
Of Nation and Populace: Why Metaphors Matter in Politics 

 

© Michaelangelo Anastasiou 

University of Victoria, Canada 

 

A paper prepared for presentation for the Political Studies Association’s Annual Conference in Cardiff, 

Wales, March 26-28, 2018. 

 

Submitted: 19/3/2018 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Recent contributions by the “Essex School” have demonstrated that populist movements can best be 

understood as articulated processes whereby diverse political demands and identities are aggregated 

through signifiers, typically that of “the people,” that operate as “privileged” points of popular 

condensation. Nationalist populism is, by extension, understood as articulated attempts of popular 

aggregation, whereby the hegemonic signifier “the nation:” (a) is “married” to a range of diverse 

political demands; and (b) operates, in practice, as a metaphorical replacement of “the people,” and vice 

versa. Nationalist populism is thus an attempted political chimera, through which a populist totality is 

parasitically signified vis-à-vis the hegemonic metaphor of “the nation.” 
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Introduction 

 

The purpose of the present article is to develop a theoretical framework through which the phenomenon 

of “nationalist populism” can be elucidated. The principal question of interest is how “nationalist 

populism,” comes to operate in practice. This involves undertaking two analytic paths. The first is to 

examine how “nationalist populism” operates as a political possibility through historical constraints. This 

invites us to explore how, and to what extent, the execution of populist politics may come to be 

“contaminated” by extant social—and, more specifically, nationalistic—arrangements. The second is to 

delineate “nationalist populism’s” terrain of structuration, that is, how “national populism” comes to be. 

The argument I wish to advance is that “nationalist populism” entails an operational logic wherein “the 

people” is parasitically signified vis-à-vis “the nation,” and vice versa. 

“Nationalist populism” is situated within two distinguishable (theoretical) terrains—“populism” 

and “nationalism.” Our analytic efforts will thus have to spear through two parallel scholarships whose 

possible cross-pollination has been grossly underexplored. To what socio-political processes and 

conditions of possibility do “nationalism” and “populism,” each correspond to? And, most importantly, to 

what extent is each domain overdetermined by one another? In other words, I mean to inquire whether, to 

what extent, and how “the national” and “the popular,” come to constitute each other’s conditions of 

possibility. The task, therefore, does not consist of analytically purifying the phenomena of interest 

through positive or minimal definitions, but coming to terms with how they potentially “co-contaminate” 

one another. 

The enunciation of the problem thus leads us to explore a burgeoning literature on populism and a 

firmly sedimented literature on nationalism. The topic of “nationalist populism” can thus be “accessed,” 

either by taking as a theoretical starting point, scholarly work on nationalism or populism. It is my 

opinion that each approach, which will invariably be morphed according to general canonical precepts, is 

likely to yield profoundly different deductions. I have chosen to take, as a theoretical starting point, 

scholarly work on populism, despite the fact that, as a scholar, I am firmly situated in the literature on 

nationalism. The reason behind this decision is that the literature on populism has, in recent years, been 

radicalized by the intervention of groundbreaking contemporary theoretical thought. This development is, 

by no doubt, directly connected to Ernesto Laclau’s intervention in the field, with the publication of On 

Populist Reason (2005). What Ernesto Laclau effectively demonstrates in this book, is that “populism” 

cannot be understood as a substantive phenomenon. Populism is not governed by an inherent essential 

core, through which operational definitions can be extracted. Rather, populism is understood is terms of 

its discursive “architecture,” that is, in terms of its operational logic, not its specific content. Laclau’s 

theoretical contribution was developed and re-articulated, by what has come to be known as the Essex 

School of Discourse Analysis, which has in recent years established itself as a staple and highly 

influential theoretical current, in studies of populism.  

I would not be exaggerating in stating that the literature on nationalism has not undergone the 

same “radicalization” process, since it is still firmly situated in a literature that burgeoned in the 1980s, 

and dominated by what has come to be known as the “classical modernist” literature on nationalism. 

Though theoretically and factually rich, the dominant theoretical orientation in scholarly studies of 

nationalism is typically undercut, in my opinion, by outdated epistemological commitments. Much in line 

with sociological orthodoxy, nations and nationalism are typically assumed to be rooted in underlying 

social determinants. The literature on nations and nationalism may, nonetheless, be useful in informing 

our understandings of populism and, more specifically, nationalist populism. Why is this so? In contrast 

to studies of populism, which tend to emphasize the “political moment” in populist politics, that is, 

populist mobilization, studies of nationalism tend to emphasize how cultural practices and ideologies 

come to be crystallized as a socio-political milieu. My efforts involve weaving together the two 

perspectives vis-à-vis Laclau and Mouffe’s (2001) theory of hegemony. In this sense, what interests me is 

how the articulation of populist politics may be (and perhaps invariably) contingent upon an extant 

nationalistic framework that contaminates the former.  



In hopes of salvaging my efforts from absolute theoretical commitments, I wish to premise that 

the present article does not aim at providing an answer to the question of whether populist movements are 

invariably nationalist. Rather, the analysis is geared toward the construction of a theory that can enable us 

to trace how and to what extent populist politics come to be marred by extant nationalist forms of life. The 

notion of metaphor, in the sense that Laclau uses it, is key in these endeavours. For Laclau, metaphor 

entails a process whereby symbolic terms come to be analogically associated—they come to operate as 

metaphorical replacements of one another. The argument I wish to advance is that “nationalist populism” 

entails an attempt at signifying, by means of metaphorical replacement, “the people” vis-à-vis the 

privileged signifier of “the nation.” The present article therefore contributes to political studies, more 

generally, by showcasing how rhetoric, and especially the notion of metaphor, can be employed in 

political analysis. 

 

The Allusive Notion of Populism 

 

In situating the political relevance of studies of populism, one should note that the notion of “populism” 

has, in recent years, increasingly permeated European political discourse. As Mudde (2004) notes, the 

term is often used to denote “a highly emotional and simplistic discourse,” and “to describe opportunistic 

policies with the aim of (quickly) pleasing the people/voters” (p. 542). I would also add that the term is 

typically attributed to movements or developments that, on some level, pose a threat to the European 

democratic (neo)liberal establishment (e.g. as ideological alternatives, in the form of Euroscepticism, anti-

state rhetoric, etc.).  

A most relevant example, is the recent political success of radical right-wing and fascist parties in 

Europe: The U.K. Independence Party, the Front National in France, the Freedom Party of Austria, the 

Alternative for Germany, the Golden Dawn in Greece, Fidesz and Jobbik in Hungary, the Law and Justice 

Party in Poland, the Danish People’s Party, etc. On the other end of the political spectrum, we are 

witnessing a radical re-articulation of Leftist politics, with the recent political success, as examples, of 

Podemos in Spain, Melenchon’s La France Insoumise, and SYRIZA in Greece. Such progressive 

movements typically valorize “the people” in the context of an ideological framework that is highly 

overdetermined by humanistic and radical democratic values. They are, therefore, highly critical of The 

European Union’s neoliberal commitments and, more generally, cultural conservatism. The curious and 

ideologically ambiguous case of the Five Star Movement in Italy, should also be understood as a 

challenge to European and, more specifically, Italian political “orthodoxy.” Founded by former comedian 

Beppe Grillo, the movement’s rapid rise in popularity, enabled them to gather the most votes in the recent 

Italian elections. This development occurred at the expense of establishment parties, such as the 

Democratic Party and Berlusconi’s Forza Italia. Arguably, the most significant recent political challenge 

to the European establishment, has been the “Brexit” vote, which was followed in the coming year by a 

highly contested referendum for Catalonian independence. These developments have frequently been 

interpreted by theorists and pundits, alike, as a re-ignition of “populist” and/or “nationalist” politics. As 

examples, note the following headlines from mainstream news organizations, following the Five Star 

Movement’s winning of the recent Italian elections: “Populist parties surge in Italian election,” (CNN)  

“Italy elections: Populist gains send shockwaves to Brussels,” (BBC) “Italy election: Hung parliament on 

cards as populist surge,” (The Guardian) “Populist five star movement secures 32% of vote in Italian 

election,” (Financial Times) etc.  

 What is apparent from the above-stated is that “populism” is used to describe a heterogeneity of 

phenomena, many of which are ideologically and “morphologically” contradictory, but which nonetheless 

constitute a substantive political challenge to the hegemonic European liberal establishment. The term 

“populism” is thus typically deployed in a contemptuous fashion, often questioning the legitimacy of 

political movements or developments that challenge the European status quo. And while the term is 

casually employed at the level of politics—often shaded with derisive overtones—it is relevant to note 

that the term is often attributed to movements or developments that are of an antagonistic character (more 

on this in forthcoming sections). 



 What is, moreover, of theoretical relevance is how the term “populism” is used interchangeably 

with “nationalism,” often vis-à-vis the trite notion of “nationalist populism.” A 2016 article by Timothy 

Garton Ash, as an example, uses the term “nationalist populisms” as an umbrella term for political 

developments that are incredibly heterogeneous: Jean-Marie Le Pen’s anti-globalization rhetoric, 

Turkey’s Tayyip Erdogan’s shift to authoritarianism, Hungary’s Viktor Orban’s illiberal commitments, 

and Russia’s movement toward what the author deems to be fascism (Ash, 2016). 

“Nationalist populism” is similarly invoked—and very often quite casually—in academia. I had 

the pleasure of participating the European Sociological Association’s latest conference in Athens, where 

“nationalist populism” was, in the context of plethora discussions, invoked, typically in attempts to 

designate the adverse consequence of neoliberal capitalism. One can thus clearly observe that populism is 

subjected to prejudicial evaluations, explicitly or implicitly assessed as a threat to liberal democracy. As 

Stavrakakis and Katsambekis (2014) note, “[i]n most available accounts, both journalistic and academic, 

the label ‘populist’ is applied in a manner that takes its meaning for granted and fails to provide any 

concrete and/or persuasive justification for its use” (p. 121) 

 At the level of formal scholarship, studies of populism have been re-kindled in the last twenty 

years (Taggart, 2000; Jagers and Walgrave, 2007; Mudde, 2007; Stavrakakis and Katsambekis, 2014; e.g. 

Inglehart and Norris, 2016; Katsambekis and Stavrakakis, 2017), partly in response to the dislocating 

developments mentioned earlier. Are formal academic studies of populism subjected to the same 

prejudicial evaluations delineated above? An answer cannot be unequivocal. As various authors have 

noted, much of the literature on populism, often understands the phenomenon as an irrational or 

pathological manifestation (Canovan, 1999, p. 2; Laclau, 2005; Jansen, 2011, p. 67) or as a threat to 

democracy (Canovan, 1999; Jansen, 2011, p. 77). And while there have been numerous attempted 

correctives to such approaches, populism is still often interpreted (implicitly) as a malevolent or 

threatening phenomenon (Mudde, 2004, p. 541; Stavrakakis and Katsambekis, 2014, p. 120), often 

conflated with nationalist politics (De Cleen and Stavrakakis, 2017; Stavrakakis et al., 2017).  

 The principal problem associated with this tendency is that it aprioristically analytically excludes, 

or misinterprets, movements that may enact populist politics, but which do not espouse nationalist 

ideology (De Cleen and Stavrakakis, 2017, p. 4; Katsambekis and Stavrakakis, 2017). Such theoretical 

“prejudicing” may similarly undermine our efforts at understanding the complexity of such movements. 

Stavrakakis et al. (2017), as an example, have stressed that progressive populist politics tend towards an 

“empty,” and thus more inclusionary, articulation of “the people,” (p. 425). By contrast, nationalist 

politics constructed around the notion of “the nation,” are typically of an exclusionary character, bearing 

the imprints of a delimited national community (De Cleen and Stavrakakis, 2017, p. 13). A number of 

recent publications, from the “Essex School,” have thoroughly examined this issue, reaching a number of 

substantive insights (see Stavrakakis and Katsambekis, 2014; De Cleen, 2017; De Cleen and Stavrakakis, 

2017; Katsambekis and Stavrakakis, 2017; Stavrakakis et al., 2017). 

 It is paramount to note that the often-encountered conflation of populism and nationalism 

outpours from underlying epistemological commitments, even if unbeknownst to the theorist. It would not 

be an exaggeration to suggest that most studies on populism have tried to approach the issue of interest by 

attempting to examine what it is. By extension, populism is explained with recourse to static operational 

definitions, where, very often, “nationalism” is identified as being one of its principal elements. The 

conflation of nationalism and populism is, therefore, a by-product of two theoretical techniques. The first 

involves conceiving populism, either explicitly or implicitly, as a static phenomenon—that is, through the 

lens of positivistic reasoning. The second involves the identification of elements, e.g. nationalism, that are 

conceived as being populism’s essential elements. Such approaches can only yield presumably universal 

understandings of populism that cannot come to term with the plurality of forms that populism actually 

assumes (Laclau, 2005). Left-wing populist movements, such as Greece’s SYRIZA, for example, tend to 

antagonize nationalist parties, while promoting narrative of democratic inclusion.  

In contrast to positivistic approaches, a number of theorists have examined populism by focusing 

on its operational logic and its discursive “architecture.” This approach is principally associated with the 

work of Ernesto Laclau and the “Essex School.” Populism is understood as a form of politics, where the 



social body is “simplified” into two antagonistic camps, typically between “the people” and “the elite” 

(Laclau, 2005; Panizza, 2005b). Popular movements can thus assume a variety of contents. This 

understanding of populism allows us to examine the plurality of forms that the phenomenon can assume, 

e.g. Left-wing populism, nationalist populism, etc. Let us proceed in examining this general argument in 

greater detail.   

 

Populism: Two General Approaches 

 

I suggest that scholarly work on populism can be understood in reference to two general approaches: The 

positivistic approach and what Stavrakakis (2005b) calls the “symptomal” reading of populism. The 

positivistic approach employs a realist understanding of populism. It tends to treat populism as an 

objective fact that can be discovered and/or typologized through empirical observations (see Panizza, 

2005a) and that can, ultimately, be “arrested” through operational definitions. Such approaches typically 

understand populism as a byproduct of underlying social, economic or political causes. In this sense, 

explanations for populism are not sought in the phenomenon itself, so to speak, but in “exogenous” 

circumstances that are thought to engender it, where one dimension is typically identified, either explicitly 

or implicitly, as the essential determinant. 

 Betz (1994), as an example, notes that what “unites” the various forms of right-wing radical 

populisms in Europe, is their anti-immigrant and anti-refugee stance (p. 171). This xenophobic dimension 

is associated with the transition from “welfare capitalism” to “post-industrial individualized capitalism.” 

His argument is articulated in reference to post-industrialism’s disruptive dimensions, the principal of 

which are the state’s incapacity to regulate the economy in the wake of global competition and the 

transition to a multi-ethic and multicultural world (Betz, 1994, p. 171). Xenophobia is thus understood as 

people’s reaction to these developments, where immigrants and refugees come to represent the 

embodiment of both “a rapidly changing world and of the nation-state’s growing impotence when 

confronted with it” (Betz, 1994, p. 173). In this sense, the emergence and “unity” of radical-right populist 

movements is attributed to an “independent” and “exogenous” force: post-industrialism. In this sense, 

both “cause” (i.e. state’s incapacity at regulating economy and multiculturalism) and “effect” (i.e. 

xenophobia) are understood as principally deriving from an underlying factor (i.e. post-industrialism). 

This underlying factor is what, in the Post-Marxist tradition, is understood as a “positivity” (see Laclau 

and Mouffe, 2001). A positivity is an element that is, from a theoretical standpoint, accorded causal 

“independence.” It is conceived as exercising historical effects without itself being adulterated, or 

constituted, by them. 

 Post-materialist theses on populism follow the same epistemological logic (e.g. Ignazi, 1992; 

Minkenberg, 1992; Inglehart and Norris, 2016). Rooted, by and large, in documented historical findings, 

post-materialists support that, since the early 1970s, affluent societies underwent a general shift in cultural 

values (Inglehart and Norris, 2016, p. 3). The postwar “economic miracle,” heightened levels of 

economic, and therefore existential, security. As an outcome, society underwent a general shift from 

economic to what Inglehart calls “post-materialist” values. This “silent” cultural revolution was of a 

progressive character, geared toward what can generally be labelled as liberal cosmopolitan 

commitments: tolerance of diverse cultures and lifestyles, international cooperation, democratic 

governance, the protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms, etc. (Inglehart and Norris, 2016, 

pp. 3, 29). The rise of right-wing populism in recent decades is thus conceived as a “traditionalist” 

backlash against the dominance of post-materialist values. As Inglehart and Norris (2016) suggest, while 

citing their empirical findings, “the rise of populist parties reflects, above all, a reaction against a wide 

range of rapid cultural changes that seem to be eroding the basic values and customs of Western 

societies” (p. 30). The positivistic leaning of the argument should be noted. Populism is here understood 

as deriving from an underlying “social base,” i.e. post-materialism, with minimal explanation of 

populism’s actual operational logic. It is seen as a mere reaction to underlying social currents that are 

accorded causal primacy, from which social effects, such as populism, outpour.  



 The implications of the positivistic approach should briefly be noted. If “populism” is understood 

with recourse to any presumed “underlying base,” its specificity, both in terms of its content and 

operational logic, will tend to be underemphasized. But most importantly, any explanatory reliance on 

underlying “social bases,” tends to aprioristically restrict the field of analysis. The phenomenon under 

observation is, therefore, sought within was is theoretically privileged (e.g. “post-industrialism,” “post-

materialism,” “economic base”). This approach might reveal certain dimensions of populism’s 

constitutive aspects. However, it is unable to grasp the plurality and full breadth of populism’s 

constitutive forms and unable to come to terms with the plurality of forms that populism may assume. 

Populism is, one may say, sought elsewhere. What Inglehart and Norris offer, as an example, is not a 

theory of populism proper, but a theory of post-materialism (i.e. the underlying essence), to which the 

phenomenon of populism is molded. How can one, as an example, explain contemporary populist politics 

in countries that did not undergo the same (post)industrialization process as the affluent societies of the 

West? As Jansen (2011) has rightfully noted, what cuts across most literature on populism, is “that 

scholars tend to treat populism as a thing” and that “[t]his sets them searching for the true essence of 

populism—whether in the social origins of its leadership, its bases of support, its ideological content, its 

policy agenda, or its institutional character.” (p. 82). It is by no surprise, then, that positivistic 

understandings of populism are typically geared toward the prescription of clear terminological 

definitions. This general approach, of course, does not fail to “generate intense disagreements about the 

fundamental nature of populism” (Jansen, 2011, p. 82). 

Given the plurality of forms that populism assumes in actual historical and contemporary cases, it 

should come by no surprise that the meaning of the term “populism” is, to this day, highly debated 

(Canovan, 1999, p. 3; Panizza, 2005a, p. 1; Jagers and Walgrave, 2007, p. 321; Jansen, 2011, p. 76). As 

Jansen (2011) suggests, “Over the past 50 years, scholars from various disciplines have disagreed not 

only about how best to explain populism’s historical emergence, but more fundamentally about what it is” 

(p. 78). Indeed, the pervasiveness that characterizes the term “populism,” leads it to being used to 

understand a diversity of phenomena, many of which are ideologically “contradictory” (see Stavrakakis et 

al., 2017). We can thus very well say that what invariably undermines positivistic understandings of 

populism are the plurality of forms that populism assumes in actual historical cases. This is one issue that 

positivistic understandings of populism have not been able to come to terms with.  

What is, moreover, of interests to us, is the tendency in both scholarly and political discourse to 

conflate the term “populism” with “nationalism” (see De Cleen and Stavrakakis, 2017; Katsambekis and 

Stavrakakis, 2017; Stavrakakis et al., 2017). This we encounter in the literature on nationalism and 

populism. Within the literature on nationalism, the topic of popular national mobilization, in all its 

obscure and incomplete articulations, has received a moderate degree of attention (Ionescu and Gellner, 

1969; Nairn, 1975; Hroch, 1985, 1993, 1996; Smith, 1986; Breuilly, 1994; Hobsbawm, 2012). We can 

recall Nairn’s (1975) conviction that nationalism is “invariably populist,” (p. 11) as it typically involves a 

liberation struggle where intellectuals “invite the masses into history” (p. 12). This idea would find a 

subdued and more reasonable expression in Smith’s (1986) theory of nation formation, where he 

identifies two paths to nationhood, those being “bureaucratic incorporation” and “vernacular 

mobilization,” the latter of which “emphasized elements like […] genealogy, populism, customs and 

dialects, and nativism” (p. 137). Studies of nationalism have also examined the significance of historical 

events that are conventionally adorned with the crown of “national/popular mobilization” or the halo of 

“the people.” The French Revolution is, of course, the classical example, stereotypically considered to be 

a pivotal historical moment of popular revolt, from which the blooming echo of a nascent nation asserted 

its sovereignty. It came to be edged unto history as an imaginary that would be appropriated by 

burgeoning peoples, igniting national mobilizations throughout the globe (Anderson, 2006, pp. 67, 80, 

156). 

Within the literature on populism, as one might expect, theories of populism are of a more 

elaborate nature. Nonetheless, one observes a reductionist tendency, where complex theories of populism 

are ultimately subordinate to nationalism. Jansen (2011), as an example, has defined populist mobilization 

as “any sustained, large-scale political project that mobilizes ordinarily marginalized social sectors into 



publicly visible and contentious political action, while articulating an anti-elite, nationalist rhetoric that 

valorizes ordinary people.” (p. 82). Halikiopoulou et al. (2012) similarly deem nationalism to be the 

common denominator of both Left-wing and Right-wing radical parties, while Minkenberg (1992) 

conflates neo-conservatism, nationalism and populism. This tendency of conflating nationalism and 

populism is, explicitly or implicitly, encountered in a number of works, albeit in varying degrees (e.g. 

Ionescu and Gellner, 1969; Taggart, 1995; Inglehart and Norris, 2016). De Cleen and Stavrakakis’ (2017) 

insightful analysis of this issue reveals several of its constitutive aspects, as well as the problems 

associated with it. For example, a key reason behind the tendency to conflate nationalism and populism is 

attributed to the “strong presence of populist radical right parties in Europe,” (p. 3) which, by becoming 

prime objects of analysis, yield Eurocentric understandings of populism (p. 4). 

 I would like to introduce an additional dimension to De Cleen and Stavrakakis’ (2017) critique, 

by suggesting that the problem that underlies the tendency to explain populism vis-à-vis nationalism, is 

positivism. As delineated above, positivistic reasoning explains phenomena by subordinating them to 

presumed underlying “bases” or “determinants.” Essentializing populism is only a step further, where the 

phenomenon is molded to operational definitions that can, presumably, be universally applied. Since, in 

the context of Western scholarship, populism is typically assessed through the lens of the European 

experience, where focus is placed on radical Right-Wing movements, populism is ultimately reduced to 

what is conceived to be its universal characteristic: nationalism. Typically, “nationalist populism” is 

conceived as a reaction to underlying social forces that generated grievances, such as economic or cultural 

changes. 

In sharp contrast to positivistic approaches, the “symptomal” reading of populism examines the 

phenomenon by focusing on its operational logic. Populism is not understood as a phenomenon 

engendered by an underlying cause, nor as being governed by any determinate content, e.g. nationalism. It 

is understood as a political logic, whose content can assume a multiplicity of forms (Laclau, 2005). 

Populism is, then, understood as a simplification of the social space into two antagonistic camps 

(Lyrintzis, 1987; Panizza, 2000; Laclau, 2005; Stavrakakis, 2005b), typically between “the people” and 

“the elite” or “the establishment” (Stavrakakis, 2005b, p. 230; De Cleen and Stavrakakis, 2017, p. 11). 

Such approaches are highly influenced by Laclau’s most-influential contribution to the field. Laclau’s 

(2005) mindfully-crafted theory of populism, constitutes a conscious attempt to dispose of the positivistic 

theoretico-political currents that preceded it. What Laclau effectively demonstrates, is that the populist 

logic inheres to the nature of politics, in general, and can, therefore, assume a variety of contents. 

For Laclau (2005), populism is a political logic, wherein plural and heterogeneous identities and 

demands come to be “aggregated” under common symbolic “umbrellas,” such as “the people.” Such 

process of popular aggregation ensues when people’s demands remain unfulfilled. The demands are 

deemed to be entirely context-specific and can assume a variety of forms, e.g. economic or political 

demands, cultural rights, and so on and so forth. What is important to note is that the populist body that 

comes to condense under a common symbolic umbrella, is not uniform in character, but is constituted by 

a plurality of identities, each of which may express different demands. In this sense, the process whereby 

“the people” is constructed is not derive from a single underlying demand or factor. The unifying symbol, 

e.g. “the people,” comes to represent a populist totality, despite plural and heterogeneous grievances. The 

question of key interest is, therefore, how such heterogeneous demands come to be aggregated under a 

common representational “umbrella.” For Laclau, this process is conceived as being strictly articulated, 

that is, a product of political acts, wherein signifiers such as “the people” come to be symbolically 

connected to a plurality of demands. The content of “the people” is, therefore, not aprioristically 

determined. Rather, privileged signifiers, such as “the people,” come to represent the mere equivalence 

between heterogeneous demands and identities. Each particular demand thus come to be homologically 

associated with one another through the mediation of signifiers (e.g. “the people), which operate as “sites” 

of popular condensation. The emergent populist body will, moreover, come to assume an antagonistic 

character, if the populist body comes to be symbolically counterposed to the constructed “Other,” which 

comes to represent its negation. A most common example being the articulation of “the people” against 

“the elite,” or “the establishment.” 



It is important to note the implications of Laclau’s argument, for what it effectively does is free 

our understanding from the shackles of positivism. By zeroing in on populism’s operational logic, Laclau 

shows us that the content of populism can assume a plurality and heterogeneity of forms that are 

invariably context-dependent. What is “universal” about populism, then, is not any one or more of its 

specific contents, but the very fact that heterogeneous contents (i.e. demands) come to be aggregated 

under a common representational umbrella. In this sense, the populist logic cuts through the logic of 

politics, more generally. 

Laclau’s laudable contribution was further advanced by a number of theorists who have either 

applied his theory, or re-articulated it in insightful ways (Katsambekis, 2016; e.g. De Cleen and 

Stavrakakis, 2017; Stavrakakis et al., 2017). Contributions by what has come to be known as the “Essex 

School,” are of special relevance. Following Laclau’s footsteps, this school of thought conducts its 

analysis by examining the discursive architecture of political articulations. As De Cleen and Stavrakakis 

(2017) suggest, “Discourse theory focuses on political architectonics, analysing how signifiers are related 

to each other to produce particular structures of meaning,” often through the use of spatial metaphors (p. 

6). In this sense, what is of principal interest is how the signifier “the people” is deployed in the context of 

political mobilization and antagonisms. “Populism” and “nationalism” is, therefore distinguished, not 

through positivistic operational definitions, but by examining their discursive architecture.  

Populism is to be understood as a form of political opposition structured around the signifier “the 

people” that operates within a community that is internally divided by a “down/up” axis that separates 

“the people” from “the elite” (De Cleen and Stavrakakis, 2017, p. 10). Paralleling this logic, nationalism 

is to be understood as a form of political opposition structured around the signifier of “the nation.” In the 

case of nationalism, political camps are divided by an “in/out” axis that separates the members of the 

nation from its non-members (De Cleen and Stavrakakis, 2017, p. 9). The question of interest, therefore, 

is not what nationalism or populism is, but whether and how political antagonism comes to be organized 

around the signifier of either “the people” or “the nation.” 

The merits of this approach should be explicated in light of what was discussed earlier. In the first 

place, contributions by the Essex School afford us the possibility of analyzing political phenomena, in the 

absence of positivistic or essentialist reasoning. Their focus on discursive architecture and the 

structuration of political arrangements around signifiers, as opposed to the particular signifieds, i.e. 

particular content, safeguards the analyst from (implicitly) reducing populism to static operational 

definitions. In this sense, signifiers such as “the people” or “the nation,” are not aprioristically defined, 

even at a minimum. Their content is deemed to be entirely context specific and the complex product of 

political articulations. If contextual specificity is of focus, empirical data concerning the particular content 

of the populisms under study, can be “added on” to this general theory. 

The Essex School’s approach also shelters us from unwarrantedly conflating nationalism and 

populism. It helps us clearly distinguish politics or movements that may deploy a populist logic, from 

politics and movements that are of a nationalistic orientation. This broadens the scope of analysis by 

allowing us to examine populist movements that may not deploy nationalist rhetoric and whose 

articulated narratives are of an inclusive character (see Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser, 2013; Stavrakakis 

and Katsambekis, 2014). As Stavrakakis and Katsambekis (2014) note, in their study of the leftist politics 

of the SYRIZA party in Greece, “unlike the ‘people’ of the extreme right, the ‘people’ of the left is 

presented as a plural, inclusive and active subject unbound by ethnic, racial, sexual, gender or other 

restrictions” (p. 135). 

The arguments advanced by the Essex School, and their critique of positivism in particular, is 

remarkably convergent with my own. I would, however, like to introduce an additional dimension to this 

analysis, by examining how, in actual practice, the nationalism/populism distinction is often blurred by 

political acts that (attempt to) establish an analogous connection between “the people” and “the nation.” 

As Laclau and Mouffe (2001) and Laclau (2014) have demonstrated, political acts are necessarily 

overdetermined and constitutively “impure.” In fact, operations of power invariably materialize through 

the constitutive “promiscuity” of the social, where particular identities advance their interests by 

contaminating or infiltrating competing identities and their narratives. As an example, a Left-wing 



ideology that comes to be marked by the traces of Liberalism, reveals us the terrain through which 

Liberalism exercises its power effects. Similar conclusions may be deduced when examining the 

relationship between “populism” and “nationalism.” While I agree with De Cleen and Stavrakakis (2017) 

that care should be taken not to casually conflate the two terms, I maintain that it is analytically and 

political worthwhile to examine how “nationalism” and “populism” may often come to constitute each 

other’s condition of possibility. 

 

Nationalism as Hegemony 

 

In one of my previous works (Anastasiou, 2018), I developed a theory of nationalism by examining the 

on-going articulation of national totalities through the lens of Laclau and Mouffe’s (2001) theory of 

hegemony. The argument I advanced can be summarized as follows. The emergence and construction of 

national communities are not aprioristically determined by an underlying historical or social cause, as is 

typically assumed in socio-historical studies of nationalism: Gellner (1983) associates the emergence of 

nationhood with the imperatives of industrial society, Anderson (2006) with the death of linguistic 

plurality, Smith (1986) with the political articulation of ethnic identity, Giddens (1985) with the 

administrative expansion of the state, and so on and so forth. While all these authors reveal an aspect of 

nationhood, not one of their theories can be universally applied.  

This realization compelled me to interpret the structuration of nations through Wittgenstein’s 

notion of family resemblances. By family resemblances, we want to designate that the structuration of 

nations is characterized by overlapping similarities between plural aggregated elements (e.g. industrial 

imperatives, common language, civic culture, ethnic identity, etc.), instead of one underlying element. 

This means that when comparing instances of nationhood, one may not be able to identify a single 

element that is common to all instantiations. Even when comparing two instances that appear to be 

surprisingly similar and where common elements are found in both, one has to be analytically cautious. 

Those elements, precisely because they are overdetermined by the totality of their constitutive relations 

(see Laclau and Mouffe, 2001), may only bear the semblance of “sameness,” as no two social spaces can 

be constructed identically. 

The emergence and on-going construction of national totalities, therefore, lacking any essential 

determination, can only be understood as the uneven and contextually overdetermined generalization of 

“nationalist” family resemblances: A standardized system of education (Gellner, 1983), communication 

media (Deutsch, 1966; Giddens, 1985; Smith, 1986; Anderson, 2006), state administrative expansion and 

penetration in “civil society” (Tilly, 1975; Giddens, 1981, 1985; Breuilly, 1994; Mann, 2010), capitalism 

(Nairn, 1975; Giddens, 1981, 1985; Mann, 2010), labour division (Hechter, 1975; Hroch, 1985; Smith, 

1986; Brass, 1991), the assertion of democratic rights (Habermas, 1996; Mann, 2010), citizenship (Smith, 

1986; Habermas, 1996; Anderson, 2006), territorial sovereignty (Giddens, 1985; Breuilly, 1994; 

Anderson, 2006) modern industrial production (Gellner, 1983; Mann, 2010), militarism and conscription 

(Tilly, 1975; Weber, 1976; Mann, 2010), ethnic identifications (Armstrong, 1982; Smith, 1986; 

Hutchinson, 2005), collective myths (Armstrong, 1982; Smith, 1986; Hutchinson, 2005), collective 

memories (Smith, 1986; Hutchinson, 2005), collective corporate will (Kohn, 1965; Renan, 1990), formal 

scholarly work on nationhood (Kedourie, 1961; Smith, 1986; Anderson, 2006), the ordering of gendered 

relations (Walby, 1992; Yuval-Davis, 1993; Sluga, 1998; Kandiyoti, 2004; Enloe, 2014), the ordering of 

sexual norms (Mosse, 1985), and so on and so forth. 

National communities are by extension understood as the uneven ordering of the above-stated life 

modalities around the signifier “the nation.” “The nation” comes to operate as a privileged node of social 

condensation. It becomes a privileged point of reference through which heterogeneous social 

arrangements come to be aggregated. For example, “national music,” “national economy,” “national legal 

system,” “national religion,” can be understood as heterogeneous elements whose symbolic association 

(i.e. aggregation) necessitates the intervention of the signifier “nation.” In this sense, the intervention of 

“the nation” comes to foster a symbolic contiguity between these otherwise heterogeneous elements. This 

process, whereby elements come to be symbolically aggregated, is what I designate as metonymical 



aggregation (Freud, 1955; Saussure, 1966; Laclau and Mouffe, 2001; Jakobson, 2003; Lacan, 2006; 

Laclau, 2014). The notion of metonymy, here designates that a plane of meaningful contiguity has been 

established between differential elements (ideal and material) (see Laclau and Mouffe, 2001, pp. 93–110; 

Laclau, 2014, pp. 58–60). These aggregated elements will thus come to be characterized by a plane of 

symbolic equivalence, while nonetheless maintaining their difference (Laclau, 2014, p. 45). 

I should specify that “the nation” is not the sole “social adhesive,” but one of the many elements 

that serve this function. However, for various and highly complex historical reasons (see Kedourie, 1961; 

Giddens, 1985; Smith, 1986; Breuilly, 1994; Hobsbawm, 2012), it is a signifier that has come to be 

broadly dispersed in the social fabric, and, by virtue of its profuse symbolic diffusion, has, in various 

contexts, come to be imbued with high value and cathected with affect (Zizek, 1993; Stavrakakis, 2005a, 

2007). To the extent that “the nation” comes to exercise aggregating effects, it follows that it will come to 

be associated with particular life modalities. Politics, as an example, is very often understood and 

executed in reference to “the nation,” through a variety of associated symbolisms, such as democratic 

legitimacy, social policy, national interest, etc. Given appropriate historical conditions of possibility and 

political acts, certain life modalities may come to be homologically associated with “the nation.” This 

movement from mere symbolic contiguity (i.e. metonymical aggregation) to analogical association, is 

what Laclau (2014), following various other authors (Jakobson, 2003; Lacan, 2006), calls metaphor 

(Laclau, 2014, p. 62). Thus, in the U.S.A., the “free market” comes to operate as a replacement for 

national identity, while in Greece, the Christian Orthodox religion is often assumed to be synonymous 

with “Greekness.” In Europe, more generally, “democracy” is analogically associate with national life.  

We can thus conclude that the crystallization of national hegemonic totalities hinges on the 

operations of metaphor, where uncontested lifeforms, such as “the nation” and “democracy,” come to be 

homologically associated. These lifeforms, and especially the privileged signifier of “the nation,” come to 

operate as privileged sites of social aggregation, upon which a variety of antagonisms and political 

contestations converge, and through which particularistic interests are asserted. The identity that saturates, 

to the greatest extent, these sites of social condensation, with their own narratives and interests, is the one 

that can more effectively asserted its hegemony. 

In light of the above-stated, one should note that, to the extent that politics are operant within 

national hegemonic totalities, they will often come to hinge on nationalistic lifeforms or rhetoric. This 

means that politics will very often be contaminated by a “dispersed” or “residual” nationalism, even as 

attempts are made to counter nationalism. As an example, the invocation of “the people,” even as it may 

come to be articulated in reference to radical democratic content, does not necessarily safeguard it from 

being understood in (quasi)nationalistic terms. Nor is the populist logic safeguarded from activating a 

“dormant” nationalism, which very often comes to constitute the multifarious aspects of national 

existence. 

This does not mean, however, that all politics is to be understood as being nationalistic. Indeed, 

Stavrakakis et al. (2017), have noted that the principal analytic task is to identify the principal signifier, 

around which politics are articulated (p. 425). It is in this sense that they differentiate between populist 

and nationalist politics. However, what interests me for the purpose of the present article is how, at the 

level of political practice, “populism” and “nationalism,” may come to be executed in reference to one 

another. Thus, what principally interests me is how populist articulations come to assume a nationalist 

form and vice versa. My argument is that this process entails an attempt at homologically extending the 

category of “the people” to the category of “the nation,” where they come to operate as metaphorical 

replacements of one another.  

 

Of Nation and Populace 

 

As a reminder, populism is here understood as a process whereby unfulfilled heterogeneous demands are 

“strung” together and symbolized as equivalent, vis-à-vis privileged nodes of popular condensation (e.g. 

“the people”), through an operational logic that divides the social space between two antagonistic camps 



(i.e. “the people” and “the elite”). In this sense, populism entails an equivalential articulation between 

heterogeneous aggregated elements, e.g. identities, demands, life modalities, infrastructure, resources etc.  

The role that metaphor plays in such processes of popular aggregation, is explicitly theorized by 

Stavrakakis (2005b) in his examination of religion and populism in contemporary Greece:  

 

The logic of difference, which tends to expand what linguists call the syntagmatic pole of 

language (the axis of metonymy in Lacanian theory of meaning), is dominant in discourses that 

stress inclusivity: the continuous articulation of more and more elements (political demands, 

ideological principles, and so on) entering into a relation of combination. The logic of 

equivalence, associated with the paradigmatic pole of language (the axis of metaphor in Lacan's 

reappropriation of Jakobson), reduces the number of positions that can be combined in a 

discourse, leading to a paratactical division of the political space that simplifies political struggle 

into an antagonism between ‘us’ and ‘them’, good and evil. (p. 234) 

 

To this I add that metaphorical associations can operate on multiple levels, even as the social comes to be 

simplified into two antagonistic camps. In other words, even as the social space comes to simplified 

“horizontally” through processes of popular aggregation, it may come to be undercut by various other 

planes of metaphorical associations. 

The argument I wish to advance is that the signifier “the people,” will very often (an even 

unintentionally) come to be overdetermined by an extant nationalistic hegemonic fabric, often (although 

not always) through the intervention of the signifier “the nation.” As De Cleen and Stavrakakis (2017) 

suggest, because “the nation-state remains the primary context for democratic political representation and 

public debate, making references to ‘the nation’ [is] unavoidable for most political discourses.” (p. 1). As 

a consequence, “even forms of populist politics that do not endorse a nationalist programme tend to speak 

in the name of a people defined at the national level” (De Cleen and Stavrakakis, 2017, p. 1). Mudde 

(2004) has also noted that, at least in regards to ring-wing populism, “[t]he step from ‘the nation’ to ‘the 

people’ is easily taken, and the distinction between the two is often far from clear” (p. 549).  

This is so, because the articulation of a populist totality will invariably be articulated within 

extant hegemonic arrangements that overdetermine the former’s content. A number of theorists have 

formulate this argument, albeit in different ways (e.g. Panizza, 2005a, p. 7; Stanley, 2008, p. 98). As 

Stanley (2008) suggests, “In the efforts of actors to make sense of the political, they are confronted with 

an array of extant ‘decontested’ concepts: sedimented ideas about particular experiences” (p. 98). Political 

practice is contingent upon these decontested ideas and lifeforms, which come to be deployed in reference 

to various future visions or imaginaries. The effectiveness of any political articulation will, therefore, be 

contingent upon its success in “arresting” and “aggregating” extant arrangements, in reference to future 

political imaginaries (Anastasiou, 2018).  

If this dimension of political practice is accepted, one should, nonetheless, be mindful not to 

subsume all politics or movements under the general label of “nationalism.” This would entail a mere 

resort to our original theoretical problem—that of conveniently conflating politics, populism and 

nationalism. I want to forcefully suggest that perhaps the question is not whether a political or populist 

articulation is nationalistic or not, but: (a) to what extend it is nationalistic; (b) how it comes to assume a 

nationalistic character; and (c) what sort of power effects it may come to exercise. 

Stavrakakis et al. (2017) use Laclau’s (2005, 2007) notion of the empty signifier, as a criterion 

for differentiating between populist movements and right-wing nationalist movements: “in populist 

discourses proper, apart from being located at the core of the discursive articulation, ‘the people’ would 

function as an empty signifier, as a signifier without signified, so to speak” (Stavrakakis et al., 2017, p. 

425). By contrast, discursive articulations would “moderate” the emptiness of “the people” by tying it to 

notions such as “race” or “nation” (Stavrakakis et al., 2017, p. 425). Indeed, the authors here are 

constructively extending the argument of a number of theorists who made considerable efforts in 

“neutralizing” the phenomenon of “populism,” by noting how under various conditions, it may come to 

promote inclusive and democratic politics (see Canovan, 1999; Laclau, 2005; Mudde and Rovira 



Kaltwasser, 2013; Stavrakakis and Katsambekis, 2014). In the Post-Marxist theoretical tradition, an 

empty signifier is understood as a signifier through which a plurality of heterogeneous demands and 

subject positions are aggregated, and through which, as a consequence, a totality is signified, e.g. populist 

totality. I believe there is great merit to Stavrakakis et al.’s (2017) approach, should one also be mindful 

that the “emptiness” of any such signifier constitutes a mere effect, as opposed to an on-going function. 

Indeed, in his later work, Laclau has made it perfectly clear that signifiers are only tendentially empty 

(Laclau, 2014, p. 20) and that the term “empty” is employed to designate that such signifiers are deployed 

to name something that is, essentially, unnamable—the limits of discourse, and by extension, the totality 

that is being signified (Laclau, 2014, p. 119).  

Populism thus does not entail a pure and absolute manifestation, but an operational political logic 

running on a continuum. As Laclau has repeatedly emphasized, the construction of equivalences between 

any heterogeneous elements (e.g. political demands, subject positions) leads only to their partial 

subversion (Laclau, 2014, p. 45). This means that their differences are maintained in the chain of 

equivalence that aggregates them: “The chain can live only within the unstable tension between these two 

extremes, and disintegrates if one of them entirely imposes itself over the other” (Laclau, 2005, pp. 129–

130). At one extreme of the spectrum, “unilateralization of the moment of subordination transforms the 

popular signifiers into an inoperative entelechy incapable of acting as a ground for the democratic 

demands” (Laclau, 2005, p. 130). At the other end of the spectrum the chain of equivalence collapses into 

autonomized differences and the populist chain consequently disappears (Laclau, 2005, p. 130). So 

popular mobilization entails an inherent tension between equivalence and difference, between 

particularity and universality, which entail plethora internal contestations between the plurality of its 

constitutive subject positions (Laclau, 2005, p. 97).  

We should also add that the construction of the equivalential chain vis-à-vis the privileged 

signifier that comes to incarnate the populist totality, invariably results in the signifier’s profuse 

displacement and proliferation. “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” (Laclau, 2005, p. 93). A 

most-relevant potential follows. This profuse displacement of the privileged signifier (e.g. “the people”) 

can lead to potentially novel articulations of its content. Thus, the tendentially “empty” signifier is 

reduced to the status of a “floating” signifier, since it starts receiving particularistic conceptual 

determinations. In other words, the privileged “empty” signifier, which retains its privileged status by 

virtue of its profuse presence in the structuration of the populist body, becomes the site of novel political 

struggles and competing hegemonic projects (Laclau, 2005, p. 131). Thus, the privileged signifier is never 

empty, in the strict sense of the term. The specificity of its content and its tendential emptiness run on a 

continuum, oscillating between “floating” and “empty” content. As Laclau notes (2005),  

 

the categories of ‘empty’ and ‘floating’ signifiers are structurally different. The first concerns the 

construction of a popular identity once the presence of a stable frontier is taken for granted; the 

second tries conceptually to apprehend the logic of the displacements of that frontier. In practice, 

however, the distance between the two is not that great. Both are hegemonic operations and, most 

importantly, the referents largely overlap. A situation where only the category of empty signifier 

was relevant, with total exclusion of the floating moment, would be one in which we would have 

an entirely immobile frontier - something that is hardly imaginable. Conversely, a purely 

psychotic universe, where we would have a pure floating without any partial fixation, is not 

thinkable either. So floating and empty signifiers should be conceived as partial dimensions - and 

so as analytically distinguishable - in any process of hegemonic construction of the ‘people’. (p. 

133) 

 

If the social is constitutively overdetermined (see Laclau and Mouffe, 2001, pp. 97–105, 142–144), even 

as it simplifies through processes of populist antagonism, processes of metaphorical aggregation can 

operate on multiple levels and through various possible symbolic associations. This means that, even in 



cases where the signifier “the people,” comes to dominate a political space, it may come to be 

constitutively overdetermined by a variety of competing and associated discourses that adulterate its 

content and disrupt its “emptiness.” This means that any signifier that exercises aggregating effects (e.g. 

“the people”), even if it tends toward “emptiness,” will invariably be reduced to the status of a “floating 

signifier,” as it starts receiving determinations (i.e. meaning) from multiple identities. This means that, 

even as a popular totality comes to be simplified under the signifier “the people,” through processes of 

metaphorical condensation, the popular totality may simultaneously come to be constitutively marred by 

various other metaphorical analogies. To this I add that there is nothing to suggest that processes of 

popular condensation cannot rely on more than one privileged signifiers, i.e. both “the people” and “the 

nation.” 

We can thus conclude the following. To the extent that successful political acts or movements are 

articulated in a national totality, they will be, albeit unevenly, contaminated by an extant (national) 

hegemonic fabric through which they pragmatically operate. Trying to attribute a determinate content to 

the notion of “nationalist populism” is, therefore, self-defeating. “Nationalist populism” is a platform 

through which diverse political projects may be articulated. Nationalist populism can therefore best be 

understood as articulated attempts of popular aggregation, whereby the hegemonic signifier “the 

nation”—the metaphor par excellence—is “married” to a range of diverse political demands and 

homologically extended to other signifiers, such as “the people,” “anti-immigration,” “anti-elitism,” etc. 

By extension, the political success of nationalist parties can be measured by how effectively they “access” 

and deploy “the nation”—a signifier cathected with affect—and saturate it with their own narratives and 

interests. Nationalist populism is thus an attempted political chimera, through which a populist totality is 

parasitically signified vis-à-vis the hegemonic metaphor(s) of “the nation.” 

This helps us situate the notion of “nationalist populism” in a new light. The notion can acquire 

analytic use should it be understood as an articulation of an antagonistic politics that attempts to (re-

)define the meaning of “the people.” When examining the case of “nationalist” parties in particular, what 

we typically observe are attempts at establishing a homologous relationship between “the people” and 

“the nation.” The political narrative of the emerging radical Left parties, on the other hand, such as 

Podemos and SYRIZA, articulates the content of “the people” through the lens of “democratic,” 

“pluralistic” and “humanistic” narratives. This does not mean that “the nation,” and its associated family 

resemblances, are absent from the narratives of Left movements—far from it—but that “the nation” is, 

typically, articulated in reference to democratic metaphors.  

The implication to be drawn as far as our understanding of discursive architectonics is concerned, 

is that in/out and up/down distinctions may come to be contingent upon one another. While, for analytic 

purposes, the in/out and up/down distinction can be made in terms of tendency, their co-contamination, as 

it may come to operate in practice, should also be taken into consideration. Populist (up/down) politics, as 

an example, will very often come to be overdetermined by nationalist (in/out) politics. The notion of 

metaphor is central to this line of analysis. What interests us, then, is how internal communal divisions 

(e.g. “the people” and “the elite”) may be overdetermined by, and co-articulated with, the community’s 

limit (e.g. “the nation”). It is my opinion that “local” or “intra-communal” politics are very often undercut 

by this dimensions, in an unwavering dialectic within “internal” and “external” distinctions. 

 

Vignette: Nigel Farage and the U.K. Independence Party 

 

A brief examination of the pro-“Brexit” narrative can add further weight to this argument. The U.K. 

Independence Party’s Nigel Farage’s final speech before the “Brexit” referendum, should serve as a 

useful point of reference. It comes by no surprised that the presentation begins by extolling the British 

nation by establishing an equivalence between heterogeneous elements: “We are a great country,” “a 

proud country,” “a brave country,” “a country with an amazing history,” “of entrepreneurialism,” 

“sporting greatness,” “an amazing science.” This articulated equivalence is then juxtaposed to the 

invasive presence of the European Union, (“the club,” as he calls it) whose ultimate aim is to override, 

politically, the United Kingdom: “They think we are better off letting other people make our decisions for 



us,” “The real agenda is political,” “We are members of a political union,” “European law is supreme.” A 

picture is thus drawn, of a United Kingdom defending itself against the intrusion of the European Union. 

In this sense, the frontier separating “us” from “them” is articulated (in/out architectonics). Farage’s 

speech reaches its crescendo, when this frontal in/out division is metaphorically transposed to the 

platitude of “the people” and “the establishment:” “This referendum is the people versus the 

establishment,” “Vote to put power back in the hand of people,” “Vote to take control of our country 

back,” “Vote to get our borders back,” “Vote for Britain to become independent.” But is this simply about 

a nation taking back its sovereignty against an imposing external European Union or are there internal 

demons to be faced? Whose interests does the European Union serve? “The vested interests,” “the big 

corporate businesses,” “who for the first time in history are able, through the European commission, to 

effectively write the rules for their own businesses, to the detriment of their small- and medium-sized 

competitors,” the “political and bureaucratic class,” and “Mr. Cameron.” Thus, the external enemy, the 

European Union, is articulated as an equivalent to internal enemies. In this sense, “the establishment” 

captures intra-communal (up/down architectonic) as well as inter-communal (in/out architectonic) 

divisions, while the category of “the people” is cathected with a ring-wing imaginary that reserves the 

category for “native” Brits. Indeed, a post-“Brexit” attitudes study by the National Centre for Social 

Research, noted that the predominant reason why “Brexiters” voted to leave the European Union, was due 

to anti-immigration sentiments (Bulman, 2017). The “Brexit” campaign, therefore, took on a chimeric 

form. The signifier “the nation,” accessed in the case of Farage’s speech through “country” and “Britain,” 

was homologically extended to “the people,” and then connected to the family resemblances of “national 

sovereignty.” This was, then, juxtaposed to the principal external enemy, the “European Union,” which 

was homologically extended to “internal elite,” “big business interests,” and the ambivalent enemy of “the 

immigrant,” which simultaneously constituted an intra- and inter-communal threat.  

This analysis reveals very clearly that “internal” frontiers can come to be overdetermined by 

“external” frontiers. In this sense, any analysis of populism, which looks at its intra-communal 

structuration, would benefit by examining how such structuration is overdetermined by articulations of 

the communal (national) totality, which invariably involves its differentiation from “outsiders.” As Laclau 

has aptly stated, “the play of differences subverts any rigid frontier between the internal and the external” 

(Butler, Laclau and Laddaga, 1997, p. 8).  

 

Conclusion 

The present article expands our understanding of “nationalist populism” by examining how the 

phenomenon operates in practice. Of principal interest is how populist totalities come to be articulated in 

reference to “the nation.” Building on recent contribution by the “Essex School,” which see populist 

totalities as a simplification of the social body into two antagonistic camps, typically between “the 

people” and “the elite,” it was suggested that nationalist populism entails the successful homological 

extension of “the people” to the “nation.” In this sense, “nationalist populism” is understood as operating 

through the whims of metaphor, where “people” and “nation” come to operate as analogical extensions of 

one another. Being highly cautious not to resort to a positivistic understanding of populism, it was 

emphasized that analytic efforts should be geared toward examining the extent to which populist totalities 

come to be overdetermined by nationalistic signifiers. This helps us maintain Katsambekis and 

Stavrakakis’ (2017) and De Cleen and Stavrakakis’ (2017) useful distinction between populist 

movements that are of an inclusive character and right-wing nationalistic movements that restrict the 

definition of the community. By extension, what the present article effectively elucidates is how 

nationalist politics can assume a populist forms and, conversely, how populist politics may come to be 

unevenly overdetermined by nationalistic narratives. What is thus revealed is the constitutive impurity 

that inheres to the articulation of populist totalities or movements. The article also showcases the analytic 



utility of Laclau’s notion of metaphor, in the study of politics. By examining how the operational logic of 

metaphor inheres to the structuration of hegemonic (national) totalities, one is able to then examine how 

the articulation of populist movements may come to hinge on an extant hegemonic fabric, through 

metaphorical analogies. In this sense, the structuration of populist movements may come to be contingent 

upon how effectively it deploys extant metaphors, e.g. (“nation-tradition,” “nation-democracy”), in 

reference to political imaginaries. It is indeed the case that “nationalist populism” is successful, to the 

extent that it is, because it is able to effectively “arrest,” vis-à-vis metaphorical analogies, one of the 

principal signifiers of contemporary social and political life—“the nation”—and by effectively tying it to 

a series of notions (e.g. “protecting tradition,” “anti-immigration” etc.) that “speak” to their interests and 

political ideology. Political considerations and strategies may also be informed by examining the political 

utility of metaphorical analogy. Progressive democratic projects, as an example, may benefit in their 

endeavours, by creatively appropriating privileged signifiers, such as “the nation,” and by thoroughly 

saturating them with progressive political imaginaries. 
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