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My name is Benjamin De Cleen. I am a professor of Communication Studies at the VUB. My research 

is focused on the discourse of populist parties, and of populist radical right parties especially.  

 

As someone who does discourse analysis, I am concerned with the power of words.  

 

My story today is about how resistance is always also a matter of language. Of resisting imprecision and 

simplistic thinking. Resistance is about resisting words that go against what we stand for. It is about 

being aware of the power of words, and of using that power wisely. 

 

Words can be weapons. To criticise. To name problems that need fixing. But also: to ridicule. To 

exclude. Words can also be tools to include, to empathise, to bring together.  

 

For academics words are also instruments … to increase our understanding of the world around us. 

This is one reason why academics spend so much time on discussing concepts and definitions. Those 

discussions might seem absurd sometimes – and sometimes they are – but often they are necessary. 

They go to the very core of what academics try to do. Concepts are our tools, and we need to make 

sure those tools work.  

 
Academics need to pay close attention to words, not only as instruments, but also as objects of analysis. 

Because we cannot understand society without understanding how that society uses words.  

 

Words are not neutral labels for a social reality that simply exists out there. Words shape how we see 

the world, they are the glasses through which we see the world … And that gives words enormous 

power. Which words we use. Who gets to determine which words we use. And what meaning is 

attached to words. All of that is profoundly related to how power is distributed in society, and to how 

those power relations are sustained and contested.  

 

This is perhaps most obvious in the field of politics. To understand politics we need to understand who 

uses which words … which meaning they attach to those words … and why. For example, it matters 
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whether we speak of refugees as ‘refugees’, as ‘migrants’, as ‘economic migrants’, as illegal aliens, or as 

‘Muslims’. Our responses will depend very much on how we approach these people.  

 

How we define a situation, how we define a problem, how we label the people involved … all of that 

impacts on the kind of solutions that are thinkable or unthinkable.  

 

Political debate is to a large extent a matter of defining what the debate is about. It is about making 

one’s definition of the situation dominant over others. That is done by imposing a certain vocabulary 

… and by imposing a certain meaning of important terms.  

 

That is why discussions about the meaning of words … are also usually normative and political. This is 

true for discussions between politicians, but also between academics, journalists, … or anyone, 

anywhere in fact.  

 

Discussions about what democracy is, for example, are also discussions about what democracy should 

be. Is democracy about majority rule? If democracy is only about majority rule, that majority can decide 

to persecute minorities … in a perfectly democratic way. Or is democracy also about the protection of 

equality and of the rights of minorities? And what do we do then when the democratically expressed 

will of the majority … goes against the democratic rights of minorities?  

Debates about the term democracy, this shows, are of major societal importance.  

 

Let me give another example. Discussions about what racism is … are not just semantic exercises that 

have nothing to do with reality. They are also discussions about what behaviour and ways of thinking 

we consider problematic. Everyone tends to agree that racism is a problem. Or at least: no one wants to 

be called a racist. … But this hides very serious debates about what racism is. Does racism start with 

racist representations … such as Saint Nicolas and Black Pete, or with a poster of a youth movements 

so-called ‘jungle party’ that represents blacks as happy simple jungle people with big lips? Or does it 

only start with explicit ethnic discrimination on the job market? Or, does it only start with violence 

against minorities? Does one need to have racist intentions to do something racist? Or is it enough to 

reproduce racist ways of thinking to be a racist? Again, definitional debates are in fact debates about 

how we want our society to look.  

 

+++++ 
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Let me develop one other example in a bit more detail: populism. Populism plays a central role in 

political, journalistic and academic debate …. and all kinds of things are called populist: from Trump to 

Bernie Sanders to Brexit to Jeremy Corbyn to Syriza to journalists criticising politicians or CEO’s for 

their salaries.  

 

Like democracy or racism, populism is not just a thing ‘out there’. Populism is a concept. Without the 

concept of populism … we would not be able to think about so-called populists as populists.  

 

I think both the imprecision and the negativity of the dominant definitions of populism are 

problematic. So, let me propose a definition that works for me, both analytically and normatively.   

 

To me, and I draw on the work of many others here, populism is the political strategy of claiming to 

represent ‘the people’ and defend them from the so-called ‘elite’ that does not represent ‘the people’. 

Populism is structured around a vertical down/up axis that refers to power, status and hierarchy. With 

the ordinary people at the bottom and the elite at the top, totally disconnected from the ordinary 

people. And with populists claiming to represent the powerless people and restore the connections 

between political leaders and ordinary people.  

 

Populism is in fact nothing more than an attempt to attract a range of groups with different interests. 

To give an example: on its way to power, Syriza in Greece appealed to all kinds of groups, including die 

hard communists, poor people, young unemployed people, pensioners that had their pensions cut, 

middle class voters of centre parties that were sliding down the social ladder, LGBTQ people who 

wanted their rights recognised, people concerned with the environment, and people fed up with the 

corruption of Greece’s political institutions. 

What united all these groups is not something positive they have in common – they did not all have 

exactly the same interests – … but something negative: the fact or the impression that they are all 

frustrated and endangered by the same ‘elite’. In the case of Syriza, both the Greek and the European 

elite.  

 

And that’s it. Populism is no more or no less than this strategy of criticising ‘the elite’ as a group that is 

far removed from the ordinary people, and of presenting oneself as the alternative to this elite … as the 

voice of ‘the ordinary people’.  
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This means that not every political outsider, or every politician with a popular style is a populist. They 

are only truly populists when the criticism of the elite and the claim to represent ordinary people are 

central to their politics.  

 

I think this definition is a good starting point for understanding how populist politics work. Indeed, it’s 

only a starting point. We need to ask which different groups of people populists bring together … how 

they do that … and why it works in a certain political context.  

 

 

Instead of being used as an instrument to understand, however, the term populism is usually used as a 

weapon to criticise.  

 

All kinds of political parties and movements are denounced as populist … for playing to the emotions 

of people, for offering irrational and simplistic solutions to complex problems, for cheap criticism of 

the elite. The term populism is also used to criticise racism and ultra-nationalism. And because of all 

this, populists are seen as a threat to democracy.  

 

Let me start with this criticism of populism as emotional and irrational, as appealing to people’s 

underbelly rather than to their brain.  

 

First of all, does that mean that non-populist politics are not emotional? Didn’t Barack Obama play to 

people’s emotions, or Justin Trudeau, or any other charismatic politician for that matter?  

 

Secondly, what is wrong with emotions in politics? Yes, there are ugly emotions like racism and hatred 

for homosexuals. But isn’t empathy an emotion? Isn’t solidarity based on emotions? Isn’t anger with 

dictators an emotion? And anger at the breakdown of the welfare state?  

And why would it be rational to cut pensions and emotional to protest against those cuts? Instead of 

following this kind of emotion versus ratio criticism, we should be very alert, I think … whenever 

protest is delegitimised as populist, emotional and irrational, … and whenever policies are defended as 

rational and logical and unavoidable.  

 

Now let me turn to the critique of populism as anti-democratic. Why would criticism of the elite and 

the claim to represent the ordinary people be anti-democratic? Was it anti-democratic of Syriza to 

resist, in the name of ‘the people’, the austerity measures imposed on Greece? Or to use an example all 
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of us might agree more on: was it undemocratic when the East Germans protested against the 

communist elite with the slogan ‘Wir Sind das Volk’? Perhaps sometimes bringing together people 

under the banner of ‘the people’ is the only way to achieve democratic change?  

 

Now, of course, the term populism is also used to criticise things that really need to be criticised. I am 

mainly talking of the radical right here.  

 

The term populism definitely helps us to understand the success of these parties. We should not 

underestimate the importance of their claim to represent the ordinary people … and the importance of 

their criticism of the political but also academic, journalistic and cultural elite.  

 

So, we do need to the term populism. The problem is that populism has too often come to replace the 

term radical right as the main label for these parties.  

 

First of all, by labelling the radical right as simply populist … we miss out on the fact that at heart they 

are radical right parties. Yes, many of them now use populist strategies, and those are important to 

understand their success … but it would be an analytical mistake to see that as the core of what they 

do. That core is not populism but ultra-nationalism and authoritarianism. 

 

The fact that they are populists, doesn’t say very much, really. Who belongs to ‘the people’ and ‘the 

elite’ … and why the elite is criticised … depends on the combination of populism with radical 

nationalism. The radical right sees ‘the ordinary people’ as a subgroup of an ethnically defined nation. 

You can be as ordinary as you want, if you are not a member of how they see the nation, you are not 

part of ‘the ordinary people’. And they criticise the elite mainly for not defending the rights and 

interests of the nation, for “pushing multiculturalism and Islam down the people’s throats”, and so on.  

 

Secondly, calling the populist radical right simply populist, is also a normative mistake because it is the 

radical right’s radical and exclusionary nationalism that makes them a threat to democracy … not their 

populism.  

 

Yes, their populism has been an effective tool to present their nativism as what ordinary people want. 

But this also has to do with how the rest of the political spectrum has responded to them. By criticising 

radical right parties as populists who ‘say what people want to hear’ or ‘play to people’s emotions’ … 

progressives have often unconsciously accepted the radical right’s claim that they do in fact ‘say what 
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people want to hear’ and that they are the voice of ordinary people. That, to me, sounds like political 

suicide.  

Moreover, this kind of anti-populism has had strong elitist elements and has sometimes confirmed the 

radical right’s populist critique of a progressive elite that looks down on ordinary people. 

 

There is also a third problem. Using the label ‘populist’ without any qualification for populists on the 

left and on the right … lumps together parties and movements that have very different ideas about 

what society should look like. This has been a strategy of the political centre. In Greece, for example, 

mainstream politicians and journalists criticized Syriza by presenting Syriza and the neo-Nazi Golden 

Dawn as two sides of the same populist coin.  

 

This is analytically unhelpful … and we should also be aware of the political reasons behind this 

simplistic view of populism as a monolithic danger to democracy.  

 

Instead, we would do well, I believe, to evaluate populist politics on the basis of their core ideological 

aspects, on the basis of what direction they want society to move in, and not on the basis of their 

populism alone. 

 

What all of this should tell us, I believe, is two things. One: perhaps we should speak a bit less about 

populism. Or at least: never speak about populism alone. Populism is never enough to understand. And 

it is never enough to evaluate. Two: whenever someone uses the term populism, we should beware of 

why they might be doing that.  

 

As academics we should be careful not to simply follow the mainstream criticism of populism. We 

should critically study the way words such as populism are used, rather than go along with hypes about 

populism as the biggest threat to democracy today. 

 

+++ 

 

The broader point I want to make with this story of populism is that we, as academics, as university 

students, as artists, or as any other kind of intellectuals … need to be aware of the power of words: as 

instruments for understanding … and as political weapons that we can use, and that can be used against 

us.  
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One of the central tasks of the university is to be involved in public debate. Absolutely... But we should 

participate using our own terms, defined by us. We should formulate our own questions, using our own 

terms, and not only respond to questions asked by political and other powers and their funding bodies 

… using their terms.  

Our role is also to question the terms of the debate. To resist those terms when necessary. The value of 

the university, I believe, is exactly that independence, that critical and reflective position.  

 

An equally central task of the university, I believe, is to provide students with the words that help them 

to understand the world. And to provide them with the awareness that language is power.  

 

The task of students, I believe, is to make that vocabulary their own. Or rather: to build their own 

vocabulary, critically using what the university offers them. To use that vocabulary to become critical 

citizens that try to understand the world around them, and share that insight with others.  

 

Students also have the task to become aware of how concepts make us see things differently. Aware of 

how our words, our concepts, our language are inherently connected to ways of seeing the world, … to 

power relations, … to strategies for political change or for maintaining the status quo.  

 

To become aware, that is, of how the way we speak about the world today impacts how the world will 

look tomorrow. And, ideally, our VUB students will put that knowledge to good use as critical, 

reflective and engaged members of society.   

 


