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Theory







Unity in	the	movement



Movement may change



Meanings/policies/leaders may change





Theory	of	hegemony	

• politics	and	the	political

• radical	democracy

• populism	
• populism	a	particular	mode	of	hegemony?
• democratic––––anti-democratic

• Hegemony	and	Socialist	Strategy,	London:	Verso	1985

• Characterised as:
• anti-essentialist
• post-Marxist
• post-structuralist
• post-foundational



Theoretical	
underpinnings

• Ernesto	Laclau	( 1935-2014):	
• psychoanalysis	(Freud,	Lacan)
• deconstruction	(Derrida)
• rhetoric	(Paul	de	Man)
• Gramsci	(organic	intellectuals)
• linguistic	theory	
• empty	and	floating	signifiers

• Chantal	Mouffe	(1943-):		
• Carl	Schmitt	(anti-reading)
• Habermas (anti-reading)
• Althusser	(recognition)
• Republican	ideals	of	politics	as	

debate
• the	political	
• Agonism

• See	e.g.	Lasse	Thomassen	(2016)	
Hegemony,	populism	and	democracy:	
Laclau	and	Mouffe	today	(review	article)	
Revista	Espa.ola	de	Ciencia	Pol.tica.	N.m.	
40.	Marzo	2016,	pp.	161-176
• David	Howarth	(ed.).	Ernesto	

Laclau:	Post-Marxism,	Populism	
and	Critique.	London:	Routledge,	
2015.

• Ernesto	Laclau.	The	Rhetorical	
Foundations	of	Society.	London:	
Verso,	2014,	229	pp.	ISBN	978-
1781681701.

• James	Martin	(ed.).	Chantal	
Mouffe:	Hegemony,	Radical	
Democracy,	and	the	Political.	
London:	Routledge,	2013,	241

• Chantal	Mouffe.	Agonistics:	
Thinking	the	World	Politically.	
London:	Verso,	2013.



Populism

• Chantal	Mouffe:	On	the	Political	
(2005):	debate	to	challenge	consensus

• Ernesto	Laclau:	On	Populist	Reason	
(2005):	logic	of	populism	us	vs.	them



Populism	on	the	Loose

• Concepts	and	graphic
• Part	I:	Theory	of	hegemony
• Part	II:	Emergence	of	the	“people”
• Part	III:	Democracy	and	demography

• Is	it	OK	if	we	all	define	populism	differently?
• What	follows	from	the	different	articulations	of	populism?

Check	out	our	OA-book	available,	
based	on	our	Academy	of	Finland	project	
and	its	final	conference,	
Populism	as	rhetoric	and	movement	
http://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-951-39-7401-5



populism	as	a	threat	(anti-populism,	Stavrakakis)

How	can	liberals	defeat	populism?	Here	are	four	ideas

1.	Political	parties	(established	and	emerging)	should	seek	to	
propose	inclusive	visions	and	programs	that	deliver	benefits	for	all	
citizens,	not	only	for	a	part	of	the	voters.

2.	Participatory	and	deliberative	platforms	and	initiatives	(citizens’	
assemblies,	juries,	forums)	should	be	embedded	into	the	decision-
making	processes	to	balance	the	oligarchic	tendencies	of	electoral	
democracy.

3.	Social	media	should	be	regulated	and	held	accountable	for	
damaging	a	pluralistic,	fact-based	and	hate-free	political	debate,	in	
the	same	way	as	traditional	media.

4.	Civil	society	organizations	defending	human	rights	and	equality	
against	populism	should	agree	on	a	common	agenda	and	strategy	
across	identity	politics	divides.

Cas	Mudde (The	Guardian	13	February	2018)

Chantal	Mouffe	defends	left	populism	quoted	in	Guardian	8	April	2018.



Was	ist Populismus?	Or	what	populism	is	not?

Well,	it’s	not	nationalism,	
as	has	been	suggested	
between	the	lines

01
Can	get	entangled	with	
nationalism	and	racism,	
xenophobia

02



What	is	Populism?

• Most	usual	reference	is	the	elite-people	distinction	(Cas Mudde)	
• Who	the	are	the	people	and	the	elite?	– ‘Mere’	rhetoric?

• Political	science	reveals	wide	range	of	references	for	the	people	
• Populism	could	be	anywhere	where	there	is	the	nation	or	us?

• What	about	the	populists	(especially	when	in	power)	are	they	not	
the	elites?
• E.g.	Berlusconi,	Orbán,	even	Timo Soini?

“What	is	in	the	name?”	(Laclau)	

• Naming	process
• Symbolisation
• Fixing	meaning



Anti-essentialist	definition!

Populism	is	a	
thin-centred
ideology:	
Cas Mudde
borrowing	
Michael	
Freeden

If	a	thin-centred
ideology,	core	is	an	

empty	shell

Populism	has	no	
(necessary)	content



What	does	this	mean?

When	things	are	
empty	they	don’t	
have	content	BUT	

they	may	have	a	form

Dichotomy	and	a	
reference	to	an	“us”

There	may	even	be	an	
emotional,	gripping	

element!?



Populism	as	a	logic	has	form	
formula	for	populism:	 P	=	A	+	B	+	C

Abstract	content	to	
identify	with

A
Dichotomy	that	
sustains	a	notion	of	
them

B
Gripping	element	/	
emotional	
attachment

C



The	people	
“us”;	

them,	limit	&	
frontier



Frontier	building:	
Case	Hungary

Viktor	Orbán,	Hungarian PM	1998-2002,	2010-
,	Fidesz leader 1989-
Transformation:	youth >	nation	>	
polgári/civic/bourgeois/progressive anti-
communism 2002	
>	extra-parliamentary village populism in	
striped shirts >	anti-immigration statesman
Continuous articulation of	us	vs.	them
Architecture,	memorials
permanence/return of	’revolution’:	continuum
not a	rupture
Key	moments:	
2002	election campaign:	”remove the kokárda
at	the polling station
2010	”this is	a	revolution at	the polls”
2018	”Soros	fighters”



Too	much	of	populism	
vs.	too	little

• Articulation	of	the	people	
on	a	continuum

Halil Gürhali in	Populism	on	the	Loose,	2018



us	the	people



nation	and	
nationalism



Populism	in	crisis	
of	representation

German	occupation	
memorial	in	Budapest;	

Living	memorial



Polarisation

Populism Anti-Populism

Political	frontier



Populist	challenge	to	
democracy

• Politics	as	activity	and	politics	as	system	
• Politics	as	identification	vs.	institutionalised	
identities

• Democracy	and	demography

• New	dichotomies

• Illiberal	democracy	vs.	liberal	democracy	
• Takis	Pappas:	populists	are	for	democracy,	but	

not	liberal	sort
• For	Orbán	illiberalism	=	against	liberals	his	

political	other

• Liberal	and	radical	democracy
• Politics	as	a	constitutive	praxis



Democracy	vs.	demography

• essentialist	understandings	of	political	cleavages,	voter-groups	etc.
• Already	existing	demo	taken	more	seriously	than	graphy
• Rational,	meanings	in	politics	are	given	and	measurable
• Full

Demography	Socio-economic	

• process	of	meaning-making	where	the	political	“us”	is	not	pregiven
• Irrational,	affective,	politics	is	a	process	of	meaning	making
• Incomplete	(searching	for	temporary	fullness)

Democracy



Empty	space	of	
power	(Lefort)

How	people	emerges?	And	temporarily	
occupies	the	space	of	representation



Representation Democracy	
• Constitutive
• Representation	as	a	process
• Vote	through	an	imagined	
connection	through	
demands

• Political	parties	are	
mobilising movements

• Performativity

Demography
• Given
• Essential	relations
• Socio-economic	groups
• Intrest representation	
(rather	than	demand)

• Vote	for	someone	”like”	me
• Political	parties	are	
institutions

• Categorisation



Categories to	dynamics

These	can	be	found	anywhere	where	debates	polarise?

Dynamics	or moves,	emerging and	sedimenting dichotomies!

Rhetorical moves or tropes?	

… let’s look	at	rhetoric to	for	concepts that could capture this?

Something	constitutive	or	even	performative	in	political	meaning-making	in	the	populist	way	



Helsinki	Guggenheim	Museum	
as	case	of	populism	
(Palonen	in	Populism	on	the	Loose)



Contributions	to	populism	
research	and	theory

• The	post-foundational	(Marchart 2007)	element:	
constitutive	of	the	“us”

• Rhetoric-performative	approach
• Representation
• From	categories	to	dynamics	and	moves
• Nationalism	theory	<->	equally	Janus-faced	populism

• What	is	democracy?	For	us	and	for	them..?
• Who	are	we	and	how	it	needs	to	be	articulated?
• Why?



For	democracy


