutocracy

of privileged actors (the elite, the estab-
lishment, the “caste”, “those at the top”)
which turns its back on the people. This
divide between the elite and the people is
the lowest common denominator of all va-
rieties of populism, past and present.

Over recent decades, populism has
experienced a remarkable rise in liberal
democracies. In Western Europe, its av-
erage share of the vote in elections for
lower houses of parliament in the 1960s
was 5.4 % (Norris and Inglehart, 2019: 9)*.
Half a century later, in the aftermath of
the Great Recession of 2008, the migra-
tion crisis that peaked in 2015, and the
COVID-19 pandemic beginning in 2020,
approximately one in five voters in the Eu-
ropean Union cast their vote for this type
of party (Meyer and Wagner, 2020; Danieli
et al., 2022).

Some expressions of populism are sit-
uated on the ideological left. In terms of
both number and representation, they
are a minority and are referred to as so-
cial-populist parties. Some of the most
notable examples are Podemos in Spain,
Syriza in Greece, La France Insoumise in
France, and more recently, the Bindnis
Sahra Wagenknecht (BSW) in Germany.

On the other hand, certain populist par-
ties exclude or discriminate against a so-
called “other” defined in ethnic, national,
or religious terms. Among the most prom-
inent are Rassemblement National (RN,
since 2018; successor to the Front Na-
tional, founded in 1972) in France, Fratelli
d’ltalia in Italy, Alternative fir Deutschland
(AfD) in Germany, Partij voor de Vrijheid
(PVV) in the Netherlands, Fidesz in Hun-
gary, the Freiheitliche Partei Osterreichs

1 This article focuses on populism, particularly its na-
tional-populist variant, in contemporary liberal democ-
racies. It does not address its most notable histori-
cal antecedents, such as the Russian narodniki or the
American People’s Party, nor does it examine populism
in other regions, particularly Latin America.
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(FPO) in Austria, and Vox in Spain. Some
of these parties, such as those in Hun-
gary, Poland, and Italy, have led or are cur-
rently leading national governments. Oth-
ers, such as RN, FPO, PVV, or AfD (in the
latter case, in the eastern part of the coun-
try), have been or are the most voted party
in recent national or European elections.
However, democratic safeguarding meas-
ures —the so-called firewalls or cordons
sanitaires— have limited or prevented their
access to power. These are national-pop-
ulist parties insofar as they rely on a polit-
ical style that polarizes between the peo-
ple and the elite. They also display a form
of nationalism (which their proponents like
to describe as “patriotism”) that revolves
around suspicion of the ethnic and cultural
“other” with Muslims being the main tar-
get of this xenophobia. Ultranationalism is
their explanatory variable, the core of the
programs and political praxis of these for-
mations. For them, the homeland acquires
a sacred value. Those with this outlook
tend to approach politics through a form
of sectarianism that holds that any agree-
ment with the “enemy” inevitably results
in a “rotten compromise” (Margalit, 2010).
From their perspective, this willingness to
compromise underpinning politics in lib-
eral democracies is tantamount to a be-
trayal of the purity of the cause, that is, of
the homeland.

A common explanation for the success
of populism focuses on the socioeco-
nomic tensions generated by globalism in
the integration of society. These tensions
tend to affect sectors of the population
(often those with lower social and cultural
capital) that are strongly exposed to the
impact of economic offshoring, downward
social mobility, and labor precariousness.
These sectors are also affected by com-
petition from immigrants for access to
welfare state resources. Right-wing pop-
ulist parties exploit these tensions by link-

ing economic and security problems to
the presence of foreign ethnic groups.

Without disregarding the triggering
and amplifying economic, social, and cul-
tural factors that help explain the grow-
ing electoral support for right-wing pop-
ulism, this article focuses on a political
explanation. Pierre-André Taguieff wrote
that “All reflections on contemporary po-
litical populism lead us to the question
of democracy” (2012: 34). Explanations
that highlight recent economic and mi-
gration crises, without a doubt, are es-
sential to understanding the morphology
and degree of penetration of populism in
the West. However, they may be overly
short-term in scope. When addressing the
crisis currently affecting liberal democ-
racy, it is necessary to broaden the scope
and attend to the “long arc” of moder-
nity. The thesis advanced here is that the
new configurations of modernity provide
the breeding ground for populism in gen-
eral, and right-wing populism in particu-
lar, to consolidate itself as a central ac-
tor in liberal democracies. This has been
achieved in two ways: first, by interpret-
ing the changes brought about by high-
speed society; and second, by offering al-
ternatives that resonate with a significant
segment of the population.

Populism has identified key tensions
running through late modernity and has
provided its own response to them. One
of these tensions relates to loss. Recent
social theory has pointed to loss as a gen-
eralized feeling in late modernity since the
last quarter of the twentieth century. From
this perspective, there would be an in-
trinsic tension between, on the one hand,
the Enlightenment and classical moder-
nity’s promises of progress and, on the
other hand, the experiences of loss among
individuals and social groups. Andreas
Reckwitz, the sociologist who has drawn
considerable attention to this vector, ar-
gues that “we can speak of loss when in-
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dividuals, groups, institutions, or entire
societies negatively evaluate that some-
thing significant has been lost” (2024: 47-
48 and 162). The so-called “paradox of
loss” in Western modernity is that it, on
the one hand, restrains loss and promises
its reduction, but, on the other hand, in-
creases it. In any case, these are always
“experiences of loss” of something that
is considered essential, or at least sig-
nificant in subjective or collective terms
for individual or group identity. This may
range from the life of a loved one to a
cherished object, and extends to social
status, the past, control over one’s life,
and favorable expectations for the future
(Reckwitz, 2024: 19 and 52). One might
also add nostalgia for an analog world
(cash payments, for example) in the era
of digitalization2. According to Reckwitz,
populism ultimately constitutes a “political
enterprise of loss” (2024: 12 and 391). Its
social base —those making up its ranks of
members and voters— consists of individ-
uals who perceive themselves as victims
of deindustrialization, “population replace-
ment”, environmental policies, preferential
treatment of foreigners, affirmative action
in favor of women, or the privileging of ur-
ban centers over rural areas. It promises
to restore previously prevailing conditions.

At a lower level of abstraction, it may
be argued that a key to the success of
right-wing populism lies in its offer to
synchronize the political subsystem with
other subsystems (cultural, economic and
scientific-technical) in “high-speed soci-
eties” (Rosa and Scheurmann, 2009). Ul-
timately, the sense of loss increases with
the speed at which changes occur.

2 In its program for the February 2025 Bundestag
elections, the AfD stated: “We demand the right
to an analog, unmonitored, and free life” (“Zeit fir
Deutschland. Programm der Alternative fur Deutschland
fur die Wahl zum 21. Deutschen Bundestag”) (2025: 68).

ACCELERATION AND HIGH-SPEED
SOCIETIES

Modernity is a historical dynamic that man-
ifests itself in a series of interconnected
and simultaneous processes, including the
break with tradition, the secularization of
values, and the gradual and formal dis-
mantling of boundaries between social
groups. Its unfolding has been accompa-
nied by a new experience of time. With
inexorable rhythm, fashions, products,
values or established practices become vol-
atile and ephemeral at a dizzying speed.
We eat fast food, wear fast fashion, en-
gage in speed-dating or date-stacking, lis-
ten to audio notes and podcasts on our
mobile phones at 1.5 times normal speed,
and read the top stories in “express” on-
line newspaper editions; all while dealing
with the demands of multitasking. Eating,
staying informed, getting dressed, engag-
ing in affective or sexual encounters, work-
ing... regardless of the domain or activity
considered, everything in our lives unfolds
at a relentless pace. “Modernity is speed”
(Eriksen, 2001: 159; emphasis in original).

The acceleration of temporal rhythm
has altered the economic, cultural, and
scientific-technical subsystems. And in
politics, one may ask: how does social ac-
celeration affect liberal democracy? The
social sciences assume that the pace of
the formation of democratic will and de-
cision-making was easily synchronized
with the pace of social change. In clas-
sic modernity, politics has a certain room
to maneuver to activate the deliberative
mechanisms needed to adopt binding de-
cisions and thus keep pace with the rate
of social change in a relatively rapid, flex-
ible, and socially responsive way. Today,
there is a growing sense among citizens
that politicians are far from being the pi-
lots of ships that sail steadily towards a
predetermined destination, as Plato envi-
sioned with the philosopher-king. Instead,
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these politicians merely surf the waves
breaking upon the shore. This percep-
tion constitutes a key explanatory factor
in the crisis, regression, degeneration, or
deconsolidation that currently affects lib-
eral democracy (Foa and Mounk, 2016;
Przeworski, 2019; Schafer and Zulrn,
2021; Calhoun, Gaonkar and Taylor, 2022;
Stokes, 2025).

The modern political subsystem is
subject to growing decision-making pres-
sure to accelerate the process of adopt-
ing and implementing decisions. At the
same time, it is falling out of step with
markets, culture, science and technol-
ogy. In a globalized capitalism of social
networks and commercial and financial
transactions carried out at the click of a
button, of journeys from one end of the
globe to the other in even shorter periods
of time, and of an artificial intelligence
whose horizons and consequences have
yet to be fully defined, politics faces in-
creasing difficulties in shaping society
as a whole. The dizzying pace of change
in these subsystems contrasts with the
slowness inherent in the tasks of delib-
eration, aggregation, articulation, and
implementation of decisions that under-
pin democratic politics, which by defini-
tion, is slow and time-intensive. In high-
speed society, politics gradually loses its
ability to set the rules of the game and
to proactively intervene in shaping soci-
ety (Rosa, 2005; Rosa and Scheuerman,
2009). Democratic politics “reacts” but
is less likely to “act” to shape the con-
tours of tomorrow’s social order. Time-
frames are greatly extended from the mo-
ment a social or political actor promotes
a reform or regulatory initiative in soci-
ety to the point at which it finally passes
through the decision-making bodies of
politics and is implemented. This does
not include the time required for problem
identification (by social movements or
citizen initiatives, for example), delibera-

tive exchange (including expert reports),
and, subsequently, judicial review, as ap-
plicable.

NATIONAL POPULISM AND
SHORTCUTS TO REPRESENTATIVE
DEMOCRACY

The dilemma faced by liberal democra-
cies in today’s hyper-accelerated moder-
nity may be summarized as follows: How
can politics narrow the gap of desyn-
chronization with the economic, cultural,
and scientific-technical subsystems?
Right-wing populism offers a response
to this challenge which may be the key
explanatory factor in its rise in liberal
democracies. Its proposal for counter-
acting desynchronization involves accel-
erating responsiveness in societies fac-
ing a growing demand for instantaneity
by citizens who, since the participatory
revolution of the 1960s, have increas-
ingly demanded regulatory frameworks
addressing increasingly diverse issues
(Bell, 1975). This form of populism pre-
serves the democratic element of the
people as the sole constituent power,
while simultaneously undermining liberal
checks and balances—such as the sepa-
ration of powers—and even their enabling
foundations. In particular, it undermines
the open, plural, and public discourse
within representative forums and the pub-
lic sphere.

The key to the success of national pop-
ulism lies within this attempt at synchro-
nization. Proposals of this populism offer
expeditious and seemingly simple solu-
tions: the problem of immigration can be
solved by building walls or “externalizing”
migrants to countries having more per-
missive standards of rights protection,
or even by forcing the “re-migration” of
these migrants who are deemed “non-inte-
grated”. The deterioration of public safety
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may be alleviated by expelling undocu-
mented immigrants. Feminicide and gen-
der-based violence against women are
downplayed or even denied (since what
does not exist is not a problem and does
not require public resources to address
it). In Spain, the challenge posed by pe-
ripheral nationalism to state unity would
be resolved, according to Vox, by banning
Basque and Catalan “secessionist” parties.
In the US, Republican presidential candi-
date Donald Trump promised, in his 2024
campaign, to resolve the war in Ukraine
within twenty-four hours.

If right-wing populism is successful,
it is, in part, because its offer of deci-
sional agility resonates with a segment
of the population. Or perhaps these par-
ties emphasize urgency because there
is already a demand for speed within
the electorate, and through their accel-
eration-oriented offer, they fulfil an un-
derserved niche in the electoral market.
Transnational survey research, such as
the World Values Survey (WVS), the Eu-
ropean Values Survey (EVS), and the Eu-
ropean Social Survey (ESS), reveal that
an increasing number of citizens around
the world and in Europe approve of hav-

ing “a strong leader who does not bother
with parliament or elections”. This au-
thoritarian disposition is not evenly dis-
tributed across the electorate. Nationalist
populist parties are the main beneficiar-
ies of the support of those who prioritize
speed in decision-making at the expense
of weaker constraints on those in gov-
ernment (Donovan, 2021). Thus, in re-
sponse to the question of whether “hav-
ing a strong leader who does not have to
worry about elections” would be desirable
for “running this country”, the 2017-2018
wave of the EVS (the most recent avail-
able one) shows that right-wing populist
party voters stand out significantly in their
degree of approval compared to voters
for other parties. The pattern is repeated
in countries such as France with the FN/
RN, Germany with the AfD, Hungary with
Fidesz and the Netherlands with the PVV
(see Tables 1-4). In all cases, voters with
authoritarian tendencies, measured by
their responses to this question, signifi-
cantly favor this party family.

Young people are the age cohort most
marked by disenchantment with and de-
tachment from democracy. Shaped by
social media and new communication

TABLE 1. Support for a strong leader and party vote in France

Party Very good Quite good Quite bad Very bad
La France insoumise (LFI) 3.9 % 1.7 % 18.4 % 66.0 %
Parti communiste frangais (PCF) 2.5 % 15.0 % 22.5% 60.0 %
Parti socialiste (PS) 3.0% 15.7 % 30.0 % 51.3%
Europe Ecologie Les Verts (EELV) 53 % 14.9 % 31.9% 47.9 %
La République en marche (LREM) 6.1 % 17.6 % 32.2 % 441 %
Mouvement démocrate (MoDe) 2.3 % 11.6 % 41.9 % 44.2 %
Les Républicains (LR) 4.9 % 18.9 % 42.7 % 33.6 %
Front national (FN) 9.0 % 31.3% 351 % 24.6 %
Total 51% 18.8 % 32.3% 43.9 %

Source: European Values Study (EVS), 2017-2018.
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TABLE 2. Support for a strong leader and party vote in Germany

Party Very good Quite good Quite bad Very bad
Christlich Demokratische Union / 3.5 % 141 % 27.2% 55.1 %
Christlich-Soziale Union (CDU/CSU)
Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands 3.8 % 19.0 % 26.8 % 50.5 %
(SPD)
Freie Demokratische Partei (FDP) 0.9 % 17.7 % 19.5 % 61.9 %
Bundnis 90/Die Griinen 0.4 % 7.3 % 25.7 % 66.7 %
Die Linke 1.4 % 14.3 % 25.0 % 59.3 %
Alternative fir Deutschland (AfD) 10.8 % 28.4 % 26.5 % 34.3 %
Total 3.1 % 15.5 % 26.1 % 55.4 %
Source: European Values Study (EVS), 2017-2018.
TABLE 3. Support for a strong leader and party vote in Hungary
Party Very good Quite good Quite bad Very bad
Magyar Szocialista Part (MSZP) 3.0% 134 % 32.8 % 50.7 %
Fidesz — Magyar Polgari Szovetség 6.9 % 26.2 % 33.5 % 33.3 %
(Fidesz)
Kereszténydemokrata Néppart (KDNP) 2.4 % 14.6 % 34.1 % 48.8 %
Jobbik Magyarorszagért Mozgalom 1.6 % 17.6 % 35.2 % 45.6 %
(Jobbik)
Lehet Mas a Politika (LMP) 1.8 % 7.0 % 35.1 % 56.1 %
Demokratikus Koalicié (DK) 1.9% 7.5 % 20.8 % 69.8 %
Total 4.7 % 19.8 % 32.9 % 42.5 %
Source: European Values Study (EVS), 2017-2018.
TABLE 4. Support for a strong leader and party vote in the Netherlands
Party Very good Quite good Quite bad Very bad
Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie 4.8 % 325 % 35.9 % 26.9 %
(WD)
Partij voor de Vrijheid (PVV) 11.7 % 43.5 % 27.9 % 16.9 %
Christen-Democratisch Appél (CDA) 58 % 30.0 % 31.3% 32.9 %
Democraten 66 (D66) 41 % 17.8 % 33.5% 44.6 %
GroenLinks (GL) 1.3% 16.9 % 28.8 % 53.0 %
Socialistische Partij (SP) 6.2 % 28.7 % 33.7 % 31.5%
Partij van de Arbeid (PvdA) 5.6 % 24.0 % 28.1 % 42.3 %
Total 5.4 % 27.4 % 31.9 % 35.3 %

Source: European Values Study (EVS), 2017-2018.
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technologies, the temporal structures as-
sociated with this stage of life emerge
as an explanatory factor for their impa-
tience and affinity for national populist
parties. The WVS and EVS suggest that
the percentage of young people born in
the 1980s (“millennials”) who consider
it “essential [...] to live in a country gov-
erned democratically” ranged between
30 and 40 % in consolidated democ-
racies such as Australia, Great Britain,
the Netherlands, and the United States,
in sharp contrast to the average level
of support of 70 % among those born
before the Second World War (Foa and
Mounk, 2016: 6). One explanatory fac-
tor underlying this is disenchantment
with democracy’s promises of prosperity.
Generations born prior to the war —the
same generations that experienced sub-
stantial improvements in living and work-
ing conditions alongside democracy—
show strong support for this form of
political organization. By contrast, a sub-
stantial segment of the generations born
since the 1980s has ceased to perceive a
connection between economic progress
and well-being, on the one hand, and
the regime of rights and freedoms fos-
tered by democracy, on the other. For
this group of young people, politics can-
not improve their prospects for the future.
Over recent years, across different coun-
tries, right-wing populist parties have re-
peatedly emerged as the leading option
among voters aged eighteen to twen-
ty-five. One of the main explanations for
their disaffection and increasingly polar-
ized voting behavior lies in these unful-
filled promises of democracy. In the wake
of new social movements emerging after
May ’'68, such as environmentalism, fem-
inism, and pacifism, Western societies
have undergone a major shift from ma-
terialistic values, such as economic and
physical security, toward postmaterialist
values centered on self-realization, partic-

ipation, and individual freedom (Inglehart,
1977, 1990). The generational change be-
ginning in the 1960s —from older gener-
ations raised in material scarcity during
and after the two world wars to new gen-
erations socialized in material affluence—
produced a so-called “silent revolution” in
values that was also a participatory rev-
olution. Today, from the point of view of
the lack of enthusiasm that democracy
elicits in a large segment of young peo-
ple, we would be witnessing another si-
lent revolution, albeit in the opposite di-
rection. For these young people, the issue
is no longer so much about improving the
quality and depth of civic participation,
but rather, about making concessions
and leaving decision-making in the hands
of a strong leader.

Faced with the challenge of accel-
eration and desynchronization, liberal
democracies have created formulas for
more expeditious decision-making than
those passing through deliberative fo-
rums. These formulas share a shift of de-
cision-making authority toward institu-
tions other than those envisaged within
the classical liberal framework of the sep-
aration of powers. While liberalism clung
to the doctrine of laissez faire and lim-
ited the state’s role in economic and so-
cial life, the challenge of desynchroniza-
tion remained under relative control. With
the emergence and expansion of the wel-
fare state since the late nineteenth cen-
tury, and especially its post-World War Il
expansion, these problems have become
increasingly pressing. A growing number
of issues are met with rising demands for
solutions from increasingly fragmented
populations.

The sociologist who has devoted the
greatest attention to acceleration as a
vector of modernity, Hartmut Rosa, has
identified three responses to the chal-
lenge of political synchronization (2005:
415). The first consists of transferring the
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adoption of controversial decisions to the
courts; this is the well-known judiciali-
zation of politics. Another response is to
place trust in the self-regulating capacity
of the economy and the markets. This is
where neoliberal deregulation enters into
play. Its proposals for a minimal state en-
tail an “ideology of the hollowing out of
politics”, presenting state “debureaucra-
tization” and “deregulation” as a pathway
towards accelerated decision-making.
The third response involves transferring
the responsibility for one’s own decision
to the individual; this is the so-called pri-
vatization of ethics, the idea that individ-
uals themselves ultimately should decide
on moral issues, within the general frame-
work provided by the state. These three
options, identified by Rosa, remain con-
fined to the national framework of action.
Furthermore, given that those making de-
cisions have not been elected by citizens,
decisions at an international level are ne-
gotiated by groups of experts and inter-
est groups through procedures that suf-
fer from deficits of democratic legitimacy.
The European Union is the paradigmatic
example of this technocratic solution.

An additional acceleration-oriented re-
sponse, still incipient but bound to recon-
figure the adoption and implementation of
decisions in the near future in ways that
remain uncertain, is related to artificial in-
telligence algorithms, and big data. Within
the judicial system, “risk scores” are al-
ready used to make decisions regarding
bail, sentencing, and parole. “Predictive
policing” helps direct police resources to-
ward specific geographic areas or indi-
viduals considered “at risk”, whether as
perpetrators or victims. Similar algorithms
are being used with children at risk of
abuse or individuals at risk of suicide. Big
data also has been used to detect crimes
such as corruption or tax evasion. In
any case, this “algorithmic government”
(Brubaker, 2023) requires vast amounts

of data, ubiquitous surveillance systems,
sophisticated algorithms, and generative
artificial intelligence —the most recent
and revolutionary qualitative leap— both
to create such systems and, given their
class, age, gender, or racial biases, to re-
fine them as well. This is a path filled with
challenges for democracy as we have
known it until now. Unlike the judicial
system, state agencies, or expert panels
that make their recommendations pub-
lic with (relative) transparency, algorithms
are difficult to control through democratic
means. They are invisible, opaque, and
operate in a “granular” manner. They are
linked to specific aspects, and their over-
sight requires expert knowledge to cri-
tique and uncover their underlying logic
and mechanisms of operation (Brubaker,
2023: 143-153). “Algorithmic democracy”
(Garcia Marza and Calvo, 2022; Wagner,
2023) bypasses this human factor and re-
places processes of deliberation and de-
cision-making with artificial intelligence
tools in expert hands. One of its conse-
quences would be the acceleration of de-
cision-making. Here we refer to liberal de-
mocracies, since in some authoritarian
systems such as China —with the algo-
rithmic colonization of society— this form
of decision-making is no longer a future
aspiration but part of the present.

None of these five responses to polit-
ical desynchronization —judicialization,
economic deregulation, moral privatiza-
tion, regulatory transfer to supranational
bodies, and algorithmic government—
has a necessary relationship to national
populism. They respond to the social,
political, and economic dynamics of hy-
permodernity and, to that extent, are not
linked to any particular ideological cur-
rent. In contrast, there are two other ways
of shortening decision-making times in
democracies that are linked to right-wing
populism. Both make sense within the
framework of lessons drawn from the ex-
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perience of democratic systems, which
political scientist Larry M. Bartels sum-
marizes as follows: “citizens care much
more about outcomes than about proce-
dures” (2023: 220). When the population
perceives that problems are entrenched
because there are “too many” controls,
veto players, and administrative and polit-
ical procedures demanding compromises,
a segment of the population may be will-
ing to bypass or weaken these controls
if it satisfies their expectations. In such
situations, citizens may prioritize output
over the normative demands of input.

The first formula associated with right-
wing populism for addressing delays and
accelerating decision-making is linked to
the growing prominence of the executive
branch, where it governs, at the expense
of the legislature in the adoption of reg-
ulatory frameworks. This is the path of
executive decrees or of presidencial de-
crees. The second formula refers to the
promise of implementing mechanisms
of direct democracy. This latter option
constitutes a specificum of national pop-
ulism.

The executive and its “prerogatives”

Driven by globalization and transnational
construction processes such as European
integration and reinforced by the urgent
need to address recent crises such as the
economic and financial crises, the migra-
tion crisis, and the one triggered by the
coronavirus pandemic, the classic balance
of power has undergone major changes.
The “denationalization” of politics (Zirn,
1998) has mainly benefited the executive
branch, thereby redefining the classical
framework of the separation and balance
of powers. In reality, this is not a dynamic
induced by right-wing populism when it
comes to power, but rather, a resource
available to governments regardless of

their ideological orientation. In classical
liberal theory, the judiciary, with its retro-
spective mode of decision-making, is ori-
ented toward the past. By contrast, the
legislature is prospective: through the en-
actment of legal frameworks, it aspires to
shape, anticipate, and guide the future by
transforming the (legitimate) cacophony
of societal demands for state action into
a single voice. Finally, executive power
operates in the present, relying on expe-
ditious decision-making in response to
crises and unforeseen events that leave
insufficient time for legislative delibera-
tion and oversight through ordinary proce-
dures. If we accept that high-speed socie-
ties favor high-speed political institutions
(Scheuerman, 2004: 26), then the exec-
utive branch emerges as the main bene-
ficiary of the accelerating dynamic. In a
“presentist” condition (Hartog, 2012), the
executive is the best-positioned branch to
dominate the landscape of liberal democ-
racies, and also the most likely to lead an
authoritarian drift.

By presenting itself and being per-
ceived as the best equipped branch to
respond to the imperatives of speed,
liberal democracies are witnessing the
growing prominence of the executive.
A sense of urgency is the driving prin-
ciple of its preeminence, regardless of
the ideological orientation of the govern-
ment in question. In Spain, the approval
of decree-laws by the executive was a
common practice under the conservative
governments of José Maria Aznar (espe-
cially during his first term, between 1996
and 2000) and Mariano Rajoy (also par-
ticularly during his first term, between
2011 and 2016). It has also been the
case under the socialist government of
Pedro Sanchez, who set all-time records
during his second term between 2019
and 2023, largely due to the coronavi-
rus pandemic. National populism is no
stranger to this trend. ltaly, under the
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government led by Giorgia Meloni, serves
as an illustrative example of the intensifi-
cation of this dynamic. According to the
Openpolis Foundation, and despite en-
joying a parliamentary majority, Meloni’s
coalition government had broken re-
cords for the use of executive decrees
by 20233. In the US, on the day of his in-
auguration as president on January 20,
2025, Donald Trump signed twenty-six
executive orders on issues including im-
migration, healthcare, and environmental
protection, more than any of his prede-
cessors in history.

In late modernity, a discretionary in-
strument such as the decree-law, which
in liberal systems is reserved for cases
of necessity and urgency, has become a
routine procedure. The result is a short-
ening of regulatory timeframes at the ex-
pense of deliberative capacity —that is,
of parliamentary richness— with the cor-
responding costs in terms of democratic
quality.

With its “strong leaders” (generally
men, but not necessarily, as illustrated
by Giorgia Meloni and Marine Le Pen),
right-wing populism can be interpreted
as a proposal to shorten decision-making
times. In complex societies characterized
by a value pluralism and requiring ardu-
ous efforts at conciliation to reach com-
promises and thereby channel social con-
flict, the national-populist solution acts
as an escape from the legitimate pres-
sure exerted by society on decision-mak-
ing. If “democracy risks succumbing to
the push of speed”, as Rosa (2005: 454)
argues, then the decisionist appeal of
right-wing populism may be seen as an
attempt to synchronize politics with the

3 “Con il governo Meloni sempre piu decreti e meno
leggi ordinarie”, 20 September 2023. Available at:
https://www.openpolis.it/con-il-governo-meloni-sem-
pre-piu-decreti-e-meno-leggi-ordinarie/

accelerated social change characteristic
of global capitalism.

A referendum-based democracy

Representative democracy, as previously
emphasized, is a slow decision-making pro-
cess. A common denominator of national
populism (or populism in general) is the
claim that the people express themselves
directly, without the mediation of political
parties (Casquete, 2023a). It is based on
the axiom that “the people must be allowed
to decide”, thereby shaking off the yoke of
elites. It advances an immediate form of de-
mocracy that advocates for the unmediated
articulation of the popular will as the highest
means of giving voice to the people and re-
alizing the “general will”, while also serving
as a brake on the globalist impulse that al-
legedly deprives the people of their sover-
eignty.

Against this backdrop, political groups
within this ideological sphere advocate the
implementation of direct-democracy mech-
anisms in the form of referendums and
popular legislative initiatives to access the
“authentic” will of the people. Trust in the
people is counterbalanced by distrust of
political parties and counter-majoritarian or
tutelary institutions, such as constitutional
courts and central banks, which, in liberal
democracies, serve as a counterweight to
the popular will. From a national-populist
perspective, representative democracy and
political parties short-circuit the popular will.
Their ideal model assigns a central role to
referendum-based democracy.

A shadow of suspicion hangs over right-
wing populism and its loyalty to the lib-
eral democratic project, which is based on
the recognition and safeguarding of civil
and political rights, freedom of expression
and assembly, the separation of powers,
and popular sovereignty. Insofar as these
parties formally respect the mechanisms
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for attaining power in representative de-
mocracy —whether through electoral vic-
tory or by forming coalition governments
with other parties— they cannot be labelled
as anti-democratic. If anything, they are
anti-institutional. National populism dis-
trusts a model of democracy that grants
autonomy to political parties and their rep-
resentatives, while simultaneously advo-
cating greater power for the sole constitu-
ent authority: the people. These proposals,
in themselves, do not call the popular will
into question, but rather the way in which
it is expressed. Except in the case of bind-
ing referendums, which are generally ex-
ceptional in Western constitutional systems,
representative democracy does not provide
the possibility of producing collective deci-
sions directly sanctioned by the electorate.

The participatory revolution of national
populism

A key question in political theory con-
cerns the best way to make collective
decisions that are binding on the com-
munity. It is the classic foundational pro-
blem of “deciding how to decide” which
renders democracy a political system in a
perpetual process of learning and impro-
vement.

Direct democracy responds to the
problem of decision-making. It is a form
of government in which the constitution
of the political community and relevant
political decisions are, in principle, made
directly (without intermediaries or rep-
resentation) by eligible voters in a state,
region, or municipality. Direct democracy
revolves around citizens’ votes on spe-
cific proposals, not for candidates as in
representative democracy. It opens the
political system to the citizenry. At the
same time, by linking decisions to the
majority will expressed at the ballot box,

reduces the autonomy of the state vis-a-
vis society.

A key mechanism of direct democracy
is the referendum. It allows citizens to ex-
press their views on issues relevant to the
community. In terms of speed, the referen-
dum as a decision-making mechanism oc-
cupies an intermediate position between,
on the one hand, the will dictated by an
omnipotent and omniscient dictator or phi-
losopher-king and, on the other hand, a
decision-making process based on de-
liberation and aimed at unanimity. The
referendum is a more expeditious deci-
sion-making mechanism than majority rule
in representative democracy, which is typi-
cally preceded by extensive public debate.
In addition to the referendum —and now
turning to the second mechanism of direct
democracy— the popular legislative initia-
tive allows citizens to place their demands
on the political agenda. These two instru-
ments, the referendum and the popular
initiative, operate according to different
logics and produce distinct effects. The
referendum comes into play at the end of
the decision-making process. It does not
empower citizens to pass laws, but rather
serves as a veto, allowing a majority of the
population (or of the cantons in the case of
Switzerland, a model highly-estimated in
right-wing populist circles / by right-wing
populism) to block policies proposed by
the authorities. By contrast, popular initi-
atives come into play at the beginning of
the political process. Ultimately, citizen
action brings a legislative proposal to a
vote.

The referendum is an option fraught
with risks. Its dichotomous structure
(“yes” or “no”) overlooks a range of in-
termediate solutions that can be reached
through forms of political communication
based on deliberation and negotiation.
The referendum prioritizes passions over
the rational consideration of interests,
an activity oriented toward persuasion
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through argumentative exchange. Another
danger is that immersion in a referendum
dynamic may lead to an endless chain of
consultations, repeatedly putting an is-
sue to a vote until the result is deemed
“correct”. While majority rule incorporates
an element of periodicity (elections, by
definition, produce only temporary gov-
ernments; Linz, 1998), referendums are
presented as “final” solutions. Minorities
are not guaranteed another opportunity
to prevail at the ballot box. The nouvelle
droite or “new right” school of thought
has fueled the participatory enthusiasm
of national populism. Intellectuals within
this current have proposed direct de-
mocracy as a routine mechanism of de-
cision-making. France’s most influential
theorist, Alain de Benoist, deserves spe-
cial mention. In a manifesto co-authored
with Charles Champetier, De Benoist pro-
posed enriching party democracy with di-
rect democracy in an amalgamation in-
tended to enhance the role of the people:

Renewing the democratic spirit means not settling
for mere representative democracy, but seeking to
put into practice, at all levels, a genuine participa-
tory democracy (“what affects everyone must be a
matter for everyone”). The aim is to destabilize po-
litics by recreating grassroots civic spaces: every
citizen must be an actor of the general interest,
and every common good must be designed and
defended as such from the perspective of a con-
crete political order. The consumer-client, the pas-
sive spectator, and the holder of private rights will
only be overcome through a radically decentra-
lized form of grassroots democracy that assigns
each individual a role in shaping and governing
their own destiny. The referendum mechanism
could likewise be reactivated through popular ini-
tiative (1999: 21).

French sovereigntists of the nouvelle
droite find concrete expression in the
programmatic proposals of right-wing
populist parties. lllustrating the central-
ity that this expedited decision-making
mechanism acquires within their ranks,
one of the political groups in the Euro-

pean Parliament during its eighth legisla-
ture was the Alliance for Direct Democ-
racy in Europe (2014-2017), later renamed
Europe of Freedom and Direct Democ-
racy (2017-2019). Throughout its exist-
ence, the group included the UK Inde-
pendence Party (UKIP), the AfD, and the
Italian Five Star Movement.

Referendums, to decide what?

Since the mid-19th century, and driven
by the labor movement, social justice
and wealth redistribution emerged as the
dominant axis of conflict in Western Eu-
rope. This is no longer the case. Along-
side the left-right divide, other “arenas of
inequality” have progressively emerged,
overshadowing the central conflict of
classical modernity and displacing it from
its former dominant position. Sociolo-
gists Steffen Mau, Thomas Lux and Linus
Westheuser (2023) have identified four
such arenas: 1) the classic conflict over
redistribution issues, which they call “in-
equalities between above and below”;
2) controversies over migration, access
and integration within a territory, the “in-
equalities between inside and outside”; 3)
identity and recognition conflicts, the “in-
equalities between us and them”, a cat-
egory in which Mau and collaborators
include gender and which, from the Span-
ish context, could also encompass the
national identities articulated by periph-
eral sovereignties; and 4) conflicts over
environmental issues, the “inequalities
between today and tomorrow”.

Since the 1990s, the classic left-right
conflict axis —the above-below dimen-
sion— has progressively lost weigh in favor
of sociocultural and identity-based issues.
This is known as the polarization between
the GAL (Green-Alternative-Libertarian)
and TAN (Tradition-Authoritarianism-Na-
tionalism) dimensions. There is no co-
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herent pattern in how national-populist
actors position themselves on issues of
social justice, which have structured po-
litical conflict in the context of the expan-
sion (or containment) of the welfare state.
Some right-wing populist parties, such as
Rassemblement Nationale (RN) in France
champion redistributive measures. Their
“welfare chauvinism” underpins a strong
welfare state for the “French”. The pro-
grammatic diversity on economic mat-
ters among these parties is such that it is
difficult to identify a common denomina-
tor among them (Greilinger and Mudde,
2024). In contrast, the populist right ad-
dresses the other three axes of conflict
identified by Mau and his collaborators
—migration (including security and pub-
lic order), gender, and the environment—
with greater determination and in a more
convergent manner. These are “trigger
points” in the “new” post-industrial soci-
eties, that is, “critical points that activate
particularly complex conflicts” (Mau, Lux
and Westheuser, 2023: 27).

It is precisely around these three are-
nas that the programmatic proposals of
national populism and its offers of citizen
consultations are articulated. France illus-
trates the centrality of direct democracy in
this political space. Since the mid-1980s,
the National Front has made the idea of
“giving the people a voice” and achieving
a “broadening of democracy” one of its
defining characteristics, according to its
founder Jean-Marie Le Pen (Rosanvallon,
2020: 40). Despite the “de-demonizing”
shift since assuming party leadership in
2011, his daughter has remained loyal to
him regarding direct democracy. In a book
published in the context of the 2012 pres-
idential elections, her first as a candidate,
Marine Le Pen proposed holding referen-
dums, particularly on issues related to
sovereignty, identity, education, and pub-
lic services. She also advocated for hold-
ing referendums to “bring down the ivory

towers in which our leaders are confined”
(2012: 180). In the subsequent presiden-
tial election, in 2017, Marine Le Pen cam-
paigned on a platform that championed
“democratic proximity”, meaning that “de-
cisions should be made as close as possi-
ble to citizens and should be directly con-
trolled by them”. The proposal was based,
for example, on the implementation of a
“genuine citizen’s initiative referendum?”,
beginning with one that would put France’s
membership in the European Union to a
vote*. Expanding on her earlier proposal
of “democratic proximity”, two of the
twenty-two measures included in Le Pen’s
2022 presidential program were closely re-
lated to direct democracy. The program’s
opening measure advocated “stopping un-
controlled immigration” through a referen-
dum, while another proposed “establishing
citizen-initiated referendums”s. Marine Le
Pen indicated that, if she were to become
president, she planned to hold a “major
referendum every year”s.

A post-election study following the
first round of the 2022 presidential elec-
tions revealed the importance that the FN/
RN electorate places on the plebiscitary
model. The level of approval for what the
study termed the “democratic expecta-
tion” linked to direct democracy was one
of the variables that most clearly distin-
guished Le Pen’s electorate (68 % ap-
proval) from those of the other candidates,
with the exception of the social-popu-
list Jean-Luc Mélenchon of La France In-
soumise, whose electorate showed slightly
lower support (66 %). Direct democracy is
operationalized through three propositions

4 «“144 engagements présidentiels. Marine 2017”, Pref-
ace and Measure no. 1.

5 “M La France. 22 mesures pour 2022”, Measures no.
1and 11.

6 Marc Bassets: “Marine Le Pen: ‘If Russia wins the
war, it is catastrophic; if Ukraine wins, World War I will
have to be unleashed’”. El Pais, 13 April 2023.
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which respondents were invited to react:
1) “The people and not the political lead-
ers, must make the most important politi-
cal decisions”; 2) “The political differences
between ordinary citizens and elites are
greater than the differences among citizens
themselves”; and 3) “I prefer to be repre-
sented by an ordinary citizen rather than by
a professional politician” (Rouban, 2022:
19 and 131).

The AfD also champions direct democ-
racy. In its first run in the 2013 Bundestag
elections, immediately after its founding,
the party campaigned for a referendum on
leaving the euro. The opening chapter of
its Program for Germany (2016) is entitled
“Referendums on the Swiss Model”. Within
a populist framework that pits the people
against the elite, the AfD argues that the
Swiss experience rests on the premise that
“citizens behave in a way that is more ori-
ented toward the public good than pro-
fessional politicians”. For the AfD, this ap-
proach is not a matter for negotiation in
hypothetical coalitions, even in the unlikely
event that any other party is willing to col-
laborate with them (as of now, the “fire-
wall” holds)”. To complete this overview,
the Austrian FPO also advocates promot-
ing direct democracy: “It is necessary to
offer citizens the possibility of deciding,
according to the Swiss model, on strategic
options for the future, beyond the inertia of
the political establishment”. This, it argues,
is “the best way to regain people’s trust
and to advance measures that are blocked
by self-appointed elites”s.

7 Programm fur Deutschland. Das Grundsatzpro-
gramm der Alternative fir Deutschland, Stuttgart,
2016: pp. 16-17.

8 See: Parteiprogramm der Freiheitlichen Partei Os-
terreichs (FPO), Graz, 18 June 2011: 7; Handbuch
freiheitlicher Politik. Ein Leitfaden far Fihrungsfunk-
tiondre und Mandatstrdger der Freiheitlichen Partei
Osterreichs (4t ed.), Vienna, FPO-Bildungsinstitut,
2013: 89-94, 178; quotation on p. 90; “Festung Oster-
reich, Festung der Freiheit. Wahlprogramm fiir die Na-
tionalratswahl 2024”, p. 6.

So, what is Vox’s position on direct
democracy in Spain? Its comparable par-
ties embraced the idea of direct democ-
racy long ago and incorporated it into
their platforms, but until very recently, the
Spanish version of national populism has
been an anomaly in the European land-
scape in this respect. This seems to ex-
plain their silence. Since the restoration
of democracy, the referendum as a de-
cision-making method has been consist-
ently advocated by Basque and Cata-
lan nationalisms. Had Vox championed
direct democracy, it would have been a
double-edged sword, potentially embold-
ening separatist demands for self-de-
termination in the name of the Basque
and Catalan peoples. Even so, and al-
though its programs did not yet include
any proposals on direct democracy, Vox
took it upon itself to establish its limits:
its strongman argued that not even a na-
tional referendum could call national unity
into question (Abascal, 2015: 144-145).
Vox’s anomaly ceased to be one in 2022.
Coinciding with the Viva 22 event in
Madrid, “The History We Made Together”,
Vox presented its manifesto, “Spain De-
cides”. The document was, in reality, a
particular interpretation of Spain’s con-
tributions to world history and was in-
tended to serve as its new political pro-
gram (Casquete, 2023b). This represented
an update to the Spanish pro-independ-
ence party’s stance on referendum de-
mocracy. This shift aimed to “recover
our democracy from the party system
[...] which has betrayed the people and
parliamentarianism”. Although the docu-
ment does not contain the term “referen-
dum?”, its authors are clearly referring to
this when they call for public consulta-
tions, invoking Article 92 of the Consti-
tution, which allows for consultative ref-
erendums (the Spanish Constitution does
not permit binding referendums) on mat-
ters of particular importance. The issues
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that Vox intends to put to a vote include
immigration, education, gender-violence
legislation, the banning of pro-independ-
ence parties, the processing and storage
of personal data outside Spain by ma-
jor technology companies, a national wa-
ter plan, the energy model, and subsi-
dies for political parties (regarding which
they claim “real change comes from end-
ing the party for the powerful”), as well as
for trade unions, and employers’ associ-
ations. Ultimately, they maintain that it is
about Spain deciding and reclaiming its
sovereignty®.

CONCLUSIONS

The economic, migratory, and public
health crises of the past two decades
have propelled right-wing populism. As
a result, liberal democracy as we have
known it is compelled to rethink, rede-
fine, and demonstrate its resilience. To
account for the rise of this party family,
a sociological and political science pers-
pective has been adopted. The long arc
of modernity has entailed an acceleration
of temporal rhythms in society, the eco-
nomy, and culture, leaving politics incre-
asingly behind. Democracy is inherently
slow and turbulent, and it exhibits syn-
chronization problems with other subsys-
tems in responding to citizens’ problems
and concerns. Right-wing populist par-
ties offer a response to this problem by

9 “Spain decides”, available at: https://www.vox-
espana.es/noticias/espana-decide-20221009; “What
is Spain decides? More and better democracy”, avail-
able at: https://www.voxespana.es/actualidad/santia-
go-abascal-el-viva-22-que-es-espana-decide-mas-y-
mejor-democracia-20221009; Speech by Abascal at
“Viva 22. The History We Made Together”, available
at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tdoWPfwEo-
Ao&t=22s, especially from 12:30”; “Vox. A Program for
What Matters. Electoral Program for the 23 July 2023
General Elections”, pp. 10-11, 16, 32, 80, 83, 100, 109
and 120.

addressing decision-making pressure
through the acceleration of both deci-
sion-making and implementation proces-
ses. The referendum is a mechanism that
serves this purpose and is exclusively de-
fended by this party family. By adapting
its methods and decision-making to the
tyranny of the immediate, right-wing po-
pulism risks sacrificing the constitutive
values of liberal democratic systems: mo-
ral equality, minority rights, and the sepa-
ration of powers.
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