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Abstract

This paper delves into the post-Laclauian approach to populism to offer a deeper theoretical
and philosophical-linguistic analysis of empty signifiers within populist discourse. While the
ideational approach has dominated recent scholarship by defining populism as a thin-
centred ideology grounded in people-centrism, anti-elitism, and the general will, it has also
been criticised for treating ‘the people’ as a homogenous monolith. In response, the post-
Laclauian framework offers a more dynamic, discursive, and performative understanding of
populism. However, this approach has insufficiently addressed the linguistic and pragmatic
nature of empty signifiers so far. By examining the philosophical and semiotic foundations of
empty signifiers throughout the works of Laclau, Lévi-Strauss, and Barthes, this article
clarifies their role in the bi-directional construction of meaning between populist leaders
and voters. Additionally, it argues that a clearer understanding of these signifiers is
essential to grasp how populist messages resonate and are co-constructed from the demand-
side. The paper concludes by outlining future directions for research, drawing especially on
focus groups and quantitative text analysis to investigate empty signifiers in populist
discourses further.
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Research Problem and Background

Populism is today one of the most common, if not abused, words in the political realm (Brown &
Mondon, 2021; Schworer, 2021). In 2004, Mudde talked about a “populist Zeitgeist”, and the early
2000s coincided with a resurgence of works on populist empirical cases. Nevertheless, it is from the
second decade of the 2000s that populism studies experienced a considerable number of publications
(Rooduijn, 2019). The most widely accepted definition of populism is Mudde’s, who defines it as “an
ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic
groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be an

expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people” (2004, p. 543).

This definition is central to the ideational approach that considers populism a ‘thin-centred ideology’.
This approach highlights the three elements of people-centrism, anti-elitism, and the general will and
frames the dichotomy between the people and the elite as moral (Hawkins et al., 2019; Mudde &
Rovira Kaltwasser, 2018). However, scholars adopting the post-Laclauian approach have lately
questioned the ideational one (Ostiguy et al., 2020). The latter depicts populist ‘the people’ as a
homogenous community (Albertazzi & McDonnell, 2008; Betz & Johnson, 2004; Jansen, 2011;
March 2017; Stanley, 2008) or a cohesive entity (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007; Taggart, 2000). The
ideational approach to populism reveals the flexible and imaginative character of populist ‘the
people’, as well as its ad hoc construction and supposed homogeneousness — making it a fictitious

uniform group that cannot effectively include the entire citizenship.

This debate, however, is nothing new: from a political-philosophical standpoint, the ontological and
political nature of ‘the people’ is an ever-lasting debate. During the French Revolution, the Count of
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Mirabeau stated that ‘the people’ “necessarily means too much or too little (...). It is a word that lends
itself to everything” (Rosanvallon, 2002: 36). Accordingly, Pierre Rosanvallon represents ‘the
people’ as a mysterious object whose features are not easily recognisable. While central to politics,
‘the people’ is nothing more than an assumption on which the exercise of popular sovereignty and
the entire democratic system relies (Kelsen, 2018). To use Dubiel’s words, ‘the people’ is “like the
‘thing-in-itself” of political theory” (1986: 80), that, like the Kantian Noumenon, is an imperceptible
object per se, independent from human sensations and, therefore, unknowable. Thus, Rosanvallon

writes that ‘the people’ is a Janus-faced entity: it is “both power and enigma: as power, it is the source

of all legitimacy, as enigma it does not present an easily identifiable face” (2002: 36).

Building on these philosophical premises, the conceptualisation of ‘the people’ as an artificial

homogeneity leads, according to Katsambekis (2022), to the homogeneity thesis, which risks
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producing rigid and aprioristic categorisation of populist actors. Ostiguy et al.’s (2020) post-
Laclauian approach seems to overcome this problem by combining Laclau’s discursive approach to
populism with the performative one and merging the former’s theoretical nature with the latter’s more
empirical-oriented attitude. Indeed, scholars of the ideational approach postulate ‘the people’ as a

homogenous socio-political construct in the definition of populism (Mudde, 2004; Taggart, 2004).

However, populist voters present different sociocultural backgrounds and diversified identities — as
studies on these parties’ voters demonstrate (Akkerman et al., 2014; Inglehart & Norris, 2016; Van
Hauwaert & Van Kessel, 2018). Treating ‘the people’ as a monolith would produce interpretational
mistakes about populist parties and actors’ categorisation. On the contrary, ‘the people’ is
multifaceted and protean and is always the product of contingent circumstances (Katsambekis, 2022).
To make sense of the inner elements of Katsambekis’ critique of the homogeneity thesis and
understand the post-Laclauian approach to populism and its focus on discourse and performativity, it

is essential first to provide a brief sketch of the theoretical foundations of Laclau’s approach.

Laclau and Mouffe’s Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985) sets the philosophical-linguistic
‘guidelines’ of their constructivist discourse theory. According to their post-structuralist approach,
meanings are not fixed but constantly redefined through social practices and struggles over discursive
hegemony. As Torfing explains, “A discourse is a differential ensemble of signifying sequences in
which meaning is constantly renegotiated” (1999: 85). A discourse becomes a ‘meaningful whole’
through articulation, connecting various elements into a unified framework. It can happen in two
ways, as Laclau explains in On Populist Reason (2007): through a ‘logic of difference’ (i.e., stressing
particularity and distancing it from other particularities based on a differential criterium) or through
a ‘logic of equivalence’ (i.e., renouncing to a portion of that particularity to emphasise the

commonalities those particularities share).

Within these chains of words, ‘nodal points’ construct the identity of a discourse by creating a
network of interconnected meanings. Nodal points work as purely formal signifiers — that is, empty,
floating, or overflowing signifiers (henceforth, I will refer to them as empty signifiers), words that
can mean different things according to different persons (Chandler, 2007). Examples of nodal points
are ‘God’, ‘Nation’, or ‘Class’, whose meaning depends on individuals’ opinions and beliefs or the
discursive context. In concrete, nodal points retroactively define the identity of empty signifiers by

integrating them into a coherent discourse (see Torfing, 1999).
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Building on that, the post-Laclauian approach aims to study populism relationally, stressing the role
of discourses and performative staging of populist leaders and supporters. Additionally, Ostiguy et
al. (2020) question the moralist elements that, according to the ideational approach, would
characterise populism (i.e., the anti-elitism and the dichotomy between the pure people and the
corrupt elite). Similarly, they refuse the general will as the third distinctive trait of populism because
populism “operates somewhere else, as a logic, as a kind of argument, as a rhetoric, or more broadly
as a style or way in politics of stating, framing, and performing particular political projects” (2020:
3). Moreover, unlike the ideational one, the post-Laclauian approach provides a comprehensive
outlook on populist strategic elements (De Cleen & Stavrakakis, 2017) and does not overlook the

relationship between ideological construction and sociocultural dynamics (Stanley, 2008).

However, even though the post-Laclauian approach proposes a solid solution to deal with populism
both as a discourse and a set of acts, it does not convincingly delve into the linguistic side of populist
discourses and arguments. It does not clarify the linguistic nature and, consequently, the pragmatic
role of empty signifiers in Laclau’s theory. While recent research has increasingly acknowledged the
centrality of empty signifiers in populist rhetoric and empirically investigated these terms (Baloge &
Hubé, 2022; Gruber et al., 2023; Sorensen, 2023; Zanotto et al., 2024; Zienkowski & Breeze, 2019)
all these works focus on how leaders employ these signifiers (i.e., the supply side). Moreover,
explaining these words’ role in the bi-directional identification process between populist leaders and
supporters is under-researched and taken for granted from a philosophical-linguistic standpoint.
Indeed, whilst from a performative perspective (Butler, 1988), populism consists of a set of acts and
attributes (Canovan, 1984; Moffit, 2016; Ostiguy, 2017), what is missing is clarificatory and
theoretical research on empty signifiers to highlight how their nature works in the populist

identification process, with particular attention to the demand-side.

Thus, this paper theoretically elaborates on the post-Laclauian approach to populism to deepen the
linguistic analysis of empty signifiers within populist communication. This article sets out the
theoretical premises necessary to better understand how audiences interpret, negotiate, and co-
construct the meanings of empty signifiers in populist discourses. The paper is structured as follows:
First, I outline the theoretical foundations of the post-Laclauian approach. Next, I examine the bi-
directional relationship between populist leaders and voters. Drawing on insights from pragmatics, I
then explore the philosophical-linguistic nature of empty signifiers, referencing the works of Lévi-
Strauss and Barthes. Finally, I conclude with suggestions for future research addressing the demand-

side reception and co-construction of populist language between leaders and voters.
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From Discourse to Pragmatic: What the Post-Laclauian Approach Leaves Unsaid

Ostiguy et al.’s (2020) post-Laclauian framework combines Laclau’s discursive approach with
sociocultural and performative ones. By doing so, it stresses the logico-discursive dimension on the

one hand and the sociocultural and stylistic dimension on the other.

The discursive approach to populism is traceable to Laclau’s (1977, 1980) early works on the topic
and is fully elaborated in On Populist Reason (2007), drawing from Laclau and Mouffe’s (1985)
theory. It investigates populism through discursive frameworks to illustrate populist claims and
statements by examining the content rather than the form (Panizza & Stravakakis, 2020). According
to Laclau (2007), populism represents a political logic entailing a series of unsolved socio-political
demands which might link each other in a ‘chain of equivalence’ (relying on the above-mentioned
logic of equivalence). Indeed, populism’s preconditions are 1) an inner frontier separating ‘the
people’ and the Other, 2) a demands’ chain of equivalence highlighting the emergence of ‘the people’,

and 3) the systematisation and unification of these demands through symbols (Laclau, 2007).

The etymological meaning of ‘symbol’ helps to understand Laclau’s idea of populism better:
‘Symbol’ derives from the Ancient Greek symbdllo (‘to put together’, ‘to unite’). Communication
(from the Latin communicare, ‘to put in common’) has a symbolic and connective nature. As
discussed, this aspect is due to nodal points, the central elements of the chain of equivalence that
allow understanding of what discourses deal with (Diez, 2001). Nodal points are “privileged
discursive points that partially fix meaning within signifying chains”, creating “the identity of a

certain discourse by constructing a knot of definite meanings” (Torfing, 1999: 98).

Therefore, nodal points are (and must be) accessible, familiar, and identifiable words or concepts
used to mobilise the heterogeneous variety of individuals by acting as a mutual symbol. Recurrent
nodal points in political discourses are words such as ‘God’, ‘homeland’, ‘class’, or ‘party’. However,
nodal points can also be objects with a symbolic meaning, such as the umbrellas in Hong Kong
protests, the yellow vests of the French Gilets Jaunes movement, the rainbow flag both for pacifism
and LGBTQIA+ Community support, Javier Milei’s chainsaw, Donald Trump’s Make America Great
Again (MAGA) red hat, or the Guy Fawkes mask from the movie V for Vendetta (McTeigue & the
Wachowskis, 2005). All these words and icons are used to mobilise different socioeconomic and
political demands around them and combine different needs in a homogenous political struggle.
However, at the same time, they also manage to convey wider and various meanings through a simple

name or image.
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Accordingly, Torfing explains, “the conception of nodal points reveals the secret of metaphors: their
capacity to unify a certain discourse by partially fixing identity of its moments” ! (1999: 99). Again,
the etymology of ‘metaphor’ is crucial to grasp the nature of populist communication: ‘Metaphor’
stems from the Ancient Greek metaphéro (i.e., ‘to carry’, ‘to transfer’). In metaphors, the meaning is
transferred from one realm to another, as in the statement, “Smart as a whip”. Thus, metaphors also
consist of the linguistic capacity to produce an image of reality that is much more ductile than reality
itself (Martinengo, 2016) since it forces to analogise a speech element (‘smart’) with an element that

is inconsistent with the speech context (‘whip’).

Concerning populist communication, the most recurrent nodal point is ‘the people’ (De Cleen &
Stavrakakis, 2017; Katsambekis, 2022). In this article, I will use ‘the people’ as the main example,
but the same reasoning can be made for other populist nodal points (e.g., ‘homeland’, ‘nation’,
‘sovereignty’, ‘freedom’, ‘family’, ‘gender’, or ‘justice’). ‘The people’ is used by populist leaders as
an immediately recognisable word around which they build their party’s narrative. “The signifier ‘the
people’ operates here as a nodal point, a point of reference around which other peripheral and often
politically antithetical signifiers and ideas can be articulated” through a dynamic process (Panizza &
Stavrakakis, 2020, p. 25). Thus, populism polarises society into two factions: “a dichotomic division
between unfulfilled social demands, on the one hand, and an unresponsive power, on the other”
(Laclau, 2007, p. 86). These unanswered and unapproached citizens’ claims produce a chain of
dissent, which needs to be amalgamated around some similarities (i.e., the chain of equivalence) and

polarise against an external enemy (the Other, usually the government).

However, the construction of ‘the people’, Laclau (2007) says, does not happen in a vacuum but relies
on a set of performative repertoires, strengthening a broad sense of the group’s unity and cohesion
(Moffitt, 2016). Accordingly, Canovan considers populism “a matter of style” (1984, p. 314) and,
besides verbal and metaphorical elements (messages, us-versus-them rhetoric, and body language),
also focuses on non-written communicative aspects (implications, allusions, irony, and gestures) and
aesthetics (staging, symbolism, clothes, and slang). All these elements have primarily in common the
appeal to ‘the people’ and seek to mobilise voters, polarise the debate in a dichotomic manner, and
create a relationship between the leader and the electorate (Aalberg et al., 2016; Kazin, 2017; Knight,
1998). Generally, despite differences in the content’s framing of populist communicative style, these
categorisations share the populist leaders’ attempt to forge a new identity among voters by calling

into being the category of ‘the people’ through rhetorical techniques (Moffitt & Tormey, 2014).

! Emphasis added.
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Ostiguy (2017) works specifically on this bi-directional approach to populism by illustrating the
sociocultural dimension of its support and reception. Populist success is not exclusively due to a top-
down relation, in which a charismatic leader mobilises and bewitches the masses; it also consists of
a bottom-up dynamic through which the voters identify themselves with the leader. While focusing
on populist performance and praxis as the stylistic approach does, the novelty of the sociocultural
outlook is the assumption of a political high-low axis. According to Ostiguy, the high consists of
well-mannered, elegant, rationalist, and acculturate politicians who speak a cold policy and legislative
language and are distant from the citizenry. By contrast, the low refers to politicians who use a
language full of slang, folksy expressions, metaphors and vulgar gestures, wear comfortable and

casual clothes, and present themselves as ordinary individuals like the members of their electorate.

‘The people’ image and identity result from a bi-directional and synthetical operation between leaders
and voters. On the one hand, the leader advances instances in the name of a certain ‘the people’; on
the other hand, those voters who are expected to embody such entity can accept, modify, or reject
these instances (Ostiguy & Moffit, 2020). In other words, the identity of ‘the people’ is not imposed
from the top by the leader but stems from a twofold elaboration involving voters participating in their
collective identity formation. This combination of discursive, sociocultural, and stylistic approaches
has the benefit of anchoring Laclau’s theory to concrete populist dynamics by giving ‘the people’ a
political agency and clarifying how and why the identification process between leaders and voters

works (Ostiguy & Moffit, 2020).

Then, voters have an active role in dealing with the leaders’ construction of ‘the people’, which entails
a bi-directional relationship and produces a two-way echo discourse (Panizza, 2017). Still, to be
effective, the two poles of the continuum (the leader and the voters) must develop a sense of belonging
and construct a ‘we-ness’ by emphasising negative differences with the out-group (‘them’) and
positive similarities within the in-group (‘us’). Given the mix of different subgroups constituting ‘the
people’, populist leaders attempt to forge a cohesive image of it by appealing to its vague and general
nature. Hence, according to the post-Laclauian approach, populism is a way of ‘doing politics’ that
a) generates an us-versus-them dynamic and b) actively constructs identities through affective

investments and symbolism (Herkman, 2017; Palonen, 2018).

This process is quite evident from Butler’s (1988) visual, performative perspective since specific
manners, gestures, clothes, or settings (Canovan,1984; Moffit, 2016; Ostiguy, 2017) work as identity-
making acts and performances. Butler explains that a repetition of acts institutes the identity because

performing a specific set of attributes constitutes the identity that those attributes say to express.
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However, despite these advances, the post-Laclauian framework still lacks a clear account of how
language itself — beyond symbols and performances — operates in populist discourse. There are several
studies on populism with a pragmatic approach, but they always adopt a visual performative outlook

(Casullo, 2020; Ekstrom et al., 2018; Kissas, 2020; Palonen, 2019; Volk, 2020).

The post-Laclauian still does not examine how specific terms become effective political signifiers
through meaning-generation and listener inference processes. This gap calls for investigating empty
signifiers in populist rhetoric, particularly from the demand-side perspective. Hence, in the next
section, | intend to do so by looking at the branch of the philosophy of language known as pragmatics,
which investigates, beyond a statement’s literal meaning, the meaning related to what a speaker

intends to say.
Pragmatics and Implicit Language: A Cooperative Activity

Pragmatics deals with the relationship between speakers and linguistic signs and what individuals
aim to do with language as a social and communication tool (Bianchi, 2003). Individuals speak not
only to describe the world’s facts; language also entails a series of practical implications (Morris,
1938). For instance, if I state, “It is raining”, I am describing a natural phenomenon, but I might also
suggest to my friend to take an umbrella. Therefore, pragmatics focuses on analysing the implicit
meaning of a message and a speaker’s intention and always requires an understanding of context (i.e.,

interlocutors’ identities and shared knowledge, linguistic co-text, and spatiotemporal coordinates).

Pragmatics mainly deals with ambiguity, deixis, and figurative language, which entail using implicit
language. Indeed, in all these cases, the speaker does not convey all the information, and the
statement’s meaning is not entirely clear. Consequently, the interlocutor must ‘interpret’ that by
relying on the context. However, implicit language is essential; otherwise, our language would be too
wordy and cumbersome, and every communication would be too time-consuming. For example, if
tell my friend, “Go downstairs and close the door, please”, I am implicitly informing her that there is
an open-door downstairs (something that she probably already knows from the context, and I do not

need to repeat).

The British philosopher Herbert Paul Grice (1975) explained the mechanisms of implicit language
through the theory of implicature. The theory relies on the Principle of Cooperation, a series of four
maxims that reflect the expectations each of us has when participating in a conversation. These
maxims are of quantity, quality, relation, and manner and require the speakers, during

communication, to be informative, truthful, relevant, and clear, respectively. This principle implies
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that all participants contribute to communication according to the discourse’s purposes and

orientation.

Hence, every utterance has two meanings: the expression’s (i.e., the literal meaning) and the speaker’s
(i.e., the speaker’s intention, which implies an interpretative process). The speaker’s meaning, as said,
is often implicit, and Grice (1975) calls it implicature — which can be conversational or conventional.
For instance, I ask my friends, “Are you coming to the stadium?” and they answer, “We are working”.
Their answer is not literal but implies they cannot go to the stadium because of their work. / must
draw the implicature based on my knowledge of the world (i.e., when individuals are working, they
cannot do something else). Besides the value of the linguistic economy and the chance to have
interpersonal communication, implicit language also plays a pivotal role in persuasion. Indeed,
implicit statements convey messages that bypass epistemic vigilance and critical thinking more easily

than explicit ones (Lombardi Vallauri, 2019).

Consequently, implicit language is used as an in-group identity marker in political communication
by emphasising dichotomic rhetoric (Cominetti et al., 2023; Sbisa, 2007). Simple examples are
proposed by Lombardi Vallauri (2019), analysing Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia 2006 electoral
campaign. On some of his electoral posters were the following statements: “Do we stop major works
projects? No, thank you” and “Illegal immigrants at will? No, thank you”. These declarations
announce an adverse scenario — no public investments and more illegal immigrants — and Forza Italia
simply positions against them. However, these claims also suggest — and citizens elaborate that from
them — Berlusconi’s adversaries will pursue those measures if they win. Another strategy to exploit
implicit language for political purposes consists of using common names such as ‘migrants’ or
‘homosexual’ to convey cliches, as these words generate stereotyped and oversimplified images in
the listeners’ minds (Lakoff, 1987; Levinson, 2000; Putnam, 1975). After all, since implicit language
rests on close and necessary cooperation between interlocutors, one speaker may use ambiguous
terms to persuade the other. Therefore, common names strategically exploit their vagueness as they

are accepted more readily and subjected to lower critical scrutiny.

Something similar happens with imprecise and non-specified statements that may refer to several
entities or objects. It is particularly evident with terms known as deictic expressions (e.g., ‘here’,
‘now’, ‘this’, or ‘that’) or for placeholder words (e.g., ‘democracy’, ‘freedom’, or ‘justice’) that
change meaning according to context and listeners (Ophir, 2018). As said, all deictic expressions have
a concrete reference only within a context, and it is appropriate to make semantic use of it to grasp

their meaning (Bianchi, 2003). When dealing with intentional deixis used for descriptions or
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demonstrations, they (can) create ambiguity. To fully grasp the meaning, one always needs an
indication from the speaker unless the interlocutor shares prior knowledge gained from the context

(e.g., I say “That” and point to it with my finger if we have not talked about the said object yet).

Advertisements use the same mechanism: consider the claim “Paradise Island Hotel: experience the
best in Acapulco” from Lombardi Vallauri (2019). ‘Experience the best” will have several meanings
or mental connotations depending on individuals’ experiences, tastes, and beliefs. Due to its
vagueness, the statement allows everyone to interpret and react to that personally. As a result, the
same message leads to several, and potentially opposite, outcomes. It happens the same with the two
examples from Forza Italia given above. ‘Major works projects’ and ‘At will” are vague and imprecise
because they are deliberately unspecified so that voters can ascribe to these expressions whichever

meaning they want to and fill them depending on their opinions, beliefs, and experiences.

The parallels between implicature, strategic vagueness, and political placeholders lead us back to the
concept of the empty signifier. In populist discourse, these signifiers are effective precisely because
their meaning is open to personal inferences and interpretations, allowing each listener to make their
own associations. Empty signifiers are thus not mere rhetorical tools but real pragmatic acts of co-
construction of meaning. Now, populism is known for its wide use of strategic vagueness (Mény et
al., 2002) since it recurs to several placeholders, such as ‘God’, ‘homeland’, ‘class’, or ‘party’, as
Laclau (2007) explains. Ambiguity is unavoidable if not even necessary for populism: “The language
of a populist discourse — whether of Left or Right — is always going to be imprecise and fluctuating
[...] because it tries to operate performatively within a social reality which is to a large extent
heterogeneous and fluctuating” (p. 118). Therefore, populist communication can achieve the same
goals of statements like ‘“Paradise Island Hotel: experience the best in Acapulco” or “Illegal
immigrants at will? No, thank you” (Lombardi Vallauri, 2019). Voters interpret populist leaders’
(deliberately vague) words as they want and always find a way to identify with them (if needed).

However, the more the identification with a nodal point is extended, the more the precision of this
identity is impoverished because it is too generic and vague. A concrete example from language is
deictic expressions like ‘here’, ‘now’, ‘this’, or ‘that’: they can indicate everything, but the precision
of their ‘identification’ of a specific object decreases. Consequently, in populist discourses, the nodal
point is often an empty signifier (Laclau, 2007), as it must be flexible and ambiguous enough to
encompass different meanings to unify various questions and construct a collective identity. Empty
signifiers are malleable and adaptable to various sociocultural, political, and economic situations.

They are defined as signifiers “with a vague, highly variable, unspecifiable, or non-existent signified.
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Such signifiers mean different things to different people: they may stand for many or even any

signifieds; they may mean whatever their interpreters want them to mean” (Chandler, 2007: 78).

In pragmatics, implicit language requires the listener’s proactive participation in the speaker’s words
to grasp the meaning. Similarly, I argue that empty signifiers require the recipients to fill the void
with their own, often implicit, meaning for their role as linguistic glue to work. This aspect is precisely
what the post-Laclauian approach has taken for granted, even though it adequately explains the bi-
directional linkage between the leader and the supporters from a communicative standpoint. This
work is the same cooperative one that the speaker and listener establish when the former does not
convey all the information, and the latter must ‘interpret’ the message based on the context. As seen,
however, context consists of linguistic and extralinguistic elements. Therefore, to fully understand
the mutual construction of identity between leaders and voters, it is worth analysing not only the
visual and performative aspects of populism but also its linguistic core. In what follows, I examine
how empty signifiers function pragmatically and what their nature reveals about the dynamics of

populist identification from a voter-centred perspective.
Empty Signifiers: A Philosophical-Linguistic Detour

It is worth starting from de Saussure’s (2011) work to understand empty signifiers’ linguistic nature.
The Saussurean structural linguistic theory first  entails  the distinction
between language and speech. Language (or langue) is the social element of linguistic dynamics and
relies on structures, codes, and social rules linked to a specific community (Bernstein, 1964).
Language also composes the conditions of possibility of the speeches (or paroles), which instead
represent the individual, creative, and singular aspects of speaking and writing expressing personal
thoughts and feelings. Thus, the language is not a scheme which allows speakers to label objects and
things with their names. Conversely, each linguistic sign is the product of a combination of
a signified (i.e., the mental concept: the abstract image we have of a specific object) and
its signifier (i.e., the acoustic image: the reaction produced by the physical existence of the object in

the form of written or spoken word) (see Figure I).

HOUSE AS A CONCEPT

(Sign)

HOUSE AS A
SPECIFIC AND
‘ CONCRETE ENTITY

(Denotation)
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Figure 1. A practical example relying on ‘house’ in De Saussure’s semiological system. Source: author’s design.

In de Saussure’s system, the sign ‘house’ (a conventional and arbitrary word) unifies an acoustic
image (the signifier: the letters composing ‘house’) with a specific mental concept (the signified: the
mental and personal image of ‘house’) (Chandler, 2007; Torfing, 1999). Thus, the signified and the
signifier are mutually tied: they are inseparable, but their relationship is arbitrary. Indeed, speakers
can express the same meaning through different signifiers — both in translations and via periphrasis
or synonyms. For de Saussure, this arbitrariness is an unmotivated and unnecessary behaviour where
the chimaera of empty signifiers thrives (Chandler, 2007). For this reason, the scheme in Figure
1 does not apply to empty signifiers, as the research of Claude Lévi-Strauss and Roland Barthes

shows.

In the Introduction to the Work of Marcell Mauss (1987), Lévi-Strauss describes the words ‘man’ and
‘hau’ as empty signifiers. Mana and hau must be considered as words that per se do not mean
anything concrete and specific, but that can be used for everything, such as, in English, the already
mentioned deictic expressions ‘the thing’, ‘that’, or ‘something’. Lévi-Strauss’ research stems from
the symbolic dimension of language, according to which symbols are more concrete than the objects
they depict. This happens because, as shown, a symbol conveys a broader abstract meaning than the
object that materially composes it. In these cases, de Saussure’s (2011) framework is subverted, and
the signifier precedes and determines the signified; namely, the acoustic image produces the mental
concept. Thus, mana and hau are “the subjective reflection of the need to supply an unperceived

totality” (Lévi-Strauss, 1987: 58).

According to Barthes’ Myth Today (2006), mythical constructions are discourses relying on a peculiar
semiological system. In Barthes’ works, ‘myths’ are all those narratives that offer an extra level of
reading than the literal one — so propaganda or advertising, for example, also fall into this category.
In myths, the relationship between the signifier, the signified, and the sign is still present; however,
contrary to de Saussure’s (2011) idea that the sign is the mediation between the signified and signifier,
Barthes considers myths as a “second order semiological system” (p. 128). Accordingly, the sign in
the first order becomes a signifier in the second one (see Figure 2). Then, it is crucial to distinguish
between denotation and connotation. Denotationis a sign’s direct and ‘literal’ meaning,

while connotation is a personal association of images or meanings (based on sociocultural
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background, emotions, or beliefs) to the sign (Chandler, 2007). To put it in Fiske’s words,
“Denotation is what is photographed; connotation is sow it is photographed” (1990: 86). Thus,
Barthes (20006) states that the first semiological order coincides with denotation, while the second is

the connotation level. Therefore, in Barthes, connotation and mythical dimensions overlap.

1. Signifier 2. Signified
Language 3. Sign
MYTH - - 1. SIGNIFIER II. SIGNIFIED
III. SIGN

Figure 2. According to Barthes, the sign of language becomes the signifier of myth, which builds a second-order

semiological system. Source: Author’s own design based on Barthes (2006, p. 113).

Consider the example of a white dove: the denotation is the bird per se, while its connotation is the
symbol of peace accompanying the image of a white dove in the popular imagination. The
sign/signifier has two faces: one whole, the meaning in the linguistic order, and the other empty on
the mythical level. This double semiological system is particularly evident in advertising and
propaganda, as a famous example by Barthes (2006) also shows. One day, he says, on the cover of
the Paris Match, there was a black soldier with a French military uniform — and this is the linguistic
sign of the first order. The mythical second order signifier conveys messages about the great French
Empire, where everyone — regardless of ethnicity and background — is treated equally, and there is no

such thing as oppressing colonialism.

Hence, myth is “a double system” (Barthes, 2006: 121), led more by a communicative intention than
by its literal meaning. “The signifier of myth presents itself in an ambiguous way: it is at the same
time meaning and form, full on one side and empty on the other” (Barthes, 2006: 116). This emptiness
and vagueness are what Lévi-Strauss (1987) highlights in mana and hau and in their attempt to
represent totality. However, in mythical speeches, the aim is different and concerns a distortion and
a deformation. Accordingly, Barthes states: “If I focus on the mythical signifier as on an inextricable
whole made of meaning and form, I receive an ambiguous signification: I respond to the constituting

mechanism of myth, to its own dynamics” (Barthes, 2006: 127).

Populist recurrent terms such as ‘the people’, ‘homeland’, ‘family’, or ‘gender’ function as empty
signifiers not only because they are strategically vague but because they activate deeply embedded
connotative associations shaped by personal, cultural, and emotional experiences. Much like Lévi-

Strauss’s (1987) mana or Barthes’ (2006) mythic signs, their linguistic power lies not in literal
13
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reference but in their capacity to unify heterogenous meanings into a single affective node. Therefore,
understanding populism requires us to investigate not only what is said but also how audiences

interpret and acknowledge it.

Beyond the Signifier: Toward a Voter-centred Linguistic Turn in

Populism Studies

Building on the previous sections, two core insights emerge: the fluidity and resignification of
populist empty signifiers and the co-creation of their meaning in a dialogic process between leaders
and audiences. As discussed, empty signifiers are not simply vague labels or stylistic choices, but
they work as sites of meaning negotiation, anchored in context, speaker intention, and listeners’
interpretation. Then, it is clear why Ostiguy and Moffit maintain that “discursive acts do not ‘stand
alone’ (...) but must also resonate with the lived experiences and social encounters experienced in
daily life” (2020:53). On the one hand, empty signifiers unite populist discourse, and their
effectiveness lies in strategic ambiguity, allowing them to serve as affective, symbolic vessels for
various political demands (Mény et al., 2002). On the other hand, populism relies on a top-down
relation (i.e., the leader charming the voters) but also a bottom-up dynamic (i.e., the voters’

identification with the leader) (Ostiguy, 2017).

While political leaders deliberately use vague words, their acceptance and resonance depend on the
voters. It implies that meaning is co-created through a dialogic process where leaders and followers
play an active role. Thus, voters are not to be considered passive recipients of political messages;
instead, they interpret, accept, reject, or modify the meanings proposed by leaders. This dialogic
nature occurs in visual and verbal symbols mentioned above that serve as nodal points in
contemporary populism: Javier Milei’s chainsaw, the Guy Fawkes mask, the yellow vest, or Trump’s
MAGA hat. Some symbols are imposed from above and circulate vertically, while others rise from
spontaneous protest and are retrospectively adopted by leaders. Their power stems from symbolic
condensation in both cases: they unify diverse grievances through emotionally charged, easily

recognisable forms.

Dealing with a timely example, MAGA simultaneously operates as a visual icon (e.g., Trump’s red
hat), a political brand, and what de Saussure has termed an acoustic image — a signifier that produces
a concept in the listener’s mind. For some voters, MAGA may convey images of national pride or

economic resurgence; for others, it might entail nativism or cultural exclusion. As shown in the
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previous sections, the MAGA’s success lies precisely in its malleability: its ability to function as a

symbol filled with various — and sometimes contradictory — meanings.

This growing interest in populist discourse has led to a wave of empirical studies investigating how
leaders articulate empty signifiers across various contexts. Scholars like Katsambekis (2022),
Sorensen (2023), and Gruber et al. (2023) have shown how terms such as ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’
are strategically filled with different content by left- and right-wing populist parties. On their side,
Baloge and Hubé (2022) highlight how Jean-Luc Mélenchon and Marine Le Pen deploy ‘the people’
with different connotations — pluralist and civic on one side, ethnic and exclusionary on the other.
Similarly, Zanotto et al. (2024) apply a computational-linguistic approach to track how Italian
populist parties shift the emotional charge and thematic associations of empty signifiers over time.
These studies converge on a key insight: the meaning of empty signifiers is contextual, dynamic, and

politically constructed.

Nevertheless, while these contributions are valuable, they all focus on the supply side. They analyse
what political actors say, how they frame key terms, and how symbols are deployed in speeches or
campaigns. What remains underdeveloped is the interpretive labour of audiences: how voters
understand, fill, resist, or reshape these empty signifiers. This lack is especially remarkable, given
how central the idea of identification is in both Laclauian and post-Laclauian theory. If, as Laclau
(2007) argues, populism succeeds by unifying disparate demands into a chain of equivalence, then
understanding how audiences interpret those demands is just as crucial as understanding how leaders
articulate them. Some studies investigate voters and citizens, but they rely on pre-defined categories
of populist content or leader’s traits rather than allowing audiences to define their interpretations of
populist signifiers (Akkerman et al., 2014; Milner, 2021; Rooduijn, 2018; Spruyt et al., 2016; Voogd
& Dassonneville, 2020). In these works, voters are typically profiled — demographically,
psychologically, economically, or attitudinally — but not investigated as ‘meaning-makers’. As a
result, the co-constructive nature of populist discourse remains methodologically underexplored. A
partial exception to this common practice is the work by Sahin et al. (2021), which explores how

targeted groups interpret and respond to populist discourse and empty signifiers.

To address this gap, I think it is necessary to conduct more research on populism in political
psychology. This approach can only be helpful because it is poorly employed within populism studies,
as Rovira Kaltwasser (2021) claims. More specifically, I believe qualitative research may help
develop new studies on the fluidity and resignification of populist empty signifiers and the co-creation

of their meaning from a voter-centred perspective. For instance, throughout focus groups (Kitzinger,
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1994; Morgan, 1997) it would be possible to understand how voters from different parties react or
interpret various empty signifiers and how these interpretations influence their political choices and
vary among parties’ bases. Just as performative acts are a constant ‘confirmation’ of a said identity
(Fischer-Lichte, 2008), the co-interpretation of empty signifiers’ meanings and consequences should
be seen as a reiterated choice to adhere to and support a particular party. Therefore, it is crucial to
understand how voters perceive empty signifiers, how they react to them, and which emotional
reactions these words trigger. If scholars do not explore this second and fundamental side of the bi-
directional linkage between leaders and voters, the risk is treating populism as a solipsistic practice

without fully grasping its dynamics.

The theoretical basis for this turn is grounded in pragmatics and semiotics, as discussed in previous
sections. Just as the meaning of a deictic expression like ‘here’ or ‘now’ depends on context, a term
like ‘the people’ depends on who is saying it, when, and to whom. Nevertheless, this approach has
potential limitations when applying these philosophical-linguistic elements to empirical research. I
showed that empty signifiers rest on a post-structuralist and semiotic theory whose concepts are not
operationalizable into clear-cut indicators or variables. Moreover, empty signifiers are highly context-
sensitive and relational, a characteristic that makes it difficult to detect and measure them in empirical
data through qualitative methodologies. Consequently, any empirical application of this framework
must proceed cautiously and, as Zienkowski and Breeze (2019: 4) emphasise, focus on in sifu analyses
(i.e., carefully considering each country’s cultural, socioeconomic, and political context). Therefore,
any investigation relying on focus groups while offering valuable insights must account for the

instability and fluidity of empty signifiers.

However, recent advances in computational discourse analysis and machine learning may allow
researchers to overcome these limitations and complement a focus-group approach by mapping
patterns of ambiguity and resonance. For instance, using word embedding models like word2vec or
BERT may detect signifiers with high semantic variance by tracking how key populist empty
signifiers — e.g., ‘the people’, ‘family’, ‘class’, ‘gender’, or ‘nation’ — shift in meaning across
ideological contexts or over time (see Mostfavi et al., 2024; Stohr, 2024). On its side, topic modelling
(see Choi, 2025) can uncover themes around empty signifiers to detect which topics are mainly
associated with them. If these terms are ‘empty’, they should show high semantic drift over time,
polysemy across ideological clusters, and ambiguity in co-occurring contexts — all of which can be
empirically measured. However, these tools are not sufficient on their own: computational models
identify patterns, not meanings; they can suggest that ‘the people’ or ‘gender’ is used differently by

left and right populists, but they cannot explain why or how these differences matter for identification
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and political behaviour. That task still belongs to interpretive, qualitative inquiry. Still, machine
learning can help track their contextual fluctuations and audience-specific interpretations at scale,

especially when integrated with qualitative data from focus groups.

A mixed-methods approach is therefore essential: focus groups can reveal the interpretive logic
through which individuals assign meaning to ambiguous political terms, while computational models
can then scale up those insights, showing whether the patterns observed in small groups hold across
broader populations and media environments. This combination respects the contextual, relational
nature of populist language while expanding the empirical reach of discourse analysis. It also opens
new possibilities for comparative work. For instance, new research might investigate how empty
signifiers travel across national, ideological, or linguistic boundaries. New studies could also explore

how they mutate or stabilise in times of crisis.

Conclusion

In conclusion, populism studies would theoretically and methodologically benefit from incorporating
the voter’s interpretive role into the study of populist discourse. Additionally, this approach would
allow populism scholars to avoid the trap of reductionism (i.e., treating populism as a fixed set of
traits, ideologies, or leader personalities) by focusing instead on the flexibility, affective power, and
communicative negotiation that sustain it. As the philosopher John Langshaw Austin (2009) reminds
us, we do things with words. In populism, words do things: they mobilise, exclude, and unify. Doing
populism with words means engaging in a collaborative linguistic process that constantly shapes and
reshapes collective identities and political allegiances — as long as one investigates both poles of

demand and supply.
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