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The	‘People’	and	the	Discursive	Production	of	Emptiness

Some	ontological	glimpses

Let	us	go	back,	for	a	moment,	to	the	end	of	Chapter	1.	I	suggested	there	that	one
possible	way	of	approaching	populism	would	be	 to	 take	at	 face	value	 some	of
the	 pejorative	 labels	 which	 have	 been	 attached	 to	 it,	 and	 to	 show	 that	 those
pejorative	connotations	can	be	maintained	only	if	one	accepts,	as	a	starting	point
of	 the	 analysis,	 a	 set	 of	 rather	 questionable	 assumptions.	 The	 two	 pejorative
propositions	 to	 which	 I	 referred	 were:	 (1)	 that	 populism	 is	 vague	 and
indeterminate	in	the	audience	to	which	it	addresses	itself,	in	its	discourse,	and	in
its	political	postulates;	(2)	that	populism	is	mere	rhetoric.	To	this	I	opposed	two
different	 possibilities:	 (1)	 that	 vagueness	 and	 indeterminacy	 are	 not
shortcomings	 of	 a	 discourse	 about	 social	 reality,	 but,	 in	 some	 circumstances,
inscribed	in	social	reality	as	such;	(2)	that	rhetoric	is	not	epiphenomenal	vis-à-vis
a	 self-contained	 conceptual	 structure,	 for	 no	 conceptual	 structure	 finds	 its
internal	 cohesion	 without	 appealing	 to	 rhetorical	 devices.	 If	 this	 is	 so,	 the
conclusion	would	be	that	populism	is	the	royal	road	to	understanding	something
about	the	ontological	constitution	of	the	political	as	such.	This	is	what	I	shall	try
to	prove	 in	 this	chapter.	Before	doing	so,	however,	 I	must	make	explicit	 some
more	 general	 ontological	 assumptions	 which	 will	 govern	 my	 analysis.	 I	 have
explored	 these	 aspects,	 in	 a	 preliminary	 way,	 in	 other	 works,1	 so	 here	 I	 will
simply	 summarize	 the	main	 conclusions	 of	 these	works,	 and	 only	 in	 so	 far	 as
they	are	relevant	to	the	argument	of	this	book.

Three	sets	of	categories	are	central	to	my	theoretical	approach:



1.	Discourse.	Discourse	is	the	primary	terrain	of	the	constitution	of	objectivity	as
such.	By	 discourse,	 as	 I	 have	 attempted	 to	make	 clear	 several	 times,	 I	 do	 not
mean	something	that	is	essentially	restricted	to	the	areas	of	speech	and	writing,
but	any	complex	of	elements	in	which	relations	play	the	constitutive	role.	This
means	 that	elements	do	not	pre-exist	 the	relational	complex	but	are	constituted
through	 it.	Thus	 ‘relation’	and	‘objectivity’	are	synonymous.	Saussure	asserted
that	there	are	no	positive	terms	in	language,	only	differences	–	something	is	what
it	is	only	through	its	differential	relations	to	something	else.	And	what	is	true	of
language	 conceived	 in	 its	 strict	 sense	 is	 also	 true	 of	 any	 signifying	 (i.e.
objective)	element:	an	action	is	what	it	is	only	through	its	differences	from	other
possible	actions	and	from	other	signifying	elements	–	words	or	actions	–	which
can	be	successive	or	simultaneous.	Only	two	types	of	relation	can	possibly	exist
between	 these	 signifying	 elements:	 combination	 and	 substitution.	 Once	 the
schools	 of	 Copenhagen	 and	 Prague	 radicalized	 linguistic	 formalism,	 it	 was
possible	to	go	beyond	the	Saussurean	enthralment	to	the	phonic	and	conceptual
substances,	and	to	develop	the	full	ontological	implications	of	this	fundamental
breakthrough:	 all	 purely	 regional	 linguistic	 reference	 was,	 to	 a	 large	 extent,
abandoned.

Given	 this	 centrality	 of	 the	 category	of	 ‘relation’	 to	my	 analysis,	 it	 is	 clear
how	my	theoretical	horizon	differs	from	other	contemporary	approaches.	Alain
Badiou,	 for	 instance,	 sees	 set	 theory	 as	 the	 terrain	 of	 a	 fundamental	 ontology.
Given	 the	centrality	 to	 set	 theory	of	 the	notion	of	 extensionality,	however,	 the
category	of	relation	can,	at	best,	play	only	a	marginal	role.	But	in	various	holistic
approaches,	 too,	 there	 is	 something	 that	 is	 ultimately	 incompatible	 with	 my
perspective.	Functionalism,	for	instance,	has	a	relational	conception	of	the	social
whole,	 but	 here	 relations	 are	 subordinated	 to	 function	 and,	 in	 this	 way,
teleologically	reintegrated	to	a	structural	whole	which	is	necessarily	previous	to
and	 more	 than	 the	 givenness	 of	 the	 differential	 articulations.	 And	 even	 in	 a
classical	structuralist	perspective	such	as	Lévi-Strauss’s	–	from	which	teleology
is	certainly	absent	–	the	whole	reaches	its	unity	in	something	other	than	the	play
of	differences,	 this	other	being	 the	basic	 categories	of	 the	human	mind,	which
reduce	all	variation	to	a	combination	of	elements	governed	by	an	underlying	set
of	oppositions.	In	my	perspective,	there	is	no	beyond	the	play	of	differences,	no
ground	 which	 would	 a	 priori	 privilege	 some	 elements	 of	 the	 whole	 over	 the
others.	Whatever	 centrality	 an	 element	 acquires,	 it	 has	 to	 be	 explained	 by	 the
play	of	differences	as	such.	How?	This	leads	to	my	second	set	of	categories.

2.	Empty	signifiers	and	hegemony.	I	present	these	categories	in	the	most	cursory
way,	for	we	will	have	to	come	back	to	them	several	times	in	this	chapter.	A	more



(i)

(ii)

developed	version	of	the	theoretical	argument	can	be	found	in	‘Why	Do	Empty
Signifiers	Matter	to	Politics?’.2	Our	dual	task	is	as	follows:

Given	 that	 we	 are	 dealing	 with	 purely	 differential	 identities,	 we	 have,	 in
some	way,	to	determine	the	whole	within	which	those	identities,	as	different,
are	constituted	(the	problem	would	not,	obviously,	arise	if	we	were	dealing
with	positive,	only	externally	related,	identities).
Since	we	are	not	postulating	any	necessary	structural	centre,	endowed	with
an	 a	 priori	 ‘determination	 in	 the	 last	 instance’	 capacity,	 ‘centring’	 effects
that	 manage	 to	 constitute	 a	 precarious	 totalizing	 horizon	 have	 to	 proceed
from	the	interaction	of	the	differences	themselves.	How	is	this	possible?

In	 ‘Why	 Do	 Empty	 Signifiers	 Matter	 to	 Politics?’	 I	 present	 an	 argument
structured	 around	 the	 following	 steps.	 First,	 if	 we	 have	 a	 purely	 differential
ensemble,	 its	 totality	 has	 to	 be	 present	 in	 each	 individual	 act	 of	 signification.
Conceptually	 grasping	 that	 totality	 is	 the	 condition	 of	 signification	 as	 such.
Secondly,	 however,	 to	 grasp	 that	 totality	 conceptually,	 we	 have	 to	 grasp	 its
limits	 –	 that	 is	 to	 say,	 we	 have	 to	 differentiate	 it	 from	 something	 other	 than
itself.	 This	 other,	 however,	 can	 only	 be	 another	 difference,	 and	 since	 we	 are
dealing	 with	 a	 totality	 that	 embraces	 all	 differences,	 this	 other	 difference	 –
which	provides	 the	outside	 that	 allows	us	 to	 constitute	 the	 totality	–	would	be
internal,	 not	 external,	 to	 the	 latter	 –	 that	 is	 to	 say,	 it	 would	 be	 unfit	 for	 the
totalizing	job.	So,	thirdly,	the	only	possibility	of	having	a	true	outside	would	be
that	 the	 outside	 is	 not	 simply	 one	more,	 neutral	 element	 but	 an	 excluded	 one,
something	that	the	totality	expels	from	itself	in	order	to	constitute	itself	(to	give
a	political	example:	it	is	through	the	demonization	of	a	section	of	the	population
that	a	society	reaches	a	sense	of	its	own	cohesion).	This,	however,	creates	a	new
problem:	vis-à-vis	 the	excluded	element,	 all	other	differences	are	equivalent	 to
each	other	–	equivalent	in	their	common	rejection	of	the	excluded	identity.	(As
we	 should	 remember,	 this	 is	 one	 of	 the	 possibilities	 of	 group	 formation
anticipated	by	Freud:	that	the	feature	making	the	mutual	identification	between
members	of	the	group	possible	is	a	common	hatred	for	something	or	somebody.)
But	 equivalence	 is	 precisely	 what	 subverts	 difference,	 so	 that	 all	 identity	 is
constructed	 within	 this	 tension	 between	 the	 differential	 and	 the	 equivalential
logics.	 Fourthly,	 this	means	 that	 in	 the	 locus	 of	 the	 totality	we	 find	 only	 this
tension.	 What	 we	 have,	 ultimately,	 is	 a	 failed	 totality,	 the	 place	 of	 an
irretrievable	 fullness.	 This	 totality	 is	 an	 object	 which	 is	 both	 impossible	 and
necessary.	 Impossible,	because	 the	 tension	between	equivalence	and	difference



is	ultimately	insurmountable;	necessary,	because	without	some	kind	of	closure,
however	precarious	it	might	be,	there	would	be	no	signification	and	no	identity.
Fifthly:	we	 have	 shown,	 however,	 only	 that	 there	 are	 no	 conceptual	means	 of
fully	 determining	 that	 object.	 But	 representation	 is	 wider	 than	 conceptual
grasping.	The	need	remains	for	 this	 impossible	object	somehow	to	have	access
to	 the	 field	 of	 representation.	Representation	 has,	 however,	 as	 its	 only	means,
particular	differences.	The	argument	I	have	developed	is	that,	at	this	point,	there
is	 the	 possibility	 that	 one	 difference,	 without	 ceasing	 to	 be	 a	 particular
difference,	 assumes	 the	 representation	 of	 an	 incommensurable	 totality.	 In	 that
way,	 its	 body	 is	 split	 between	 the	 particularity	 which	 it	 still	 is	 and	 the	 more
universal	signification	of	which	it	is	the	bearer.	This	operation	of	taking	up,	by	a
particularity,	of	an	incommensurable	universal	signification	is	what	I	have	called
hegemony.	And,	given	that	this	embodied	totality	or	universality	is,	as	we	have
seen,	 an	 impossible	 object,	 the	 hegemonic	 identity	 becomes	 something	 of	 the
order	 of	 an	 empty	 signifier,	 its	 own	 particularity	 embodying	 an	 unachievable
fullness.	 With	 this	 it	 should	 be	 clear	 that	 the	 category	 of	 totality	 cannot	 be
eradicated	but	that,	as	a	failed	totality,	it	is	a	horizon	and	not	a	ground.	If	society
were	unified	by	a	determinate	ontic	content	–	determination	in	the	last	instance
by	 the	 economy,	 spirit	 of	 the	 people,	 systemic	 coherence,	 or	 whatever	 –	 the
totality	could	be	directly	represented	at	the	strictly	conceptual	level.	Since	this	is
not	the	case,	a	hegemonic	totalization	requires	a	radical	investment	–	that	is,	one
that	is	not	determinable	a	priori	–	and	engagement	in	signifying	games	that	are
very	 different	 from	 purely	 conceptual	 apprehension.	 As	 we	 shall	 see,	 the
affective	dimension	plays	a	central	role	here.

3.	 Rhetoric.	 There	 is	 a	 rhetorical	 displacement	 whenever	 a	 literal	 term	 is
substituted	by	a	figural	one.	Let	me	just	point	out	one	aspect	of	rhetoric	which	is
highly	 relevant	 to	 the	 discussion	 above.	 Cicero,	 reflecting	 on	 the	 origin	 of
rhetorical	 devices,3	 imagined	 a	 primitive	 stage	 of	 society	 in	which	 there	were
more	 things	 to	 be	 named	 than	 the	words	 available	 in	 language,	 so	 that	 it	was
necessary	to	use	words	in	more	than	one	sense,	deviating	them	from	their	literal,
primordial	 meaning.	 For	 him,	 of	 course,	 this	 shortage	 of	 words	 represented	 a
purely	empirical	 lack.	Let	us	 imagine,	however,	 that	 this	 lack	 is	not	empirical,
that	 it	 is	 linked	 to	 a	 constitutive	 blockage	 in	 language	which	 requires	 naming
something	 which	 is	 essentially	 unnameable	 as	 a	 condition	 of	 language
functioning.	 In	 that	 case	 the	original	 language	would	not	be	 literal	but	 figural,
for	without	giving	names	to	the	unnameable	there	would	be	no	language	at	all.
In	classical	rhetoric,	a	figural	 term	which	cannot	be	substituted	by	a	literal	one



was	called	a	catachresis	(for	instance,	when	we	talk	about	‘the	leg	of	a	chair’).
This	 argument	 can	 be	 generalized	 if	 we	 face	 the	 fact	 that	 any	 distortion	 of
meaning	has,	at	its	root,	the	need	to	express	something	that	the	literal	term	would
simply	not	transmit.	In	that	sense,	catachresis	is	more	than	a	particular	figure:	it
is	the	common	denominator	of	rhetoricity	as	such.	This	is	the	point	where	I	can
link	this	argument	with	my	earlier	remarks	on	hegemony	and	empty	signifiers:	if
the	 empty	 signifier	 arises	 from	 the	 need	 to	 name	 an	 object	 which	 is	 both
impossible	 and	 necessary,	 from	 that	 zero	 point	 of	 signification	 which	 is
nevertheless	 the	 precondition	 for	 any	 signifying	 process,	 the	 hegemonic
operation	 will	 be	 catachrestical	 through	 and	 through.	 As	 we	 shall	 see,	 the
political	construction	of	‘the	people’	is,	for	that	reason,	essentially	catachrestical.

Although	a	lot	more	will	need	to	be	said	later	about	rhetoric	in	order	to	reveal
the	discursive	devices	intervening	in	the	production	of	‘the	people’,	we	can	leave
the	 matter	 here	 for	 the	 moment.	 Just	 one	 more	 point	 needs,	 however,	 to	 be
brought	into	focus.	I	have	asserted	that,	 in	a	hegemonic	relation,	one	particular
difference	 assumes	 the	 representation	 of	 a	 totality	 that	 exceeds	 it.	 This	 gives
clear	 centrality	 to	 a	 particular	 figure	 within	 the	 arsenal	 of	 classical	 rhetoric:
synecdoche	(the	part	representing	the	whole).	It	also	suggests	that	synecdoche	is
not	 simply	 one	 more	 rhetorical	 device,	 simply	 to	 be	 taxonomically	 added	 to
other	 figures	 such	 as	metaphor	 and	metonymy,	 but	 has	 a	 different	 ontological
function.	 I	 cannot	 embark	 here	 on	 a	 discussion	 of	 this	 matter	 which,	 since	 it
pertains	 to	 the	 general	 foundations	 of	 rhetorical	 classification,	 far	 exceeds	 the
theme	of	this	book.	Let	me	just	say,	in	passing,	that	the	classifications	of	rhetoric
have	 been	 ancillary	 to	 the	 categories	 of	 classical	 ontology,	 and	 that	 the
questioning	 of	 the	 latter	 cannot	 fail	 to	 have	 important	 consequences	 for	 the
principles	of	the	former.

We	 now	 have	 most	 of	 the	 necessary	 preconditions	 for	 our	 discussion	 of
populism.

Demands	and	popular	identities

A	first	decision	has	 to	be	 taken.	What	 is	our	minimal	unit	of	analysis	going	 to
be?	Everything	turns	around	the	answer	to	this	question.	We	can	decide	to	take
as	 our	 minimal	 unit	 the	 group	 as	 such,	 in	 which	 case	 we	 are	 going	 to	 see
populism	as	 the	 ideology	or	 the	 type	of	mobilization	of	an	already	 constituted
group	 –	 that	 is,	 as	 the	 expression	 (the	 epiphenomenon)	 of	 a	 social	 reality
different	from	itself;	or	we	can	see	populism	as	one	way	of	constituting	the	very
unity	 of	 the	 group.	 If	 we	 opt	 for	 the	 first	 alternative,	 we	 are	 immediately
confronted	with	all	the	pitfalls	that	I	have	described	in	Chapter	1.	If	we	choose



the	 second	–	as	 I	 think	we	 should	–	we	have	 to	 accept	 its	 actual	 implications:
‘the	people’	 is	 not	 something	of	 the	nature	of	 an	 ideological	 expression,	 but	 a
real	relation	between	social	agents.	It	is,	in	other	terms,	one	way	of	constituting
the	unity	of	the	group.	Obviously,	it	is	not	the	only	way	of	doing	so.	There	are
other	 logics	 operating	within	 the	 social,	 and	making	 possible	 types	 of	 identity
different	 from	 the	 populist	 one.	 So,	 if	 we	 want	 to	 gauge	 the	 specificity	 of	 a
populist	 articulatory	 practice,	we	 have	 to	 isolate	 units	 smaller	 than	 the	 group,
and	to	determine	the	kind	of	unity	that	populism	brings	about.

The	 smallest	 unit	 from	which	 we	 will	 start	 corresponds	 to	 the	 category	 of
‘social	 demand’.	As	 I	 have	 pointed	 out	 elsewhere,4	 the	 notion	 of	 ‘demand’	 is
ambiguous	in	English:	it	can	mean	a	request,	but	it	can	also	mean	a	claim	(as	in
‘demanding	an	explanation’).	This	ambiguity	of	meaning,	however,	is	useful	for
our	 purposes,	 because	 it	 is	 in	 the	 transition	 from	 request	 to	 claim	 that	we	 are
going	to	find	one	of	the	first	defining	features	of	populism.

Let	me	give	an	example	of	how	isolated	demands	emerge,	and	how	they	start
their	process	of	articulation.	This	example,	although	it	is	imaginary,	corresponds
pretty	well	to	a	situation	widely	experienced	in	Third	World	countries.	Think	of
a	large	mass	of	agrarian	migrants	who	settle	in	the	shantytowns	on	the	outskirts
of	 a	 developing	 industrial	 city.	 Problems	 of	 housing	 arise,	 and	 the	 group	 of
people	affected	by	them	request	some	kind	of	solution	from	the	local	authorities.
Here	we	have	a	demand	which	initially	is	perhaps	only	a	request.	If	the	demand
is	 satisfied,	 that	 is	 the	 end	 of	 the	 matter;	 but	 if	 it	 is	 not,	 people	 can	 start	 to
perceive	 that	 their	 neighbours	 have	 other,	 equally	 unsatisfied	 demands	 –
problems	 with	 water,	 health,	 schooling,	 and	 so	 on.	 If	 the	 situation	 remains
unchanged	for	some	time,	 there	 is	an	accumulation	of	unfulfilled	demands	and
an	increasing	inability	of	the	institutional	system	to	absorb	them	in	a	differential
way	 (each	 in	 isolation	 from	 the	 others),	 and	 an	 equivalential	 relation	 is
established	between	them.	The	result	could	easily	be,	if	it	is	not	circumvented	by
external	 factors,	a	widening	chasm	separating	 the	 institutional	 system	from	the
people.

So	we	have	here	 the	 formation	of	 an	 internal	 frontier,	 a	 dichotomization	of
the	 local	political	spectrum	through	the	emergence	of	an	equivalential	chain	of
unsatisfied	 demands.	 The	 requests	 are	 turning	 into	 claims.	 We	 will	 call	 a
demand	 which,	 satisfied	 or	 not,	 remains	 isolated	 a	 democratic	 demand.5	 A
plurality	of	demands	which,	through	their	equivalential	articulation,	constitute	a
broader	social	subjectivity	we	will	call	popular	demands	–	 they	start,	at	a	very
incipient	level,	to	constitute	the	‘people’	as	a	potential	historical	actor.	Here	we
have,	 in	 embryo,	 a	 populist	 configuration.	 We	 already	 have	 two	 clear



preconditions	of	populism:	(1)	the	formation	of	an	internal	antagonistic	frontier
separating	 the	 ‘people’	 from	 power;	 and	 (2)	 an	 equivalential	 articulation	 of
demands	 making	 the	 emergence	 of	 the	 ‘people’	 possible.	 There	 is	 a	 third
precondition	 which	 does	 not	 really	 arise	 until	 the	 political	 mobilization	 has
reached	 a	 higher	 level:	 the	 unification	 of	 these	 various	 demands	 –	 whose
equivalence,	up	to	that	point,	had	not	gone	beyond	a	feeling	of	vague	solidarity	–
into	a	stable	system	of	signification.

If	we	remain	for	one	more	moment	at	the	local	level,	we	can	clearly	see	how
these	 equivalences	 –	 without	 which	 there	 cannot	 be	 populism	 –	 could	 be
consolidated	only	when	some	further	steps	are	taken,	both	through	the	expansion
of	the	equivalential	chains	and	through	their	symbolic	unification.	Let	us	take	as
an	example	the	pre-industrial	food	riots	described	by	George	Rudé.6	At	the	more
elementary	 level	 it	 is	 the	 ‘force	 of	 the	 example’	 –	 corresponding	 to	 the
‘contagion’	of	mass	theorists	–	which	can	establish	an	ephimerous	equivalence.
In	 the	Corn	Riots	 of	 1775	 in	 the	 Paris	 region,	 for	 instance,	 ‘far	 from	 being	 a
simultaneous	 eruption	 touched	 off	 at	 some	 central	 point	 in	 control,	 they	 [the
riots]	were	 a	 series	 of	minor	 explosions,	 breaking	 out	 not	 only	 in	 response	 to
local	 initiative	 but	 to	 the	 force	 of	 example….	At	Magny,	 for	 example,	 it	 was
reported	that	 the	people	had	been	“excited	by	the	revolt	at	Pontoise”	(17	miles
away);	at	Villemomble,	south	of	Gonesse,	it	was	argued	in	support	of	the	lower
prices	offered	by	buyers	“that	the	price	of	bread	had	been	fixed	at	2	sous	in	Paris
and	wheat	at	12	francs	at	Gonesse”;	and	other	such	cases	could	be	cited.’7	The
lack	of	success	of	these	early	riots,	compared	with	those	which	took	place	during
the	Revolution,	is	explained	by	the	fact	that,	on	the	one	hand,	their	equivalential
chains	had	not	extended	to	the	demands	of	other	social	sectors;	and	on	the	other,
that	no	national	anti-status-quo	discourses	were	available	in	which	the	peasantry
could	 inscribe	 their	 demands	 as	 one	 more	 equivalential	 link.	 Rudé	 is	 quite
explicit	on	this	point:

this	[their	failure]	was	due	to	the	isolation	of	these	early	rioters,	who	found	themselves	confronted	…
by	 the	 combined	 opposition	 of	 army,	 Church,	 government,	 urban	 bourgeoisie,	 and	 peasant
proprietors.…	Again	 –	 and	 this	 is	 of	 the	 greatest	 importance	 –	 the	 new	 ideas	 of	 ‘liberty’,	 popular
sovereignty,	and	the	Rights	of	Man,	which	were	later	to	align	the	lower	and	middle	classes	against	a
common	enemy,	had	not	yet	begun	 to	circulate	among	 the	urban	and	rural	poor.…	The	sole	 target
was	the	farmer	or	prosperous	peasant,	the	grain	merchant,	miller	or	baker.…	There	was	no	question
of	overthrowing	 the	government	or	established	order,	of	putting	 forward	new	solutions,	or	even	of
seeking	 redress	 of	 grievances	 by	 political	 action.	 This	 is	 the	 eighteenth-century	 food	 riot	 in	 its
undiluted	form.	Similar	movements	will	appear	under	the	Revolution,	but	they	will	never	have	quite
the	same	degree	of	spontaneity	and	political	innocence.8

Here	 we	 see	 a	 double	 pattern:	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 more	 extended	 the



equivalential	chain,	the	more	mixed	will	be	the	nature	of	the	links	entering	into
its	 composition:	 ‘The	 crowd	 may	 riot	 because	 it	 is	 hungry	 or	 fears	 to	 be	 so,
because	it	has	some	deep	social	grievance,	because	it	seeks	an	immediate	reform
or	the	millennium,	or	because	it	wants	to	destroy	an	enemy	or	acclaim	a	“hero”;
but	it	is	seldom	for	any	single	one	of	these	reasons	alone.’9	On	the	other	hand,	if
the	confrontation	is	going	to	be	more	than	purely	episodic,	the	forces	engaged	in
it	have	to	attribute	to	some	of	the	equivalential	components	a	role	of	anchorage
which	distinguishes	them	from	the	rest.	From	this	perspective,	Rudé	makes	the
distinction	between	the	ostensible	motives	of	a	riot	and	‘the	underlying	motives
and	 traditional	 myths	 and	 beliefs	 –	 what	 crowd	 psychologists	 and	 social
scientists	have	termed	“fundamental”	or	“generalized”	beliefs	–	that	played	a	not
inconsiderable	part	in	such	disturbances’.10	He	discusses	the	‘levelling’	instinct,
the	antipathy	to	capital	innovation,	the	identification	of	‘justice’	with	the	King	as
protector	 or	 ‘father’	 of	 his	 people,	 as	 well	 as	 a	 set	 of	 recurrent	 religious	 or
millenarian	 themes.	 All	 these	 themes	 show	 a	 clearly	 discernible	 pattern:	 they
have	a	different	role	from	the	actual	material	contents	of	the	demands	at	stake	–
otherwise	 they	 could	 not	 ground	 or	 give	 consistency	 to	 these	 demands.	About
the	‘levelling	instinct’,	for	instance,	Rudé	asserts:

There	is	the	traditional	‘levelling	instinct’	…	which	prompts	the	poor	to	seek	a	degree	of	elementary
social	justice	at	the	expense	of	the	rich,	les	grands,	and	those	in	authority	regardless	of	whether	they
are	 government	 officials,	 feudal	 lords,	 capitalists,	 or	 middle-class	 revolutionary	 leaders.	 It	 is	 the
common	ground	on	which,	beyond	the	slogans	of	contending	parties,	the	militant	sans-culotte	meets
the	‘Church	and	King’	rioter	or	the	peasant	in	search	of	his	millennium.…	[T]he	‘levelling’	instinct
of	the	crowd	might	as	readily	be	harnessed	to	an	anti-radical	as	to	a	radical	cause.11

The	other	examples	he	mentions	are	equally	telling:	during	the	Gordon	Riots,	the
crowds	 attacked	 rich	 Catholics	 rather	 than	 Catholics	 in	 general;	 during	 the
‘Church	 and	 King’	 disturbances,	 people	 in	 Naples	 attacked	 Jacobins	 not	 just
because	 they	were	allies	of	 the	atheistic	French,	but	mainly	because	 they	went
around	 in	 carriages;	 and	 during	 the	 Vendée,	 if	 peasants	 revolted	 against
revolutionary	 Paris,	 it	 was	 because	 they	 hated	 the	wealthy	 city	more	 than	 the
local	landlord.	The	conclusion	is	unmistakable:	if	this	‘levelling	instinct’	can	be
attached	to	the	most	diverse	social	contents,	it	cannot,	in	itself,	have	a	content	of
its	 own.	 This	means	 that	 those	 images,	 words,	 and	 so	 on	 through	which	 it	 is
recognized,	 which	 give	 successive	 concrete	 contents	 a	 sense	 of	 temporal
continuity,	function	exactly	as	what	I	have	called	empty	signifiers.

This	provides	us	with	a	good	starting	point	for	an	approach	to	populism.	All
the	 three	 structural	 dimensions	which	 are	 necessary	 to	 elaborate	 its	 developed
concept	 are	 contained,	 in	 nuce,	 in	 the	 local	mobilizations	 to	which	 I	 have	 just



referred:	the	unification	of	a	plurality	of	demands	in	an	equivalential	chain;	the
constitution	 of	 an	 internal	 frontier	 dividing	 society	 into	 two	 camps;	 the
consolidation	 of	 the	 equivalential	 chain	 through	 the	 construction	 of	 a	 popular
identity	which	is	something	qualitatively	more	than	the	simple	summation	of	the
equivalential	 links.	 The	 rest	 of	 this	 chapter	 will	 be	 devoted	 to	 the	 successive
discussion	of	each	of	these	three	aspects.	The	concept	of	populism	at	which	we
shall	arrive	at	the	end	of	that	exploration	will,	however,	be	a	provisional	one,	for
it	will	be	based	on	the	operation	of	 two	–	heuristically	necessary	–	simplifying
assumptions.	These	two	assumptions	will	be	successively	eliminated	in	Chapter
5.	Only	 then	 shall	we	be	 in	 a	position	 to	present	 a	 fully	developed	concept	of
populism.

The	adventures	of	equivalences

When	 we	move	 from	 our	 localized	 riots	 to	 populism,	 we	 necessarily	 have	 to
widen	 the	 dimensions	 of	 our	 analysis.	 Populism,	 in	 its	 classical	 forms,
presupposes	a	larger	community,	so	the	equivalential	logics	will	cut	across	new
and	 more	 heterogeneous	 social	 groups.	 This	 widening,	 however,	 will	 reveal
more	clearly	some	features	of	those	logics	that	the	more	restricted	mobilizations
tended	to	conceal.

Let	us	go	back	 to	 the	previously	established	distinction	between	democratic
and	 popular	 demands.	 We	 already	 know	 something	 about	 the	 latter:	 they
presuppose,	for	their	constitution,	the	equivalence	of	a	plurality	of	demands.	But
about	democratic	demands	we	have	said	very	 little:	 the	only	 thing	we	know	 is
that	 they	 remain	 in	 isolation.	 Isolation	 vis-à-vis	 what?	 Only	 vis-à-vis	 the
equivalential	 process.	 This	 is	 not,	 however,	 a	monadic	 isolation,	 for	we	 know
that	 if	 it	 does	not	 enter	 into	 an	equivalential	 relation	with	other	demands,	 it	 is
because	it	 is	a	 fulfilled	demand	(in	Chapter	5	I	shall	discuss	a	different	 type	of
isolation,	linked	to	the	status	of	floating	signifiers).	Now,	a	demand	which	is	met
does	not	remain	isolated;	it	is	inscribed	in	an	institutional/differential	totality.	So
we	have	 two	ways	of	 constructing	 the	 social:	 either	 through	 the	 assertion	of	 a
particularity	–	in	our	case,	a	particularity	of	demands	–	whose	only	links	to	other
particularities	 are	 of	 a	 differential	 nature	 (as	we	 have	 seen:	 no	 positive	 terms,
only	differences);	or	 through	a	partial	 surrender	of	particularity,	 stressing	what
all	 particularities	 have,	 equivalentially,	 in	 common.	 The	 second	 mode	 of
construction	of	the	social	involves,	as	we	know,	the	drawing	of	an	antagonistic
frontier;	the	first	does	not.	I	have	called	the	first	mode	of	constructing	the	social
logic	of	difference,	and	 the	second,	 logic	of	equivalence.	Apparently,	we	could
draw	the	conclusion	that	one	precondition	for	the	emergence	of	populism	is	the



expansion	of	the	equivalential	logic	at	the	expense	of	the	differential	one.	This	is
true	in	many	respects,	but	to	leave	the	matter	there	would	be	to	win	the	argument
too	cheaply,	for	it	would	presuppose	that	equivalence	and	difference	are	simply
in	a	zero-sum	relation	of	exclusion	of	each	other.	Things	are	far	more	complex.

At	this	point	we	can	go	back	to	our	discussion	of	discursive	totalization.	We
saw	 that	 there	 is	 no	 totalization	without	 exclusion,	 and	 that	 such	 an	 exclusion
presupposes	 the	 split	 of	 all	 identity	 between	 its	 differential	 nature,	 which
links/separates	 it	 from	 other	 identities,	 and	 its	 equivalential	 bond	 with	 all	 the
others	vis-à-vis	the	excluded	element.	The	partial	totalization	that	the	hegemonic
link	manages	 to	create	does	not	eliminate	 that	split	but,	on	the	contrary,	has	 to
operate	out	of	the	structural	possibilities	deriving	from	it.	So	both	difference	and
equivalence	have	to	reflect	themselves	into	each	other.	How	can	this	be?	Let	me
give	 two	 opposing	 examples,	 in	 order	 to	 draw	 from	 them	 later	 a	 theoretical
conclusion.

A	society	which	postulates	the	welfare	state	as	its	ultimate	horizon	is	one	in
which	 only	 the	 differential	 logic	 would	 be	 accepted	 as	 a	 legitimate	 way	 of
constructing	 the	 social.	 In	 this	 society,	 conceived	 as	 a	 continuously	 expanding
system,	any	social	need	should	be	met	differentially;	and	there	would	be	no	basis
for	creating	an	 internal	 frontier.	Since	 it	would	be	unable	 to	differentiate	 itself
from	 anything	 else,	 that	 society	 could	 not	 totalize	 itself,	 could	 not	 create	 a
‘people’.	 What	 actually	 happens	 is	 that	 the	 obstacles	 identified	 during	 the
establishment	 of	 that	 society	 –	 private	 entrepreneurial	 greed,	 entrenched
interests,	 and	 so	 on	 –	 force	 their	 very	 proponents	 to	 identify	 enemies	 and	 to
reintroduce	 a	 discourse	 of	 social	 division	 grounded	 in	 equivalential	 logics.	 In
that	way,	collective	subjects	constituted	around	the	defence	of	the	welfare	state
can	emerge.	The	same	can	be	said	about	neo-liberalism:	it	also	presents	itself	as
a	panacea	for	a	fissureless	society	–	with	the	difference	that	in	this	case,	the	trick
is	 performed	 by	 the	market,	 not	 by	 the	 state.	 The	 result	 is	 the	 same:	 at	 some
point	Margaret	Thatcher	 found	 ‘obstacles’,	 started	 denouncing	 the	 parasites	 of
social	 security	 and	 others,	 and	 ended	 up	 with	 one	 of	 the	 most	 aggressive
discourses	of	social	division	in	contemporary	British	history.

From	 the	 viewpoint	 of	 the	 equivalential	 logics,	 however,	 the	 situation	 is
similar.	 Equivalences	 can	weaken,	 but	 they	 cannot	 domesticate	 differences.	 In
the	 first	 place,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 equivalence	 does	 not	 attempt	 to	 eliminate
differences.	 In	 our	 initial	 example,	 it	was	 because	 a	 series	 of	 particular	 social
demands	were	frustrated	that	the	equivalence	was	established	in	the	first	place	–
if	 the	 particularity	 of	 the	 demands	 disappears,	 there	 is	 no	 ground	 for	 the
equivalence	either.	So	difference	continues	 to	operate	within	equivalence,	both
as	its	ground	and	in	a	relation	of	tension	with	it.	Let	me	give	an	example.	In	the



course	of	 the	French	Revolution,	 and	especially	during	 the	 Jacobin	period,	 the
‘people’,	 as	we	know,	 is	 an	 equivalential	 construction,	 and	 the	whole	political
dynamic	of	the	period	is	unintelligible	if	we	do	not	see	it	in	terms	of	the	tension
between	 the	 universality	 of	 the	 equivalential	 chain	 and	 the	 particularity	 of	 the
demands	of	each	of	its	links.	Let	us	consider	the	case	of	the	workers’	demands	in
such	 a	 chain.12	The	whole	 revolutionary	period	 is	 punctuated	by	 the	 tension	–
one	 among	 others	 –	 of	 workers’	 demands	 and	 the	 equivalential	 discourse	 of
radical	 popular	 democracy.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 demands	 of	 workers,	 who
belonged	to	the	revolutionary	camp,	were	contradictorily	reflected	in	the	official
revolutionary	discourse:	the	latter	could	not	simply	ignore	them,	and	this	led	to	a
zigzag	 movement	 of	 partial	 recognition	 and	 partial	 repression.	 On	 the	 other
hand,	 some	 hesitations	 are	 also	 detectable	 in	 the	 workers’	 actions.	While	 the
sansculottes	 –	 through	 Hébert	 and	 his	 associates	 –	 controlled	 the	 Paris
Commune,	 there	was	political	 recognition,	 to	a	 large	extent,	of	workers’	social
demands;	but	after	their	fall	in	April	1794,	and	the	subsequent	closing	down	of
the	 sans-culottes’	 ‘popular	 societies’,	 a	 disbanding	 of	 the	 incipient	 workers’
organizations	took	place.	Later	in	the	year,	 the	workers’	protest	movements	re-
emerge	as	a	result	of	the	publication	of	the	General	Maximum	law	establishing
the	 new	 wage	 rates	 in	 Paris;	 they	 were	 an	 important	 element	 in	 the	 fall	 of
Robespierre	 and	 later	 of	 the	 Commune,	 whose	 councillors	 were	 taken	 to	 the
place	of	execution	surrounded	by	a	hostile	mass	of	workers	who	shouted	at	them
as	 they	passed:	 ‘Foutu	maximum!’	But	 later,	 the	new	rulers	 let	 the	 laws	of	 the
market	operate;	 this	 led	to	rapid	inflation	and	the	deterioration	of	wage	values.
This	time,	in	the	midst	of	an	unemployment	crisis,	social	protest	took	the	form	of
more	traditional	food	riots.	What	this	complex	history	shows	is	that	the	tension
equivalence/difference	 was	 not	 really	 broken	 at	 any	 time	 during	 the
revolutionary	period.	Those	who	were	in	control	of	the	state	did	not	surrender	to
the	workers’	 demands,	 but	 could	 not	 ignore	 them	 either;	 and	 the	workers,	 for
their	part,	could	not	afford	at	any	point	 to	push	 their	autonomy	 to	 the	point	of
abandoning	 the	 revolutionary	 camp.	There	was	 no	 question	 at	 any	moment	 of
initiating	a	new	chapter	of	an	 independent	class	struggle,	as	Daniel	Guérin	has
argued	in	a	now	discredited	book.13

Where,	however,	 does	 all	 this	 leave	us?	 I	have	 shown	 that	 equivalence	 and
difference	 are	 ultimately	 incompatible	 with	 each	 other;	 none	 the	 less,	 they
require	each	other	as	necessary	conditions	for	the	construction	of	the	social.	The
social	 is	 nothing	 but	 the	 locus	 of	 this	 irreducible	 tension.	What,	 in	 that	 case,
about	populism?	If	no	ultimate	separation	between	the	two	logics	is	possible,	in
what	sense	would	the	privileging	of	the	equivalential	moment	be	specific	to	it?



And,	especially,	what	would	‘privileging’	mean	in	this	context?	Let	us	consider
the	 matter	 carefully.	What	 I	 said	 above	 about	 totalization,	 hegemony	 and	 the
empty	signifier	gives	us	the	clue	required	to	solve	this	riddle.	On	the	one	hand,
all	 social	 (that	 is,	 discursive)	 identity	 is	 constituted	 at	 the	 meeting	 point	 of
difference	 and	 equivalence	 –	 just	 as	 linguistic	 identities	 are	 the	 seat	 of	 both
syntagmatic	relations	of	combination	and	paradigmatic	relations	of	substitution.
On	the	other	hand,	however,	there	is	an	essential	unevenness	in	the	social,	for,	as
we	have	seen,	 totalization	 requires	 that	one	differential	element	should	assume
the	 representation	 of	 an	 impossible	 whole.	 (The	 Solidarność	 symbols,	 for
instance,	did	not	remain	the	particular	demands	of	a	group	of	workers	in	Gdansk,
but	came	to	signify	a	much	wider	popular	camp	against	an	oppressive	regime.)
Thus	 a	 certain	 identity	 is	 picked	 up	 from	 the	 whole	 field	 of	 differences,	 and
made	to	embody	this	totalizing	function.	This	–	to	answer	the	previous	question
–	 is	 exactly	 what	 privileging	 means.	 Resurrecting	 an	 old	 phenomenological
category,	we	 could	 say	 that	 this	 function	 consists	 in	 posing	 the	horizon	 of	 the
social,	the	limit	of	what	is	representable	within	it	(we	have	already	discussed	the
relation	between	limit	and	totality).

The	difference	between	a	populist	and	an	institutionalist	 totalization	is	 to	be
found	at	 the	 level	of	 these	privileged,	hegemonic	 signifiers	which	structure,	 as
nodal	points,	the	ensemble	of	a	discursive	formation.	Difference	and	equivalence
are	present	in	both	cases,	but	an	institutionalist	discourse	is	one	that	attempts	to
make	 the	 limits	 of	 the	 discursive	 formation	 coincide	 with	 the	 limits	 of	 the
community.	 So	 the	 universal	 principle	 of	 ‘differentiality’	 would	 become	 the
dominant	 equivalence	within	 that	 homogeneous	 communitarian	 space.	 (Think,
for	instance,	of	Disraeli’s	‘one	nation’.)	The	opposite	takes	place	in	the	case	of
populism:	a	frontier	of	exclusion	divides	society	into	two	camps.	The	‘people’,
in	that	case,	is	something	less	than	the	totality	of	the	members	of	the	community:
it	is	a	partial	component	which	nevertheless	aspires	to	be	conceived	as	the	only
legitimate	 totality.	 Traditional	 terminology	 –	 which	 has	 been	 translated	 into
common	language	–	makes	this	difference	clear:	the	people	can	be	conceived	as
populus,	 the	 body	 of	 all	 citizens;	 or	 as	 plebs,	 the	 underprivileged.	 Even	 this
distinction,	 however,	 does	 not	 exactly	 capture	 what	 I	 am	 driving	 at.	 For	 the
distinction	could	easily	be	seen	as	a	juridically	recognized	one,	in	which	case	it
would	simply	be	a	differentiation	within	a	homogeneous	space	giving	universal
legitimacy	to	all	its	component	parts	–	that	is	to	say,	the	relation	between	its	two
terms	 would	 not	 be	 an	 antagonistic	 one.	 In	 order	 to	 have	 the	 ‘people’	 of
populism,	we	need	something	more:	we	need	a	plebs	who	claims	to	be	the	only
legitimate	populus	–	that	is,	a	partiality	which	wants	to	function	as	the	totality	of
the	community.	(‘All	power	to	the	Soviets’	–	or	its	equivalent	in	other	discourses



–	would	be	a	strictly	populist	claim.)	In	the	case	of	an	institutionalist	discourse,
we	have	seen	that	differentiality	claims	to	be	the	only	legitimate	equivalent:	all
differences	 are	 considered	 equally	 valid	within	 a	wider	 totality.	 In	 the	 case	 of
populism,	this	symmetry	is	broken:	there	is	a	part	which	identifies	itself	with	the
whole.

So,	 as	 we	 already	 know	 –	 a	 radical	 exclusion	 will	 take	 place	 within	 the
communitarian	space.	In	the	first	case	the	principle	of	differentiality	can	remain
as	the	only	dominant	equivalence;	in	the	second	that	is	not	enough:	the	rejection
of	a	power	that	is	very	active	within	the	community	requires	the	identification	of
all	 links	 in	 the	 popular	 chain	 with	 an	 identity	 principle	 which	 crystallizes	 all
differential	 claims	 around	 a	 common	denominator	 –	 and	 the	 latter	 requires,	 of
course,	a	positive	symbolic	expression.	This	is	the	transition	from	what	we	have
called	democratic	demands	to	popular	demands.	The	first	can	be	accommodated
within	 an	 expanding	 hegemonic	 formation;	 the	 second	 presents	 a	 challenge	 to
the	hegemonic	formation	as	such.	In	Mexico,	during	the	period	of	hegemony	of
the	 Partido	 Revolucionario	 Institucional	 (PRI),	 political	 jargon	 used	 to
distinguish	between	 the	punctual	demands	which	 the	 system	could	absorb	 in	a
transformistic	way	(to	use	the	Gramscian	term)	and	what	was	called	el	paquete
(the	parcel)	–	a	large	set	of	simultaneous	demands	presented	as	a	unified	whole.
It	was	only	with	the	latter	that	the	regime	was	not	prepared	to	negotiate	–	they
were	usually	met	with	ruthless	repression.

At	this	point,	we	can	return	for	a	moment	to	our	discussion	of	Freud.	Freud’s
notion	of	a	group	which,	through	organization,	has	assumed	all	functions	of	the
individual	 and	 eliminated	 the	 need	 for	 a	 leader	 corresponds,	 almost	 point	 by
point,	 to	 a	 society	 entirely	 governed	 by	 what	 I	 have	 called	 the	 logic	 of
difference.	We	know	that	such	a	society	is	an	impossibility	and,	as	I	said	above,
I	think	there	are	good	grounds	to	think	that	Freud	also	saw	it	as	a	limit	concept,
not	 as	 an	 actually	 viable	 alternative.	 But	 its	 antipode,	 a	 durable	 group	 whose
only	libidinal	tie	is	love	for	the	leader,	is	equally	impossible.	The	dimension	of
differential	particularity	–	which,	as	we	have	seen,	continues	to	operate	under	the
equivalential	 relation	 –	 would	 have	 vanished,	 and	 equivalence	 would	 have
collapsed	into	simple	identity.	And	in	that	case	there	would	be	no	group	at	all.	I
think	Freud	moves	 too	quickly	 from	pointing	 to	 love	of	 the	 leader	as	a	central
condition	for	consolidating	the	social	bond	to	asserting	that	it	is	the	origin	of	that
bond.	The	only	examples	Freud	can	provide	of	groups	based	just	on	love	for	the
leader	 involve	 rather	 fleeting	 situations,	 such	 as	 the	 contagion	 of	 a	 fit	 of
hysterics	 in	a	group	of	girls	because	one	of	 them	has	 received	a	disappointing
letter	from	a	lover;	or,	in	a	second	example,	another	group	of	girls	in	love	with	a
singer	or	a	pianist	–	identification	in	these	cases	being	just	a	way	of	surmounting



envy	 or	 jealousy.	 But	 whenever	 we	 move	 to	 any	 of	 the	 other	 groups	 he
discusses,	this	explanation	is	patently	insufficient.	Soldiers	do	not	join	the	Army
because	of	 their	 love	for	 the	commander	 in	chief,	however	 important	 that	 love
later	 becomes	 in	 consolidating	 the	 unity	 of	 the	 group.	 However,	 if	 we
complement	 this	analysis	with	Freud’s	own	references	to	a	differentiated	grade
in	 the	 ego,	 which	 I	 have	 discussed	 above,	 we	 come	 up	 with	 a	 very	 different
picture	 –	 one	 that	 actually	 corresponds,	 in	 all	 substantive	 respects,	 with	 our
analysis	of	the	necessary	articulation	between	equivalence	and	difference.

We	have	 advanced	one	 step	–	 and	only	one	–	 in	 approaching	 the	notion	of
populism.	We	know,	 so	 far,	 that	 populism	 requires	 the	 dichotomic	 division	 of
society	into	 two	camps	–	one	presenting	itself	as	a	part	which	claims	to	be	the
whole;	that	this	dichotomy	involves	the	antagonistic	division	of	the	social	field;
and	 that	 the	 popular	 camp	 presupposes,	 as	 a	 condition	 of	 its	 constitution,	 the
construction	of	 a	global	 identity	out	of	 the	 equivalence	of	 a	plurality	of	 social
demands.	 The	 exact	 meaning	 of	 these	 findings	 remains,	 however,	 necessarily
undetermined	 until	 we	 establish	 more	 precisely	 what	 is	 involved	 in	 the
discursive	 construction	 both	 of	 an	 antagonistic	 frontier	 and	 of	 that	 particular
articulation	of	equivalence	and	difference	that	we	call	‘popular	identity’.	This	is
what	I	will	turn	to	next.

Antagonism,	difference	and	representation

What	does	our	notion	of	the	antagonistic	frontier	require	in	order	that	it	should
fulfil	 the	 role	 that	 we	 have	 assigned	 to	 it	 –	 namely,	 to	 think	 society	 as	 two
irreducible	 camps	 structured	 around	 two	 incompatible	 equivalential	 chains?
Clearly,	we	cannot	move	from	one	camp	to	the	other	in	terms	of	any	differential
continuity.14	 If,	 through	 the	 internal	 logic	 of	 a	 certain	 camp,	we	were	 able	 to
move	 to	 the	 other,	 we	 would	 be	 dealing	 with	 a	 differential	 relation,	 and	 the
chasm	 separating	 the	 two	 camps	would	 not	 be	 truly	 radical.	 Radicality	 of	 the
chasm	 involves	 its	 conceptual	 irrepresentability.	 It	 is	 like	 the	Lacanian	 dictum
that	 ‘there	 is	 no	 sexual	 relationship’:	 the	 statement	 does	 not	mean,	 obviously,
that	people	do	not	have	sexual	relations;	what	it	does	mean	is	that	the	two	sides
of	such	a	relationship	cannot	be	subsumed	under	a	single	formula	of	sexuation.15
The	 same	 happens	 with	 antagonism:	 the	 strict	 moment	 of	 the	 chasm	 –	 the
antagonistic	 moment	 as	 such	 –	 eludes	 conceptual	 apprehension.	 A	 simple
example	 will	 demonstrate	 this.	 Let	 us	 suppose	 a	 historical	 explanation
proceeding	 according	 to	 the	 following	 sequence:	 (1)	 in	 the	 world	 market,	 a
growth	in	the	demand	for	wheat	pushes	wheat	prices	up;	(2)	so	wheat	producers
in	country	X	have	an	incentive	to	increase	production;	(3)	as	a	result,	they	start



occupying	new	land,	and	to	this	end	they	have	to	dispossess	traditional	peasant
communities;	 (4)	 so	 the	 peasants	 have	 no	 alternative	 but	 to	 resist	 this
dispossession,	and	so	on.	There	is	a	clear	hiatus	in	this	exposition:	the	first	three
points	follow	naturally	one	from	the	other	as	part	of	an	objective	sequence;	the
fourth,	 however,	 is	 of	 a	 completely	 different	 nature:	 it	 is	 an	 appeal	 to	 our
common	sense,	or	to	our	knowledge	of	‘human	nature’,	to	add	to	the	sequence	a
link	that	the	objective	explanation	is	unable	to	provide.	We	have	a	discourse	that
actually	incorporates	this	link,	but	that	incorporation	does	not	take	place	through
conceptual	apprehension.

It	 is	not	difficult	 to	detect	the	meaning	of	this	conceptual	hiatus.	If	we	were
able	to	reconstitute	the	whole	series	of	events	through	purely	conceptual	means,
the	antagonistic	chasm	could	not	be	constitutive.	The	conflictual	moment	would
be	the	epiphenomenal	expression	of	an	underlying	and	fully	rational	process	–	as
in	 the	 Hegelian	 cunning	 of	 reason.	 Between	 the	 way	 people	 ‘live’	 their
antagonistic	 relations	 and	 the	 ‘true	 meaning’	 of	 the	 latter	 there	 would	 be	 an
unbridgeable	gap.	This	is	why	‘contradiction’,	in	its	dialectical	sense,	is	entirely
unable	to	capture	what	is	at	stake	in	a	social	antagonism.	B	can	be	–	dialectically
–	 the	 negation	 of	 A,	 but	 I	 can	 move	 to	 B	 only	 through	 the	 development	 of
something	 which	 was	 already	 contained,	 from	 its	 very	 inception,	 in	 A.	 And
when	 A	 and	 B	 are	 aufgehoben	 in	 C,	 we	 can	 see	 even	 more	 clearly	 that	 the
contradiction	 is	 part	 of	 a	 dialectical	 sequence	 which	 is,	 conceptually,	 entirely
masterable.	 If,	 however,	 antagonism	 is	 strictly	 constitutive,	 the	 antagonistic
force	 shows	 an	 exteriority	 which	 certainly	 can	 be	 overcome,	 but	 cannot	 be
dialectically	retrieved.

One	could	perhaps	argue	that	this	is	the	case	only	because	we	have	identified
objectivity	 with	 what	 is	 conceptually	 masterable	 in	 a	 consistent	 whole,	 while
other	 notions	 of	 a	 seamless	 objective	 terrain	 –	 for	 example,	 semiological
distinctions	 –	 are	 not	 exposed	 to	 the	 same	 kind	 of	 criticism.	 Saussure’s
differences,	 for	 instance,	do	not	presuppose	 logical	 connections	between	 them.
This	is	true,	but	it	is	irrelevant	to	the	question	we	are	raising.	We	are	putting	into
question	 not	 the	 universality	 of	 the	 logical	 terrain,	 but	 of	 objectivity	 as	 such.
Saussurean	 differences	 still	 presuppose	 a	 continuous	 space	 within	 which	 they
are,	 as	 such,	 constituted.	 A	 notion	 of	 constitutive	 antagonism,	 of	 a	 radical
frontier,	 requires,	 on	 the	 contrary,	 a	broken	 space.	We	have	 to	 see	 the	various
dimensions	of	 this	break,	and	 their	consequences	for	 the	emergence	of	popular
identities.

Here	 I	 shall	discuss	only	 those	dimensions	 that	 are	 inherent	 to	 the	break	as
such,	reserving	for	the	next	section	the	question	of	the	discursive	construction	of
the	‘people’.	Let	us	go	back	to	our	original	scene:	 the	frustration	of	a	series	of



social	demands	makes	possible	the	movement	from	isolated	democratic	demands
to	equivalential	popular	ones.	One	first	dimension	of	the	break	is	that,	at	its	root,
there	 is	 the	 experience	of	 a	 lack,	 a	 gap	which	has	 emerged	 in	 the	 harmonious
continuity	of	the	social.	There	is	a	fullness	of	the	community	which	is	missing.
This	 is	 decisive:	 the	 construction	 of	 the	 ‘people’	will	 be	 the	 attempt	 to	 give	 a
name	to	that	absent	fullness.	Without	this	initial	breakdown	of	something	in	the
social	order	–	however	minimal	 that	 something	could	 initially	be	–	 there	 is	no
possibility	 of	 antagonism,	 frontier,	 or,	 ultimately,	 ‘people’.	 This	 initial
experience	is	not	only,	however,	an	experience	of	lack.	Lack,	as	we	have	seen,	is
linked	to	a	demand	which	is	not	met.16	But	this	involves	bringing	into	the	picture
the	 power	 which	 has	 not	 met	 the	 demand.	 A	 demand	 is	 always	 addressed	 to
somebody.	 So	 from	 the	 very	 beginning	 we	 are	 confronted	 with	 a	 dichotomic
division	 between	 unfulfilled	 social	 demands,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 an
unresponsive	power,	on	the	other.	Here	we	begin	to	see	why	the	plebs	sees	itself
as	 the	 populus,	 the	 part	 as	 the	 whole:	 since	 the	 fullness	 of	 the	 community	 is
merely	 the	 imaginary	 reverse	of	a	 situation	 lived	as	deficient	being,	 those	who
are	responsible	for	this	cannot	be	a	legitimate	part	of	the	community;	the	chasm
between	them	is	irretrievable.

This	leads	us	to	our	second	dimension.	As	we	have	seen,	the	movement	from
democratic	 to	 popular	 demands	 presupposes	 a	 plurality	 of	 subject	 positions:
demands,	isolated	at	the	beginning,	emerge	at	different	points	of	the	social	fabric
and	 the	 transition	 to	 a	 popular	 subjectivity	 consists	 in	 establishing	 an
equivalential	bond	between	them.	These	popular	struggles,	however,	confront	us
with	 a	 new	 problem,	 which	 we	 were	 not	 facing	 when	 we	 were	 dealing	 with
precise	 democratic	 demands.	 The	 meaning	 of	 such	 demands	 is	 determined
largely	by	their	differential	positions	within	the	symbolic	framework	of	society,
and	it	is	only	their	frustration	that	presents	them	in	a	new	light.	But	if	there	is	a
very	 extensive	 series	 of	 social	 demands	 which	 are	 not	 met,	 it	 is	 that	 very
symbolic	 framework	 which	 starts	 to	 disintegrate.	 In	 that	 case,	 however,	 the
popular	 demands	 are	 less	 and	 less	 sustained	 by	 a	 pre-existing	 differential
framework:	 they	 have,	 to	 a	 large	 extent,	 to	 construct	 a	 new	 one.	 And	 for	 the
same	reason,	the	identity	of	the	enemy	also	depends	increasingly	on	a	process	of
political	construction.	I	can	be	relatively	certain	about	who	the	enemy	is	when,
in	limited	struggles,	I	am	fighting	against	the	local	council,	those	responsible	for
the	health	system,	or	 the	university	authorities.	But	a	popular	struggle	involves
the	 equivalence	between	 all	 those	partial	 struggles,	 and	 in	 that	 case	 the	global
enemy	to	be	identified	becomes	much	less	obvious.	The	consequence	is	that	the
internal	 political	 frontier	 will	 become	 much	 less	 determinate,	 and	 the
equivalences	 intervening	 in	 that	 determination	 can	 operate	 in	 many	 different



directions.
The	true	dimensions	of	this	indeterminacy	can	best	be	apprehended	if	we	take

into	account	the	following	consideration.	As	we	have	seen,	no	particular	content
has	 inscribed,	 in	 its	 ontic	 specificity,	 its	 actual	 meaning	 within	 a	 discursive
formation	–	everything	depends	on	 the	 system	of	differential	 and	equivalential
articulations	within	which	 it	 is	 located.	A	signifier	 like	‘workers’,	 for	 instance,
can,	 in	 certain	 discursive	 configurations,	 exhaust	 itself	 in	 a	 particularistic,
sectional	meaning;	while	in	other	discourses	–	the	Peronist	would	be	an	example
–	it	can	become	the	name	par	excellence	of	the	‘people’.	What	has	to	be	stressed
is	that	this	mobility	also	involves	another	possibility	which	is	crucially	important
to	an	understanding	of	the	way	populist	variations	operate.	We	know,	from	our
previous	 analysis,	 that	 populism	 involves	 the	 division	 of	 the	 social	 scene	 into
two	camps.	This	division	presupposes	(as	we	shall	see	in	more	detail	below)	the
presence	 of	 some	 privileged	 signifiers	 which	 condense	 in	 themselves	 the
signification	 of	 a	 whole	 antagonistic	 camp	 (the	 ‘regime’,	 the	 ‘oligarchy’,	 the
‘dominant	 groups’,	 and	 so	 on,	 for	 the	 enemy;	 the	 ‘people’,	 the	 ‘nation’,	 the
‘silent	majority’,	and	so	on,	for	the	oppressed	underdog	–	these	signifiers	acquire
this	 articulating	 role	 according,	 obviously,	 to	 a	 contextual	 history).	 In	 this
process	of	condensation,	however,	we	have	to	differentiate	between	two	aspects:
the	 ontological	 role	 of	 discursively	 constructing	 social	 division	 and	 the	 ontic
content	which,	 in	certain	circumstances,	plays	 that	 role.	The	 important	point	 is
that,	at	some	stage,	the	ontic	content	can	exhaust	its	ability	to	play	the	role,	while
the	need	for	this	nevertheless	remains;	and	that	–	given	the	indeterminacy	of	the
relation	 between	 ontic	 content	 and	 ontological	 function	 –	 this	 function	 can	 be
performed	 by	 signifiers	 of	 an	 entirely	 opposite	 political	 sign.	 That	 is	 why,
between	 left-wing	and	 right-wing	populism,	 there	 is	 a	nebulous	no-man’s-land
which	can	be	crossed	–	and	has	been	crossed	–	in	many	directions.

Let	me	give	one	example.	There	had	traditionally	been,	in	France,	a	left-wing
vote	of	protest,	channelled	mainly	through	the	Communist	Party,	which	fulfilled
what	 Georges	 Lavau	 has	 called	 a	 ‘tribunicial	 function’,17	 being	 the	 voice	 of
those	who	were	excluded	from	the	system.	So	it	clearly	was	an	attempt	to	create
a	‘peuple	de	gauche’,	grounded	in	 the	construction	of	a	political	 frontier.	With
the	 collapse	 of	 Communism	 and	 the	 formation	 of	 a	 Centre	 establishment	 in
which	 the	 Socialist	 Party	 and	 its	 associates	 were	 not	 very	 different	 from	 the
Gaullists,	the	division	between	Left	and	Right	became	increasingly	blurred.	The
need,	 however,	 for	 a	 radical	 vote	 of	 protest	 remained	 and,	 as	 the	 left-wing
signifiers	had	abandoned	the	camp	of	social	division,	this	camp	was	occupied	by
signifiers	 of	 the	 Right.	 The	 ontological	 need	 to	 express	 social	 division	 was
stronger	 than	 its	 ontic	 attachment	 to	 a	 left-wing	 discourse	which,	 anyway,	 did



not	 attempt	 to	 build	 it	 up	 any	 longer.	 This	 was	 translated	 into	 a	 considerable
movement	 of	 former	 Communist	 voters	 to	 the	 National	 Front.	 As	 Mény	 and
Surel	have	put	 it:	 ‘In	 the	case	of	 the	French	National	Front	 [FN],	many	works
have	tried	to	show	that	the	transfers	of	votes	in	favour	of	the	extreme	right-wing
party	 followed	 deeply	 atypical	 logics.	 Thus	 the	 notions	 of	 “left-lepenism”
[gaucho-lepénisme]	and	“workers-lepenism”	[ouvriero-lepénisme]	proceed	both
from	finding	 that	a	sizeable	proportion	of	 the	FN	votes	come	from	voters	who
previously	 “belonged”	 to	 the	 electorate	 of	 the	 classical	 Left,	 especially	 the
Communist	Party.’18	I	think	that	today’s	resurgence	of	a	right-wing	populism	in
Western	Europe	can	largely	be	explained	along	similar	lines.19	Given	that	I	am
talking	 about	 populism,	 I	 have	 presented	 this	 asymmetry	 between	 ontological
function	and	its	ontic	fulfilment	in	relation	to	discourses	of	radical	change,	but	it
can	 also	 be	 found	 in	 other	 discursive	 configurations.	 As	 I	 have	 argued
elsewhere,20	when	people	are	confronted	with	radical	anomie,	the	need	for	some
kind	of	order	becomes	more	important	 than	the	actual	ontic	order	that	brings	it
about.	 The	 Hobbesian	 universe	 is	 the	 extreme	 version	 of	 this	 gap:	 because
society	is	faced	with	a	situation	of	total	disorder	(the	state	of	nature),	whatever
the	Leviathan	does	is	legitimate	–	irrespective	of	its	content	–	as	long	as	order	is
the	result.

There	is	a	final	important	dimension	in	the	construction	of	political	frontiers
which	requires	our	attention.	It	concerns	 the	 tension	we	have	detected	between
difference	 and	 equivalence	within	 a	 complex	 of	 demands	which	 have	 become
‘popular’	 through	 their	articulation.	For	any	democratic	demand,	 its	 inscription
within	 an	 equivalential	 chain	 is	 a	 mixed	 blessing.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 that
inscription	 undoubtedly	 gives	 the	 demand	 a	 corporeality	 which	 it	 would	 not
otherwise	have.	It	ceases	to	be	a	fleeting,	transient	occurrence,	and	becomes	part
of	what	Gramsci	 called	 a	 ‘war	of	position’:	 a	discursive/institutional	 ensemble
which	 ensures	 its	 long-term	 survival.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 ‘people’	 (the
equivalential	 chain)	 has	 strategic	 laws	 of	 movement	 of	 its	 own,	 and	 nothing
guarantees	 that	 these	 laws	 would	 not	 lead	 to	 sacrify,	 or	 at	 least	 substantially
compromise,	 the	 requests	 involved	 in	 some	 of	 the	 individual	 democratic
demands.	This	 possibility	 is	 even	more	 real	 because	 each	 of	 these	 demands	 is
linked	 to	 the	others	only	 through	 the	 equivalential	 chain,	which	 results	 from	a
contingent	 discursive	 construction,	 not	 from	 an	 aprioristically	 dictated
convergence.	 Democratic	 demands	 are,	 in	 their	 mutual	 relations,	 like
Schopenhauer’s	 porcupines,	 to	which	 Freud	 refers:21	 if	 they	 are	 too	 far	 apart,
they	 are	 cold;	 if	 they	 approach	 each	 other	 too	 closely	 in	 order	 to	 get	warmer,
they	hurt	each	other	with	their	quills.	Not	only	that,	however:	the	terrain	within



which	this	uneasy	alternation	between	cold	and	warm	takes	place	–	 that	 is,	 the
‘people’	 –	 is	 not	 just	 a	 neutral	 terrain	 which	 acts	 as	 a	 clearing-house	 for	 the
individual	demands,	for	it	 is	transformed	in	most	cases	into	a	hypostasis	which
starts	to	have	demands	of	its	own.	We	will	come	back	to	some	possible	political
variations	 in	 this	 unended	 –	 and	 unending	 –	 game	 of	 differential	 and
equivalential	 articulations.	 I	would	 like	 now,	 however,	 to	 refer	 to	 only	 one	 of
them,	which	is	a	very	real	–	albeit	an	extreme	–	possibility,	because	it	involves
the	dissolution	of	the	‘people’:	namely,	the	absorption	of	each	of	the	individual
demands,	 as	 pure	 differentiality,	 within	 the	 dominant	 system	 –	 with	 its
concomitant	result,	the	dissolution	of	its	equivalential	links	with	other	demands.
So	 the	 destiny	 of	 populism	 is	 strictly	 related	 to	 the	 destiny	 of	 the	 political
frontier:	if	this	frontier	collapses,	the	‘people’	as	a	historical	actor	disintegrates.

I	 shall	 take	 as	 an	 illustration	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 disintegration	 of	 British
Chartism	by	Gareth	Stedman	Jones	 in	a	pathbreaking	and	now	classic	essay.22
His	starting	point	is	the	critique	of	the	dominant	version	of	Chartism	as	a	social
movement,	 responding	 to	 the	 dislocations	 brought	 about	 by	 the	 Industrial
Revolution.	What	this	image	of	Chartism	does	not	take	into	account,	according
to	Stedman	Jones,	is	its	specific	discourse	(language,	in	his	terms),	which	locates
it	 within	 the	 main	 current	 of	 British	 radicalism.	 This	 tradition,	 which	 has	 its
roots	in	the	eighteenth-century	Tory	opposition	to	Whig	oligarchy,	was	given	a
radical	 turn	at	 the	 time	of	 the	French	Revolution	and	 the	Napoleonic	wars.	 Its
dominant	 leitmotiv	 is	 to	 situate	 the	 evils	 of	 society	 not	 in	 something	 that	 is
inherent	in	the	economic	system,	but	quite	the	opposite:	in	the	abuse	of	power	by
parasitic	 and	 speculative	 groups	 which	 have	 control	 of	 political	 power	 –	 ‘old
corruption’,	 in	 Cobbett’s	 words:	 ‘If	 the	 land	 could	 be	 socialised,	 the	 national
debt	 liquidated,	 and	 the	 banker’s	monopoly	 control	 over	 the	 supply	 of	money
abolished,	 it	 was	 because	 all	 these	 forms	 of	 property	 shared	 the	 common
characteristic	of	not	being	the	product	of	 labour.	 It	was	for	 this	reason	that	 the
feature	 most	 strongly	 picked	 out	 in	 the	 ruling	 class	 was	 its	 idleness	 and
parasitism.’23	 This	 being	 the	 dominant	 discourse	 dividing	 society	 into	 two
camps,	 workers’	 demands	 could	 only	 be	 one	 more	 link	 in	 that	 equivalential
chain	–	although	 the	sequence	of	events	would	give	 it	an	 increasing	centrality.
What	 is,	 anyway,	 characteristic	 of	 that	 discourse	 is	 that	 it	was	 not	 a	 sectional
discourse	of	the	working	class	but	a	popular	discourse	addressed,	in	principle,	to
all	the	producers	against	the	‘idlers’:	‘The	distinction	was	not	primarily	between
ruling	 and	 exploited	 classes	 in	 an	 economic	 sense,	 but	 rather	 between	 the
beneficiaries	 and	 the	victims	of	 corruption	 and	monopoly	political	 power.	The
juxtaposition	 was	 in	 the	 first	 instance	 moral	 and	 political,	 and	 dividing	 lines



could	be	drawn	as	much	within	classes	as	between	them.’24	Dominant	themes	in
denouncing	the	enemy	were	the	consolidation	of	the	landowners’	power	through
a	 historical	 sequence	whose	 stepping	 stones	were	 the	Norman	 occupation,	 the
loss	of	suffrage	right	 in	medieval	 times,	 the	dissolution	of	 the	monasteries	and
the	 eighteenth-century	 enclosures;	 the	 increase	 of	 the	 national	 debt	 during	 the
French	wars	and	the	return	to	the	gold	standard	after	them;	and	so	on.	Although
after	1832	there	was,	as	Stedman	Jones	points	out,	an	increasing	identification	of
the	‘people’	with	the	working	classes,	and	also	an	extension	of	the	notion	of	‘old
corruption’	to	the	capitalists	themselves,	neither	the	political	and	moral	character
of	the	denunciation	nor	the	hopes	of	winning	back	the	middle	classes	was	ever
abandoned.

In	 this	 saga,	 there	 were	 two	 moments	 of	 crucial	 signification	 for	 the
theoretical	 issue	 under	 discussion.	 The	 first	 was	 the	 wave	 of	 centralizing
administrative	reforms	which	took	place	in	the	1830s.	In	a	short	time	there	was	a
succession	 of	measures	which	 broke	 all	 structures	 of	 local	 power	 as	 inherited
from	 the	 eighteenth	 century.	 This	 authoritarian	 centralization	 met	 a	 violent
reaction,	and	the	anti-statist	discourse	of	Chartism	would	apparently	have	been
ideal	to	galvanize	and	amalgamate	social	protest.	This,	however,	did	not	happen,
because	 the	 fracture	 in	 the	popular	camp	after	1832	had	become	unbridgeable.
The	 middle	 classes	 preferred	 to	 look	 for	 alternatives	 within	 the	 existing
institutional	framework	rather	 than	risk	an	alliance	with	forces	which	 they	saw
as	increasingly	threatening.25

What	happened	next,	however,	was	even	more	revealing.	The	confrontational
state	policy	of	 the	1830s	was	discontinued	 in	 the	1840s.	On	 the	one	hand,	we
have	 a	 more	 humane	 type	 of	 legislation	 dealing	 with	 issues	 such	 as	 housing,
health	 and	 education;	 on	 the	 other,	 there	 was	 an	 increasing	 recognition	 that
political	power	should	not	tamper	with	the	actual	working	of	market	forces.	This
undermined	the	two	bases	of	Chartist	political	discourse.	Social	actors	now	had
to	discriminate	between	one	piece	of	legislation	and	another.	This	means,	in	our
terms,	that	there	was	less	of	a	confrontation	with	a	global	enemy,	since	isolated
demands	had	a	chance	of	succeeding	in	their	dealings	with	a	power	which	was
no	 longer	 unequivocally	 unsympathetic.	 We	 know	 what	 that	 means:	 the
loosening	 up	 of	 the	 equivalential	 bonds	 and	 the	 disaggregation	 of	 the	 popular
demands	into	a	plurality	of	democratic	ones.	But	something	more	also	happened:
the	 opposition	 between	 the	 producers	 and	 the	 parasites,	 which	 had	 been	 the
foundation	of	the	Chartist	equivalential	discourse,	lost	its	meaning	once	the	state
relaxed	its	grip	on	the	economy	–	in	a	not	entirely	dissimilar	way	from	the	one
the	Chartists	had	advocated	–	and	could	no	longer	be	presented	as	the	source	of



all	 economic	 evils.	 Here,	 as	 Stedman	 Jones	 has	 pointed	 out,	 we	 have	 the
beginning	 of	 that	 separation	 between	 state	 and	 economy	 which	 would	 be	 the
trademark	of	mid-Victorian	liberalism:

If	Chartist	rhetoric	was	ideally	suited	to	concert	the	opposition	to	the	Whig	measures	of	the	1830s,	by
the	same	token	it	was	ill-equipped	to	modify	its	position	in	response	to	the	changed	character	of	state
activity	in	the	1840s.	The	Chartist	critique	of	the	state	and	the	class	oppression	it	had	engendered	was
a	 totalising	 critique.	 It	 was	 not	 suited	 to	 the	 discrimination	 between	 one	 legislative	 measure	 and
another,	since	this	would	be	to	concede	that	not	all	measures	pursued	by	the	state	were	for	obviously
malign	 class	 purposes	 and	 that	 beneficial	 reforms	 might	 be	 carried	 by	 a	 selfish	 legislature	 in	 an
unreformed	system.26

We	perceive,	 through	 this	 last	quotation,	where	 the	pattern	of	disintegration
of	the	‘people’	is	to	be	found	–	not	just	in	the	fact	that	the	political	(state	power)
ceased	to	play	its	totalizing	role	in	the	discursive	construction	of	the	enemy,	but
in	the	fact	that	no	other	power	could	play	the	same	role.	The	popular	crisis	was
more	 than	 a	 simple	 failure	 by	 the	 state	 to	 function	 as	 the	 linchpin	 keeping
together	 a	 system	 of	 domination.	 It	 was,	 rather,	 a	 crisis	 in	 the	 ability	 of	 the
‘people’	 to	 totalize	at	all	–	either	 the	 identity	of	 the	enemy	or	 its	own	‘global’
identity.	The	 increasing	separation	between	the	economy	and	state	 intervention
was	 not	 in	 itself	 an	 insurmountable	 obstacle	 to	 the	 construction	 of	 both	 a
political	 frontier	 and	 a	 ‘people’:	 it	 was	 just	 a	 matter	 of	 giving	 less	 weight	 to
‘idlers’	and	 ‘speculators’	and	more	 to	capitalists	as	 such	–	a	 transition	 that	 the
Chartist	discourse	had,	 in	any	case,	already	started.	This,	however,	would	have
presupposed	 that	 the	 structural	 location	 of	 the	 people	 within	 the	 opposition
us/them	would	have	 survived	 the	progressive	 substitution	of	 its	 actual	 content.
And	 this	 is	 exactly	 what	 did	 not	 happen.	 As	 we	 have	 indicated,	 the	 chasm
between	middle	and	working	classes	became	deeper,	several	state	measures	were
able	 to	 meet	 individual	 social	 demands,	 and	 –	 this	 is	 crucial	 –	 this	 break	 of
equivalential	 links	had	 long-term	 repercussions	 for	 the	 identity	 of	 the	working
classes	 themselves.	This	 is	 the	 true	meaning	of	 the	 transition	 to	mid-Victorian
liberalism:	 politics	 became	 less	 a	 matter	 of	 confrontation	 between	 two
antagonistic	 blocs	 and	 more	 a	 question	 of	 negotiating	 differential	 demands
within	an	expansive	social	state.	When	working-class	organizations	re-emerged
as	modern	 trade	unions,	 they	 found	 that	 their	 specific	 demands	 could	be	more
advantageously	advanced	through	negotiation	with	the	state	than	through	a	head-
on	 confrontation	with	 it.	 This	 did	 not,	 of	 course,	 exclude	moments	 of	 violent
explosion,	 but	 even	 they	 could	 not	 conceal	 their	 sectional	 character.	 And,
although	 the	 construction	 of	 a	 bourgeois	 hegemony	 in	 the	 second	 half	 of	 the
nineteenth	 century	 was	 anything	 but	 a	 peaceful	 process,	 the	 long-term	 line	 is



unmistakable:	the	primacy	of	differential	logic	over	equivalential	ruptures.

The	internal	structuration	of	the	‘people’

I	 have	 explained	 two	 of	 the	 sine	 qua	 non	 dimensions	 of	 populism:	 the
equivalential	 bond	 and	 the	 need	 for	 an	 internal	 frontier.	 (The	 two	 are,	 in	 fact,
strictly	 correlated.)	 I	 now	 have	 to	 explain	 the	 precipitator	 of	 the	 equivalential
link:	popular	identity	as	such.	I	said	above	that	equivalential	relations	would	not
go	 beyond	 a	 vague	 feeling	 of	 solidarity	 if	 they	 did	 not	 crystallize	 in	 a	 certain
discursive	 identity	 which	 no	 longer	 represents	 democratic	 demands	 as
equivalent,	 but	 the	 equivalential	 link	 as	 such.	 It	 is	 only	 that	 moment	 of
crystallization	 that	 constitutes	 the	 ‘people’	 of	 populism.	 What	 was	 simply	 a
mediation	 between	 demands	 now	 acquires	 a	 consistency	 of	 its	 own.	Although
the	 link	was	 originally	 ancillary	 to	 the	 demands,	 it	 now	 reacts	 over	 them	and,
through	an	inversion	of	the	relationship,	starts	behaving	as	their	ground.	Without
this	operation	of	inversion,	there	would	be	no	populism.	(This	is	similar	to	what
Marx	describes	in	Capital	as	the	transition	from	the	general	form	of	value	to	the
money	form.)

Let	us	explore	the	different	moments	of	this	construction	of	the	‘people’	as	a
crystallization	of	a	chain	of	equivalences	in	which	the	crystallizing	instance	has,
in	its	autonomy,	as	much	weight	as	the	infrastructural	chain	of	demands	which
made	its	emergence	possible.	A	good	starting	point	could	be	my	earlier	reference
to	a	breach	in	the	continuity	of	the	communitarian	space	resulting	from	the	plebs
presenting	 itself	 as	 the	 totality	of	 the	populus.	This	 essential	 asymmetry	at	 the
root	of	popular	action	is	also	stressed	by	Jacques	Rancière,	in	comparable	terms:

The	demos	attributes	to	itself	as	its	proper	lot	the	equality	that	belongs	to	all	citizens.	In	so	doing,	this
party	that	is	not	one	identifies	its	improper	property	with	the	exclusive	principle	of	community,	and
identifies	 its	name	–	 the	name	of	 the	 indistinct	mass	of	men	of	no	position	–	with	 the	name	of	 the
community	itself.…	[T]he	people	appropriates	the	common	quality	as	their	own.	What	they	bring	to
the	community	strictly	speaking	is	contention.27

What,	however,	is	the	meaning	of	this	aspiration	of	a	partiality	to	be	seen	as	the
social	totality?	Where	does	its	ontological	possibility	lie?	For	the	totality	to	have
the	 status	 of	 an	 aspiration,	 it	 must,	 to	 start	 with,	 differentiate	 itself	 from	 the
factually	 given	 ensemble	 of	 social	 relations.	We	 already	 know	why	 this	 is	 so:
because	the	moment	of	antagonistic	break	is	irreducible.	It	cannot	be	led	back	to
any	 deeper	 positivity	 which	 would	 transform	 it	 into	 the	 epiphenomenal
expression	 of	 something	 different	 from	 itself.	 This	means	 that	 no	 institutional
totality	 can	 inscribe	within	 itself,	 as	 positive	moments,	 the	 ensemble	 of	 social
demands.	That	is	why	the	unfulfilled,	uninscribable	demands	would,	as	we	have



seen,	 have	 a	 deficient	 being.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 however,	 the	 fullness	 of
communitarian	being	is	very	much	present,	for	them,	as	that	which	is	absent;	as
that	which,	under	the	existing	positive	social	order,	has	to	remain	unfulfilled.	So
the	populus	as	the	given	–	as	the	ensemble	of	social	relations	as	they	actually	are
–	reveals	itself	as	a	false	totality,	as	a	partiality	which	is	a	source	of	oppression.
On	the	other	hand,	the	plebs,	whose	partial	demands	are	inscribed	in	the	horizon
of	a	fully	fledged	totality	–	a	just	society	which	exists	only	ideally	–	can	aspire	to
constitute	a	truly	universal	populus	which	the	actually	existing	situation	negates.
It	is	because	the	two	visions	of	the	populus	are	strictly	incommensurable	that	a
certain	particularity,	the	plebs,	can	identify	itself	with	the	populus	conceived	as
an	ideal	totality.

What	 is	 involved	 in	 this	 identification?	 I	 have	 already	 described	 how	 the
transition	 from	 individual	 to	 popular	 demands	 operates	 –	 through	 the
construction	of	equivalential	 links.	Now	I	have	to	explain	how	this	plurality	of
links	becomes	a	singularity	 through	its	condensation	around	a	popular	 identity.
What,	 in	 the	 first	 place,	 are	 the	 raw	 materials	 entering	 into	 that	 process	 of
condensation?	 Obviously,	 only	 the	 individual	 demands	 in	 their	 particularism.
But	if	an	equivalential	link	is	going	to	be	established	between	them,	some	kind
of	 common	 denominator	 has	 to	 be	 found	 which	 embodies	 the	 totality	 of	 the
series.	Since	this	common	denominator	has	to	come	from	the	series	itself,	it	can
only	be	an	individual	demand	which,	for	a	set	of	circumstantial	reasons,	acquires
a	certain	centrality.	(Let	us	remember	our	Solidarność	example,	above.)	This	is
the	hegemonic	operation,	which	I	have	already	described.	There	is	no	hegemony
without	constructing	a	popular	identity	out	of	a	plurality	of	democratic	demands.
So	let	us	locate	the	popular	identity	within	the	relational	complex	which	explains
the	conditions	of	both	its	emergence	and	its	dissolution.

Two	 aspects	 of	 the	 constitution	 of	 popular	 identities	 are	 important	 for	 us.
First,	the	demand	which	the	popular	identity	crystallizes	is	internally	split:	on	the
one	 hand,	 it	 remains	 a	 particular	 demand;	 on	 the	 other,	 its	 own	 particularity
comes	 to	 signify	 something	 quite	 different	 from	 itself:	 the	 total	 chain	 of
equivalential	demands.	While	it	remains	a	particular	demand,	it	also	becomes	the
signifier	of	a	wider	universality.	 (For	a	 short	 time	after	1989,	 for	 instance,	 the
‘market’	 signified,	 in	 Eastern	 Europe,	 much	 more	 than	 a	 purely	 economic
arrangement:	 it	embraced,	 through	equivalential	 links,	contents	such	as	 the	end
of	 bureaucratic	 rule,	 civil	 freedoms,	 catching	 up	with	 the	West,	 and	 so	 forth.)
But	this	more	universal	signification	is	necessarily	transmitted	to	the	other	links
of	 the	 chain,	which	 are	 thus	 also	 split	 between	 the	 particularism	 of	 their	 own
demands	 and	 the	 popular	 signification	 imparted	 by	 their	 inscription	within	 the
chain.	This	is	the	site	of	a	tension:	the	weaker	a	demand,	the	more	it	depends	for



its	formulation	on	its	popular	inscription;	conversely,	the	more	discursively	and
institutionally	autonomous	it	becomes,	the	more	tenuous	will	be	its	dependence
on	an	equivalential	articulation.	The	breaking	of	this	dependence	can	lead,	as	we
have	 seen	 in	 the	case	of	Chartism,	 to	 an	almost	 complete	disintegration	of	 the
popular-equivalential	camp.

Secondly,	our	argument	has	to	dovetail,	at	this	point,	with	what	I	said	above
about	 the	 production	 of	 ‘empty	 signifiers’.	 As	we	 know,	 any	 popular	 identity
needs	to	be	condensed	around	some	signifiers	(words,	images)	which	refer	to	the
equivalential	 chain	 as	 a	 totality.	 The	 more	 extended	 the	 chain,	 the	 less	 these
signifiers	will	be	attached	to	their	original	particularistic	demands.	That	is	to	say,
the	 function	of	 representing	 the	 relative	 ‘universality’	of	 the	chain	will	prevail
over	that	of	expressing	the	particular	claim	which	is	 the	material	bearer	of	 that
function.	 In	 other	 words:	 popular	 identity	 becomes	 increasingly	 full	 from	 an
extensional	point	of	view,	for	it	represents	an	ever-larger	chain	of	demands;	but
it	 becomes	 intensionally	 poorer,	 for	 it	 has	 to	dispossess	 itself	 of	 particularistic
contents	 in	 order	 to	 embrace	 social	 demands	 which	 are	 quite	 heterogeneous.
That	is:	a	popular	identity	functions	as	a	tendentially	empty	signifier.

What	 is	 crucially	 important,	 however,	 is	 not	 to	 confuse	 emptiness	 with
abstraction	 –	 that	 is	 to	 say,	 not	 to	 conceive	 of	 the	 common	 denominator
expressed	by	the	popular	symbol	as	an	ultimate	positive	feature	shared	by	all	the
links	 in	 the	 chain.	 If	 it	 were,	 we	 would	 not	 have	 transcended	 the	 logic	 of
difference.	 We	 would	 be	 dealing	 with	 an	 abstract	 difference,	 which	 would
nevertheless	belong	to	the	differential	order	and	would	be,	as	such,	conceptually
graspable.	But	in	an	equivalential	relation,	demands	share	nothing	positive,	just
the	fact	that	they	all	remain	unfulfilled.	So	there	is	a	specific	negativity	which	is
inherent	to	the	equivalential	link.

How	does	 this	moment	of	negativity	enter	 into	 the	constitution	of	a	popular
identity?	Let	us	go	back	for	a	moment	to	a	point	I	discussed	above:	in	a	situation
of	radical	disorder,	the	demand	is	for	some	kind	of	order,	and	the	concrete	social
arrangement	 that	will	meet	 that	 request	 is	 a	 secondary	consideration	 (the	 same
can	also	be	said	of	similar	terms	such	as	‘justice’,	‘equality’,	‘freedom’,	etc.).	It
would	 be	 a	 waste	 of	 time	 trying	 to	 give	 a	 positive	 definition	 of	 ‘order’	 or
‘justice’	–	 that	 is,	 to	ascribe	 to	 them	a	conceptual	content,	however	minimal	 it
might	be.	The	semantic	role	of	these	terms	is	not	to	express	any	positive	content
but,	 as	 we	 have	 seen,	 to	 function	 as	 the	 names	 of	 a	 fullness	 which	 is
constitutively	absent.	It	is	because	there	is	no	human	situation	in	which	injustice
of	 some	 kind	 or	 another	 does	 not	 exist	 that	 ‘justice’,	 as	 a	 term,	makes	 sense.
Since	 it	 names	 an	 undifferentiated	 fullness,	 it	 has	 no	 conceptual	 content
whatsoever:	 it	 is	 not	 an	 abstract	 term	 but,	 in	 the	 strictest	 sense,	 empty.	 A



discussion	of	whether	a	 just	 society	will	be	brought	about	by	a	 fascist	or	by	a
socialist	order	does	not	proceed	as	a	logical	deduction	starting	from	a	concept	of
‘justice’	 accepted	 by	 the	 two	 sides,	 but	 through	 a	 radical	 investment	 whose
discursive	 steps	 are	 not	 logico-conceptual	 connections	 but	 attributive-
performative	ones.	If	I	refer	to	a	set	of	social	grievances,	to	widespread	injustice,
and	 attribute	 its	 source	 to	 the	 ‘oligarchy’,	 for	 instance,	 I	 am	 performing	 two
interlinked	operations:	on	the	one	hand,	I	am	constituting	the	‘people’	by	finding
the	common	identity	of	a	set	of	social	claims	in	their	opposition	to	the	oligarchy;
on	 the	 other,	 the	 enemy	 ceases	 to	 be	 purely	 circumstantial	 and	 acquires	more
global	 dimensions.	 This	 is	 why	 an	 equivalential	 chain	 has	 to	 be	 expressed
through	 the	 cathexis	 of	 a	 singular	 element:	 because	we	 are	dealing	not	with	 a
conceptual	operation	of	finding	an	abstract	common	feature	underlying	all	social
grievances,	but	with	a	performative	operation	constituting	the	chain	as	such.	It	is
like	 the	process	of	condensation	 in	dreams:	an	 image	does	not	express	 its	own
particularity,	but	a	plurality	of	quite	dissimilar	currents	of	unconscious	 thought
which	 find	 their	 expression	 in	 that	 single	 image.	 It	 is	 well	 known	 that
Althusser28	used	this	notion	of	condensation	to	analyse	the	Russian	Revolution:
all	 the	 antagonisms	within	Russian	 society	were	 condensed	 in	 a	 ruptural	 unity
around	 demands	 for	 ‘bread,	 peace	 and	 land’.	 The	 moment	 of	 emptiness	 is
decisive	here:	without	empty	terms	such	as	‘justice’,	‘freedom’,	and	so	on	being
invested	into	the	three	demands,	 the	latter	would	have	remained	closed	in	their
particularism;	but	because	of	the	radical	character	of	the	investment,	something
of	 the	 emptiness	 of	 ‘justice’	 and	 ‘freedom’	 was	 transmitted	 to	 the	 demands,
which	 thus	 became	 the	 names	 of	 a	 universality	 that	 transcended	 their	 actual
particular	 contents.	 Particularism	 is	 not,	 however,	 eliminated:	 as	 in	 all
hegemonic	 formations,	 popular	 identities	 are	 always	 the	 points	 of
tension/negotiation	between	universality	and	particularity.	It	should	now	be	clear
why	we	 are	 dealing	with	 ‘emptiness’,	 not	with	 ‘abstraction’:	 peace,	 bread	 and
land	 were	 not	 the	 conceptual	 common	 denominator	 of	 all	 Russian	 social
demands	 in	 1917.	 As	 in	 all	 processes	 of	 overdetermination,	 grievances	which
had	nothing	 to	do	with	 those	 three	demands	nevertheless	expressed	 themselves
through	them.

At	this	point	I	can	deal	with	two	aspects	of	populism	to	which	the	literature
on	the	subject	frequently	refers	but	for	which,	as	we	have	seen,	no	satisfactory
explanation	 has	 been	 provided.	 The	 first	 concerns	 the	 so-called	 ‘imprecision’
and	‘vagueness’	of	populist	symbols.	This	has	usually	been	–	as	is	clearly	shown
by	the	authors	whose	analyses	I	have	quoted	–	the	step	preceding	their	dismissal.
If,	however,	the	matter	is	approached	from	the	perspective	that	I	have	outlined,
concerning	 the	 social	 production	 of	 empty	 signifiers,	 the	 conclusions	 are



altogether	 different.	 The	 empty	 character	 of	 the	 signifiers	 that	 give	 unity	 or
coherence	 to	 a	 popular	 camp	 is	 not	 the	 result	 of	 any	 ideological	 or	 political
under-development;	 it	 simply	 expresses	 the	 fact	 that	 any	 populist	 unification
takes	place	on	a	radically	heterogeneous	social	 terrain.	This	heterogeneity	does
not	tend,	out	of	its	own	differential	character,	to	coalesce	around	a	unity	which
would	result	from	its	mere	internal	development;	so	any	kind	of	unity	is	going	to
proceed	 from	 an	 inscription,	 the	 surface	 of	 inscription	 (the	 popular	 symbols)
being	 irreducible	 to	 the	 contents	 which	 are	 thereon	 inscribed.	 The	 popular
symbols	are,	no	doubt,	the	expression	of	the	democratic	demands	that	they	bring
together;	but	the	expressing	medium	cannot	be	reduced	to	what	it	expresses:	it	is
not	 a	 transparent	medium.	To	 go	 back	 to	my	 earlier	 example:	 to	 say	 that	 the
oligarchy	 is	 responsible	 for	 the	 frustration	 of	 social	 demands	 is	 not	 to	 state
something	which	can	possibly	be	read	out	of	the	social	demands	themselves;	it	is
provided	from	outside	 those	social	demands,	by	a	discourse	on	which	they	can
be	inscribed.	This	discourse,	of	course,	will	increase	the	efficacy	and	coherence
of	 the	 struggles	 deriving	 from	 them.	But	 the	more	 heterogeneous	 those	 social
demands,	the	less	the	discourse	providing	them	with	a	surface	of	inscription	will
be	 able	 to	 appeal	 to	 the	 common	 differential	 framework	 of	 a	 concrete	 local
situation.	As	I	have	said,	in	a	local	struggle	I	can	be	relatively	clear	about	both
the	nature	of	my	demands	and	the	force	against	which	we	are	fighting.	But	when
I	 am	 trying	 to	 constitute	 a	 wider	 popular	 identity	 and	 a	 more	 global	 enemy
through	 an	 articulation	 of	 sectorial	 demands,	 the	 identity	 of	 both	 the	 popular
forces	and	of	the	enemy	becomes	more	difficult	to	determine.	It	is	here	that	the
moment	 of	 emptiness	 necessarily	 arises,	 following	 the	 establishment	 of
equivalential	bonds.	Ergo,	‘vagueness’	and	‘imprecision’,	but	these	do	not	result
from	any	kind	of	marginal	or	primitive	situation;	they	are	inscribed	in	the	very
nature	of	the	political.	Should	proof	be	needed,	let	us	just	think	of	the	outburst	of
populist	 mobilizations	 which	 take	 place	 periodically	 at	 the	 heart	 of
overdeveloped	societies.

A	second	problem	that	is	not	completely	solved	in	the	literature	on	populism
concerns	 the	 centrality	 of	 the	 leader.	 How	 do	 we	 explain	 it?	 The	 two	 most
common	 types	 of	 explanation	 are	 ‘suggestion’	 –	 a	 category	 taken	 from	 crowd
theorists	–	and	‘manipulation’	–	or,	quite	frequently,	a	combination	of	the	two	(a
combination	which	presents	no	major	problems	since	each	shades	easily	into	the
other).	In	my	view,	this	kind	of	explanation	is	useless.	For	even	if	we	were	going
to	 accept	 the	 ‘manipulation’	 argument,	 the	 most	 it	 would	 explain	 is	 the
subjective	intention	of	the	leader,	but	we	would	remain	in	the	dark	as	to	why	the
manipulation	succeeds	–	that	is	to	say,	we	would	know	nothing	about	the	kind	of
relation	which	is	subsumed	under	the	label	of	‘manipulation’.	So,	following	our



method,	we	will	adopt	a	structural	approach	and	will	ask	ourselves	whether	there
is	 not	 something	 in	 the	 equivalential	 bond	 which	 already	 pre-announces	 key
aspects	 of	 the	 leader’s	 function.	We	 already	 know	 that	 the	more	 extended	 the
equivalential	tie	is,	the	emptier	the	signifier	unifying	that	chain	will	be	(that	is,
the	 more	 specific	 particularism	 of	 the	 popular	 symbol	 or	 identity	 will	 be
subordinated	to	the	‘universal’	function	of	signifying	the	chain	as	a	totality).	But
we	 also	 know	 something	 else:	 that	 the	 popular	 symbol	 or	 identity,	 being	 a
surface	 of	 inscription,	 does	 not	 passively	 express	 what	 is	 inscribed	 in	 it,	 but
actually	constitutes	what	it	expresses	through	the	very	process	of	its	expression.
In	other	words:	 the	popular	subject	position	does	not	simply	express	a	unity	of
demands	 constituted	 outside	 and	 before	 itself,	 but	 is	 the	 decisive	 moment	 in
establishing	 that	 unity.	 That	 is	 why	 I	 said	 that	 this	 unifying	 element	 is	 not	 a
neutral	 or	 transparent	 medium.	 If	 it	 were,	 whatever	 unity	 the
discursive/hegemonic	formation	could	have	would	have	preceded	the	moment	of
naming	 the	 totality	 (that	 is	 to	 say,	 the	 name	 would	 be	 a	 matter	 of	 complete
indifference).	But	 if	–	given	the	radical	heterogeneity	of	 the	 links	entering	into
the	 equivalential	 chain	 –	 the	 only	 source	 of	 their	 coherent	 articulation	 is	 the
chain	as	such,	and	if	the	chain	exists	only	in	so	far	as	one	of	its	links	plays	the
role	 of	 condensing	 all	 the	 others,	 in	 that	 case	 the	 unity	 of	 the	 discursive
formation	 is	 transferred	 from	 the	 conceptual	 order	 (logic	 of	 difference)	 to	 the
nominal	 one.	 This,	 obviously,	 is	 more	 the	 case	 in	 situations	 where	 there	 is	 a
breakdown	 or	 retreat	 of	 the	 differential/institutional	 logic.	 In	 those	 cases,	 the
name	 becomes	 the	 ground	 of	 the	 thing.	 An	 assemblage	 of	 heterogeneous
elements	kept	equivalentially	together	only	by	a	name	is,	however,	necessarily	a
singularity.	 The	 less	 a	 society	 is	 kept	 together	 by	 immanent	 differential
mechanisms,	 the	 more	 it	 depends,	 for	 its	 coherence,	 on	 this	 transcendent,
singular	moment.	But	the	extreme	form	of	singularity	is	an	individuality.	In	this
way,	 almost	 imperceptibly,	 the	 equivalential	 logic	 leads	 to	 singularity,	 and
singularity	to	identification	of	the	unity	of	the	group	with	the	name	of	the	leader.
To	some	extent,	we	are	in	a	situation	comparable	to	that	of	Hobbes’s	sovereign:
in	principle	there	is	no	reason	why	a	corporate	body	could	not	fulfil	the	functions
of	 the	 Leviathan;	 but	 its	 very	 plurality	 shows	 that	 it	 is	 at	 odds	 with	 the
indivisible	nature	of	 sovereignty.	So	 the	only	 ‘natural’	 sovereign	 could	be,	 for
Hobbes,	an	individual.	The	difference	between	that	situation	and	the	one	we	are
discussing	 is	 that	 Hobbes	 is	 talking	 about	 actual	 ruling,	 while	 we	 are	 talking
about	constituting	a	signifying	totality,	and	the	latter	does	not	lead	automatically
to	the	former.	Nelson	Mandela’s	role	as	the	symbol	of	the	nation	was	compatible
with	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 pluralism	 within	 his	 movement.	 However,	 the	 symbolic
unification	of	the	group	around	an	individuality	–	and	here	I	agree	with	Freud	–



is	inherent	to	the	formation	of	a	‘people’.
The	opposition	between	 ‘naming’	 and	 ‘conceptual	determination’	has	 crept,

almost	surreptitiously,	into	our	argument.	It	is	this	opposition	that	I	now	have	to
clarify	further,	for	several	issues	of	capital	importance	for	our	subject	depend	on
it.

Naming	and	affect

I	have	talked	about	the	name	becoming	the	ground	of	the	thing.	What,	exactly,	is
the	meaning	of	 this	assertion?	We	will	explore	 the	matter	 from	two	successive
angles:	the	first	concerns	the	signifying	operations	which	are	required	for	a	name
to	play	such	a	role;	the	second	the	force,	behind	those	operations,	which	makes
them	possible.	This	last	issue	could	be	reformulated	in	terms	which	are	already
familiar	 to	 us:	 what	 does	 ‘investment’	 mean	 when	 we	 talk	 about	 ‘radical
investment’?	 These	 questions	 will	 be	 approached	 through	 two	 contemporary
developments	 in	 Lacanian	 theory:	 the	 work	 of	 Slavoj	 Žižek	 and	 that	 of	 Joan
Copjec.

Žižek’s	 starting	 point	 is	 the	 discussion,	 in	 contemporary	 analytical
philosophy,	of	how	names	relate	to	things.29	Here	we	have	a	classical	approach
(descriptivism),	originally	to	be	found	in	the	work	of	Bertrand	Russell	but	later
adopted	by	most	analytical	philosophers,	according	 to	which	every	name	has	a
content	 given	 by	 a	 cluster	 of	 descriptive	 features.	 The	 word	 ‘mirror’,	 for
instance,	has	an	intensional	content	(the	ability	to	reflect	images,	etc.),	so	I	use
that	 word	 whenever	 I	 find	 an	 actually	 existing	 object	 which	 displays	 such	 a
content.	John	Stuart	Mill	had	distinguished	between	common	names,	which	have
a	 describable	 content,	 and	 proper	 names,	 which	 do	 not.	 This	 distinction,
however,	 was	 put	 into	 question	 by	 Russell,	 who	 maintained	 that	 ‘ordinary’
proper	 names	 –	 as	 distinct	 from	 ‘logical’	 ones	 (the	 deictic	 categories)	 –	 are
abbreviated	 descriptions.	 ‘George	 W.	 Bush’,	 for	 instance,	 would	 be	 an
abbreviated	 description	 of	 ‘the	 US	 President	 who	 invaded	 Iraq’.	 (Later
descriptivist	philosophers	and	logicians	started	to	wonder	whether	a	descriptive
content	could	not	be	attached	even	 to	 logical	proper	names.)	Difficulties	arose
within	 this	 approach	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 plurality	 of	 descriptions	 which	 can	 be
attached	 to	 the	 same	 object.	Bush,	 for	 instance,	 could	 equally	 be	 described	 as
‘the	 man	 who	 became	 a	 teetotaller	 after	 being	 a	 drunkard’.	 John	 Searle	 has
argued	 that	 any	 description	 is	 just	 one	within	 a	 cluster	 of	 alternative	 options;
while	 for	 Michael	 Dummett	 there	 should	 be	 a	 ‘fundamental’	 description	 to
which	all	others	are	subordinate.	This	discussion,	however,	 is	not	our	concern.
What	 is	 important	 for	 us	 is	 to	 differentiate	 the	 descriptivist	 from	 the	 anti-



descriptivist	 approach,	 whose	 main	 exponent	 is	 Saul	 Kripke.30	 According	 to
Kripke,	words	 refer	 to	 things	not	 through	 their	 shared	descriptive	 features,	but
through	 a	 ‘primal	 baptism’	which	 does	 away	with	 description	 entirely.	Names
would,	 in	 this	 sense,	 be	 rigid	designators.	Let	 us	 suppose	 that	Bush	had	never
gone	into	politics:	the	name	‘Bush’	would	still	apply	to	him,	even	in	the	absence
of	all	descriptive	features	that	we	associate	with	him	today;	conversely,	if	a	new
individual	 turned	up	who	 actually	 had	 the	 totality	 of	 those	 features,	we	would
nevertheless	say	that	he	is	not	Bush.	The	same	applies	to	common	names:	gold	–
to	use	one	of	Kripke’s	examples	–	would	remain	gold	even	if	it	were	proved	that
all	 the	 properties	 traditionally	 attributed	 to	 it	 are	 an	 illusion.	 In	 that	 case	 we
would	 say	 that	 gold	 is	 different	 from	 what	 we	 thought	 it	 was,	 not	 that	 this
substance	 is	 not	 gold.	 If	 we	 translate	 these	 arguments	 into	 a	 Saussurean
terminology,	what	the	descriptivists	are	doing	is	to	establish	a	fixed	correlation
between	 signifier	 and	 signified;	 while	 the	 anti-descriptivist	 approach	 involves
emancipating	 the	 signifier	 from	 any	 enthralment	 to	 the	 signified.	 It	 becomes
clear,	at	this	point,	that	the	opposition	with	which	I	closed	the	last	section	–	the
one	 between	 ‘conceptual	 determination’	 and	 ‘naming’	 –	 re-emerges	 here	 in
terms	of	the	descriptivism/anti-descriptivism	opposition.	And	it	 is	equally	clear
that	 the	premisses	of	our	argument	 locate	 it	 firmly	within	 the	anti-descriptivist
camp.

Not,	however,	without	a	crucial	change	of	terrain.	This	is	where	Žižek	enters
into	 the	 picture.	 While	 he	 agrees	 on	 the	 whole	 with	 the	 anti-descriptivist
approach,	he	poses	–	following	his	Lacanian	stance	–	a	new	question	to	Kripke
and	 his	 followers:	 granted	 that	 the	 object	 remains	 the	 same	 beyond	 all	 its
descriptive	 changes,	what	 is	 it	 that	 exactly	 remains	 the	 same;	what	 is	 the	 ‘X’
which	 receives	 the	 successive	 descriptive	 attributions?	 Žižek’s	 answer,
following	Lacan,	is:	the	X	is	a	retroactive	effect	of	naming:

The	basic	problem	of	antidescriptivism	is	to	determine	what	constitutes	the	identity	of	the	designated
object	beyond	the	ever-changing	cluster	of	descriptive	features	–	what	makes	the	object	identical-to-
itself	even	if	all	its	properties	have	changed;	in	other	words,	how	to	conceive	the	objective	correlative
of	the	‘rigid	designator’,	to	the	name	in	so	far	as	it	denotes	the	same	object	in	all	possible	worlds,	in
all	counterfactual	situations.	What	is	overlooked,	at	least	in	the	standard	version	of	antidescriptivism,
is	that	this	guaranteeing	the	identity	of	an	object	in	all	counterfactual	situations	–	through	a	change	of
all	 its	 descriptive	 features	 –	 is	 the	 retroactive	 effect	 of	 naming	 itself:	 it	 is	 the	 name	 itself,	 the
signifier,	which	supports	the	identity	of	the	object.31

Now,	we	have	to	recognize	that	whatever	the	merits	of	Žižek’s	solution,	it	is	not
one	 that	 could	 be	 accepted	 within	 a	 Kripkean	 perspective,	 for	 it	 involves
introducing	ontological	premises	which	are	 incompatible	with	 this	perspective.
Not	only	would	Kripke	not	accept	Žižek’s	solution,	he	would	not	even	recognize



the	 problem	 as	 a	 valid	 one.	 His	 is	 not	 –	 as	 Lacan’s	 is	 –	 a	 theory	 of	 the
productivity	of	naming,	but	a	theory	of	a	pure	designation	in	which	the	referent
–	 Žižek’s	 X	 –	 is	 simply	 taken	 for	 granted.	 But	 if	 the	 notion	 of	 naming	 as	 a
retroactive	 production	 of	 the	 object	 would	 not	 make	 any	 sense	 for	 Kripke,	 it
makes	a	 lot	of	sense	for	us,	given	that	our	approach	to	 the	question	of	popular
identities	is	grounded,	precisely,	in	the	performative	dimension	of	naming.	So	let
us	take	leave	of	Kripke,	and	go	on	to	Žižek’s	own	argument.

According	 to	 Žižek,	 the	 quilting	 point	 (the	 point	 de	 capiton)	 whose	 name
brings	about	the	unity	of	a	discursive	formation	–	Lacan’s	objet	petit	a	–	has	no
positive	identity	of	its	own:	‘we	search	in	vain	for	it	in	positive	reality	because	it
has	no	positive	consistency	–	because	it	is	just	an	objectification	of	a	void,	of	a
discontinuity	 open	 in	 reality	 by	 the	 emergency	 of	 the	 signifier’.32	 It	 is	 not
through	 a	wealth	 of	 signifieds	 but,	 on	 the	 contrary,	 through	 the	 presence	 of	 a
pure	signifier	that	this	quilting	function	is	fulfilled.

If	we	maintain	that	the	point	de	capiton	is	a	‘nodal	point’,	a	kind	of	knot	of	meanings,	this	does	not
imply	that	it	is	simply	the	‘richest’	word,	the	word	in	which	is	condensed	all	the	richness	of	meaning
of	the	field	it	‘quilts’:	 the	point	de	capiton	 is	rather	the	word	which,	as	a	word,	on	the	level	of	the
signifier	 itself,	 unifies	 a	 given	 field,	 constitutes	 its	 identity:	 it	 is,	 so	 to	 speak,	 the	 word	 to	 which
‘things’	themselves	refer	to	recognise	themselves	in	their	unity.33

Two	 of	 the	 examples	 given	 by	 Žižek	 are	 very	 revealing,	 since	 they	 show	 the
inversion	 which	 is	 a	 distinctive	 feature	 of	 the	 quilting	 function.	 In	 the	 first,
referring	to	Marlboro	advertisements,	all	allusions	to	America	–	‘a	land	of	hard,
honest	 people,	 of	 limitless	 horizons’	 –	 are	 quilted	 through	 the	 inversion	 of	 its
relation	 to	Marlboro:	 it	 is	 not	 that	Marlboro	 expresses	 American	 identity,	 but
that	 the	 latter	 is	 constructed	 through	 the	 recognition	 of	 America	 as	Marlboro
country.	The	same	mechanisms	can	be	seen	in	Coca-Cola	advertisements:	‘Coke,
this	 is	America’	 cannot	 be	 inverted	 into	 ‘America,	 this	 is	Coke’,	 because	 it	 is
only	in	the	role	of	Coke	as	a	pure	signifier	that	American	identity	crystallizes.

If	 we	 look	 at	 the	 intellectual	 sequence	 I	 have	 described,	 from	 classical
descriptivism	to	Lacan,	we	can	see	a	movement	of	thought	with	a	clear	direction:
the	increasing	emancipation	of	the	order	of	the	signifier.	This	transition	can	also
be	 presented	 as	 the	 progressive	 autonomy	 of	 naming.	 For	 descriptivism,	 the
operations	that	naming	can	perform	are	strictly	limited	by	the	straitjacket	within
which	 they	 take	place:	 the	descriptive	 features	 inhabiting	any	name	 reduce	 the
order	 of	 the	 signifier	 to	 the	 transparent	 medium	 through	 which	 a	 purely
conceptual	 overlapping	 between	 name	 and	 thing	 (the	 concept	 being	 their
common	nature)	expresses	itself.	With	anti-descriptivism	we	have	the	beginning
of	 an	 autonomization	 of	 the	 signifier	 (of	 the	 name).	 This	 parting	 of	 the	ways



between	naming	and	description,	however,	does	not	 lead	to	any	increase	in	the
complexity	 of	 the	 operations	 that	 ‘naming’	 can	 perform,	 for	 although
designation	 is	 no	 longer	 ancillary	 to	 description,	 the	 identity	 of	 what	 is
designated	is	ensured	before	and	quite	independently	of	the	process	of	its	being
named.	It	is	only	with	the	Lacanian	approach	that	we	have	a	real	breakthrough:
the	 identity	 and	 unity	 of	 the	 object	 result	 from	 the	 very	 operation	 of	 naming.
This,	 however,	 is	 possible	 only	 if	 naming	 is	 not	 subordinated	 either	 to
description	 or	 to	 a	 preceding	 designation.	 In	 order	 to	 perform	 this	 role,	 the
signifier	has	to	become,	not	only	contingent,	but	empty	as	well.

These	remarks,	I	think,	show	very	clearly	why	the	name	becomes	the	ground
of	the	thing.	We	can	now	return	to	the	question	of	popular	identities,	and	link	it
to	 some	of	 the	 theoretical	conclusions	which	 follow	my	earlier	analysis.	There
are	four	points	to	be	made	in	this	connection.	The	first	concerns	the	relationship
between	the	Lacanian	point	de	capiton	(the	nodal	point)	and	the	other	elements
of	a	discursive	configuration.	It	 is	clear	 that,	without	nodal	points,	 there	would
be	 no	 configuration	 at	 all.	 Without	 Marlboro,	 Americanness	 –	 in	 Žižek’s
example	–	would	be	a	set	of	diffuse	themes	which	would	not	be	articulated	into	a
meaningful	 totality.	 This	 is	 exactly	what	we	 have	 seen	 in	 the	 case	 of	 popular
identities:	 without	 the	 quilting	 point	 of	 an	 equivalential	 identification,
democratic	equivalences	would	remain	merely	virtual.	In	the	second	place,	there
is	 the	 question	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	 universality	 and	 particularism	 in
determining	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 quilting	point.	To	 this	we	must	 add	 the	 related
question	of	whether,	if	the	quilting	function	is	associated	with	universality,	it	is	a
universality	that	expresses	fullness	or	emptiness.	Žižek	is	inclined	to	opt	for	the
second	alternative:	‘Historical	reality	is,	of	course,	always	symbolized;	the	way
we	experience	it	 is	always	mediated	through	different	modes	of	symbolization;
all	 Lacan	 adds	 to	 this	 phenomenological	 common	wisdom	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 the
unity	 of	 a	 given	 “experience	 of	meaning”,	 itself	 the	 horizon	 of	 an	 ideological
field	of	meaning,	is	supposed	to	be	some	“pure”,	meaningless	“signifier	without
the	signified”.’34

My	answer	 to	 this	question	 is	different.	The	notion	of	 ‘a	signifier	without	a
signified’	is,	to	start	with,	self-defeating:	it	could	only	mean	‘noise’	and,	as	such,
would	 be	 outside	 the	 system	 of	 signification.	 When	 we	 talk	 about	 ‘empty
signifiers’,	however,	we	mean	something	entirely	different:	we	mean	that	 there
is	 a	 place,	 within	 the	 system	 of	 signification,	 which	 is	 constitutively
irrepresentable;	in	that	sense	it	remains	empty,	but	this	is	an	emptiness	which	I
can	signify,	because	we	are	dealing	with	a	void	within	 signification.	 (Compare
Paul	de	Man’s	analysis	of	the	Pascalian	zero:35	‘zero’	is	the	absence	of	number,



but	by	giving	a	name	to	that	absence,	I	am	transforming	the	‘zero’	into	a	‘one’.)
Moreover,	my	earlier	analysis	of	popular	identities	as	empty	signifiers	allows	me
to	show	that	the	exclusive	fullness/emptiness	alternative	is	a	spurious	one:	as	we
have	 seen,	 the	popular	 identity	expresses/constitutes	–	 through	 the	equivalence
of	 a	 plurality	 of	 unfulfilled	 demands	 –	 the	 fullness	 of	 the	 community	 as	 that
which	 is	 denied	 and,	 as	 such,	 remains	 unachieved	 –	 an	 empty	 fullness,	 if	 you
like.	 If	 we	 were	 not	 dealing	 with	 the	 signifier	 of	 emptiness	 as	 a	 particular
location,	 but	 with	 one	 that	 is	 not	 attached	 to	 any	 signified	while	 nevertheless
remaining	within	signification,	that	could	only	mean	that	it	is	the	name	of	a	fully
achieved	totality	which,	as	such,	would	have	no	structural	fails.

So	what	form	does	the	representation	of	‘emptiness’	take?	I	have	argued	that
the	 totalization	 of	 the	 popular	 camp	 –	 the	 discursive	 crystallization	 of	 the
moment	of	fullness/emptiness	–	can	take	place	only	if	a	partial	content	takes	up
the	 representation	 of	 a	 universality	with	which	 it	 is	 incommensurable.	 This	 is
crucial.	Even	in	the	examples	Žižek	gives,	we	can	see	this	articulation	between
particular	content	and	universal	function:	Marlboro	and	Coca-Cola	can	work	as
quilting	points	within	 the	 images	of	advertising,	and	 thus	be	 the	signifiers	of	a
certain	totalization,	but	there	are	still	the	particular	entities,	Marlboro	and	Coca-
Cola,	 the	 ones	 that	 perform	 this	 role.	 It	 is	 because	 it	 is	 not	 possible	 either	 to
reduce	them	to	their	mere	particularistic	identity	or	to	eliminate	the	latter	totally
in	 the	 name	 of	 their	 quilting	 role	 (if	 that	 total	 elimination	 were	 possible	 we
would,	 indeed,	 have	 a	 signifier	 without	 a	 signified)	 that	 something	 like	 a
hegemonic	operation	becomes	possible.36

This	 leads	me	 to	 the	 third	point	 that	 I	would	 like	 to	make.	The	articulation
between	 universality	 and	 particularity	 which	 is	 constitutively	 inherent	 to	 the
construction	of	a	‘people’	is	not	something	which	takes	place	just	at	the	level	of
words	and	 images:	 it	 is	also	sedimented	 in	practices	and	 institutions.	As	 I	 said
above,	 our	 notion	 of	 ‘discourse’	 –	which	 is	 close	 to	Wittgenstein’s	 ‘language
games’	 –	 involves	 the	 articulation	 of	 words	 and	 actions,	 so	 that	 the	 quilting
function	is	never	a	merely	verbal	operation	but	is	embedded	in	material	practices
which	 can	 acquire	 institutional	 fixity.	 This	 is	 the	 same	 as	 saying	 that	 any
hegemonic	displacement	should	be	conceived	as	a	change	in	the	configuration	of
the	state,	provided	that	the	latter	is	conceived,	not	in	a	restrictive	juridical	sense,
as	the	public	sphere,	but	in	an	enlarged,	Gramscian	sense,	as	the	ethico-political
moment	 of	 the	 community.	 Any	 state	 will	 manifest	 that	 combination	 of
particularism	 and	 universality	 which	 is	 inherent	 to	 the	 hegemonic	 operation.
This	clearly	shows	how	both	 the	Hegelian	and	 the	Marxian	conceptions	of	 the
state	 try	 to	 untie	 this	 necessary	 articulation	 between	 the	 universal	 and	 the
particular.	For	Hegel,	 the	sphere	of	 the	state	is	 the	highest	form	of	universality



achievable	 in	 the	 terrain	 of	 social	 ethics:	 bureaucracy	 is	 the	 universal	 class,
while	civil	society	–	the	system	of	needs	–	is	the	realm	of	pure	particularity.	For
Marx,	the	situation	is	reversed:	the	state	is	the	instrument	of	the	dominant	class,
and	a	‘universal	class’	can	emerge	only	in	a	civil	society	that	is	reconciled	with
itself	 –	 one	 in	 which	 the	 state	 (the	 political	 power)	 has	 necessarily	 to	 wither
away.	In	both	cases,	particularity	and	universality	exclude	one	another.	It	is	only
with	Gramsci	that	the	articulation	of	both	instances	becomes	thinkable:	for	him
there	 is	 a	 particularity	 –	 a	plebs	 –	which	 claims	hegemonically	 to	 constitute	 a
populus,	while	the	populus	(the	abstract	universality)	can	exist	only	as	embodied
in	a	plebs.	When	we	reach	that	point,	we	are	close	to	the	‘people’	of	populism.

There	 is	 a	 fourth	 and	 final	 point	 to	 be	 made	 concerning
particularity/universality/naming	 in	 connection	with	 the	 constitution	of	popular
identities.	 Let	 us	 go	 back	 for	 a	 moment	 to	 my	 argument	 about	 singularity.
Singularity,	in	my	approach,	is	strictly	linked	to	the	question	of	heterogeneity.	I
shall	 deal	 in	 Chapter	 5	 with	 the	 main	 dimensions	 and	 effects	 of	 the	 logic	 of
heterogeneity,	 but	 I	 can	 anticipate	 some	 of	 them	 here	 in	 so	 far	 as	 they	 are
required	to	illuminate	the	centrality	of	naming	in	populism.	Social	homogeneity
is	what	constitutes	the	symbolic	framework	of	a	society	–	what	we	have	called
the	 logic	 of	 difference.	 I	 can	move	 from	 one	 institution	 to	 another,	 from	 one
social	 category	 to	 another,	 not	 because	 there	 is	 a	 logical	 connection	 between
them	 –	 although	 several	 rationalizations	 could	 try	 later	 on	 to	 reconstruct
institutional	 interconnections	 in	 terms	 of	 logical	 links	 –	 but	 because	 all
differentiations	 require	 and	 refer	 to	 each	 other	 within	 a	 systematic	 ensemble.
Language	 as	 a	 system	 of	 differences	 is	 the	 archetypical	 expression	 of	 this
symbolic	 interconnection.	 A	 first	 form	 of	 heterogeneity	 emerges	when,	 as	 we
have	 seen,	 a	 particular	 social	 demand	 cannot	 be	 met	 within	 that	 system:	 the
demand	 is	 in	 excess	 of	 what	 is	 differentially	 representable	 within	 it.	 The
heterogeneous	is	what	 lacks	any	differential	 location	within	the	symbolic	order
(it	is	equivalent	to	the	Lacanian	real).

There	is,	however,	another	type	of	heterogeneity	which	is	equally	important:
the	 one	 that	 derives	 from	 the	 mutual	 relations	 between	 unfulfilled	 demands.
These	 demands	 are	 no	 longer	 united/separated	 from	 each	 other	 through	 the
symbolic	system,	because	 it	 is	precisely	 the	dislocation	of	 that	 system	 that	has
generated	them	in	the	first	place.	But	they	do	not	tend	spontaneously	to	coalesce
with	 each	 other	 either,	 for	 as	 far	 as	 their	 specificity	 is	 concerned,	 they	 can	be
entirely	 heterogeneous	 in	 nature.	 What	 gives	 them	 an	 initial	 and	 weak
equivalential	tie	is	the	mere	fact	that	they	all	reflect	the	failure	of	the	institutional
system.	I	have	already	dealt	in	extenso	with	this	matter,	and	I	shall	not	go	back
to	 it.	 What	 I	 can	 add	 now,	 however,	 is	 that	 the	 unity	 of	 the	 equivalential



ensemble,	of	the	irreducibly	new	collective	will	in	which	particular	equivalences
crystallize,	 depends	 entirely	 on	 the	 social	 productivity	 of	 a	 name.	 That
productivity	 derives	 exclusively	 from	 the	 operation	 of	 the	 name	 as	 a	 pure
signifier	–	that	is	to	say,	not	expressing	any	conceptual	unity	that	precedes	it	(as
would	be	the	case	if	we	had	adopted	a	descriptivist	perspective).

Here	 we	 can	 strictly	 follow	 the	 Lacanian	 view	 as	 presented	 by	 Žižek:	 the
unity	of	the	object	is	a	retroactive	effect	of	naming	it.	Two	consequences	follow:
first,	 the	 name,	 once	 it	 has	 become	 the	 signifier	 of	what	 is	 heterogeneous	 and
excessive	 in	 a	 particular	 society,	 will	 have	 an	 irresistible	 attraction	 over	 any
demand	 which	 is	 lived	 as	 unfulfilled	 and,	 as	 such,	 as	 excessive	 and
heterogeneous	 vis-à-vis	 the	 existing	 symbolic	 framework;	 second,	 since	 the
name	–	in	order	to	play	that	constitutive	role	–	has	to	be	an	empty	signifier,	it	is
ultimately	unable	to	determine	what	kind	of	demands	enter	into	the	equivalential
chain.	In	other	words:	if	the	names	of	the	‘people’	constitute	their	own	object	–
that	 is,	 give	 unity	 to	 a	 heterogeneous	 ensemble	 –	 the	 reverse	 movement	 also
operates:	 they	 can	 never	 fully	 control	 which	 demands	 they	 embody	 and
represent.	 Popular	 identities	 are	 always	 loci	 of	 the	 tension	 between	 these	 two
opposite	 movements,	 and	 of	 the	 precarious	 equilibria	 that	 they	 manage	 to
establish	 between	 them.	 From	 this	 results	 a	 necessary	 ideological	 ambiguity,
whose	political	consequences	will	become	apparent	as	our	argument	progresses.

At	this	point,	I	can	go	back	to	the	argument	concerning	rhetoric	which	I	have
already	broached	 a	 couple	 of	 times.	 It	 is	 closely	 related	 to	 the	 question	of	 the
‘singular’	 and	 the	 ‘heterogeneous’	 that	we	have	 just	discussed,	 for	a	 rhetorical
displacement	or	reaggregation	has	precisely	the	function	of	emancipating	a	name
from	 its	 univocal	 conceptual	 attachments.	 Let	 me	 bring	 to	 the	 discussion	 an
example	 which	 I	 have	 discussed	 elsewhere.	 Let	 us	 think	 of	 a	 certain
neighbourhood	where	there	is	racial	violence,	and	the	only	local	forces	capable
of	 organizing	 an	 anti-racist	 counter-offensive	 are	 the	 trade	 unions.	 Now,	 in	 a
strictly	 literal	 sense,	 the	 function	 of	 the	 unions	 is	 not	 to	 fight	 racism	 but	 to
negotiate	wages	and	other	related	issues.	If,	however,	the	anti-racist	campaign	is
taken	up	by	the	unions,	it	is	because	there	is	a	relation	of	contiguity	between	the
two	 issues	 in	 the	 same	 neighbourhood.	 A	 relation	 of	 displacement	 between
terms,	issues,	agents,	and	so	on,	is	what	is	called,	in	rhetoric,	a	metonymy.	Let	us
suppose,	next,	that	this	connection	between	anti-racist	and	trade	union	struggles
continues	for	a	certain	time:	in	that	case,	people	will	start	to	feel	that	there	is	a
natural	link	between	the	two	types	of	struggle.	So	the	relation	of	contiguity	will
start	to	shade	into	one	of	analogy,	the	metonymy	into	a	metaphor.	This	rhetorical
displacement	 involves	 three	 main	 changes.	 First,	 despite	 the	 differential
particularism	 of	 the	 initial	 two	 kinds	 of	 struggles	 and	 demands,	 a	 certain



equivalential	homogeneity	between	them	is	being	created.	Second,	the	nature	of
the	trade	unions	changes	in	this	process:	they	cease	to	be	the	pure	expression	of
sectorial	 interests	 at	 a	 given	 moment,	 and	 become	 more	 –	 if	 a	 variety	 of
equivalential	 articulations	 develops	 –	 a	 nodal	 point	 in	 the	 constitution	 of	 a
‘people’	(using	the	Gramscian	distinction:	they	move	from	being	a	‘corporative’
class	 to	 being	 a	 ‘hegemonic’	 one).	 Third,	 the	 term	 ‘trade	 union’	 becomes	 the
name	 of	 a	 singularity,	 in	 the	 sense	 defined	 above:	 it	 no	 longer	 designates	 the
name	 of	 an	 abstract	 universality,	 whose	 ‘essence’	would	 be	 repeated,	 beyond
accidental	 variations,	 in	 all	 historical	 contexts,	 and	 becomes	 the	 name	 of	 a
concrete	 social	 agent,	 whose	 only	 essence	 is	 the	 specific	 articulation	 of
heterogeneous	 elements	 which,	 through	 that	 name,	 crystallize	 in	 a	 unified
collective	will.	Another	way	of	saying	 the	same	 thing	 is	 that	 there	 is	no	social
element	whose	meaning	is	not	overdetermined.	As	a	result,	this	meaning	cannot
be	conceptually	apprehended,	if	by	‘conceptual’	we	understand	a	signified	which
would	 entirely	 eliminate	 the	 opaqueness	 of	 the	 signifying	process.	This	 shows
again	that	rhetorical	mechanisms,	as	I	have	asserted	from	the	beginning	of	 this
book,	constitute	the	anatomy	of	the	social	world.

A	 final	 and	 crucial	 dimension	 must,	 however,	 be	 added	 to	 our	 analysis.	 Our
whole	approach	to	populism	turns,	as	we	have	seen,	around	the	following	theses:
(1)	the	emergence	of	the	‘people’	requires	the	passage	–	via	equivalences	–	from
isolated,	 heterogeneous	 demands	 to	 a	 ‘global’	 demand	 which	 involves	 the
formation	 of	 political	 frontiers	 and	 the	 discursive	 construction	 of	 power	 as	 an
antagonistic	force;	(2)	since,	however,	this	passage	does	not	follow	from	a	mere
analysis	 of	 the	 heterogeneous	 demands	 themselves	 –	 there	 is	 no	 logical,
dialectical	 or	 semiotic	 transition	 from	 one	 level	 to	 the	 other	 –	 something
qualitatively	new	has	to	intervene.	This	is	why	‘naming’	can	have	the	retroactive
effect	I	have	described.	This	qualitatively	differentiated	and	irreducible	moment
is	 what	 I	 have	 called	 ‘radical	 investment’.	 What	 this	 notion	 of	 ‘investment’
would	 involve	 is,	however,	 something	we	have	not	yet	explored.	The	different
signifying	operations	 to	which	 I	have	 referred	so	 far	can	explain	 the	 forms	 the
investment	takes,	but	not	the	force	in	which	the	investment	consists.	It	is	clear,
however,	 that	 if	an	entity	becomes	the	object	of	an	investment	–	as	in	being	in
love,	or	in	hatred	–	the	investment	belongs	necessarily	to	the	order	of	affect.	It	is
this	affective	dimension	that	I	now	have	to	bring	into	the	picture.

Not,	however,	without	a	caveat.	It	would	be	a	mistake	to	think	that,	by	adding
affect	 to	what	 I	have	said	 so	 far	about	 signification,	 I	 am	putting	 together	 two
different	types	of	phenomena	which	would	–	at	least	analytically	–	be	separable.



The	relation	between	signification	and	affect	is	in	fact	far	more	intimate.	As	we
have	 already	 seen,	 the	 paradigmatic	 pole	 of	 language	 (Saussure’s	 associative
pole)	is	an	integral	part	of	language	functioning	–	that	is	to	say,	there	would	be
no	 signification	without	 paradigmatic	 substitutions.	 But	 paradigmatic	 relations
consist,	 as	 we	 have	 seen,	 of	 substitutions	 operating	 at	 the	 level	 of	 both	 the
signifier	 and	 the	 signified,	 and	 these	 associations	 are	 governed	 by	 the
unconscious.	There	 is	no	possibility	of	a	 language	 in	which	 the	value	 relations
would	 be	 established	 only	 between	 formally	 specifiable	 units.	 So	 affect	 is
required	 if	 signification	 is	 going	 to	 be	 possible.	 But	 we	 arrive	 at	 the	 same
conclusion	if	we	consider	the	matter	from	the	viewpoint	of	affect.	Affect	is	not
something	 which	 exists	 on	 its	 own,	 independently	 of	 language;	 it	 constitutes
itself	only	through	the	differential	cathexes	of	a	signifying	chain.	This	is	exactly
what	‘investment’	means.	The	conclusion	is	clear:	the	complexes	which	we	call
‘discursive	 or	 hegemonic	 formations’,	 which	 articulate	 differential	 and
equivalential	 logics,	 would	 be	 unintelligible	 without	 the	 affective	 component.
(This	 is	 a	 further	 proof	 –	were	 one	 still	 needed	 –	 of	 the	 inanity	 of	 dismissing
emotional	populist	attachments	in	the	name	of	an	uncontaminable	rationality.)

So	 we	 can	 conclude	 that	 any	 social	 whole	 results	 from	 an	 indissociable
articulation	between	signifying	and	affective	dimensions.	But	 in	discussing	 the
constitution	of	popular	 identities,	we	are	dealing	with	a	very	particular	 type	of
whole:	not	one	which	is	just	composed	of	parts,	but	one	in	which	a	part	functions
as	the	whole	(in	our	example:	a	plebs	claiming	to	be	identical	with	the	populus).
It	 is	 exactly	 the	 same	 if	 we	 see	 the	matter	 from	 the	 hegemonic	 angle:	 as	 we
know,	 a	hegemonic	 relation	 is	one	 in	which	 a	 certain	particularity	 signifies	 an
unachievable	universality.	What,	however,	is	the	ontological	possibility	of	such
a	 relationship?	To	 approach	 the	 issue,	 I	 shall	 examine	 two	highly	 illuminating
analyses	 in	 the	recent	work	of	Joan	Copjec.	They	belong	to	 the	psychoanalytic
field,	 but	 their	 consequences	 for	 our	 political	 analysis	 are	 visible	 and	 far-
reaching.37

The	 first	 essay	 by	 Copjec,	 ‘The	 Tomb	 of	 Perseverance:	 on	 Antigone’,
discusses,	in	those	passages	which	are	relevant	to	our	theme,	the	death	drive	in
Freud.	For	Freud,	as	she	asserts,	death	is	the	aim	of	every	drive.	What	does	this
mean?	Essentially,	that	every	drive	‘aims	at	the	past,	at	a	time	before	the	subject
found	itself	where	it	is	now,	imbedded	in	time	and	moving	toward	death’	(p.	33).
This	 earlier	 state	 of	 inanimation	 or	 inertia,	 which	 is	 a	 retrospective	 illusion
(Copjec	refers	here	to	the	myth	of	the	Timaeus,	where	the	Earth,	being	a	globe
comprising	everything,	does	not	need	organs	of	any	kind	–	it	has	no	outside),	is
read	 by	 psychoanalysis	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 primordial	 mother/child	 dyad,	 ‘which
supposedly	 contained	 all	 things	 and	 every	 happiness	 and	 to	which	 the	 subject



strives	 throughout	 life	 to	 return’.	 (We	 can	 easily	 recognize	 in	 this	 picture
something	that	is	already	present	in	our	political	analysis:	the	idea	of	a	fullness
which	unfulfilled	demands	constantly	reproduce	as	the	presence	of	an	absence.)
If	 this	 fullness	 is	 a	 mythical	 one,	 the	 actual	 search	 for	 it	 could	 lead	 only	 to
destruction,	except	for	two	facts	that	Copjec	stresses:	‘(1)	that	there	is	no	single,
complete	drive,	only	partial	drives	and	thus	no	realisable	will	to	destruction;	and
(2)	the	second	paradox	of	the	drive,	which	states	that	the	drive	inhibits,	as	part	of
its	activity,	the	achievement	of	its	aim.	So	some	inherent	obstacle	–	the	object	of
the	 drive	 –	 simultaneously	 brakes	 the	 drive	 and	 breaks	 it	 up,	 curbs	 it,	 thus
preventing	it	from	reaching	its	aim,	and	divides	it	up	into	partial	drives’	(p.	34).
So	 the	 drives	 content	 themselves	with	 these	 partial	 objects	 which	 Lacan	 calls
objets	petit	a.

It	 is	 important	 to	 see	 how	 Copjec’s	 argument	 is	 constructed	 within	 the
Freudian	 and	 Lacanian	 texts.	 To	 start	 with,	 we	 have	 Freud’s	 notion	 of	 the
Nebenmensch	(the	primordial	mother)	and	the	initial	split	between	das	Ding	(the
Thing),	 the	 irretrievable	 fullness,	 and	what	 is	 representable.	 Something	 of	 the
primordial	mother	cannot	be	translated	into	representation;	thus	a	hole	is	opened
up	within	 the	order	of	 the	 signifier.	 If	 the	matter	 remained	 there,	however,	we
would	be	within	the	terrain	of	a	Kantian	opposition	between	the	noumenon	and
its	phenomenal	representation,	between	being	and	thinking.	It	is	at	this	point	that
Lacan	 radicalizes	 Freudian	 thought:	 the	 lost	 Thing	 is	 not	 an	 impossibility	 of
thought,	but	a	void	of	Being:	‘it	is	not	that	the	mother	escapes	representation	or
thought,	but	 that	 the	 jouissance	 that	 attached	me	 to	her	has	been	 lost,	 and	 this
loss	depletes	the	whole	of	my	being’	(Copjec,	p.	36).	If,	however,	jouissance	is
not	 lost,	 this	 is	because	 traces	of	 it	 remain	 in	 the	partial	objects.	The	nature	of
these	traces,	however,	must	be	carefully	explored,	because	they	no	longer	follow
the	 noumenon/phenomenal	 representation	 schema.	 The	 partial	 object	 becomes
itself	a	totality;	it	becomes	the	structuring	principle	of	the	whole	scene:

The	 development	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 Vorstellungrepräsentanz	 [ideational	 representative	 in	 Freud’s
English	 translation]	appears,	 then,	 to	 sever	 the	Ding-component	of	 the	Nebenmensch	 complex	 into
two	parts,	into	das	Ding	and	Vorstellungrepräsentanz,	although	das	Ding	is	no	longer	conceivable	as
a	noumenal	object	and	is	retained	only	by	the	description	of	Vorstellungrepräsentanz	as	partial.	It	is
clear	from	the	theory	that	when	this	partial	object	arrives	on	the	scene,	it	blocks	the	path	to	the	old
conception	of	das	Ding,	which	is	now	only	a	retrospective	illusion.…	The	traitorous	delegate	and	the
partial	object	act	not	as	evidence	of	a	body	or	a	Thing	existing	elsewhere,	but	as	evidence	of	the	fact
that	the	body	and	satisfaction	have	lost	the	support	of	the	organic	body	and	the	noumenal	thing.	(p.
37)

Copjec	is	very	careful	to	stress	that	this	mutation	breaks	with	the	notion	that	the
partial	 object	 of	 jouissance	 would	 act	 as	 a	 representative	 of	 the	 inaccessible



Thing.	Quoting	Lacan’s	definition	of	sublimation	as	‘the	elevation	of	an	ordinary
object	to	the	dignity	of	the	Thing’,	she	reads	it	in	the	sense	that	‘elevation	does
not	 seem	 to	 entail	 [the]	 function	 of	 representation,	 but	 rather	 entails	 –	 in	 a
reversal	 of	 the	 common	 understanding	 of	 sublimation	 –	 the	 substitution	 of	 an
ordinary	object	for	the	Thing’	(p.	38).

In	a	second	essay	in	the	same	volume,	‘Narcissism,	Approached	Obliquely’,
Copjec	adds	 the	 important	observation	 that	 the	partial	object	 is	not	a	part	of	a
whole	but	a	part	which	 is	 the	whole.	She	quotes	Béla	Balász	and	Deleuze,	 for
whom	 close-ups	 do	 not	 simply	 entail	 focusing	 on	 a	 detail	 within	 a	 whole	 –
rather,	 it	 is	 as	 if,	 through	 that	 detail,	 the	 whole	 scene	 were	 re-dimensioned:
‘Deleuze	 is	claiming	 that	 the	close-up	 is	not	a	closer	 look	at	a	part	of	a	scene,
that	 is,	 it	 does	 not	 disclose	 an	 object	 that	 can	 be	 listed	 as	 an	 element	 of	 that
scene,	a	detail	plucked	from	the	whole	and	then	blown	up	in	order	to	focus	our
attention.	 The	 close-up	 discloses,	 rather,	 the	 whole	 of	 the	 scene	 itself,	 or	 as
Deleuze	 says,	 its	 entire	 “expressed”.…	 The	 partial	 object	 of	 the	 drive,	 I	 will
argue,	 exemplifies	 the	 same	 logic;	 it	 does	 not	 form	 part	 of	 the	 organism,	 but
implies	an	absolute	change’	(p.	53).	In	this	way,	the	partial	object	ceases	to	be	a
partiality	evoking	a	totality,	and	becomes	–	using	our	earlier	 terminology	–	the
name	 of	 that	 totality.	Lacan	 breaks	with	 the	 notion	 of	 a	mother/child	 dyad	 by
adding	 a	 third	 component,	 detached	 from	 the	 mother:	 the	 breast	 –	 properly
speaking,	the	object	of	the	drive:

This	term,	‘object	of	lack’,	cannot	be	understood	outside	the	Timaean/lamellian	myth	from	which	it
derives.	The	partial	object	or	object	of	lack	is	the	one	that	emerges	out	of	the	lack,	the	void,	opened
by	 the	 loss	of	 the	original	Plenum	or	das	Ding.	 In	place	of	 the	mythical	 satisfaction	derived	 from
being	at	one	with	the	maternal	Thing,	the	subject	now	experiences	satisfaction	in	this	partial	object.
…	The	elevation	of	 the	external	object	of	 the	drive	–	let	us	stay	with	the	example	of	milk	–	to	 the
status	of	breast	(that	is,	to	the	status	of	an	object	capable	of	satisfying	something	more	than	the	mouth
or	 stomach)	does	not	depend	on	 its	 cultural	 or	 social	 value	 in	 relation	 to	other	objects.	 Its	 surplus
‘breast	value’,	let	us	say,	depends	solely	on	the	drive’s	election	of	it	as	an	object	of	satisfaction.	(p.
60)

The	 reader	would	 perhaps	 ask	 herself:	what	 has	 all	 this	 to	 do	with	 popular
identities?	The	answer	is	very	simple:	everything.	Copjec	is	perfectly	aware	that
psychoanalytic	categories	are	not	regional,	but	belong	to	the	field	of	what	could
be	 called	 a	 general	 ontology.	 She	 asserts,	 for	 instance,	 that	 the	 theory	 of	 the
drives	in	Freud	occupies	the	terrain	of	classical	ontological	questions.	It	 is	 true
that	her	account	–	as	frequently	in	psychoanalysis	–	has	a	predominantly	genetic
character,	but	it	can	easily	be	recast	in	structural	terms.	The	mythical	wholeness
of	the	mother/child	dyad	corresponds	to	the	unachieved	fullness	evoked	–	as	its
opposite	 –	 by	 the	 dislocations	 brought	 about	 by	 the	 unfulfilled	 demands.	 The



aspiration	to	that	fullness	or	wholeness	does	not,	however,	simply	disappear;	it	is
transferred	 to	 partial	 objects	 which	 are	 the	 objects	 of	 the	 drives.	 In	 political
terms,	 that	 is	 exactly	 what	 I	 have	 called	 a	 hegemonic	 relation:	 a	 certain
particularity	which	assumes	the	role	of	an	 impossible	universality.	Because	 the
partial	 character	 of	 these	 objects	 does	 not	 result	 from	 a	 particular	 story	 but	 is
inherent	 in	 the	 very	 structure	 of	 signification,	 Lacan’s	objet	 petit	 a	 is	 the	 key
element	 in	 a	 social	ontology.	The	whole	 is	 always	going	 to	be	 embodied	by	a
part.	In	terms	of	our	analysis:	there	is	no	universality	which	is	not	a	hegemonic
one.	There	is,	however,	something	more:	as	in	the	examples	of	the	close-ups	and
the	 ‘breast	 value’	 of	 the	 milk	 discussed	 by	 Copjec,	 there	 is	 nothing	 in	 the
materiality	 of	 the	 particular	 parts	 which	 predetermines	 one	 or	 the	 other	 to
function	 as	 a	 whole.	 Nevertheless,	 once	 a	 certain	 part	 has	 assumed	 such	 a
function,	it	is	its	very	materiality	as	a	part	which	becomes	a	source	of	enjoyment.
Gramsci	 formulated	 the	political	argument	 in	 similar	 terms:	which	social	 force
will	become	the	hegemonic	representation	of	society	as	a	whole	is	the	result	of	a
contingent	 struggle;	 but	 once	 a	 particular	 social	 force	 becomes	 hegemonic,	 it
remains	 so	 for	 a	whole	 historical	 period.	 The	 object	 of	 the	 investment	 can	 be
contingent,	but	it	is	most	certainly	not	indifferent	–	it	cannot	be	changed	at	will.
With	this	we	reach	a	full	explanation	of	what	radical	investment	means:	making
an	object	 the	embodiment	of	a	mythical	 fullness.	Affect	 (that	 it,	 enjoyment)	 is
the	very	essence	of	 investment,	while	 its	 contingent	 character	 accounts	 for	 the
‘radical’	component	of	the	formula.

Let	me	press	this	point	once	more.	We	are	dealing	not	with	casual	or	external
homologies	but	with	the	same	discovery	taking	place	from	two	different	angles	–
psychoanalysis	 and	 politics	 –	 of	 something	 that	 concerns	 the	 very	 structure	 of
objectivity.	The	main	ontological	consequence	of	the	Freudian	discovery	of	the
unconscious	is	that	the	category	of	representation	does	not	simply	reproduce,	at
a	secondary	level,	a	fullness	preceding	it	which	could	be	grasped	in	a	direct	way
but,	 on	 the	 contrary,	 representation	 is	 the	 absolutely	 primary	 level	 in	 the
constitution	 of	 objectivity.	 That	 is	 why	 there	 is	 no	 meaning	 which	 is	 not
overdetermined	 from	 its	 very	 inception.	 With	 the	 fullness	 of	 the	 primordial
mother	being	a	purely	mythical	object,	there	is	no	achievable	jouissance	except
through	 radical	 investment	 in	 an	objet	 petit	 a.	 Thus	objet	 petit	 a	 becomes	 the
primary	ontological	category.	But	the	same	discovery	(not	merely	an	analogous
one)	is	made	if	we	start	from	the	angle	of	political	theory.	No	social	fullness	is
achievable	 except	 through	hegemony;	 and	hegemony	 is	 nothing	more	 than	 the
investment,	in	a	partial	object,	of	a	fullness	which	will	always	evade	us	because
it	is	purely	mythical	(in	our	terms:	it	is	merely	the	positive	reverse	of	a	situation
experienced	 as	 ‘deficient	 being’).	 The	 logic	 of	 the	 objet	 petit	 a	 and	 the



hegemonic	 logic	 are	 not	 just	 similar:	 they	 are	 simply	 identical.	 This	 is	 why,
within	 the	Marxist	 tradition,	 the	 Gramscian	moment	 represents	 such	 a	 crucial
epistemological	break:	while	Marxism	had	traditionally	had	the	dream	of	access
to	 a	 systemically	 closed	 totality	 (determination	 in	 the	 last	 instance	 by	 the
economy,	etc.),	 the	hegemonic	approach	breaks	decisively	with	that	essentialist
social	 logic.	 The	 only	 possible	 totalizing	 horizon	 is	 given	 by	 a	 partiality	 (the
hegemonic	 force)	 which	 assumes	 the	 representation	 of	 a	 mythical	 totality.	 In
Lacanian	terms:	an	object	is	elevated	to	the	dignity	of	the	Thing.	In	that	sense,
the	 object	 of	 the	 hegemonic	 investment	 is	 not	 a	 second-best	 vis-à-vis	 the	 real
thing	 which	 would	 be	 an	 entirely	 reconciled	 society	 (which,	 as	 a	 systemic
totality,	would	require	no	 investment	and	no	hegemony):	 it	 is	simply	 the	name
that	fullness	receives	within	a	certain	historical	horizon,	which	as	partial	object
of	a	hegemonic	investment	it	is	not	an	ersatz	but	the	rallying	point	of	passionate
attachments.	 Copjec’s	 argument	 about	 the	 drive	 being	 able	 to	 achieve
satisfaction	is	highly	relevant	here	because,	in	a	different	register,	 it	asserts	the
very	political	point	that	I	am	trying	to	make.

All	this	has	a	clear	implication	for	the	main	theme	of	this	book,	because	–	as
should	be	evident	at	 this	stage	of	 the	argument	–	 there	 is	no	populism	without
affective	 investment	 in	 a	 partial	 object.	 If	 a	 society	 managed	 to	 achieve	 an
institutional	order	of	such	a	nature	that	all	demands	were	satisfied	within	its	own
immanent	mechanisms,	 there	would	 be	 no	 populism	 but,	 for	 obvious	 reasons,
there	 would	 be	 no	 politics	 either.	 The	 need	 to	 constitute	 a	 ‘people’	 (a	 plebs
claiming	 to	 be	 a	 populus)	 arises	 only	when	 that	 fullness	 is	 not	 achieved,	 and
partial	objects	within	society	(aims,	figures,	symbols)	are	so	cathected	that	they
become	the	name	of	its	absence.	Why	the	affective	dimension	is	decisive	in	this
process	is,	I	think,	abundantly	clear	from	the	earlier	discussion.

Populism

I	have	now	introduced	all	the	theoretical	variables	needed	to	attempt	a	first	and
provisional	 conceptualization	 of	 populism.	 Three	 aspects	 should	 be	 taken	 into
account.

1.	First,	it	should	be	clear	at	this	stage	that	by	‘populism’	we	do	not	understand	a
type	of	movement	–	identifiable	with	either	a	special	social	base	or	a	particular
ideological	orientation	–	but	a	political	logic.	All	the	attempts	at	finding	what	is
idiosyncratic	 in	 populism	 in	 elements	 such	 as	 a	 peasant	 or	 small-ownership
constituency,	 or	 resistance	 to	 economic	 modernization,	 or	 manipulation	 by
marginalized	elites	are,	as	we	have	seen,	essentially	flawed:	they	will	always	be



overwhelmed	by	an	avalanche	of	exceptions.	What	do	we	understand,	however,
by	 a	 ‘political	 logic’?	 As	 I	 have	 asserted	 elsewhere,38	 I	 see	 social	 logics	 as
involving	 a	 rarefied	 system	 of	 statements	 –	 that	 is	 to	 say,	 a	 system	 of	 rules
drawing	a	horizon	within	which	some	objects	are	representable	while	others	are
excluded.	So	we	 can	 talk	 about	 the	 logics	 of	 kinship,	 of	 the	market	 –	 even	of
chess-playing	 (to	 use	Wittgenstein’s	 example).	A	 political	 logic,	 however,	 has
something	specific	to	it	which	is	important	to	stress.	While	social	logics	consist
in	rule-following,	political	logics	are	related	to	the	institution	of	the	social.	Such
an	institution,	however,	as	we	already	know,	is	not	an	arbitrary	fiat	but	proceeds
out	 of	 social	 demands	 and	 is,	 in	 that	 sense,	 inherent	 to	 any	 process	 of	 social
change.	 This	 change,	 as	 we	 also	 know,	 takes	 place	 through	 the	 variable
articulation	 of	 equivalence	 and	 difference,	 and	 the	 equivalential	 moment
presupposes	 the	 constitution	 of	 a	 global	 political	 subject	 bringing	 together	 a
plurality	 of	 social	 demands.	 This	 in	 turn	 involves,	 as	 we	 have	 seen,	 the
construction	 of	 internal	 frontiers	 and	 the	 identification	 of	 an	 institutionalized
‘other’.	Whenever	we	have	this	combination	of	structural	moments,	whatever	the
ideological	 or	 social	 contents	 of	 the	 political	 movement	 in	 question,	 we	 have
populism	of	one	sort	or	another.

2.	There	are	two	other	aspects	from	our	previous	discussion	which	have	to	come
into	our	 conceptual	 characterization	of	 populism:	 those	which	 concern	naming
and	 affect.	 Naming,	 in	 the	 first	 place.	 If	 the	 construction	 of	 the	 ‘people’	 is	 a
radical	one	–	one	which	constitutes	social	agents	as	such,	and	does	not	express	a
previously	given	unity	of	the	group	–	the	heterogeneity	of	the	demands	that	the
popular	identity	brings	to	a	precarious	unity	has	to	be	irreducible.	This	does	not
necessarily	mean	that	these	demands	are	not	analogous,	or	at	least	comparable	at
some	level;	it	does,	however,	mean	that	they	cannot	be	inscribed	in	a	structural
system	of	differences	which	would	provide	them	with	an	infrastructural	ground.
This	point	 is	crucial:	heterogeneity	does	not	mean	differentiality.	There	cannot
be	 a	 priori	 system	 unity,	 precisely	 because	 the	 unfulfilled	 demands	 are	 the
expression	of	systemic	dislocation.	This	involves	two	consequences	that	I	have
analysed:	 (1)	 the	moment	of	unity	of	popular	 subjects	 is	given	at	 the	nominal,
not	 at	 the	 conceptual,	 level	–	 that	 is,	 popular	 subjects	 are	 always	 singularities;
(2)	 precisely	 because	 that	 name	 is	 not	 conceptually	 (sectorially)	 grounded,	 the
limits	 between	 the	 demands	 it	 is	 going	 to	 embrace	 and	 those	 it	 is	 going	 to
exclude	will	be	blurred,	and	subjected	to	permanent	contestation.	From	this	we
can	deduce	that	the	language	of	a	populist	discourse	–	whether	of	Left	or	Right	–
is	 always	 going	 to	 be	 imprecise	 and	 fluctuating:	 not	 because	 of	 any	 cognitive



failure,	 but	 because	 it	 tries	 to	 operate	 performatively	 within	 a	 social	 reality
which	 is	 to	 a	 large	extent	heterogeneous	and	 fluctuating.	 I	 see	 this	moment	of
vagueness	 and	 imprecision	 –	 which,	 it	 should	 be	 clear,	 does	 not	 have	 any
pejorative	 connotation	 for	 me	 –	 as	 an	 essential	 component	 of	 any	 populist
operation.

Let	us	now	move	on	to	affect.	Our	previous	discussion	implicitly	entails	that
there	 is	 no	 affect	 without	 a	 constitutive	 unevenness.	 If,	 to	 use	 Lacanian
terminology,	we	had	a	Real	before	 the	Symbolic,	we	would	have	a	continuous
fullness	without	internal	differentiations.	But	the	presence	of	the	Real	within	the
Symbolic	involves	unevenness:	objets	petit	a	presuppose	a	differential	cathexis,
and	it	is	this	cathexis	that	we	call	affect.	Freud	quotes	George	Bernard	Shaw	as
saying	 that	 to	 be	 in	 love	 is	 considerably	 to	 exaggerate	 the	 difference	 between
one	woman	and	another.	Pure	harmony	would	be	 incompatible	with	affect.	As
Ortega	y	Gasset	said,	history	would	be	destroyed	if	we	were	fair	to	all	its	internal
moments.	Affect,	 in	 that	 sense,	means	 radical	 discontinuity	 between	 an	 object
and	the	one	next	to	it,	and	this	discontinuity	can	be	conceived	only	in	terms	of	a
differential	 cathexis.	 We	 have	 to	 pay	 attention	 to	 all	 the	 moments	 of	 this
structural	sequence	if	we	are	going	to	approach	the	question	of	popular	identities
correctly.	First	we	have	the	moment	of	the	mythical	fullness	for	which	we	search
in	vain:	the	restoration	of	the	mother/child	unity	or,	in	political	terms,	the	fully
reconciled	society.	Then	we	have	the	partialization	of	the	drives:	the	plurality	of
objets	 petit	 a	 which,	 at	 some	 point,	 embody	 that	 ultimately	 unachievable
fullness.	Here	we	must	be	careful	in	our	analysis,	because	to	embody	something
can	 mean	 several	 different	 things.	 This	 is	 the	 point	 where	 Copjec’s	 analysis
reveals	 all	 its	 relevance.	 She	 rightly	 rejects	 a	 purely	 external	 notion	 of
representation	according	 to	which	 something	which	cannot	 show	 itself	 as	 such
would	be	substituted	by	a	succession	of	indifferent	ersatzs.	So	what	could	be	a
more	intimate	relationship	between	what	is	being	embodied	and	the	very	act	of
embodying	it?	All	our	previous	analyses	allow	us	to	give	a	proper	answer	to	this
question.	Embodying	something	can	only	mean	giving	a	name	to	what	is	being
embodied;	 but,	 since	 what	 is	 embodied	 is	 an	 impossible	 fullness,	 something
which	 has	 no	 independent	 consistency	 of	 its	 own,	 the	 ‘embodying’	 entity
becomes	 the	 full	 object	 of	 the	 cathectic	 investment.	 The	 embodying	 object	 is
thus	 the	 ultimate	 horizon	 of	 what	 is	 achievable	 –	 not	 because	 there	 is	 an
unachievable	‘beyond’,	but	because	 that	 ‘beyond’,	having	no	entity	of	 its	own,
can	 be	 present	 only	 as	 the	 phantasmatic	 excess	 of	 an	 object	 through	 which
satisfaction	is	achievable	–	this	excess	would,	in	Copjec’s	words,	be	the	‘breast
value’	of	the	milk.	In	psychoanalytic	terms:	while	desire	knows	no	satisfaction,
and	 lives	 only	 by	 reproducing	 itself	 through	 a	 succession	of	 objects,	 the	 drive



can	 find	 satisfaction,	 but	 this	 is	 achievable	 only	 by	 ‘sublimating’	 an	 object,
raising	it	to	the	dignity	of	the	Thing.	Let	us	translate	this	into	political	language:
a	 certain	demand,	which	was	perhaps	 at	 the	beginning	only	one	 among	many,
acquires	 at	 some	 point	 an	 unexpected	 centrality,	 and	 becomes	 the	 name	 of
something	exceeding	it,	of	something	which	it	cannot	control	by	itself	but	which,
however,	becomes	a	‘destiny’	from	which	it	cannot	escape.	When	a	democratic
demand	has	gone	through	this	process,	it	becomes	a	‘popular’	one.	But	this	is	not
achievable	 in	 terms	of	 its	own	initial,	material	particularity.	 It	has	 to	become	a
nodal	point	of	sublimation;	it	has	to	acquire	a	‘breast	value’.	It	is	only	then	that
the	 ‘name’	 becomes	 detached	 from	 the	 ‘concept’,	 the	 signifier	 from	 the
signified.	Without	this	detachment,	there	would	be	no	populism.

3.	Finally,	there	is	a	third	aspect	to	take	into	consideration.	Although	I	shall	deal
with	its	full	implications	in	Chapter	5,	I	must	address	here	some	remarks	which
cannot	be	skipped	even	in	a	preliminary	approach	to	populism.	I	asserted	earlier
that	 the	 logics	 of	 difference	 and	 equivalence,	 although	 they	 are	 ultimately
antagonistic	 to	 one	 another,	 none	 the	 less	 need	 one	 another.	 They	 inhabit	 the
space	of	a	tension	between	mutually	related	dimensions.	I	have	already	indicated
the	reason:	an	equivalential	chain	can	weaken	the	particularism	of	their	links,	but
cannot	 do	 away	 with	 it	 altogether.	 It	 is	 because	 a	 particular	 demand	 is
unfulfilled	that	with	other	unfulfilled	demands	a	solidarity	is	established,	so	that
without	 the	active	presence	of	 the	particularism	of	 the	 link,	 there	would	be	no
equivalential	chain.

I	 have	 described	 this	 aspect	 as	 difference	 and	 equivalence	 reflecting
themselves	 in	 each	 other.	 This	 reflection	 is	 constitutive,	 but	 so	 is	 the	 tension
between	 its	 two	poles.	Tension	and	reflection	can	be	contingently	combined	 in
unstable	equilibria,	but	neither	is	entirely	able	to	eliminate	the	other.	Let	us	think
of	an	apparent	example	of	equivalence	at	its	purest:	a	millenarian	peasant	revolt.
We	would	tend	to	think	that	here	we	have	no	contamination	between	difference
and	equivalence,	no	reflection	in	each	other:	since	on	the	one	hand,	the	enemy	is
a	 total	 one,	 the	 relation	with	 him	 aims	 at	 his	 entire	 destruction;	 on	 the	 other,
since	the	meaning	of	the	confrontation	is	given	by	the	defence,	against	a	threat,
of	 something	 the	 community	 already	 was,	 it	 looks	 as	 if	 all	 communitarian
particularism	 would	 precede	 the	 equivalential	 confrontation,	 and	 would	 not
depend	 on	 this	 confrontation	 for	 its	 constitution.	 Since	 the	 clash	 of	 the	 two
worlds	 is	 an	 uncompromising	 one,	 it	 would	 look	 as	 if	 whatever	 substantial
reality	 each	 of	 them	 had	would	 precede	 the	 clash,	 not	 result	 from	 it.	 In	 other
words,	the	communitarian	space	would	be	exclusively	organized	by	a	differential
logic,	and	the	equivalential	moment	would	become	entirely	external	–	that	is	to



say,	difference	and	equivalence	would	cease	to	reflect	in	each	other;	what	was	a
tension	 between	 two	 dimensions	 would	 be	 resolved	 into	 a	 total	 separation
between	them.	This,	however,	would	be	 the	wrong	conclusion.	For	even	in	 the
extreme	case	of	the	millenarian	revolt,	the	reflecting	moment	is	operating.	Once
the	revolt	starts,	nothing	in	the	community	remains	as	it	was	before.	Even	if	the
aim	of	the	rebellion	is	the	restoration	of	a	previous	identity,	it	has	to	reinvent	that
identity;	 it	 cannot	 simply	 rely	 on	 something	 entirely	 given	 beforehand.	 The
defence	 of	 the	 community	 against	 an	 external	 threat	 has	 dislocated	 that
community,	 which,	 in	 order	 to	 persist,	 cannot	 simply	 repeat	 something	 that
preceded	the	dislocatory	moment.	That	is	why	someone	who	wants	to	defend	an
existing	order	of	things	has	already	lost	it	through	its	very	defence.	In	our	terms:
the	perpetuation	of	a	threatened	order	can	no	longer	rely	on	a	purely	differential
logic;	 its	 success	 depends	 on	 the	 inscription	 of	 those	 differences	 within	 an
equivalential	chain.

This	 conclusion	 has	 some	 crucial	 consequences	 for	 the	 question	 of	 popular
identities	 and	 populism.	 The	 example	 of	 millenarianism	 is,	 admittedly,	 an
extreme	one,	but	by	showing	that	even	in	this	case	the	double	reflective	moment
we	are	discussing	is	present,	we	can	throw	light	on	a	whole	game	of	variations
which	is	inscribed	in	the	very	nature	of	populism.	If	the	equivalential	logic	does
not	 dissolve	 differences	 but	 inscribes	 them	 within	 itself,	 and	 if	 the	 relative
weight	of	 the	 two	logics	 largely	depends	on	the	autonomy	of	what	 is	 inscribed
vis-à-vis	 the	 hegemony	 exercised	 by	 the	 surface	 of	 inscription,	 the	 room	 for
variation	 opened	 by	 the	 double	 reflection	 is,	 indeed,	 very	 substantial.	 In	 other
words:	 any	 social	 level	 or	 institution	 can	 operate	 as	 a	 surface	 of	 equivalential
inscription.	 The	 essential	 point	 is	 that,	 since	 the	 dislocation	 at	 the	 root	 of	 the
populist	experience	requires	an	equivalential	inscription,	any	emerging	‘people’,
whatever	 its	 character,	 is	 going	 to	 present	 two	 faces:	 one	 of	 rupture	 with	 an
existing	order;	the	other	introducing	‘ordering’	where	there	is	basic	dislocation.
Let	me	 give	 two	 examples	which,	 I	 hope,	will	make	 these	 somewhat	 abstract
propositions	fully	understandable.

Let	us	 take,	as	one	extreme,	Mao	Tse-Tung’s	‘Long	March’.	Here,	we	have
‘populism’	in	the	sense	described	above:	the	attempt	to	constitute	the	‘people’	as
a	 historical	 actor	 out	 of	 a	 plurality	 of	 antagonistic	 situations.	Mao	 even	 talks
about	 ‘contradictions	within	 the	 people’,	 so	 that	 the	 ‘people’,	 an	 entity	which
would	have	been	anathema	to	classic	Marxist	theory,	is	brought	into	the	picture.
This	is	the	double	reflection	discussed	above:	the	‘people’,	far	from	having	the
homogeneous	 nature	 that	 one	would	 attribute	 to	 pure	 class	 actors	 (defined	 by
precise	 locations	 within	 the	 relations	 of	 production),	 is	 conceived	 as	 the
articulation	 of	 a	 plurality	 of	 ruptural	 points.	 These	 ruptural	 points,	 however,



arising	within	a	shattered	symbolic	framework	–	as	a	result	of	the	civil	war,	the
Japanese	invasion,	the	confrontation	between	war	lords,	and	so	on	–	depend	for
their	very	constitution	on	a	popular	surface	of	inscription	that	 transcends	them.
Here	are	the	two	dimensions	I	mentioned	above:	on	the	one	hand,	the	attempt	to
break	with	the	status	quo,	with	the	preceding	institutional	order;	on	the	other,	the
effort	 to	 constitute	 an	 order	 where	 there	 was	 anomie	 and	 dislocation.	 So	 the
equivalential	 chain	necessarily	 plays	 a	 double	 role:	 it	makes	 the	 emergence	of
the	particularism	of	the	demands	possible	but,	at	the	same	time,	it	subordinates
them	to	itself	as	a	necessary	surface	of	inscription.

Let	us	now	move	on	 to	 an	 example	 that	 apparently	belongs	 to	 the	opposite
extreme:	 the	 political	mobilizations	 of	 the	 followers	 of	Adhemar	 de	Barros,	 a
corrupt	politican	from	the	south	of	Brazil	whose	campaigns	in	the	1950s	had	as
their	 motto	 ‘Rouba	 mais	 faz’	 (‘He	 steals,	 but	 he	 keeps	 things	 going’).	 De
Barros’s	 inscription	 of	 grass-roots	 demands	 was	 essentially	 clientelistic:	 an
exchange	 of	 votes	 for	 political	 favours.	 We	 find	 prima	 facie	 very	 little	 in
common	between	Mao’s	global	emancipatory	project	and	Adhemar	de	Barros’s
cosa	nostra.	I	would	argue,	however,	that	we	have	populism	in	both	cases.	How?
The	common	element	is	given	by	the	presence	of	an	anti-institutional	dimension,
of	a	certain	challenge	 to	political	normalization,	 to	 ‘business	as	usual’.	 In	both
cases	 there	 is	 an	 appeal	 to	 the	underdog.	Walter	Benjamin	 evokes	 the	popular
attraction	to	the	high	criminal,	to	the	bandit,39	whose	appeal	stems	from	the	fact
that	the	bandit	is	outside	the	legal	system,	and	challenging	it.	Since	any	kind	of
institutional	system	is	inevitably	at	 least	partially	limiting	and	frustrating,	 there
is	something	appealing	about	any	figure	who	challenges	it,	whatever	the	reasons
for	and	forms	of	 the	challenge.	There	 is	 in	any	society	a	reservoir	of	 raw	anti-
status-quo	feelings	which	crystallize	in	some	symbols	quite	independently	of	the
forms	 of	 their	 political	 articulation,	 and	 it	 is	 their	 presence	 we	 intuitively
perceive	when	we	call	a	discourse	or	a	mobilization	‘populistic’.	Clientelism	–	to
go	 back	 to	 the	 example	 –	 is	 not	 necessarily	 populistic;	 it	 can	 adopt	 purely
institutional	forms,	but	it	is	enough	that	it	is	constructed	as	a	public	appeal	to	the
underdog	 outside	 the	 normal	 political	 channels	 for	 it	 to	 acquire	 a	 populist
connotation.	 In	 that	 case,	 however,	what	 I	 have	 called	 the	 ‘popular	 surface	 of
inscription’	 can	 be	 any	 institution	 or	 ideology:	 it	 is	 a	 certain	 inflection	 of	 its
themes	 that	makes	 it	 populistic,	 not	 the	particular	 character	 of	 the	 ideology	or
institution.	I	shall	deal	with	some	of	these	typological	variations	in	Part	III.

We	 have	 now	 reached	 a	 preliminary	 notion	 of	 populism.	 As	 I	 anticipated,
however,	my	analysis	has	been	based,	for	heuristic	reasons,	on	two	simplifying



assumptions	which	I	now	have	to	eliminate.	The	first	is	that	my	whole	approach
to	 empty	 signifiers	 has	 assumed	 the	 presence	 of	 a	 stable	 dichotomic	 frontier
within	society	(without	such	a	frontier	there	would	be	no	equivalences	and,	ergo,
no	empty	signifiers	either).	Is	this,	however,	an	assumption	that	we	can	take	for
granted?	 What	 if	 forces	 on	 the	 two	 sides	 of	 the	 frontier	 displace	 it	 in	 new
directions?	The	second	is	 that	I	have	not	explored	the	full	consequences	of	 the
permanence	of	the	particularism	of	the	demands	within	the	equivalential	chain.	I
have,	 in	 particular,	 taken	 it	 for	 granted	 that	any	 anti-system	 demand	 could	 be
incorporated	as	a	new	 link	 in	an	already	existing	chain	of	equivalences.	What,
however,	if	the	particularism	of	the	demands	which	are	already	part	of	the	chain
clashes	with	the	new	demands	which	attempt	to	incorporate	themselves	into	it?
Does	this	not	create	the	conditions	for	an	outside	of	a	new	type,	one	which	can
no	 longer	 be	 conceived	 as	 a	 camp	 within	 a	 stable	 space	 of	 representation
dominated	by	a	dichotomic	frontier?	These	are	the	two	questions	which	I	must
now	 explore.	 If	 the	 first	 is	 going	 to	 lead	 us	 to	 the	 notion	 of	 the	 ‘floating
signifier’,	 the	 second	 will	 involve	 a	 more	 thorough	 study	 of	 the	 question	 of
social	heterogeneity	which	has	arisen	at	several	points	in	my	presentation.



APPENDIX:	WHY	CALL	SOME	DEMANDS	‘DEMOCRATIC’?

Readers	 of	 early	 drafts	 of	 this	 chapter	 have	 been	 puzzled	 by	 the	 category	 of
‘democratic	 demands’.	 Why	 call	 them	 ‘democratic’	 rather	 than	 ‘specific’	 or
simply	 ‘isolated’?	 What	 is	 particularly	 democratic	 about	 them?	 These	 are
legitimate	questions	which	call	for	an	answer.	Let	me	say,	in	the	first	place,	that
by	‘democratic’	I	do	not	mean,	in	this	context,	anything	related	to	a	democratic
regime.	 As	 my	 text	 abundantly	 shows,	 these	 demands	 are	 not	 teleologically
destined	 to	be	articulated	 in	any	particular	political	way.	A	Fascist	 regime	can
absorb	and	articulate	democratic	demands	as	much	as	a	liberal	one.	Let	me	also
say	 that	 the	 notion	 of	 ‘democratic	 demands’	 has	 even	 less	 to	 do	 with	 any
normative	judgement	concerning	their	legitimacy.	It	remains	strictly	descriptive.
The	only	features	I	retain	from	the	usual	notion	of	democracy	are:	(1)	that	these
demands	are	formulated	to	the	system	by	an	underdog	of	sorts	–	that	there	is	an
equalitarian	 dimension	 implicit	 in	 them;	 (2)	 that	 their	 very	 emergence
presupposes	some	kind	of	exclusion	or	deprivation	(what	I	have	called	‘deficient
being’).

Is	 this	 not	 a	 rather	 idiosyncratic	 notion	 of	 democracy?	 I	 do	 not	 think	 so.	 I
shall	 try	 to	defend	 it	by	saying	something	about	 the	pedigree	of	my	use	of	 the
concept.	 The	 starting	 point	 of	 this	 genealogical	 reconstruction	 should	 be	 the
Marxian	 category	 of	 ‘bourgeois-democratic	 revolution’.	 In	 this	 conception,
democracy	 was	 linked	 to	 the	 struggle	 of	 the	 rising	 bourgeoisies	 against
feudalism	and	Absolutism.	So	democratic	 demands	were	 inherently	 bourgeois,
and	 essentially	 linked	 to	 the	 establishment	 of	 ‘liberal-democratic’	 regimes.
Different	 from	 the	 (bourgeois)-democratic	 demands	 were	 the	 socialist	 ones,
which	 involved	 transcending	 capitalist	 society	 and	 corresponded	 to	 a	 more
advanced	stage	of	historical	development.	So	in	those	countries	where	the	main
item	 on	 the	 political	 agenda	 was	 the	 overthrow	 of	 feudalism,	 the	 task	 of	 the
socialist	forces	was	to	support	the	bourgeois-democratic	revolution	which	would
establish,	 for	a	whole	period,	a	 fully	 fledged	capitalist	 society.	Only	 later,	as	a



result	of	the	internal	contradictions	of	capitalism,	would	socialist	demands	come
to	 the	 forefront	 of	 political	 struggle.	 So	 the	 main	 distinction	 was	 between
socialist	and	democratic	demands;	 the	inscription	of	 the	latter	within	bourgeois
hegemony	and	the	establishment	of	a	liberal	state	were	taken	for	granted.

The	neatness	of	these	distinctions	was	tarnished	with	the	emergence	of	those
phenomena	which	were	later	to	be	subsumed	under	the	label	of	‘combined	and
uneven	 development’.	 What	 happens	 if,	 in	 a	 certain	 country,	 the	 task	 of
overthrowing	feudalism	retains	all	 its	centrality,	but	 the	bourgeoisie	as	a	social
force	is	too	weak	to	bring	about	its	own	democratic	revolution?	In	that	case	the
democratic	 revolution	 remains	 on	 the	 historical	 agenda,	 but	 its	 bourgeois
character	 becomes	 increasingly	 problematic.	 Its	 leadership	 needs	 to	 be
transferred	 to	 different	 historical	 actors,	 and	 all	 kinds	 of	 non-orthodox
articulations	between	agents	and	tasks	become	possible.	The	Bolshevik	formula
of	 a	 ‘democratic	 dictatorship	 of	 workers	 and	 peasants’	 twisted	 the	 notion	 of
‘democracy’	 in	 new	 and	 unexpected	 directions,	 and	 Trotsky’s	 ‘permanent
revolution’	 required	an	even	 looser	 connection	between	 revolution,	democratic
tasks	and	agents.	The	anti-Fascist	struggles	of	the	1930s	and	the	wave	of	Third
World	 revolutions	 after	 1945	 made	 this	 process	 of	 disintegration	 of	 the
‘bourgeois-democratic	 revolution’	 notion	 even	 more	 pronounced:	 on	 the	 one
hand,	the	connection	between	democratic	demands	and	liberalism	was	revealed
as	purely	contingent	(many	formally	anti-liberal	regimes	were	the	only	possible
framework	for	the	advance	of	democratic	demands);	on	the	other,	in	those	cases
in	which	democratic	demands	required	the	defence	of	liberal	institutions	against
the	authoritarian	onslaught,	the	‘bourgeois’	character	of	those	institutions	could
no	 longer	 be	 easily	 asserted.	 There	 was	 a	 changing	 articulating	 mediation	 on
which	 the	 meaning	 of	 forces,	 institutions	 and	 events	 depended.	 I	 remember
reading	 in	Argentina,	 in	 the	 1960s,	 a	 newspaper	with	 the	 front-page	 headline:
‘The	National	Constitution	is	becoming	subversive’.

It	 is	 within	 this	 vast	 historical	 mutation	 that	 we	 can	 appreciate	 the	 whole
significance	 of	 Gramsci’s	 intervention.	 His	 entire	 theory	 of	 hegemony	 makes
sense	 only	 if	 the	 popular	 inscription	 of	 democratic	 demands	 does	 not	 proceed
according	 to	 an	 a	 priori	 given	 or	 teleologically	 determined	 diktat,	 but	 is	 a
contingent	 operation	which	 can	move	 in	 a	 plurality	 of	 directions.	 This	means
that	there	is	no	demand	with	a	‘manifest	destiny’	as	far	as	its	popular	inscription
is	 concerned	 –	 and	 in	 fact	 it	 is	 not	 just	 a	 question	 of	 the	 contingency	 of	 the
inscription,	 because	 no	 demand	 is	 fully	 a	 demand	 without	 some	 kind	 of
inscription.	When	we	reach	this	point	in	the	Gramscian	theorization	we	are	not
far	 from	 the	 notion	 of	 ‘democratic	 demand’	 presented	 in	 this	 text.	 This	 is	 not
entirely	 true,	 however,	 because	 for	 Gramsci,	 the	 final	 core	 of	 the	 articulating



instance	–	or	the	collective	will	–	is	always	what	he	calls	a	fundamental	class	of
society,	 and	 the	 identity	 of	 this	 core	 is	 not	 itself	 thought	 as	 resulting	 from
articulating	 practices:	 that	 is	 to	 say,	 it	 still	 belongs	 to	 a	 different	 ontological
order	from	that	of	the	democratic	demands.	This	is	what	Chantal	Mouffe	and	I,
in	Hegemony	and	Socialist	Strategy,	called	the	last	remainder	of	essentialism	in
Gramsci.	If	we	eliminate	it,	the	‘people’	as	the	articulating	instance	–	the	locus
of	what	we	have	called	popular	demands	–	can	result	only	from	the	hegemonic
overdetermination	 of	 a	 particular	 democratic	 demand	 which	 functions,	 as	 we
have	explained,	as	an	empty	signifier	(as	an	objet	petit	a	in	the	Lacanian	sense).

This	 explains,	 I	 hope,	why	 I	 have	 called	 these	 demands	 ‘democratic’	 –	 not
because	of	any	nostalgic	attachment	to	the	Marxian	tradition,	but	because	there
is	an	ingredient	of	the	notion	of	‘democracy’	in	that	tradition	which	it	is	vital	to
retain:	the	notion	of	the	non-fulfilment	of	the	demand,	which	confronts	it	with	an
existing	 status	 quo	 and	 makes	 possible	 the	 triggering	 of	 equivalential	 logics
leading	 to	 the	 emergence	 of	 a	 ‘people’.	 Let	 us	 suppose	 that	 instead	 of
‘democratic’	demands,	we	 talked	about	 ‘specific’	ones.	This	 last	denomination
would	 immediately	 evoke	 the	 idea	of	 a	 full	 positivity,	 closed	 in	 itself.	But	we
know	 that	 there	 is	 no	 such	 positivity:	 either	 the	 demand	 is	 differentially
constructed	 –	 which	 means	 that	 its	 positivity	 is	 not	 monadic,	 but	 positioned
within	a	relational	ensemble	–	or	 it	 is	equivalentially	related	to	other	demands.
We	also	know	 that	 this	alternative	overlaps	with	 the	one	between	 fulfilled	and
unfulfilled	demands.	But	a	fulfilled	demand	ceases	to	be	a	demand.	It	is	only	the
lack	 of	 fulfilment	 –	 which	 can	 oscillate	 between	 downright	 rejection	 and	 just
‘being	in	the	balance’	–	that	gives	a	demand	materiality	and	discursive	presence.
The	 ‘democratic’	 qualification	 (which	 is	 not,	 in	 fact,	 a	 qualification	because	 it
repeats	 as	 an	 adjective	 what	 was	 already	 included	 in	 the	 notion	 of	 demand)
points	 to	 that	 equivalential/discursive	 environment	 which	 is	 the	 condition	 of
emergence	of	the	demand,	while	‘specific’	or	‘isolated’	do	not.

The	 problem	 remains,	 of	 course,	 of	 the	 relation	 between	 popular	 and
democratic	demands,	as	stated	in	the	text,	and	the	more	conventional	notion	of
democracy.	I	shall	partially	address	this	question	in	Chapter	6.
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