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Abstract:

Populism as a concept is elusive and has been connected to very different political movements.

Generally, populism’s connotations are rather negative and the term is often used pejoratively in the

academic field as well. However, Ernesto Laclau has approached populism by arguing that populist

reason is a manifestation of political logic in which group identification – formed through various

signifiers such as ‘the people’, which are articulated as part of an ‘equivalence chain’ – eventually

establishes political agency as a totality. This paper uses Laclau’s articulation theory to analyse the

public construction of contemporary populism in the Nordic countries of Sweden, Finland, Norway

and Denmark. The analysis demonstrates that mainstream media frame populism rather negatively,

although examples of the term’s positive identification with ‘the people’ are available, especially in

the tabloid media. Thus, the positive identification behind the forming of populist movements

clashes with the media discourse that prioritises established journalistic views, practices and

sources, making populism a ‘floating signifier’, i.e. a concept that has several meanings which are

contested in various public discourses. A general pattern in the construction of populism in

Northern European multi-party democracies can be discerned, thus identifying the central role of

nationalist and nativist identifications in contingent populist articulations. However, the differences

between the Nordic countries emphasise a context-driven approach.

Keywords: populism, Laclau, articulation theory, Nordic countries, floating signifier, radical

contextualism
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Populism is an elusive concept that has been linked to very different political movements

throughout history (Canovan 1999, Taggart 2000). In many political cultures and in many

languages the term ‘populism’ carries negative or pejorative rather than positive connotations, even

though the etymological background of the word, deriving from the Latin noun ‘populus’ meaning

‘the people’, gives it an emancipative or empowering signification (Williams 1988, p. 66). A ‘thin’

definition of populism strips the term from its pejorative and authoritarian connotations by

connecting it to ‘a political communication style of political actors that refers to the people’ (Jagers

and Walgrave 2006, p. 322). However, this definition has been thought to be too simplistic since a

populist style usually is linked to anti-establishment ideas and the scapegoating of minority groups

for the problems facing the majority population, which combines a populist style with a political

ideology, no matter how ill-defined that ideology is (Mazzoleni 2014, p. 46, Jagers and Walgrave

2006, p. 336-337). Therefore, an appeal to ‘the people’ and antagonistic opposition to not just

minorities but ‘the establishment’ and the values they supposedly represent has been defined as one

of the most common features of populism in modern democracies (Canovan 1999, p. 3; Mudde and

Kaltwasser 2012, p. 12).

Given the elusiveness of defining populism as a term, or perhaps because of the term’s vagueness, it

has been given scant consideration by academics. In fact, some political scientists have questioned

its value as an analytical tool and hence avoided using the term for research purposes (cf. Taggart

2000). Generally, the meaning and definition of the term has been taken for granted and used rather

negatively to refer to spurious political or cultural speech styles that dubiously court ‘the people’,

voters, or a mass audience that carries ‘traditional, common sense beliefs’. This pejorative use of

the term has been commonplace in the academic world as well (Bale et al. 2011, Canovan 2005),

where populism has often been partnered with right-wing radicalism, nativism, xenophobia and

racism (Rydgren 2004, Mudde 2007).
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Ernesto Laclau’s (2005a) theory on ‘populist reason’ is an exception regarding the analysis of

populism. Laclau’s analysis springs from his earlier works on the hegemonic organisation of social

movements through contingent discursive articulations of ‘equivalence chains’ that are connected to

specific social antagonisms (Laclau and Mouffe 1985). He approaches populism as an ontological

construction rather than as an ontic entity. In this, Laclau’s theory is actually not about populism in

its narrow sense as political style or movement, rather it looks upon populism as a highly abstract

explanation for the whole logic of a political agency and thus the structuration of social life (cf.

Marchart 2012, pp. 224-225).

According to Laclau (2005a), populist movements arise when some social demands are united

through a signifier, such as the name of political leader, a shared enemy, etc., allowing the

identification of social subjectivity and political agency to become credible, and thus the unity of a

group is constituted (pp. 72-74, 127-132). Therefore, Laclau’s explanation encompasses both right-

and left-wing populism as well as different populist movements in various contexts (pp. 86-87),

which has also resulted in his theory being contested. Whereas some scholars have adopted his

theory (e.g. Müller 2014, Savage 2014), the majority of the empirically orientated political analyses

of populism have not adopted his work. One reason for this is that populism, in Laclau’s

formulation, has become synonymous with all politics (Arditi 2010, see also Laclau 2005b, pp. 47-

48), thus losing its particularity and making populism difficult to study as a specific empirical

phenomenon. Another reason is that populism is often identified with such reprehensible

phenomena as xenophobia and racism, which makes a possible positive identification of the term

undesirable.

However, Laclau’s theory of populism is especially interesting from the perspective of cultural

analysis because he emphasises the discursive dimension in political activity and links ‘popular’

and ‘populism’ as concepts inherent to each other. Therefore, his ‘articulation theory’ has been

applied by some prominent cultural scholars (e.g. Hall 1988, Grossberg 1992). This paper applies
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Laclau’s populism theory to analyse articulations of contemporary populism in the Nordic

countries. The analysis uses empirical studies on the public construction of populism in Nordic

media (Herkman 2015; 2016) as well as studies on the self-identification of the Nordic populist

movements, especially those on social media sites (e.g. Niemi 2013, Sakki and Pettersson 2016),

but the main task here is, in the name of ‘radical contextualism’ (Grossberg 1992), to explore the

context in which populism in contemporary Northern Europe flourishes. The article starts with a

short introduction to Laclau’s theory on populism. After that Nordic populism is discussed as part

of the European neo-populist movement. The empirical studies are then discussed as part of the

articulation analysis. Finally, the paper concludes with a critical reflection on Laclau’s theory.

Laclau’s theory on populist reason

The foundation of Laclau’s theorisations on populism was laid down in his early work Politics and

Ideology in Marxist Theory (1977), in which he applied the Gramscian concept of hegemony to

explain the connections between ideologies, social forces and political movements. The main idea

of this work was to disengage from orthodox Marxian structural explanations and instead highlight

the contingent nature of political ideological connotations. Laclau developed the so-called

‘articulation theory’, which challenged class-based Marxian structuralism by claiming that classes

cannot be thought of as ideologically and politically reductionist because they result from

articulations in which class discourse is combined (or articulated) together with various non-class

interpellations deriving from existing political conjuncture (pp. 10, 160-162). According to Laclau,

this also explains why ‘classes and empirically observable groups do not necessary coincide’ (p.

163).

For Laclau populism lies not in the movement as such and is not a particular ideological discourse,

instead, it is a non-class contradiction connected to ideological discourse, appealing to people from

all class divisions (pp. 164-165). What is essential in populism is the concept of ‘people’, contrasted

antagonistically against the ‘power-bloc’. However, as argued before, this antagonism is not
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dependent on class structures but on non-class interpellations of ‘popular traditions’ that ‘are

crystallized in symbols or values in which the subjects interpellated by them find a principle of

identity’ (p. 166).i Thus, popular traditions create various elements that can be linked to class

discourses, explaining why ‘the most divergent political movements appeal to the same ideological

symbols’ (p. 167). For example, one has only to think of the use of Che Guevara’s portrait in

various political and non-political contexts today to become convinced of Laclau’s interpretation.

Laclau continued his theorization of the ‘political’ together with Chantal Mouffe, developing ideas

on hegemonic and counter-hegemonic articulations as the very base of social order (Laclau and

Mouffe 1985). Articulation theory was then adopted also by prominent cultural scholars like Stuart

Hall (see Grossberg 1986; also Hay 2011), who applied Laclau’s ideas, for example, in his analysis

of ‘Thatcherism’. Hall (1988) demonstrated how Thatcher’s neo-liberal and conservative ideology

could gain large-scale support among very heterogeneous people, because the historical context

enabled re-articulation of hegemonic power. However, Laclau’s theory of populism reached its

logical climax in his last monograph On Populist Reason (2005a), where he applied post-structural

language and discourse theories originally derived from Saussurean structuralism and the theory of

signs, where the ‘ideas and values of popular traditions’ are turned into ‘empty’ and ‘floating’

signifiers.

Deriving theories from French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908-2009) and psychoanalyst

Jacques Lacan (1901-1981), Laclau (2005a) refers to an ‘empty signifier’ by which he means a term

that can signify various social demands that are linked to each other through an ‘equivalence chain’

in a highly heterogeneous reality. In this process, the signifier becomes ‘emptied’ of fixed meanings

but also harnessed to the identification of a political agency that is seen as a totality (pp. 96-98,

2005b, pp. 39-42). The typical empty signifier is ‘the people’, which is used by a heterogeneous

group that has come to conceive of and experience itself as an underdog in relation to a hegemonic

power-bloc, but who, in a populist political process, make the empty signifier a metonymic marker
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of an ideal unity of political agency. In populist reasoning the ‘plebs can identify itself with the

populus conceived as an ideal totality’ (Laclau 2005a, p. 94). Other such signifiers used in political

processes are, for example, ‘power’, ‘elite’ and names of the political ‘leaders’ or ‘enemies’.

A ‘floating signifier’, in turn, refers to re-articulations of these terms because of the inherent

ambiguity of a social order and because empty signifiers cannot ever acquire any ultimate stability

(Laclau 2005b, p. 43). Laclau (2005a) applies Žižek’s idea of ‘naming’ as a key signifying

operation in which the identity of a political agency is very affectively constructed (pp. 101-106).

The meanings of floating signifiers are contested, especially ‘in periods of organic crisis, when the

symbolic system needs to be radically recast’ (p. 132). However, Laclau reminds us that the

distinction between empty and floating signifiers is mainly analytical and in practice they overlap in

the processes of naming (Laclau 2005a, p. 133, 2005b, p. 43).

There has been debate, for example, about Laclau’s misuse of psychoanalytical concepts in his

political theory (e.g. Glynos and Stavrakakis 2004, Bush 2012, Perelló and Biglieri 2012). Some of

these criticisms might be apposite from the psychoanalytic perspective, although Laclau (2012) has

rebutted them. However, in spite of how apt his use of psychoanalytical concepts is, Laclau’s theory

is an interesting effort to open up the affective appeal of populism by pointing out how antagonistic

signifying processes are necessary in the formation of political identity. Therefore, his theory

combines discursive and material dimensions in a way that no other political theory has done.

In my opinion, a more important criticism of Laclau would have been the consideration of the

totalising nature of his theory, which has probably been extended too far in making populism an all-

encompassing explanation for all political activity, thus limiting its use by empirical studies wishing

to research specific phenomenon in the political field (see Bowman 2007, pp. 543-544, Arditi

2010). The problem was perhaps not so prominent in his earlier works but arises in his last

monograph, in which ‘populist reason’ is identified with all ‘popular politics’ (cf. Hay 2012, p.

678).
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Another problem in his theory is that it does not comment on the actual communication processes

nor the central role of the media in the spread of populist sentiment, something that has been

indicated in several studies (e.g. Mazzoleni et al. 2003, Boomgaarden and Vliegenthart 2006,

Albertazzi and McDonnell 2008, Koopmans and Muis 2009, Roodjuin 2014). As Hay (2012)

reminds us in his critique, Laclau oversees the technologies and rationalities by which political

movements, other organisations and even the populations of nation states have been managed or

governed (pp. 677-678). This is somehow surprising in times when a plethora of studies proclaim

the ‘mediatisation’ of politics and populism (e.g. Mazzoleni and Schulz 1999, Lundby 2009,

Mazzoleni 2014).

Nevertheless, Laclau’s theory serves an interesting starting point for the cultural analysis of

populism because it creates a link between the discursive and material dimension in political

activity. This study employs Laclau’s idea of the ‘floating signifier’ and approaches populism as a

construction whose meanings are contested in the public discourses of the Nordic countries. The

perspective here comes close to those favoured in the early phase of British cultural studies by

Williams and Hall in their analyses of ‘popular’ (see Hay 2011, pp. 668-670). Therefore, an

analysis of the articulations of populism reveals the political and cultural contexts in which

populism as a floating signifier is used. This accords with the idea of ‘radical contextualism’

(Grossberg 2010, p. 24) in which cultural meanings become understandable only in relation to other

aspects of reality, such as politics, economy and materiality.

Political populism in the Nordic countries

The context of the study is four Nordic countries: Finland, Sweden, Norway and Denmark, which

provide an interesting framework for this approach for three reasons. Firstly, there is a long history

of populist movements in the Nordic countries. Furthermore, at least one political party in each

country has been called ‘populist’ and gained remarkable success during the twenty-first century,

resulting in much public debate about populism. Secondly, the Nordic countries have remarkably
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similar media and political systems, representing multi-party democracies that have a strong

reliance on consensual decision-making, which, in turn, is scrutinised by a highly professional

media (see Hallin and Mancini 2004, Strömbäck et al. 2008). Thirdly, despite their similarities, the

geopolitical, cultural and language contexts of the Nordic countries vary, especially in their political

cultures and in the formation of their populist movements (Fryklund 2015, Herkman 2015).

Table 1. The Nordic populist parties

Established Into
parliament
(votes % /
seats)

Leaders Votes % / seats in
parliament

Government /
opposition

Norwegian
Progress Party
(NFP)

1973 1973
(5% / 4)

Siv Jensen
(2006-)
Carl I. Hagen
(1978-2006)

16.3% / 29
(2013)

Government
(2013-)

Danish People’s
Party (DF)

1995 1998










































