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The idea of a people exudes a kind of immediately felt forcefulness. One has only to think of it. Or to say the 

word. Yet its impact depends on the moment and context. There is the joyous warm people of public celebrations 

or street parties on one hand, with its colours and lights, its twirling, facetious charm, and its harmless 

cheerfulness. But a people can also be solemn, just, compassionate, generous, or united. And that is not all. 

There is that other people: stupid, full of hatred, violent, capable of sudden barbarity, as witnessed for example 

in 1870 by the little village of Hautefaye—just one of innumerable similar cases. A mason, a rag-and-bone man, 

a peasant, a labourer, a workman, a miner, a blacksmith or a tailor showed just how vile the people can be. 

The people does not designate a politically or socially stable historical reality. The word people designates an 

unpresentable subject. And it is precisely for that reason that it has such an irresistible power of attraction. When 

we hear the word, its attraction is not the result of the existence of a concrete collective subject, a real 

community, a visible people, but on the contrary, it is due to the fact that it is not only an abstract being but 

indeed a fictional one. The people behaves much in the same way as characters in a novel do. They do not exist 

in the palpable world yet they people our dreams. They become ideal. Our own desires and passions are the 

fabric of their being. It is because the people lends itself to all our imaginings that we react so unanimously and 

so emotionally to it. 

In fact, all joking aside, that is precisely why the people is so popular. There is something necessarily circular in 

the idea of a collective affection for the people. Which explains why a call to the people, a call to its supposed 

virtues, to its presumed greatness, is always a variation on the theme of self-admiration. A call to the people is a 

form of narcissism disguised as a profession of love for community. A display that reveals a hidden truth: 

anyone who evokes the people sees himself as being unquestionably one of its members—and yet cannot be 

accused of attempting to attain social sainthood. This mechanism is surely one of the reasons that explains the 

intoxicating triumph that the use of the term often produces. 

For, by the people, we mean only kindly or virtuous people, or victims. By the people we mean neither the mob 

nor the hoi polloi. The people is never composed of violent husbands, liars, cheaters, thieves, shopkeepers who 

do not return change, it is never composed of employees who do not do their jobs, of incompetent workers, 

merciless landlords, unscrupulous tenants, unworthy children, or bad mothers. The people is an assembly of what 



is best in us. The wicked, those we wish to expel from the body of the people are the elites or foreigners, often 

both, together or in turn—and the two categories are commonly confused, as the figure of the "stateless banker" 

shows. These "cosmopolitan elites," presented as "globalized" today, live in the land of financial markets that is, 

by nature, foreign to everyone, the land of transnational borders that has the power to coerce all the peoples in 

the world. 

In representative democracies, which have the presumption to think that an elected assembly is able to make 

decisions in the name of all, the people is no more than raw material for political entrepreneurs who often find it 

difficult to get elected and who expand the figure of the people to include all the frustrations, anger, and 

resentment that a crisis can produce. Economics, sociology, and politics fly to the wind: social classes are no 

more, lobbies no longer exist, there is no contradiction, and no need for negotiation of any sort. Even conflict 

vanishes—except for one sort: conflict with elites and foreigners. Populists all pretend not to make a living out 

of their love of the people. They rashly—and without fear of appearing foolish—declare that they are the only 

ones who love the people for its own good.  


