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Preface

Yannis Stavrakakis

This collective volume comes at a crucial conjuncture. Both the European Union 
and our national and local communities seem to have entered a very delicate and 
bumpy phase with no obvious resolution in sight. It follows a series of consecu-
tive crises (from the global economic crisis of 2008 to the global pandemic of 
2020, just to mention the most recent ones) and persistent dynamics (such as 
increasing inequality and the erosion of democratic decision-making) that under-
mine any effective and timely response to the aforementioned crises. Brexit may 
be the most visible symptom, but the malaise goes far deeper. How can we assess 
the historical trajectory and the current predicament of Europe and its people(s) 
in this moment?

The title of this book alone challenges certain intuitions, because extraordinary 
times demand challenging displacements and reorientations in our conceptual 
and analytical frameworks. Mere complacency and the continuous reproduction 
of obsolete perspectives and stereotypes will not do. Let me provide a few exam-
ples that demonstrate the innovative profile of the volume that Machin and Mei-
dert have put together.

First, why talk about ‘identification’ and not ‘identity’, as is usually the case? 
Arguably, in pre-modern societies identity issues did not emerge in the same way 
as in ours, simply because it was largely taken for granted. Identity was usually 
seen as determined by a rigid social topography guaranteed by mythical dynamics 
and religious forces. Identity, in other words, was something assigned by what the 
community defined and obeyed as its undisputed unifying principle. Modernity, 
in contrast, by proclaiming the ‘death of God’ and by advancing individualisation 
and capitalism, radically disrupted this long-term stability. It involved a multitude 
of dislocations of traditional practices and types of behaviour, and initiated a 
period of constant disruption and change. If, as a result of social transformations 
taking place in modernity, identity is not considered as given any more, then it can 
only be seen as the result of social processes of construction and sedimentation. 
Hence the expression ‘social identity’. Furthermore, if  identity is understood as 
the result of social processes then this also opens up the possibility of a political 
contestation and re-articulation of identity. Hence the expression ‘political iden-
tity’. This was the secondary radical implication put forward by the establishment 
of the modern horizon.

And this was not limited within the field of social and political reflection. 
Crucially, it extended into political action. As a result of this transformation, a 
multitude of groups began to question their traditionally established ‘identities’. 
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Women, for example, contested their location within patriarchal representations 
of the social, which had been previously taken as given, and they entered the 
political arena in Western democracies and then globally.1 Furthermore, this con-
testation, initially unsettling the hierarchy between the sexes, ultimately generated 
a self-critical questioning of the idea of the two sexes themselves, on the basis of 
a queer sensibility.

This process has allowed both the development of a reflexive intellectual ethos 
and the continuous radicalisation of democracy through the extension of rights, 
redressing inequalities, etc. But it is a process of intellectual enlightenment that 
has been stalled. A political radicalisation that has been arrested. Our intellectual 
horizon increasingly suffers from the re-emergence and sedimentation of biased 
orthodoxies. In our post-democratic public spheres and institutional settings as 
well, with the firm establishment of ideological horizons like the ‘end of history’ 
or the so-called TINA (There Is No Alternative) dogma, no alternative identifica-
tions can flourish while power asymmetries lead to what can only be described 
as a political short-circuit. Here, beyond Brexit, the way that European institu-
tions dealt with the Syriza experiment in Greece is rather instructive. No wonder 
that, given the crisis-ridden framing of our lives, we seem to be experiencing what 
Gramsci described as the interregnum: crisis partly ‘consists precisely in the fact 
that the old is dying and the new cannot be born’ (Gramsci, 1971, p. 276).

This is because our institutions (both intellectual and political) have declared 
war on the new, on the heterodox. Thus, when new perspectives and political 
identifications emerge they are immediately treated with suspicion and summar-
ily discredited. And this is not only a political issue, but also something plagu-
ing the social-scientific domain. On both levels, Europe has become the name of 
a malaise and a cul-de-sac. Intellectual projects like the one represented by this 
book demand our attention, because the rigorous investigation of the current – 
and often conflicting – meaning(s) of class, citizenship, the people, the nation and 
the EU itself  could reveal the different dynamics and the multiple possibilities  
at play.

Of course, the problem affecting our (late) modern intellectual horizon is far 
from new and has been documented long ago. Going back to debates within 
German sociology in mid-twentieth century, we could give it a Blumenbergian 
emphasis: it concerns the legitimacy of modernity.2 In short, has modernity been 
worthy of its name and promise? Or has it eventually reoccupied pre-modern pat-
terns of questioning – around ultimate foundations – that undermine its potential 
and trap its development within secularised political and economic theologies? 
Here, the fragment by Walter Benjamin on the operation of capitalism itself  as 
a religion acquires an eerie relevance (notice, in this respect, the marginalisation 
of critical economics). To use Bruno Latour’s well-known formulation, what if  
‘we have never been modern’ enough (Latour, 1993)? What if  we have managed 
to develop and sanctify new orthodoxies that severely limit the scope for true 

1For a full elaboration of this argument, see Stavrakakis (2000).
2See, in this respect, Blumenberg (1985).
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intellectual and academic fermentation and disallow the mapping of new alter-
natives when these are most needed, at times of crisis? The ongoing pandemic 
provides a good example:

Economic orthodoxy supports the narrative that this pandemic is a unique 
disaster no one could have prepared for, and with no wider lessons for econom-
ics and politics. This story suits some of the world’s billionaires, but it’s not true. 
There is an alternative: the pandemic provides further evidence that to tackle the 
climate emergency, inequality and any emerging crises, we must re-think our eco-
nomics from the bottom up. (Aldred, 2020)3

If  this is the case, then the politicisation (and pluralisation) of identity can-
not take place any more; it cannot acquire any (or even partial) permanence or 
long-term efficacy. In order for the political character of identity to emerge, the 
obviousness of social identities (which replaced religious foundations, replicating 
their constraints and reintroducing aristocratic privilege in the guise of meritoc-
racy, technocracy, etc.) has to be called into question. This radical questioning 
is surely one of the defining characteristics of democratic societies which a con-
temporary move to post-democracy seems to threaten. In societies that cannot 
ultimately rely on any kind of naturalist, theological or essentialist social foun-
dation, the construction and continuous reconstruction of identity can only be 
acknowledged as a radical institution, an institution constitutive of  social prac-
tices; in other words a truly political institution. The political dimension of iden-
tity becomes fully visible only when it is recognised that there is no such a thing as 
a natural, essential or intrinsic social identity, when neoliberal capitalism and its 
intellectual apologists are not recognised as the ultimate limit of what is sayable 
and doable.

What would have been the crucial conceptual implication of embracing our 
modernity, in fact our ‘multiple modernities’ (Eisenstadt, 2000)? How would it 
affect our intellectual horizon? Let us assume then that identities are socially and 
politically constructed, that they are not guaranteed by any essential ground. 
Here the collapse of any essentialist grounding would make possible the radical 
questioning of any identity. Yet doesn’t this entail that identity itself  – as a fully 
guaranteed order, an order established beyond contestation – becomes impossi-
ble? The answer can only be affirmative in the sense that the continuous political 
construction of social identities never results in a closed, self-contained and abso-
lute identity (no matter where this totalisation would rest; on left or right-wing 
utopia). Identity, at both the personal and political levels, is only the name of 
what we desire but can never fully attain.

3All in all, as far as universities are concerned, ‘university faculty are less and less likely 
to threaten any aspect of the existing social or political system. Their jobs are con-
stantly on the line, so there’s a professional risk in upsetting the status quo. But even 
if  their jobs were safe, the corporatized university would still produce mostly banal 
ideas, thanks to the sycophancy-generating structure of the academic meritocracy. 
But even if  truly novel and consequential ideas were being produced, they would be 
locked away behind extortionate paywalls’ (Nair, 2017) Also see, Stavrakakis (2012).
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Such a conclusion is obviously disorienting, but not detrimental for human 
subjects and social life – it involves a certain loss of certainty, an absence of guar-
antees, but it is what renders possible disagreement, argument and the gradual 
emergence of the new under conditions of reflexive deliberation, hegemonic 
struggle and democratic debate. Living with it certainly requires a shift of per-
spective: from end-points to practices; from blueprint and eschatological utopias 
to co-existing (post-fantasmatic) radical projects registering their ontological lim-
its.4 Indeed, what is the name of this practice which, although it always fails to 
produce a full identity, plays a crucial role in structuring our lives? The name of 
this practice is identification.

The paradoxical nature of identity revealed in the role of identification is 
something constitutive of our subjective and political predicament: ‘Life without 
the drive to identity is an impossibility but the claim to a natural or true identity 
is always an exaggeration’ (Connolly, 1991, p. 67). In addition, it has become 
gradually evident that identity cannot be defined without reference to what stands 
outside its field. What creates my identity, what defines sameness, is that I differ 
from the identities of others. Identities are relational and differential.5 As William 
Connolly has cogently put it, ‘difference requires identity and identity difference’ 
(Connolly, 1991, p. ix). Alas, our contemporary intellectual horizon marginalises 
such views. It is a crucial accomplishment of this collection that it enlists the 
conceptual apparatus to bring back to the limelight such a refreshing rationale.

Yet, as we have already seen, this is not merely an epistemological or theoretical 
issue: it is, crucially, a political issue as well. During recent decades, however, the 
ideological hegemony of the neoliberal consensus has attempted to naturalise the 
fiction – the empty grand narrative – of a non-antagonistic ‘third way’, beyond 
left and right. Both conservative and social-democratic forces have followed this 
course, which has undermined the agonistic registering of division entailed in 
democratic institutions. It is in this meta-political orientation that one encounters 
the roots of the emerging post-democratic imaginary. Indeed, post-democracy is 
founded on an attempt to exclude the awareness of lack, contingency and nega-
tivity from the political domain, which leads to a political order that retains the 
token institutions of liberal democracy but neutralises the centrality of political 
antagonism. Jacques Rancière is among to the political theorists who have uti-
lised this term:

From an allegedly defunct Marxism, the supposedly reigning liberalism bor-
rows the theme of objective necessity, identified with the constraints and caprices 
of the world market. Marx’s once scandalous thesis that governments are sim-
ple business agents for international capital is today an obvious fact on which 

4See, in this respect, Stavrakakis (1999) and Stavrakakis (2007).
5It is possible to ground this observation in a variety of ways. Take structural linguis-
tics and semiology, for example. Here, we know from de Saussure (2011) and from the 
whole structuralist and poststructuralist tradition that the meaning of a particular el-
ement within a system of signification can only arise via its differentiation from other 
elements within the same system.
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‘liberals’ and ‘socialists’ agree. The absolute identification of politics with the 
management of capital is no longer the shameful secret hidden behind the ‘forms’ 
of democracy; it is the openly declared truth by which our governments acquire 
legitimacy. (Rancière, 1998, p. 113)

Difference as antagonism is banished and political alternatives proscribed. 
The first casualty here is the value of dissent. In addition, unable to understand 
and reluctant to legitimise the centrality of antagonism in democratic politics, 
the post-political, post-democratic Zeitgeist forces the expression of this dissent 
– when it manages to articulate itself  – through channels bound to fuel a spiral 
of increasingly uncontrolled violence. Whereas a recognition of the adversarial 
nature of the political permits the transformation of antagonism into agonism, 
the taming of raw violence, a post-political approach by contrast leads to vio-
lent expressions of polarisation and hatred which, upon entering the depoliticised 
public sphere, can only be identified and opposed in moral or cultural (and even-
tually military) terms. Indeed, as Chantal Mouffe has put it, when opponents are 
defined in an ‘extrapolitical’ manner,

they cannot be envisaged as ‘adversary’ but only as ‘enemy’. With 
the ‘evil them’ no agonistic debate is possible, they must be eradi-
cated. Moreover, as they are often considered to be the expres-
sion of some kind of ‘moral disease,’ one should not even try to  
provide an explanation for their emergence and success. (Mouffe, 
2005, p. 76)

Notice how the re-emergence of populist movements and the concomi-
tant development of a whole field of populism research – another crucial topic 
debated in this volume – demonstrate the dual malaise we have already indicated. 
Isn’t it astonishing that both mainstream politics and institutions as well as main-
stream socio-political research share the same instinctual anti-populism (irrespec-
tive, in fact, of the particular movements and ideologies under examination)? On 
both levels, then, contemporary Europe emerges as the name of a dangerous pre-
modern regression – politically, as a failure to openly and democratically reflect 
on its aristocratic, post-democratic mutation and to honour its enlightenment 
commitment to registering heterogeneity through popular sovereignty; and intel-
lectually, as a failure to move beyond anti-democratic stereotypes that underlie an 
a priori pejorative take on any kind of popular demand, movement and govern-
ment (summarily denounced as evil populism).

Indeed, a multitude of heterogeneous and even antithetical phenomena are 
currently being discussed under the rubric of populism: from the European Far 
Right in France, Austria and the Netherlands, and illiberal governments in Hun-
gary and Poland, on the one hand; to Bernie Sanders, the so-called Pink Tide 
of left-wing populist governments in Latin America and inclusionary populisms 
in the European South triggered by the brutal ordoliberal management of the 
European crisis, on the other. Very often, the movements, parties, leaders and 
discourses under examination seem to have nothing or very little in common as 
they range from the radical left to the radical right of the political spectrum and 
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from egalitarian to authoritarian orientations. Yet, one thing is obviously certain. 
They seem to cause surprise. Mainstream media, established political forces and 
academics are quick to denounce their scandalous nature: all of a sudden, the 
unthinkable seems to be happening. Populism is seen as violating or transgressing 
an established order of how politics is properly, rationally and professionally done. 
It emerges where it should not when it should not; it disrupts a supposed ‘normal’ 
course of events and could only be the index of an anomaly.6

However, there should be no cause for surprise here. It is already many dec-
ades since the historian Comer Vann Woodward summarised the lessons from 
the long and bloody debate on American populism between the 1950s and the 
1970s: ‘The study of populism is instructive about the consequences of conde-
scension, arrogance, and ignorance on the part of elites and intellectuals’ (Vann 
Woodward, 1981, p. 32). In fact, our understanding of ‘populism’ as an incarna-
tion of whatever violates the (naturalised) established order of things has been 
shared by political and academic elites and popularised through mainstream 
media since the 1950s. During this period, commencing with the publication of 
the true diachronic matrix of academic anti-populism, namely Richard Hofstad-
ter’s revisionist attack on the US People’s Party (Hofstadter, 1995), normality was 
generally embodied by a unidirectional, universal modernisation process supposed 
to embody and materialise the only version of modernity feasible and desirable 
(the one associated with the USA and the Western paradigm, blending capital-
ism with representative government in the form of so-called Democratic Elitism). 
Populism, by contrast, was often seen as an indication of ‘asynchronism’, of its 
local exceptions/anomalies. In particular, it was, more or less, denounced as an 
abnormal political formation articulated by abnormal leaders and addressed to 
abnormal constituencies.

Such grand narratives and stereotypes continue to influence, if  not dominate, 
public debate in a variety of contexts. Of course, the disciplinary, normalising 
function of modernisation has been taken over largely by narratives concerning 
the ‘end of history’ and ‘globalisation’. In this sense, modernisation can be seen 
as the matrix of what later came to be known as the TINA dogma (There Is No 
Alternative).

By un-reflexively adopting an exclusively pejorative definition of populism, 
a large part of populism research has also adopted the normative, if  not axi-
omatic and stereotypical fallacies of Hofstadter, and has, by default, placed itself  
in the service of a normalising, disciplinary technology of domination defend-
ing at all cost the post-democratic mutations of the established order (Crouch, 
2004; Habermas, 2013), against all challengers irrespective of their ideological 
belonging, democratic credentials, discursive genealogies and political agendas. 
In a bid to justify these choices, arrogance and ignorance have become, once more, 
defining characteristics of Euro-centric approaches to populism. Sometimes the 
picture painted is of something so irrational, unthinkable, abnormal, even mon-
strous, that it could not possibly be appealing to real people.

6I develop this argument in a more detailed way in Stavrakakis (2017).
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This does not mean, of course, that populism research should not encompass 
situations in which ‘the people’ itself  is invested with a reified mystique in the 
style of political theology, or that it should not examine the ambivalent relation-
ship between populism and nationalism (De Cleen & Stavrakakis, 2017). Yet the 
first step forward for contemporary populism research would be to move beyond 
obsolete pejorative stereotypes and try to approach populism anew, beyond any 
demonisation or idealisation, escaping the tight grip of the galloping (a priori 
anti-populist) economics and politics of privilege – even when the latter utilise a 
populist grammar and/or imaginary. Only then does it become possible to examine 
in detail a variety of challenging issues that highlight different facets of populism 
revealing important points about politics and identification more generally – 
emotion, memory, security, communication – as discussed in many chapters of 
the book.

More broadly, especially given that populism is not the only theme of this 
collection, the need to restore critical reflection within the social sciences and the 
potential of dissent and the value of the alternative within politics, to be able to 
assess the different risks and possibilities every contingency brings to us (whether 
we call it a ‘crisis’ or not), may be the foremost challenge of our age. The chapters 
in this daring volume encircle and highlight this challenge in a thoroughly pro-
ductive way, conceptually – thematically – politically!
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