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It is tempting to see the people as a self-evident entity that is here for good, without taking social unrest, 

fragmentation, or anomie into account. Yet in his article on "The People" in the Encyclopedia, Louis de Jaucourt 

had already warned against the temptation: "The people: a collective noun that is hard to define because there are 

so many very different ideas concerning its meaning." The people is thus a name rather than a thing. And we 

have to ask ourselves who exactly is using it. The way the name is used depends entirely on whether one thinks 

of oneself as belonging to—or not belonging to—the people. If I think of myself as part of the people, then I will 

be designating a collective subject that is also an historical agent—rioters in the Arab Spring, say, or the 

indignant protesters on Wall Street. I will think of myself as part of the movement and the question will be how 

to carry action—a movement—through. If, on the other hand, I do not see myself as part of the people, I will be 

designating an undifferentiated, herd-like, mob. This could be put differently: either I see myself as a small but 

active component of a vast movement, or I see myself as one of the Greats and stand apart and accuse the people 

of vulgarity and of being plebeian. This turns the name, the people, into something altogether different. So, in 

fact, there is no such thing as the people. As Gérard Bras has said, "to talk of a people is to talk of the people one 

wishes to constitute."1 Thus, necessarily, the people never stands behind, but always ahead. The people is not so 

much a frame of reference as a label used to express our idea of the collective or the social. That is why any 

assimilation of a people to an archaic identity based on a particular territory, language, religion, or culture, 

functions as a potential source of violence by which a people comes into existence through the imagination. If, 

when we refer to the French people, we are thinking of a territory, or a type of rootedness characteristic of 

natives—as opposed to the foreign-born—and if we combine this reference with references to a language, a 

religion, or a culture, we are constructing a frame of reference that immediately produces violence. What I mean 

by this is that the term people becomes an instrument of disqualification of any life that is not seen as being part 

of that frame of reference. If the French people, constructed in this way, is no more than a name, no more than 

the imagined simplification of a composite reality, of an unregulated multitude, then to refer to that name is to 

exercise violence against the lives of those considered as foreign to the people. The people, then, under the 

pretense of being an including mechanism, becomes an excluding mechanism. It constitutes a principle of 

exclusion that rejects outsiders and maintains them beyond borders. Which is to say that the people is never a 
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connecting principle without simultaneously being a disconnecting principle: at one and the same time it unifies 

and sunders the social continuum. Which is to say that if some lives are to take place within a people, others will 

necessarily take place on the shores of politics, to borrow the title of one of Jacques Rancière's books. The 

people, then, does not exist as an inert thing, it is a name that does not refer to a desired "inside" without first 

expelling an undesirable "outside." Its centripetal effect can only be achieved as a result of a centrifugal 

dynamic. Two examples: for there to be a people, and if the people is identified with the nation, there are 

necessarily foreigners are maintained on the confines, in the margins of the nation; if the people means the 

workers, as was the case in the nineteenth century, when the people came to mean the useful classes and was 

therefore assimilated to the proletariat, it is the unemployed that are maintained on the confines. If the people is 

thus always identified on the basis of certain stable elements (economic, political or linguistic elements), it is 

worthwhile examining its existence as a destabilizing force. Can a people exist as anything more than a name or 

a frame of reference? Perhaps, if it is articulated around the possibility of a "We." Remember the last scene in 

John Ford's film, The Grapes of Wrath, and Ma Joad's "We are the people," or the more recent "Yes we can": in 

both statements, the "we" is in danger of being re-appropriated, distorted, and finally of becoming a sort of 

handy shorthand. Nevertheless the possibility of a "we" opens up the meaning of the term, or at least does so 

when the "we" is taken up by those who usually have no part in the "we," those who have no voice, those who 

are invisible and inaudible, the unemployed, say, or undocumented immigrants. After all, that is what Sieyès 

meant when, almost alone, he declared that the Third-Estate wanted to be something, had until then been almost 

everything, and yet was treated as though it was nothing. It is also what the Indignant mean when they say, "we 

are the 99%." 
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