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Why do Empty Signifiers Matter
to Politics?

The Social Production of ‘Empty Signifiers’

An empty signifier is, strictly speaking, a signifier without a signified.
This definition is also, however, the enunciation of a problem. For
how would it be possible that a signifier is not attached to any
signified and remains, nevertheless, an integral part of a system of
signification? An empty signifier would be a sequence of sounds,
and if the latter are deprived of any signifying function the term
‘signifier’ itself would become excessive. The only possibility for a
stream of sounds being detached from any particular signified while
still remaining a signifier is if, through the subversion of the sign
which the possibility of an empty signifier involves, something is
achieved which is internal to significations as such. What is this
possibility?

Some pseudo answers can be discarded quite quickly. One would
be to argue that the same signifier can be attached to different
signifieds in different contexts (as a result of the arbitrariness of the
sign). But it is clear that, in that case, the signifier would not be
empty but equivocal: the function of signification in each context
would be fully realised. A second possibility is that the signifier is
not equivocal but ambiguous: that either an overdetermination or
an underdetermination of signifieds prevents it from being fully
fixed. Yet this floating of the signifier still does not make it an
empty one. Although the floating takes us one step towards the
proper answer to our problem, the terms of the latter are still
avoided. We do not have to deal with an excess or deficiency of
signification, but with the precise theoretical possibility of something
which points, from within the process of signification, to the
discursive presence of its own limits.
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An empty signifier can, consequently, only emerge if there is a
structural impossibility in signification as such, and only if this
impossibility can signify itself as an interruption (subversion, distor-
tion, etcetera) of the structure of the sign. That is, the limits of
signification can only announce themselves as the impossibility of
realizing what is within those limits - if the limits could be signified
in a direct way, they would be internal to signification and, ergo,
would not be limits at all.

An initial and purely formal consideration can help to clarify the
point. We know, from Saussure, that language (and by extension,
all signifying systems) is a system of differences, that linguistic
identities — values — are purely relational and that, as a result, the
totality of language is involved in each single act of signification.
Now, in that case, it is clear that the totality is essentially required -
if the differences did not constitute a system, no signification at all
would be possible. The problem, however, is that the very possibility
of signification is the system, and the very possibility of the system
is the possibility of its limits. We can say, with Hegel, that to think
of the limits of something is the same as thinking of what is beyond
those limits. But if what we are talking about are the limits of a
signifying system, it is clear that those limits cannot be themselves
signified, but have to show themselves as the interruption or
breakdown of the process of signification. Thus, we are left with
the paradoxical situation that what constitutes the condition of
possibility of a signifying system — its limits — is also what constitutes
its condition of impossibility — a blockage of the continuous
expansion of the process of signification.

A first and capital consequence of this is that true limits can
never be neutral limits but presuppose an exclusion. A neutral limit
would be one which is essentially continuous with what is at its two
sides, and the two sides are simply different from each other. As a
signifying totality is, however, precisely a system of differences,
this means that both are part of the same system and that the limits
between the two cannot be the limits of the system. In the case of
an exclusion we have, instead, authentic limits because the
actualization of what is beyond the limit of exclusion would involve
the impossibility of what is this side of the limit. True limits are
always antagonistic. But the operation of the logic of exclusionary
limits has a series of necessary effects which spread to both sides of
the limits and which will lead us straight into the emergence of
empty signifiers:
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1. A first effect of the exclusionary limit is that it introduces an
essential ambivalence within the system of differences constituted
by those limits. On the one hand, each element of the system has
an identity only so far as it is different from the others: difference
= identity. On the other hand, however, all these differences are
equivalent to each other inasmuch as all of them belong to this side
of the frontier of exclusion. But, in that case, the identity of each
element is constitutively split: on the one hand, each difference
expresses itself as difference; on the other hand, each of them
cancels itself as such by entering into a relation of equivalence with
all the other differences of the system. And, given that there is only
system as long as there is radical exclusion, this split or ambivalence
is constitutive of all systemic identity. It is only in so far as there is a
radical impossibility of a system as pure presence, beyond all
exclusions, that actual systems (in the plural) can exist. Now, if the
systematicity of the system is a direct result of the exclusionary
limit, it is only that exclusion that grounds the system as such. This
point is essential because it results from it that the system cannot
have a positive ground and that, as a result, it cannot signify itself
in terms of any positive signified. Let us suppose for a moment that
the systematic ensemble was the result of all its elements sharing a
positive feature (for example that they all belonged to a regional
category). In that case, that positive feature would be different
from other differential positive features, and they would all appeal
to a deeper systematic ensemble within which their differences
would be thought of as differences. But a system constituted through
radical exclusion interrupts this play of the differential logic: what
is excluded from the system, far from being something positive, is
the simple principle of positivity — pure being. This already
announces the possibility of an empty signifier — that is a signifier
of the pure cancellation of all difference.

2. The condition, of course, for this operation to be possible is
that what is beyond the frontier of exclusion is reduced to pure
negativity — that is to the pure threat that what is beyond poses to
the system (constituting it that way). If the exclusionary dimension
was eliminated, or even weakened, what would happen is that the
differential character of the ‘beyond’” would impose itself and, as a
result, the limits of the system would be blurred. Only if the beyond
becomes the signifier of pure threat, of pure negativity, of the simply
excluded, can there be limits and system (that is an objective order).
But in order to be the signifiers of the excluded (or, simply of
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exclusion), the various excluded categories have to cancel their
differences through the formation of a chain of equivalences to
that which the system demonizes in order to signify itself. Again,
we see here the possibility of an empty signifier announcing itself
through this logic in which differences collapse into equivalential
chains.

3. But, we could ask ourselves, why does this pure being or
systematicity of the system, or — its reverse — the pure negativity of
the excluded, require the production of empty signifiers in order to
signify itself? The answer is that we are trying to signify the limits
of signification — the real, if you want, in the Lacanian sense — and
there is no direct way of doing so except through the subversion of
the process of signification itself. We know, through psychoanalysis,
how what is not directly representable — the unconscious - can
only find as a means of representation the subversion of the signify-
ing process. Each signifier constitutes a sign by attaching itself to a
particular signified, inscribing itself as a difference within the
signifying process. But if what we are trying to signify is not a diff-
erence but, on the contrary, a radical exclusion which is the ground
and condition of all differences, in that case, no production of one
more difference can do the trick. As, however, all the means of
representation are differential in nature, it is only if the differential
nature of the signifying units is subverted, only if the signifiers
empty themselves of their attachment to particular signifieds and
assume the role of representing the pure being of the system — or,
rather, the system as pure Being - that such a signification is possible.
What is the ontological ground of such subversion, what makes it
possible? The answer is: the split of each unit of signification that
the system has to construct as the undecidable locus in which both
the logic of difference and the logic of equivalence operate. It is
only by privileging the dimension of equivalence to the point that
its differential nature is almost entirely obliterated - that is emptying
it of its differential nature — that the system can signify itself as a
totality.

Two points have to be stressed here. The first is that the being or
systematicity of the system which is represented through the empty
signifiers is not a being which has not been actually realized, but
one which is constitutively unreachable, for whatever systematic
effects that would exist will be the result, as we have seen, of the
unstable compromise between equivalence and difference. That is,
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we are faced with a constitutive lack, with an impossible object
which, as in Kant, shows itself through the impossibility of its
adequate representation. Here, we can give a full answer to our
initial question: there can be empty signifiers within the field of
signification because any system of signification is structured around
an empty place resulting from the impossibility of producing an
object which, none the less, is required by the systematicity of the
system. So, we are not dealing with an impossibility without location,
as in the case of a logical contradiction, but with a positive impossibility,
with a real one to which the x of the empty signifier points.

However, if this impossible object lacks the means of its adequate
or direct representation, this can only mean that the signifier which
is emptied in order to assume the representing function will always
be constitutively inadequate. What, in that case, does determine
that one signifier rather than another assumes in different
circumstances that signifying function? Here, we have to move to
the main theme of this essay: the relation between empty signifiers
and politics.

Hegemony

Let me go back to an example that we discussed in detail in
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy:' the constitution, according to
Rosa Luxemburg, of the unity of the working class through an
overdetermination of partial struggles over a long period of time.
Her basic argument is that the unity of the class is not determined
by an a priori consideration about the priority of either the political
struggle or the economic struggle, but by the accumulated effects
of the internal split of all partial mobilizations. In relation to our
subject, her argument amounts to approximately the following: in
a climate of extreme repression any mobilization for a partial
objective will be perceived not only as related to the concrete
demand or objectives of that struggle, but also as an act of opposition
against the system. This last fact is what establishes the link between
a variety of concrete or partial struggles and mobilizations — all of
them are seen as related to each other, not because their concrete
objectives are intrinsically related but because they are all seen as
equivalent in confrontation with the repressive regime. It is not,
consequently, something positive that all of them share which
establishes their unity, but something negative: their opposition to
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a common enemy. Luxemburg’s argument is that a revolutionary
mass identity is established through the overdetermination, over a
whole historical period, of a plurality of separate struggles. These
traditions fused, at the revolutionary moment, in a ruptural point.

Let us try to apply our previous categories to this sequence. The
meaning (the signified) of all concrete struggles appears, right from
the beginning, internally divided. The concrete aim of the struggle
is not only that aim in its concreteness; it also signifies opposition
to the system. The first signified establishes the differential character
of that demand or mobilization vis-d-vis all other demands or
mobilizations. The second signified establishes the equivalence of
all these demands in their common opposition to the system. As we
can see, any concrete struggle is dominated by this contradictory
movement that simultaneously asserts and abolishes its own
singularity. The function of representing the system as a totality
depends, consequently, on the possibility of the equivalential function
neatly prevailing over the differential one; but this possibility is
simply the result of every single struggle always being already,
originally, penetrated by this constitutive ambiguity.

It is important to observe that, as we have already established, if
the function of the differential signifiers is to renounce their
differential identity in order to represent the purely equivalential
identity of a communitarian space as such, they cannot construct
this equivalential identity as something belonging to a differential
order. For instance: we can represent the Tzarist regime as a
repressive order by enumerating the differential kinds of oppression
that it imposed on various sections of the population as much as we
want; but such enumeration will not give us the specificity of the
repressive moment, that which constitutes — in its negation — what
is peculiar to a repressive relation between entities. Because in such
a relation each instance of the repressive power counts as pure
bearer of the negation of the identity of the repressed sector. Now,
if the differential identity of the repressive action is in that way
‘distanced’ from itself by having itself transformed into the mere
incarnating body of the negation of the being of another entity, it is
clear that between this negation and the body through which it
expresses itself there is no necessary relation — nothing predetermines
that one particular body should be the one predestined to incarnate
negation as such.

It is precisely this which makes the relation of equivalence possible:
different particular struggles are so many bodies which can
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indifferently incarnate the opposition of all of them to the repressive
power. This involves a double movement. On the one hand, the
more the chain of equivalences is extended, the less each concrete
struggle will be able to remain closed in a differential self - in
something which separates it from all other differential identities
through a difference which is exclusively its own. On the contrary,
as the equivalent relation shows that these differential identities are
simply indifferent bodies incarnating something equally present in
all of them, the longer the chain of equivalences is, the less concrete
this ‘something equally present’ will be. At the limit it will be pure
communitarian being independent of all concrete manifestation.
And, on the other hand, that which is beyond the exclusion
delimiting the communitarian space - the repressive power — will
count less as the instrument of particular differential repressions
and will express pure anti-community, pure evil and negation. The
community created by this equivalential expansion will be, thus,
the pure idea of a communitarian fullness which is absent — as a
result of the presence of the repressive power.

But, at this point, the second movement starts. This pure
equivalential function representing an absent fullness which shows
itself through the collapse of all differential identities is something
which cannot have a signifier of its own — for in that case, the
‘beyond all differences’ would be one more difference and not the
result of the equivalential collapse of all differential identities.
Precisely because the community as such is not a purely differential
space of an objective identity but an absent fullness, it cannot have
any form of representation of its own, and has to borrow the latter
from some entity constituted within the equivalential space — in the
same way as gold is a particular use value which assumes, as well,
the function of representing value in general. This emptying of a
particular signifier of its particular, differential signified is, as we
saw, what makes possible the emergence of ‘empty’ signifiers as the
signifiers of a lack, of an absent totality. But this leads us straight
into the question with which we closed the previous section: if all
differential struggles — in our example — are equally capable of
expressing, beyond their differential identity, the absent fullness of
the community; if the equivalential function makes all differential
positions similarly indifferent to this equivalential representation;
if none is predetermined per se to fulfil this role; what does determine
that one of them rather than another incarnates, at particular periods
of time, this universal function?
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The answer is: the unevenness of the social. For if the equivalential
logic tends to do away with the relevance of all differential location,
this is only a tendential movement that is always resisted by the
logic of difference which is essentially non-equalitarian. (It comes
as no surprise that Hobbes’s model of a state of nature, which tries
to depict a realm in which the full operation of the logic of
equivalence makes the community impossible, has to presuppose
an original and essential equality between men.) Not any position
in society, not any struggle is equally capable of transforming its
own contents in a nodal point that becomes an empty signifier.
Now, is this not to return to a rather traditional conception of the
historical effectivity of social forces, one which asserts that the
unevenness of structural locations determines which one of them is
going to be the source of totalizing effects? No, it is not, because
these uneven structural locations, some of which represent points
of high concentration of power, are themselves the result of processes
in which logics of difference and logics of equivalence overdetermine
each other. It is not a question of denying the historical effectivity
of the logic of differential structural locations but, rather, of denying
to them, as a whole, the character of an infrastructure which would
determine, out of itself, the laws of movement of society.

If this is correct, it is impossible to determine at the level of the
mere analysis of the form difference/equivalence which particular
difference is going to become the locus of equivalential effects —
this requires the study of a particular conjuncture, precisely because
the presence of equivalential effects is always necessary, but the
relation equivalence/difference is not intrinsically linked to any
particular differential content. This relation by which a particular
content becomes the signifier of the absent communitarian fullness
is exactly what we call a hegemonic relationship. The presence of
empty signifiers — in the sense that we have defined them — is the
very condition of hegemony. This can be easily seen if we address a
very well known difficulty which forms a recurring stumbling block
in most theorizations of hegemony — Gramsci’s included. A class or
group is considered to be hegemonic when it is not closed in a
narrow corporatist perspective, but presents itself as realizing the
broader aims either of emancipating or ensuring order for wider
masses of the population. But this faces us with a difficulty if we do
not determine precisely what these terms ‘broader aims’, ‘wider
masses’ refer to. There are two possibilities: first, that society is an
addition of discrete groups, each tending to their particular aims
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and in constant collision with each other. In that case, ‘broader’
and ‘wider’ could only mean the precarious equilibrium of a
negotiated agreement between groups, all of which would retain
their conflicting aims and identity. But ‘hegemony’ clearly refers to
a stronger type of communitarian unity than such an agreement
evokes. Second, that society has some kind of pre-established
essence, so that the ‘broader’ and ‘wider’ has a content of its own,
independent of the will of the particular groups, and that ‘hegemony’
would mean the realization of such an essence. But this would not
only do away with the dimension of contingency which has always
been associated with the hegemonic operation, but would also be
incompatible with the consensual character of ‘hegemony’: the
hegemonic order would be the imposition of a pre-given organiz-
ational principle and not something emerging from the political
interaction between groups. Now, if we consider the matter from
the point of view of the social production of empty signifiers, this
problem vanishes. For in that case, the hegemonic operations would
be the presentation of the particularity of a group as the incarnation
of that empty signifier which refers to the communitarian order as
an absence, an unfulfilled reality.

How does this mechanism operate? Let us consider the extreme
situation of a radical disorganization of the social fabric. In such
conditions — which are not far away from Hobbes’s state of nature
— people need an order, and the actual content of it becomes a
secondary consideration. ‘Order’ as such has no content, because it
only exists in the various forms in which it is actually realized, but
in a situation of radical disorder ‘order’ is present as that which is
absent; it becomes an empty signifier, as the signifier of that absence.
In this sense, various political forces can compete in their efforts to
present their particular objectives as those which carry out the
filling of that lack. To hegemonize something is exactly to carry out
this filling function. (We have spoken about ‘order’, but obviously
‘unity’, ‘liberation’, ‘revolution’, etcetera belong to the same order
of things. Any term which, in a certain political context becomes
the signifier of the lack, plays the same role. Politics is possible
because the constitutive impossibility of society can only represent
itself through the production of empty signifiers.)

This explains also why any hegemony is always unstable and
penetrated by a constitutive ambiguity. Let us suppose that a workers’
mobilization succeeds in presenting its own objectives as a signifier
of ‘liberation’ in general. (This, as we have seen, is possible because
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the workers’ mobilization, taking place under a repressive regime,
is also seen as an anti-system struggle.) In one sense this is a
hegemonic victory, because the objectives of a particular group are
identified with society at large. But, in another sense, this is a
dangerous victory. If ‘workers’ struggle’ becomes the signifier of
liberation as such, it also becomes the surface of inscription through
which all liberating struggles will be expressed, so that the chain of
equivalences which are unified around this signifier tend to empty
it, and to blur its connection with the actual content with which it
was originally associated. Thus, as a result of its very success, the
hegemonic operation tends to break its links with the force which
was its original promoter and beneficiary.

Hegemony and Democracy

Let us conclude with some reflections on the relation between empty
signifiers, hegemony and democracy.

Consider for a moment the role of social signifiers in the
emergence of modern political thought — I am essentially thinking
of the work of Hobbes. Hobbes, as we have seen, presented the
state of nature as the radically opposite of an ordered society, as a
situation only defined in negative terms. But, as a result of that
description, the order of the ruler has to be accepted not because of
any intrinsic virtue that it can have, but just because it is an order,
and the only alternative is radical disorder. The condition, however,
of the coherence of this scheme is the postulate of the equality of
the power of individuals in the state of nature — if the individuals
were uneven in terms of power, order could be guaranteed through
sheer domination. So, power is eliminated twice: in the state of
nature, as all individuals equally share in it, and in the
commonwealth, as it is entirely concentrated in the hands of the
ruler. (A power which is total or a power which is equally distributed
among all members of the community is no power at all.) So, while
Hobbes implicitly perceives the split between the empty signifier
‘order as such’ and the actual order imposed by the ruler, as he
reduces — through the covenant — the first to the second, he cannot
think of any kind of dialectical or hegemonic game between the
two.

What happens if, on the contrary, we reintroduce power within
the picture - that is if we accept the unevenness of power in social

45



EMANCIPATION(S)

relations? In that case, civil society will be partially structured and
partially unstructured and, as a result, the total concentration of
power in the hands of the ruler ceases to be a logical requirement.
But in that case, the credentials of the ruler to claim total power
are much less obvious. If partial order exists in society, the legitimacy
of the identification of the empty signifier of order with the will of
the ruler will have the further requirement that the content of this
will does not clash with something the society already is. As society
changes over time this process of identification will be always
precarious and reversible and, as the identification is no longer
automatic, different projects or wills will try to hegemonize the
empty signifiers of the absent community. The recognition of the
constitutive nature of this gap and its political institutionalization
is the starting point of modern democracy.

Note

1. Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy,
London, Verso 1985.
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