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Populist Nationalism and the Paradox of Democracy 
Populist nationalism is often seen as an external threat to constitutional democracy—as a form 
of political discourse that stands outside the normal procedures and normative commitments of 
modern democratic societies. Political parties and movements that, in recent times, have 
explicitly adopted the banner of populist nationalism are obviously, and without exception, 
anti-democratic in their orientation and internal structure. Moreover, such parties and 
movements rely on appeals to direct democracy and popular sovereignty in order to undermine 
those practices and institutions that safeguard modern constitutional democracies, from public 
deliberation and voting to legislative procedures and constitutional courts. 
Instead of simply understanding populist nationalism as the “other” of liberal democracy, or as 
a phenomenon that a “militant democracy” can guard itself against through specific laws, this 
lecture will focus on the question why democracy itself is able to give rise to populist 
nationalism in the first place. As such, the recent emergence of populist nationalism on both 
sides of the Atlantic is one of the consequences of a historically unresolved, and philosophically 
unresolvable, paradox that stands at the heart of constitutional democracy: the legitimacy of 
democracy depends on an enactment of popular sovereignty that limits popular sovereignty. 
Democracy always entails a democracy deficit, and it is the experience of such a deficit among 
citizens that a) cannot be resolved and that b) allows for the success of appeals to populist 
nationalism as appeals to popular sovereignty.  
This paradox of democracy becomes particularly manifest as soon as visions of popular 
sovereignty become linked with the “nation” as an “imagined community” in the course of the 
eighteenth century: nation and nationalism are means to overcome the paradox of democracy 
through an exclusionary conception of citizenship that is emotionally charged, raises questions 
of identity and belonging, and thus stands in conflict with the universalist claims that are in the 
background of popular sovereignty. Since any democracy necessarily relies on practices of 
citizenship, this raises the question of what citizenship can, or should, be under the conditions 
of pluralism: while republican notions of citizenship foreground self-government and thus seek 
to reactivate the potential of popular sovereignty, liberal notions of citizenship are focused on 
the protection and justification of constitionally guaranteed rights that limit popular 
sovereignty. Neither, I will argue, are able to resolve the paradox of democracy, albeit for 
different reasons. Moreover, any attempt to resolve the paradox of democracy—including the 
idea of constitutional patriotism as an attempt to make affect safe for democracy—invariably 
prepares the ground for the rise to populist nationalism. The strength of democracy, thus, 
depends on whether constitutional democracies can live with this paradox.  
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