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The	Construction	of	a	People

When	 Ernesto	 Laclau	 and	 I	 wrote	 Hegemony	 and	 Socialist	 Strategy,	 the
challenge	 for	 left-wing	 politics	 was	 to	 recognize	 the	 demands	 of	 the	 ‘new
movements’	and	the	need	to	articulate	them	alongside	more	traditional	workers’
demands.	 Nowadays	 the	 recognition	 and	 legitimacy	 of	 these	 demands	 have
significantly	 progressed	 and	 many	 of	 them	 have	 been	 integrated	 into	 the	 left
agenda.	In	fact	it	could	be	argued	that	the	situation	today	is	the	opposite	of	the
one	we	criticized	thirty	years	ago,	and	that	it	is	‘working-class’	demands	that	are
now	neglected.

Another	 difference	 between	 now	 and	 then	 is	 that	 neoliberalism	 is	 at	 the
origin	of	many	new	antagonisms	that,	like	those	arising	from	the	destruction	of
the	 welfare	 state,	 affect	 numerous	 sectors	 of	 the	 population.	 Some	 of	 these
antagonisms	 are	 due	 to	 the	 phenomenon	 of	 what	 David	 Harvey	 calls
‘accumulation	by	dispossession’.	By	that	term	Harvey	refers	to	the	centralization
of	wealth	and	power	in	 the	hands	of	a	few	through	a	series	of	key	practices	of
neoliberalism	 like	 privatization	 and	 financialization.	He	 underlines	 the	 novelty
of	the	struggles	to	which	those	practices	give	rise:

Accumulation	by	dispossession	entails	a	very	different	set	of	practices	from	accumulation	through	the
expansion	 of	 wage	 labour	 in	 industry	 and	 agriculture.	 The	 latter,	 which	 dominated	 processes	 of
capital	 accumulation	 in	 the	 1950s	 and	 1960s,	 gave	 rise	 to	 an	 oppositional	 culture	 (such	 as	 that
embedded	 in	 trade	 unions	 and	working-class	 political	 parties)	 that	 produced	 embedded	 liberalism.
Dispossession,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 is	 fragmented	 and	 particular	 –	 a	 privatization	 here,	 an
environmental	degradation	there,	a	financial	crisis	of	indebtedness	somewhere	else.1

From	another	theoretical	perspective,	the	emergence	of	new	antagonisms	is	also



underlined	 by	 theorists	 who	 point	 to	 the	 pervasive	 effects	 of	 bio-political
neoliberal	forms	of	governmentality	in	all	domains	of	life.

There	 is	 no	 doubt	 that	 under	 neoliberalism,	 the	 field	 of	 conflict	 has
significantly	widened.	In	a	sense,	this	provides	an	opportunity,	since	the	number
of	people	affected	by	the	neoliberal	policies	is	much	higher	than	those	who	are
usually	 considered	 traditional	 left	 voters.	 A	 project	 of	 radicalization	 of
democracy	 could	 therefore	 appeal	 to	 constituencies	 which	 so	 far	 have	 not
identified	 with	 the	 left	 and,	 thanks	 to	 an	 adequate	 hegemonic	 politics,	 more
people	than	before	could	be	recruited	for	a	progressive	alternative.	Nonetheless,
this	also	makes	the	articulation	of	democratic	demands	in	a	collective	will	more
complex	because	we	are	now	faced	with	a	greater	variety	and	heterogeneity	of
them.

The	 challenge	 for	 a	 left	 populist	 strategy	 consists	 in	 reasserting	 the
importance	 of	 the	 ‘social	 question’,	 taking	 account	 of	 the	 increasing
fragmentation	 and	 diversity	 of	 the	 ‘workers’	 but	 also	 of	 the	 specificity	 of	 the
various	democratic	demands.	This	requires	the	construction	of	‘a	people’	around
a	 project	 which	 addresses	 the	 diverse	 forms	 of	 subordination	 around	 issues
concerning	exploitation,	domination	or	discrimination.	A	special	emphasis	must
also	be	given	to	a	question	that	has	gained	particular	relevance	in	the	last	thirty
years	and	which	is	of	a	special	urgency	today:	the	future	of	the	planet.

It	is	impossible	to	envisage	a	project	of	radicalization	of	democracy	in	which
the	 ‘ecological	 question’	 is	 not	 at	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 agenda.	 It	 is	 therefore
essential	 to	 combine	 this	 with	 the	 social	 question.	 No	 doubt	 this	 will	 require
profound	changes	in	our	way	of	life	and	multifarious	resistances	will	have	to	be
overcome.	To	abandon	 the	productivist	model	 and	 to	 implement	 the	necessary
ecological	 transition	 will	 require	 a	 truly	 Gramscian	 ‘intellectual	 and	 moral
reform’.	 This	 will	 certainly	 not	 be	 easy,	 but	 an	 ambitious	 and	 well-designed
ecological	project	could	offer	an	attractive	vision	of	a	future	democratic	society
that	might	entice	some	sectors	currently	within	the	neoliberal	hegemonic	bloc.

It	is	often	said	that	the	main	cleavage	in	our	societies	is	between	the	‘losers’
and	 the	 ‘winners’	 of	 neoliberal	 globalization	 and	 that	 their	 interests	 cannot	 be
reconciled.	Such	a	fracture	does	exist	and	there	is	clearly	an	antagonism	between
the	 two	 camps,	 an	 antagonism	 that	 cannot	 be	 visualized	 simply	 as	 a
confrontation	 between	 99%	 versus	 1%.	Nevertheless	 I	 believe	 that	 among	 the
sectors	who	benefit	from	the	neoliberal	model,	some	might	become	aware	of	the
grave	dangers	that	it	conveys	for	the	environment	and	could	be	won	over	for	a
project	 of	 society	 that	 will	 guarantee	 a	 human	 future	 for	 their	 offspring.
Hopefully,	launching	a	counter-hegemonic	struggle	against	the	neoliberal	model



in	 the	 name	 of	 democratic	 and	 ecological	 values	 might	 help	 to	 dislocate	 the
historical	 bloc	 on	 which	 it	 relies,	 thereby	 expanding	 the	 range	 of	 a	 radical
democratic	collective	will.

I	am	aware	 that	among	 those	who	are	 in	 favour	of	 radicalizing	democracy,
not	everybody	considers	 it	necessary	or	even	desirable	 to	articulate	 the	diverse
struggles	 in	 a	 collective	 will.	 In	 fact,	 a	 frequent	 objection	 to	 a	 left	 populist
strategy	 is	 that	 to	 bring	 together	 the	 democratic	 demands	 in	 the	 creation	 of	 a
‘people’	will	 produce	 a	 homogeneous	 subject,	 one	 that	 negates	 plurality.	 Any
attempt	 to	 do	 so	 should	 be	 rejected	 because	 it	will	 erase	 the	 specificity	 of	 the
various	 struggles.	 Another	 objection,	 slightly	 different,	 is	 that	 ‘the	 people’	 as
conceived	by	populism	 is	 from	 the	 start	 envisaged	 as	 being	homogeneous	 and
that	this	perspective	is	incompatible	with	democratic	pluralism.

Such	 objections	 stem	 from	 the	 failure	 (or	 the	 refusal?)	 to	 grasp	 that	 a	 left
populist	strategy	is	informed	by	an	anti-essentialist	approach	according	to	which
the	‘people’	is	not	an	empirical	referent	but	a	discursive	political	construction.	It
does	 not	 exist	 previously	 to	 its	 performative	 articulation	 and	 cannot	 be
apprehended	 through	 sociological	 categories.	 Those	 critiques	 reveal	 a	 lack	 of
understanding	 of	 the	 operation	 through	 which	 a	 people	 is	 constructed.	 As	 a
collective	 will	 created	 through	 a	 chain	 of	 equivalence,	 the	 people	 is	 not	 a
homogeneous	subject	in	which	all	the	differences	are	somehow	reduced	to	unity.

We	 are	 not	 faced,	 as	 is	 often	 claimed,	 with	 a	 ‘mass’	 as	 understood	 by
Gustave	 Le	 Bon,	 where	 all	 differentiation	 disappears	 to	 create	 a	 totally
homogeneous	group.	Instead	we	find	ourselves	within	a	process	of	articulation	in
which	 an	 equivalence	 is	 established	 between	 a	 multiplicity	 of	 heterogeneous
demands	in	a	way	which	maintains	the	internal	differentiation	of	the	group.	As
Ernesto	 Laclau	 specifies,	 ‘This	 means	 that	 each	 individual	 demand	 is
constitutively	split:	on	the	one	hand	it	is	its	own	particularized	self;	on	the	other
it	points,	through	equivalential	links,	to	the	totality	of	the	other	demands.’2

As	Laclau	and	I	have	repeatedly	stressed,	a	relation	of	equivalence	is	not	one
in	which	all	differences	collapse	 into	 identity	but	 in	which	differences	are	 still
active.	If	such	differences	were	eliminated,	that	would	not	be	equivalence	but	a
simple	identity.	It	is	only	to	the	extent	that	democratic	differences	are	opposed	to
forces	 or	 discourses	 that	 negate	 all	 of	 them	 that	 these	 differences	 can	 be
substituted	for	each	other.	This	is	precisely	why	the	creation	of	a	collective	will
through	a	chain	of	equivalence	demands	the	designation	of	an	adversary.	Such	a
move	 is	 necessary	 to	 draw	 the	 political	 frontier	 separating	 the	 ‘we’	 from	 the
‘they’,	which	is	decisive	in	the	construction	of	a	‘people’.

I	 would	 like	 to	 emphasize	 that	 a	 ‘chain	 of	 equivalence’	 is	 not	 a	 simple



coalition	 of	 existing	 political	 subjects.	 Nor	 are	 we	 dealing	with	 a	 situation	 in
which	 an	 already	 constituted	 people	 confronts	 a	 preexisting	 adversary.	 The
people	 and	 the	 political	 frontier	 that	 defines	 its	 adversary	 are	 constructed
through	 political	 struggle,	 and	 they	 are	 always	 susceptible	 to	 rearticulation
through	 counter-hegemonic	 interventions.	 The	 democratic	 demands	 that	 a	 left
populist	strategy	seeks	to	articulate	are	heterogeneous	and	this	is	why	they	need
to	be	articulated	in	a	chain	of	equivalence.

This	process	of	articulation	is	crucial	because	it	is	by	their	inscription	in	this
chain	that	singular	demands	acquire	their	political	signification.	It	is	not	so	much
where	those	demands	come	from	that	counts,	but	how	they	are	articulated	with
other	 demands.	 As	 the	 example	 of	 right	 populism	 testifies,	 demands	 for
democracy	 can	 be	 articulated	 in	 a	 xenophobic	 vocabulary	 and	 they	 do	 not
automatically	have	a	progressive	character.	It	is	only	by	entering	in	equivalence
with	 other	 democratic	 demands,	 like	 those	 of	 the	 immigrants	 or	 the	 feminists,
that	they	acquire	a	radical	democratic	dimension.	This	is	of	course	also	true	for
the	demands	proceeding	from	women,	immigrants	or	other	groups	discriminated
against.

We	should	never	take	for	granted	that	there	are	struggles	that	are	inherently
emancipatory	 and	 cannot	 be	 oriented	 towards	 opposite	 ends.	 The	 current
development	 of	 forms	 of	 ecology	 with	 clear	 anti-democratic	 characteristics
should	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 warning	 that	 the	 refusal	 of	 the	 neoliberal	 model	 is	 not	 a
guarantee	 of	 a	 democratic	 advance.	 With	 ecology,	 as	 in	 other	 domains,	 the
question	of	 articulation	 is	decisive	and	 this	 is	why	 it	 is	 essential	 to	 establish	a
link	 between	 ecological	 and	 social	 questions	 around	 the	 identification	 with	 a
project	of	radicalization	of	democracy.

How	 to	 envisage	 an	 identification	 with	 radical	 democracy	 in	 a	 way
congruent	with	my	earlier	claim	that	the	chain	of	equivalence	does	not	produce	a
homogeneous	subject?	To	adequately	address	 that	question	requires	conceiving
of	the	social	agent	as	constructed	within	specific	discourses	corresponding	to	the
multiplicity	 of	 social	 relations	 in	 which	 it	 is	 inscribed.	 Among	 those	 social
relations,	there	is	one	which	corresponds	to	the	insertion	of	the	social	agent	in	a
political	community	–	that	is,	to	its	position	as	a	‘citizen’.

It	 is	 qua	 citizen	 that	 a	 social	 agent	 intervenes	 at	 the	 level	 of	 the	 political
community.	 While	 being	 a	 central	 category	 in	 a	 pluralist	 liberal	 democracy,
citizenship	can	be	understood	in	a	variety	of	ways	that	command	very	different
conceptions	of	politics.	Liberalism	envisages	citizenship	as	 a	mere	 legal	 status
and	sees	the	citizen	as	an	individual	bearer	of	rights,	free	from	any	identification
with	a	‘we’.	In	the	democratic	tradition,	however,	citizenship	is	conceived	of	as



active	 involvement	 in	 the	 political	 community,	 as	 acting	 as	 part	 of	 ‘we’,	 in
accordance	 with	 a	 certain	 conception	 of	 the	 general	 interest.	 This	 is	 why	 the
fostering	of	a	 radical	democratic	conception	of	citizenship	 is	a	key	 in	 the	fight
against	post-democracy.

To	develop	such	a	conception,	we	might	 find	a	source	of	 inspiration	 in	 the
civic	republican	tradition	with	its	emphasis	on	active	participation	in	the	political
community.	When	 reformulated	 in	a	way	 that	makes	 room	for	pluralism,	civic
republicanism	in	the	‘plebeian’	version	inspired	by	Machiavelli	can	contribute	to
reasserting	the	importance	of	collective	action	and	the	value	of	the	public	realm
that	have	been	constantly	under	attack	during	the	years	of	neoliberal	hegemony.

The	 liberal	and	 the	democratic	views	have	always	been	at	 loggerheads	but,
during	the	period	of	the	Keynesian	welfare	state,	liberal	individualism	was	kept
in	 check	 by	 social-democratic	 practices.	 On	 the	 whole,	 social-democratic
common	 sense	 prevailed,	 until	 it	was	 undermined	 by	 the	 neoliberal	 offensive.
We	have	seen	how	under	Thatcherism	the	citizen	was	replaced	by	the	‘taxpayer’,
the	political	idea	of	liberty	articulated	with	the	economic	idea	of	the	free	market
and	democracy	reduced	to	electoral	procedures.	A	crucial	battle	in	the	counter-
hegemonic	 struggle	 against	 neoliberal	 hegemony	 consists	 in	 re-signifying	 the
‘public’	as	the	domain	where	citizens	can	have	a	voice	and	exercise	their	rights,
displacing	the	individualistic	and	currently	dominant	conception	of	the	citizen	as
a	‘consumer’	that	is	the	linchpin	of	the	post-democratic	vision.

In	The	Return	of	 the	Political,3	 I	proposed	a	conception	of	citizenship	as	a
‘grammar	of	 conduct’	governed	by	 the	 ethico-political	principles	of	 the	 liberal
democratic	 politeia:	 liberty	 and	 equality	 for	 all.	 Since	 these	 principles	 can	 be
interpreted	 in	 different	 manners,	 there	 are	 various	 ways	 in	 which	 one	 can
identify	 and	 act	 as	 a	 democratic	 citizen.	 A	 social-democratic	 conception	 of
citizenship,	 for	 instance,	privileges	 the	struggle	for	social	and	economic	rights,
while	 a	 radical	 democratic	 interpretation	 highlights	 the	 numerous	 other	 social
relations	where	relations	of	domination	exist	and	need	to	be	challenged	for	 the
principles	of	liberty	and	equality	to	apply.	Conceived	as	providing	the	common
identification	 of	 persons	 involved	 in	 diverse	 democratic	 struggles,	 a	 radical
democratic	 conception	of	 citizenship	could	constitute	 the	 locus	of	 construction
of	 a	 ‘people’	 through	 a	 chain	 of	 equivalence.	 Identifying	 as	 citizens	 whose
political	objective	is	the	radicalization	of	democracy	is	what	would	unite	social
agents,	who	might	be	engaged	in	many	different	enterprises	but	whose	‘grammar
of	 conduct’,	 when	 acting	 qua	 citizens,	 is	 governed	 by	 the	 extension	 of	 the
ethico-political	 principles	 of	 liberty	 and	 equality	 to	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 social
relations.



Next	 to	 issues	 that	 concern	 the	 social	 agent	 as	 inscribed	 in	 specific	 social
relations	 –	where	 intersectional	 struggles	 for	 liberty	 and	 equality	 take	 place	 –
there	are	other	issues	that	necessitate	acting	together	in	view	of	transforming	the
state,	 which	 is	 essential	 for	 the	 formulation	 of	 a	 radical	 democratic	 project.
Many	of	the	egalitarian	objectives	that	it	pursues,	for	instance	in	the	domain	of
education,	 can	 only	 be	 reached	 thanks	 to	 state	 intervention.	 This	 intervention
should	not	be	envisaged	in	a	bureaucratic	and	authoritarian	way,	and	the	role	of
the	 state	 should	be	 to	 provide	 the	 conditions	 for	 citizens	 to	 take	 charge	of	 the
public	services	and	organize	them	democratically.

Conceiving	citizenship	as	 a	political	 ‘grammar	of	 conduct’	 shows	 that	 it	 is
possible	 to	 be	 part	 of	 a	 ‘people’	 identified	 with	 a	 radical	 democratic	 project,
while	being	at	the	same	time	inscribed	in	a	plurality	of	other	social	relations	with
their	specific	‘subjectivities’.	To	act	qua	citizen	at	the	political	level	to	radicalize
democracy	 does	 not	 mean	 discarding	 other	 forms	 of	 identification	 and	 is
perfectly	 compatible	 with	 being	 involved	 in	 democratic	 struggles	 of	 a	 more
punctual	 nature.	 Indeed,	 a	 radical	 democratic	 citizenship	 encourages	 such	 a
plurality	 of	 engagements.	 This	 is	 why	 a	 left	 populist	 strategy	 requires	 the
articulation	 between	 interventions	 at	 the	 ‘vertical’	 and	 the	 ‘horizontal’	 level,
inside	 representative	 institutions	 as	 well	 as	 in	 various	 associations	 and	 social
movements.	 It	 also	 aims	 to	 create	 a	 synergy	 between	 the	 manifold	 practices
where	 various	 forms	 of	 domination	 are	 challenged	 and	 those	 that	 experiment
with	new	egalitarian	forms	of	life.

For	 instance,	 those	who	are	 involved	qua	citizens	 in	 the	political	project	of
Podemos	 or	 La	 France	 Insoumise	 will	 intervene	 in	 diverse	 representative
institutions,	while	 also	 being	 engaged	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 democratic	 practices	 and
struggles	 focusing	 on	 more	 specific	 issues.	 To	 partake	 in	 a	 ‘we’	 of	 radical
democratic	citizens	does	not	preclude	participation	in	a	variety	of	other	‘we’s’.

There	is	a	point,	 though,	that	should	be	clarified	here.	The	extension	of	the
field	 of	 exercise	 of	 citizenship	 that	 I	 am	 proposing	 does	 not	 imply	 that	 all
democratic	decisions	are	to	be	made	by	social	agents	in	their	quality	of	citizens.
It	is	important	to	distinguish	between	issues	that	concern	them	qua	members	of	a
political	community	and	those	which	have	to	do	with	other	social	relations	and
concern	particular	 communities.	Otherwise	 one	might	 end	up	with	 a	 totalizing
view	that	negates	the	pluralism	which	is	vital	for	a	radical	democratic	conception
that	respects	the	value	of	liberty.

The	 radical	 democratic	 conception	 of	 citizenship	 that	 I	 am	 proposing	 is
closely	 linked	 with	 the	 radical	 reformist	 politics	 of	 engagement	 with	 the
institutions	 that	 I	 advocated	 earlier.	 It	 sees	 the	 state	 as	 an	 important	 scene	 in



democratic	 politics	 because	 it	 constitutes	 the	 space	 where	 citizens	 can	 make
decisions	about	 the	organization	of	 the	political	community.	 It	 is	 indeed	where
popular	 sovereignty	 can	 be	 exercised.	 This	 supposes,	 however,	 that	 the
conditions	exist	for	an	agonistic	confrontation	and	this	is	why	it	is	indispensable
to	break	with	the	neoliberal	post-political	consensus.

Contrary	 to	 what	 liberals	 pretend,	 the	 state	 is	 not	 a	 neutral	 terrain.	 It	 is
always	 hegemonically	 structured	 and	 it	 constitutes	 a	 significant	 site	 for	 the
counter-hegemonic	struggle.	However,	it	is	not	the	only	site	of	intervention,	and
opposition	between	party	and	movements,	or	between	parliamentary	and	extra-
parliamentary	struggles	should	be	rejected.	According	to	an	agonistic	model	of
democracy,	 there	 exists	 a	 multiplicity	 of	 agonistic	 public	 spaces	 where	 one
should	 intervene	 to	 radicalize	 democracy.	 The	 traditional	 political	 space	 of
parliament	 is	 not	 the	 only	 one	 where	 political	 decisions	 are	 made	 and,	 while
representative	institutions	should	retain,	or	regain,	a	decisive	role,	new	forms	of
democratic	participation	are	necessary	to	radicalize	democracy.

I	argued	in	the	previous	chapter	against	a	purely	horizontalist	conception	of
radical	democracy,	but	that	does	not	mean	that	I	am	in	favour	of	representative
democracy	in	its	present	form.	The	project	of	radicalization	of	democracy	that	I
am	 proposing	 envisages	 a	 combination	 of	 different	 forms	 of	 democratic
participation,	 depending	 on	 the	 spaces	 and	 social	 relations	 where	 liberty	 and
equality	 should	 be	 implemented.	One	 could	 imagine	 an	 articulation	 of	 various
forms	of	representation	and	modes	of	choosing	representatives.	Direct	forms	of
democracy	might	be	suitable	in	some	cases	and	a	variety	of	participative	ones	in
others.	Although	I	am	critical	of	direct	democracy	or	sortition,	when	imagined	as
the	 exclusive	 mode	 of	 political	 decision	 making,	 I	 would	 have	 no	 problem
allowing	 them	 a	 place	 in	 specific	 cases,	 in	 conjunction	 with	 representative
institutions.	There	are	 indeed	many	ways	 to	enhance	 representative	democracy
and	 make	 it	 more	 accountable.	 With	 respect	 to	 the	 fashionable	 idea	 of	 ‘the
common’,	while	I	find	it	inappropriate	as	a	general	principle	of	organization	of
society,	 I	 think	 that	 in	 several	 domains	 practices	 of	 ‘commoning’	 can	 play	 an
important	 role	 in	 fighting	 against	 processes	of	 privatization	of	 goods	 that,	 like
water,	 should	be	 recognized	as	part	of	 ‘the	commons’.	As	 long	as	 the	political
model	 that	 is	 suggested	 acknowledges	 the	 fact	 that	 society	 is	 divided	 and	 that
every	 order	 is	 hegemonically	 structured,	 many	 possible	 configurations	 of
democratic	procedures	are	possible.

To	the	previous	consideration	about	citizenship,	I	would	like	to	add	that	the
hegemonic	operation	of	constructing	a	people	 requires	an	articulating	principle
to	 connect	 in	 a	 chain	 of	 equivalence	 the	 manifold	 democratic	 demands



constituting	the	collective	will.	This	articulating	principle	will	vary	according	to
the	different	conjunctures	and	it	can	be	provided	either	by	a	specific	democratic
demand	that	becomes	the	symbol	of	the	common	struggle	for	the	radicalization
of	democracy,	or	by	the	figure	of	a	leader.

The	role	of	 the	 leader	 in	 the	populist	strategy	has	always	been	a	subject	of
criticism	and	 it	 is	 the	 reason	why	 those	movements	are	often	accused	of	being
authoritarian.	Many	 people	 find	 charismatic	 leadership	 very	 dangerous	 and	 no
doubt	 it	can	have	negative	effects.	But	 independently	of	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 is	very
difficult	 to	 find	 examples	of	 important	 political	movements	without	 prominent
leaders,	 there	 is	 no	 reason	 to	 equate	 strong	 leadership	 with	 authoritarianism.
Everything	depends	on	the	kind	of	relation	that	is	established	between	the	leader
and	 the	 people.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 right-wing	 populism,	 it	 is	 a	 very	 authoritarian
relation	 where	 everything	 comes	 from	 the	 top	 without	 real	 grassroots
participation.

But	the	leader	can	be	conceived	of	as	a	primus	inter	pares	and	it	is	perfectly
possible	to	establish	a	different	type	of	relation,	less	vertical	between	the	leader
and	the	people.	Moreover,	as	I	will	argue	in	a	moment,	a	collective	will	cannot
be	 constructed	 without	 some	 form	 of	 crystallization	 of	 common	 affects,	 and
affective	 bonds	 with	 a	 charismatic	 leader	 can	 play	 an	 important	 role	 in	 this
process.

Another	frequent	criticism	addressed	to	the	left	populist	strategy	is	the	role	it
attributes	 to	 the	 national	 dimension.	 This	 raises	 a	 series	 of	 questions,	 like	 the
membership	 of	 the	 European	 Union,	 that	 go	 beyond	 the	 scope	 of	 this	 book,
which	is	not	concerned	with	specific	policies	but	only	with	the	kind	of	strategy
apt,	 in	 the	 current	 conjuncture,	 to	 bring	 about	 a	 collective	 will	 aiming	 at	 a
hegemonic	 transformation.	 Once	 such	 a	 transformation	 has	 taken	 place,	 the
conditions	will	exist	for	an	agonistic	debate	about	the	policies	more	suitable	for
radicalizing	democracy	and	the	answers	should	not	be	determined	in	advance.

What	 I	 want	 to	 underline	 is	 that	 the	 hegemonic	 struggle	 to	 recover
democracy	needs	to	start	at	the	level	of	the	nation	state	that,	despite	having	lost
many	 of	 its	 prerogatives,	 is	 still	 one	 of	 the	 crucial	 spaces	 for	 the	 exercise	 of
democracy	and	popular	sovereignty.	It	is	at	the	national	level	that	the	question	of
radicalizing	 democracy	must	 first	 be	 posed.	 This	 is	where	 a	 collective	will	 to
resist	 the	 post-democratic	 effects	 of	 neoliberal	 globalization	 should	 be
constructed.	 It	 is	 only	 when	 this	 collective	 will	 has	 been	 consolidated	 that
collaboration	with	similar	movements	in	other	countries	can	be	productive.	It	is
clear	that	the	struggle	against	neoliberalism	cannot	be	won	at	the	national	level
alone	and	it	is	necessary	to	establish	an	alliance	at	the	European	level.	But	a	left



populist	 strategy	 cannot	 ignore	 the	 strong	 libidinal	 investment	 at	 work	 in
national	 –	 or	 regional	 –	 forms	 of	 identification	 and	 it	 would	 be	 very	 risky	 to
abandon	 this	 terrain	 to	 right-wing	 populism.	This	 does	 not	mean	 following	 its
example	 in	 promoting	 closed	 and	 defensive	 forms	 of	 nationalism,	 but	 instead
offering	 another	 outlet	 for	 those	 affects,	 mobilizing	 them	 around	 a	 patriotic
identification	with	the	best	and	more	egalitarian	aspects	of	the	national	tradition.

Now	we	need	to	consider	a	question	that	I	take	to	be	crucial	for	envisaging
the	 construction	 of	 a	 ‘people’:	 the	 decisive	 role	 played	 by	 affects	 in	 the
constitution	 of	 political	 identities.	 The	 lack	 of	 understanding	 of	 the	 affective
dimension	 in	 the	 processes	 of	 identification	 is,	 in	 my	 view,	 one	 of	 the	 main
reasons	for	which	the	left,	locked	in	a	rationalist	framework,	is	unable	to	grasp
the	 dynamics	 of	 politics.	 This	 rationalism	 is	 no	 doubt	 at	 the	 origin	 of	 the
stubborn	 refusal	 of	 so	 many	 left	 theorists	 to	 accept	 the	 teachings	 of
psychoanalysis.

This	 is	 a	 serious	 flaw	 because	 Freud’s	 critique	 of	 the	 idea	 of	 the	 unified
character	of	the	subject	and	his	claim	that	the	human	mind	is	necessarily	subject
to	division	between	two	systems,	of	which	one	is	not	and	cannot	be	conscious,
are	of	vital	 importance	for	politics.	Freud	shows	that,	far	from	being	organized
around	 the	 transparency	 of	 an	 ego,	 personality	 is	 structured	 on	 a	 number	 of
levels	 that	 lie	 outside	 of	 the	 consciousness	 and	 rationality	 of	 the	 agents.	 He
therefore	obliges	us	to	abandon	one	of	the	key	tenets	of	rationalist	philosophy	–
the	 category	 of	 the	 subject	 as	 a	 rational,	 transparent	 entity	 able	 to	 confer	 a
homogeneous	 meaning	 on	 the	 totality	 of	 her	 conduct	 –	 and	 to	 accept	 that
‘individuals’	 are	 mere	 referential	 identities,	 resulting	 from	 the	 articulation
between	 localized	subject	positions.	The	claim	of	psychoanalysis	 that	 there	are
no	essential	identities	but	only	forms	of	identification	is	at	the	centre	of	the	anti-
essentialist	approach	that	stipulates	that	the	history	of	the	subject	is	the	history	of
her	 identifications	and	that	 there	 is	no	concealed	 identity	 to	be	rescued	beyond
the	latter.

Taking	 its	 bearings	 from	 Freud,	 this	 approach	 acknowledges	 that	 an
important	dimension	of	politics	is	the	construction	of	political	identities	and	that
this	 always	 entails	 an	 affective	 dimension.	 In	 Group	 Psychology	 and	 the
Analysis	 of	 the	 Ego,	 Freud	 highlighted	 the	 decisive	 role	 played	 by	 affective
libidinal	bonds	in	processes	of	collective	identification:	‘A	group	is	clearly	held
together	by	a	power	of	some	kind:	and	 to	what	power	could	 this	 feat	be	better
ascribed	than	to	Eros,	which	holds	together	everything	in	the	world.’4

To	recognize	the	role	of	this	libidinal	energy	and	the	fact	that	it	is	malleable
and	 can	 be	 oriented	 in	 multiple	 directions,	 producing	 different	 affects,	 is



essential	for	understanding	the	work	of	the	hegemonic	operation.	The	fostering
of	a	collective	will	aiming	at	the	radicalization	of	democracy	requires	mobilizing
affective	 energy	 through	 inscription	 in	 discursive	 practices	 that	 beget
identification	with	 a	 democratic	 egalitarian	 vision.	Let	me	 remind	 you	 that	 by
‘discursive	practice’,	I	am	not	referring	to	a	practice	concerned	exclusively	with
speech	or	writing	but	 to	 signifying	practices	 in	which	 signification	and	action,
linguistic	 and	 affective	 components	 cannot	 be	 separated.	 It	 is	 through	 their
insertion	 in	 discursive/affective	 signifying	 practices,	 involving	 words,	 affects
and	actions	that	social	agents	acquire	forms	of	subjectivity.

To	 envisage	 those	 discursive/affective	 inscriptions,	 we	 can	 find	 important
insights	 in	 Spinoza,	 whose	 notion	 of	 ‘conatus’	 has	 affinities	 with	 Freud’s
‘libido’.	Like	Freud,	Spinoza	believes	that	it	is	desire	that	moves	human	beings
to	 act	 and	 he	 notes	 that	 what	 makes	 them	 act	 in	 one	 direction	 rather	 than	 in
another	are	the	affects.	In	a	reflection	on	the	affects	in	his	Ethics,	Spinoza	makes
a	distinction	between	affection	(affectio)	and	affect	(affectus).5	An	‘affection’	is
a	 state	 of	 a	 body	 insofar	 as	 it	 is	 subject	 to	 the	 action	 of	 another	 body.	When
affected	by	something	exterior,	the	conatus	(the	general	striving	to	persevere	in
our	being)	will	experience	affects	that	will	move	it	to	desire	something	and	to	act
accordingly.

I	suggest	deploying	this	dynamic	of	affectio/affectus	to	examine	the	process
of	formation	of	political	identities,	seeing	‘affections’	as	the	practices	where	the
discursive	 and	 the	 affective	 are	 articulated,	 producing	 specific	 forms	 of
identification.	 Envisaged	 as	 crystallization	 of	 affects,	 those	 identifications	 are
crucial	for	politics	because	they	provide	the	motor	of	political	action.

The	 hegemonic	 approach	 has	 been	 criticized	 by	 some	 theorists	 of	 the
‘affective	 turn’,	 who	 claim	 that	 this	 approach	 only	 takes	 account	 of	 the
discursive	 dimension.	 Refuting	 this	 criticism,	 Yannis	 Stavrakakis	 has	 shown
how	it	is	those	who	advocate	a	‘post-hegemonic’	approach	who	are	in	the	wrong
because,	 by	 separating	 the	 discursive	 from	 the	 affective,	 they	 miss	 their
constitutive	 inter-implication.6	 On	 the	 contrary,	 the	 discursive	 theory	 of
hegemony	acknowledges	such	inter-implications	when	it	asserts	that	‘something
belonging	 to	 the	order	of	affect	has	a	primary	 role	 in	discursively	constructing
the	social.’7

Some	of	the	promoters	of	the	‘affective	turn’	present	their	view	of	affect	as
based	 on	 the	 thought	 of	 Spinoza,	 but	 there	 are	 good	 reasons	 to	 question	 such
genealogy.	 I	 find	much	more	 convincing	 the	 interpretation	of	Frédéric	Lordon
who,	 in	 his	 reading	 of	 the	 role	 of	 affects	 in	 Spinoza,	 underlines	 how	 for	 him
politics	 is	 an	ars	 effectandi,	which	deals	with	 the	production	of	 ideas	with	 the



power	 to	 affect	 (idées	 affectantes).8	 Questioning	 the	 privilege	 accorded	 by
Marxism	 to	 the	 material	 determinations	 and	 the	 problematic	 antinomy	 that	 it
establishes	between	matter	and	 ideas,	Lordon	shows	how	Spinoza	allows	us	 to
transcend	it	 through	the	notion	of	‘affection’	which	results	as	much	from	ideas
as	 from	 material	 determinations.	 It	 is	 when	 the	 junction	 between	 ideas	 and
affects	takes	place	that	ideas	acquire	power.

When	envisaging	discursive/affective	practices,	we	can	also	take	inspiration
from	 Wittgenstein,	 who	 taught	 us	 that	 it	 is	 by	 their	 inscription	 in	 ‘language
games’	 (what	 we	 call	 discursive	 practices)	 that	 social	 agents	 form	 specific
beliefs	 and	 desires	 and	 acquire	 their	 subjectivity.	 Following	 his	 approach,	 we
can	 envisage	 allegiance	 to	 democracy,	 not	 as	 based	 on	 rationality	 but	 as
participation	in	specific	forms	of	life.	As	Richard	Rorty	has	often	pointed	out,	a
Wittgensteinian	perspective	makes	us	 realize	 that	 allegiance	 to	democracy	 and
the	belief	in	the	value	of	its	institutions	does	not	depend	on	giving	democracy	an
intellectual	foundation.

Allegiance	 to	democratic	values	 is	a	question	of	 identification.	 It	 is	created
not	through	rational	argumentation	but	through	an	ensemble	of	language	games
that	 construct	 democratic	 forms	 of	 individuality.	 Wittgenstein	 clearly
acknowledges	the	affective	dimension	of	different	modes	of	allegiance	when	he
likens	 religious	belief	 to	 ‘a	passionate	 commitment	 to	 a	 system	of	 reference’.9
Bringing	 together	 Spinoza,	 Freud	 and	Wittgenstein,	 we	 can	 see	 inscription	 in
discursive	practices	as	providing	the	affections	that	for	Spinoza	bring	about	the
affects	 that	 spur	desire	and	 lead	 to	specific	action.	 It	 is	 recognized	 in	 this	way
that	affects	and	desire	play	a	crucial	role	in	the	constitution	of	collective	forms
of	identification.

Recognizing	the	crucial	 role	played	by	affects	 in	politics	and	how	they	can
be	mobilized	is	decisive	for	designing	a	successful	left	populist	strategy.	Such	a
strategy	should	follow	Gramsci’s	lead	when	he	calls	for	‘an	organic	cohesion	in
which	feeling-passion	becomes	understanding’.	Working	with	notions	from	the
‘common	sense’,	it	should	address	people	in	a	manner	able	to	reach	their	affects.
It	has	to	be	congruent	with	the	values	and	the	identities	of	those	that	it	seeks	to
interpellate	 and	 must	 connect	 with	 the	 aspects	 of	 popular	 experience.	 To
resonate	with	the	problems	people	encounter	in	their	daily	lives,	it	needs	to	start
from	where	they	are	and	how	they	feel,	offering	them	a	vision	of	the	future	that
gives	them	hope,	instead	of	remaining	in	the	register	of	denunciation.

A	 left	 populist	 strategy	 aims	 at	 the	 crystallization	 of	 a	 collective	 will
sustained	by	common	affects	aspiring	for	a	more	democratic	order.	This	requires
the	 creation	 of	 a	 different	 regime	 of	 desires	 and	 affects	 through	 inscription	 in



discursive/affective	practices	 that	will	 bring	 about	new	 forms	of	 identification.
Those	discursive/affective	practices	are	of	various	natures,	but	 the	cultural	and
artistic	fields	constitute	a	very	important	terrain	for	the	constitution	of	different
forms	of	subjectivity.

Here	 again,	 Gramsci	 is	 an	 indispensable	 guide	 because	 he	 has	 shown	 the
centrality	of	the	cultural	domain	in	the	formation	and	diffusion	of	the	‘common
sense’	that	commands	a	specific	definition	of	reality.	Seeing	‘common	sense’	as
the	 result	 of	 a	 discursive	 articulation	 permits	 us	 to	 understand	 how	 it	 can	 be
transformed	 thanks	 to	 counter-hegemonic	 interventions.	 Highlighting	 the
decisive	role	of	artistic	and	cultural	practices	in	the	hegemonic	struggle,	I	argued
in	Agonistics	that	if	artistic	practices	can	play	a	decisive	role	in	the	construction
of	 new	 forms	 of	 subjectivity,	 it	 is	 because,	 in	 using	 resources	 that	 induce
emotional	responses,	they	are	able	to	reach	human	beings	at	the	affective	level.10
This	is	indeed	where	lies	art’s	great	power,	in	its	capacity	to	make	us	see	things
in	a	different	way,	to	make	us	perceive	new	possibilities.

Artistic	and	cultural	practices	have	for	that	reason	an	important	role	to	play
in	a	left	populist	strategy.	To	maintain	its	hegemony,	the	neoliberal	system	needs
to	 constantly	 mobilize	 people’s	 desires	 and	 shape	 their	 identities.	 The
construction	of	a	‘people’	apt	to	build	a	different	hegemony	requires	cultivating
a	 multiplicity	 of	 discursive/affective	 practices	 that	 would	 erode	 the	 common
affects	 that	 sustain	 the	 neoliberal	 hegemony	 and	 create	 the	 conditions	 for	 a
radicalization	 of	 democracy.	 It	 is	 essential	 for	 a	 left	 populist	 strategy	 to
acknowledge	 the	 importance	 of	 fostering	 common	 affects	 because,	 as	 Spinoza
was	keen	to	stress,	an	affect	can	only	be	displaced	by	an	opposed	affect,	stronger
than	the	one	to	be	repressed.
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