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Emmy, let’s start with a question about the broad conceptual framework on which your work is based,
namely the role of emotions in politics and its connection to populism. Could you talk about how you see

that relationship?

| see emotions as an intrinsic part of politics and of the development of any political identity.
When people say that some actors are emotional and some are rational, | find that to be
problematic and a bit strange. | come from the tradition of radical democratic theory, where
affect and emotions play a much more prominent role than they do in other theories. This
has really helped me articulate my research, but | also find that it's very applicable to the
current context and the way that we look at populism now. | have been influenced by the
work of Ernesto Laclau, an Argentinian political philosopher who has written several different
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identities. This is the beauty of Laclau’s theory—he takes a psychoanalytical theory that
often very centered on individuals and puts it up on a collective level: “How can we
understand affect in relation to politics and groups more generally?” Affect becomes the
driving force behind politics. It is that desire to pin down your identity, to understand what
you are, to realize your goals and desires, but according to psychoanalytical theory, this will
never happen. It's always something that is in the process of happening; we want to feel
complete. Laclau states that we often attach meaning to certain empty signifiers that are
supposed to fill the constitutive lack, to make our lives complete—something that allows us
to reach that unreachable part of ourselves.

These empty signifiers can be politicians, like Peron in Argentina—which is an example that
he uses a lot—or Donald Trump. They can also be slogans or ideologies. They can be singular
words. And | would also say that they can be non-material things: art, a protest movement...
We attach meaning to these empty signifiers. Everyone has an affective investmentin a
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thought to be good if they're seen as rational—the problem of course being that we have
certain, quite narrow, concept of rationality, which is afforded to some people but not others.

For example, it is more often afforded to men than women, to people that are white than
those that are non-white. By labeling some people as rational, we are immediately saying that
these people are legitimate holders of power—they should be part of the hegemonic order—
whereas the emotional bit is a marker of being an outsider. | think that this has been very
obvious in U.S. politics in the past few years. People threw these accusations at Hillary
Clinton: because she was a woman, she would be too emotional. They have also been
directed at Trump and at other Republicans. This sensible/non-sensible, emotional/rational
divide remains understudied even though it is key in our political debates as a proxy for
saying that some people don't belong in politics.
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there is also xenophobia coming from leftist audiences in Europe. How can leftist populism be

multicultural in some respects yet nationalist or xenophobic in others?

Within the European populist left, there is a very strong
commitment to the European nation-state order: nationalist
identities are seen as vehicles through which to further the

progressive political struggle.
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What about a leftist populist narrative that sees migrants both as victims of big, globalized corpora - s

looking for cheap labor and as “culturally different”?

You're absolutely right here. If you're really against capitalist exploitation of cheap labor, then
the solution should be to legislate against that, not to close borders. The answer from the
populist left is sometimes to close the borders and to take care of domestic workers first—
the claim being that we first need to implement socialism nationally and then build socialism
internationally. | find that this type of narrative goes against a lot of left-wing thought, and it's
been debated within the left in Europe since the Second International—it’s like a 100-year
battle. It is fascinating that this is still presented as a very progressive thought, even though
one can see very strong similarities to the right-wing vision. This is not to say that the left
and the right are the same or that the extreme left and the extreme right are the same. | do
not want to endorse in any way any type of horseshoe theory that says that extremism looks
the same wherever you turn. What | want to say is that in the European context, the narrative
of the nation is sometimes stronaer than narticular ideoloaies on the left and riaht.
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of years and it's worked surprisingly well. There aren’t any extreme differences between
them.

So Podemos is definitely left and Vox is definitely right. For me, the emergence of Vox is less
of a movement to the right of the political spectrum and more of a split in the main
conservative bloc. Many of those voters who now vote for Vox used to vote for Partido
Popular. | don't think that they have changed massively in terms of what they think; the
programs and policies that Vox represents have been present in the Partido Popular ever
since the transition to democracy in the late 1970s. The old ideas of glorifying the
dictatorship, being against migration, being very hostile to any sort of progressive social
policy, being very much against the Catalonian independence movement....Partido Popular
has campaigned on these for the past 40 years.

Therefore, the rise of Vox is not as surprising as some people make it out to be. It's more that
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participating in the decision-making process? Podemos has embraced digital tools to er - re
the involvement of their membership, which is completely free—you can just sign up at any
time and there are no barriers to membership of Podemos of the kind that sometimes exist
in other parties. So it is not just about Facebook and Twitter, but the deeper question of “How
can we vote on new policy proposals online? How can we make sure that more people put
forward proposals for us to consider at our party congress?” This is a very important part of
the discussion: How do we increase deliberation and participation?

On the other hand, it's important to bring up the connection between the online and the
offline, because it isn't a sharp distinction. A lot of the work that is done online mirrors what
is happening offline and the occupations of squares that we've had on the left mirror things
that are going on online—they feed into one another. A lot of people would like to think that
because of the rise of social media, we now have this very different political landscape. |
think it's more accurate to say that online and offline are co-constitutive; social media is yet
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She holds a PhD in Politics from the University of Manchester (2015), an MA in International Relations: Global Governance
Social Theory from the University of Bremen, Germany (2011), and two BAs in Political Science and Latin from Lund University,

Sweden (2009).

Emmy Eklundh
illiberalism.org
The Illiberalism Studies Program studies the
A . different faces of illiberal politics and thought in

Wg Institute for European, Russian and Eurasian Studies

illiberalism

Studies Program
The Concept Publications Research Projects Resources Events

About Us Contact

Q

https://www.illiberalism.org/emmy-eklundh-on-left-wing-illiberalism/ 9/10


https://www.illiberalism.org/tag/emmy-eklundh/
https://www.illiberalism.org/author/illsp/
https://www.illiberalism.org/carolyn-gallaher-on-the-alt-right-white-identity-politics-and-americas-militia-movements/
https://www.illiberalism.org/carolyn-gallaher-on-the-alt-right-white-identity-politics-and-americas-militia-movements/
https://www.illiberalism.org/eviane-leidig-on-the-women-of-the-far-right-social-media-and-transnational-illiberalism/
https://www.illiberalism.org/eviane-leidig-on-the-women-of-the-far-right-social-media-and-transnational-illiberalism/
https://www.illiberalism.org/bradley-onishi-on-white-christian-nationalism-trumpism-and-january-6th/
https://www.illiberalism.org/bradley-onishi-on-white-christian-nationalism-trumpism-and-january-6th/
https://www.illiberalism.org/carolyn-gallaher-on-the-alt-right-white-identity-politics-and-americas-militia-movements/
https://www.illiberalism.org/eviane-leidig-on-the-women-of-the-far-right-social-media-and-transnational-illiberalism/
https://www.illiberalism.org/bradley-onishi-on-white-christian-nationalism-trumpism-and-january-6th/
https://www.illiberalism.org/
https://www.illiberalism.org/illiberalism-conceptual-introduction/
https://www.illiberalism.org/events/
https://www.illiberalism.org/about-illiberalism-studies-program/
https://www.illiberalism.org/contact/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://twitter.com/ILLSP_GWU
https://www.facebook.com/illiberalism/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCY6VvZoDdtDvYnyKQiSWoBQ
https://www.instagram.com/illiberalism.gwu/
mailto:illibstudies@gwu.edu

3/20/24, 2:31 PM Emmy Eklundh on left-wing illiberalism | illiberalism.org

White Identity Far Right, Social Nationalism,
Politics, and Media, and Trumpism, and
America’s Militia Transnational January 6th
Movements llliberalism
ll illiberalism.org || illiberalism.org ll illiberalism.org
March 13,2024 February 28, 2024 January 22, 2024

1957 E st, NW, suite  Sign-Up For Our Institute for lliberalism: A
412 Institut dp European, Russian, C tual
' NSttUte and Frogram 4 Eurasian Studies oncep u.a
Malllng LIStS THE GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY IntrOdUCtlon

Washington DC,
Resource Hub

20052 . Elliott School of A
Subscribe International Affairs gora
T: 202 994 3368

THE GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY Research Projects

E:

illibstudies@gwu.edu Culture and Society
About Us

© 2024 illiberalism.org. Powered by narva.io Yy f . N

https://www.illiberalism.org/emmy-eklundh-on-left-wing-illiberalism/ 10/10


https://www.illiberalism.org/author/illsp/
https://www.illiberalism.org/author/illsp/
https://www.illiberalism.org/author/illsp/
https://www.illiberalism.org/carolyn-gallaher-on-the-alt-right-white-identity-politics-and-americas-militia-movements/
https://www.illiberalism.org/eviane-leidig-on-the-women-of-the-far-right-social-media-and-transnational-illiberalism/
https://www.illiberalism.org/bradley-onishi-on-white-christian-nationalism-trumpism-and-january-6th/
mailto:illibstudies@gwu.edu
https://visitor.r20.constantcontact.com/manage/optin?v=001GL6cz-YdcNyMrrACDw619nOVXbETz-DKwqklK34IulLTBafi21KQ2m3hgyv5OcRoTV4th4kZHGVSJvEtx8E0phvNxhekhjDLBuvJOBtD43g%3D
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://ieres.elliott.gwu.edu/
https://elliott.gwu.edu/
https://elliott.gwu.edu/
https://www.illiberalism.org/illiberalism-conceptual-introduction/
https://www.illiberalism.org/illiberalism-conceptual-introduction/
https://www.illiberalism.org/illiberalism-conceptual-introduction/
https://www.illiberalism.org/resource-hub/
https://www.illiberalism.org/agora/
https://www.illiberalism.org/research-projects/
https://www.illiberalism.org/research/resources-hub/culture-and-society/
https://www.illiberalism.org/about-illiberalism-studies-program/
https://twitter.com/ILLSP_GWU
https://www.facebook.com/illiberalism/
tel:2029943368
mailto:illibstudies@gwu.edu

