Towards a new political cleavage? 
The use of "populism(s)/populist(s)" in Belgian, French and Spanish Parliaments
Abstract:
This article examines the uses of the words populism(s) and populist(s) by members of three Western European Parliaments (Belgium, France, Spain). It inquires whether these uses by Members of Parliament (MPs) reveal the emergence of a new political cleavage, distinguishing between MPs who identify as populists and those who align themselves as anti-populist figures. Using a database listing all uses of populis* in the three Parliaments for 2019, the paper confirms existing findings in the literature on the uses of populis* in non-parliamentary arenas: it is associated with nationalism, extremism and demagogy in a pejorative sense. However, beyond its comparative dimension, the paper presents two noteworthy findings. First, when employed by MPs, populism mainly refers to political opponents, but in an indirect way. It rather qualifies actions or claims than political enemies. Furthermore, the latter are not necessarily the parties identified as populist in political science scholarship. Secondly, populism is mainly used pejoratively by right and centre-right parties to legitimise themselves against political opponents. Evoking populism is thus more a strategy implemented by right and centre-right parties to impose a dualistic reading of the political contexts (anti-populists VS populists) rather than a meaningful cleavage shared by all the parties represented in parliaments.

1. Introduction
Populism seems to be seen everywhere. This buzzword (Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2018) –whether it refers to a discourse, style or ideology – is used to characterize a rising political phenomenon, including through/by media outlets (Mazzoleni, 2014; Rooduijn, 2014; Santiago-Guervós, 2015). Beyond media, De Cleen & Glynos (2021: 178), also indicates a growing interest from political science scholarship towards populism. This growing interest seems to be reinforced by a circular relationship between political science scholarship and the media, as indicated by studies (De Cleen & Glynos, 2021: 189; Hunger & Paxton, 2022: 622). Furthermore, outside medias and scholarship, scholars warned about a divide between populist and anti-populist political parties (Norris & Inglehart, 2019; Pauwels, 2014; Stavrakakis, 2014.)[footnoteRef:1] [1:  This is observed or this follows observations by Moffit (2018) and   existing research examining political parties’ manifestos. These highlight that populism does not necessarily prevail today compared with past periods (Manucci & Weber 2017; Rooduijn et al. 2014).] 

Whereas scholars (Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2013; Olivas Osuna, 2022; Tarragoni, 2019) have long attempted to provide a definition of populism, in this paper we refrain from providing with a strict definition of populism. In fact, we are not aiming to chart the various labels scholars have assigned to either populism or populist movements, whether by analysing their electoral scores (Ivaldi, 2020), who are the populist voters (Aalberg et al., 2017; Pauwels, 2014; Rama et al., 2021), what is a populist discourse (e. g. Aslanidis, 2018; Ekström et al., 2018; Jagers & Walgrave, 2007; Manucci & Weber, 2017; Pauwels, 2014; Rooduijn, 2014), the essence of populism (e. g. Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2013; Olivas Osuna, 2022; Tarragoni, 2019) or to ascertain the underlying causes behind the emergence of contemporary populism (Kriesi & Pappas, 2015; Mudde, 2004).
Contrary to these studies, this paper constitutes an inductive analysis of the discursive uses of "populism" – that have been mostly studied through media outlets (Borriello, 2022; Demata et al., 2020; Hamo et al., 2018; Herkman, 2016; Kranert, 2020) – but within the core arena of representative democracies: in Parliaments. In this paper, we propose a comparative analysis to explore how Members of the Parliament (MPs) within the Lower Houses in Belgium, Spain, and France use the words populism(s) and populist(s). As we acknowledge the particular interest in populism in the media, scholarly works, and political discourse, we ask to what extent the parliamentary interventions and MPs' uses of populis* – that encompass populism(s) and populist(s) – may contribute to the emergence of a political cleavage, akin to the conceptualization proposed by Rokkan & Lipset in 1967. Do MPs belonging to political parties identified as populist by scholars explicitly identify themselves as such? Do some others, in contrast, position themselves as anti-populist? In other words, is populism a political cleavage for parliamentarians?
We argue that the uses of populis* can provide insights into recent political dynamics within Parliaments. At a time when most of MPs prioritize representative democracy over alternative democratic conceptions (Niessen & Reuchamps, 2022), and equate populism with anti-elite and disruptive tendencies (Tarragoni, 2019), how do these political representatives engage with and employ this buzzword towards liberal and representative politics?
The remainder of the article is organized as follows: we first review the existing literature on populism, with a particular focus on discursive studies showing how the words populism* are used in the medias (to compare with the MPs’ uses. The second section is methodological, we introduce the data used as part of the research, and we present our main hypotheses. The following sections present our results, them systematically with other scientific works. The last section concludes the paper, mentioning the limits of our study.

2. Literature review: definitions of populism, populism in an emic perspective and political cleavages
2. 1. A contested concept
[bookmark: _Hlk153363863]The definitions of populism have been diverse over time. Earlier studies note its elusive character (Canovan, 1999: 3) or highlight that “populism is usually defined on the basis of quite incongruous and even opposite attributes” (Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2013: 149). 
Within political science, studies on populism often delve into the ongoing debates surrounding its definition. They commonly reference Mudde's (2004) relatively agreed-upon definition while distinguishing populism as a discourse, an ideology, or a style/organizational approach.  Definitions of populism can be classified into two types: minimalist and maximalist definitions.
On the one hand, a minimalist perspective regards populism as a “thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people” (Mudde, 2004: 573). An even more minimalist definition identifies as populist any actor whose discourse pits the people against the elites (Aslanidis, 2018; De Cleen & Glynos, 2021; Jagers & Walgrave, 2007).
On the other hand, Tarragoni’s maximalist definition (2019) describes populism as a “political rationality” intricately connected to one of three historical and consensual populist occurrences—the Russian Narodniks, the People’s Party in the United States of the nineteen century; or the Latin American populisms of the twentieth century. Accordingly, populism is a critique of liberal and representative democracy, gaining support from middle and working classes affected by neoliberal policies. Additionally, it revolves around a charismatic leader who emphasizes a stark Manichean division in their rhetoric, glorifying the people while vilifying the elite.
In this paper, we adopt an "emic" perspective of populism (Hamo et al., 2018), also advocated by De Cleen et al. (2018) and by Demata et al. (2020). Such perspective – studying not the populist discourses, but the discourses on populism – has mainly been used to analyse the uses of populism in the media (Bale et al., 2011), but not in the parliamentary settings.

2.2 A political phenomenon analysed through the lens of its discursive uses
Beyond the discussions surrounding the definition of populism, existing research has already been devoted to exploring the discursive uses of populis*. These analyses focus on studying how the word is employed in the media, in the United Kingdom (Bale et al., 2011; Demata et al., 2020; Kranert, 2020), France (Borriello, 2022), Germany (Kranert, 2020), Spain (Santiago-Guervós, 2015), Israel (Hamo et al., 2018), and Nordic countries (Herkman, 2016.)
Bale et al. (2011) analysed newspaper articles from both left-wing and right-wing media outlets in the United Kingdom during 2007 and 2008, revealing the multifaceted ways in which populism was referenced in the texts. It is noteworthy that political opponents might be labelled as populists, depending on the ideological orientation of the media. Even politicians who are not always labelled as populists in the academic literature (e.g., Labour and Tories) can still be associated with populism because of the stance they adopt to discuss particular issues. As observed in the existing literature, the term populism consistently carries a negative connotation, often used as a means to discredit those it is attributed to (Kranert, 2020).  More recently, Demata et al. (2020) conducted an analysis of UK media outlets—one outlet was perceived to be more accommodating toward populism (a right-wing tabloid) and another was deemed anti-populist (a centre-left media outlet). In both media outlets, populism is depicted as an expanding phenomenon intertwined with elements of nationalism, demagoguery, euroscepticism, and emotion. In Spain, a media analysis shows that populism is associated with several recurrent themes: demagoguery, irresponsibility, empty statements, extremes, revolution, anti-democracy, manipulation, complacency towards the people, xenophobia, fascism (Santiago-Guervós, 2015: 493). While populism has not always carried negative connotations, this trend shifted in the 1990s, with frequent negative collocations, particularly referring to Podemos (which scholars define as populist; Mazzolini & Borriello, 2022).
In addition, Herkman (2016) identifies five frames used by Nordic newspapers (in Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden) to construct the meanings of populism: (1) the nationalism frame, (2) the nativism frame, (3) the empty rhetoric frame, (4) the political movement frame, and (5) the voice of the people frame. The study predominantly identifies negative uses, the majority of uses being associated with themes related to nationalism or nativism. Positive uses are less frequent, and primarily characterized as the “voice of the people.”
Kranert (2020) compares the use of populis* in the German and the British press between 2012 and 2017. While no significant difference between the two nations was discovered (2020: 56), Kranert emphasizes that these terms have evolved into “stigma terms,” increasingly linked with nativist and nationalist right-wing factions (2020: 49). The research question relates to how these terms are employed by politicians, journalists, and within media contexts in both countries. Politicians tend to use these terms as a tool to “stigmatize a policy and rhetoric,” often targeting xenophobic and nationalist right-wing parties outside of the established political mainstream (2020: 49). On the contrary, journalists employ these terms in a broader sense, encompassing far-right parties and even government factions (2020: 49).
In Israel, populism is used contradictorily as a “lack of substance” and as an “omnipotent force” (Hamo et al., 2018:4). The analysis of media content, from left and right-wing media published between 2012 and 2017, highlights that populism is used in opposition to authenticity and sincerity (2018: 4). The article confirms that populism does not refer to oneself but rather to something wrong, or to someone in a pejorative way. The use of populism is described as an “accusatory device.” (2018: 7).
In Borriello’s analysis (2022) of the anti-populist stance adopted by a French center-left media outlet in 2016/2017, populism is often described as an emerging force perceived as a threat to democracy, to globalization, to the European Union, and to France. This phenomenon is defined by its irrationality and its simplistic and demagogic stances.
Schwörer (2021) analysed the meaning of populism in the social media discourse produced by political actors from six Western European countries.  Populis* serves as a means to discredit political opponents in such a discourse (Bale and al., 2011). Yet, the study shows that mainstream parties tend to wield it more negatively compared with parties associated with populism (far-right politicians in Italy and Spain even view it in a positive light). Overall, populism is portrayed as not entirely aligned with the values of liberal democracy, pluralism, freedom, or the rule of law. It is characterized by simplistic rhetoric, opportunism, incompetence, offering inadequate solutions lacking substantive political depth, or as a form of demagogy.
In view of this existing body of research, we here aim to establish whether similar dynamics can be found within a political arena that has hitherto received little attention in the literature: parliaments.

2. 3. Is populism a viable candidate as a new political cleavage?
The primary aim of this paper is to offer an analytical perspective, asking whether populism could be considered as part of a new political cleavage. We test (empirically) Stavrakakis’ assumption that populism – alongside its counterpart anti-populism – has become a prominent new political “divide” (2014).[footnoteRef:2] Stravrakakis highlights that “the axis between populism and anti-populism emerges as the dominant cleavage, an ideological rupture that organizes the political meaning of our current predicament, orienting the discursive production of various political actors in Greece, southern Europe and beyond,” (2014: 505) and that it constitutes “a crucial ideological cleavage” (2014:510). Stavrakakis’ work (2014) narrows its focus on Greece, citing statements from particular political leaders. However, the study does not present any design research to broaden the applicability of the authors’ statements. Our paper relies on a comprehensive database: we analyse how this divide may be at play in three Western European Parliaments. Instead of broadly categorizing political actors as populist or anti-populist, we investigate whether this division is explicitly employed by MPs in the countries under study. [2:  We do not directly include Ostiguy (2009) and Moffit (2018) in the literature review. The first one discusses such divide, advocating that it might be more fitting to discuss a “low” – “high” dimension, delineating proximity either to the people or the elite, rather than framing it strictly as populism versus anti-populism. Regarding Moffitt (2018), although he refers to this “divide”, he yet prefers to talk about a “narrative” rather than a political reality.] 

If the MPs explicitly aligned themselves with either side of the populist/anti-populist spectrum, it could then uncover a political cleavage following Lipset and Rokkan’s conceptualization (1967). According to Cautrès (2012), a cleavage refers to “an organizational or institutional manifestation in the form of a collective action or a durable organization of the social groups concerned” that identify with a “populist” collective identity. Lipset and Rokkan identified historical periods marked by ideological conflicts shaping party dynamics (1967: 5). During the “national revolution” (16th to 19th centuries), two major cleavages emerged: one between proponents and opponents of the Church-State separation, and another between supporters of a centralised State versus regionalists advocates. The “Industrial Revolution” (from the late 18th to the 20th centuries) saw the introduction of the capital/labour divide, where movements advocating for workers’ rights clashed with those favouring employers’ interests, alongside an urban/rural divide. Later, Lipset and Rokkan focused on the “international revolution” from the 20th century, setting revolutionary communists against reformist communists (1967: 35). The scholars argued that political cleavages were “frozen”. Yet, Pauwels (2014) notes the emergence of ecologist parties in the 1960s-1970s, followed by the rise of populist parties in Europe in the 1970s, gaining significant electoral weight in the 1990s, in the context of unfreezing party systems. In contrast, Cautrès (2012) mentions a new cleavage related to the ways in which parties position themselves towards European integration.
We specifically investigate whether a political cleavage empirically exists between populist and anti-populist MPs. We explore which political parties self-identify with or criticize populist positions and compare these findings with scholarship on populism in Belgium, France and Spain that labels the following parties as populist: France Insoumise (Cervera-Marzal, 2021) and Front National (Rooduijn et al., 2014) in France, Podemos (Mazzolini & Borriello, 2022) and Vox (Rama, 2021) in Spain, or the Vlaams Belang, the Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie (Van Haute et al., 2018), or the Parti du Travail de Belgique (Pauwels, 2014) in Belgium.
Norris and Inglehart (2019) specifically focus on populism through the lens of cleavages. They distinguish between authoritarian-populists (e.g. supporters of Trump or Brexit) and liberal-pluralists, who align with leaders perceived “progressive” figures, such as Macron. This division might be seen as overly normative, it implies an inherent anti-democratic stance in populism. Yet, such a stance / viewpoint is widely disputed in the literature: other scholars (e.g. Canovan 1999; Tarragoni 2019) suggest that populism embodies elements that can be viewed as both constructive and detrimental within democratic systems. Furthermore, this dichotomy (between liberal-pluralists and authoritarian-pluralists) appears to assign exclusive pluralism to “liberal” politicians, a presumption lacking empirical evidence (Dean & Maiguashca, 2020). On the one hand, the (neo)liberal thought has shown potential for authoritarianism, as evidenced by Milton Friedman's writings.[footnoteRef:3] On the other hand, populism goes beyond mere categorization, the like of authoritarian or conservative. Mazzoleni points to the existence of political movements showcasing clear liberal and left-wing traits, notably when they dissociate themselves from nationalist or anti-immigration positions (2014: 45; see also Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2013).  [3:  For further details, please read: Chamayou G and Brown A (2021). The Ungovernable Society: A Genealogy of Authoritarian Liberalism. Cambridge: Polity. Also see: Mudde C (2023) Populismo en Europa: una respuesta democrática iliberal al liberalismo antidemocrático. Revista de Estudios Globales 2(4), 15-42.] 

Hence, Norris and Inglehart’s endeavour to distinguish populists from liberals (2019) may seem to lack compelling support. Instead of establishing this distinction based on citizens’ values (as in Norris and Inglehart’s work), we avoid a priori categorization of who may be qualified as a populist or anti-populist politician. A key distinction between our study and Norris and Inglehart’s lies in their focus on the political demand side (citizens’ values analysed through surveys). In contrast, we analyse populism from the perspective of the political supply side (examining how MPs refer to each other and discuss populism). Unlike Norris and Inglehart’s proposition - which suggests that populism emerges from an increasing alignment of individuals with conservative values - we posit that populism is primarily a strategy employed by political elites to reinvigorate political competition, rather than stemming from citizens’ values.
By examining discursive uses of populism, we ask how often and why MPs use populis* and we investigate the political objective. Answering such questions will provide new insights into contemporary dynamics of parliamentary life in Western Europe.

3. Data and method: the uses of populis* in three Western European Parliaments
Case selection and data
This comparative analysis is part of a larger research project entitled XXX. We study and compare how the token populis* is used in three different fora (in Lower Houses, in media outlets, and on Twitter) in three Western European countries (Belgium, France and Spain). The cases under study are all European, which ensures the comparability of the data, given the specificity of populism in Europe (Rovira Kaltwasser et al., 2017), where it is mostly associated with far-right-wing political actors. Furthermore, the selection is justified by their common status as members of the European Union and established democracies.
This selection also allows for a comparison between countries where parties that differ in ideology, organization and electoral performances have regularly been qualified as populist (Mudde, 2007; Aalberg et al., 2017). Moreover, the selection of such case studies allows us to compare countries of various sizes, with different views on the concept of nation and the role of nationalism, regionalism and (sub)national identities (Maurer et al., 2019).
2019 is a strategic year due to the multitude of elections that took place in the three countries. Focusing on an electoral year is pivotal as it represents the pinnacle of political competition within a democracy.  large variety of discourses is generated, potentially encompassing the use of terms like populism(s) or populist(s). Concretely, regional, federal and European elections took place in Belgium on 26 May 2019. National elections happened in Spain on 28 April and 10 November, and municipal and European elections took place on 26 May 2019. European elections took place in France on 26 May 2019.
In this paper, we study the parliamentary uses of populis*[footnoteRef:4] since scholarship has been concentrated on the discursive uses of populis* in the media. Our focus on parliaments as fundamental institutions within representative democracies is instrumental in addressing our research question regarding the potential emergence of a new political cleavage. [4:  In Belgian Dutch-speaking MPs interventions: populisme, populismes, populismen, populist, populisten, populistisch and populistische; in the Belgian French-speaking MPs and French MPs interventions: populisme(s) and populiste(s); in the Spanish MPs interventions: populismo(s) and populistas(s).] 

Our database helps us to observe the distribution of the use of populis* in La Chambre des représentants de Belgique/Kamer van Volksvertegenwoordigers, in the Congreso de los Diputados, and in the Assemblée nationale. Such uses were observed after coding oral and written interventions by MPs, encompassing inquiries directed at the government, responses from the government to these inquiries, and the following answers from deputies during these exchanges in 2019, all incorporating a mention of populis*.
[Table 1 to be inserted here]
The data presented in the table shows that populis* is used more frequently in the French Lower House compared to Spain and Belgium. However, the number of uses of populis* should be related to the number of MPs in each lower house: there are 150 Belgian MPs, 350 Spanish MPs and 577 French MPs. If we relate this number of uses to the number of MPs (relative value), the Congreso de los diputados has the highest ratio (0.31), followed by the French Lower House (0.28) and finally the Belgian Lower House (0.27). 
Each mention of populis* in our database has been coded according to several categories, which will be used throughout the article. These categories include: Does the use of populis* designate something or someone negatively or positively? Is populism more associated by extremism, anti-elitism or nationalism? who uses it? to designate whom or what? Such categories will help to understand if there is a new political cleavage within the Western European parliaments. To this aim, the paper relies on a sequence of operations that constitute the main hypotheses of our study.

Hypotheses
The first hypothesis relates to the attributed value linked to the use of populis*, i.e., whether it is employed in a positive or negative way. Although populism has not consistently been portrayed negatively (Jäger, 2016; Santiago-Guervós, 2015), most studies, especially concerning Europe, argue that populism carries pejorative connotations (Anderson, 2009; Taguieff, 1997). Consequently, we anticipate that populis* will be mainly used to discredit a political opponent.
Hypothesis 1 (H1): Populism is most frequently used negatively by parliamentarians.
As this aspect of populism has already been extensively discussed, we also investigate the collocations of populis*. Through qualitative coding, these collocations have been grouped in several broad categories such as: extremism, demagoguery, nationalism, anti-elitism or authoritarianism. We aim at uncovering whether within each MP’s intervention mentioning populis*, the attributed meaning of populis* aligns with any of the categories aforementioned. 
The second hypothesis suggests that MPs employ “populism” to refer to a diverse range of issues and actors, indicating that its use is not exclusively tied to far-right politicians or issues typically associated with these politicians.
H2: In the discourses produced by MPs, populis* has varying and sometimes inconsistent meanings.
We will compare our results with the literature, which insists on the uses of these terms to characterize the discourse associated with the far-right (the conflation between populism and nationalism/nativism is highlighted by Hunger & Paxton, 2022; Stavrakakis et al., 2017; between populism and Euroscepticism: by Rooduijn & van Kessel, 2019).
In addition, we ask whether populism refers to specific actors in each national context, and if so, whether it refers to actors labelled as populists in existing research.
H3: Populism is used to refer to MPs associated with populist parties identified in existing research.
We will assess whether MPs labelled as populists self-identify as such, positively. It will show whether a clear political cleavage exists between those who label themselves as populists and others who self-identify as anti-populists or disassociate from populism when deliberating.
Next, we ask whether populism is situational: is it used advantageously by governments or the majority parties of a parliament to designate political opponents? Is the act of labelling opponents as populists more tied to ruling parties? Or is it a deliberate strategy used by specific parties to qualify those who do not align with their ideological stances?
H4: Opponents in Parliament are more commonly labelled as populists than are the parties in power.
These hypotheses lead us to ask whether populism is indeed a relevant cleavage for distinguishing between MPs’ political positions within parliaments. Based on these parliamentary interventions, can we establish that this cleavage regarding the use of populism is actively endorsed or claimed by political actors?
H5: Populism is a relevant political cleavage for parliamentarians, who distinguish themselves along a populist/anti-populist axis.
We test these hypotheses, so as to confirm or refute the idea that populism forms a distinct political cleavage within contemporary representative democracies.

5. Findings: Is populism a meaningful cleavage in Parliaments?
Using our coded data, we first analyse the value of populis*, i.e we consider if populis* is positively or negatively employed by MPs in the three countries.
[Table 2 to be inserted here]
[bookmark: _Hlk157006139]The prevailing trend shows that populism is nearly exclusively used with negative implications, especially in Belgium, where 100% of uses convey negativity, compared with 96% in France and 97% in Spain. This shows that MPs who mention populism tend to criticize or associate it with unfavourable connotations. 
In France, only three mentions rely on the term in a neutral way or neutrally. We consider two examples:
Our model, frankly, is facing a crisis. So, should we respond by reconstructing our borders and dismantling the entire system, as suggested by the so-called POPULIST movements? (Antoine Herth, MP from Agir, a centre-right party associated with La République en Marche/LREM, 11/03/2019, authors’ own translation)
The questions we ask are neither novel nor scandalous. They are not exclusive to POPULIST parties... (Edouard Philippe, French Prime Minister, centre-right, 7/10/2019, authors’ own translation)
In both excerpts, the use of the term “populism” or “populist” is not disqualifying; rather, they describe the stance adopted by certain political parties without explicitly criticising or endorsing them. However, these neutral uses are less frequent compared with the negative references. It aligns closely with the findings observed by Schwörer in five Western European countries (2021), Borriello in France (2022), Bos & Brants in the Netherlands (2014) and by Hamo et al. (2018) in Israel. Therefore, the first hypothesis is confirmed. It is not a surprising result: in the European context, populism has a bad press, perhaps more so than in other cultural areas (Tarragoni, 2019). The negative uses of populism within parliaments suggest a reluctance among MPs to positively align themselves with the term “populist.” They thus seem more inclined to define themselves willingly as anti-populists rather than embracing the label of populists. Within the analysed cases, there is not a distinct “semantic battle” (Kramer, 2020: 53) among MPs where some identify as anti-populists while others adopt the label of populists. Nonetheless, it does not imply any common agreement among MPs regarding the definition of populis*.
[bookmark: _Hlk157006205]Beside the negative connotations linked to populis*, our aim is to analyse the specific categories with which populis* is associated when used by MPs in their interventions. In our project, we establish the following coding categories: anti-elite, autocratic, demagogy, extremist, nationalist, populaire[footnoteRef:5], tradition (conservatism). The following tables show the main themes associated with populism in the three national parliaments: [5:  In French, populaire is polysemic: while it initially pertains to the adjective “related to the people,” its secondary connotation denotes "coarseness," which is the focal point of consideration here.] 

[Table 3 to be inserted here]
In Belgium, France, and Spain, the uses of populis* are frequently associated with ideologies or actors deemed nationalist (Herkman, 2016). Populis* also refers to actors and perceived as demagogic (Borriello, 2022; Demata et al., 2021; Santiago-Guervós, 2015), or even considered extremist. Each category is illustrated below. The first example is from France, where the association between populism and nationalism is the most recurrent:
[…] we are witnessing a global challenge to the multilateral system through the rise of nationalisms and POPULISMS, the reassertion of strategies of power and influence by states, and above all the current disengagement of the United States, which was the main architect of multilateralism. (Amal Amélia Lakrafi, La République en Marche/LREM, centre-right, supporter of government, 20/02/2019, authors’ own translation)
In this excerpt, the MP from the presidential majority expresses concerns over what she perceives as a shift away from liberal globalization. She relates it to the rise of prominent political figures, such as Donald Trump in the United States who advocates for economic protectionism. In contrast with other categories, populis* and “nationalism” are not used synonymously. They are intertwined in discussions mentioning “populists” AND “nationalists.” In the above example, both terms are used by MPs to criticize questionable-debatable political frameworks. In other words, the focus is not on populism as the unique opponent. Instead, this use associates and highlights concerns voiced by the speaker, and such concerns encompass both populists and nationalists in the same context. the other categories used for coding data (extremist, demagogical, liar, anti-elitist, tradition or autocratic) display different results. Speakers employ the term “populist”, and only the context helps to discern which specific category the reference to populis* aligns with. All categories related to-associated with “nationalism,” and populis* tend to be regarded as synonymous and interchangeable. In the following example, demagogy is associated with populism in the Belgian context:
Madam Minister, you are once again defending the pharmaceutical industry, which has exceeded the authorised budget by hundreds of millions every year since 2015, even by 400 million euros last year. You say, in a very POPULIST way, that you are defending the patient, but in reality you are defending the pharmaceutical giants. (Dominiek Sneppe, Vlaams Belang/VB, far-right opposition, 24/10/2019, authors’ own translation)
Here, the Flemish far-right MP criticizes the government, especially the federal health minister, for her “populism.” The attack on populism revolves around the Minister's public claim   defending “patients” and, by extension, the social majority. This could be aimed at legitimizing oneself by manipulating facts. In practice, the criticism suggests that the Minister may be prioritizing the interests of major pharmaceutical companies. This example is relevant as the literature on Belgian parties identifies the VB (Vlaams Belang) as a populist party (Pauwels, 2014; Van Haute et al., 2018). It is thus noteworthy that the party commonly referred to as populist in the literature is blaming the (centre-right) government for its populism. This leads us to infer that no MP wishes to be labelled as populist. 
Furthermore, the association of extremism with populism (which appears in third place of… in all three parliamentary contexts) is illustrated below by a Spanish MP from the majority party:
In times of citizens’ disaffection in face of the negative effects of the economic crisis among the most vulnerable ones, the middle and working classes, and the increase in inequality, the sensitivity of public action embodied in budgets and their effects on income and wealth redistribution becomes a decisive action against POPULISM and ideological radicalism. (José Javier Lasarte Iribarren, Partido Socialista Obrero Español, left, government, 29/01/2019, authors’ own translation)
In the discussions surrounding the Spanish state budget in 2019, this MP states that the antidote to populist extremism lies within left-wing politics. Thus, he relates populism to extreme right wing, aligning with the association made in studies on populism.
In terms of national specificities, nationalism in Spain includes accusations against Catalan independence: 
The problem with Podemos is that they have a pact; POPULISM and nationalism because of their Hispanophobia (Jordi Roca Mas, Partido Popular/centre-right, opposition, 13/02/2019, authors’ own translation).
The MP’s intervention came against a backdrop of condemnation of the Socialist government's alignment with Podemos, discrediting the latter for its alleged advocacy of Catalan and Galician devolution. However, unlike in Spain, in Belgium and in France, it cannot be said that accusations of populism are often associated with sub-nationalist stances. Indeed, in France, there is no equivalent scenario where deputies link populism and sub-nationalist (e.g., Corsican calls for autonomy.) In the Belgian context, out of all the interventions produced by Belgian MPs where they linked populism* and nationalism (N=13), only one referenced one party identified as (sub)nationalist, the NVA (Van Haute et al., 2018).[footnoteRef:6] [6:  We should keep in mind that the accusation of nationalism is tied to immigration matters rather than specifically to Flemish subnationalist demands. This distinction is evident in the context of four discussions centred on asylum seekers in Belgium and four international policy issues (out of a total of 13 parliamentary interventions coded as associating populis* and nationalism).] 

Another Spanish specificity is the following: more so than in France and Belgium, populis* is associated (up to around 10%) with conspiracy or deceptive behavior. For instance, during a debate over the State budget, there was a specific MP intervention defending a subsidy aimed at facilitating training in European citizenship, this MP equates populism with fake news (and Euroscepticism), which must be combated as an undesirable and misleading political imaginary:
We believe that the chapter on civic education about the European Union becomes particularly relevant this year when, as I said earlier, we will see elections within the European Parliament and when Euroscepticism, POPULISM and fake news can have a very decisive and, of course, undesirable impact on the future of the European Union (María De Santa Ana Fernández, Partido Popular, centre-right, opposition, 07/02/2019, authors’ own translation)
In France, there is a more frequent association between populism and anti-elitism than in Spain and Belgium, albeit with less emphasis compared with the links established between populism and nationalism, demagogy, and extremism. This connection particularly emerged during debates in the Assemblée nationale concerning the privatization of Paris airports proposed by the centre-right government. Several opposition MPs suggested a referendum, invoking the French Constitution. In response, the French Minister of Economy equated the proposal for a referendum to a populist move: “All those who, in a hodgepodge, get together to propose a shared initiative referendum, when the text has not even been voted [in Parliament], are playing into the hands of POPULISM and weakening representative democracy” (11/04/2019, authors’ own translation).
Beyond contextual variations, these findings align with the existing literature. The literature conflates extreme right-wing extremism with populism (Stavrakakis et al., 2017). Here, we show that the categories associated with populism in the Belgian, French, and Spanish Parliaments are not inherently aligned with extreme right-wing ideologies (except within the nationalism category). Instead, demagogy or extremism can be associated with MPs across the political spectrum, spanning both left and right orientations. For example, in the Spanish Parliament, the far-left Podemos (described in the literature as populist: Mazzolini & Borriello, 2022) is often associated with demagoguery, because of how this minority party influences the economic policies of the socialist government:
Mr. Sánchez, it is this economic policy that has also been noted by Mr. Iglesias. When we saw him signing, we saw a populist signing an agreement in Moncloa. You are the first president to sign a government agreement with a populist in Moncloa. (Albert Rivera, Ciudadanos, centre-right, opposition, 12/02/2019, authors’ own translation).
In the excerpt, the leader of Ciudadanos criticises the Socialist Prime Minister for his negotiations with the leader of Podemos during the vote on the State budget. Other interventions by MPs refer to the “POPULISTS from Podemos” (Miguel Ángel Garaulet Rodríguez, Ciudadanos, centre-right opposition, 22/01/2019), “sanchismo-populismo” (Guillermo Díaz Gómez, Ciudadanos, centre-right opposition, 31/01/2019) to denounce this PSOE/Podemos agreement, or “institutional populism” (Carlos Rojas García, Partido Popular, centre-right opposition, 03/04/2019). Most of these accusations are made by centre-right parties (Ciudadanos, Partido Popular) against the left-wing government. This observation is significant in our subsequent analysis.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  A few interventions by left-wing MPs, such as the Catalan pro-independence left, designate the Spanish far right, Vox, as populist (Francesc Xavier Eritja i Ciuró, Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya, left opposition, 28/01/2019), but to a very lesser extent than Podemos designated as such by the centre-right and the right.] 

Beyond these categories, it is also pertinent to explore the specific issues that dominate the agenda when MPs extensively use populis* in the three countries:
[Table 4 to be inserted here]
Within parliamentary discussions, populis*is often used in relation to migration concerns, a topic associated with the extreme right (Pauwels, 2014). However, issues such as wage strikes, public finances, and taxes do not exclusively belong to extreme ends of the political spectrum. In Spain specifically, parties categorized as subnationalist are labelled as populist (may these be centre-right, right or left-wing). In the French context, populism seems connected to the practice of referendums, as already observed by Rosanvallon (2020). Yet, prior mention regarding the proposition of a referendum on privatizing Paris airports primarily originated from left-leaning parliament members. These findings confirm hypothesis 2.
To test hypothesis 3, we aim to shed light on the meaning(s) attributed to populism in parliamentary speeches. The aim is to demonstrate whether these interventions align with the political parties outlined in scholarly works as populist actors. Specifically, we investigate whether these refer to representatives from such political parties labelled as populists in existing research (see section 2. 3.), although we began to provide answers regarding the Spanish context in the above analysis.
Our database meticulously catalogued every parliamentary intervention, we assessed whether populis* was employed to denote particular individuals by name, specific political parties, or vague groups, actions, and events. the results of our analysis are presented below:
[Table 5 to be inserted here]
Overall, accusations of populism allude to something nebulous and do not pinpoint a specific political actor—whether an individual or a well-defined group. As Gamson suggests in his examination of political discourse (1992: 85), it is challenging to precisely identify one's opponent – a principle that is also at play within parliamentary discussions. In France and Belgium, populis* is mainly used to refer to an action or an event, as in the following excerpt:
You [the centre-right government] are defending a justice system that is wallowing in criminal POPULISM, degrading to the utmost the rights of the defence and fundamental freedoms, in particular by widening the scope of the preliminary investigation. (Ugo Bernalicis, La France Insoumise, far-left opposition, 15/01/2019, our addition in square brackets)
[Referring to a proposal to train and recruit nurses]: Promising 20,000 more nurses to a sector, with a lot of publicity, is not only POPULIST, it is also a mockery of nurses who, every day, have a particularly difficult job to do, and an increasingly heavy workload! (Catherine Fonck, Centre démocrate humaniste, centre-right opposition, 21/11/2019, authors’ own translation)
In both excerpts, no actor is defined as inherently populist. Populis* characterizes an attitude, an action, or a judgment at a specific moment. In each instance, the accusation is directed against the actions or opinions of the speaker's political opponent, the French government in the first excerpt or the Belgian government in the second. In Belgium, there are only two explicit references characterising the NVA as populist while VB is never characterised as such (this is to be contrasted with how this party is described in the literature, see Pauwels, 2014; Van Haute et al., 2018). In France, only one mention of populis* is associated with the Front National, and two with La France Insoumise (this is in accordance with the literature, but this still represents the minority of uses in our database).
 This finding is rather unexpected, since the figures identified by political scientists as populists are not the primary targets of accusations of populism within parliaments. Instead, populism refers to an elusive adversary, seldom named directly. It may uncover the existence of rules of decorum within parliaments, where using the term populism to political opponents by name thus seems inconvenient (except in the case of Podemos in Spain, as we will explore below). H3 appears to be unsupported in Belgium and France but seems relevant to some extent in Spain. 
In the Spanish dataset, populis* is predominantly associated with political actors, specifically identified through certain characteristics of populism. Notably, Podemos stands out as the party most frequently tied to populism with 16 direct references, the majority of attributions originating from the right and centre-right wings. This aligns with previous research on populism in Spain across previous legislative periods (e.g. Santiago-Guervós, 2015: 486). Interestingly, the Partido Socialista Obrero Español is the second party most connected to populism, albeit to a much lesser extent than Podemos. However, if the latter is clearly defined as populist, the PSOE representatives are criticized for working with populists rather than for being populist themselves.
In all respects, it underscores how populism operates as a rhetorical device used to criticize political opponents, a pattern similar to what has been observed in Great Britain (Bale et al., 2011). Notably, Vox produced only 4 mentions in connection to populism. This scarcity might be attributed to Vox's limited representation in the Lower House in 2019; their presence grew from 0 deputies to 24 in April 2019 and 52 in November 2019, whereas Podemos had 71 deputies in the 2016 elections, 41 in April 2019, and 35 in October 2019. 
The analysis of the Spanish context leads us to confirm the hypothesis, there are more explicit associations with specific political actors in Spain than in Belgium and France. In Spain, populis* seems to function more overtly as a tool for direct disqualification, whereas its use appears to be more implicit in France and Belgium. 
Moreover, to test hypothesis 4, it is essential to analyse the use of populis* by MPs and observe whether they are in government or opposition (for 2019).
[Tables 6 to be inserted here]
These findings reveal that the uses of populis* prevail among the political opposition in Spain and Belgium, while in France, it is predominantly used by the supporters of the government or MPs. The hypothesis finds partial validation in the context of France, yet, upon examination, it does not hold in the contexts of Belgium and Spain. government or opposition parties tend to avoid self-labelling as populists, which aligns with the negative connotation associated with the term among MPs (H1).
However, our analysis should not be restricted to the government versus opposition and these results should be further explored. Since no MP explicitly self-identifies as a populist, it means that the majority of MPs position themselves as anti-populists, levelling accusations of populism against their political adversaries. This accusation becomes a means to introduce political conflicts within the parliamentary arena, which could possibly challenge what scholars have termed post-democracy (Crouch, 2004). We now thoroughly investigate which MPs most frequently call other political parties politicians populists.
We now examine these elements to assess hypothesis 5. Upon re-evaluation of the data in the tables aforementioned, the analysis highlights a notable trend in France and Spain: the accusation of populis* is predominantly wielded by centre-right and right-wing MPs. This is particularly noticeable in Spain, where the accusation occurred 78 times out of 110 uses in 2019 (two-thirds if we consider the unionist parties, 85 if we combine unionist and subnationalist parties). In contrast, the accusation stemmed only 17 times from the left and far-left (20 considering left subnationalist parties), and merely 2 instances emerged from the far-right. Considering the subnationalist parties in particular (irrespective of their political alignment), such parties contributed to only 10 uses of populis* in Spain (although it has been observed that they can be labelled as such by other non subnationalist MPs). To a lesser extent, the same trend is observed in France where populis* is employed 107 times out of 161 by the right and centre-right wings, contrasting with 34 instances from the left/centre-left wings, and only 3 instances from the far-right.
In Belgium, the use of populis* is distributed across parties, but is relatively more frequent among centre-right parties, where it occurred 20 times compared with 17 uses from the left/extreme left wings and merely 3 instances from the Flemish extreme right wing. This distribution of accusations spans across the political spectrum in Belgium, primarily originating from the right and centre-right wings, with contributions from the left/far left, (from the left wing, in particular).
Hypothesis 5 therefore appears not to be confirmed: most MPs who accuse their opponents of populism* are from the centre-right and the right wings (in the three countries under study, more in Spain and France than in Belgium), while their opponents qualified as populists do not self-identifyas populists. As a result, the populist/anti-populist cleavage only relates to anti-populists, who are predominantly from the right-wing and centre-right-wing.

6. Discussion and conclusion
This paper echoes findings already highlighted in the literature on the uses of populism (how populism is used in public debates in three different countries, see section 2.2.) in non-parliamentary arenas. However, in this research, we have sought to capture these dynamics within Parliaments, arguably the nucleus of representative democracies, diverging from the existing literature that predominantly examines the uses populis* within the media sphere. We show similarities in the three parliamentary contexts: populis* is used by political actors to characterise something or someone negatively (H1 confirmed). Moreover, just like in the current academic debate, we showed that populis* is not used by MPs in a precise, unambiguous way (H2 confirmed). It is used to define someone’s behaviour negatively, because of their expressions of extremism, nationalism or demagogy. Furthermore, elected representatives refer to populis* in a very broad range of thematic debates, which are not specific to issues discussed by the far-right such as migration (H2). It also encompasses references to public finances (State budget), strikes in Belgium, and even the leftist MPs’ call for a referendum in France regarding the privatization of Paris airports. There are distinctive national nuances, especially noticeable in Spain, where populis* is employed to critique the demands forwarded by Podemos, or by (sub)nationalist parties. This particular use cannot be observed in the other two parliamentary contexts, even if these types of parties are also represented in Parliament. In France and Belgium, the criticism regarding populism appears to be more indirect and does not necessarily target individuals or specific parties.
Furthermore, the paper highlights counterintuitive findings. The accusation of populism is not necessarily made by the government towards the opposition (even if this is the case in France; H4 partly confirmed). Indeed, populis* is mainly used to describe political opponents (Bale et al., 2011). It is noteworthy that these adversaries are rarely named directly, except in the case of Podemos. Interestingly, those referenced indirectly as populist—without being explicitly named—are not always the political actors identified by scholars as populists (H3 unconfirmed). Additionally, parties pinpointed as populist within scholarly works do not self-identify as such.
However, our database precisely shows that populis* is mainly used negatively and mainly by right and centre-right political parties, regardless of whether they are in government or in opposition. This trend, which is more pronounced in Spain and in France than in Belgium (where each political camp seems to accuse the other of populis*), does not allow us to state that populism represents a contemporary political cleavage in representative democracies that is relevant to all MPs. Indeed, a cleavage would require some MPs to describe themselves as anti-populists on the one hand (which is the case in our sample), and others to self-identifiy as populists, on the other hand. In this sense, the main hypothesis (H5) is not confirmed: rather than a divide among all MPs in the three countries under study, the populism/anti-populism cleavage is above all a strategy (or narrative: Moffit, 2018) of right-wing/centre-right MPs to disqualify their political opponents and impose a dual reading of parliamentary political reality (for electoral purposes).
This study covers 2019, and election year in all three Western democracies under study. It might be relevant to target the parliamentary uses of populis* over several years (and when there is not necessarily an electoral deadline), to observe the way in which populis* forms a strategy of political polarisation in Parliaments in ordinary political times. national contexts have changed since 2019: in Spain, Ciudadanos is virtually no longer represented in Parliament, and Vox has become the third largest party (52 deputies in April 2019). We could therefore speculate that the accusations of populism have been reduced.  It is possible that such accusations would focus more on far-right MPs and less on Podemos/Unidas Podemos (which has only 35 MPs since April 2019). Similarly, the Front National, now Rassemblement National, had few MPs during the 2017-2022 legislature (8), which explains the limited uses of populism attributed to the Front National/Rassemblement National in France, as observed in our analysis. Since 2022, the far-right has gained 89 MPs. The analysis of recent data could maybe show that this party is often qualified as populist, compared with past periods (echoing the literature identifying this party with far-right populism). Similarly, La France Insoumise, described as left-wing populist (Cervera-Marzal, 2021) has been better represented since 2022 (75 MPs). Therefore, in France, the opposition between the anti-populists of the centre-right government (re-elected in 2022) and its opponents, the MPs from La France Insoumise and the Rassemblement National, allows us to suggest that the government employs an even more straightforward strategy in imposing a political reading of parliamentary dynamics. Finally, in Belgium, we could speculate that the accusations of populism are also more pronounced by the the government parties, as Prime Minister De Croo’s government brings together centre-right, left-wing and ecologist groups, leaving in opposition the Belgian Labour Party and the Flemish far-right parties (those most commonly accused of populism in the literature, Pauwels, 2014).
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List of tables to be inserted in the document:
Table 1: Number of uses of populis* in Belgian, Spanish and French Lower Houses in 2019
	Case study
	Belgian Lower House
	Spanish Lower House
	French Lower House

	Number of uses of populis* (N=312)
	41
	110
	161



Table 2: Value associated with the use of the term ‘populism’ in 
Belgian, Spanish and French parliamentary interventions (2019)
	Values / Countries
	Belgium (N=41)
	Spain (N=110)
	France (N=161)

	Negative uses (N=302)
	41
	107
	155

	Positive uses (N=0)
	0
	0
	0

	Neutral uses (N=3)
	0
	0
	3

	Not applicable (6)
	0
	3
	3
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Description générée automatiquement]Table 3: Categories associated with populis* when used by MPs 
in Belgium, Spain, France (2019)
Table 4: most associated issues of debate when populis* is used in 
the Belgian, Spanish and French Lower Houses (2019)
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Table 5: What or who is designated as populis*?
	
	Belgium
	Spain
	France

	Action/event
	10
	18
	38

	Defined group
	4 (two for NVA).
	39 (16 times Podemos; 7 times the socialist government; 4 times Vox)
	5 (once for the Front National)

	Undefined group
	6
	9
	25

	Individuals
	2
	4 
	3 (two for La France Insoumise MPs)

	X (elusiveness)
	19
	40
	90




Tables 6: Who uses populis* the most in Belgium, Spanish and French parliamentary arenas (2019)?
	In Belgium: Political parties using populis*
	How many times in 2019? (N=41)

	Christen-Democratisch en Vlaams, center-right (centre-right, government)
	4

	Mouvement Réformateur (centre-right, government)
	3

	Open Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten (centre-right, government)
	4


	Centre démocrate humaniste (centre-right, opposition)
	8

	DéFI (centre-right, opposition)
	1

	Groen (left, opposition)
	3

	Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie (far-right, opposition)
	3

	Vlaams Belang (far-right, opposition)
	1

	Parti du Travail en Belgique (far-left, opposition)
	6

	Parti Socialiste and Socialistische Partij Anders (left, opposition)
	7 + 1 = 8

	Total for government (2019)
Total for opposition (2019)
	11
30



	In Spain: Political parties using populis*
	How many times in 2019? (N=110)

	Partido Socialista Obrero Español (left, government)
	15

	Podemos and Unidas Podemos (agreement between Podemos and Izquierda Unida) (far-left, opposition)
	2

	Partido Popular (right, opposition)
	34

	Ciudadanos (center-right, opposition)
	44

	Vox (far-right, opposition)
	2

	Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (Catalan subnationalist left, opposition)
	1

	Iniciativa per Catalunya Verds (Catalan ecologists, left, opposition)
	2

	Partit Demòcrata Europeu Català (Catalan subnationalist enter-right, opposition)
	2

	Union del Pueblo Navarro (Navarrese subnationalist right, opposition)
	3

	Partido Nacionalista Vasco (Basque subnationalist center-right, opposition)
	1

	Coalición Canaria (Canarian subnationalist, center-right, opposition)
	1

	Alternatives / others
	3

	Total for government (2019)
Total for opposition (2019)
	15
95



	In France: Political parties using populis*
	How many times in 2019? (N=161)

	La République en Marche and affiliated (Mouvement Démocrate, Union Des Démocrates et Indépendants, Agir), centre-right (government)
	93

	Les Républicains (right, opposition)
	14

	Parti Socialiste (and Place Publique) (center-left, opposition)
	21

	La France Insoumise (far-left, opposition)
	10

	Parti Communiste Français (far-left, opposition)
	3

	Debout la France (far-right, opposition)
	2

	Les Patriotes (far-right, opposition)
	1

	Alternatives / others
	17

	Total for government (2019)
Total for opposition (2019)
	93
68
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