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Explainer: this paper is for a special issue analyzing and discussing responses to populist parties in 
Europe from public authorities, from mainstream parties and from civil society actors. The central 
reference point for all analyses including this one is a typology of tolerant and intolerant responses 
developed for the purpose of empirical analysis, which you will find below in Figure 1. This paper 
aims to discuss the justifiability of the various types of responses. The paper is very first-drafty, for 
which I apologize. 

 

1 Introduction 

Consider the following example. A global religious community has missionaries sent out to all 

corners of the world in order to convince people to convert to its faith and join its churches. The 

religious community is a firm supporter of the freedom of conscience, thought and expression, and 

with it religious freedom for all. It does not want any legal prohibition of competing faiths and 

convictions. Nonetheless, in its proselytizing activities the agents of the church preach that the views 

of other religious communities – as well as those with no religious convictions – are wrong. Others 

are perceived as holding wrong views, having the wrong values and wrong (religious) practices. In 

addition to its proselytizing activities which entail the public criticism of others, the religious 

community uses its significant funds to build attractive churches and community centers to attract 

more followers while encouraging its many members not to support other religious communities, for 

example by renting out buildings they own to their religious activities. Is this religious community, 

its members, tolerant or intolerant? Traditionally, toleration implies not seeking to prohibit beliefs, 

values and practices that you consider wrong. But the question is whether it requires more than not 

seeking to prohibit beliefs, values and practices, for example withholding criticism and other forms 

of negative utterances about other groups and/or not using your rights to create push and pull factors 

that will move people away from beliefs etc that you find wrong? 

The answer to this question depends on what the point of toleration is. If as argued by some, especially 

Galeotti (2002; 2006; 2015), it is the fullest possible inclusion of all citizens then it would be 
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problematic to issue negative public statements against peoples’ beliefs etc and to use rights 

strategically to influence their opportunities and their position in society. But if we recognize 

disagreement as the very basis for toleration in the first place, such a viewpoint is not convincing. 

Withholding criticism would seem to be a high price to pay, since it implies that you could not 

publicly defend (and through defense develop) your own conception of the good. Although, it could 

be argued that you should not unnecessarily offend or verbally abuse others, it is difficult to see how 

toleration would imply having your belief etc exempted from criticism in an exchange concerning 

different conceptions of the good.  

The strategic use of (other) rights is less easy to place. On the one hand, it would in some contexts 

amount to a very unequal use of power, where larger groups, majorities, are able to reduce the 

opportunities of minorities significantly by utilizing their civil rights in a coordinated strategic 

manner, for example by creating exclusive memberships, strikes and boycotts. Important limits are 

set by principles of anti-discrimination and more broadly by fairness. On the other hand, rights are 

distributed in order for individuals to be able to pursue their own important interests, and some rights 

have a clearly competitive rationale, for example, rights pertaining to participation in the (free) market 

economy. Moreover, fairness is only owed to those who themselves are fair. So if your opponents are 

not committed to fairness, it is not clear that you would have to be too.  

The problem of what toleration requires beyond not wanting to prohibit certain beliefs, values and 

practices is accentuated when we move from the question of ‘conceptions of the good’ - such as 

religious views  - to politics. In recent years, the question about political toleration has concerned 

how the state should relate to different groups of citizens. One argument is that the neutral liberal 

state cannot be tolerant because it has to be neutral between conceptions of the good. It cannot 

publicly differentiate between different conceptions of the good as good or bad. Instead, it should 

afford all its citizens equal rights. The political toleration of citizens vis-à-vis other citizens has on 

the other hand been a somewhat neglected as a topic. How should citizens relate to political views 

that they consider wrong? Toleration implies that they are not sought forbidden, but what about 

criticism and the utilization of rights to minimize the influence of views, we consider wrong? This 

article discusses what toleration of populists would imply. Arguably, populist are a special case 

because they have an ambiguous commitment to the basic principles and institutions of liberal 

democracy and it is therefore not clear that they are politically fair.  
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The paper proceeds as follows (outline). Section 2 introduces the conception of toleration and 

emphasizes how toleration is based on disagreement and conflict. It discusses the point of toleration 

being the full inclusion of all citizens as argued by Galeotti and criticized by Jones. Section 3 shifts 

the attention from cultural / particular identities towards politics. It asks what tolerance means when 

discussed in relation to the interaction between parties and citizens who disagree about public policies 

and the structure of political institutions. It looks at different conceptions of the political process 

represented by deliberative and aggregative conceptions of politics. While the first conceives other 

citizens primarily as dialogue partners, the other sees them as competitors and opponents. The latter 

would seem most appropriate in a non-ideal situation in which not all are recognizing others as full 

and equal dialogue partners. The section furthermore investigates the border zone between tolerance 

and intolerance: while toleration implies not seeking to ban beliefs, values and practices with which 

you disagree, what does it require in terms of what you say and in terms of how you employ your 

rights. It compares this with instances of what the analytical framework of the special issue 

categorizes as respectively tolerant and intolerant modes of engagement with populists (see Figure 1 

below). Tolerant modes of engagement implies that populist parties are seen as political opponents 

rather than enemies and that their influence and presence is sought minimized by regular political 

means within the framework of standard legal regulations and political procedures. By contrast, 

intolerant modes of engagement means treating populists as enemies, meeting them with 

extraordinary measures such as activating state surveillance, party bans and engaging in coercive 

confrontations on the street. Section 4 zooms in on populists and their ambiguous stance on liberal 

democratic rights and institutions and discusses the reasons for toleration and non-toleration. The key 

issue is whether populists deserve toleration if it is unclear that they would afford it to others. Section 

5 argues that given populists are ambiguous when it comes to the inclusion of all into society and 

politics, it is predominantly prudential reasons that count in favor of engaging with them in a tolerant 

fashion, but also that this means that it is prima facie justified to treat them as competitors and 

opponents rather than partners and thus to utilize both rhetorical strategies and private rights in a 

strategic manner. Such rhetorical means implies among other things, public shaming and ridicule. 

Strategic employment of rights implies interfering with populists’ public events, and exerting social 

and economic pressure on them and their supporters. Sections 6 to 8 outline in an approximated 

systematic manner tolerant modes of engagement towards populists in terms of what you can say and 

in terms of how you use your political and civil rights. Section 9 concludes. 
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2 The concept of toleration 

Toleration implies that you do not seek to prohibit beliefs, values and practices that you find wrong 

or eliminate them with force (McKinnon 2006; Forst 2013). Reasons for toleration can be prudential, 

epistemic and principled (Galeotti 2015). Prudential reasons relate to the cost and benefits of (not) 

prohibiting certain beliefs, values and practices. Epistemic reasons relate to the remaining uncertainty 

that you might have about whether beliefs, values and practices that you prima facie consider wrong 

really are wrong, perhaps in light of the fact that others, who you consider your equals in cognitive 

skills etc, in fact do have them. Principled reasons primarily relate to the respect for others and their 

rights as individuals to choose and pursue their own way of life or what liberal theorists call ‘their 

conception of the good. There is a classical argument pertaining especially to the principled argument 

for toleration that the intolerant are not owed toleration because they would not bestow it on their 

opponents (Popper, Rawls). This leads to the argument that the rights of the intolerant can be restricted 

in order for them not to use them to overturn the political and legal order that guarantees everybody 

their equal political and civil rights (Quong 2004). 

According to this standard conception of toleration, the issue of toleration arises because there are 

beliefs, values and practices that some people have that other people find wrong. There is a 

disagreement with beliefs, values and practices, and this disagreement carries with itself a conflict. 

Especially, when the disagreement is mutual (several parties consciously disagree with each other) 

there is a clear potential for conflict.  When practiced, toleration is conflict reducing. It entails that 

various actors do not seek to have each other’s’ beliefs, values and practices prohibited by the state. 

But this standard notion also entails that there a continued disagreement with the beliefs etc. of others. 

This raises the question about how you should relate to this remaining disagreement. It would seem 

reasonable to assume that you do not have to be silent about it, first, because it might be important 

for the development of your own views (which are likely to be both positively and negatively defined 

in relation to those of others). Second, when you seriously disagree with others and their beliefs etc., 

you are likely to think that they would be better off without them. As a minimum, this means that 

they should be given the opportunity to be informed about how wrong they are. Arguably, telling 

people they are wrong is not the same as being paternalist or disrespecting them. It can also be 

conceived as providing morally autonomous individuals with full information and supporting their 

ability to make their own informed choices (but see Tsai 2014). A third reason for why you might be 

vocal about your disagreement is your legitimate interest in a society in which those beliefs, values 

and practices, you find wrong, are not widespread because they have a negative effect on your own 
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opportunities. An example could be certain gender roles, including for how men and women should 

look and behave. If they become widespread, there will be a high social pressure to adhere to them 

regardless of whether you are formally (legally) free not to.  

With this last reason for not remaining silent about your disagreement, we come nearer to a competing 

interpretation of the point of toleration. For Galeotti, the main point of toleration is equal inclusion 

of all into society.  Galeotti (2002, 2006, 2015) criticizes political liberalism (and with it liberal 

democracy) for not appropriately including all citizens. The exclusion is not due to a lack of equal 

rights, but to the negative and/or inferior status that the majority confer on the identity and culture of 

minorities. This places minorities outside the realm of ‘the normal’ and disfavors them in achieving 

the self-respect required to exploit the full potential of their liberal democratic rights.  

To remedy this, members of the majority should recognize minorities as being a normal part of society 

both via the state institutions and in horizontal citizen-to-citizen relations. The required type of 

recognition implied by this is not appreciation of the (cultural/identity) difference in question in itself, 

but an instrumental one. The latter consists in acknowledging that the culture/identity of minorities 

are important for them and that recognizing it as a normal part of society is necessary for their full 

equality and inclusion into society. As Galeotti writes: 

“public recognition of difference has nothing to do with the public appreciation of a 

difference and of its value, not to say its public endorsement. Here, this notion more 

modestly means the acceptance, and hence the inclusion of a different trait, practice, or 

identity in the range of the legitimate, viable ‘normal’ options of an open society….[this 

implies] A revised neutrality which makes room for public recognition of identities 

should not aim at the final cancellation of all differences, as a result of compensating 

the disadvantages attached to them; but to make all citizens positively at ease with their 

full-blown identities in public as well as in private.” (Galeotti 2006, 574-5) 

The recognition of an option as legitimate ‘does not imply a substantive evaluation of that difference 

as good and worthwhile, let alone its endorsement, but simply its consideration on an equal footing 

as the options already present in contemporary pluralism.’ (Galeotti 2015: 102). It is a ‘public 

declaration that a given practice, if it does not infringe on any right, is a legitimate option of the 

pluralist society’.  This means for example that a woman, who wears a veil for religious reasons, 

should be given the same respect as a man wearing a baseball cap.  As Jones (2005) points out it is 

questionable that Galeotti can demand that kind of public declaration of legitimacy. Galeotti wants to 
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achieve full citizenship for all minorities and this requires public declaration from public institutions, 

but also, in a manner between in the horizontal relationships between citizens, i.e. that citizens openly 

recognize each other’s legitimate choices. However, this implies that you move beyond the respect 

for choices that comes from respecting people’s right to choose freely. Galeotti problematically 

ignores that toleration comes from objection and disagreement. People might for example disagree 

with the religious convictions that veil wearing women have, or disagree with the idea that those 

religious convictions require women to wear veils. If this is the case, the public declaration of the 

legitimacy of choosing veils, either from the state or between citizens, is problematic. If you are 

against this religion, for example because its doctrines clearly contradicts your own religion, a veil is 

not the same as a baseball cap!  

This means that toleration is better understood as non-prohibition and that tolerance does not require 

people to withhold criticism. However, the latter does not necessarily mean that you start criticizing 

strangers you meet in the street or on the bus for wearing the wrong things. Obviously, norms of 

civility would be countervailing considerations here.  

The last issue raised by the example of the religious community in the introduction is the employment 

of other rights than the right to expression in connection with toleration. If you find certain beliefs, 

values and practices wrong, would it be right for you to use your other rights to influence or induce 

people to change them? If, say, you think that it is wrong that Islamic and Catholic communities do 

not recognize female imams/priests, are you permitted to initiate boycotts against them? Or, if you 

find the view of men and women promoted by certain fashion houses wrong? Boycotts are similar, 

but not identical to prohibition. They aim to induce other people to give up beliefs, values and 

practices, by putting them under pressure and by reducing their freedom understood as the number 

and/or cost of the options available to them. However, they do not completely eliminate the options 

by way of physical coercion as would prohibition. It seems difficult to draw the exact line between 

toleration and non-toleration here. It would be more a matter of degree than a dichotomous distinction. 

Individuals, individually or collectively, would prima facie be permitted to make (coordinated) 

choices within the framework of their civil rights, which reflect their convictions about what is right 

and wrong. 

The concept of toleration is here discussed in terms of what liberals call ‘conceptions of the good’ 

and in relation to minority identities understood as primarily cultural or social identities. However, 

our main interest is in conceptions of policy and political identities. The focus is on how to relate to 
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populists as parties (and party supporters) with a specific political agenda for public policies and 

political institutions.  

 

3 Political tolerance and intolerance between citizens 

So far, the conclusion has been that with regard to different conceptions of the good and with regard 

to social and cultural identities, toleration means not seeking to prohibit them, but also that toleration 

does not imply that we are not permitted to publicly state our criticism of them and to use our 

individual civil rights to influence them (to some degree). In the political realm, we are facing policies 

and institutional reforms that will apply to all and will be tied to coercive and ultimately violent 

sanctions. Therefore, we would seem fully justified to transfer our conclusions regarding toleration 

of conceptions of the good etc to politics. However, we can make further differentiations with regard 

to political tolerance. As will be argued in the following, the specific understanding of tolerance 

would depend on what kind of political and democratic process we find most appropriate for the 

interaction between parties and citizens defending liberal democracy on the one hand and populist 

parties and their supporters on the other.  

In the case studies, we have defined tolerant approaches by the application of ordinary legal rules 

and standards to populists combined with pedagogy from public authorities, forbearance between 

parties and adversarialism from civil society actors (see Figure 1 below). With a focus on the 

horizontal relations between non-state actors, I will here leave to one side the responses from public 

authorities. Tolerant responses from parties include cooperation with populist viewed as ‘normal’ 

opponents who represent legitimate interests and whose inclusion into the democratic process can 

enhance representation. Inclusion can also be based on less benign intentions, namely to moderate 

populist parties and/or undermine their party organization so that they represent less of a threat to 

mainstream parties. But they also include normal tactics of party-political opposition where 

mainstream parties aim to defeat populists through electoral campaigning or parliamentary procedure. 

This includes public interventions to persuade others through dialogue not to support populist parties 

and their ideas as well as ‘condemnation, demonization, naming and shaming’ (Bourne’s article). 

From civil society actors who might form alliances with parties, it includes treating populists as other 

‘normal’ opponents or adversaries on the (prudentially adopted?) presumption that they also adhere 

to the rules of the democratic game and take conventional and non-conventional forms, the latter 
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including protests, demonstrations and marches, boycotts, civil disobedience, 1 hunger strikes, art and 

satire and (dis-) information campaigns (in traditional and/or social media). 

Figure 1: Intolerant and tolerant modes of engagement with populists 

 Public authorities Political Parties Civil Society 

Intolerant 

(exceptionality, 

illegitimacy/threat) 

Rights restrictions Ostracism Coercive confrontation 

Tolerant 

(‘normal’ politics, 

despite 

disagreement) 

‘Ordinary’ legal 

controls and pedagogy 

Forbearance Adversarialism 

 

Democratic theories hold competing visions of the democratic process. The most idealized view of 

the democratic process is found in the theory of deliberative democracy. The ideal political process 

here is that of a reasoned exchange of public reasons, which appeal to others as free and equal citizens, 

who accept the burdens of judgment and the notion that society should be conceived as a fair 

cooperation between citizens. This approach seeks to be as inclusive as possible to have as many 

points of view included and aims at providing good reasons for those policies and institutional reforms 

that are passed.2 The basic modus of interaction is here communicative. The idea is to change people’s 

position by way of the better argument (Cohen 2006; Gutmann and Thompson 1998; Habermas 1996, 

Elster ED, Bohman ED,). This also applies to those situations in which there is continued 

disagreement. Here deliberative democracy entails negotiating compromises in good faith, 

reciprocally trying to accommodate each other and publicly recognizing the legitimacy of the 

opponents’ values and points of view (Bohmann, Bellamy, Dryzek, Rostbøll).  

The competing vision of democratic politics is an aggregative vision, where politics is seen as a 

market, where citizens use their political rights to pursue their own interests (Cohen 2006; Dahl 1989, 

Shapiro XXXX). Here rights are seen as instruments to further one’s interest as much as possible and 

                                                 
1 [the issue of Civil Disobedience needs to be addressed more directly. It is a form of action that involves the violation 
of legislation/rights of others and therefore difficult to place as a tolerant mode of engagement] 
2 (some debate exist over whether the rationalistic approach to politics excludes some people who do not master this 
form of politics) 
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the obligation to listen to the other side and heed its points of view is minimal if not non-existing. 

The basic modus of interaction is strategic. The aim is to minimize the influence of the other party 

and increase your own. This may include venturing into political bargains with the opponent, if this 

is the best way to maximize your own interests.3 

On the deliberative conception of democracy, other citizens are seen as dialogue partners, and the 

attitude towards each other is sincere, open-minded and engaged. There is a (theoretical) presumption 

that consensus can be obtained, and you are free to openly criticize the views of others. However, the 

purpose is not to induce an effect in the other, or in the audience, but to try to convince the other that 

her view is wrong. On the aggregative approach, other parties and citizens are seen as competitors or 

opponents. Fairness is not secured by attempting to justify policies etc via public reasons, but by 

following the rules of the competitive and adversarial game. According to this latter conception of 

politics, it is permissible to maximize one’s interests as long as one does not break or alter the rules 

of the game. This also means that speech acts can take on a different nature. They are not primarily 

oriented towards understanding but towards producing different kind of effects in others, either 

opponents or audiences, to have them change their position or minimize their influence. This may 

include strategic uses of speech such as public shaming and ridicule. 

The two visions of democratic politics also have competing views on the use of power resources, 

including those stemming from the possession of different types of rights. From the deliberative point 

of view, employing power resources is problematic because it goes against the basic communicative 

modus. They should thus be limited to making the necessary decisions relating to the democratic 

process (including negotiation between ‘non-generalizable interests’) and should not extend to extra-

institutional resources (i.e. power resources coming from the control over people or money that do 

not stem from political institutions themselves, such as the right to vote in elections and parliamentary 

procedures).  

On the aggregative view, using power resources is more legitimate because of the predominantly 

strategic view of politics, skepticism towards the idea that consensus could ever be reached, or that 

such a thing as ‘the general interest’ or ‘the common good’ could be identified. Nonetheless, also the 

                                                 
3 The notion of agonistic politics ventured by Mouffe (XXXX) would also fall in this category. It rejects (paradoxically) 
that consensus could be reached and does precisely argue that your ‘counterparts’ in politics should be seen as 
adversaries. In an ‘agonistic struggle’ as she imagines politics to be ‘it is a confrontation between competing hegemonic 
projects that can never be reconciled rationally. The antagonistic dimension therefore is always present but enacted by 
means of confrontation, whose procedures are accepted by the adversaries’ (Mouffe 2018: 92)   



10 
 

aggregative conception would entail the claim that there should be equal resources to all from the 

outset, i.e. before ‘the political game starts’, and it would be unfair for some actors to use their 

disproportional means to further their interests. But this still leaves quite a  large space for people to 

use their ‘equal share’ of resources in a collectively coordinated way to reduce the influence of others. 

It is a competition and all or most tricks count as long as the basic rules are observed. 

Returning to our analytic framework (i.e. Figure 1) and tolerant forms of engagement, we register 

that the concrete forms entail both communicative and strategic attitudes towards populist parties 

(and their supporters). In terms of speech acts (public utterances) both approaches is consistent with 

public criticism, but only the aggregative one would be consistent with strategic speech acts that aim 

to produce an effect in populist parties and/or in the audience (citizens generally, party supporters 

etc), that is not prima facie based on conviction. Public shaming, condemnation, satire and 

‘information’ campaigns with a manipulative aim would be consonant with this model, but not with 

the deliberative. Arguably, also demonization, i.e. depicting populist parties as ‘evil’, is a tolerant 

form of engagement with populists. But here we are clearly taking the first steps into the borderlands 

between tolerance and intolerance.  Depicting people as evil is not far from conceiving them as 

enemies. Indeed, if we understand people as evil as denying the very basis of morality, i.e. the notion 

of the equal dignity of all human beings, then maybe we should conceive them as enemies.  

In terms of the strategic employment of (other) rights, the deliberative model would not have the 

disagreement result in people trying to induce a change in the other’s position through the use of 

power resources. It does not, however, exclude that mainstream parties can build majorities around 

populist parties. On the aggregative view, using power resources to change people’s position would 

seem more fair, since democracy is about pursuing and protecting interests. On this view, parties can 

exclude other parties – or at least ignore them, and employ all the tactical maneuvers available within 

a specific set of procedures. Parties and civil society actors would furthermore legitimately employ 

their rights strategically and in a coordinated manner to reduce the influence, presence and support 

of populist parties. This could entail (counter-) demonstrations, boycotts, and pressuring public 

authorities to use their resources to constrain populist parties. The typology sets the limits for tolerant 

interventions by opponents to populists at the use of coercion. Obviously, the violation of populists’ 

rights would be intolerant (including physical violence against populists) but where exactly the 

threshold for coercion, understood as the (threat) of use of sanctions to induce an actor to undertake 

or refrain from specific courses of action, lies is unclear. Can we induce conference center owners to 

deny populists parties to hold party conferences for example? Can we boycott populists’ shops and 
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enterprises and facilitate this by publishing their identities on internet sites? Here we would be 

walking the line between tolerant and intolerant modes of engagement with populists. Again, we are 

stepping into the borderlands with variety of responses that are not easy to place clearly on either 

side.  

In the analytical framework used for the various case studies, intolerant responses to populists are 

characterized by an ‘’exceptional treatment’ at odds with norms, rules or practices which grant rights, 

privileges, and respect to parties by virtue of the representative function in a democratic society, and 

in the international sphere by virtue of their governing role.’ (Bourne XXXX). They are based on the 

perception that populists are illegitimate actors who do not deserve toleration because they are 

enemies of liberal democratic institutions and/or values. For mainstream parties, intolerance amounts 

to ostracism and to refusing to cooperate with populist parties in any manner or form what so ever.  

Populist parties are subjected to ‘exceptional treatment’ by mainstream parties, because they are seen 

as enemies and not as opponents and kept out of government, parliamentary practices and public 

debates. Intolerant responses here seem to be in the borderlands between tolerance and intolerance 

too, since there are no clear violation of rights involved as such. What are breached, are the 

expectations that any ‘normal’ party would have of opportunities for participation in the regular 

practices of politics in terms of public debates, elections, parliamentary cooperation and government 

participation. 

As regards civil society actors’ intolerant responses, they more clearly involve infringements of the 

rights of populists. Here coercion is used to ‘exclude, intimidate or express contempt’ for populist 

parties, albeit not with the aim of physically eliminating populists as enemies as such. This includes 

the physical violence against persons and/or their property for example ‘sabotage, arson, assaults on 

government agents, clandestine attacks on symbolic objects or places throwing vegetables or eggs at 

politicians’ (Bourne XXXX). As discussed just above, exclusion, intimidation and ridiculing and 

demonizing is possible without necessarily violating anyone’s rights. This means that in a certain 

sense, it is unclear whether there is a clear motivational difference between intolerant and tolerant 

responses. And this might be due to the fact that it is not always clear to critics of populists whether 

they do and/or should consider populists as opponents or as enemies. Critics may not only have an 

unclear conception of the dividing line between tolerance and intolerance, they may also have an 

unclear conception of whether populists deserve toleration. The next section will address this difficult 

question.  
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4 Do populists deserve toleration? 

There are two reasons for talking about toleration in relation to populists. The first is that we disagree 

with their political positions on specific policy areas (immigration, education, family etc). This is 

why most citizens and political parties have political toleration for each other. It is part of accepting 

reasonable political disagreement in society. The second reason is that populist parties pursue political 

agendas that are at variance with the basic political institutions and thus the very framework of liberal 

democratic politics. This is the reason why we have a special interest in studying populist parties in 

the first place. To the extent that populists’ agendas conflict with principles, institutions and rights of 

liberal democracy, we are rightly concerned that they are intolerant and if this is the case, they prima 

facie do not deserve toleration. We do not owe it to them because they are not prepared to give it to 

us, if or when they obtain power. The developments in Poland and Hungary where the rights of the 

opposition have been restricted or made insecure indicate a lack of reciprocity on the side of populists. 

If populists are not tolerant, they cannot complain of not being met with toleration and achieving the 

full set of rights that this entail.  

However, as long as populists are in opposition or as long as they - when holding government power 

- have not removed all democratic options for correcting the violation of liberal democratic principles 

and rights, mainstream parties and citizens cannot violate the rights of populists. Cancelling and 

circumscribing the rights of populists, is, until the latter point has been reached, the proper task of 

public authorities. Only public authorities can for example issue party bans. And  private actors do 

not have the authority to use coercion and violence to restrict the rights of others; at least not on a 

conservative view of what is required for regime legitimacy (cp e.g. Delmas 2018). 

However, that said, there might be good reasons for being tolerant towards populists even if or when 

they do not deserve it. Among them are that populists are not all clearly – or explicitly – intolerant or 

unreasonable. To recall, to be unreasonable means not accepting that all citizens are free and equal 

and that the terms of societal cooperation should be fair and acceptable to all. Some populists are 

unaware that they could be considered unreasonable and do certainly not see themselves as such 

(Badano and Nuti 2018). To treat them as unreasonable and meet them with intolerance, may have 

counterproductive consequences. To them it would confirm that they are being treated unfairly by the 

established/mainstream and they can frame themselves as victims and potentially increase their 

support in the electorate. 
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To sum up, populists have an ambiguous position with regard to the rights and institutions of liberal 

democracy and this makes it uncertain whether they deserve toleration. On the other hand, the 

epistemic uncertainty about their commitments and prudence would speak in favor of practicing 

toleration towards populists as long as it is not entirely clear that they are aiming to undermine liberal 

democracy and the liberal democratic rights of others. As suggested by the above, practicing 

toleration implies a variety of actions going from communicatively oriented speech acts to a strategic 

employment of political and civil rights to minimize the presence, appeal and influence of populist 

parties, which stretch into the borderlands towards non-toleration. The remaining part of the article 

will lay out the contours of a general theory of the exercise of toleration towards populists.  

 

5 Practicing toleration towards populists and its limits 

In a schematic model for practicing political tolerance towards populists, you would begin by 

engaging in an open and direct dialogue on the disagreement with populist policy proposals and try 

to convince populists that they are wrong. If or when it becomes clear that populists themselves are 

not ready to engage in such deliberative politics, it would be appropriate to switch to a non-ideal 

mode of politics, which conceives of politics as a strategic game between competitors or opponents. 

As we have seen, this may imply not only an adversarial rhetorical style, for example in the form of 

public shaming and satire, but also the employment of political and civil rights to pressure populists, 

reduce their public presence and political support and influence. 

If and when populist make statements or propose policies which are clearly intolerant, for example 

based on racism, intolerant modes of engagement are more appropriate. In these circumstances, who 

is permitted to do what depends on the state of democracy. As long as there is an electoral democracy 

in place, the restriction of rights and the use of coercion is reserved for public authorities, e.g. through 

issuing party bans. Mainstream parties and citizens will have to refrain from such actions, but would 

be permitted to use all their other resources to exclude populists and their supporters, for example 

through a cordon sanitaire. If the preconditions for electoral democracy are removed, the situation 

changes because they  constitute the preconditions for legitimate political rule (state monopoly of 

violence) and mainstream parties and civil society actors would prima facie be justified in applying 

coercion to protect their liberal democratic rights and those of others. 
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Not being able to cover all the different forms of action available as responses to populists, the 

following involves some brief discussion of public criticism, shaming and satire, and the strategic 

employment of political and civil rights. 

[You have now read more than 5,800 words. Feel free to jump to conclusions] 

 

6 Populism and tolerant speech  

There are many things you can do to others with words: you can try to convince people about what is 

right and wrong, you can lie to them, manipulate them, you can shame them, make fun of them, 

degrade them, you can warn them of what might happen if they do so and so, you can threaten them 

and many, many other things. Above, I have argued that publicly criticizing the views of others is 

consistent with toleration. Such criticism would be directed at the content of their views and can (and 

should) be accompanied with an attempt to comprehend to the greatest possible extent your 

opponent’s perspective, presupposing that it has some legitimacy. Arguably, not criticizing the views 

and argument of others, say in order to be polite and not provoke, is disrespectful (Bohman 2003: 

xxx; 1996). From the deliberative conception of democracy there is a presupposition that there is a 

general willingness of all involved to deliberate in this constructive manner.  If and when we 

experience a situation in which our interlocutors do not adopt such a performative attitude, it would 

– after a while - seem more appropriate to change to a strategic view of politics, where politics is seen 

as a competition between different political actors. Again here, there would be an initial presumption 

in favor of the respect for equal status of all citizens, which prima facie would exclude degrading 

statements and statements, which directly threaten or encourage attacks on the physical integrity of 

opponents.  

One such strategic use of words is public shaming. Normatively speaking, shaming legitimately takes 

place based on norms that the person being shamed has a duty to observe. In the context of populism 

and populists, this could be the principles of liberal democracy, for example the principle of human 

rights. Shaming can induce people to change their position due to the social pressure they feel from 

the public (mediated for example through the reactions of those who are able to withdraw certain 

privileges that the shamee currently holds). Shaming might change the position of the persons beings 

shamed but also those who might identify with them or share similar views. It would also reaffirm 

the moral norms appealed to and deter others from violating it. Again from a normative point of view, 
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shamers should consider whether shaming is necessary and proportional to the good achieved. It 

should respect the privacy of the shamee and not involve further threats, and not degrade or 

symbolically exclude the shamee in such a way that it is impossible for the shamee return to the moral 

community of equal democratic citizens.  

Discussing the constraints of public shaming Billingham and Parr (2020) also argue that shaming 

should not involve insults and mockery. While insults and mockery should not be directed against the 

physical characteristics of the shamee, for example based on sex, race, age, looks etc, it is unclear 

why insults and mockery would be completely off the charts. Insults and mockery do not prima facie 

entail that the person is not respected as an equal.  

Arguably, an important rhetorical strategic tool is to ridicule political opponents, not least in the effort 

to have voters think twice about voting for them. Again, this should not be directed at the personal 

traits of the person in question, but on his or her statements and action. Satire is an example of how 

to make people think critically about political opponents’ claims (Boukes and Hameleers 2020).  

Reflecting how citizens might engage with anti-democratic actors, Jan-Werner Müller writes (2019: 

1218)4: 

It is certainly wrong to think that being confrontational automatically amounts to 

disrespect for the standing of others in a polity…there is nothing wrong with being 

uncivil, as long as a number of conditions hold. First, the confrontation is directly with 

the person involved in the unjust practices to which one seeks to draw attention. That 

means no legitimacy for collateral damage in the form of scaring a family at home. 

Second, confrontations have to plausibly communicate the actual injustice or flaw with 

the democratic process. Someone yelling openly at a politician might not be the best 

way to appeal to majorities who do not yet agree with their view about an injustice – 

but the content of the speech here can clearly point to what is perceived as an injustice. 

Exposing someone to ridicule on social media, by cruelly forcing them to exhibit their 

naked body [as was AfD leader Alexander Gauland], has no discernible communicative 

content relating to an injustice. 

 

In sum, the argument is that on a non-ideal conception of democracy, public shaming and ridicule 

among other possible forms of strategic speech action may be part of toleration (or at least consistent 

                                                 
4 The quote mainly pertains to ‘civil disobedience’, but also makes a more generally valid point 
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with it) since it does not deny their targets, in our case populists, their rights and the moral status of 

members of the political community. The argument raises some questions about speech acts such as 

condemnation and not least demonization briefly touched upon above. The demand that speech acts 

do not violate the respect of others as equals would entail that legitimate forms of condemnation and 

demonization focus primarily on the content of populists’ positions, i.e. on their statements and 

actions and not on their persons; on who they essentially are. That is, it is acceptable to claim that the 

policy (proposals) of populists are evil, but not that populists are evil (that they are demons). Nobody 

would ever invite evil demons (back) into the moral and political community.  

Further forms of strategic speech acts, such as threats (and warnings), are similarly problematic, since 

they have clear coercive intention and prima facie would violate the status of others as morally and 

politically equals. They would only be justified to the extent that the policies and political tactics of 

populists themselves also involve such threats. However, at that point we would seem to have reached 

the limits of what can be classified as tolerant responses.  

The question of coercion is also pertinent to the discussion of how you can employ your political and 

civil rights.  

 

7 Tolerance and the strategic employment of political rights 

As indicated above, tolerance would be consistent with citizens or parties using their rights in strategic 

ways to apply pressure on populists and to minimize their political appeal and influence. Obviously, 

citizens would be free to vote for the party of their preference and it would also seem permissible to 

coordinate voting in such a way that populist parties achieve the least representation in parliament. 

Especially when populists are in government this type of coordination would seem appropriate.5 For 

parties, our analytical framework defines intolerant modes of engagement as mainstream parties 

denying access to populist parties to normal processes of cooperation and competition thereby 

robbing them of the opportunities for obtaining influence which is normally available to any party 

within a given political system. By contrast, tolerant modes of engagement implies both inclusion of 

populist and passive ignorance of them. For tolerant opponents, it is plausible to include them and 

make compromises with them. Compromises can be seen as a recognition of political plurality in 

                                                 
5 Cp w the latest Russian election where a special software/app was prohibited by authorities that could assist voters in 
finding the opposition candidate with the greatest chances of winning against government loyal candidates. 
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society (Rostbøll 2018). However, compromises may also be pursued for strategic reasons, including 

undermining the public status and organizational structure and capacity of opposing parties. Still, it 

is within the range of tolerant uses of political rights to generate majorities that do not include populist 

parties, when the latter’s policies are unappealing or unacceptable. Toleration also includes ignoring 

populist parties. 

The strategic use of political rights reveals that the dividing line between tolerant and intolerant modes 

of engagement is very fine.  While the material difference between being ignored and being excluded 

by a deliberate adoption of a cordon sanitaire is minimal, the symbolic difference is significant.  

 

8 Tolerance and the strategic use of civil rights 

Theories of justice and of democracy often depict socio-economic rights as important preconditions 

for securing the fair value of civic and political rights. It is not enough to have formal rights if you do 

not have the material preconditions for exercising them. The literature on citizenship and its virtues 

likewise underline how important the actions of citizens, individually and collectively, are for 

realizing the principles of justice and democracy in society (Kymlicka 2002 ch 7). For example, if 

white majority employers and/or customers discriminate on the basis of race, non-white minorities 

will be denied fair equality of opportunity in the labor market. Something similar applies to 

membership of associations providing important benefits for its members, e.g. professional 

organizations or sports clubs / leagues. And so on. Thus, socio-economic rights and the practice of 

the virtues of citizenship in the economy and in civil society play similar roles: they generate the 

preconditions for the real exercise of civic and political rights. To ensure the real exercise of rights, 

citizens in general have to act with the purpose of enhancing, as it were, the rights of others. They 

should conceive of rights as something that citizens bestow on each other to secure all an equal 

standing in society.  

This performative use of rights follows an ideal theory of democracy and rights. As suggested, it is 

has closer affinities with the deliberative model of democracy than the aggregative one. According to 

the latter, the strategic use of civil rights is legitimate. And, indeed, it is also part of the very idea of 

having rights, that you are permitted to use them strategically in pursuing or protecting important 

interests. This applies not least when the purpose of employing rights strategically is to protect the 

liberal democratic order, which guarantees your rights in the first place. Tolerance thus includes using 
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your rights to put pressure on populists through protests, demonstrations, boycotts, art, information 

campaigns exposing populists to a wider audience. 

Again, at some point, we reach the limits of tolerant modes of engagements and only a thin line 

separates them from intolerant ones.  The limit is set at the use of coercion and violation of the rights 

of populists. However, some of what have here been termed tolerant modes of employment of rights 

also have a coercive dimension to them.  The strategic and coordinated uses of civil rights is intended 

to induce changes in the position of populists parties and/or reduce their presence and influence in 

society, the public sphere and in politics.  

 

9 Conclusion 

Should we show tolerance towards the intolerant and are populists intolerant? Lack of reciprocity 

tells us that we do not owe – as of principle – toleration to the intolerant. And perhaps we should view 

populists just like other evils such as war and disease (cf Rawls 1993). However, prudence speaks in 

favor of showing tolerance towards the intolerant (in many cases). Arguably, history shows that 

including intolerant groups into the institutional network of liberal democratic society moderates 

them over the long run (Bader 2007 but cp w Akkerman et al 2016).  

However, it is not clear that populists all are intolerant or unreasonable and can be considered 

‘enemies’ of the liberal democratic order. Or at least, it is not clear that they are aware that they are 

unreasonable or intolerant and hold view which are fundamentally at odds with the principles 

underlying the liberal democratic order.  

Principled, epistemic and prudential reasons may count in favor of showing toleration towards 

populists. This paper has explored what that might mean. The basic modus of toleration implies not 

using the political power to take away the rights of populists and populist parties to pursue their 

political agendas. However, the non-removal of rights can be combined with a number of other 

predominantly negative reactions, which are consistent with the concept of tolerance and which imply 

exerting pressure on populists or which aim to reduce their influence and support. These primarily 

negative reactions go from public criticism, shaming, ignoring them politically and outvoting them 

to citizens employing their civic rights in coordinated manner to exert pressure against them and their 

followers.  
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